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As consumers become increasingly comfortable with Chances are that if your business hasn't yet

artificial intelligence in a customer service setting, deployed a virtual agent to help streamline
conversational Al is expected to save key sectors - customer service, support or sales, it's only
including banking, healthcare and retail - S11 billion a matter of time before you take the plunge.

in annual cost savings and over 2.5 billion customer

service hours by 2023. The next step, therefore, comes in figuring

out how to position this new artificially-

Gartner reports that it has seen a greater than Intelligent employee so that customers see
160% increase in interest from companies around it as a true embodiment of your brand and
Implementing conversational Al solutions. not as a tacked-on afterthought.

We are on the cusp of a human-machine

collaboration boom thanks to artificial intelligence,

with virtual agents and conversational Al very
much at its center.
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A key step towards successfully launching your virtual

Tk | Workshop it!
agent is designing a suitable avatar.

Get the relevant stakeholders together
First impressions matter and a well-thought-out avatar

and hold workshops to iron out exactly
what you want (and need) in an avatar.
For ideas about workshopping

your virtual agent avatar, talk

allows you to decide how you want customers to perceive
your virtual agent before they begin interacting with it.

In this guide, we will explore a variety of
approaches to avatar design based on trends

we have seen emerge among our client
base and our research into

to your Al supervisor at boost.ali.

human-machine interaction.

Avatar design is a complex process
that should take into account a

number of factors such as market

research, existing branding, customer
expectations and more.

Scientific research shows that avatar

design choices have specific effects, but
the design choices that you make should be
based on your specific goals.
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Chapter 1:

Your avatar, your choice

Conversational Al is a nascent field that is rapidly evolving.

While we have seen an explosion of whitepapers and think

pieces on the subject over the past few years, detailed research

into the impact of avatars as social actors suggests that we don’t

necessarily understand how this translates to the latest advancements
In conversational Al technology.
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What is key to remember, however, is that as your

virtual agent project continues to grow, and customers
become accustomed to interacting with you through
this new channel, it will become an integral part of
your organization’s identity.

Taking ownership of avatar design in the
early stages of development is, therefore,
crucial to ensuring that it aligns with
existing branding guidelines.

We advise our clients to work closely
with their in-house marketing teams
and designers (the more the merrier)
or engage In user research that can
provide insight into the customer
base demographics, and tailor
design decisions to suit

this data.
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Obtaining ‘buy-in’
across all relevant
departments of the

organization should

also be a consideration.

The contact center teams
and Al trainers who will be
working closest with your

2

virtual agent can have equally
as valuable input as the CEO
or project leader.

Across hundreds of successful
Implementations, we have seen that
a virtual agent can quickly become
accepted by employees as

“Jjust another member of the team”

L)

and tapping those same staff members
to help bring the project to life can
often help to ease the transition.

This works both ways - as a well-
designed avatar can be used as

a guideline to help the Al Trainer
team keep the tone of voice and
experience consistent.
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Chapter 2:

Set expectations

A 9o .. .
good first impression can matter just as much with
|

\.nrtual ag.ents as it can with humans, and while this
IS somethlfwg that is normally taken into consideration
when de5|-gning greeting messages and proactive
conversation flows, it should be equally considered

in terms of avatar design.
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This may also be a nod to computer

operating systems (1. Microsoft

Windows) that often have shortcuts 10

system settings in the lower-right corner.

e, avatar placement does not

In practic
onventions

need to be restricted by these C
and you should consider what works best

for the user experience you wish to create.
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https://www.bentley.edu/news/bentley-graduate-students-reveal-how-users-respond-chatbots-compared-human-agents
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I Chat-first

The speed and convenience of the chat channel has been

identified as desirable among millennials, who prefer it

over phone and email.

Amongst our clients who have adopted a
‘chat-first’ strategy (in which a virtual agent is
presented as the principal channel of contact),
we have seen increases in traffic and CSAT
scores, with one major Norwegian bank

reporting 3 out of 4 customers favoring

to talk to its virtual agent over a human

representative.
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A lot of the mythology (for lack of a better word)
surrounding artificial intelligence centers around
futuristic humanoid robots derived from science fiction.

It is, therefore, no surprise that some consumers may
expect a virtual agent to do more than it is actually
designed to, based on their impressions of robots
from popular culture.

Breaking away from common sci-fi tropes (i.e.
avoiding calling your virtual agent HAL 9000 and
using a glowing red light as an avatar) can help to
better set up expectations for what customers will
get out of the experience before they even open up
the chat window.
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Another point to consider is how the avatar’s
functionality will inform its design. Whether
you decide on a basic icon or a full character
viewable from multiple angles, it depends on

how you expect customers to engage with It.

Think about whether the avatar will exist outside
of simply being a chat icon and try not to limit
Its design so that it can be used in the future for

external marketing purposes.
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These are four categories of avatar.

People often ask which one they should
choose to represent their virtual agent

but there is no right answer.

Each category brings with it end-user

expectations that may or may not align

with your business goals and are subject

to change over time.

Instead, consider what you would
expect from each of these if you were
to have a conversation with them?

These expectations will give you a sense

of what a customer may feel when

encountering your virtual agent.

