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EDITORIAL

The Cognitive Issue

What, you ask, is cognitive computing? I think it’s a lot like 
dowsing. 

So, you ask, what in the world is dowsing?

The practice of dowsing is a folkway traditionally used to find 
water underground with a ‘divining rod’ of some sort. I first 
learned about it because my grandmother was a dowser.  She 
would wield the forked limb of a peach tree to find water 
underground . Friends and family back in Indiana would contact 
Lena Bonifer when they wanted to dig a well that tapped into an 
underground spring or aquifer.  

I have since learned that dowsing, like alchemy, is about more 
than the thing it’s  most-known-for. Alchemy, in Jungian terms, is 
about turning the ‘lead’ of a situation into the ‘gold’ of opportu-
nity. Dowsing, in its broadest sense, is about finding what might 
otherwise be hidden or un-seeable. 

That, for me, is cognitive computing in a nutshell. Algorithms are 
its ‘divining rods,’ and relationships in data are its ‘underground 
water. ‘   

This issue of ERGO will give you a glimpse into how three 
companies—Nara Logics, Wipro and IBM—use cognitive 
computing , a.k.a. artificial intelligence (AI), to find relationships 
in data that would otherwise be hidden or un-seeable. 

Nara Logics, based in Boston, is a start-up that is revolutionizing 
how companies like their client, Emirates Air, use AI to improve 
business operations and customer experiences. Our director of 
strategy, Patrick Jong Taylor, interviewed their CEO, Jana Eggers, 
about her vision for AI, and the pitfalls that can get in its way. 

Wipro is an IT consulting and tech company with Indian roots 
that has grown 25X in the past 15 years. They have clients on six 
continents, 174,000+ employees, and generate $7.7 billion in an-
nual revenue. They are in the business of using technology to re-
invent how business gets done. We re-print an article from their 
company magazine, WOOL, about how brands can use cognitive 
computing in their marketing.

IBM is, you know, IBM. Big Blue. The company that let Gates and 
Allen get away with Microsoft, and survived that Big Blow to 
re-invent itself as an adaptive integrator of tech products and 
services. My partner in bigSTORY, Jeremi Karnell, looks at how 
their Watson AI platform yields different kinds of organizational 
storytelling. 

It adds up to a fascinating set of insights for an aspect of tech 
that will change how organizations tell stories by ‘dowsing’ for 
data. Grandma would be proud. 

BY MIKE BONIFER
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INTER
VIEW

AN INTERVIEW WITH JANA EGGERS, CEO OF NARA LOGICS

OVERCOMING THE TYRANNY OF 
POPULARITY
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Q: WHAT'S YOUR AND NARA LOGICS' VI-
SION FOR ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE?

A: That's a big question. There's so much 
going on in AI. First, we're focused on 
recommendations. A lot of the systems, 
particularly when you're looking at deep 
learning, are focused on things like im-
age recognition. That's really a 'yes' or a 
'no', right? 'Did I recognize this image', 
'what did I figure out about it'... Where-
as, we would be more in the recommen-
dation space of 'which pants do I want 
to buy', 'which pants fit the best', 'which 
ones come in your size and in the mate-
rial you like and a brand you like' and 
all those kind of things. Our vision is to 
build AI that supports decision making 
– that shows the options we have from 
data. It is an 'augmenting intelligence'. 

Q: HOW DO YOU USE RECOMMENDA-
TIONS AND PERSONALIZATION TO DIF-
FERENTIATE YOURSELF FROM OTHER AI 
FIRMS?

A: Recommendations are about options. 
That's part of the differentiation. The 
reason I bring that up is that our plat-
form is really about decision-making, 
not identification or classification. We 
still see a lot of AI focused on the analyt-

ics side, where it's trying to analyze 
something and give you a 'yes'/'no' 
answer. 'Should I do this or not', 'do 
I recognize this pattern or not', 'does 
this fit the mold or not'.

What we're trying to do is pull all of 
the information together that's im-
portant for this thing you're trying to 
do ('should I ship this product now, 
wait for more information on the 
order, follow up with the customer, 
have the services team take a step' 
– what is going to make the product 
get to the customer faster based on 
the order status) and tell you WHY 
behind each option and what are the 
relative differences between the op-
tions. For example, with one of our 
clients, an airline, it is 'I have seven 
gates that are open right now and 
I have a plane that's arriving late. 
Which is the best gate for it to arrive 
at?' Well, 'best' is contextual. It de-
pends on a lot of different things. I 
can tell you the three highest scored 
gates, based on the data you gave 
me, and the reasons why for each of 
them. Those are recommendations 
and that's a very different thing than 
saying 'go to gate eight''.

THE STORYTELLER

JANA EGGERS IS THE CEO OF  NARA LOGICS

WE MET JANA EGGERS AT THE CONNECTED ENTERPRISE CON-
FERENCE LAST NOVEMBER. SHE CAUGHT OUR EYE BECAUSE SHE 
IS ONE OF THOSE RARE BIRDS—A HIGH RANKING WOMAN EXEC 
IN THE TECH INDUSTRY. SHE CAUGHT OUR EAR BECAUSE SHE 
HAS A PROFOUND ABILITY TO SIMPLIFY COMPLEXITY AND TURN 
COMPUTER CODE INTO STORY CODE. BEFORE BECOMING CEO 
OF NARA LOGICS, JANA HELD EXECUTIVE POSITIONS AT INTUIT, 
BLACKBAUD, LYCOS, SABRE, AND WAS CEO OF SPREADSHIRT. 
OUR PATRICK JONG TAYLOR INTERVIEWED HER FOR ERGO.
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Q: FROM WHAT I GATHER, YOUR PRO-
CESS IS VERY MUCH FOCUSED ON THE 
INDIVIDUAL CUSTOMER AND TAILORED 
TO HER-OR-HIS DECISION-MAKING 
PROCESS. WHAT DEGREE DOES YOUR 
TAKE ON AI PARALLEL ONGOING RE-
SEARCH IN NEUROSCIENCE AND OTHER 
RELATED FIELDS?

