
Jessica Milcetich: Hi, everyone, my name is Jessica Milcetich. I am the director of 
customer experience at USAGov. I am really excited to be here at Confab virtually today 
to talk about the lessons that we learned from launching our chatbot, and hopefully, 
sharing those with you, giving you tips, tricks, maybe some inspiration if this is 
something that you're interested in experimenting with at your own organization. 

I know we don't have a ton of time together today, so I'm trying to pack a lot into a pretty 
short time period. I'm going to start with a really brief overview of USAGov. I'll just start 
with who we are, what we do, so you understand the environment we were working in, 
and why we thought a chatbot made sense for us. Then I'm going to get into the nitty-
gritty of the how we built it, the why we built it, and hopefully, share some of our lessons 
learned, the tips and things that we learned along the way so that you can employ 
those, like I said, in your organization. 

I'll have all my contact information available at the end. If there is a question that you 
have, or you just want to dive more deeply into something than I did today, please, feel 
free to follow up with me. After you've watched this recording, I would love to be able to 
talk offline and dive more deeply into those questions that I don't have a chance to do 
right here with you right now. 

With all that said, let's go ahead and really get into this. Like I said, starting with the 
overview of USAGov, we are the hybrid 411/311 of federal government information. We 
basically help people find answers to any of their questions about government 
information. We direct them to the right agency to get the answer to their question if we 
cannot provide it. We do that through, obviously, our website. We run a website in 
English and a website in Spanish, USA.gov and USAGov en Español. 

We also operate a call center where folks can call in or live chat us on the web. Of 
course, we take questions through our variety of social media platforms. The questions 
that we get from the public can be really basic, like wanting to know where and when 
they can expect their tax refund, to incredibly timely. Right now, we're dealing with lots 
of questions about people wanting to know where their stimulus checks are, to really 
complicated understanding the qualifications with certain benefits programs, 
understanding eligibility requirements, and things like that. 

In our role, we help point people to the right place. Ideally, try to do a warm handoff to 
the agency that can help the person complete their task. That's a little bit of our 
landscape and where we're operating today. We, in general, believe that people's 
experience with the government should be easy, trusted, and reliable. That's a principle 
that we try to apply to any of our products, whether it's our website or the experience 
someone has in our call center or certainly with our chatbot. 

No matter how you interact with us, we want you to be able to get a consistent answer, 
a friendly answer, an answer that you can trust so that you can get on your way and get 
through the government tasks that you are trying to accomplish. With all that said, let 
me talk a little bit about what we've done with chatbots, how we're experimenting with 
them, before I get into the technical part of how we build them. 
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Let me say, too, for folks that might be coming at this from a really new perspective and 
not have too much background, everything I'm going to talk about today will be relevant 
no matter what technology you might be considering on the back end to build a chatbot. 
There are tons of tools and platforms out there that do chatbots. Some of them are 
incredibly basic. They use logic trees. They don't have any machine learning or AI 
capabilities. 

Then you can go way up the chain in the other direction and you can have some of 
those really complicated tools that might be a little bit more expensive, that do some of 
that machine learning natural language processing. No matter what tool you might 
ultimately choose on the back end, like I said, everything I'm going to talk about today 
will be relevant no matter what your technology is. 

I'm not going to spend a lot of time talking about the various tech options because that's 
a really personal choice based on your organization's needs and your budget and what 
your goals are. I'm talking more about, to think about it in terms of web development, 
your front end piece, with what is actually going to live in that tool. For full transparency, 
the tool that we use at USAGov is one of the more basic chatbot tools. It doesn't do AI 
or natural language processing, it's all based on logic trees. Just to set the stage there, 
it doesn't matter what you're using on your back end, everything I'm talking about today 
will be relevant to you. 

To give you a look at our chatbot environment, USAGov currently operates four different 
chatbots, two of them in English and two of them in Spanish. What you're seeing here is 
our scams and frauds page with our little chatbot over there in the corner. This is the 
first chatbot that we launched. This bot has been live for a little over a year at this point. 
It was, like I said, the very first one we launched. We launched in English first and then 
followed up in Spanish. 

This bot very intentionally only lives on a handful of pages on our website that relate to 
scams and frauds and it's very narrow in scope. It only addresses those questions. You 
can see at the top of the screenshot all of the different topics in that top navbar that our 
website covers. To start with chatbots, we thought the only way to do this well is to pick 
one of those topics and start there. Trying to roll out a chatbot that covered everything 
under the sun and did it really well was going to be incredibly complicated. 