Align with your marketing team and
‘customer persona’, and be sure to test
the design with customers to learn from

them if it has the desired effect.
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In research conducted by SINTEF, it

was observed that how a virtual agent
looks - while still important to a user’s
overall impression of the interaction -
did not rank as high when compared
to how polite it is or how good its

conversational skills are.

Our recommendation is to avoid
creating a jarring experience between
how your virtual agent looks and how

It communicates.

It's iImportant to make sure that

there is a clear correlation between

Beecp Bep! I am X#3
a Chaib#"-" that
will abzﬂ Any command.

these two aspects so that customers
aren't surprised once they begin
chatting with your virtual agent after

expectations are set by its avatar.
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https://www.sintef.no/en/publications/publication/?pubid=CRIStin+1720209

Back to contents

Chapter 3:

Establishing trust between customers and your virtual agent is key
to leaving them with a positive lasting impression of your brand. While

a lot of the work in building trust is done via the dialogue interactions

a customer has with the virtual agent, how it looks can also play a part.

Trust is an attitude that relies on how humans perceive certain
characteristics such as ‘credibility’. This presents a major challenge
when it comes to building trust with a virtual agent because the

credibility of said virtual agent is based on how the user perceives or

evaluates its credibility, not its inherent qualities.

The literature on interpersonal trust between humans also shows

that trust relations are dynamic and vary over time.

A study by SINTEF that tries to establish what makes users

points out that,
while research is lacking on factors directly contributing to trust

between users and virtual agents, cues can be taken from the

broader relationship between users and general automation.
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https://www.researchgate.net/publication/327839749_What_Makes_Users_Trust_a_Chatbot_for_Customer_Service_An_Exploratory_Interview_Study
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Based on this study, we can offer some guidelines on what
factors to consider when trying to establish trust through

avatar design:

= How often do users need to repeat themselves because

a virtual agent doesn’t understand them?

= |s the information a virtual agent provides reliable

and current (or is it stale like a website)?

= How is the quality of the information provided by the

virtual agent - good, useful or just filler?

= |s the virtual agent being deceptive - either about its

robot-ness or any of the information it presents?

= Does the user get the sense that the bot is there
to manipulate them in some way or is it clearly

an efficient and helpful tool?

Chapter 3: Trust in design



Chapter 4:

Injecting personality

Multiple sources suggest that developing a personality

is important for developing a good virtual agent.

7
However, at boost.ai we believe this to be a vague HOW areé€ Yyou -
evaluation that is not robust enough for us to base

design recommendations.

I'm doing

Research shows that humans are subconsciously 01101111 01101011

inclined to apply social rules (like politeness and

reciprocity) when interacting with computers.

This may be where the assumption that a virtual .
agent needs a complex, human-like avatar and
personality in order to improve /!

the customer experience stems from.

oo

In reality, there is actually no strong evidence

to support this.
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What we, instead, choose to advise our
clients is that matching your virtual agent’s
visual personality with the personality it
portrays during an interaction should be
a common consideration in the avatar
design process. If your company is

a youth-oriented telco targeting

Back to contents

millennials, then your virtual agent and
its avatar should be in sync with this
demographic. Similarly, if your virtual
agent is providing critical information
around a local government'’s
COVID-19 response, it should look

and respond appropriately.

I can help
with health

queihon;,

poe ¥

What'’s in a name?

Coming up with a catchy name for your virtual
agent may be a good way to help customers
form a bond with it.

Research into robot vacuum cleaners found

that people who named their vacuum cleaners
felt an increased emotional attachment,
heightening their enjoyment for cleaning.
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Chapter 5:

Rules of engagement

Once you have established a look and personality for your avatar,
another method to potentially increase its appeal is to include an

interactive element.

A study published in the journal ‘Computers in Human Behavior’,

suggests that users confronted with a chatbot with a human-

like avatar reported being disappointed when they discovered

that they were unable to interact with it.

While an interactive avatar may not be appropriate for every
use case - either due to branding or resource constraints
- we have seen several examples of interactivity/

engagement among our client base.

A prominent Nordic energy company redesigned its
virtual agent’s avatar to incorporate an animation that

allows it to wave at users who idle on its homepage,

attempting to draw their attention.
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https://tech.hindustantimes.com/tech/news/adding-human-avatar-to-chatbots-not-enough-study-story-mW1IRtJK0PEfqBrN3ZBFXN.html
https://tech.hindustantimes.com/tech/news/adding-human-avatar-to-chatbots-not-enough-study-story-mW1IRtJK0PEfqBrN3ZBFXN.html

The Norman Nielsen Group notes that beyond just
looking pretty, appealing visual design can help to

Increase usability, strengthen brand perception and elicit

positive emotions in customers.

Focusing on designing an avatar that looks good also

stands to make the user feel good in the process.

Similarly, a virtual agent’s avatar can be combined with
proactive functionality (as outlined in more detail in our

guide, ‘Conversational Design vol. 2: Visibility’')

to create a more dynamic experience.

This can be an effective method to drive interaction
and be as simple as opening up the chat window,
unprompted, to offer advice or information related to

a specific page that the user is viewing.
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https://www.nngroup.com/articles/principles-visual-design/
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Check out our other guides
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