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Abstract 
 “Just as the consumer is becoming more intelligent, the company in parallel should become more intelligent 
about the customer” (Raisch, 2000, p.4). 

Internet has become a huge marketplace and to stay competitive in this growing market-
place, companies must improve the way they interact with their customers (Rayport & Ja-
worski, 2005). As the amount of information online is rapidly growing, customers are be-
coming more intelligent. Intelligence that in turn makes them more powerful as they with 
high knowledge becomes high involvement purchasers, which is the opposite to what 
companies desire. Moreover customers are no longer satisfied with rewards like “bonus-
points” or “take three pay for two” campaigns (Kalkota & Robinson 1999). Today’s cus-
tomers want to be treated individual, they want to feel special, want to feel that the compa-
ny really take care for them (Newell 2000). 

The aim with this thesis is to explain how Interactive Agents (IA) as a concept can help 
companies to attract and retain customers. To do so, we first need to describe what that 
concept consists of.  

IA:s can be described as “robots” chatting with the user/customer. They often take graphi-
cal form and works with a large knowledgebase that help them deliver the answer a user 
asks for. The agent is designed to serve customers 24/7 and can, to the opposite of a hu-
man, handle more then one case at time. The significant difference between a search-
engine and an IA is the technology that allows users to use natural sentences to communi-
cate with the agent instead of only using keywords.   

Our findings, that take ground in a literature study followed by an interview with one of the 
big developers of AI in Sweden, indicates that IA:s could provide companies with an addi-
tional value over money savings, which is the main reason according to developers to in-
vest in IA:s. As we can see, two different types of benefits, technical and commercial, can 
be generated by implementing an IA in an organization. Technical benefits are generated 
directly from the technology, i.e. make the access to information less complicated and in-
creased knowledge about customers. Commercial benefits are generated as a result of ap-
plying this technology and if experienced to a satisfactory level by its target-group, it can 
generate some commercial benefits, such as goodwill and brand mediation. 

We would like to conclude our findings to say that IA will be able to generate some value 
for the system-user and the end-user. However, we believe that to create a value of signific-
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ance, there are still requirements (see conclusions) that need to be carried out, where the 
most important part would be interaction with other systems.  
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1 Problem discussion 
With Internet as a sales channel, electronic marketplaces have become the digital trading 
zones of the world markets, generating another electronic impulse; electronic commerce. 
The result of electronic commerce is an intense competition amongst companies, (“your 
competitor is just a mouse click away”) which has caused degeneration to the pricing and 
services. Rayport and Jaworski (2005) have argued that the most important factor for stay-
ing competitive is an improvement of the company’s interaction with its customers.  

The main force generating the call for this improvement is multiple levels of transparency 
on the Internet. There are two different types of transparency benefits, both for the buyer 
and the supplier. For the buyer, it offers price, quality, after-sale service, availability of 
products and products transparency. These benefits enable the customer to compare the 
above mentioned variables across multiple suppliers. The consequence is an empowered 
customer with a high involvement regarding its decision making. For the supplier, the 
broadened number of markets, expansion of distribution points, resulting in a greater mar-
ket transparency, is the benefit. They can also gain buyer behavior transparency and greater 
demand forecasting indicators, as well as competitive product and market analysis. Other 
attractive results mentioned by Reponen (2002) are a more predictable production planning 
process, a reduced inventory, lower order-processing and the ability to target and custom-
ize promotions for buyers. 

But seen with company management eyes, transparency and the result of customer making 
a high-involvement decision can cause difficulties if overall solutions are absent and after-
sale services poor, such as total loss of customer and the consequences preceding that. The 
problem is hence how to attract and retain high-involvement purchaser in order to 
reduce the risk of loosing customers.  

One way for companies to tackle the demand of improved communication could be to in-
vest in, and implement a so called chat-bot or interactive agent (IA). IA:s are simply de-
scribed as a robot using a large knowledge database to provide information asked for. 
These agents usually take graphical forms and perform actions like displaying the informa-
tion asked for and linking relevant information. One of the main ideas with them is that 
they serve on a 24/7 basis and users can use their verbal language to communicate since 
IA:s uses Natural Language Processing (NLP). Developers argue that there are big savings 
waiting if a company invests in an IA. The IA can then handle the “easy” questions from 
customers and let the call center focus on the “complex” questions, which is the main rea-
son for choosing an IA (J. Sjönander, personal communication 2005-11-27). 

1.1 Problem Statement 
When dissatisfaction with the quality or quantity of information about the purchase situa-
tion exists, the customer decides to actively collect and evaluate more information about 
the products, as a way of reducing that dissatisfaction. This is called a high involvement 
purchase. A low involvement purchase occurs when the customer is comfortable with the 
information and alternatives readily available. A low involvement purchase is often related 
with impulse buying (Stanton, Miller & Layton, 1994 &, Fjermestab, 2001).  

Another aspect, regardless of type of purchaser, is the after-sale phase. Customers who 
have bought for example a PC,  can be offered useful information in the market space on 
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how to deal with technical problems; this is often split into first-level support in the form 
of answers to FAQs (frequently asked questions) and second-level support in the form of a 
call center button on the Website Reponen (2002). Customers who are interacting with a 
company on the Internet prefer to get their answers on the Internet (Allen, 2002 & Fjer-
mestad, 2001). 

By offering a good interaction system, companies can reduce the complexity of informa-
tion a customer must deal with when making a purchasing decision and also, online take 
care of customer matters. By taking this action a company can reduce the dissatisfaction 
that caused the high-involvement process in the first place. 

We believe that companies can reduce a lot of dissatisfaction by simplifying the informa-
tion access and by taking care of customer matters online, thus reducing the risk of loosing 
purchaser to competitors. And we want to find out the following; 
 
Question 1: In what way can IA generate a basis for attraction and retention of customers? 

1.2 Purpose 
The purpose of this thesis is to explain how IA as a concept can help companies to attract 
and retain high-involvement customers. To be able to do so, we first have to describe what 
that concept consists of.  
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2 Method 
In this section we want to illustrate how we have approached and worked us through this thesis. We will 
here explain what methods that have been used and why they have been chosen. Further, this section will de-
scribe how materials for both the theoretical framework and the empirical findings have been collected and 
how they have been used for the analysis. By doing so, we hope to get the reader to understand our way of 
thinking and in that way to get hold of more from this paper. 

2.1 Research approach 
With the purpose chosen for this thesis it felt natural for us to approach the research with 
one, of the seven, by Järvinen (2000) mentioned research approaches in mind. The nature 
of the problem discussed earlier take us towards theory-creating approach. To point out, 
we have also discussed if Järvinen’s theory-testing could help us fulfill the purpose but 
since that approach uses methods like field studies, experiments and surveys and with help 
of these methods try to either falsify or confirm a theory, that was not the best suited ap-
proach for our purpose. Our aim was not to test any hypotheses, but to describe and ex-
plain, and hence try to create a theory. Theory-creating on the other hand goes well with 
our purpose since it according to Järvinen (2000) include methods, among others, like the 
“normal” case study and phenomenography. The theory created is both of descriptive and 
explanatory type as we in this thesis want to describe and explain in what way IA can gen-
erate a basis for attraction and retention of customers? That is, first we describe what value 
IA can generate and then we explain how this outcome can help attract and retain custom-
ers. 
 
Since we from the beginning, when we read about interactive agents in an article, have 
aimed for an interview with the developers to get hold of information to “investigate” the 
phenomenon Interactive Agents (IA) we are confident that this is the right approach for 
us, given the fact that an interview would allow us to discuss and get hold of information, 
rather than raw data that needs refinement, which probably would have been the case with 
a quantitative research. A discussion enables a closer conversation between involved parties 
(Daymon, 2002), and would in our case give us a better opportunity to really understand 
what IA is about. We could during the actual interview fill out with resulting questions and 
hence fill out the answers the respondent had to the questions stated in our interview ques-
tions. Another aspect of it is an iterative workflow that would give us a more enriched pic-
ture of IA, meaning that answers that have not achieved saturation could be asked again at 
a later stage of the interview. Over time, when searching information about agents, the in-
terest regarding agents in contrast to relationship marketing grew strong and we decided to 
see if interactive agents can be used by organizations to attract and retain customer.  

Our pre-research did not show any study that had focused on IA in the domain of relation-
ship marketing and whether it could be used as a communication tool with the purpose to 
attract and retain customers. The studies that we reviewed during the pre-research period, 
where either strongly focused on commercial subjects like e-business strategies and cus-
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tomer relationship management or strongly technical minded when describing the pheno-
mena IA1.  

2.2 Choice of research method 
After deciding our area of research we started with a literature research about the area in 
question (interactive agents and relationship marketing). That is, by searching through lite-
rature, both from libraries and articles from internet, we could increase our own knowledge 
within the area of interest and from that, by inductive reasoning create a, for us and the 
purpose of this thesis, relevant theoretical framework. This means that we have with our 
own perspective (with or without influence form researchers) chosen what we believe is re-
levant to know for this study. This also means that we unintended could have had an influ-
ence on the result of this study already at that early stage of the research. The literature 
conducted in the beginning of this research where partly used as “guide” for us (Daymon, 
2002). Since we did not have much knowledge on the functional level about IA (see further 
3.1 for an explanation on why we have used the term interactive agent) we thought that a literature 
work through on the subject would help us to partly increase our knowledge but more im-
portantly to see whether we could see any correspondence of the use of IA and relation-
ship marketing. We then found out that some of the objectives of relationship marketing 
could actually be fulfilled by using a communication tool like IA. This was the “guide” that 
helped us to formulate the research question of this study. When this was done we could 
move on toward the search for empirical data.  

With the aim of studying the reality we chose to conduct a qualitative research study. Com-
pared to a quantitative research that aims for collecting a grate number of data from a large 
sample, we are certain that a qualitative research helps us to come closer and deeper into 
our area of research, with the argument that an interview enables both a close interaction 
with the respondent and an iterative workflow during the interview, meaning that the initial 
questionnaire could be complemented by resulting questions.     

To do this we have paid attention to the work done by Darlington and Scott (2002) regard-
ing in-depth interviews, as they state it, the most used technique for data collecting in the 
qualitative approach and the belief that people are specialists in their own experiences.  

We have after readings by Jacobsen (2002) concluded that a combination of a structured 
interview, use of questionnaires and an unstructured interview, characterized as resembling 
a daily conversation between two people, is the most rewarding approach. The idea with 
this approach and with a set sequence of open questions as an interview guide is to achieve 
saturation. Saturation is in our case achieved as a consequence of having enough detailed 
sub questions for each head question.  

Another aspect that has to be focused on when performing an in-depth interview, is what 
Patel & Tebelius (1987) has recognized as the “interviewer effect”. The meaning refers to 
the way a researcher can act so that that the person being interviewed understands either 
consciously or unconsciously what is expected of them. This was done by cross jumping 
between questions so that the person being interviewed did not notice our true intention 
with each question. In other words, if we felt that answers to one question were not satis-

                                                 
1 The reason for calling an IA a phenomena is that other authors have used different terms describing what 

we in our study have called IA. See further 3.1.  
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factory, we asked a question about a different matter and could afterwards come back to 
the previous question, as an attempt to achieve saturation on that specific matter.  

Thanks to the iterative workflow enabled by an interview, we could consequently go back 
and forward and ask the respondent either the same question that already had been ans-
wered, but poorly, or asking resulting questions in an attempt to achieve saturation for that 
specific issue. Also, by using a semi-structured type of interview, we could as Daymon 
(2002) point out, always get back to the subject if the respondent in some way, intended or 
unintended, got “lost” and where discussing things not of interest to us and this study, by 
simply take a look at our question. If we would have used an unstructured process, we 
could have “lost control” over the interview as that type of interview does not include an 
“interview guide” (Daymon, 2002). 

2.2.1 Qualitative research 
As described by Daymon (2002), qualitative studies usually start with inductive reasoning 
and in our case we did not deviate from that. That is, we started out with the literature 
study about IA and RM. We could from those observations in literature see some patterns 
and categories that could link those two areas together. From those patterns, were later on 
propositions worked out and general ideas developed that in turn lead us toward our re-
search question. At this stage we had some general ideas (early developed theory) how IA 
and RM could be linked together. 

 

Figure 1 Inductive reasoning,  (Trochim, 2006 & Daymon, 2002).  

To be able to “value” those ideas they needed to be related toward literature and further 
data collection (Daymon, 2002). Further data collection in our case would be the empirical 
findings we got from an in-depth-interview with the CEO at Humany. According to Day-
mon (2002) the process now becomes deductive. That is, at this stage we wanted to “test” 
the early developed theory and thereby started the process of narrowing down into the ob-
servation to find relations that could help us “confirm” (or not) our early developed ideas. 
This means that “our theory” was primarily developed out of the empirical findings instead 
of being generated from literature and from that point tested through, for example, field-
works (Dymon, 2002). The deductive part of the research reminds of Järvinen’s theory-
testing approach but since we wanted to “test” our own ideas to see if they could be con-
firmed and we then would have “our theory”, we still argue that Järvinen’s theory-creation 
best describe what we want to achieve.  