A: Our AI is based on some core neuro-
science principles at the cellular level. 
It's on the neuron level, to how neurons 
connect, the strength of those connec-
tions, how those connections decrease 
or strengthen and how they respond 
in context. So, we're very closely tied to 
research that's happening right now in 
neuroscience.

There are a lot of conceptual-level ties 
[to neuroscience] in AI, in the sense that 
traditional artificial neural networks 
were, and still are, designed by the way 
we thought neurons connected. We 
didn't know at the time. It's just been 
proven in the early 2000s, how they 
do, when they do, by some work that 
our CTO and teams at MIT did. But the 
AI pioneers didn't know how neurons 
connected back in the 1950s, when the 
term 'neural net' was coined. So, it was 
more of a conceptual idea and now we 
know.

Q: SPEAKING OF PROCESS, WHEN 
YOU'RE IN A CIRCUMSTANCE WHERE 
YOU DON'T HAVE ENOUGH DATA, HOW 
DOES AI FILL THE GAPS TO PROVIDE 
THE MISSING CONTEXT?

A: It's important for a few reasons. Our 
brains act on incomplete data all the 
time. What our brains do to overcome 

this is to pull together as much relevant 
data as possible. Rather than us being 
statistically accurate all the time, be-
cause that's not possible or even de-
sirable, we have to weigh data from a 
lot of different places. And we have to 
give enough weight that we can actually 
act on. That's what our platform is do-
ing. When we pull together information, 
we're not just using data that we have 
enough statistically accurate data on; 
we're pulling data from a lot of different 
places and saying 'you should include 
this, too'. We humans get very caught 
up in this idea of statistical accuracy 
and we lose the trees for the forest. And 
sometimes it's more important to know 
about that little tree over there and not 
act based on even just a little informa-
tion about the forest.

It's so funny that you bring this up, be-
cause we were actually just arguing 
about this in our conference room. We 
have this score in our system that we've 
always called the 'Nara' score. It's the 
base level score of, using the example of 
restaurants, how much information we 
have about this restaurant. How good 
do we feel about its quality, if you will, 
if we determine quality by the amount 
of information that we have on it, so 
we can kind of adjudicate it. This is a 
bit about statistical accuracy. Then, we 
have something that, when we make a 
recommendation, we call the 'Match 
Score', that is how does it match to con-
text. That context is all of the informa-
tion that I have for this decision, be it 
personalization information, like what 
ambiance you like or information like 
'what time is it?', i.e., contextual infor-
mation.

I was passionate that we stop calling 
this base-level score the Nara Score. It 
makes it sound like it's our score for the 
recommendation when it's not. So, do 
we call it the 'Knowledge Score'? And, 
does that then become the statistically 
accurate score? We talked about calling 
it the 'Quality' score, but then there's 
a lot of other things that we can term 
as quality. Someone said 'knowledge is 

OUR AI IS BASED ON 
CORE NEUROSCIENCE 
PRINCIPLES AT THE 
CELLULAR LEVEL.
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power, so what about the 'Power Score'? 
That note itself has a lot of weight, be-
cause there is knowledge behind it, but 
knowledge is power. We've decided to 
call it that.

I think you're hitting on a core point 
that our brains actually do and we can 
argue whether they do it well, because 
you can get into stuff like cognitive bias. 
We need to figure out ways to use all 
the knowledge that we have, but not 
letting a ‘tyranny of popularity’ happen. 
Just because I have a lot of knowledge 
about it, just because lots of people 
have repeated aspects of that, that does 
not mean the restaurant is better than 
another for dinner tonight. Just because 
a restaurant is new, it does not mean 
it's NOT good. I don't have a lot of in-
formation about a new restaurant, so 
how do I pull in and let a new restaurant 
get some 'power'? If someone reviews it 
and says that this restaurant is like that 
one, then I can get some of the power 
from the restaurant that I know already. 
This is actually another reason that we 
went with the Power Score, because I'm 
getting some energy and activation by 
being linked to a restaurant that we al-
ready know about.

Q. WHAT YOU'RE SAYING REMINDS ME 
OF A PHENOMENON KNOWN AS THE 
'COCKTAIL PARTY EFFECT'. LET'S SAY 
THAT YOU'RE IN A CROWDED PARTY 
AND IT'S LOUD. YOU'RE STANDING 
NEXT TO SOMEONE AND YOU CAN'T EX-
ACTLY HEAR EVERYTHING THAT'S BEING 
SAID. BUT, YOU CAN STILL FOLLOW THE 
FLOW OF THAT PARTICULAR CONVER-
SATION BASED ON THE PLETHORA OF 
DIFFERENT CUES THAT MAY EXIST. AND 
IT MAY BE CONTEXTUALIZED FURTHER 
BY YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH THAT 
PERSON, YOUR KNOWLEDGE OF THAT 
PERSON, BEING ABLE TO READ LIPS OR 
KNOWING WHERE THAT CONVERSA-
TION MAY BE GOING. IT'S THAT GRAY 
AREA WHERE YOU DON'T GET ALL OF 
ONE PARTICULAR TYPE OF INFORMA-
TION TO CONTINUE THE CONVERSA-
TION, BUT YOU DRAW ON OTHER CUES 

TO CONTINUE THE CONVERSATION IN 
THAT COMPROMISED CIRCUMSTANCE.

A: If we were standing next to each 
other, you would know that I was smil-
ing broadly and nodding because your 
example is perfect. It's exactly that. We 
have a lot of contextual clues that allow 
us to have conversations even when we 
have so many other things pulling atten-
tion away from it. Our brains are really 
good at focusing on what's important. 
And they pull out key words. Some-
times, we make a mistake. We pull out 
the wrong words and agree with some-
one and then we realize when they con-
tinue the conversation that we didn't 
mean to agree with them. Or when we 
say something as a response and we re-
alize 'Oh, that's not what they were talk-
ing about'.

We're constantly jumping back in forth 
in contexts. I'll give you another ex-
ample at the cocktail party: someone 
across the room will say your name and 
you pick up on that. Why is that? Be-
cause you have so much power associ-
ated with that part of your brain that un-
derstands your name. Because you've 
heard it so many times, in so many con-
texts, in so many ways.

Q: I GUESS A FLIPSIDE OF THE COCKTAIL 
PARTY EFFECT WOULD BE COGNITIVE 
DISSONANCE. HERE'S A CHILDHOOD 
GAME TO ILLUSTRATE THAT: THE TELE-
PHONE GAME, WHERE YOU STAND IN 
A LINE AND IT STARTS WITH A PHRASE 
WHISPERED TO THE NEXT PERSON, 
DOWN THE LINE, AND THEN EVERY-
ONE'S SURPRISED WITH HOW DIFFER-
ENT THE END RESULT IS FROM THE 
ORIGINAL LINE. THAT'S AN EXAMPLE 
OF WHEN THOSE OTHER CUES ARE NOT 
PRESENT, WHERE THE EXPERIENCE IS 
WHITTLED DOWN TO THAT PRIMARY, 
FAULTY FORM OF COMMUNICATION 
AND HOW IT BREAKS DOWN. 

A: That is so much of what we do with 
analytics these days! We're really playing 
that game of Telephone that we played 

as kids, where we pass that phrase 
around and die laughing at how differ-
ent it came out. We don't know what 
the original phrase was. So rather than 
just pulling together the most frequent 
information, we should pull together a 
diversity of relevant information to con-
sider: 'How does that information feed 
on this?' 'How much should we weigh 
this piece of information versus this 
other piece of information?' really is the 
core of what we at Nara Logics are try-
ing to do.

We fundamentally believe in what some 
people are calling Augmented Intelli-
gence, as compared to Artificial Intelli-
gence. One of the things that computers 
can do really well is store information. 
How do we store it in a way that we 
can retrieve it in a real-time, contextu-
al-based way so that we can augment 
people's intelligence?

When I'm trying to make a decision on 
the ground for a late arriving plane, 
I know a lot about what's happening 
on the ground, but what I don't know 
is what's happening on that plane. On 
that plane, there are 400-500 passen-
gers, that have different objectives and 
constraints. Some may be annoyed 
if the plane's late, but others, if they 
miss their flight, might have to wait two 
days to get another flight to their des-
tination. I may have three high priority 
passengers that have trouble walking 
and they may not be able to get to their 
next flight if the plane doesn't park at a 
nearby gate. Weighing all that informa-
tion for the person on the ground who 
knows the schedules and information 
for their job, and giving them the addi-
tional information about what’s on the 
plane, that's what we do in pulling to-
gether the relevant information for the 
problem we are solving.

And, just as important, we provide the 
reasons why. We're not a black box; 
we're explicit. We can say to them, 'Park 
it at gate X because…' and give them 
those reasons, 'You're going to be in 
the best position for the high priority 
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customers with a mobility challenge', 
'You're also going to be good for this 
group of 20's next flight, because it's the 
same terminal, but they are kids and 
they can run'. Oh, and you still have ca-
tering, you still have a ground crew'. A 
computer can bring all that information 
in, while a human can't. So, we augment 
that information and present the top 
three, five or eight choices, how they are 
scored for a match and the 'why' reason 
behind each of them. Then, we leave it 
to the human to say 'I'm taking recom-
mendation number two because I know 
the ground crew (at recommendation 
number one) just had to hustle to get a 
plane out and they need a breather'.

It's this idea to use computers to aug-
ment the information that we have in a 
very contextual way, so people can take 
action and use their expertise to make 
better decisions with all that informa-
tion.

Q: WHAT IS THE BIGGEST OBSTACLE 
THAT YOU FACE IN REFINING YOUR HU-
MAN-FOCUSED VISION OF AI?

A: Right now, it's that people still don't 
understand AI. They are hearing a lot 
about it and they are struggling to un-
derstand it. People care and want to 
know. The challenge is that most peo-
ple think it's too technical for them. I 
do quite a bit with executives teaching 
them how to manage and approach an 
AI project, what to think about when do-
ing it. So, that challenge is to get execu-
tives to engage it, versus just leaving it 
to their technical folks.

Don’t get me wrong, we love the techni-
cal people. They are awesome and they 
like our system, because we're nerds. 
But, they are not going to be successful 
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unless the business side engages. That's 
what worries me the most. And, this is 
me in general in AI and specifically with 
[Nara Logics], I worry because I see a lot 
of machine learning teams that are a 
technical team underneath engineering, 
like a specialized ops group in engineer-
ing. And that team is not interacting as 
much with the product managers and 
the data scientists. So, too often, they 
are just the black ops team that is insu-
lated from the business problem.

What I teach people, showing them in 
TensorFlow (which is a playground for 
AI), is that how the data and the algo-
rithms interact is really important. Be-
ing involved with the data scientists, you 
get to know the provenance of the data, 
what that data actually is and then you 
can choose an algorithm. But, you can't 
choose that algorithm unless you know 
your objective, too. That's why you need 
people who know the data, other people 
who know the business objective and 
the awesome engineers that can help 
you make those decisions about which 
algorithm to choose and implement 
that. No one group can make the deci-
sion. AI is inherently multi-disciplinary.

Q: HOW DO YOU THINK AI WILL AFFECT 
ENTERPRISE ARCHITECTURE, THE WAY 
COMPANIES ARE DESIGNED AND FUNC-
TION?

A: I'm excited about that, actually. I 
think it's going to encourage, maybe 
even force, cross-functional collabora-
tion. It's not going to allow us to be in 
our silos as much, whether it's business 
unit silos or functional silos. It's going 
to force us to go outside those bound-
aries. There's a recent HBR article 
about Unilever. They are building what 
they call an 

BUSINESS INNOVATION FACTORY 2016

JANA EGGERS SPEAKING AT BIF.

https://vimeo.com/186458058


10 ERGO

 THE PLATFORM

NARA LOGICS PLATFORM CONTINUALLY LEARNS IN THREE PHASES:

SENSE. Nara Logics take in data with different cadences and formats — real-time, periodic, structured, unstructured.

INFER. Along with building explicit connections, their platform learns how to create inferred relationships between infor-

mation for better results.

ACT. When a context-based inquiry is made to your synaptic network, Nara Logics responds in milliseconds with a rank-

ordered set and the reasons behind each recommendation.
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'insights engine'. I hear 'insights engine' 
and I think 'Oh, this is cool', because 
I'm a nerd and that's technology. I go to 
read the article and what they are talk-
ing about is all about the organizational 
design. I loved it!

So, when you talk about enterprise ar-
chitecture, I'm thinking about organiza-
tional architecture and AI going to get 
us crossing silos more. I'm one of those 
people who thinks that, in an organiza-
tion, silos kill. They kill because there's 
dust floating around and it doesn't land 
anywhere. It's not owned by anyone. 
So, AI is going to help us make sure the 
dust doesn't fall into the cracks.

Q: HOW DO YOU THINK AI WILL 
CHANGE THE WAY ORGANIZATIONS 
PRODUCE AND SHARE THEIR STORIES, 
BOTH INTERNALLY AND WITH CUS-
TOMERS?

A: It's going to help us bring together 
more information, but in a way we can 
handle. It's going to allow those stories 
to include more perspectives than what 
we call the Tyranny of Popularity. So 
much about analytics is about what 
we have the most information on, but 
so much of what's interesting is where 
we only have tidbits of information. AI 
helps us figure out what those things 
are, where those places are and where 
we can find hidden gems that we 
wouldn't have discovered if we hadn't 
brought together all of the information 
about this issue.

Instead of limiting it to the five most 
popular categories, we can look at the 
8,000 categories. So, allowing much 
more information to come through, but 
in a way that we can handle, will be the 
magical part of people being able to tell 
stories with the help of AI. They will be 
more robust stories and weighted, so 
it's not just about what we know more 
about.

There's a quote from Howard Schultz 
talking about Starbucks' recent success, 
that his customers are so happy with 
the personalization because they don't 
feel they are being put into a segment; 
they feel like they are being talked to 
individually. And that's the powerful 
story that companies are going to tell 
customers: why this offer, this product, 

this service is important to them, as an 
individual customer. When social media 
first came out, there was a big push in 
enterprises of 'How do I get customers 
to repeat my messages'? But that was 
missing the point. People connected 
with their brand in so many differ-
ent ways and you want customers to 
express that, because their passion will 
shine through. That attracts the people 
that they are around. You didn't have 
to come up with all two million of those 
stories. You let those people tell those 
stories in their own nuanced ways.

What I see that will be very exciting is 
allowing customers to be individuals. 
Just because you and I are buying the 
same iPad, it doesn't mean we're buy-
ing it for the same reasons. Companies 
will be able to talk to individual custom-
ers in individual ways.

Q: HOW DOES YOUR WORK IMPACT 
YOUR OWN STORY AND THE STORY OF 
NARA LOGICS?

A: : The biggest thing that's part of our 
story is that AI is accessible. If they get 
into a situation working with some-
one on AI, including on their team or 
with vendors, if they don't understand 
something, press those people so that 
they do understand. The most im-
portant thing for Artificial Intelligence 
is that we're all contributing. Getting 
more people involved is absolutely criti-
cal, and AI is at a point now that more 
people can get involved.