We intentionally wanted to start with a very, very narrow scope, see what worked and 
what didn't work from our users, and test and iterate from there. That's the scan spot. 
That's a lot of what I'm going to be talking about today is the research that went into this 
bot because it was the very first one we did. It's where we had the most learnings. It's 
where there was the most room for growth and improvement. A lot of the examples I use 
today will be in reference to this first bot. 

We also have a second bot on our site now that this one launched back in the fall, I 
believe, in preparation for the 2020 election year. This is a chatbot that handles 
questions about voting. Registering to vote, changing registration, things like that. This 
is also available in both English and Spanish. 
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Again, it's very narrow in scope. It only lives on the handful of pages on our website that 
deal with voting topics. The reason for that is that we would not want to display a 
chatbot that was super narrow in scope on a bunch of pages that are not relevant to that 
topic. We felt that that could create a really confusing experience for our users. As we 
looked to take this iterative approach to experimenting with chatbots and rolling them 
out, we did start super narrow, experimenting in a few small topic areas at once, and not 
trying to tackle the whole site holistically. 

If this is something that you're thinking about doing in your own organization, that's 
actually something I would really highly recommend. Starting small and letting your bot 
then grow to topics as you get more comfortable with the technology as you get a better 
understanding of what your users might need or want from a chatbot, it's easier than 
starting with the whole wide world of everything that your site or your organization might 
cover, I might want a chatbot to be able to handle.  

Why did we decide to build a chatbot? Well, this gets back to a little bit of our mission 
and our basic core values of how we do our work. That's just that we get tons of 
questions from the public on a whole variety of topics. Right now, people can self-serve 
and get answers on our website, or they could call our call center or ask us on social 
media. That's a pretty manual process then to answer those questions. We wanted to 
see if any of the automation tools that were available today could help us deliver those 
faster answers to our users. Why don't we start with scams as our first topic? 

We are looking at all the topics that our website covers. We could have picked so many 
things, but we picked scams because that is a topic that's consistently one of the top 
tasks for the people that call our call center, that come to our website. It was important 
for us when we were testing this new technology to make sure we picked a topic that 
had a decent volume of traffic from our audience because we wanted to be able to see 
what people did with the bot and make decisions based on that data. 

If we had picked a topic that not too many people use or only got a couple hundred hits 
a month, instead of a couple thousand hits a month, we might not have the body of data 
that we needed to make smart decisions going forward. Again, if this is something that 
you're thinking about in your own organization, if you can think about what is a decently 
high-value area that you can start to experiment in with some of this technology, I think 
you'll be able to collect better data from your users that are using the bot to then make 
smarter decisions going forward as you try to make changes. 

Before we did any building, any scriptwriting for the bot, we spent about six to eight 
weeks in our really in-depth research phase. This was so valuable to us because it 
helped us understand the problems we face, if you will. It helped us deeply understand 
what our users were experiencing around scams and frauds, where there might still be 
points of confusion, and perhaps what we could do from our product side to make it 
better. This research consisted of 32 interviews with people that had either called our 
call center or reached out to us on social media with questions about scams and frauds. 

3



We just simply asked them if we could have a follow-up conversation and learn a little 
bit more about their motivations for reaching out to us, their experiences trying to report 
a scam to the government, and things like that. We had some really productive 
conversations with folks. From this research, we were able to identify three main 
problem areas or challenges that weren't being met by some of the existing tools that 
we were providing, or information that we are providing.  

The first thing people needed more of was knowing the right place to report a scam. 
Again, and if you think about it, it makes logical sense. If you've just gotten a 
questionable call or email or phone situation, you might not be in the most trusting 
mindset ever, and so you want to make sure that what you're doing and your next steps 
going forward, you're accurate and you're going to the proper place. It can be very 
confusing because you might need to go to different places for different scams and so 
there was obviously a body of confusion there. 

There was also a challenge with people just wanting to know, was this thing they 
experienced fraudulent activity or not? Again, you can be in a really bad mind space 
when you've experienced some of these scams, especially if it's one of the ones that's 
really good, and you fall for it. We talked to people that were so upset that they had 
fallen for a scam and they had all sorts of bad emotions around that, and that was really 
important for us to learn too because, again, as you're building a bot, it's not a human, 
it's not going to have the ability to empathize the way somebody in a call center might. 
We needed to take that into account and make sure that anything that we were 
developing took into account those feelings and emotions people had when dealing with 
this situation. 