Theory 

Tentative

Hypothesis 
Pattern

Observation 
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Figure 2 Deductive reasoning (Trochim, 2006 & Daymon, 2002). 

To be mentioned here is that this has not been a straight forward process; instead it has in-
volved a constant iterative work-process with new ideas emerging during time which in 
turns had to be “tested” and so on. Also, we want to underline that even though that we to 
some extend have used deductive reasoning in this study, we still see the result as an induc-
tive contribution because of the type of reasoning (inductive) in the beginning of this study. 

In the following chapter we will describe more in detail how the qualitative analysis has 
been made.  

2.2.2 Qualitative analyze 
A qualitative analysis is not a straight forwarding process; instead it takes lot of effort and 
can be very time-consuming since it involves iterative work. (Daymon, 2002). We have with 
help from Daymon (2002) taken on a general approach for analyzing qualitative data. 
Compared to a quantitative analyze, where there are several known and well structured me-
thods that can be used for specific purposes/data, there are no “right ways” of analyzing 
this type of data (Daymon, 2002). Qualitative analysis let you approach the analysis in a way 
best suited the nature of your data. In that way it is a very flexible approach, which might 
not be the best if you strive at a study with the aim to generalize (Daymon, 2002).  

One of the first “steps” in qualitative analysis is according to Daymon (2002) data reduc-
tion. In our case this started the moment the interview were over. Directly after the inter-
view were made we made sure to collect and look over our notes as a first action to be sure 
we had what we wanted, as it is of importance that notes, drawings etc. are structured and 
in order for the upcoming interpretation and analyze (Daymon, 2002). After that, we could 
start to summarize and transcribe our notes that where made during the interview, while 
still having them fresh in the memory. We went through notes to sort out what we believed 
would be the most valuable data for us to use. While sorting this data out, we did at all the 
time keep the frame of reference in mind since that pert is of importance later on when you 
start to interpret and compare data. 

While reducing the data we could at the same time start to classify the data in to different 
areas which is, according Daymon (2002), the same as coding and categorizing and comes 
as a natural follow up to the organization of data that were made earlier. Codes, or catego-
ries, were found by reading through our collected data and making notes about keywords, 
themes etc. We could early in analysis see two mainstreams of data that we believed would 
become the most valuable for our study, namely technical benefits and commercial bene-
fits. 

After data had been categorized we could continue with the interpretation of data (the rea-
son we say continue is that when you first start your study, you starts to more or less interp-

Theory 

Hypothesis

Confirmation 

Observation
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ret everything that can be of value for your study Daymon, 2002). The flexible approach 
helped us by allowing an iterative workflow regarding our analysis, meaning that the two 
categories (technical and commercial benefits) were compared to the objectives of RM re-
garding interaction with customers stated in the theoretical framework, to see if there was a 
correspondence. The iterative workflow came into shape in such a way that the outcome of 
a comparison (empirical finding compared to objectives of RM) was evaluated on the re-
quirements that creates an added value for the system-users. If the prerequisite/-s that is 
double-checked for in our empirical findings, for each outcome is fulfilled then it is logical 
to assume that an added value can be created by IA for the system-user. These logical as-
sumptions alongside requirements that have not been confirmed for each outcome are then 
presented in the conclusion.  

This type of process also allowed us to do a check up on different answers given by the 
respondent in order to see if we had achieved saturation on specific questions or not (see 
further conclusion and reflection). In other words, the entire process of doing the empirical find-
ings but foremost the analysis has been a “back and forth” process, as an attempt to ap-
point cohesiveness and traceability. 

2.3 Sample selection 
When conducting qualitative research it is often stated that the sample selection can not be 
that large due to the retrieved information being both rich in detail and information. By 
having too much of this kind of information can result in an inability to analyze it in a rea-
sonable way (Daymon, 2002). 

By stating this, it is obvious that by conducting a qualitative research we can not strive for a 
representative sample selection with this few numbers of units. On the other hand, qualita-
tive methods do not strive to say anything about the general and typical but instead about 
the unique and special. The intention is to clarify a phenomenon (Jacobsen, 2002). Our in-
tention is to understand the potential of an IA and then to see if it can help companies us-
ing it to fulfill the actions and objectives that is required in order to, accordingly to our re-
search question, attract and retain customers. A basis for attraction and retention would 
then be the outcome of IA. This intention therefore requires a sample through informa-
tion, simply meaning that the authors choose one or several respondents that they believe 
can provide rich and good information (Jacobsen, 2002).  

This can be companies with great knowledge and experience in the field of interest. It can 
also be people that are good at expressing themselves or individuals identified as being will-
ing to leave information. This kind of sample selection is not so easy to use due to the fact 
that you first need to know how good information-sources the different people are (Jacob-
sen, 2002).  

In contrast to quantitative studies where samples are picked randomly, qualitative re-
searches chose samples purposely with the purpose of the study in mind. Also, since qualit-
ative studies strives at collecting rich and detailed information, your sample or samples 
needs to be chosen from a population where it is up to the researcher to chose a sample 
that he or she believes will give the most accurate data within the area of interest (Daymon, 
2002).  

The participant in this research was chosen with the belief that he is a specialist in our re-
search field and that his field knowledge would serve our research purpose to a satisfactory 
extent. The argument for our decision to conduct the interview with the CEO of the com-
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pany as the only respondent was simply that we believed that he could give us the most ba-
lanced picture of IA. The company at that time consisted only of developers with a strong 
focus on the technical aspect of IA such as programming, database management and oper-
ations. Our conclusion therefore was that an interview with such respondents could be 
very technically focused and that the outcome would not create an added value for us. Giv-
en this conclusion, we believed that a respondent with a comprehensive overall knowledge 
of the industry would give us a more balanced picture that could cover both the commer-
cial as well as the technical aspect of our study. By having specialists as interviewers we be-
lieve that a discussion or a dialogue with the respondents has given us a much more de-
tailed and comprehensive information, compared to circular questionnaires. This scenario 
has helped us to fully understand the circumstances we mentioned in the research approach 
and enabled us to answer the research question. Also to be mentioned here, is the fact that 
the respondent wanted the questions in advance. We see nothing negative with that since it 
according to us has given us more detailed answers. It might be that some question would 
have been answered in a dissimilar way, but most likely no answer at all or little information 
would be given us due to unwillingness to answer or simply because the respondent was 
deficient in information. 

We are fully aware of the risk of having a system provider as the only respondent in this re-
search and the motivation to why the consequence of this choice has not affected the 
trustworthiness of this thesis is following; 

The outcome of the interview is a template of functional description of an IA. The answers 
given by Humany such as “IA allows end-users to use natural sentences for communication” only 
show the reality of subject. This reality or functionality will be used as a piece of puzzle that 
we try to connect with another piece of puzzle, being of a commercial character (an objec-
tive of relationship marketing stated in the literature). If these two pieces connect, we are 
assured the objectivity of the respondent. This is why we do not believe that our respon-
dent creates a challenge for this thesis since the methodology is to “measure” his state-
ments against the statements made in the literatures, as an attempt to get consensus. If this 
consensus is obtained, it is logical to assume that the outcome of an IA can help companies 
to fulfill a specific objective of RM. If there is no correspondence, we will then have to try 
to figure out the reason for that specific result, and conclude what other value an outcome 
has.  

Another aspect that favors us in our choice of respondents is that when choosing the sam-
ple, one question to be asked is if the information that is received from the units is repre-
sentative. The importance of the sample representing the whole population is however here 
not playing an as a significant role as in quantitative research (Jacobsen, 2002). Therefore, 
even though we “only” got one respondent, it is one of the two big actors on the Swedish 
market; we would argue that 50 percent is not a bad sample for a qualitative research. 

The next section will provide the readers with an overview of the company, the project of 
interest and the respondents from each company. 

2.3.1 Humany 
Humany was founded 1999 and has from then been developing software tools. The com-
pany has 10 employees and is one of the two leading companies on the Swedish market 
(which according to Jacob is world-leader within this field of study). There is a third active 
company in Sweden but Jacob does not see them as big threat since they, according to him, 
are not operating on the same “level” as Humany and Artificial Solutions (AS), which is the 
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other large company and is seen as the big challenger towards Humany. AS has a larger 
amount of customers than Humany has today but as Jacob sees it, Humany is ahead of AS 
when it comes to the actual product and technical solutions and therefore he believes that 
AS will lose clients if and when they find out that better technique is to be found at Huma-
ny.   

When talking about their actual product Jacob do not want to use the term “interactive 
agent”, instead he uses “site assistant” to name Humany’s product. He does agree that it 
could be called interactive agent due to what it does but he believes site assistant better de-
scribes the product for what it does, and also, it might be easier for customers to under-
stand what it is and what it does while using the term site assistant. Further on Jacob think 
that interactive is the “big word” to use today, almost everything is interactive in some way 
today. 

2.3.2 Peripheral parties 
Since this thesis has two different angles of approach (commercial and technical), affecting 
our methodology for the empirical research, a short description of different actors that 
have played a part in this thesis will be given. As you will notice when you read along, we 
have only been in touch with the system provider, being Humany in this case. The other 
parties have had a peripheral role, meaning that they have been “investigated” by an induc-
tive process with the system provider as respondent. Keeping our research in mind it is 
reasonable to say that the system users and the end users actually do not affect our study to 
the same extend that the system provider does, since we do not have to consider their sur-
rounding or their perception related to our focused area of research when trying to answer 
the research question. The circumstance had been different if we had aimed to find out the 
reason to why system users invest in an IA or what usability (quality) it can offer accord-
ing to the end users. This is though a truth with modification. Since we want to see if 
gained intelligence (outcome) can help system users to attract and retain customers, an em-
pirical study with the system user as respondent, could be called for. Our argument to that 
is that the reality of a system user can be highlighted by understanding the type of benefit a 
system can provide. It is logical to say that a system user decides to implement a system as 
an attempt to achieve those benefits it can generate; hence giving us a hint of what type of 
reality they (system users) strive for.  

By taking a look at the benefits an IA can produce we can see whether they correspond to 
the demands of high-involvement customers or not. If they do, it is reasonable to say that 
the system user can achieve a desired reality by implementing that system. By listing the 
benefits, weighing them against the demands of a certain target group (end users), we can 
say that potential system users can expect to fulfill some objectives that takes them to that 
desired reality. With this thinking process we have chosen not to get in touch with the sys-
tem users or the end users.  

This type of approach does of course put high demands on trustworthiness. This is to be 
discussed further in the next chapter. 

-- System provider 

Humany, developer and provider of IA.  

-- System user 
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From now on called company, public as well as private that have implemented IA on their 
website.    

-- End user 

These are the actual consumers that use IA.  

2.4 Trustworthiness 
When doing a scientific research one should strive to have a good validity, reliability and to 
be objective. Below, we will further discuss these aspects, and some other aspects we have 
given a thought throughout our research.  

2.4.1 Validity and reliability 
Validity in qualitative research is a question of how the reader can relate to the categoriza-
tion made by the researcher in terms of the purpose at hand from. Reliability is how clear 
the researcher has painted the research process and the ability for others, to understand 
how the researcher has reasoned (Carlsson, 1991).   

Research studies should always try to minimize problems that have to deal with validity and 
reliability. A research’s quality is dependent on three elements; internal validity, external validity 
and reliability. These three create together the study’s total validity (Jacobsen, 2002).  

Internal validity answers the question if there is a foundation for the stated conclusions and 
if the study has measured what it intended to measure. There are two important procedures 
that can be done to check the internal validity. One is to control the research and conclu-
sions towards other researchers and their findings. If there is a similarity with one or sever-
al other investigations, then one can say that the validity has strengthened. The other is to 
critically examine the actual results. This kind of validation means doing a critical run 
through the research processes most central phases. A first glance can be shed on the sam-
ple selection. Have we interviewed the right people and if they have delivered the right in-
formation? The other part of a critical run through is to look at the analyze part, where we 
judge whether or not our categorisation is a reflection of the data (Jacobsen, 2002). If we 
take a first look at if we have interviewed the right people or not, the answer is both yes 
and no. Since our respondent is the chief executive of the company, the perspective could 
be more commercial than technical, meaning that the answers could have come out with a 
market perspective rather than a technical description of the IA. So the person interviewed 
was the right person thanks to his knowledge about the commercial aspects, but less right 
of choice regarding technical descriptions. This did not affect our method since we our-
selves actually had a commercial perspective on this thesis, given the thought that we 
wanted to find out how IA as a concept could aid companies attract and retain customers? 

External validity is concerned with the extent in which result can be generalised. See further 
generalization. 

Finally, reliability focuses on to what degree the set-up of the study and analysis can have 
influenced the result. The chosen research method, the researcher and the context can have 
an influence on the result (Jacobsen, 2002). Our set-up could have in the first place, influ-
enced the person being influenced since our questionnaire was categorised and could hence 
give hints about the “best-answers”. The consequence of this could lead to an advantage 
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for the analysis and the results of this study, in terms of pre determined result. The re-
searchers would gain the result the desired from the beginning.     

2.4.2 Objectivity 
We have throughout the whole research strived to be as objective as possible. Since we did 
this study by our own will and interest and not on request from a company we have noth-
ing to win to distort important information or leave it out. Whenever it is not our own 
thoughts, there are references to tell from where the information originally came. 

As discussed earlier, we can in this research not be certain that our respondent has been 
truly honest to us. There is a certain risk that he has been challengeable, that is, coloring his 
answer in a way that favor Humany. If that would be the case, we can not argue this thesis 
is truly objective. This problem could maybe have been reduced by having additional res-
pondents. Unfortunately there was no other respondent at Humany that would have been 
able to give another “commercial” aspect of IA. However, we believe our questions and 
our process during the interview helped us get the “right” information. This was done by 
cross-jumping among the questions and follow up questions that was not yet answered in, 
for us, a satisfying way.  

What also must be discussed here is the fact that we have chosen to present our empirical 
findings as a summary and not in a “question – answer” way. By doing so there is a risk 
that the information presented in this study could be disordered, meaning we have given 
our own interpretation and not what was originally said by the respondent. We hope to mi-
nimize disordered information by having our respondent to read the research before pre-
sented to public.  

2.4.3 Generalization 
Some pioneering studies about generalization of results from single case studies has been 
done by Lee and Baskerville, on which we will rely our statements regarding generalizability 
of the result presented in this work. Before we continue our argumentation and elabora-
tion, we would like to recite the authors’ terminological definition of this concept just to 
make sure that the concept in its different forms is understood;  

“we use the term “generalizability” to refer to the capability of research findings to be valid beyond the im-
mediate research setting (e.g., the particular corporation in a case study, the particular laboratory setting in 
an experiment, the particular sample in a statistical study) where the findings are established. We use the 
adjective “generalizable” to describe research findings that can be transferred to and remain valid in a set-
ting outside the original research setting where they were established; the verb, “generalize” to refer to the ac-
tions by which researchers attempt to achieve generalizable results, (e.g., to generalize from a sample to a 
population); the gerund, “generalizing” to name the process by which researchers generalize (e.g., the process 
of generalizing from a sample to a population); and the noun “generalization” to refer to the product of an 
attempt to generalize (e.g., a statistical generalization)” (Lee & Baskerville, 2001, p. 1) 

These two authors have, based on other well known authors’ work, amongst others such as 
Marcus (1983) and Yin (1984), concluded that qualitative studies, even though based on a 
single case can be generalized. The form of generalizing and generalizability (see above for 
definition) can however vary. The result is presented like a matrix combined of total four 
forms of generalizing and generalizability. See figure 3 
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Figure 3 Map on generalizing and generalizability according to Lee and 
Baskerville (2001) 

 
Our concern based on the chosen approach and presented conclusions for this study is 
primary about generalizability of a theory within a setting and secondary about generalizability of a 
theory to different settings. Before we continue there are two terms that need some explanation. 
By “a case” Lee and Baskerville (2003) refers to a company, an organization or a technolo-
gy. Our research case concerns a technology. The second term is “setting”, which by these 
two authors is referred to as the particular corporation in a case study. The setting for this 
case study is hence the system-provider.  

The statement about generalizability of a theory within a setting is according to idiographic 
studies (Nagel, 1979 and Luthans and Davis, 1982) used by Lee and Baskerville (2002) as 
an attempt to define their classification, is that the concern is about creating a theory appli-
cable only for the setting being studied. Another piece of work that has contributed to the 
study by Lee and Baskerville is By Yin (1984). In an attempt to make Yin’s conclusion 
more tangible we would like to use his example regarding his category; generalizing to a 
theory which of course correspond with the category of Lee and Baskerville generalizability 
of a theory within a setting. The examples are; 

Input to the generalization process  

Empirical statements: the rich details of a thick description in a case study of a particular 
corporate headquarters 

Output from the generalization process 

Theoretical statement: a theory explaining the corporate headquarters’ organizational cul-
ture that would help to account for the case study findings that were observed.  

If we would like to use the above mentioned as a template to our own study, it could fall 
out something like this; 
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Input to the generalization process 

Empirical statements: the rich details of a description in a case study of a particular tech-
nology  

Output from the generalization process 

Theoretical statements: a theory explaining the technology’s benefits that would help to ac-
count for the case study findings that were observed.  

This material has accordingly been used by Lee and Baskerville (2003) and also by us as an 
attempt to show that our result can be generalized within the specific setting.   

The interesting question is however if our theory can be generalized to different settings. 
The question is hence if our produced theory is valid for other system-providers of interac-
tive agents than Humany? Based once again on the work done by Lee and Baskerville 
(2003) having its ground in several other researches, the answer is no. The argument is first 
of all that no inductive study can be generalized at all. Our theory which in fact is a induc-
tive contribution; the reason we say it is an inductive contribution even though we in our 
work also have used deductive reasoning, is the fact that this study has it foundation in ear-
ly developed theorize that are results of an inductive reasoning made in the very beginning 
of this study, rules out the possibility of using induction as a proper means of achieving ge-
neralizability of a theory to different settings (Lee and Baskerville, 2001). The theory has to 
first be deductive tested, within a proper setting, since it offers logic that induction can not. 
The guideline presented by Lee and Baskerville (2003) bearing ground in Popper’s “crite-
rion of demarcation”, a theory must be stated in a form that would allow it to be proven 
wrong by evidence. Applied on our case it would mean that step 2 should be about testing 
the presented theory on other system-providers, allowing us to falsify it or not falsify it, 
based on some predictions or hypothesis.  

As you will find out in our conclusions we have listed some requirements and some ques-
tions that were unanswered in this thesis. Our interpretation is that these variables could 
constitute a basis for formulating some predictions or hypothesis. The theory must in other 
words be empirically tested. Marcus (1984) suggests that the setting wherein the theory is 
going to be tested should be where the theory is most likely to hold. Our suggestion of a 
setting is hence a competitor to Humany.              

Furthermore Marcus has showed that there is a significant interaction between variables 
constituting a major part in a deductive theory testing. That it is not due to a single fact or 
variable that an outcome looks the way it does, but it is more likely that the outcome relies 
on an interaction of causes resulting in the specific nature of that outcome. Translated onto 
our case it would mean that the interaction between the stated requirements and questions 
are likely to affect the conclusion about whether an interactive agent can function as a basis 
for attracting and retain customers, rather that the prerequisite or the questions as a single 
variable.             

Our conclusion is that the presented theory (our inductive contribution) is generalizable 
within the presented setting but not within a different setting. A theory can only be genera-
lized to a different setting once it has been empirically tested (test our contribution deduc-
tively), based on predictions or hypothesis (our requirements and questions could function 
as a basis for this purpose) and confirmed in that setting 
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2.5 Disposition 
In order to make it easier for the reader to understand the structure of our thesis, we have 
conducted a disposition that will explain the purpose with each section in this thesis but 
more importantly, showing how each section has been used in order to find the red thread 
through the entire study, enabling a backtrack for the reader.  

-- Theoretical framework 

This section is made up by two parts. A technique focused part about IA, with the purpose 
to give us as authors an insight and a basis to build our questionnaire upon and at the same 
time give the readers an introduction and insight to IA. Even though the references used in 
this part use different kind of terms, they still describe and highlight the attributes and 
functions of the technology that we in our study refer to as interactive agents (see argumenta-
tion below). The descriptive purpose of this part has been limited to inform and describe 
what this “concept” or technology is about, not to function as a basis for verification of 
our empirical result. We have thus not used this part as a standard consisting of several cri-
teria that the empirical findings were measured against, nor have we used it as an important 
part for carrying out the analysis.       

The second part is commercially focused on the subject; relationship marketing. The con-
tent here has been used much more intensively in terms of basis for both the questionnaire 
and the analysis. In contrast to the first part, this one provides conditions that relationship 
marketing is “made of”. This “list” will then be used in our analysis as we weigh the bene-
fits generated by an IA against it, as an attempt to answer the question of this report.  

In order to make the methodology for this study more tangible, we will describe by exam-
ple, the purpose of each major section in this study and how they have been used. When 
put together they constitute the methodology.   

Example;  

Retention of customers is very important to companies (Reponen, 2002). The prob-
lem companies are facing today due to the massive amount of information on the in-
ternet and the transparency it has brought forward, is high-involvement customers, 
with one demand among others: they want information in a friendly and timely 
manner (Ballantyne, 2004). 

This is in other words one objective regarding interaction with customers that is be-
ing highlighted in the theoretical framework, and that has to be dealt with, by com-
panies that wish to increase the level of customer retention. The purpose of this sec-
tion is hence to provide these types of objectives.   

-- Empirical framework 

The purpose with this section is to build up a template of benefits that IA generates. This 
template is then to be used as we carry out our analysis. 

Example;  

Our empirical findings show that IA allows end-users to use natural sentences for 
communication and that the immediate response can come in other forms than just 
textual, such as opening of new browsers and document that the end-user initially 
searched for.    
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-- Analysis 

The purpose of this section is to see if the outcomes of an IA as presented in our empirical 
findings correspond to the specific objectives of relationship marketing as presented in our 
theoretical framework. If there is a consensus between the functionality and benefits gener-
ated by an IA and the objectives of RM regarding interaction with customers, it is then log-
ical to assume that IA produces a basis that can make it possible for companies to attract 
and retain customers. If there is no correspondence, we will then have to figure out the 
reason for that specific result, and try to conclude what other values an outcome might 
have.  

Example;  

Considering the fact stated in the empirical result, it is reasonable to assume that an 
IA can satisfy the demands of high-involvement customers concerning information 
access, by giving the end-users immediate response (timely manner) and also by guid-
ing them through a website interactively. That is, by opening new browsers and doc-
uments related to the topic searched for initially. The latter benefit corresponds well 
to the demand about friendliness.  

-- Conclusion 

The purpose of this section is to conclude whether IA as a concept can create an added 
value for on one hand the system-user and on the other hand the end-user and if there are 
some peripheral activities that has to be accomplished.  

-- Summary of the methodology  

Theoretical framework presents some objectives of relationship marketing regarding inte-
raction with customers. Our empirical findings list the benefit IA can generate for system 
providers. In the analysis we try to see if these benefits can be used as an instrument for 
fulfilling the stated conditions. In the conclusion we review our analysis based on our re-
search question and purpose. The final conclusion is the last moment wherein we deter-
mine our inductive contribution.  
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3 Theoretical framework 
This section consists of two parts. The first one, Agents, has served as a “guide” for us, as authors, to get 
an understanding about how agents work and have thereby also given us a picture of how IA:s can be re-
lated with Relationship marketing. We do also hope it can give you as reader a solid foundation to the con-
cept Interactive agents. The second part, Customer Interaction, includes a more commercial aspect of 
how customers can be attracted and retained by organizations, and has been used in a more intense way 
when it comes to the analyse.  

3.1 Agents 
There has in recent years been a growing interest in the area of interactive agents for re-
searchers. This increasing attention has also led to a great amount of definitions and types 
of agents, which according to Plekhanova is a reflection of the “…variety of viewpoints, prob-
lems, and applications of the agent...” (Plekhanova, 2002, p. vi) and thereby the researchers “out-
line the major directions in this important research and practical field” (Plekhanova, 2002, p. vi). 

From studying previous research within this field, we have found out that there are several 
different terms for what according to us seems to describe the same thing; an interactive 
agent. It is not our intention to go through all these terms and definitions and in any way 
categorize them but we will here look into some of the types and definitions from previous 
research. This is done to give the reader an overview of this field of research and to make 
the reader attentive to the fact that no standard definition has been agreed upon. 

Plekhanova (2002) is in her work talking about Intelligent Software Agents (ISAs) as tools 
that are able to, on behalf of users or other software, autonomously carry out different 
types of tasks. To be able to do a good job, the intelligent agent has to learn from previous 
tasks preformed. According to Turban and Aronson, intelligent agents are well suited for 
tasks such as “electronic mail and news filtering and distribution, appointment handing, and Web applets 
for electronic commerce and information gathering” (Turban & Aronson, 2001, p.406). 

The last paragraph discusses intelligent agents on a comprehensive level. Following below 
are some examples of work that are more concentrated towards what we, in this thesis, are 
focusing on.  

Kurzweil does in his work talk about Emotionally Intelligent Interfaces (EII) and describes 
them as interfaces that “can take on a variety of forms, from email dialogues to animated graphical fig-
ures, and may carry on conversations, act as human surrogates, and achieve specific tasks” (Kurzweil, 
2000, p.xxii), and according to him these EIIs will be one of the most important tools for 
companies, doing eBusiness in the future since the interfaces are able to create the impor-
tant one-to-one contact.  

