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ABSTRACT

When we search for something online, sometimes we know what we want, but we do
not know how to exactly describe it. To address this challenge, this thesis presents a
framework based on reinforcement learning, which improves conversational assistants
in order to get closer to the user’s desired product by asking a sequence of clarifying
questions and giving recommendations. These clarifying questions are chosen before each
interaction, in real-time, and are capable of narrowing down the search space, helping the
user finding what he wants.

In order for the assistant to decide which clarifying question to use, its neural network
needs some information about the recommendation conversation. After the selection of
the question, the assistant generates the question using a template, which might need
some recommended products. Having generated the question, the assistant presents it
to the user and gets his answer, from which extracts some information to update the
recommendation conversation history.

This framework can be served as a module inside projects and lets the recommendation
conversation to evolve in various directions: minimizing the number of interactions,
minimizing the repetitiveness of used questions and minimizing the repetitiveness of
used questions according to their feedback times.

Keywords: Conversational Assistant, Conversational Agent, Task-Oriented Conversa-

tional Agent, Risk-aware Conversational Agent, Reinforcement Learning, Deep Reinforce-

ment Learning
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REsumMo

Quando pesquisamos algo online, as vezes sabemos o que queremos, mas ndo sabe-
mos como descrevé-lo exatamente. Para enfrentar este desafio, esta tese introduz uma
framework baseada em aprendizagem por reforgo, que melhora os assistentes de conversa-
¢do para se aproximarem do produto desejado pelo utilizador, através de uma sequéncia
de perguntas esclarecedoras e dando recomendacgdes. Estas perguntas esclarecedoras sdao
escolhidas antes de cada interagdo, em tempo real, e sdo capazes de diminuir o espago de
procura, ajudando o utilizador a encontrar o que deseja.

Para que o assistente decida qual pergunta esclarecedora usar, a sua rede neural precisa
de algumas informagdes sobre a conversa de recomendagdo. Apds a selecdo da pergunta,
0 assistente gera a pergunta usando um template, que pode precisar de alguns produtos
para recomendar. Gerada a pergunta, o assistente apresenta-a ao utilizador e obtém a
resposta, da qual extrai algumas informacdes para atualizar o histérico da conversa de
recomendacdo.

Esta framework pode ser usada como um médulo em projetos e permite que a con-
versa de recomendacdo evolua de varias formas: minimizando o nimero de interagdes,
minimizando a repetitividade das perguntas usadas e minimizando a repetitividade das

perguntas usadas de acordo com os tempos de feedback.

Palavras-chave: Assistentes Conversacionais, Agentes Conversacionais, Agente Conver-
sacional Orientado a Tarefas, Agente Conversacional com Nogdo do Risco, Aprendizagem

por Reforco, Aprendizagem por Refor¢o Profundo
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1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Context and Motivation

Conversational agents are an emerging technology and are slowly replacing traditional
search engines [11, 41]. This is essentially because of their capabilities to communicate in
natural language, providing a more natural way of interacting with a machine as shown
in Figure 1.1, and their ability to fine-tune the search results by maintaining the context
within turns of a conversation.

When a user searches for something on search engines or online shopping, he
sometimes knows what he wants or may encounter something interesting during the
search/shopping process. To simplify the development scenario, like the authors of [24,
25] did, this thesis focuses on the scenario where the user knows what he is looking for or
wishes to find. This scenario restriction still comes with some challenges regarding the
way the user is able to describe the target product for these systems to accurately find it,

as can be observed in Figure 1.1, mainly because:

e Although the user knows what he wants, his description of the product (i.e. his
input) might be ambiguous or too generic, since:

- He might not know which attributes the system uses to describe products;
— He might not know what values each attribute is associated with;

- He might not know the slight differences between similar existing products;

e The system might have a large amount of products to search through.