Then the last thing people were curious about or wanted to know more about is figuring 
out if they could get any of their money back if they lost it. Once we did all these 
interviews—we had, like I said, 32 interviews. We had pages of notes, wealth of 
information. So we just had a good old fashioned synthesis session where we got 
together in a room, wrote down quotes, emotions, motivations that people said in our 
interviews, and started trying to group them together and make sense of them. 

This picture is just a small fraction of the whiteboard that we completely covered in the 
room that we were in, but you can see some of the buckets that some of these topics 
fell into. Like types of scams was one and then underneath that, you see the little one 
for lost money, and then at the very bottom, you get to some of the motivations. People 
wanted to report the scam to get the scammers to stop. There's another one, that they 
want to help the government catch the bad guys. 

This session really helped us come up with an understanding of some of the motivations 
for why people wanted to report scams or why they wanted extra help in this area. 
Again, all of this was really important as when we eventually moved into our next steps 
to figure out, how do we craft a bot that addresses these needs, that understands the 
motivations that people have? Again, a bot's not human and it can't do some of that 
important human empathizing. 
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We learned a lot from this research that helped us as we moved into our next 
discussion which was a design studio, which is where we tried to take everything from 
all those sticky notes, and try to make sense of it and figure out, "Okay, what is 
something that we can do with all of this information, and what are some of the outputs, 
and what are some of the products that we can develop?" Of course, the chatbot came 
out of this session. 

There were other ideas that came out of this session that got passed off to other teams, 
but these are just some of the funny sketches that I wanted to share that people had 
with ideas and ways that we could take everything from that research and develop 
something useful and valuable to our audience. Once we had a good grasp of the 
research, it was time to start thinking about, "Okay, how do we take all these pages of 
notes, all the Post-it notes from our synthesis sessions and transform them into 
something that is usable by our audience?" 

Before we did a single thing in a tool, before we started writing a script, we needed to 
map some logic and to develop some almost conversation flows back and forth 
amongst ourselves in our product team. The first thing we did was we built this decision-
tree model, which started with, "Okay, if somebody is going to come to our bot, they're 
going to see a welcome message. What's the next logical thing the user might do?" 
That's what you see on some of the top line things. We get scam prevention info, 
wanting money back, reporting a scam. 

Let's say that somebody said okay, they told the bot they want to report a scam. Well, 
then they're starting to move down a logic path about scam reporting. So then we had to 
think, "Okay, someone wants to report a scam. What is the next piece of information the 
bot will need to know to be able to further direct that person to their appropriate 
answer?" At the same time, we wanted to balance that with knowing that there's a 
human desire to get an answer quickly. 

You can't necessarily have the bot going back and forth over and over to try to get to the 
most precise, most perfect answer, because in the process of doing that, you will likely 
frustrate your user and they will abandon the tool and not get the answer they need. As 
we were trying to think this through, we were trying to balance, how much does the bot 
need to ask? How many back and forth interactions do you have before you deliver the 
answer and you get your user what they need, and they can go on their way? 

We try to keep our decision tree pretty shallow, and that's what you'll see here. If 
somebody comes in to report a scam, we gave them a couple of options, the bot was 
built with that logic. Was it a scam related to taxes, or ID theft, or other scams? If they 
pick something like ID theft, that was a pretty simple one, we only had to go down one 
more level. Did they want to report it by phone or online? Then once the person let us 
know, we gave them the answer, off they went. 

Same with taxes, not too deep there. There's only one agency in the government that 
handles that and so it was just a matter of getting that person that information, and then 
getting them the right place to go. If you look at other scams, other scams is incredibly 
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broad. We could have drilled down really deeply into that logic to try to figure out, "Okay, 
this is this sort of scam, maybe that needs to go here. Maybe this is something at the 
state and local level." But that would have taken a lot of iterations of back and forth. 

Whereas the Federal Trade Commission, that's what the FTC stands for there, you can 
report almost any scan to them. In terms of our logic and trying to make the bot not too 
tedious for users, we made the decision that, "Okay, we're going to roll up this general 
idea of other scams into one big bucket." If somebody says, "Okay, it's not ID theft, it's 
not taxes." It's going to be other, and then we're going to send them off to the FTC, 
because that is an appropriate place for them to go. 

