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Customer experience is everything. 
As a business, you can dedicate 
large amounts of time and resources 
into building a virtual agent - from 
choosing the right technology and 
designing an avatar that suits your 
brand, to ensuring your new digital 
employee can answer all relevant 
questions about your products. All 
of this work, however, can amount 
to nothing if the initial interaction 
between a virtual agent and your 
customers doesn’t leave a lasting 
positive impression.

Conversational AI is a powerful tool 
for automating customer interactions, 
offering the flexibility to handle 
large volumes of support traffic at 
scale. In order to deliver a impactful 
customer experience, it’s important 
to look beyond just the technical 
aspects of the technology and pay 
equal attention to the ways in which 
customers will interact with your 
virtual agent.

The recommendations in this guide 
are based on research conducted on 
virtual agents through close research 
partnerships with our clients. Cross-
referencing this data with common 
linguistic approaches has allowed us 
to establish a set of best practices for 
effective human-machine interaction.

Introduction
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What is 
Interaction 
Design?
Interaction Design (IxD) is the design of interactive 
products and services in which a designer’s focus 
goes beyond the item in development to include the 
way users will interact with it. This means, carefully 
considering the users’ needs, limitations and contexts, 
etc. This empowers designers to customize output to 
suit precise demands.

*Originally published by the Interaction Design Foundation

https://www.interaction-design.org/literature/topics/interaction-design
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Research shows that our most frequent or recent memories have more 
influence on our judgment than other, equally relevant, information. For 
example, the gender and human-likeness of an avatar directly impacts 
how people will engage with a virtual agent. This has nothing to do with 
how a virtual agent is trained or the amount of help or information it can 
provide, but since it is one of the first things users encounter it can have a 
disproportionate impact on user experience. This is why first impressions 
really do count. When designing a virtual agent, the information on a 
company website, the welcome message it gives to users, as well as their 
experience of the chat interaction will all leave a lasting impression.

The importance  
of influence

vs.

https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1974-02325-001


Why is this important? 
It means that, not only do we need 
to focus on the accuracy of the 
information provided by the virtual 
agent, we also need to think about  
the feelings that a customer may 
have as a result of the interaction.  
Is your goal to create the expectation 
that your virtual agent is trustworthy, 
intelligent and easily available? Then 
your design strategy should aim to 
influence those expectations from 
the beginning, starting with the 
description of your virtual agent on 
your website, the positioning and 
visibility of the avatar, and in the 
information presented in the  
welcome message.

6
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Navigating natural 
conversation 
barriers

Any language can produce an 
unlimited number of sentences 
of unlimited length. Linguists call 
this discrete infinity. As humans, 
we expect language to be varied 
because of our experience and 
ability to say things in creative 
and unexpected ways. So, when 
people refer to ‘robotic’ language, 
they often mean ‘inflexible and 
repetitive’ language. This has been 
culturally reinforced - consider 
robots you’ve spoken to over the 
phone when calling your bank.

Customers will expect a virtual 
agent’s language capabilities 
to be the same; inflexible and 
repetitive. This gives brands a great 
opportunity to create surprising and 
memorable impressive interactive 
experiences simply by using 
advanced technical features that 
can simulate human-like variation. 

https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/1381/04a9d1f96bc97a7f468382cb6ee2988aab08.pdf
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Recommendations: 
• Changing a virtual agent’s welcome message  

depending on the day of the week 

• Randomizing unknown messages so that  
when an interaction breaks down, the customer  
doesn’t get the same message twice

Ho-ho-how 
can I help you?

Finally, it’s the 
weekend! Ask me 
about our offers.

I wish that I could, 
but I’m only trained to help 

with insurance

Hi, 
need help?

Sorry, I can only answer  
questions about car insurance

I need help with my car 
loan interest rate

Can you fix the interest  
rate on my car loan



Improving longer 
conversations

building the strong intent hierarchy 
and quality training data that make 
up the basis of a virtual agent won’t 
be much use.