Figure 1.1: Conversation Sample



CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

1.2 Proposed Framework
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Figure 1.2: Framework Architecture

This thesis focuses on developing a framework that improves conversational assistants
in order to get closer to the user’s target product by generating a sequence of clarifying
questions and giving recommendations. This way, the assistant has the capability of
deciding which question type is most relevant to narrow down the search space towards
the user’s target product, which in the case of this thesis can be one of the three available

question types:
e Binary attribute question
e Relative attribute question
o Comparative attribute question

Additionally, this framework allows the assistant to be driven in different ways in
order to achieve different behaviors according to the desired requirements, which for the
use case of this thesis there are three behaviours defined:

e Conversations with few interactions;
e Conversations with few question types repetitiveness;

e Conversations with few question types repetitiveness according to the time the user takes
to answer each of them.

To support such feature, as shown in Figure 1.2, the model of the Question Type
Selector will decide which question type to select, conditioning the information expected
to be gathered from the user’s answer and may be accompanied with one or more product
recommendations, in order to generate the clarifying question.

Having the clarifying question generated, the system presents it to the user and gets his
answer. This interaction between the assistant and the user is simulated, being performed
by comparing the specified attribute value(s) with the one of the product the user wishes
to find (represented as a random product from the catalogue).

After the feedback of the user, the system computes the top results according to the

restrictions provided by the user and produces a reward to indicate to the agent if he is

2



1.3. RESEARCH CHALLENGES AND OBJECTIVE

coming closer to the user’s desired product or not. This reward can be shaped in various
forms to give the assistant the ability to have the multiple behaviours defined above.

Leveraging reinforcement learning, which is incorporated in the Question Type Selector
of Figure 1.2, the assistant learns how to minimize the number of questions while still
making meaningful questions.

1.3 Research Challenges and Objective

With the goal of helping the user finding his desired product as soon as possible by making
a sequence of questions, this thesis focuses on the development of the Question Type
Selector, which will require the development of two main components:

Model to decide which question type to use in the next interaction of the conversation
with the user. This is based on deep learning, trained using reinforcement learning,
and chooses the next question type to use by mapping the conversation history
with the available question types as shown in green on Figure 1.2, i.e. classifies the

conversation history into one of the available question types;

Ranker to perform the ordering of the products according to the user preferences, which
is used both for the products accompanying the clarifying questions and the list of
recommended products.

The hypothesis considered to address the goal is that by leveraging on reinforcement
learning, it is possible to replace heuristic-based models with a more principled, smart
and scalable model, that maximizes a given reward function. That reward function is
designed to account for the number of interactions taken and the time each question type
takes to have feedback from the user. This introduces the following challenges:

State Composition how the state of the Question Type Selector should be composed for

the system to make good decisions;

Reward Function the schema of the reward function for the assistant to get feedback on

its decisions according to the expected behaviour;
Architecture the architecture of the neural network used in the Question Type Selector;

Actions which of the existing methods are useful to get feedback from the user - the

question types;

Dataset the training process requires a dataset including both the interactions between
the user and the assistant, and a catalogue for the assistant to search through.

3



CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

1.4 Contributions

The result of the work performed in this thesis contributes to:

e iFetch project, a multimodal conversational agent for the online fashion mar-
ketplace: with the goal of having a virtual assistant that can mimic the Farfetch’s
in-store experience, being the assistant able to offer a more natural and personalized
experience than the traditional conversational agents, Farfetch is developing its own

virtual assistant.

With this project several challenges arise as depicted in Figure 1.3: a simple and
intuitive interface for the user to interact with the assistant (3D Virtual Store), under-
standing the user input in natural language (State-Tracker and its pre-processing)
and either generation of text using natural language (Decoder) or a list of recom-
mended products (Recommendation). When recommending products, if the user
already has a clear idea of what he wishes to find, there might be the need for the
assistant to ask clarifying questions, each of which might be accompanied by one or

more recommended products.

The work of this thesis focuses on efficiently retrieving the user’s desired product by

asking a minimal sequence of questions, thus implementing the clarifying questions

Multimodal Conversational Agent Back-end \

State-Tracker l‘

Input: Encoded Utterance { Dialog Manager

of the Recommendation module.