We're not going to drill down deeper through a whole bunch of logic questions back and 
forth, because we might not be able to give the right answer and we might just frustrate 
people. That was one of those areas where we had to make that decision, and that is 
true throughout all of the logic of your entire bot. It's something you need to constantly 
think about as you go back and forth. You need to think, what is the next question a 
human might need to ask and what is the next bit of information the bot will need to 
provide the answer to that question. 

Sometimes it helps to sit down with somebody on your team and talk it out back and 
forth. "Okay, the bot is going to say this, what is that going to trigger as a question for 
the user? Okay, the user might give this piece of information, what is that going to 
trigger for the bot?" That will help in the formation of this logic tree. One thing I do want 
to point out about the logic tree is that this is not the start of a script. This was our 
keywords. 

We may have pulled some of these words and phrases and used them throughout the 
bot as we develop the script, but this was not the script-writing phase yet. This was truly 
just the mapping of the logic and the decisions that the bot would make. After your 
research, I would say this is one of the most important steps in building a bot because 
everything that you do from here on out is going to flow from this. If your logic is 
confusing, or your user can't follow it, no matter how beautiful the words are or how fun 
and playful the experience is in the bot, it's not going to be a good experience for the 
user if they can't follow the logic of it. 

This is a place that's worth spending time. It's worth doing some lightweight prototype 
testing. Again, that doesn't have to be out in the world of a whole big audience. It could 
just be with others in your office, maybe not directly on the project team, but talking 
through sharing this with others who don't have the experience and seeing if it even 
makes sense to them.  

I think getting that feedback early on is very important and it will help you be successful 
in the rest of the steps. Once you've got this figured out, once you do a little bit of 
testing, maybe incorporate some feedback, that's when you can start thinking about the 
next step, which is figuring out what is the voice, the tone, the persona of this bot going 
to be. 
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For us, we wanted to make sure that our bot fell in line with the rest of the style and the 
brands of our entire organization. I imagine that's true for a lot of people, most bots will 
live on websites that probably already exist and so you want to make sure that you're 
aligning with your organization's values. If your organization has an existing style guide, 
that's going to be a really helpful place that you can turn to maybe gauge some of this 
information. 

I'll say for us, we have a pretty robust style guide that encompasses not just our 
website, but also some of our social media or email communications, and so we were 
able to lean on that without having to create an entirely separate box style guide. Once 
you come up with what your style is and you have that in your head, you can think 
about, okay, what are these elements that are important? 

For us, the most important of all the words on the screen for us was, of course, 
trustworthy. Obviously, as the government, we want to make sure that people trust our 
information, and especially when you're thinking about somebody who's been the victim 
of a scam, they probably trusted somebody that was a bad player in the environment. 

We want to make sure that we are rebuilding that trust and letting them know that we're 
the right place to go. We had a nice discussion about how we align with our current 
brand things, how we bring these out in a bot, and that led to our next brainstorm 
session which is, how do we bring these values to life? Again, in a robot, it's not a 
human, it can't have that same empathy that if you call our call center, you can get from 
one of our human agents. 

We got together as a group and we tried to figure out, okay, who embodies these 
values? Who in real life? Thinking of celebrities, folks on the news, friends, family, 
coworkers, people that we know who in their everyday life embodies these values. Then 
once we had a list of some folks, we were trying to think, "Okay, what are these people's 
mannerisms? What words and phrases do they commonly use? And can we somehow 
realistically create that in a bot?" 

Like I said, we had thought of all sorts of people, we had ideas, we had voice tones, we 
were just trying to come up with, how do we do this? How do we create empathy in a 
non-human product? And how do we make sure that we are consistent in the way that 
we are writing the script for this product? We eventually, again, through these 
brainstorm sessions, settled on the voice and tone that we wanted to use. That was the 
voice and tone of our colleague, Russell. This is the picture of Russell. 

Russell has been with our organization for a really long time. He's one of the nicest 
people you'll ever meet. He's also one of the most knowledgeable people you will ever 
meet. Those were all things, as we were thinking about, who do we want our bot to 
sound like? In our heads, we all were like, "Yes, this bot needs to somehow be like 
Russell." That was because Russell almost always knows the answer to your question. 

