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ABSTRACT

Virtual Humans require data bases of responses in order to support conversational exchanges with users. This paper
focuses on methodologies employed and results observed in the process of creating and optimizing such data bases.
The authors are participants in a program charged with mentoring young adults considering active-duty or civilian
technical careers in the Department of the Navy. This work evolves from a decade of research at the Institute for
Creative Technologies which has produced several systems enabling users to engage in conversation-like exchanges
with digital virtual humans, relying on natural language processing. Building on this previous work, the authors re-
port on the design considerations, the process of establishing relevant responses based on live interactions, and the
generation of potential responses. They describe the procedure for selecting engaging mentors, the process of re-
cording the responses, and the editing of the responses. They review the testing with live subjects, assessing the ini-
tial results, and modifying the data base to better serve the users. A major thread of this paper is the project’s reac-
tion to the revelatory observation that young mentees are not inclined to ask germane questions, but instead pose
non-sequiturial social queries. Meeting this challenge was central to fulfilling project goals. These steps will be re-
ported with accompanying examples and data, all directed toward providing the readers with a better understanding
of how to create their own data bases, in order to utilize conversational Virtual Humans. The authors assert this is
more engaging than an FAQ list, as it emulates live mentors guiding the users to questions, answers, and insights
that the team feels are crucial for the mentees’ growth and understanding. The paper closes with a section on the
extensibility of this approach to other areas of concern where computers could augment humans in providing needed
guidance and counseling.
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