
  

 

Conversational computing:
 Freedom from the flow chart!  

Peter Coffee
President, Foundation for Intelligent Life on Earth
13 April 2026

© 2026 by Peter Coffee – Licensed under CC BY-ND 4.0

https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/


  

Conversation: the canonical “thinking” criterion  

Would your customers’ experience
  pass a Turing test?

● Do you demonstrate recognition of context?

● Understanding of desires and concerns?

● Readiness to recommend useful action?



  

It’s not conversational if it’s “computerization”

No recognition of context

No consideration of desires or concerns

No personalization of recommended action



  

It’s not conversational if it feels like a chatbot

Scripted interactions

Superficial gloss on underlying decision tree

Sensitive to specific key words and phrases

Prone to endless loops

Oblivious to past history or current emotion

A FAQ page with a front end



  

It’s not a conversation if it forgets past interactions
● What was the customer looking at before they 

placed a phone call?
● What’s in the customer’s

shopping cart?
● How many times has this number

called before this time?
● Is this a different voice than on

previous calls?



  

It’s not conversational to be randomly inconsistent

● Generative models frustrate when they give 
wildly different answers to similar questions

● If a situation is reliably recurring, standardize 
the parts that need consistent handling

● “Prompt templates” for a large language model 
can maintain output format, usefully suggest 
next best action, and evaluate a case for 
current state and sentiment 



  

It’s not transformation if it feels like cost reduction
$4.7 trillion of “digital transformation” yielded 
only 19% of customers reporting significant 
improvement in their experience

– Tom Davenport & Andrew Spanyi

Companies must embrace information-
enriched customer solutions delivered as a 
seamless, personalized customer experience. 
The alternative is to try to succeed in a digital 
economy with a pre-digital value proposition.

– Jeanne Ross, MIT CISR



  

I’ve avoided the phrase, “Artificial Intelligence”

●“Artificial” is never a compliment

●“Artifice” is usually an insult

●“Intelligence” is almost always a debate



  

AI illusions can be startlingly shallow…

In Tuesday night’s edition of the “Jimmy Kimmel Live!” 
segment called Can You Do It?, a group of teens and 
college students found themselves looking at an analog 
clock like it was an artifact from Mars while attempting 
to decipher the time. “Oh, no,” one girl immediately 
said with a look of pure fear. “No. I can’t.”

– The “Today” Show, 29 May 2019



  

Let’s pursue “APPROPRIATE Improvements”
● Automate (and autonomate) - delegate low-value, high-attention tasks to machines

● Predict - use machine learning and pattern recognition to anticipate rather than react

● Plan - lay out a sequence of tasks in ways that maximize results at minimum cost

● Recognize - minimize false positives & negatives in diagnosis and troubleshooting

● Optimize - explore every corner of feasible regions without preconception bias

● Protect - detect and address the errors and oversights that put data and processes at risk

● Rationalize - streamline and simplify processes

● Iterate - continually review and refine operations based on new data and analysis

● Actuate - focus sensory input through customer-experience lenses: differentiate & delight

● Trust - elevate from black-box mystery to informative explanation of results

● Enlighten - don't replace people; rather, augment them and empower



  

Let’s assemble enablers of real intelligence
●

Collaboration intelligence: environments and tools 
that help people innovate together

●
Context intelligence: reduce content duplication, and 
support synchronous and asynchronous content creation

●
Data intelligence: help people locate, combine, 
intersect, visualize and analyze data to improve decisions

●
Process intelligence: enable people to do tracking and 
automate planning, resourcing and approval workflows

- www.techrepublic.com/article/digital-workplace-human-centric/



  

Bonus Round: four WINDy* terms 
Data: its roots are not about “observations” or “records” – but about “a thing given.”
If it’s never been given with purpose, it has yet to mature from (maybe) “fact” to “data.”

Information: “to inform” was a verb, and “inform-ation”—the alteration of another 

person’s understanding—was a thing before people petrified that action into bits.

Intelligence: an act of information (remember, that’s a verb) must be focused into
the possible actions of decision-makers. Much of the impact of intelligence therefore 
depends on thoughtful presentation, and not merely delivery, of the bits.

Technology: if a pile of rocks is not a “geology,” and a bunch of animals in cages is not a 
“zoology,” then why is a box of microchips a “technology”? Answer: “technology” is the process, 
enabled and nurtured in a culture of inquiry and experiment, that repeatably makes new 
products possible – and makes the needed behavior changes appealing.

* WIND = Word In Need of Definition



  

Customers’ expectations are rising – quickly



  

Build your foundation for a future that’s now

Conservation • Climate Change Mitigation
Science Advocacy • STEAM Education

Exploration of Earth and Space



  

Thank You
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