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Designing a Social Agent for Communication in a Virtual Space

HIDEYUKI NAKANISHI, " KATHERINE ISBISTER,"7? TORU ISHIDAT?
and CLIFFORD NAsstoo0

In this paper, we discuss a social agent that is designed to assist human-human commu-
nication in virtual spaces. This agent mimics a party host. It tries to find a common topic
for two meeting participants whose conversation has lagged. We performed an experimental
evaluation of the agent’s ability to assist in cross-cultural communication. We designed two
kinds of agents to introduce culturally common safe or unsafe topics to conversation pairs,
through a series of questions and answers. We conducted this experiment on two PCs con-
nected by the dedicated line between Kyoto University and Stanford University. FreeWalk
was used as a virtual space, which was developed by us. In the experiment, the safe agent
had positive effects for American students, however, the safe agent had negative effects for
Japanese students, but simultaneously it made them think their partner was more similar to
themselves. In the unsafe agent condition, both Japanese and American students thought
their conversations were more interesting, and Japanese students acted more American. As a
result, we found that unsafe topics are useful, an agent adaptive to each participant is good,
and an agent’s presence affects participants’ style of behavior.
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Fig.3 Setup for the experiment (Stanford University
side).
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