Cassell and Bickmore (2003) are in their research discussing Embodied Conversational 
Agents (ECAs) and describe them as “anthropomorphic interface agents which are able to engage a 
user in real-time, multimodal dialogue, using speech, gesture, gaze, posture, intonation, and other verbal and 
nonverbal channels to emulate the experience of human face-to-face interaction” (Cassell & Bickmore, 
2003, p.92) Further they argue that these types of agents will be very well appropriate for 
organisations to use for building  relationship with their clients. 

Another researcher, Dautenhahn (2002), refers to the same phenomenon as Socially Intelli-
gent Agents (SIAs) which she shortly describes as “agent systems that show humanstyle social in-
telligence” (Dautenhahn, 2002, p.1). 



 

 17

The last three works that have been discussed here are all describing what we from now on 
in this paper will name an interactive agent.  

The reason to why we choose to call it an interactive agent and not something else such as 
intelligent agent, is that interactive better describe that there is some sort of communication 
going on between the agent and the consumer (end-user). Also, interactive does according 
to us best describe and recap the definition stated above by Kurzweil, Cassell and Bick-
more, and Dautenhahn. Intelligent for us just indicates that the agent is able to perform 
some task on its own. However, this does not mean that an interactive agent is not being 
intelligent.  

3.1.1 Capacities of interactive agents  
As mentioned earlier, people making business online using a website may not get the feel-
ing of being treated individually and they do not get that personal contact you can have in 
physical stores with the sales personal, or as Kurzweil puts it; “a customer-oriented Web site 
needs to be warm and fuzzy” (Kurzweil, 2000, p.xxi). In an attempt to make websites more in-
dividual for customers, software companies have developed so called interactive agents. 

Agents often take graphical form of a human to make it feel like talking to a real person 
and can, besides answering questions, perform actions such as displaying information, open 
relevant web pages, and gather information (Hildebrand, Eliëns, Huang & Visser, 2003).  

The role an interactive agent plays in the context of this research is an interface that can 
optimize the interaction a company can have trough their website with its customers. It is a 
tool that carries on a customer dialogue, a two-way dialogue, not one-way. It is an exchange 
of ideas between two parties. Using two-way communications vehicles and feedback me-
chanisms enables companies to learn more than they would through market research. 
Communication for the customer with the organization is simplified; trust and loyal rela-
tionships are better grounded and the result is enhanced sales and profit margins.  

The main idea with these agents is that the user should be able to use natural sentences 
while communicating and should therefore not be limited by keywords. The technology 
that allows users to communicate with computers in their native language is called Natural 
Language Processing (NLP). NLP aims at understanding users communicating with them 
irrespective of local, or international, differences in their way to express themselves. This 
mean the interactive agent need to interpret expressions like “Yo, what’s up!” and “Good 
afternoon Sir, how are you doing today?” the same way.  
 
Another major advantage with interactive agents is that they serve on 24/7 basis. It does 
not matter when a customer come up with a question or is in search for important infor-
mation, the agent will be there answering question day as night. Also, they can help more 
than one person at time. Where a human employee help customer one by one, agents can 
help hundreds or even thousands of users. 

Allen 2002, has described Interactive agents as an e-CRM tool can help companies put on a 
customer-driven competition mantra, by providing the following; 
 

 Customer tracking. The combination of databases and Web tracking allows marke-
ters to keep track of all interactions with customers on an individual basis. 

 Interactive dialogue. The Web allows marketers to engage in interactive dialogue 
with customers using online feedback forms and e-mail. With the ability to incor-
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porate video and voice on the Web, communications will become more interactive 
and will happen in real time. 

 Mass customization. Web site personalization will enable marketers to customize 
the user’s interactions with the site. The Web can also enable companies to deliver 
information, services, and products more efficiently. 

 

3.1.2 Different roles of Interactive Agents 
Interactive agents are designed and used for specific tasks and can be separated into four 
main roles that according to Björnström and Wenneberg (2003) are instructive, informative, pe-
dagogical, and entertaining agents. 

Instructive agents are designed to instruct, to explain to the user what to do. Erik, an in-
teractive agent installed by the Swedish tax authority is one example of an instructive agent. 
A very important aspect to take notice about when it comes to instructive agents, and es-
pecially Erik since he will tell people how to fill in their income-tax return form, is that they 
always need to be 100 per cent right in their instructions. That means they must not lie, us-
ers must be able to trust what they say and if the agent do not know how to do something 
it must say so. 

Informative agents are similar to the instructive agents, but with the difference that they 
provide information and answers question instead of giving instructions. If there is a prob-
lem it can open up information that tells the user what to do. Good examples of informa-
tive agents can be found on several of the local authority’s web pages in Sweden, for exam-
ple Joar and Sture that “work” for Enköping respectively Vellinge, where they provide local 
citizens with information 24/7. Another example of an informative agent can be taken 
from the Swedish furnishing store IKEA, which has “employed” Anna to answer questions 
and provide information to customers visiting their webpage. 

Pedagogical agents can with advantage be used as a complement within school, especially 
useful when students take classes in distance, to support students that have questions after 
a seminar or lecture. As the name indicates, the agent tries, in a pedagogical way, to explain 
and teach the user in a selected subject. The agent can if necessary change the way it ex-
presses itself to adjust to the level of knowledge possessed by the user. Studies performed 
by Moreno, Lester and Mayer (2000), shows that students taking computer-based courses 
performed better with help of agents. 

Entertaining agents are implemented for a more specific purpose than the other agents 
and are therefore also having more of a “one-mind track”. This mean a great effort has 
been put towards the personality of the agent and it can very well be that one person hate 
talking to the agent while another user come along really well with it. 

3.1.3 Evaluative summary 
Although all above mentioned authors use different terminology to describe the technolo-
gical functionality of an agent, none of them have discussed the criteria that must be met or 
how the outcome must be applied, in order to create an added value for the interest group 
of IA, in our case being the system-user and the end-user. We believe that the most impor-
tant step after having identified the capacities of such a tool is to list the activities that must 
be performed in order to fulfill the objective and the purpose of an IA. Which as the major 
part of the authors mentioned above has described as interactive dialogue (objective) re-
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spectively building a relationship with their customers (purpose)2. Our arguments are that 
technical capacities alone can not create an added value for the users. A pre- and post- 
process has to be carried out in order to meet the objective and fulfill the purpose resulting 
in an added value. The pre-process concerns the technical aspects and the post process the 
application of generated outcome.   

A short summary, being the capacities of an IA will follow that later on in the final conclu-
sion will be used as a discussion base for the pre- and post-processes mentioned above, to-
gether with our own conclusions.  

The common denominator based on different authors’ saying is that an IA has the capacity 
to create a human like interaction that affects the end-user emotionally. It can carry on 
conversations, act as human surrogates, and achieve specific tasks. According to 
Björnström and Wenneberg (2003) an IA can be divided into four main role categories, instructive, 
informative, pedagogical, and entertaining agents. The main difference between these roles regards 
the correctness of response presented to the end-user in relation to what they sought after. 
Based on these roles it is relevant to distinguish between result and answer as two forms of 
response generated by IA. 

Taking the instructive role as an example it is logic to assume that it presents answers in a 
higher degree compared to the informative agent. One question would accordingly be if the 
instructive IA can present a 100 per cent correct answer since it is delimited to a frame of 
answers determined by keywords (income-tax return form) compared to an informative IA 
that operates within a larger domain (IKEA)? Even though we already know that this ques-
tion is out of the scope for this paper, it is logical to assume that the more delimited do-
main an IA has to operate within the higher is the probability of presenting correct an-
swers. We will not touch this specific matter furthermore since it does not correlate with 
the research question or the purpose of this thesis, but we will get back to the subject (cor-
rectness of response) in our conclusion.      

Another important aspect to consider is about how IAs can help companies build relation-
ship with their clients. If the discussion above concerned the pre process, this one regards 
the post process of refining the outcome of an interactive dialogue. We believe that it is not 
enough simply to say that an IA can create a one-to-one interaction, hence bringing com-
panies and customers closer. It is more crucial to discuss how companies must proceed in 
order to achieve that. That is, what must they do with the outcome generated of an interac-
tive dialogue in order to fully benefit from it?      

We have now identified two subjects3 that determine how successful an IA can generate a 
basis for attraction and retention of customers. This gap in theory will be used as a guide-
line for our discussion about the critical factors companies must pay attention to if they 
want to gain an added value as return on investment.   
 

 

                                                 
2 Please note that the objective and purpose mentioned differs semantically from those for our paper. But the 

essence of it is the same.  

3 The pre-process concerning the technical aspects and the post process concerning the application of gener-
ated outcome 
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3.2 Customer interaction 
The following literature review concerns areas that we see as important when interacting and trying to build 
relationships with customers. The parts looked into here are Relationship Marketing, The big 3 
and Marketing Revenue. At the end of this chapter we highlight aspects that we believe are of impor-
tance and need to be considered when trying to answer the purpose of this paper. 

3.2.1 Relationship marketing 
Work done by Lindbom and Jonsson (1992) and Newell (2000) shows that organizations 
are today changing from being “production-oriented” or “marketing-oriented” to becom-
ing “customer-oriented” in order to attract and also to keep the customer. This alignment 
has also been highlighted by Raisch (2000), as he sees the same shift towards a customer 
centric world and indications of current and future trends that companies will shift from 
the internal view to an external and focus more on the customer and the whole value chain. 
And because of this, activities like free gifts or discounts as a result of a large-scale pur-
chase are no longer enough to attract customers according to Kalkota & Robinson (1999), 
which also affects the customer care strategy in an organization. 

Customer care aims at creating a long-term relationship with customers that over time can 
increase the revenue for a company (Lindbom & Jonsson, 1992). Second, the customer can 
provide the company with important feedback that for example can help improve products 
or services. 

For a long time organizations have put their main focus on the product, e.g. price, quality 
and design, to attract customers to buy just their product and in that way gain maximum 
profits. Moreover, according to Raisch (2000), companies have also had their main focus 
internally on employees, technologies, processes, and so on. Very little focus was put to-
wards the environment of the company. Today most of the companies have realized that 
the customers are becoming more and more empowered. As Raisch puts it: “The Internet 
provides easy access to basic product information, price, product reviews, rating systems, and other data 
points that enable consumers to make more informed choices about products or services” (Raisch, 2000, 
p.278) Organizations have therefore increased their focus on the customer and improved 
the efforts to take care of the customers. That is, companies are today changing from being 
“production-oriented” or “marketing-oriented” to becoming “customer-oriented” in order 
to attract and also to keep the customer, which may be the most important aspect (Lind-
bom & Jonsson, 1992; Newell, 2000). Raisch (2000) is on the same line and speaks of a 
shift towards a customer centric world and according to him current and future trends are 
indicating that companies will shift from the internal view to an external and focus more 
on the customer and the whole value chain. 

So, how do you take care of your customers? Common ways are to offer discounts, free 
gifts, loyalty cards and point programs reward systems (Newell, 2000). According to Lind-
bom and Jonsson (1992) there are two main activities to consider within customer care. 
First, there is the material activity. This one put the focus on material “things”, to give cus-
tomers something extra with a purchase. It can for example be that if a customer buys a 
certain number of products, he or she will get an extra for free or have some discounts on 
one or more of the products purchased. But since there is a shift from product-oriented 
companies towards customer-oriented, these types of activities are no longer enough to at-
tract customers according to Kalkota & Robinson (1999). 
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Second, there is the “personal” customer care activity. This activity aims to create a person-
al relationship with the customer. Activities can for example be that the company sends in-
dividual letters to customers where the content of the letter is valuable for the customer in 
one way or another, i.e. information or special offers.  

Another researcher that is on the same line is Newell (2000). He argues that it is today not 
sufficient to provide only discounts and point programs rewards (material activities) for a 
company to gain and keep customers. Customers today do not want to be treated equally; 
they want to be treated individually. They need to feel that the company cares just for 
them. Sharp (2002) recognizes the same fundamental and states that everyone wants to be 
an individual and wants to be acknowledged as an individual by having his or her likes and 
preferences known and acted upon. Businesses in every sector need to build individual rela-
tionships with customers based on what the customer wants, not on what the business wants.  
 
As most definitions imply, RM is first and foremost a process (Ballantyne, 2004). This 
process is carried on with interactions, relationships and networks, corn-stones in this rela-
tionship, identified by Gummesson (1999). Already underlined by Gordon (1998), later on 
described by Payne (1998), the main concern company executives have been dealing with, 
has been to reorient their entire business to face the market (Payne, 1998). According to 
Grönroos’ definition, “the process moves from identifying potential customers to establishing a relation-
ship with them, and then to maintaining the relationship that has been established and to enhance it so that 
more business as well as good references and favorable word of mouth are generated” (Ballantyne, 2004. p 
8). 

Ballantyne (2004) continues his sayings based on earlier studies and pinpoints the differ-
ence between transaction marketing and RM. The solution of transaction marketing is a 
product in form of a physical good or a core service, while the solution in a RM is the rela-
tionship itself, management of the interaction process and how it leads to value creation 
and need satisfaction for the customer.  

The value created by an enterprise for its customers in the ongoing relationship, must be 
perceived and appreciated. If relationship marketing is to be successful and accepted as 
meaningful by the customer, there must be such a positive value process paralleling the 
planned communication and interaction processes that is appreciated by the customer. This 
is labeled as the value process (Ballantyne, 2004). “…The ability of a company to provide superior 
value to its customers is regarded as one of the most successful strategies...” (Ravald & Grönroos, 1996, 
p.19). 

Relationship marketing is “a relationship approach to taking care of interactions with customers” (Bal-
lantyne, 2004, p.6), as simple as that.  

3.2.2 The big 3 
Baring in mind the evolution of Internet, the breeding ground of e-commerce, resulting in 
an intensified competition amongst market actors (“your competitor is just a mouse click 
away”) marketers are now paying more attention than ever to customer relationship man-
agement. But what does that really mean? Robert Graham (2001) and Reponen (2002) are 
authors amongst several to highlight three main elements to consider when aligning the 
business strategy towards a customer relationship format; 
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 Retention 

 Customer potential 

 De-selection of customers 

-- Retention  

Retention aims for creating a long term relationship with the customer. The company 
needs to keep an open two-way-communication with the customer. It is vital that it does 
not becomes a monologue, the company must listen to the customer too, both to com-
plains and to suggestions. The company need to be open and meet the consumers changing 
needs. When undertaking the retention approach, it is not the single purchase that is of im-
portance, the company has to see it in long-term, that is considering the lifetime value 
(LTV) of a customer. LTV is the result of future purchases, referral and avoiding negative 
word-of-mouth (Leventhal, 2006). By understanding the LTV of a customer, it is more 
likely the customer will be treated in a way that feels good for him/her, and there by has 
the likelihood greatly increased that the customer will come back and purchase another 
time. That means the company are much more unlikely to lose that customer (Leventhal, 
2006). 

It is significantly less costly to retain customers than to acquire new ones. The following 
numbers presented by Raich (2000) shows how lucrative retention really is to companies. 
Reduction of customer defections by 5 percent can by average increase profits from 60 to 
85 percent. Customer acquisition can cost enterprises more than five times more than cus-
tomer retention. Even though companies have always struggled with winning new custom-
er segments (Ballantyne, 2004), keeping the “old” customers could enable companies to 
grow and prosper in much the same way as they are now (Reponen, 2002). Another over-
whelming fact for an enterprise, published in Reponen’s study (2002), is that most busi-
nesses lose customers at a rate of somewhere between 1550 per cent each year. Operating 
with this red number, not only does it render in less cash-flow but also in a lack of motiva-
tion for the staff serving these customers.  

-- Customer potential 

This element has explicitly to do with maximizing the buying power of a customer. Many 
companies have now realized that this dimension of competitive strategy, if managed well, 
can lead to much more profit. If managed badly, the opposite effects are loss of the best 
customers, missed opportunities in developing customers, and high costs of customer ac-
quisition and management. These all affect company profitability (Stone, 2001; Raich, 2000; 
Reponen, 2002). In the end developing customer potential has to do with turning around 
an infrequent visitor or customer, into a higher spending, more frequent one.  

-- De-selection of customers 

An analysis of customer records was carried out by the direct mail industry in the USA dur-
ing the 1990s, and the following trends were found; (the following piece is a reprint of the 
result published by Whalley (2001). 

 Customers who purchased recently were more likely to buy again compared with 
customers who had not purchased in a while  

 Customers who purchased frequently were more likely to buy again compared with 
customers who had made just one or two purchases 
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 Customers who had spent the most money in total were more likely to buy again.  

 The most valuable customers tended to continue to become even more valuable. 

After dividing their customers into three categories, recency, frequency and monetary value 
(Whalley, 2001), the direct mail industry wanted to test their hypothesis on whether that 
past purchase behaviour could predict future results. The aim with this study was to see if 
any difference in response and sales between “best” (recent, frequent, high-volume pur-
chasers) and “worse” (not recent, infrequent, low-value purchasers) customers existed. 
They found out that “best” customers always had higher response rates. The decision was 
obvious. Cutbacks on mailings to worst ranked people were made and the money saved 
was spent on mailing best ranked people, more frequently. (Whalley, 2001)  

This study shows us how important it is with de-selection of customers. To shake off the 
ones not having a long-term future value and instead highlight the ones with greater value-
potential.  

We also want to acknowledge other authors who also have stated the same content, al-
though with different terms. Stone (2001) has identified two main drivers of the growth of 
CRM; customer acquisition and retention. Reponen’s definition of customer potential also ap-
plies Stone’s, of what he refers to as acquisition. In the book obtaining and retaining cus-
tomers, Whalley (2001) states that published research pinpoints four primary drivers of a 
CRM project.  

 to attract new customers (customer potential) 

 to increase sales per customer (de-selection of customers) 

 to reduce costs through optimization of business processes 

 to improve customer relationship/increase loyalty. 

We can see the first and the second parameters similar to what Reponen (2002) and Gra-
ham (2001) define as customer potential and de-selection of customer. We feel on the oth-
er hand that the third point does not touch our research purpose and will therefore leave it 
untouched.  

3.2.3 Marketing revenue 
An effective marketing strategy can be achieved by developing an effective customer strat-
egy (Rigby, Reichheld, & Schefter, 2002). The idea behind developing a customer focused 
strategy is not to mold the customer to the company’s goals but to listen to the customer 
and try to create opportunities beneficial to both parties. It is important to offer customers 
what they are currently demanding and anticipate what the customer is likely to demand in 
the future, and to simplify the routines for the customer to look through the large amounts 
of information provided by competing products/services.  

3.2.3.1 Internal value creating process 
As mentioned previously, companies must be able to relate to both types of purchasers on 
the market, both the low-involvement and high-involvement one. An e-CRM system can 
provide companies with the right information for that specific objective, since it is more 
focused around the “action” of the customer (Novo, 2003). A behaviour-based profile can 
therefore be extracted from such a system, describing the number of times a customer 
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clicked a particular Web, and hence adding “intelligence” to the customer profiles and help 
companies to deploy customized products.  

Marketers now have a tool which they have been visualizing for many years, a tool that al-
lows them to know their customer more intimately than before. Marketers no longer have 
to make uninformed decisions about their customers because of the two-way interaction 
and communication capabilities that the Web allows. 

Gaines (2002) has recognized another aspect of having detailed customer information from 
an e-CRM system, which allows a company to predict the kind of products that a customer 
is likely to buy as well as the timing of the purchases. Customer information collected is 
useful for developing an effective marketing strategy. A strategy includes an integrated view 
of the customer, customer decision analytic and optimized customer interactions. 

“The old paradigm, a system of mass production, mass media, and mass marketing, is being replaced by a 
totally new paradigm, a one-to-one economic system. The 1: 1 future will be characterized by customized 
production, individually addressable media, and 1: 1 marketing, totally changing the rules of business com-
petition and growth” (Rayport, J. F. & Jaworski, B. J. , 2005, p 44). 

Allen (2002) has recognized several benefits that marketers receive from providing perso-
nalization on their sites. Including customer loyalty, competitive advantage, lower market-
ing costs, ability to identify the most profitable customer relationships, additional revenue 
from premium services, and the ability to adapt and improve their sites, products, and ser-
vices. 

There is one thing that almost every author agrees upon and that is that value for custom-
ers emerges in a process over time, since relationship is a process over time (Ballantyne, 
2004). Some, in our opinion, vague definitions have been given by Storbacka and Lehtinen 
(2000) as they define value as the ability of a business to manage the additional elements of 
the offering, whether it is a product or service, better than the competitors in order to 
create value for customers. Ravald and Grönroos (1996) suggest the relationship itself has a 
major effect on the total value perceived by the customer. In a close relationship the cus-
tomer probably shifts the focus from evaluating separate offerings to evaluating the entire 
relationship. The core of the business, that is what the company is producing, is of course 
fundamental, but it may not be the ultimate reason for purchasing from a given supplier 
(Ballantyne, 2004). If companies can create a close relationship with its customer, maybe, 
based on Ravald’s and Grönroos’ suggestion (1996), they can also influence customers, 
about their high- and low-involvement decision processes.  

3.2.3.2 External value creating process 
Ballantyne (2004) says; today’s customer no longer look for only goods or services, they 
demand a much more holistic offering, including everything from information about how 
to best and safest use a product, to delivering, installing, repairing, maintaining and updat-
ing solutions for what they have bought. And they demand all this, and much more, in a 
friendly, trustworthy and timely manner.  

According to a report by Yankelovich Partners (1997), the key to the success of online 
commerce in the future is the user’s ability to personally interact with a Web site. The study 
revealed that more than two-thirds of respondents prefer more human-like transactions 
when they shop online. Users want timely answers; product recommendations based on 
their tastes and preferences, and personalized interaction. 
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The objective with one-to-one Web site personalization is to help companies to serve each 
customer to his or her individual satisfaction, over and over again. By knowing, through an 
online media what a customer needs and wants, a company must see this as an investment. 
And every investment should give something in return. As long as this personalized service 
provides the customer with value, a long term relationship can be built and the risk of loos-
ing that customer to a competitor can be minimized. If the company is in a highly competi-
tive market, where services and products are perceived as equal, then individualized service 
will help them to compete effectively.  

3.3 Summary of the theoretical framework  
Here we will state the objectives of RM regarding interaction with customers and that has to be fulfilled if a 
company wants to increase their level of customer attraction and retention. These are the main objectives, the 
essence of RM that our empirical results will be “compared” to as an attempt to see if there is a correspon-
dence.  
 
With the demands from customers on today’s market there is a need to simplify the rou-
tines for the customer to look through the large amounts of information provided by com-
peting products/services. This especially should be considered by those companies that is a 
part of the constantly growing e-commerce.  
 
It is no longer enough for a company or organization to focus mainly on the product or 
service they are selling. Customers do no longer want to adapt themselves to the product, 
they want the company to adapt the product after what they are currently needing and de-
manding. Thereby it is also important to be able to predict what customers want in the fu-
ture. To understand the customer there is a need for a dialogue between the seller and the 
buyer. That is, the seller must listen to the buyers needs and not only dump offers and in-
formation on the buyer.  
 
By understanding the customer companies can create a close relationship with its custom-
ers. This relationship will over time hopefully generate some kind of value for the customer 
and after a while organizations might be able to influence customers about their high- and 
low-involvement decision process. 
 
Customers today do not longer only look for goods or services; they demand a more holis-
tic package. They want everything from information about how to best and safest use a 
product to delivering, installing, repairing, maintaining and updating solutions they have 
bought and they demand all this, and much more, in a friendly, trustworthy and timely 
manner. Reports indicate that the key for success online is user’s ability to personally inte-
ract with a Web site. Customers today, do not want to be treated equally, they want to be 
treated individually.  
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4 Empirical findings  
The purpose of this section is to generate enough groundwork about interactive agents as we attempt to con-
clude if IA is the right solution to implement in order for the company to become more intelligent about the 
customer. The information that follows in this chapter is a review of an interview made with Jacob Sjönand-
er, CEO of Humany, November 2005. 

4.1  Why implement an interactive agent on a website 
Even though Jacob says IA will not substitute humans he does believe that artificial intelli-
gence will be able to replace the natural intelligence one day in the future. He does though 
point out that he hopes it does not and if it will, it will take a long time before we are there. 
He makes a comparison with the manufacturing industry, where many people believed that 
robots would take over the production and make loads of people unemployed. However, in 
many cases, tasks (of course not all, some where taken over by the machines) are still per-
formed by humans. Also, the machines need to be programmed and maintained. 

4.1.1 Technical benefits    
Interactive agents will create a surplus for Humany’s customers (system-users) which in its 
turn generate more benefits for the customers (end-users). The end-user will get the fast 
answers as they often are seeking for. Jacob says it is hard to define the benefits that are 
generated for the end-users but generally a fast answer with only some information is ap-
preciated more than an answer including detailed information, but that takes long time to 
deliver. This is explained, most of the time, by the low knowledge among end-users, they 
usually do not know what and how much information that can be generated back to them 
and therefore appreciate fast answers rather than a junk of information.  

In addition, interactive agents will allow end-users to use their natural language and not 
limit them to keywords when searching information. Also, search engines often give a great 
numbers of links (some more relevant than others) where it can be hard for the end-user to 
find “the right” link that can provide the information that is searched for. An interactive 
agent will only provide one answer and only relevant links if the information in the answer 
is not enough for the user. Moreover, interactive agents provide a “two-way-
communication”, that is if an answer can not be given by the agent, it will say so and if that 
particular question is asked by more users discussions will be held by the company if that 
information is relevant to add to the database, so that an answer can be given next time a 
user ask that same question.  