An easy starting point for making 
contextually relevant replies is to 
add context action into conversation 
flows where you can anticipate 
possible follow-up replies. 
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One of the main differences between 
good and bad customer service is 
whether the customer feels like they 
are being listened to, understood 
and given personalized assistance. 
How can this be effectively achieved 
via a virtual agent? By ensuring 
contextually relevant responses.

In order to receive a reply that 
makes sense to the end-users 
circumstances, it is important that 
your virtual agent is built on natural 
language technology with high 
prediction accuracy. However, that’s 
only part of the story. Even if your 
prediction rate is high, if the reply 
does not seem contextually relevant 
to the user, all the work put into 

Then, you can customize the follow-
up answer so that it is topic-specific 
to the intent. This will go a long way 
to making customers feel like your 
virtual agent can really listen to and 
understand them.
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Pronoun choice  
matters
One of the goals of great interaction 
design is to increase the customer’s 
perception that a virtual agent is 
intelligent, interesting and can 
actually understand them. The 
points we have outlined in the 
previous three chapters all help 
with this, but what else is important 
to keep in mind to create engaging 
and communicative connections 
between humans and virtual 
agents?

A customer will feel that a virtual 
agent is truly helping them when 
it accurately responds to their 
situation, their inquiry and their 
needs. A really simple trick that 
helps create this impression is 
to phrase action replies as “you” 

and “we” rather than using “I”. 
This gives the impression of a 
more user-centric conversation. 
Customers aren’t interested in a 
virtual agent’s self-reflection when 
they need a problem solved. Ideally, 
a virtual agent should spend a 
majority of the interaction talking 
about “you” - the customer.

Another option to consider, that is 
better than a virtual agent talking 
about itself, is to use first-plural 
pronouns “we/us” to evoke a 
spirit of cooperation and team 
membership. These are subtle but 
easy changes that can be made to 
action replies that have a proven 
psychological impact on the user.

We can help 
with that!
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If there’s one rule that trumps all 
others when it comes to interaction 
design, it’s getting a clear picture 
of your customers. In fact, this is 
crucial for impactful interaction 
design. When you have a true 
understanding of who is using your 
virtual agent, only then can you 
begin crafting better replies and 
interactions. The more information 
you have about your users, the 
more you can use that information 
to frame conversations in ways that 
help them enjoy, and be influenced 
by, every interaction.

Armed with that data, you can 
build intents, write action replies, 
design a great avatar and, ultimately, 
create the most powerful and 
transformative conversation 
experiences that will bring your 
customers back time and time 
again.

The secret weapon 
of interaction 
design

 
Ask three important 
questions about your 
customers:
• What problem do they 
  want your virtual agent  
  to solve?

• How do they currently  
  solve that problem?

• How can you make their  
  lives easier?

The usual?
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Closing 
thoughts

In short, first impressions matter. 
Your website influences how the 
user will engage with the virtual 
agent through the avatar and the 
language used to describe and 
refer to it long before they enter the 
chat. 

One of the easiest ways to create a 
better impression is to model action 
replies after natural speech. Many 
of these techniques are subtle; we 
tend not to notice them every day 
and they are often only recognized 
by linguistics researchers (so reach 
out to one if you’re in doubt). 
Making satisfying and relevant 
replies depends on knowing the 
user, why they are coming to the 
virtual agent in the first place, and 
ensuring that action replies are well 
matched to the training data. At 
the end of the day, users will not 
know about all the hard work that 
goes on behind the scenes, they 
will judge their interaction with the 

virtual agent by the content and 
presentation of the information that 
appears in the chat window.

The research is showing that there 
is not a singular topic which can 
be focused on in the exclusion 
of others to create a good user 
experience. Instead, multiple 
interaction design decisions will 
impact how the user interacts with 
the virtual agent. However, there 
are key things that need careful 
attention. At boost.ai we have 
a detailed programme of future 
experiments, working closely 
with research partners to analyze 
thousands of conversations to 
assist companies to make design 
choices based on data. As we 
discover more about this exciting 
area we will continue to publish our 
research and share our findings and 
insights; helping to continuously 
improve virtual agents that 
maximize the customer experience.

Contact us:
contact@boost.ai
www.boost.ai

Follow us boost.ai:


