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Agent Technology

Agents can help automate the process of
searching through and evaluating reams of infor-
mation on the Web.

For example, Web sites such as Amazon.
com’s Shop the Web, Excite Inc.

’s Jango. com

and MySimon. com, use agent technology to
help users compare prices for a fragrance, book
title or other item on multiple sites.

Agents are “an extremely hot area”, says
Allen Bonde, an analyst at The Extraprise Group
in Boston. “We are early on in the adoption
curve,” he says.

For now, without a standard way of defin-
ing catalog items, descriptions and even prices on
a Web site, developers must manually create an
interface for tapping in to data on each site. Not
all Web retailers like cooperating with agents be-
cause they allow consumers to check information
on a retail site without actually logging in. That
makes merchandise more of a price-sensitive com-
modity and less brand-important.

In addition, “unless you know exactly what
you want, [agents] are useless,” notes Paul Ha-
gen, an analyst at Cambridge, Mass-based For-
rester Research Inc. Looking for a shirt isn’t
good enough; you have to specify style, color and
the like.

Other types of agents will be able to conduct

intelligent searches or help users find news re-
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ports and useful sites based on stated preferences.

For now, according to Hagen, the current
generation of search agents tends to bring up in-
appropriate items more often then a good hit.

“A year from now, people are still going to
be experimenting with them, but they re still go-
ing to be struggling with them,” Hagen predicts.
“There’s a danger of disappointing users.”

The future may be more promising, though,
as more mainstream, enterprise applications look
to adopt smart agent technologies into their core
software-allowing, say, an intelligent assistant
for salespeople calling customers.

Other agents are being designed for com-
merce sites to interact with visitors. Those agents
will be able to present information or products
tailored for users based on their prior behavior.

Researchers at IBM are already testing what
the electronic-commerce world might be like 20
years from now, when consumers could use a-
gents not only to search for products, but com-
plete purchases, interacting with agents on a
seller’s site.

“There’s some very cool stuff,” Hagan says,
but it’s going to be a few years until they’re in

general use.
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Always a Doctor in
the House

Doctors who make house calls are ready for a
comeback, but they won’t be carrying little black
bags. Instead of coming to a patient’s door, the
21st century physician will visit via the Next
Generation Internet (NGI).

Researchers across the country have already
created models that connect doctors with patients
over the Internet. Now they’re developing other
innovative medical uses for NGI.

The projects are part of a three-phase, mul-
timillion-dollar program funded by the National
Library of Medicine (NLM) to demonstrate the
potential uses of NGI. The hope is that the In-
ternet will provide virtually error-free service, se-
curity and medical-data privacy, “nomadic com-
puting,” network management and infrastructure
for collaboration.

Telemedicine is hardly new, but sites are
limited because current connections are expensive
and slow. NGI promises service that's fast,

cheap and readily available.

Announced in 1996, the NGI program com-
bines resources from various government agen-
cies, including the National Science Foundation,
NASA and the
NLM. The first phase focused on plans. The

current emphasis is on demonstrations, tests and,

the Department of Defense,

eventually, scalability.
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