If you have a question about anything work-related, Russell is a really good first place to 
start. If Russell doesn't know the answer, he likely knows the person who can help you 

7



and he will make an introduction or do that warm handoff. That was really important for 
us, for our bot too, because we were like, "All right, yes, ideally we'd like our bot to be 
able to answer the question, but if it can't, we want it to do that, warm, friendly handoff 
to the right person." 

Lastly, Russell is the king of puns. In any meeting in our office, Russell always has one 
or two puns ready to go and it's really helpful for maybe lightening up perhaps a tense 
situation or a situation where for a minute things lag and it's just this friendly little bit of 
human element. Now, let me be very, very clear. We did not want our bot to be punny. 
We were not going to write puns in our bot. 

In fact, I would actually really recommend trying to shy away from humor in a bot 
because it can be interpreted so many different ways and it could go sideways really 
fast, but we liked that there was that human element. We were trying to figure out, 
"Okay, yes, we don't want the bot to do puns, but how do we build in that little bit of 
humanity?" Little bit of extra friendliness as people were trying to, again, use a bot to get 
questions about are really perhaps stressful and not a fun topic. 

As we worked on drafting the script, it was great to have the sound of Russell in our 
brains, because we could say to each other as we were working on things like, "Do we 
think this is the voice tone we want? Is this the way Russell would say this? Does this 
make sense? And you know Russell's voice." The best part about picking Russell is that 
we all know him in our office. 

We all have the same experience with him, whereas if you had settled on somebody 
outside or a celebrity or something that, different people might have different 
interpretations of, I don't know, that person's style or what that person means to them. 
Picking somebody that was really familiar to all of us, that we all interact with on pretty 
much a daily basis, made it a lot easier to hold that voice tone style that we were going 
for in our brains. 

Then it was actually time to do the writing and the coming up with the script and making 
sense of, how do we map scripting blocks back to that logic tree I was showing and 
then, eventually, putting everything all into the tool. What you see on this slide is a little 
bit of the front-end/back-end of the tool. On the left side of the screen, you see what the 
user sees, like the, "Hi, I'm the chatbot. I can help you with this. Here are some of the 
topics I can help you with." Then on the other side of the screen, we see what the logic 
looks on the back end. 

Once somebody picks a thing, this is very if/then—if they pick this, they get this, if they 
pick this, they get this, et cetera, et cetera. That's what it looks like on the back end. 
Again, this is one of those areas where I recommend doing your writing outside of the 
tool with whatever scripting you're going to do and then doing some testing on that with 
users. 

Again, it can be super lightweight. It can be with folks in your office before you put 
anything into the tool because, again, tools can be different levels of complicated on the 
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back-end and if you build everything in the tool and then you do some testing and you 
find out, you really need to rework some things, you could create a lot of extra work for 
yourself. We did a draft of our script and came up with something that we showed folks 
on our team.  

We took some feedback from that. We made some more tweets, we got some more 
feedback and then, eventually, we put it into the software and put it on a test page so 
that we could get some feedback of how the whole experience worked together not only 
then. At that point, we were not only asking, the words, the phrases, do they all make 
sense, but is this whole experience a positive one? Again, was there a logic that we 
missed that? In the decision tree at the beginning, we couldn't tell because it wasn't 
actually in the tool, and things like that. 

By the time we put it in the tool, most of the feedback that we were getting was pretty 
lightweight. It was small wording changes, catching a typo here or there, it wasn't some 
of the big, holistic, like, "Hey, this entire logic path doesn't make any sense at all." We 
were really happy about that and so I think the more you can test and iterate as you go
—again, these don't have to be big, massive testing undertakings. You'll get to a better 
place where you can get something in your tool, feel confident that your alpha or your 
beta version will do a pretty decent job when you put it out in the world to test it with 
your actual users. 

I do want to talk a little bit about our beta phase, because we did very intentionally 
launch the bot as a beta. We had four main research questions, if you will, that we were 
hoping to learn in our beta phase. The first was, how did we do with that initial decision 
tree, whether logic or language tweaks that we needed to make. We wanted to see, is 
this a way our users actually want to get information? Did people even use the bot once 
it was live on our site? Then if they did, are they getting the correct information? Are 
they able to navigate it and get the answer they need? 

