
|  Report

DIY Guide to Chatbots and 
Virtual Assistants

Opportunities and Limitations »



January 2019
Dan Miller, Lead Analyst & Founder, Opus Research

Opus Research, Inc.
350 Brannan St., Suite 340
San Francisco, CA 94107

www.opusresearch.net

Published January 2019 © Opus Research, Inc. All rights reserved.

»

2

|  Report »

»

New technology platforms are accelerating proliferation of intelligent assistants and chatbots 

by giving departmental executives direct command over the predictive, cognitive and Natural 

Language Processing (NLP) resources used to deliver high-quality conversational 

experiences. This document provides practical rules for successful deployments, based on 

insights gained from more than a decade of real-world experience.
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BYOB: Old Term, New Meaning
“BYOB” has new life and a new meaning in the age of Conversational Commerce: “Bring Your Own Bot.” 

The move to implement Intelligent Assistants by business unit personnel (as opposed to centralized IT or 

outsourcers) is made possible by such accelerators as: 

 Zero code development platforms – Out-of-the box solutions from the largest players in the space to a

slew of smaller innovators enable “non-techies” to use pull-down menus and Visio-like flowcharts to build 

conversational agents.
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Every Department Wants One
Success breeds success. Intelligent Assistance took root initially as chatbots accessed through the “Contact Us” 

page on an ecommerce website. The growth in usage coincided with and, in this case, caused a measurable 

decrease in transfers to live chat agents. 

What used to be the domain of the Digital Transformation team or the IT staff in charge of omni-channel 

customer care, is now of concern to business unit execs across Marketing, Sales and Customer Experience. 

Each group has a few pet metrics or “key performance indicators” (KPIs) to which they pay close attention. 

Marketing has the classic funnel management metrics surrounding identification and qualification of prospects, 

costs per message, retention rates and the like. Sales monitors its own set of factors with impact on revenue, 

like close rates and size of the average sale. When it comes to Customer Experience, the success of a bot 

deployment is measured in increases in classic measures, like Net Promoter Scores (NPS) and CSAT measures 

resulting from post contact surveys.  

Supporting departmental KPIs is one of the key drivers for developing a bot and it speaks directly to the need 

to identify, specify and define a use case for that bot or virtual agent. These include well-established metrics 

of measurable impact and the relative importance of specific KPIs may differ greatly across departments and 

organizational hierarchies. Development platforms that take an end-to-end approach often include configurable 

dashboards that enable executives to define and track their pet metric.

Simultaneously, the term “omni-channel” has changed forever. Conversational user interfaces enable individuals 

to communicate through bots and other virtual assistants using text or voice over IVRs in the contact center, 

websites and mobile apps. And now there is an assumption of continuity, meaning that platforms must keep 

track of context across media and devices over spans of time. 

The Four Waves of Conversational Commerce

Gen 1 

Gen 2 

Gen 3 

Gen 4 

Approx. 2000: Chatterbot hobbyists with some enterprise adherents 

Approx. 2006: Enterprise Webchat and Answer Bots – much assembly required

Approx. 2013: Addressing Multi-channel/omnichannel – domain of PS and BPOs

Now!: Open, Agile, API-enabled Conversational Assistance
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First Wave: Chatterbots
“Do-It-Yourself” (DIY) chatbots are not a new phenomenon . The first platforms for developing what were then

called “chatterbots” originated at the turn of the century to foster purpose-driven conversational services. 

Successful deployments were predicated on laboriously assembled sets of rules and decision trees to answer 

a narrow set of questions . Ambitious hobbyists also programmed bots to engage in what felt like natural 

conversations for extended periods of time, largely as time syncs that appealed to teenagers . 

Second Wave: Enterprise Answer Bots
.



































Impact: Successful solution providers from Gen 1 have evolved their services to address the burgeoning needs  

of enterprises and brands, while remaining true to their roots of hobbyists and DIY bot builders.
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In too many cases, these offerings were initiated at the urging of Marketing, Development or Engineering teams 

and did not involve the expertise of individuals with background in dialog design and management. They fail to 

foster repeat usage with poor engagement rates and can, in some cases, generate a backlash because they do 

not create conversational experiences . 