API

Communication

ﬁ\

Output: Slot-filling & Intent

Input: Slot-filling & Intent
Output: Action

Decoder

Input: Action & Slot-filling & Product Info
Output: Generated Utterance

3D Virtual Store

)

Recommendation Dialogue State

Front-end Input: Belief State (from Dialogue State) Shared between all
Output: List of Products / Clarifying Question components

T

Input: Utterance & Ul Actions | Output: Utterance / Product(s) / Clarifying Question /

Figure 1.3: iFetch Prototype Architecture

e Target-Product Oriented Conversational Agents: by enabling the agents to ask
sequences of clarifying questions conditioned by various behaviours according to

different requirements;

e System for Interactions Simulation: whenever the dataset does not include the
interactions between the user and the assistant, the system developed is capable of
simulating those interactions and extract the needed information for the agent.

4


https://ifetch-chatbot.github.io/

1.5. DOCUMENT STRUCTURE

1.5 Document Structure

This document has the following structure:

e Chapter 1 (Introduction): introduces the context and motivation for this thesis, and
explains the architecture and the goal of the developed framework;

e Chapter 2 (Related Work): presents the related and state of the art methods and
technologies, as well as the required background;

e Chapter 3 (Conversational Interactive Recommendation): describes how the inter-
action between the assistant and the user is performed, focusing on the available

question types;

e Chapter 4 (Selection of Clarifying Questions): specifies how the assistant learns
and selects the next question to ask, and how the next attribute is selected for usage

in each clarifying question;

e Chapter 5 (Experiments and Results): presents and analyses all the experiments

performed and discusses the problems faced during the development of this thesis;

e Chapter 6 (Conclusions and Future Work): concludes and reviews the works of this

thesis and discusses ways of improving and extending it.



2

ReLATED WORK

This chapter presents the related and state of the art methods and technologies which were

used in the development of this thesis as well as the necessary theoretical background.

2.1 Task-Oriented Conversational Agents

Conversational agents or dialogue systems are designed to interact with a human via mul-
tiple interaction channels like text or speech, which are all translated into a representation
that a machine can understand and process, as shown in Figure 2.1 [10].

(8 <>

Human Hardware Software
A  Writing & Keyboard @ Text
0) . .
{1  Speech & Microphone cﬁ Audio
@ Picture K& Video camera @ Image
Gesture gﬁ‘g Haptic devices o Video

Figure 2.1: Conversational Agent Pipeline, adapted from [10]

When combined with recommendation systems - with the goal of predicting the rating
the user would give to an item - it originates a conversational recommendation system,
which aims to understand the user’s needs through dialogue in order to rate the items of
the system according to the user preferences, so that it can suggest relevant items to him.

Since these systems seek to help the user in getting its desired product, this type of
conversational agents are called task-oriented conversational agents, and can support two
different types of domain constraints [5]:

e Open-Domain: supports tasks on a variety of domain areas;
Examples: Google Assistant, Siri and Alexa

6



2.2. LIKE/DISLIKE FEEDBACK

e Domain-Specific: focused on tasks on a specific domain.

Examples: recipes, movies and fashion

On both of the domain constraints, these systems require a large dataset to train, must
be able to answer some types of requests and have a limited number of types of answers,
and so, these agents tend to be hard to materialize. Developing them in a domain specific
manner helps in getting it to work properly.

As shown in Figure 2.1, these agents usually have some type of graphical support,
being it either text and/or audio and/or image and/or video, then requiring one or more
processing modalities. Also, there might be the need of even more processing modalities
when the type of content of the user query does not match the dataset content type [32,
10].

Having some possibilities on the modalities of the interactions, [32] analyses how the
generation of a response including image description impacts the performance of the
system, which by itself is a hard task since it involves the extraction of visual features
and domain knowledge. Comparing text responses, the systems performs well in all the
scenarios except when it needs to use it due to the difficulty of this task, which requires a
good transformation from images to their text description. But when comparing image
responses, the addition of a description of the images improves the performance of the
selection by the user.