Then, lastly, we just wanted to look at, what did we miss? Where did we fall short of 
expectations, what was a total blind spot to us that we need to go back and rework? 
We, our beta phase lasted— We were initially hoping for about a six-month beta phase. 
I think we ended up extending that to about nine months of where you were testing and 
making iterative improvements as we went trying to learn and see, is this something that 
we're going to keep doing? Or is this something that after the beta phase we'll end up 
pulling the plug on? 

During those first several months, we paid a lot of attention to the data that we were 
getting on the back-end from our tool to help us understand more about our users and 
their behavior. We made a couple of iterative updates as a result of those learnings. 
Obviously, we launched the Spanish version. Typically, in my organization, we try to 
launch our bilingual features at the same time for a variety of staffing reasons and other 
projects and priorities. 

The Spanish version launched about four to five weeks later. Then we also added a 
question at the end of every single chat flow. So once you get through the bot and you 
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got your answer, we added a question that was like, "Hey, was this a helpful 
experience? You can leave me some feedback." We were hoping a few weeks in to get 
some qualitative feedback, as opposed to just trying to make some guesses and 
assumptions based off the quantitative numbers that we were getting in the metrics 
portion of our tool. 

We also removed one of the options that we had initially given people on the opening 
menu of the bot. Again, this was a decision that we made based on our quantitative 
data. On the back end, we can see when somebody interfaces with the bot and they 
start to go down logic paths. There was one path, and I think it was the one for check 
the status of your scam complaint, that we just saw compared to the others. Almost no 
one was using that. 

We just decided to remove it as one of the options that showed up right in the 
beginning, because there's bodies of research out there that showed that if you give 
people too many choices, it's harder for them to actually make a choice. So where we 
can, we try to use our data to help pare down some of the cognitive load on our users 
and, again, make the experience more easy to flow through. Then we also kicked off a 
round of user testing to learn even more about what people think about the bot. 

I'm going to share some of the findings in just a minute from that user testing because 
we learned quite a bit that I think will be useful for others. Then at the end of our beta 
phase, the bot had been used nearly 30,000 times, which was surprising in some ways 
to all of us. I think we had all in our minds set a lower bar of expectations, but we 
obviously were able to answer the question, like, "Is this a way that our users want to 
get information?" That was a pretty resounding yes. 

Then it had a 76% success rate, which we were really happy about because one of our 
other research questions was, are people getting the right answer? Basically, three out 
of every four people that used the bot were. Obviously, there's still room for 
improvement there, of course, with that other quarter of percent amount that weren't. 
Again, for our first attempt at this, we were very happy with these results. 

I think a lot of them are a result of all of the research that we did at the beginning and all 
of the iterative testing that we did as we went along, building the bot. Then, of course, 
we learned a lot in our user testing. Let me share some of these findings with you 
because I think being able to actually have a conversation with a user who's using your 
tool is such a great way to learn, and we learned so much. This was a pretty lightweight 
bit of user testing that we did. We talked to nine people, they were conversational 
interviews, they were all moderated and remote. It was four people on their mobile 
devices and four people who were using the bot on their desktop. 

We learned a whole bunch. First and foremost, we learned that people have really, 
really, really mixed feelings about chatbots. Everything from somebody telling us like, "I 
hope it's not a chatbot. I despise chatbots." All the way up to, they're good time savers. 
They let me multitask, it beats like sitting on hold in a call center. I think it's important to 
just realize that chatbots can be a great tool, but they might not be something that all 
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your users want to interact with. That's really okay. At least for us, the chatbot was not 
being introduced as a potential replacement for any of the other ways that our users 
could access our information. 

It was just being added as an additional channel. We knew that, okay, if the person who 
said, I hope it's not a chatbot, I despise them, didn't want to use the chatbot. That 
person could still call us. They could still do a search on our website. They could still 
reach out on social media. The bot was not going to be a way that they were forced to 
interact with us. I think it's just nice to know where your audience might stand on these 
because it helps set expectations. We also learned that people are really split on giving 
chatbots names.  

If you see here that we don't give our chatbot a name, we just call it the USAGov 
chatbot. That was pretty intentional because we want it to be incredibly transparent that 
users are not talking to a human when they use our chatbot, they are talking to a tool. It 
is a robot. It is not real. We heard from one of our users during testing that they had 
gone through a whole iteration, they talked to somebody, it had a human name and 
maybe it was robot or something. 