To the question whether an agent can make a website to be experienced more personal by 
its visitors, Jacob says yes it can, used in the correct way, users may feel they being treated 
individually. However, Jacob doubts that you today can talk about web pages as “warm and 
fuzzy”. To reach that position humor has to be introduced or allowed to play a bigger role 
than it does today. Moreover, the agent has to become better at two-way communication 
and the developers also has to aim at making it more dynamic than it is today (can some-
times be quite motionless). If this can be fulfilled the agent will aid to make the site more 
individual for users.     

Important to take notice about is that the organization investing in an agent, has to make a 
significant choice about how to “program” the agent. On one hand, they can decide not to 
let the agent answer and discus any question at all concerning personal “things”. It will be 
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strictly programmed and only answer to those questions with close connection to the or-
ganization. On the other hand, they can allow (program) the agent to get a personality and 
use more humor. If decided to do so, the user might feel more welcome to the site. As Ja-
cob puts it; some “small-talk” cheers up the user.  Jacob also tells us that by studying logs 
from the agent one can tell that organizations that have chosen the “personal” way for 
their agent are also the organizations that have gotten the most serious questions asked to 
them.    

If the organization choose the second alternative discussed above (“personal way”) there is 
one very important factor to consider carefully; the choice of the agent, the “face” of the 
agent. If no real effort is put behind the progress of choosing the agent and the organiza-
tion go along with a static picture that will contribute to make the site feel “boring”. Then 
it might not be enough with the personality given to the agent, users will still see the page 
as too gloomy. On the other hand, if more effort is put behind the design of the agent and 
animated pictures or video sequences are chosen, that will strengthen the personality of the 
avatar and users may feel welcome to the web site.  

Jacob explains that by evaluating some log files from agents they have found out that there 
are end-users that believe they have been talking with a real person, when they are talking 
to an agent. There is a risk with this. If users do not have the knowledge and understand 
that it is a “robot” they are talking to, they can become irritated and angry when the agent 
cannot answer their questions. This might be enough to “scare” that user away. Therefore 
it is important to continue the work of getting users to understand what they are talking to. 
If there is a “problem” with todays users, Jacob do not believe that the next generation 
(today’s children) will have any problem at all adapting to the new technique. This is ex-
plained by the agent Humany developed for a web-site when the movie Harry Potter was 
released. The agent represented Hedwig (Harry’s owl) that kids could talk to and ask ques-
tions to. The huge use and response of the agent showed Humany that this technique will 
be accepted among next generation’s users of the internet.  

4.1.2 Commercial benefits   
The tough economic climate in the late nineties and in the early twenty-first century led to 
savings among companies not only in Sweden but also worldwide. As a result of this, many 
employees had to go from there jobs and that is the main reason that an investment of an 
IA do not create a redundancy for employees. Instead an IA can and will, if implemented, 
function as an aid for the employees still working in the organization. The IA can with ad-
vantage be configured to answer frequently asked question to relive the pressure on those 
employees still working within the organization. If the IA takes care of those “easy” ques-
tions, i.e. “When do you close on Saturdays?” or “Where are you located?”, people at the 
customer support can take time to answer the more complicated questions that do not oc-
cur very often. In this way the organization can satisfy a lot more than if every single ques-
tion where to be answered by customer support, either by mail or phone. Also, by choosing 
an IA, companies do not need to outsource their customer support, which is quite com-
mon today according to Jacob, and thereby save more money. 

According to Jacob “There is money to save”. A company with around 100 000 customers 
will save up the money spend on the investment in only a few months or shorter than that. 
Larger companies will recover their spending a lot sooner; the investment may pay off in 
only a few weeks. He gives an example of a large Swedish electricity supplier that saved up 
the investment in just a few days. That calculation was made completely with that compa-
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ny’s own number and figures and not was made by Humany. Important to mention here is 
that we where not shown any figures of this, this is what Jacob tells us from his knowledge 
within this area. He tells us that a phone call, made by a customer to the customer support 
of a company, in average costs that company around 15 – 50 SEK depending on how costs 
are calculated (1.6 – 5.34 EURO). An e-mail that needs to be answered does in average cost 
120 SEK (12.8 EURO). With a lot incoming calls and e-mails there is a huge amount of 
money to save if an interactive agent is invested in. 

Further more, an interactive agent will be able to create “enormous” of goodwill for com-
panies choosing to invest in such a product. Humany’s customers have reported a huge re-
sponse from the end-users that are positively surprised of the agent and this is according to 
Jacob en excellent example of how goodwill is generated. Goodwill, can according to him, 
be explained by offering the customers (here end-users) something that is greatly appre-
ciated but that not is demanded or expected. In that way you create a value for the custom-
er that will make them come back to you. You have given them a service (not necessarily 
the agent, here it is the surplus given the customer) that is hard for others to compete with.    

4.2 The next generation  
Jacob talks about a pyramid in four levels when describing how far they have come when it 
comes to the technique. Following is an explanation to this pyramid. We have chosen to 
give examples to make it easier for the user to understand. In this case we will pretend that 
a user needs to find out if he or she can pay a certain invoice by using an electronic invoice 
(this is the example Jacob gave us).  

 At the first level, the user asks for information by using some kind of keyword and 
the agent respond by showing some general information about that subject given 
by the user. For example; the user need information about invoices and then uses 
“invoice” as a keyword and are then shown general information about different 
types of invoices.   

 Continuing to level two, the users are asked to specify what he or she is searching 
for. The user can then say something like; “I want information about electronic in-
voices”. The agent will then only show the user information about electronic in-
voices. 

 To take this communication a step further and thereby starting to talk about “real” 
two-way-communication, the user should be able to ask a question like this one; 
“Can I pay by using an electronic invoice?” The agent will then have to find out 
who the user is and have to ask for some kind of information that can identify the 
user. 

 The last level is close related to the level before. The agent will now use the infor-
mation provided by the user (the authentication) and connect and interact with 
other type of system that can provide the agent with as much as information as 
possible about the user. Such system can for example, in this case, be CRM-systems 
or some kind of payment system. 

According to Jacob, Humany has now reached the last step. He does point out that they 
are not in any ways at the end of that level but they have started to experiment with solu-
tions and believes they will have what it takes to go live with such a solution within a near 
future. 
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This discussion takes us to another important aspect concerning agents. Jacob believes that 
the next “big” type of agent will be some kind of sales-agent (more about this later on). He 
does say, that out of those four mentioned earlier (see 3.1.2) the one with best potential for 
the future is the instructive agent, in opposite to the informative that he today sees as the 
“big” one. This is because of the great need of instruction that will be asked for when 
software is being purchased and downloaded from web-pages instead of purchased physi-
cal in a store. Jacob believes that an agent could do a good job answering and explaining if 
and when a problem occurs during an installation of software. This could reduce the 
amount of phone calls made to the customer support. Concerning the two other types of 
agents, pedagogical and entertaining, his believes are that the pedagogical will continue to 
exist but will probably not gain very much attention and therefore not gain any shares of 
the market. Entertaining agents will however be more important over time. Jacob says that 
it is more likely that we will see a combination of traditional types of agents and the enter-
taining agent. This is explained with of the lack of humor in the traditional agents which in 
turn could mean less trust from the users. Entertaining agents could bring this humor and 
thereby make users feel more comfortable when speaking with the agent. It is Jacob’s be-
lieves that organizations will get better understanding of what humor can do for the organ-
ization and their customers and in that way invest in more personal and entertaining agents.  

Let us now go back to the sales-agent again. One segment that could make great use of 
such an agent is the travelling agency. This is also the segment Jacob uses to give an exam-
ple of what sales-agent could and should be capable to do.  

When purchasing a trip online today it is not unusual that the user have to fill in endless of 
information, either by typing it in or clicking and scrolling in long drop lists. Several steps 
(pages) have to be filled in before the user finally can “purchase” the trip and then, when 
clicking that button they might get lucky and make a reservation, but users can as well get a 
“sorry, no matches with your search where found”. If no alternatives are given together 
with a negative answer and the user has to start all over again with the search, there is a 
great risk (for the agency) that the customer feel irritated which in turn could mean a lost 
customer for that agency. 

Jacob’s vision is that the process above can be done in a much smoother way. An agent 
could be used to carry out a conversation between the agency and the user. With the help 
of the agent, making a reservation online could be very much like a phone call made to a 
sales person within the traveling agency. When this kind of agent goes live (Jacob is confi-
dent it will) that is a good example of what Humany strive to accomplish with their agent, 
namely a good two-way-communication and an agent that can communicate with other 
system as well. 

Another big step to take for Humany, would be to continue working on the management 
of the log file (the process of going through and evaluate) that is generated by the agent. If 
this could be done automatically, huge savings could be done. Today this is a very time-
consuming process. We did also discussed around verbal communication to see if this was 
of interest for Humany to develop for agents. It was according to Jacob not of immediate 
interest but he agrees that in the long term, verbal communication could be of great inter-
est for their product. He says that there are too many problems today and that the tech-
nique must be improved before they can start the discussion of implementing such a solu-
tion. A giant problem with verbal communication is that no person speaks like any other. 
There are numerous of different dialects and accents only in Sweden. Since a person in the 
south of Sweden does not sound like a person from the north of Sweden, every single 
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word would be needed to be read into the database in a great various ways, one time for 
each dialect. 
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5 Analysis 
The purpose of this section is to see if the outcomes of an IA as presented in our empirical findings corres-
pond to the specific objectives of relationship marketing as presented in our theoretical framework (The me-
thodology was exemplified in 2.4). If there is a consensus between the benefits generated by an IA and the 
objectives of RM, it is then logical to assume that IA produces a basis that can make it possible for compa-
nies to attract and retain customers. If there is no correspondence, we will then have to try to figure out the 
reason for that specific result, and conclude what other values an outcome might have.  

5.1 Why implement an interactive agent on a website 
A website can be paralleled to a shopping mall, in which the main goal of the shop owners 
is to keep the customer in the store as long as possible, and at the same time, with several 
marketing methods presenting different benefits (not always), affecting them to make a 
quick purchasing decision. The same principal can be applicable to a website, where a 
company must use different methods presenting different benefits for its visitors as they 
are on their quest, if they want them to remain on the site. Otherwise the customer will 
surf on to the next website and supplier.  

Followed is an analysis of the benefits produced by IA to see in what way IA can generate a 
basis for attraction and retention of customers in contrast to the objectives of RM.   

5.1.1 Technical benefits   
Thought of a as a tool for making information more accessible for customers in a more 
time-effective way compared to manual search, IA can according to the respondent create a 
surplus for the end-users thanks to that. It seems that the end-users in general seek short 
and consist answers as long as it is presented relatively fast. According to the respondent, 
this behaviour can be explained by the low knowledge end-users have about this technolo-
gy, making them anticipating short answers instantaneous, rather than more detailed an-
swers. It seems that getting hold of contextual information or fragmented information is 
much more appreciated than detailed information.  

As long as this action is carried out by the IA and with a significant correctness in the re-
sponse given to the end-user, it could be logical to say that the uncertainty a customer 
might feel prior to a purchasing-decision, is lowered since the confusion occurring during 
the process with collecting information is lowered. The customer that easily can find the in-
formation he or she is looking for feels less confused and remains therefore on the website! 
Assumed the end-user is satisfied with the response, we can see a support of the statements 
made by Allen (2002) and Fjermestad (2001) as they argued that by reducing the complexi-
ty of information a customer must deal with, companies can reduce the dissatisfaction 
that causes a high-involvement process in the first place.   

Another action carried out by an IA in order to keep the first answer as short as possible is 
to complement it with relevant links, if the information in the answer is not enough to the 
end-user. This action also invites to a “two-way communication” since an end-user can 
confirm whether the response corresponded to what was searched for or not. If not, the 
end-user has the possibility to ask resulting questions. The consequence of having similar 
questions asked by a larger amount of different end-users is that the company has to review 
the database and decide whether to update it with information about that specific topic or. 
The interesting question here is what determines whether the agent should provide a link 
with the given answer or not? Where lays the cause of that particular action? It is logical to 
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assume that the asked question do not contain the specific keyword or set of keywords that 
an agent executes its answer upon, but that is just a speculation and we can unfortunately 
not support that speculation with our empery. On the other hand another one criteria re-
garding how an IA is experienced by the end-users, has been actualized, which is log file 
management. In order to increase the level of correctness in given answers companies must 
make sure to frequently manage the log history, update the database if required but most 
important make sure that the outcome of this activity (log file management) is applied in 
customer activities4. In this way the end-user can feel that they have been heard. 

The value gained by an effective log file management is that the company can collect more 
information about its consumers (end-users). Note that we keep raw-data separate from in-
formation. Novo (2003) stated that a behaviour-based profile can help companies to dep-
loy customized products. In our opinion a behaviour based profile provides at its best raw-
data that has to be refined in order to function as basic data for decision making, we argue 
that IA provides companies with information that really does not need any refinement in 
order to fulfil its purpose. The information comes in form of questions asked by consum-
ers, which can with no refinement be used for different operational strategies. It might 
however need to be categorized based on different variables. We see information in this 
context equal to intelligence. According to us this intelligence is required in order for com-
panies to, on one hand give consumers the right support and on the other hand to deploy 
customized products.   