If there's one message that I want to 
get across is that you can understand 
it without needing to code it. You can 
understand it and direct the outcomes. 
And we need you to do that to make AI 
work. ◊

NARA LOGICS @ WORK 

HARD AT WORK IN NARA LOGICS CAMBRIDGE, MA OFFICE
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Artificial intelligence and thinking computers are a prominent 

plot device for Hollywood. Movies such as 2001: A Space Odys-

sey, Alien, and Terminator come to mind, as well as current day 

examples such as I, Robot, Ex Machina, and Transcendence. These 

pop culture examples underscore the fears and challenges we 

face as we attempt to program natural behavior and interact 

with intelligent technology.

REPRINTED WITH PERMISSION FROM WIPRO, INC.'S COMPANY MAGAZINE, WOOL

BOTS AND 
BRANDS
WHY AI’S CUSTOMER
RELATIONSHIPS 
DEPEND ON TRUST
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Artificial intelligence and thinking 
computers are a prominent plot device 
for Hollywood. Movies such as 2001: A 
Space Odyssey, Alien, and Terminator 
come to mind, as well as current day 
examples such as I, Robot, Ex Machina, 
and Transcendence. These pop culture 
examples underscore the fears and 
challenges we face as we attempt to 
program natural behavior and interact 
with intelligent technology.

I think about this whenever I read 
the growing list of examples of how 
bots are becoming more pervasive, 
especially after seeing an article that 
proclaimed “the bots are taking over”. 
In reality, bots do not carry such hy-
perbolic doomsday results. The truth 
is that it’s very hard to teach a com-
puter to think and process nuanced 
information, but smart bots that can 
personalize interactions are crucial for 
brands to successfully leverage artificial 
intelligence.

BOTS' RISE TO POPULARITY 

For those of you just coming up to 
speed, a bot is a software application, 
which runs automated Internet scripts 
that gather, analyze, and file informa-
tion. One of the earliest bots, created 
in 1997, was created to track stock 
market trends and supposedly could 
predict future events through keyword 
analysis. Today, these automated bots, 
also called agents, are being created 
for myriad uses by some of the largest 
companies on the planet.
Current-day examples include:

CNN's bot, with which users can mes-
sage topics like 'zika virus' or 'politics' 
and it will respond with related stories 
and information.

HP built a tool that lets users print a 
photo by sending it to the company's 
printing bot on Facebook Messen-

ger. Once a user sends a photo, the 
bot responds conversationally (for 
instance,"Hey, nice photo,") and gives 
printing options.

Ebay is launching a platform that 
allows buyers to receive price alert 
updates within Messenger so that they 
never lose an auction.

HealthTap is now offering the exper-
tise of its network of top US doctors 
instantly via Facebook Messenger as 
a new, convenient and simple way to 
access health information. Anyone 
can type a question and receive free 
answers from trusted doctors anytime, 
anywhere.

Spring is launching Spring Bot, a per-
sonal shopping concierge powered by 
the Facebook Messenger Send/Receive 
API, Send to Messenger plugin and 
Zopim live chat.

Fandango's bot for Facebook Mes-
senger will provide fans quick and easy 
access to movie information, trailers, 
show times, theater locations and a link 
to advance ticketing for all theatrical 
releases on Fandango.

These examples are not more than 
glorified alerts and simple data and 
platform integration. However, the goal 
of these efforts is to create applica-
tions that can solve problems of much 
deeper complexity, and will resonate 
with users on a more personal level.

THE KEY TO SUCCESS IS GETTING 
PERSONAL 

Having spent four years creating agents 
and semantic personalization solutions 
for a major retailer, I can say I’ve spent 
a ton of time thinking about this issue. 
I’m a UX guy, not a programmer, so 
the bulk of my time was spent creating 
interfaces and contexts that would en-

courage humans to engage with these 
helpful bot agents. Our team played a 
critical role because user acceptance 
and adoption is a key factor for set-
ting user expectations and driving the 
‘learning’ aspect of these automated 
tools.

The biggest challenge in building an 
effective bot is to solve the issue of 
personalization. The bot has to know 
and understand you (who you are and 
what you want) in order to process and 
retrieve things the way you want it. This 
means understanding your needs and 
expectations in all their complexity so 
that your experience is both satisfying 
and delightful.

LEARNING HUMAN NATURE 

The most meaningful bot activities hap-
pen when they help us solve complex 
decisions rather than a simple search 
string. Solving these problems requires 
a bot to know you and your situation. 
Like a trusted personal assistant who 
anticipates and makes initial decisions 
on your behalf, the bot knows the types 
of answers or information you are 
looking for. Bots are also meant to be 
pervasive and ubiquitous, running in 

 THE STORYTELLER

DANIEL GIORDAN IS PARTNER, CX & INTERACTION DESIGN AT

 WIPRO DIGITAL.
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AT THE HEART OF ALL OF 
THIS IS THE NEED TO CREATE 
A CONSTRUCT THAT PEOPLE 
WANT TO USE.  

the background and surfacing when-
ever the appropriate data surfaces.

How does a real personal assistant 
learn these things? They interact with 
you, they watch what you like and don’t 
like, and take your feedback and apply 
it through an aggregate knowledge 
base that grows more nuanced over 
time. My teams have worked on agents 
that tried to solve problems such as, 
‘Help me plan my daughter’s wedding’, 
or ‘Teach me to play the guitar’. Bots 
may not be there quite yet, but even-
tually, they will learn enough to make 
complex and interconnected decisions 
involving a wide range of variables, and 
revealing the true promise and poten-
tial for bot technology.