Fourth Wave: The Perfect Storm of Tools, Data, The Cloud and Open APIs
Welcome to the beginning of IA’s Fourth Wave: Analytic and machine learning resources reside “in The Cloud” 

along with Big Data, in the form of chat transcripts and recorded conversations . Solutions providers offer bot-

building toolsets and tutorials that make it easier than ever before for a knowledgeable executive from virtually 

any department at a large company to launch an Intelligent Assistance initiative . 

Impact: This is the proverbial “Perfect Storm” for Intelligent Assistance and Conversational Commerce . The 
time it takes to move from conception to deployment is measured in days, rather than months. There are low 

barriers to getting started, thanks to well-defined templates, timetables and roadmaps based on past 

experiences and informed by the sum of knowledge and conversations gleaned from nearly two decades of 

experience across multiple verticals. Plus, there are APIs for popular “cognitive resources” to simplify the 

complexities of categorization and intent recognition.

.
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Rule 4: Promote high quality conversations
Conversation is an art, and the DIY approach often discounts the value of a well thought out conversational user 

interface, as well as the rules for dialog design . Automated handling of conversations starts with natural language 

processing and cognition to recognize the overall purpose of a contact (categorization) as well as 

the intent of the customer . But conversations also involve rules surrounding turn taking and error detection or 

correction, which govern how a company can avoid those uncomfortable moments when a bot or Intelligent 

Assistant is at a loss to suggest the right answer or next action .

Multi-channel and opti-channel approaches create another minefield for bot designers . Text-based conversations 

via chat and messaging platforms are different from their spoken counterparts . When using 

text, customers express their emotion and true feelings by punctuation, CAPITAL LETTERS and emojis . 

Spoken dialogs are rich with meaning and emotion but they are captured in cadence and prosody, as well 

as word choice . A single vendor may have a solution for bridging this gap, but it starts with recognizing tangible 

differences among all modes of communications and a focus on creating an experience that reflects a company’s 

brand, leverages the context of an ongoing conversation (both synchronous and asynchronous), and relies on 
effective data integration to support personalization and prediction .

Rule 5: Make sure you can measure success
New tools and platforms help companies define their customers and prospects’ digital experiences . They must  

also provide dashboards and metrics that enable companies to hone in on the variables that create the most 

positive business outcomes and customer experiences . In addition to providing tools for building bots and 

conversational agents, a solution provider’s platform must have hooks into the systems that business managers 
turn to for monitoring and tweaking their pet metric: be it the classics of “call volumes,” “call capture” and  

“average handling time” or new, more relevant measures of “task completion,” “customer satisfaction” or even 

“customer effort .”

DIY in Context: Building Toward Common Conversation
Early deployers of bots in corporate settings were too often sold a bill of goods . Out-of-the-box capabilities were 

over-hyped and not always capable of accurately understanding natural language input or providing correct 

answers and responses . 

Many bots were single-purpose, and, in corporate settings, those objectives needed to be very modest (e .g . open 

an account; report a service outage; find out the status of a shipped item) . Text-based bots could create structure, 

sometimes in the form of buttons, carousels or even emojis that limited a user’s options, promoted clarity and 

shortened the time required enter content . Voice-base bots prompt callers to enter their instructions using their 

own words . The design objective is to keep the conversation simple, even when underlying activities (checking a 

balance, finding a package, etc .) is complicated .

What’s needed is a more holistic approach that takes into account all historic initiatives to engage customers or 

prospects (primarily by listening to them) as they explain their intents in their own words . This may span previous 
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investment in speech-enabled IVRs, scripts served to live agents in “screen pops” from CRM systems or other 

flavors of customer interaction management.

Welcome to Conversational Customer Engagement: Playing the Inside Game
.
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