They went through this whole thing and, at the end, they were very frustrated because 
they finally realized that, oh my gosh, this whole time they hadn't been talking to a 
human. They had been talking to a chatbot and the chatbot was not able to help them. I 
actually think this finding is less about whether or not you actually give your bot a name, 
but I think it's more about being transparent about the fact that your user is not talking to 
a human. 

You could call your bot something, give it a human name as long as you're very, very 
clear that like, "Hello, I am Jess and I am a chatbot." Just so people know, because I 
think, again, that sets expectations for your users and it makes sure that they 
understand what they can actually get from the tool. We also learned that when writing 
for a chatbot, you need to be super, super precise when people need to click on 
something or with your wording. You can see in this screenshot here, there's a couple of 
things. 

First, most of the text blurbs are pretty short and you really don't have a lot of room in a 
chatbot to be super wordy. That's a really important part of the design that you'll do and 
the writing to make sure that what you're fitting in, it's going to fit perhaps in that small 
chatbot screen, especially for folks who are using your bot perhaps on a mobile device, 
we can't have long wordy blurbs of tasks. 

You also need to make sure that your calls to action are incredibly clear. What you'll see 
where the turquoise arrow is, is that this was initially the answer we had given 
somebody when they said they wanted to report a scam online. We said, okay, you're 
going to report this scam on the Federal Trade Commission's website. You can see 
there that the Federal Trade Commission's website is a different color blue, which 
maybe indicates that it's a link, but it's not underlined, which is obviously very, very 
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commonly understood as being a link. That is, unfortunately, a limitation of the tool that 
we use. We are not able to control that styling. 

We, of course, think a link would have made it more clear to somebody that that was a 
link and they could go off and take care of their action. The other thing that the user told 
us is that, so they got this message, okay, you're going to report this on the federal trade 
commission's website. Then the next two bubbles from the bot popped up really quickly 
and bumped the next step further up. They ended up getting that question. Do you need 
help with anything else? That's where they focus their answer. They said, "Okay, no, I 
don't." 

Then they kept waiting for the bot to tell them what to do, even though the bot had 
already done that three bubbles up. This was just a really good finding for us in terms of 
thinking about, okay, how do we make it incredibly clear what the next step is and how 
do we not distract the user from that next step, by adding in too many other things? 
We've gone back and we've looked at different ways to experiment with this. One of the 
things we considered was, of course, changing some of the language in the initial blurb, 
but also doing a follow-up after the do you need help question as a reminder that, okay, 
great, here's where you need to go, just to make it incredibly clear for people. 

We also learned that we needed to make it easier for people to get back to the start. 
This was one of those things that was that fourth research question, what did we miss? 
This was just a blind spot for us as we had built the bot. When I showed our decision 
map on that logic map, at the very beginning, you saw all the different things. Okay, 
report a scam and get my money back and all those different topics. We had it built 
away to get from one of those logic curves back to another one if the user had perhaps 
selected the wrong thing. 

If the user had maybe clicked, is this a scam? Then after one click, they were like, "Oh, 
of course, it's a scam, what I really want is to report it." On the back end of our system, 
those are two different logic chains and the only way to get from one to the other was to 
go all the way through the “is this a scam” logic change. Get this question. Do you need 
help with any other questions about scams? Say, yes, and then go all the way back to 
the beginning. Not the world's best user experience. 

We started looking at how can we make it easier to get from one path to another? If a 
user starts down something and they're either incorrect, or they realize, "Oh, yes, duh, 
of course, I actually need to be over here," we can more seamlessly get them there. I 
will say this is one that we still don't have great answers for throughout all of the logic 
chains but I think it's something worth thinking about. Again, if this is something you're 
looking to do in your own organization, try to build that in from the start because it will 
just create an overall better experience for people. Then people really didn't like the 
ability to give feedback. 

I know I had said that was one of the features we added in as one of our iterative 
updates but we actually heard from users that this was distracting and not helpful, or 
that they didn't trust that the information was actually going to be used. It's something 
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we sort of decided to scrap because we don't want to add, like, clutter or frustration to 
our users and while we certainly would like to get this sort of qualitative feedback, so we 
can know how to make improvements. We're sort of trying to figure out other ways to do 
that that are less distracting for people. Then in terms of just, where we hope to go in 
the future, we're going to continue to make these small iterative improvements. 