A BOT IS A SOFTWARE APPLICATION, 
WHICH RUNS AUTOMATED INTERNET 
SCRIPTS THAT GATHER, ANALYZE, 
AND FILE INFORMATION.
PERSONALIZATION HAPPENS WHEN 
A RELATIONSHIP IS BUILT OVER TIME

Yet these solutions will never come to 
fruition until we solve the challenge of 
giving these bots appropriate data, so 
they can learn who we are and what 
we like. Yes, bots can correlate initial 
data such as geolocation, initial profile 
data such as gender and address, and 
then cross-check and crowd-source 
data to make assumptions based on 
'people like me'. But these approaches 
will not be as accurate as most of us 
would like them to be. This is all the 
more challenging given the aforemen-
tioned media-inspired paranoia and 
distrust around artificial computing and 

computer-based personas. We need to 
solve this at an emotional, as well as a 
technical and logistical level.

Companies that are working towards 
personalization are going to be the 
leaders in creating meaningful bots, 
because personal knowledge allows the 
bot to be more intuitive and insightful. 
Companies need to look for ways to 
drive repeat engagement, whether it’s 
frequent purchases and search queries, 
surveys that reveal deeper insights, or 
the creation of groups and communi-
ties that aggregate people with com-
mon attributes and desires, which will 
allow crowd-based learning.
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BRANDS MUST EARN TURST, OR DIE 

At the heart of all of this is the need to create a construct 
that people want to use. People need to understand bots 
and engage with them repeatedly. No matter how intuitive 
your system is, the real benefits of bot personalization unfold 
over time. You may hire a savvy personal assistant, but that 
person will be exponentially more effective after working with 
you for a year than on day one. And getting this long-term 
traction requires a brilliant experience that meets the core 
needs of users. As users’ relationship with their bots deepen, 
they need to feel comfortable sharing their personal pref-
erences-not be shocked or suspicious when it proves to be 
insightful-and be willing to build rapport with the interface, 
the brand, and the technology.

Does this sound familiar? For most CMOs, this is exactly the 
kind of dynamic they want to establish between their audi-
ence and their brand. On a broad level, the bot becomes an 
extension of the brand, perhaps even the face of the brand. 
Don’t believe me? Consider the chaos and brand implications 
of the failed Microsoft TAY chatbot system.

SUCCESSFUL BOTS ARE NOT A ONE-TEAM EFFORT

So if someone walks into your office and tells you they have 
engineering working on a bot for your company, make sure 
you have the right marketing and UX people engaged, and 
that you dovetail the project with your personalization, ana-
lytics, and customer service teams. Because, in the end, the 
bot and your brand are in service to your audience, and are 
only effective if you can drive engagement.

Failure to do so won’t result in an AI takeover or the appear-
ance of a Terminator, but it will mean that your efforts will 
not be valued, and that your creation (and brand) ould be 
ignored. ◊

Facebook's Messenger is making it easier for 
developers to create chat bots. 
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STORYTELLING IN THE 

AGE OF COGNITIVE 

COMPUTING

HOW IBM AND WATSON DEFINE THE FUTURE 

OF COGNITIVE STORYTELLING 

 



17ERGO

 "MR. WATSON, COME HERE, I WANT 
YOU." These were the first words ever 
spoken over a telephone in 1876, by 
Alexander Graham Bell. In 2017, a 
different call for Watson is once again 
harkening a new era. This time it's for 
cognitive computing. I first learned of 
IBM Watson a couple years after it beat 
Ken Jennings in Jeopardy back in 2011. 
Fast forward to April 2014, Watson’s 
name once again caught my eye in an 
article in Forbes titled “Cognitive Story-
telling In The Fourth Dimension.” Being 
a partner in a storytelling agency, I was 
hooked. 

The Forbes article ,written by Joanna 
Peña-Bickley, the Global Chief Creative 
Officer at IBM, was laying the ground-
work for her talk 48 hours later at the 
Tribeca Film Festival titled “Cognitive 
Storytelling in 4D – How Would Orson 
Welles Tackle It?” Pointing back to 
Welles’ live radio stunt The War of The 
Worlds, which convinced many people 
listening that the Earth was being in-
vaded by Martians, Peña-Bickley estab-
lishes that event as transforming radio 
from a storytelling medium to an ex-
perience medium.  Claiming that today 
we live in the “cognitive era,” she went 
on to highlight many technologies, such 
as AI, Machine Learning, Generative 
Art, and virtual reality, as creating new 

storytelling experiences. 

There is no shortage of hype around 
many of the technologies highlighted 
by Peña-Bickley. Augmented Reality 
and Virtual Reality (AR/VR) were among 
33 CES technology categories this year, 
with 261 exhibitors — the largest show-
case of AR/VR technology ever. Given 
how long VR has been around (some 
track its origins back to Stereoscopic 
photos and viewers in the early 1800s) 
many would argue that the technol-
ogy is just now becoming viable from 
a consumer perspective. If it has taken 
VR this long get its sea legs….how real 
is this notion of Cognitive Storytelling? 

Obviously, it’s in IBM’s interest as a 
global branding strategy to preface as 
many nouns as possible with the word 
‘cognitive’ and lay claim to it. As an 
observer who’s in the business of story-
telling, I wanted to get a better under-
standing of IBM’s definition of Cognitive 
Storytelling, and how Watson’s work is 
being applied to our craft. 

