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'ROBO-SOFTWARE
REPORTS FOR DUTY

Powerful new programs automate routine—and complex—tasks

ated messages demanding Immediais
attsntion.

The windows-{con-mouse Interface
that Alan Kay and other computar scl-
entists developed st Xerox . ln the
1970s isn't keeping up with the ecom-
plexity of networks. , peo-
ple can keep track of only so many
graphical icons, for instance. "You'll be
connected to millions or billions of dif-
ferent resources,” predicts Kay, now a
ressarch fellow at Appla Computar Ine.
“One of tha biggest problems is to find

information

obots have long cap-
tured man's imagina-

tion as tireless, eter-
nally loyal servants. But
even today, with many fae-
tories having gone robotic,
few people have ever seen &
true robot, much less owned
one that they could boss
around. .

All that may c¢hange oow,
as a new kind of robot starts
prowling tha digital highways
and byways of cyberspace.
It's what computer scientists
call an "sgent"—a kind of
software program that's pow-
erful and autonomous enough
to do what all good robots
should: help the harried hu-
mans by carrying out tedi-
ous, time-consuming, and
complex tasks, Software
agents fust now emerging
from the research labs can
scan data banks by the doz-
en. schedule mesetings, tidy
up electronic in-boxes, and
handle a growing list of clee-
ical joba. 1n the next couple
of years, axperts predict,
agents will be available from

We don't believe
you can browss for it." To
find what you need, he says,
the computar “has to be flex-
ible enough to take on many
of your goals. You sither tall
it or teach it what you're
interested in, and dispatch
agents. The agents will find
things and screen them.”
PLALSISLE Liss. To make that
happen, agent developers are
building on the past decade’s
research in artificial intelli-
gence (Al). Agents are incor-
porating techniques for
understanding human lan-
guage and learning their
masters’ wishes by observ-
ing how they search for ip-
formation. Says Ted Selker,
& researcher at [BM and pro-
feasor at Stanford Univer-
sity: “Ws want to create &
tight fesdback loop between
the user and his computer
assistant.” That way, an
agent might scour s large
network of data banks to an-
swer 8 difficult question,

all the major software companies and
quite a few startups as well.
SUPERNIONWAY suURPUIT. At Hewlett-
Packard Co., an agent supplied by Edi-
fy Corp. is already helping sutomats a
quarterly wage-review process that cov-
ers approximataly 13,000 salespsople.
Edity's software, running oa a PC, per-
forms essentially the same tasks that s
team of 20 sdministrators has been do-
ing by hand. First, the agent program
dials into the MP personnel systsm and
gets & list of who works for each of
1,200 sales mansgers nationwide. The
agerit then electronically mails each
manager s Mat {or his verifiestion. It
ocollects any changes by email and en-
ters them back into the personnel sys-
tem—exactly as {f 8 human weré work-
ing at a terminal.

Now, the agest repseats the entire

process, but this time it includes pro-

posed selary changes supplied by man-
agement for each employss. Managers
can ;pp;;vc the e, :;d alter them
simply phening PC ing in
new data in response to thmb
agent's synthesized voics prompts.

An entire menagerie of software
ts is starting to debut—soma so-
ticatad, some simple, some Qquite

visible, others programmed to work
strictly bahind the scenes. Ideally, they
will mimie just what an intelligent hu-
man would do, sxcept with greater
stamina and sccuracy. This ht be
the only way that mers will
be able to with the widely bailed
Information Superhighway and its eor-
nocopia of services and machine-gener-
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