Once the mentioned intelligence is gained, we can see a support of the sayings by Gaines 
(2002) and Allen (2002). Namely that customer information enables companies to adapt, 
improve and to predict future products and services.  

Furthermore, the respondent says that if an agent is used in the correct way it can make a 
website to be experienced more personal by its visitors and give them the feeling that they 
are being treated individually. Our interpretation is that the respondent by “the right way” 
refers to log file management and that the outcome of that activity can serve as a basis in 
communication with end-users, hence making them feel like they are being treated as indi-
vidual, instead of a member of a mass group. It is however a topic that is very difficult to 
answer given that the perception of what is personal differs extremely between user con-
stellations  and even if the outcome of a log file management is applied in communication 
with end-users, it can never land on individual-level since the logs are not user unique. (See 
further conclusion).         

Our respondent spins further on this topic and says that humor has to be introduced to the 
agent in order to make a website more personal if the interaction with a company goes via 
the agent. That characteristic can ad more motion to the agent, making the communication 
more dynamic and the hence aiding to make the site more individual for end-users, this ac-
cording to our respondent. Our interpretation of this statement is however that the inte-
raction can be more individual since every single end-user has their own type of humor 
which flavors the interaction with the agent. We do not want to say that the specific web-
site feels more personal since its content remains static. It is rather the interaction that is 
felt more personal. .   

                                                 
4 In this context, customer activity is made up by pure marketing activities such as product or service cam-

paigns and customer support.  
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One choice that companies have to make that affect the interaction between an agent and 
its user is how to program the agent. They can either allow it to only answer questions with 
close connection to the organization or they can allow the agent to get a personality and 
use more sense of humor. The interesting question here is how the algorithm (on the con-
ceptual level) is used in order to give the agent a personality? Is it depending on the end-
user’s way of behavior? Our respondent says that some “small-talk” can cheer up the user 
hence making the user to feel more welcome. However the communication is never in-
itiated by an agent and the flow is to an extended dependent of the end-user’s behavior. 
How the questions are asked determines whether this characteristic has an effect or not.  

Our respondent also mentioned that those companies that have chosen a “personal” way 
for their agent are also the organizations that have gotten most serious questions asked to 
them. Apparently this feature is important and effective, but how is it defined? This is 
another very important question that is unfortunately unanswered in this study. We believe 
that this feature nevertheless its definition, creates on a conceptual level, a virtual confident 
in the user. The more personal or perhaps more correctly manifested, human-like an agent 
looks the more confident the user feels when using the tool. The reason why we use the 
expression human-like is discussed further. At the same time this virtual confident should 
be strictly time limited and fragile, meaning that the confidence comes up during the dialog 
and is very dependent of the level of correctness in the given response. As long as the re-
sponse fairly matches what the end-user is looking for, it is logical to assume that the con-
fidence also remains. But if the response does not correspond to the questions asked the 
confidence will be interrupt. If we assume that this fact is relevant to a significant number 
of end-users, piggybacked by the fact that the companies who chose the “personal way” 
have gotten more serious questions asked, we can hence assume that end-users experience 
the interaction more individual. This assumption is though very unstable since it first of all 
it requires a definition of the “personal way” feature, empery from both the system-users 
(statistics on that “personal” features result in more serious questions asked) and the end-
users (empery on their perception of “personal”, how the relate to that feature and how 
they experience the given response).       

One part of our question above regarding how the ”personal way” is defined has although 
been given by our respondent, saying that the ”personal way” has one very important fac-
tor to consider, namely the “face” of the agent. We mentioned earlier that it would be more 
correct to use the expression human-like, which was related to the fact that end-users ac-
cording to the respondent have finite technical knowledge about IA and the fact that their 
perception of an IA relies on the “face” of the agent. Regarding the design of the agent, it 
can either make the site feel “boring” or it can strengthen the personality of the agent. We 
will discuss this topic further under the commercial benefits created by an IA.  

5.1.2 Commercial benefits 
-- Hard values 

Companies want to increase the availability of information as an attempt to “avoid” cus-
tomer support calls, which costs far more to manage, compared to other respond channels. 
The cost reduction is not the full truth why developers speak well of their products. Our 
respondent did early talk about how to make the interaction online more “human-like” and 
help to built relations online. He did point out the growing amount of information on to-
day’s dynamic websites, websites where it can be hard for users to find the correct informa-
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tion. Since our focus is not on profit calculation we will leave this topic untouched and 
continue with the soft values 

 

-- Soft values 

Another aspect companies should consider prior to a launch, is about the design of facial 
features and virtual personality of the agent. The decision is critical to the sense that it can 
mediate a company’s brand. One example that supports this interpretation is about the 
time an agent, designed like Harry Potter’s owl Hedwig, was launched for a movie-site. An 
agent designed like a character that end-users can relate to on the emotional plan, can lower 
their acceptance threshold and has therefore the potential to both increase the interaction 
rate but more rewarding5 generate some brand value. It could be that the “personal way” 
agents can create “virtual” confidence thanks to the potential it has to mediate a “virtual” 
empathy. These interoperations are according to us very logical but require nevertheless 
some empirical findings based on questions that confirm the underlying causes for the pre-
sented outcomes. Such as; can an agent mediate a company’s brand and if so, what are the 
criteria that a system-provider should base its decision on regarding the agent’s facial fea-
tures? What is the end-users perception of the facial feature of an agent in relation to the 
brand?     

We believe that the outcome of above mentioned features, functions and activities consti-
tute the goodwill that has been mentioned. Accordingly this outcome has its ground in pos-
itive surprised end-users about the agent. Our respondent continues to say that a value can 
be created for the end-users thanks to a service that is greatly appreciated but not de-
manded or expected. This statement is of course fairly general and has to be linked to the 
specific contributions of an IA in order to be accepted for this case. Our interpretation is 
though an agent that gives rise to emotional akin by mediating a “virtual” empathy that can 
lower the acceptance threshold and hence increasing the level of interaction, has some 
good potential to generate goodwill for a company. But, we still believe that this goodwill 
or value can be much more lucrative if some resulting activities are carried on. See further 
conclusion.   

The downside of having agents mediating a brand but not being able to perform technically 
and to a satisfactory level, generate responses for its users is of course a larger risk of da-
maging the brand. Irritated users can easily forget that incorrect or nor insufficient res-
ponses is purely due to technical shortcomings and can therefore blame that shortcoming 
on the company and consequently the brand. This activity should although be of great im-
portance for the system-providers but should be carefully thought through.  

5.2 The next generation 
So far we have interpreted our empirical findings and as a result described the benefits gen-
erated by an interactive agent. But this section concerning the thoughts and ideas of the in-
terviewed system-provider does actually not provide a satisfactory basis to be analyzed. It is 
more or less is a speculation of the future, most logically based on signals from different 
actors on the market. The basis can however be used as a supporting part to the previous 
statements made by the respondent regarding the potential of interactive agents. Our 
                                                 
5 For the system-provider (company) 
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thought here is to try to see if this basis says anything about future functions of an agent 
and if those functions correlate to the analysis so far. The argument for this approach has 
its ground in the statement by Daymon (2002) as he argues that a qualitative analysis invites 
to an iterative workflow wherein new ideas emerges during time, which in turn have to be 
“tested” and so on.  

One idea or question that emerged from the empery on the thoughts of the respondent’s 
about the future of interactive agents, is related to the point made out about the inter-
systemic interaction between an IA and other ERP:s. An example was given about a user 
wanting to find out if a specific invoice can be paid by using an electronic invoice. The last 
two steps of this specific interaction are as follows; 

 To take this communication a step further and thereby starting to talk about “real” two-way-
communication, the user should be able to ask a question like this one; “Can I pay by using an 
electronic invoice?” The agent will then have to find out who the user is and have to ask for some 
kind of information that can identify the user. 

 The last level is closely related to the level before. The agent will now use the information provided 
by the user (the authentication) and connect and interact with other type of system that can provide 
the agent with as much information as possible about the user. Such system can for example, in 
this case, be CRM-systems or some kind of payment system. 

We see two very important factors that partly support our earlier interpretations and partly 
give a hint about technical modifications that will determine the future of interactive 
agents. The first is about how an agent needs to identify a user in some way (the last sen-
tence in the first part). The second is about the subsurface interaction with other type of 
systems as an attempt to get hold of crucial information. We stated earlier that even if the 
outcome of a log file management is applied in communication with end-users, it can never 
land on individual-level since the logs are not user unique. This is still truth but specific in-
teractions can however land on individual level, if the user is uniquely identified6  

We can agree with the respondent on the above listed function but have a hard time to ful-
ly grasp and agree to the statement made about a sales-agent as the next “big thing”. The 
reason is that we simply can not see any unique benefit being generated, neither for the sys-
tem-user nor the end-user. The amount of steps for an activity like booking a flight is 
probably equal to the amount in today’s “manual” procedure. An assumption is that travel-
ers prefer to book their flight online rather than making a phone call to the customer cen-
tre, thanks to different benefits such as online-discount and so forth. Based on that argu-
ment we do not believe that the respondent’s statement about sales-agent as the next big 
thing is based upon a comparison between online-booking and offline-booking. The es-
sence in this example and speculation of a future type of agent to come is however the pos-
sibility or even a necessary requirement of communication between systems.  

Another piece of support touching this subject about identification of some sort and inter-
system interaction is about the instructive agent that could win some ground in the future. 
Given the advancement e-commerce is making it safe to say that more and more customers 
will demand support and instructions online; of course in a friendly, trustworthy and timely 
manner. And there will certainly be areas, like software support that will require prod-

                                                 
6 Users can today be identified based on IP-address, but this is not unique user identification.  
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uct/service and/or end-user identification in order to carry out the interaction. It is there-
fore logical to say that another two are intersystem interaction and end-user identification.           

5.3 Summary of analysis  
We have now found out what the benefits, technical as well as commercial, generated by an 
interactive agent are and can say that interactive agents as a concept consist of these two 
categorizes. This result presents reasons why to implement an agent on a website. This 
concept will then be compared to the objectives of relationship marketing and the outcome 
of this comparison will then serve as a basis for a discussion about the first part purpose of 
this thesis, being; to explain how IA as a concept can help companies to attract and retain high-
involvement customers.    

IA as concept 
  
Technical benefits 
 

Commercial benefits 
 

 increase information accessibility  cost reduction of customer care 
 generate intelligence about end-users  mediate a company's brand 
 individual interaction  create goodwill 

 

The main objectives of RM extracted from the summary of our theory are as follows;  

System-providers need to; 

 Simplify the routines for the cus-
tomer to look through the large 
amounts of information 

 Predict what customers want in 
the future 

 Create a close relationship with its 
customers 

 

End-user want to; 

 Have a more holistic package of 
information in a friendly, trust-
worthy and timely manner 

 Personally interact with a Web 
site 

 Be treated individually

IA can aid the process of simplifying information-access by allowing end-users to search a 
website for needed information with the use of their natural language. The returned varia-
ble can either be a short answer or it can be a response consisting of a short answer and a 
relevant link. We would say that two requirements determine if this activity creates an add-
ed value or not, being; significant correctness of response and significant satisfaction with end-users re-
garding the given response. These statements consider the pre-process mentioned in 3.1.3.        
 
IA can help system-providers to predict the future wants of their customers, as a conse-
quence of the log file it generates. We see the different values in the log files equal to intel-
ligence that is built up by end-users’ wants and needs. If this intelligence is management 
properly it can give a good hint about what companies must do in order to improve their 
customer support and customer offerings. Here we would say that two requirements de-
termine if this activity creates an added value or not, being; log file management and application 
of the outcome of log file management in future communication with end-users.  
 
IA can aid the process of creating close relationship between a company and its end-user, 
by carrying out the two activities mentioned above but more important, to increase the lev-
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el of individual interaction for the end-users. Here we have two relatively strong terms that 
are very context depended; individual and interaction. We have not defined the first term 
scientifically but would in the context of this paper say that an individual experience is 
based on variables strongly connected to one specific person or in this case, end-user. The 
requirements can perhaps give some clarification. The second term is simply synonymous 
to two-way communication. Interaction is a dynamic dialog between two parts (agent and 
end-user). The outcome of a dialog can take several routes and can be manipulated by both 
parts. We strongly believe that in order to state an interaction as individual there are two 
requirements that have to be fulfilled, being; user unique identification and intersystem interaction.      
All these statements consider the post-process mentioned in 3.1.3. 
 