COGNITIVE STORYTELLER'S TOOLBOX

In 2011, Watson started out as a single 
natural language QA API.  Today the 
platform consists of more than 50 tech-
nologies. In both her Forbes article and 

her Tribeca talk, Peña-Bickley urged 
today’s storytellers to consider Watson 
for future endeavors.

I checked out Watson’s Developer 
Cloud to get an idea which of its APIs 
would make up a cognitive storyteller’s 
toolbox. Below are just a few and IBM’s 
descriptions of what they provide:

AlchemyLanguage
Natural language processing for ad-
vanced text analysis
AlchemyLanguage is a collection of 
natural language processing APIs that 
help you understand sentiment, key-
words, entities, high-level concepts and 
more. You can use AlchemyLanguage 
to understand how your social media 
followers feel about your products, to 
automatically classify the contents of 
a webpage, or to see what topics are 
trending in the news. 

Conversation
Natural language interface to your ap-
plication to automate interactions with 
your end users.
Watson Conversation combines a num-
ber of cognitive techniques to help you 
build and train a bot -- defining intents 
and entities and crafting dialog to simu-
late conversation. The system can then 
be further refined with supplementary 
technologies to make the system more 
human-like or to give it a higher chance 
of returning the right answer. Watson 

 THE STORYTELLER
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Conversation allows you to deploy a 
range of bots via many channels, from 
simple, narrowly-focused bots to much 
more sophisticated, full-blown virtual 
agents across mobile devices, mes-
saging platforms like Slack, or even 
through a physical robot.

Personality Insights
Understand personality characteristics, 
needs, and values in written text
Personality Insights extract personal-
ity characteristics based on how a 
person writes. You can use the service 
to match individuals to other individu-
als, opportunities, and products, or 
tailor their experience with personal-
ized messaging and recommenda-
tions. Characteristics include the Big 5 
Personality Traits, Values, and Needs. 
At least 1200 words of input text are 
recommended when using this service.

Retrieve and Rank
Enhance information retrieval with 
machine learning
Retrieve and Rank can surface the most 
relevant information from a collection 
of documents. For example, using R&R, 
an experienced technician can quickly 
find solutions from dense product 
manuals. A contact center agent can 
also quickly find answers to improve 
average call handle times. The Retrieve 
and Rank service works "out of the 
box," but can also be customized to 
improve the results.

Tone Analyzer
Understand tone and style in written 
text
Tone Analyzer uses linguistic analysis 
to detect three types of tones in written 
text: emotions, social tendencies, and 
writing style. Use the Tone Analyzer 
service to understand conversations 
and communications. Then, use the 
output to appropriately respond to 
customers.

Visual Recognition
Understand Image Content:
Visual Recognition understands the 
contents of images - it's learned over 
20,000 visual concepts including faces, 
age and gender. You can also train the 
service by creating your own custom 
concepts. Use Visual Recognition to 
detect a dress type in retail, identify 
spoiled fruit in inventory, and more.

Discovery
Rapidly build a cognitive search and 
content analytics engine and add it 
to existing applications with minimal 
effort.
Extract value from your data by con-
verting, normalizing and enriching it 
with integrated Watson APIs. Combine 
proprietary data with pre-enriched 
news data. Use a simplified query lan-
guage to explore your data and embed 
Discovery into existing applications.

Tradeoff Analytics
Make better choices with a full view of 
your data
Tradeoff Analytics helps people make 
decisions when balancing multiple 
objectives. When you make decisions, 
how many factors are considered? How 
do you know when you’ve identified the 
best option? With Tradeoff Analytics, 
you can avoid lists of endless options 
and determine the right option by con-
sidering multiple objectives.

Project Intu
Embed cognitive functions in various 
form factors such as spaces, avatars or 
other IoT devices.
Project Intu is a  new, experimental 
program from IBM enables develop-
ers to imbue Internet of Things (IoT) 
systems — robots, drones, avatars 
and other devices — with the cognitive 
know-how of Watson. The program 
makes it so that developers don’t have 
to program each individual movement 
and response of an IoT system. Project 
Intu provides the device with Watson 
conversation, speech-to-text, language 
and visual recognition capabilities, 
among others, so that it can respond 
naturally to user interactions. It can 
even trigger different behaviors or 
emotional responses based on what 
the user does.

Without question, IBM has configured a 
rich array of APIs that tap into Watson's 
AI. Lets explore how storytellers have 
been utilizing this technology in their 
own works.
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LIQUID LANGUAGE

RUSLAN KHASANOV WAS ASKED TO CREATE THE ABOVE POSTER AS A PART OF IBM'S "THINK" POSTER SERIES.

ART INSPIRED BY WATSON’S API ALCHEMY LANGUAGE

"Khasanov’s work uses unconventional elements of light and reflection to complement his natural curiosity and sense of explora-

tion. In Liquid Language, Khasanov explores the rich, organic flow of natural language and Watson’s ability to surface the subtle 

inferences that emerge thanks to his understanding of colloquial expression, tonality, sentiment and thematic concepts."
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FL
IM

MORGAN

Morgan, a sci fi AI thriller starring Kate Mara and 
Paul Giamatti, is a film directed by Luke Scott, 
written by Seth Owen, produced by Ridley Scott, 
and Distributed by 20th Century Fox. Fox ap-
proached IBM to utilize Watson to create the 
film’s trailer. Watson consumed the entire video 
and conducted sentiment analysis on the dif-
ferent points within the movie, and curated the 
most impactful moments of the film. 