We'd eventually love to be able to move to a software that is self-learning and better 
able to respond to free text entries because it's got some of those natural language 
processing capabilities. Then when we get to that point with a smarter bot, we want to 
explore integrating it with our contact center, so that somebody can start an interaction 
with the bot and if the bot can't help them with it, it can hand off seamlessly to a human 
who could pick up the process right from there. 

We still have a lot that we hope to learn and grow our bot from but we've also, certainly, 
learned a lot along the way even from our little experiments so far. I hope to leave you 
with some of these takeaways so that, again, if this is something that you're looking to 
do at your own organization, you can take these learnings and have a great bot from the 
start. 

First and foremost, I think the deeper you understand your user needs, the better of a 
bot you will be able to develop. The research that we did those 16 weeks in the very 
beginning was incredibly valuable to all of the work that came after for our bot. Agreeing 
on your bot’s values and personas before you do any script writing—again, it will just 
make everything so much easier because your team will have alignment and you won't 
be trying to figure out, well, should we say something this way? Or should we say 
something that way? 

Again, doing all the editing of the bot text outside of your tool until you feel very 
comfortable with it, and until you've been able to test it with folks, it'll just save you time 
and effort when you try to go actually create it and make changes. Then I know I 
mentioned in the beginning that there are so many tools out there that let you build bots. 
I think it's really worth spending time doing some market research on what tool makes 
the most sense for you. Like I said, they're all at different price points, they all offer 
different features and functionalities. 

If metrics are really important to you, make sure you understand what the tool can give 
you on the back end to help learn about what's good for your users and what's not so 
that you can make those improvements, but the market is huge for what's out there and 
spending the time understanding what may work for your organization, again, will help 
you have a better product and then design something better for your users. 

Then last but not least, just a couple of lessons learned. I think starting lightweight is 
key. Like I said, we picked just one topic to start with, because it would have been 
impossible for us to try to design a bot to handle every single thing on our website. Take 
that to heart if that's something that you're trying to do. You don't have to roll out a bot 
that can handle everything perfectly. 
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Starting small will make your life easier, it will let you develop something better. If you 
can have a variety of skills on your development team, I think that was really crucial for 
us. We had a very cross-functional team, we had a subject matter expert and someone 
with some product and program management and project management skills. 

We had a developer, even though the tool that we use actually didn't require a 
developer to do the actual building, and we had our accessibility lead. Again, it just 
made it easy for us to tap into a variety of different skill sets as we were going about 
building the bot, and trying to make a good product, and then build language into the bot 
that communicates its limitations. 

I know I talked about this a little bit in the user testing stuff with specifically the name 
and setting expectations with whether you name a bot or not, but I also think it's 
important to build this and to set expectations if you're starting small with what the bot 
can do. Okay, can it only answer three questions, we try to do this with both our scams 
and our voting bot by making it very clear that they only can handle questions about that 
topic. Just set that expectation for your users because, again, if you're clear upfront 
about your bot's capabilities, it'll be a better experience overall for your users. 

This is actually one of the areas where you might be able to be a bit more playful in 
some of your language. I know when we were first doing some of the development, we 
had played with some language around if a bot couldn't answer the question, we are 
going to do a handoff to our call center, and give them the phone number to call. 

We played around with a little bit of like lighter language that was something like, "Well, 
right now, I'm just a bot and I'm not as smart as a human but let me give you the phone 
number where you can talk to one of our smart humans that can, hopefully, help answer 
your question," or something like that. This is one of the areas in your setting 
expectations. Or you can actually bring in some of those personality elements, those 
human elements that are so important to creating a good experience with a chatbot. 

Then, lastly, it's really hard to continue to grow and improve a bot if you don't have at 
least one person dedicated to the project, and our project team, none of us were 
dedicated full time to the chatbot. We were all maybe 25 to 50%, depending who the 
individual person was. It worked, obviously, we launched a bot, we learned a lot, but it 
makes it really hard to continue to do iterative development and improvement because 
you've got people getting pulled in perhaps different directions. 

Again, if this is something you want to pursue with your organization, and you can have 
at least one person dedicated maybe 75% of their time to the project, I think you'll be 
able to advance your bot in leaps and bounds. I just wanted to leave you with that one 
because, yes, that was definitely a challenge for us with a small team that was pulled in 
a lot of different directions. I think we're just about out of time and that is about what I 
have for you today. Like I said, I am happy to take questions offline. Here is all of my 
contact information and thank you so much for watching today. 

[00:48:12] [END OF AUDIO]
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