We can see a correlation between our last stated prerequisite and one of the major objec-
tives of relationship marketing, being about holistic package of information. Our interpre-
tation is that a holistic package of information can be presented once partial information 
has been collected from different sub systems, constituting an entire system environment. 
Let us exemplify our thought. A supplier of domestic electricity for example can have cus-
tomer data stored in different systems and questions of different character require hence 
access to each of these different systems. The questions could be about an upcoming in-
voice, report on actual electricity or gas meter or simply other services than the traditional 
ones, offered by a domestic electricity supplier, such as broadband installation or cell 
phone subtraction. The point here is that many supplier of today’s market have differen-
tiated themselves on broader scale, many actors are in joint-ventures despite operations in 
totally different markets and this affects the administration of information which in turn 
has an affect on the end-user. Our strong belief is that IA comes to its peak if it can 
“bounce around” between different systems, collect data and carry out different activities 
demanded by the end-user in order to present a holistic package of information. 
 
Once this operation can be performed IA function as a tool for end-users to use for perso-
nalized web-site interaction and as a result be treated like individuals, or more correctly 
said, be served to an individual satisfaction.  

We will not discuss the commercial benefits since we can not take-off in the stated objec-
tives of relationship marketing. The outcome of such a discussion would not create any real 
value for this thesis as a discussion about requirements and other relevant questions related 
to the concept of IA can.       
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6  Conclusion 
The purpose of this section is to conclude whether IA as a concept can create an added value for on one hand 
the system-user and on the other hand the end-user.   

We have presented a concept that has a potential to create a great deal of value. But we be-
lieve that the peak is not reached and several requirements must be carried out before one 
can say that interactive agents truly do create an added value. These are as follows; 

Pre-process; 

 Significant correctness in the response. 
 Significant satisfied end-users regarding the given response.       

 
Post-process;  

 Log files management.  
 Application of the outcome of log files management in future communication with 

end-users.  
 

 User unique identification.      
 Intersystem interaction.  

 
Our conclusion in relation to our research question7 and purpose8 is that IA has the poten-
tial for this intention but there are still several activities presented above in forms of re-
quirements that have to be taken care of by the system users first. The most important of 
these activities is the first and the last two set of requirements. We believe that companies 
can get more loyal customer once each end-user can be identified as unique and treated ac-
cordingly. The next step is to modify an interactive agent so that it can interact with other 
systems. Once these two steps are performed, an end-user can be treated to his/hers indi-
vidual satisfaction.   

6.1 Final conclusion  
Our inductive contribution is that an agent as a single unit or system has no added value 
neither for the system-user nor the end-user if it can not interact with other systems. This 
activity is required in order to present a holistic service for both the system-user and fore-
most the end-user. The outcome for the system-user is an end-user behaviour based profile 
that is not delimited to the system-provider’s own ERP:s but is based on the system-user’s 
domain of systems (or environment) which could consist of ERP:s belonging to partners 
or suppliers (think of business based on third part logistics). The outcome for the end-user 
is of course a holistic service that contains a lot more information, which is not only regu-
lated by the part that the end-user is facing but consists of content from other actors (that 
could be both partners and suppliers to the system-provider)        
                                                 
7 In what way can IA generate a basis for attraction and retention of customers? 

8 Explain how IA as a concept can help companies to attract and retain high-involvement customers. To be able to do so, we 
have to first describe what that concept consists of.  
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Our final conclusion is that an IA can be seen as a value adding service, once it can identify 
end-users uniquely and interact with other systems.  

7 Final discussion 
We will in this chapter discuss whether we have fulfilled our purpose or not and what implications our con-
clusion brings forward for different actors within the domain of this thesis and based on that outcome present 
some ideas for further studies. 

7.1 Fulfilment of the purpose  
We have come to the conclusion that we can not state that our purpose has been truly ful-
filled. The main reason for that is that we, at the time the interview were made, were miss-
ing some important aspects to consider, to really get a trustworthy result. More details 
about these “absent” questions will be found below. These questions bring forth another 
problem; it is not enough to have only the developers as respondents, both the system- and 
the end-users attitude towards IA as a concept are now needed. This is something we at the 
beginning thought not would be necessary.  However we do feel we have gotten enough 
empirical data to be able to make some statements that should be thought about in the on-
going development of IA:s as a concept..  

7.1.1 Unanswered questions 
One of our interoperations regarding how an agent should be used in order to make a web-
site experienced more personal by its visitors, resulted in a very important question, name-
ly;  

 What does use of an agent in “the right way” involve?  

The question is important to the extent that its answer clarifies on whom the “responsibili-
ty” regarding this action lands on.   

A sense of humor was mentioned as an important characteristic for giving the agent a per-
sonality. The questions that we would like to find some answers to are;  

 How the algorithm (on the conceptual level) is used in order to give the agent a 
personality?  

 Is it depending on the end-user’s way of behaviour?  
 

One of our assumptions did also require the following;  

 a definition of the “personal way” feature,  
 empery from both the system-users (statistics on that “personal” features result in 

more serious questions asked) and the end-users (empery on their perception of 
“personal”, how the relate to that feature and how they experience the given re-
sponse) 

 
There is one question, perhaps the most important and interesting of all belongs to a topic 
that has just been touched but not analyzed deeply in this study concerns; 
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 The end-users’ perception of the facial feature of an agent in relation to a company 
brand?  

This question is very much related to the statements we made about emotional affects, in-
cluding virtual “confidence” and virtual “empathy”. Its is likely that this feature (an agents 
potential to media a company’s brand) can magnify the appreciation of this service, hence 
lowering the acceptance threshold regarding its technological shortcomings (correctness of 
answers and so on), but at the same time it can have the exact opposite effect. Technical 
failure can magnify the discontent regarding the brand. So the question or topic is one of 
the crucial factors determining the success of implementing an interactive agent on a com-
pany’s website.     

7.2 Suggestion for future research 
We think that there are several aspects to a research study and several approaches for carry-
ing it out and given the thought that our study had its ground in two different subjects and 
our attempt to correlate these two, it leaves out and invites because of that many sub ques-
tions to be searched for. Besides the requirements stated in the conclusion and above men-
tioned questions, that all could work as single research questions, we would like to suggest 
the last one (The end-users’ perception of the facial feature of an agent in relation to a company brand as 
a topic?) for further study. We think that it would partly be very interesting to carry out such 
a research topic since this depends on many dynamic variables, such as a company’s strate-
gy about this concept and the emotional affects it arouses. 

7.3 General thoughts 
We can after the analysis conclude that some parts of the theory could have been even 
more investigated to give us a more solid ground for the analysis and conclusion. We do 
not believe that by doing so it would have helped us fulfil the purpose, but if some areas 
would have been highlighted more, it could have contributed to that some of the above 
mentioned questions (see 7.1.1) might have come up. Important to mention here is that 
our intention never were to carry out this thesis with the theoretical framework as the pri-
mary data for the analysis and conclusion. Instead the aim has from the beginning been to 
get closely in touch with the system provider in order to find out if the technology could 
create an added value.    
Concerning our sample we are aware it is a small sample. Unfortunately, as discussed earli-
er, we could not find any more respondents. We are of the belief that the result of this 
study would not have hold opposing views if more respondents at similar positions would 
have been asked meaning we put no doubt in Jacob and his knowledge. We have however, 
as also mentioned above, drawn the conclusion that it was not enough to only get the de-
velopers view of the problem. We would also need to get the opinion from both system-
users and end-users, to first get the questions mentioned (see 7.1.1) answered, and from 
that be able to fulfil the purpose. 
Our study has showed requirements that companies must pay attention to in the process of 
creating an added value service with IA as the tool, if they want to attract and retain high-
involvement customers. These requirements categorized as pre- and post-processes, were 
identified as a gap in theory described in 3.1.3. 
As an attempt to correlate our evaluative summary on IA to our statements regarding gene-
ralization of this study, we would say that the results presented in this study can not be ge-



 

 39

neralized to other system providers. Our theory has to be tested in the setting of another 
system-provider and if it withstands a falsification attempt, we can then say that the theory 
is a general one for system-providers of IA. As mentioned earlier, our interpretation of the 
deductive theory-testing approach is that the listed requirements that have to be fulfilled in 
order to create an added value service could constitute a basis for formulating some predic-
tions or hypothesis for the deductive testing process.    
As suggested by Marcus (1984) the setting wherein the theory is going to be tested should 
be where the theory is most likely to hold. The setting is of course a competitor to Humany 
that most likely uses a different technical architecture. We see the technical architecture, as 
a restriction for a deductive testing process because it determines the correctness level of 
generated responses.   

Our conclusion also provides a good ground for further studies thanks to the requirements 
that, if used in a deductive theory testing study, could support the statements made by 
Marcus (1984) about the interaction between variables constituting a major part in a deduc-
tive theory testing. Our conclusion makes this interaction possible, hence making the de-
ductive theory testing study much more easy to carry out. 
Considering the starting point for this research it is logical to assume that some technologi-
cal development has taken place within the field of IA, hence making our conclusions kind 
of obsolete. The development would first and foremost be about the degree of communi-
cation skills of an IA regarding interpretation of questions asked and correctness of an-
swers given. The latter being one of the aspects discussed in this research. This does not; to 
some surprise seem to be the truth. During our timeframe we have now and then “tested” 
different IA:s by asking some simple questions. Our general assumption is though that the 
correctness of answers given for some years ago has not been representatively improved. It 
is of major importance to admit that empirical testing of an IA has not been our focus, nor 
have we “tested” it thoroughly during the years. We have simply noted how it responds to 
our questions in almost the same way as it did when we got started.  
But, on the other hand we can say that the concept highlighted in this research, including 
the discussion about the commercial needs and conclusion drawn on gains generated by an 
IA, should very likely be of relevance to companies even today.  
Regarding our reflections on what has changed during the past years that could have af-
fected our research we would say that it is very difficult for us to comment, almost irrele-
vant since the research focus has not been on this aspect, how the technical development 
of an IA has looked like. On the other hand we believe that the commercial aspects of this 
research should still be topical for most of companies, considering how complexity of in-
formation increases for each day and how important it is for companies to make that com-
plexity manageable for its customer (reference to problem statement). We also believe that our 
statement would gain more grounding, with technological progress of IA:s, since we stated 
correctness of answers as one of important criteria for success.      
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Appendix A – Interview questions 
 

• Can you tell us short about Humany as a company? 
 

o How long has Humany been developing Interactive Agents or Self Service 
Tools as they are called on your website? 

 

o What was the reason Humany started developing Interactive Agents  
 

 Was there a demand for agents from the market? 
 

• How do you define Interactive Agents? 
 

• What is the purpose of Interactive Agents? 
 

• Why should organizations choose to install an Interactive Agent? 
 

• What areas within an organization will be affected of an Interactive Agent? 
 

o Will it create some kind of value for the organization (what variables e.g. 
time or money)? 

 

 Are there calculations for this? 
 

• Where are we today, what can an Interactive Agent do for the organization? 
 

o What other kind of information can an Interactive Agent provide the or-
ganization with? 

 

o How are you anticipating the development continuing in the future? 
 

• Keeping in mind that Interactive Agents is a tool to relieve the pressure on cus-
tomer service, what happens within the organization after an implementation of In-
teractive Agents? Is there a “risk” for notices among the employees? 

 

o If so, can Artificial Intelligence really substitute Natural Intelligence? 
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• There are reports showing that users want to feel like they are being treated indivi-
dually and need a “warm and fuzzy” website. Would you say Interactive Agents can 
create that feeling for users online and if so, how? 

 

• As we understand it, most organizations that implement Interactive Agents choose 
to let users make use of their agents without demanding any kind of login. This 
would, according to our understanding of Interactive Agents, imply that informa-
tion retrieved by the agent can not be individually (customer specific) related. How 
are logs from the agent used and can agents in some how collect more individual 
information?  

 

• Which one of the following four types of agents, instructive, informative, pedagog-
ical, or entertaining, would you say is the one that today plays the major role today 
and in what way? 

 

o In which one of the four types do you see the greatest potential for the fu-
ture and why is that?  

 

• When looking at some of your agents that have been implemented by organiza-
tions, you can see big differences in the avatar. For example the district of Vellinge 
has a cartoon bird, Campus Mobile a drawing of a human while the district of 
Enköping has more or less a photo representing them. How important is the avatar 
and who decides about the design of the avatar? 

 

• Can IA be used to target and customize promotions? 
• Of the following situations, where would you say IA makes its usability best? How? 

o customer focused strategy, customer decision analytic, optimized customer 
interactions 

•  
 

Customer 

• What value does IA put forward for the customer concerning customer service, in-
formation accessibility, and interactions with the company in general?  

 

Internal/External value creation 

 

 Internal 

• Customized products?  
• Prediction of future products? 

 

External 
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• Authors believe that material rewards are no longer enough for gaining and keeping 
customers. Instead, individual offers are needed. How can IA give a solution to 
this?  

 

Complementary questions 

 

• Purpose with IA. Is it to identify the minor customer segment that provides the 
major turn over and hence execute a better marketing strategy on them? 

  

• Is using an IA instead of email circular of large scale, a way of respecting the cus-
tomer’s privacy life? 

 

• Can IA increase or decrease buyers’ respective suppliers level of transparency? 
 

o If, increase the buyers’ level of transparency...how does affect high and low 
involvement decisions? 

 