The end result:

Watson Trailer and Making-Of Video

Now here is the official trailer for the movie (2:24 
minutes):

In my opinion, the official trailer is far superior 
from a storytelling persepctive. In fairness to 
Watson though, it was 70 seconds longer, allow-
ing the plot and core themes to shine through. 
What is notable about Watson's output is that it 
was produced in only 24 hours! Moreover, IBM 
highlighted that Watson choose scenes "that 
would never be considered by humans, focusing 
instead on mood and atmosphere."  And with 
that, IBM's AI does deserve some level of recogni-
tion. Watson hit the creepy ball out of the park.

WATSON APIs USED
Tone Analyzer
Alchemy Language

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gJEzuYynaiw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dc5BE8iwmHw
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NOT EASY

Rolling Stone recently highlighted an interest-
ing collaboration between IBM’s Watson and 
Grammy award-winning music producer Alex Da 
Kid on his new song titled Not Easy.

Watson jumped into the project brain-first by 
analyzing five years' worth of cultural data – 
from news headlines and court rulings to movie 
synopses and internet searches – and identi-
fied themes and trends, and people’s emotions 
surrounding them. Watson also analyzed the 
lyrics and composition of 26,000 recent popular 
songs, determining ubiquitous emotions as well 
as common patterns in song structure.

Watson’s output was an enormous amount of 
data. In order to make the information acces-
sible to the artist so that he could apply the 
learning to his songwriting, Janani Mukundan 
(IBM Research, Watson BEAT) and others at IBM 
sat down with Alex to “figure out how he under-
stands information and emotion.” He told them 
he sees music in color.

IBM took that insight and built Alex a room 
with large screens visualizing Watson’s data by 
associating it with colors, patterns, words, and 
textures. This assisted Alex during the inspira-
tion phase of his songwriting. Watson further 
contributed to Alex’s music-making process 
by giving him a prototype of Watson BEAT, the 
brand's cognitive system that recognizes and 

interprets music theory and emotion.

“It understands and deconstructs music and 
then allows artists to change it based on the 
moods that they want to express," says Richard 
Daskas (IBM Research).

"[Alex] would listen to [a piece of music] on the 
keyboard or have one of his musicians play on 
a keyboard or play it on a drum," Mukundan 
recalls. "Watson will listen to this and scan it. 
He can also tell Watson, 'Give me something 
that sounds romantic, or give me something 
that sounds like something I want to dance to.' 
And since Watson understands these emotional 
ranges and can understand music as well, he will 
then use his original piece as an inspiration and 
also add on top of it the layer of emotion that he 
wants."

The end result: 

According to IBM, more artists like Alex Da Kid 
will collaborate with Watson to “...make hits 
from volumes of data. Watson gives artists the 
tools they need to see inspiration in places they 
never could before.” M

U
S

IC

WATSON APIs USED

Tone Analyzer

Alchemy Language

Watson Beat

Cognitive Color Design Tool

https://play.spotify.com/album/4K6Zqkm3dZQncMmunPIl9O
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T ART WITH WATSON

IBM and ad agency Olgivy & Mather orga-
nized the world’s first artistic collaboration 
between artists and machine. They intro-
duced six leading designers, illustrators, 
photographers and artists to Watson’s APIs. 
These artists each interpreted a Watson API 
as an original composition. Then, IBM asked 
Watson to process the artists’ compositions. 
The outcome was a poster series released 
in March of 2016. The series was turned into 
an online experience and multimedia exhibit 
at Astor Place in New York City. 

01 Through Cognitive Eyes 
Ruslan Khasanov + IBM Watson

02 You Are What Your Write 
Mike Hahn + IBM Watson

03 In Our Nature
Jake Chessum + IBM Watson

04 To Build 
Oleg Soroko + IBM Watson

05 Organizing Chaos
Craig Cutler + IBM Watson

06 Between the Lines 
Sid & James + IBM Watson
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CONCLUSION

Stories are how we connect with other 
human beings and make sense of our 
world. It goes without saying that the 
entrance of a non-human actor to this 
stage may seem a bit unnerving. A 
large part of that perception may be 
credited to pop culture painting AI in a 
dystopian corner, so to speak. Stories 
of humans threatened by ‘robots’  have 
roots as old as the Bible, in which 
dry bones come to life in the Book of 
Ezekiel. 

None of the three examples I cite 
here, however, was a story of Watson 
crushing its servile human creators. 
Instead, in all cases, Watson served as a 
supporting player. IBM’s big brain may 
have helped inform and/or inspire art-
ists, but in the end, each of their stories 
got their uniqueness as a result of a 
distinctively human effort.  

AI-generated stories that connect on a 
human level still seem to be a ways 

off. According to David Kenney, general 
manager of IBM Watson, he hopes one 
day to see Watson “ask humans ques-
tions and to develop abductive reason-
ing as opposed to deductive skills.” 
Even still, knowing how something 
happened or knowing that something 
happened is not the same as having 
the experience of something happen-
ing, which is critical to storytelling. 

Today, Watson’s imaginative applica-
tion seems to be limited to seeing 
possible formal narrative connections 
via logical or direct arguments. AI does 
not seem to have the ability to produce 
a transformative experience, which is 
what stories do. In other words, it is 
not yet capable of generating compel-
ling stories, gripping drama, and/or 
believable historical accounts (true or 
otherwise) on its own. For now… ◊
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