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MAPPA involves the convergence of research and technology in a number of domains such as common object description, software agents and multimedia user interfaces. These technologies will be integrated in a generic way and applied in the retail industry. This will be done through the implementation of personalised agents which will filter information for customers, draw on behaviour patterns for focused marketing of products and track reward schemes whereby loyal customers are rewarded by retail chains for their continued custom.

Research issues to be addressed include: Personalised information, to provide user context driven services (including user profiles); Persistence of context, to provide an extension to personalised information which maintains the client’s current interests and supports off-line information and service gathering; Open services, to allow the extension of services without requiring changes to the interface; Platform independence, to enable multiple alternative system access points through multimedia document structuring and an intelligent agent architecture infrastructure; Personality-based intelligent interfaces, to support the delivery of targeted persistent services and information access.

Three key components form the backbone to MAPPA the Object Description, the Adaptive Presentation System and the Intelligent Agent Architecture. The integration of these three components enables software agents to search a domain ontology for data and information and present it, using multimedia assets where necessary, through an intuitive user interface.

The MAPPA project is targeted on improving European competitiveness in the global commerce for retail and services. We observe that in an era of aggressive marketing, many retail companies are attempting to retain and increase market share through brand loyalty, whereby casual customers are encouraged to become regular customers and regular customers are rewarded for their loyalty. It is also the case, in the retail industry, that product specifications change rapidly and can be customised for a particular individual, product lines are updated in line with the latest developments, and effective stock control can be critical to maintaining profit margins.

MAPPA technology will enable an organisation to improve efficiency and productivity in product or service deployment and maintenance, while targeting their sales and advertising to the most appropriate audience. An organisation’s customers will be issued with a “loyalty card”, which will be a new form of smart card. When a customer uses his/her card, typically at a kiosk-like device, it will activate their personal agent. This agent will be able to tell the customer how many loyalty points have been accumulated, allow redemption of some or all of the points, and issue a voucher to redeem that amount. However, the MAPPA system goes further, by informing customers about specific products in which they have shown an interest, offering information about new or in-store promotions, and keeping them informed about new products and services.

The new technology that MAPPA will research, develop and evaluate includes

· A Common Object Description, based on EXtended Mark-up Language (XML). MAPPA will use XML to ensure that data and meta-data will have relevance to the customer (product description, pricing details, availability, etc.), to the agents (domain model, task relevance and rendering requirements, etc.) and to the store itself (number of customers accessing, number making positive choices, timing of access, etc.). In other words, information will be capable of “re-presentation” in a number of different contexts.

· An Adaptive Presentation System, target implementation language Java. This system will be able to manipulate XML-structured data to allow users to access information through an intuitive user interface that adapts to their regular usage pattern. Using a mobile device, a regular user will have mobility of use and may even carry out transactions without actually having to visit a store, facilitating access by users with special needs. The MAPPA system will therefore be well placed to take advantage of the increasing development of electronic commerce through use of smart cards and electronic purses.

· An Intelligent Agent Architecture. The MAPPA system architecture will support heterogeneous agents communicating in a standard agent communication language about information represented in XML. The architecture will support client context, information filtering and disconnected operations. The results will contribute to standardisation efforts, and seek to support multiple domains via a single smart card, so the relation between user cards and service organisations is one to many rather than one to one.

Resulting commercial products/services.

· A retail industry description language as a DTD (Document Type Definition) of XML

· An agent infrastructure that is open and extensible

· A distributed system available through mobile devices

· A pilot application in a retail environment with real data and real users

· An intuitive multimedia user interface
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