With these base concepts about task-oriented conversational agents, let’s start by
discussing the different state of the art types of feedback this kind of assistants can
eventually support, in Sections 2.2 to 2.4. Some of these will be used in the conversation

simulation presented in Chapter 3 and by the automated assistant presented in Chapter 4.

2.2 Like/dislike Feedback

An interesting type of feedback is like/dislike feedback, consisting in letting the user to
tell which products are similar (like) or dissimilar (dislike) to the one he is looking for,
without being specific to what is missing in a particular product, which might also bring

some more useful information.

2.21 Binary Classifier

A way to approach this is how [19] does, which trains a scoring function, Equation (2.1),
to tell the system the rating of each product. For this, the system iteratively gets feedback
from the user in the form of relevant or irrelevant product, organizing them in two sets:
relevant images R and irrelevant images R. These two sets are then used to train an SVM
classifier, which will learn to label products” images as positive examples (relevant) or
negative examples (irrelevant), being the system able to create a ranking of the products

according to all the user restrictions. An example of this approach is shown in Figure 2.2.

7



CHAPTER 2. RELATED WORK

Sh(x)) = wbij +b (2.1)

where wy, b are the SVM parameters and x; are the visual attributes extracted from the
product image.

Figure 2.2: Like/dislike Example

2.2.2 Discussion

As used for the binary relevance feedback of [24, 25], this approach has a poor performance
alone and mixed with other feedback strategies in the context of conversational image
search. A possible reason for this is that the classifier is trained only using the products
marked as liked and disliked, which are just a few comparing to the size of the dataset,
leading to having an underfitted model situation.

Other approaches have been proposed in this regard:

e [2] allows for users to provide sequential feedback (“likes” and/or “dislikes”) on
search results to adapt the recommendation;

e [3] guides the interactive search in an Ask-and-Confirm fashion, where Al actively
searches for discriminative details missing in the current query - composed by
images of objects - and users only need to confirm Al’s proposal.

2.3 Relative Feedback

Another interesting type of feedback is the relative feedback, which enables the user to
make comparisons between products, allowing him to exactly tell what is missing in the
mentioned product and not restricting his feedback to the form “A is relevant, B is not” or
“A is more relevant than B”. This also enables a more natural way for the user to interact,

describe and compare products.

2.3.1 Category-Dependent

[39, 20, 13, 33] first solved this type of feedback by learning a model for each of the
categories, enabling the user to make comparisons between product categories. This can

be performed using binary classifiers and similarities.

8



2.3. RELATIVE FEEDBACK

More specifically, [13, 33] make use of prepositions and adjectives for a better contextual

modeling of products, allowing a more natural way of comparing and relating them.

2.3.2 Category-Independent

Although the proposed methods in Section 2.3.1 are able to make some comparisons
between products, the user is restricted to comparisons between the category of the object.
[28, 19, 29] tackle this problem by making attributes comparisons category-independent,
allowing the user to freely make comparisons between any products and categories by
learning a multi-dimensional space where the axes represent the relative strength of the

corresponding attribute. An example with two dimensions is shown in Figure 2.3.

f

Height

Pointy ——>

Figure 2.3: Relative Attributes Example

For this, the system first learns the relative feedback, which is accomplished by anno-
tating pairs of images (i, j) such that image i has a stronger presence of the given attribute
than j or both i and j images present the equivalent strengths of the attribute. This
annotation process cannot be done by asking annotators to give the score which would
reflect how much of the attribute is present, since they might have different sensitivity
and calibrations for the strengths.

To work around this issue, these annotated pairs are grouped into two sets: Oy
where image i has a stronger presence of attribute m than image j, and E,, where both
images have an equivalent level of presence of attribute m. Using this relative information
between images, to learn an attribute’s ranking function it is useful to use the large-margin
ranking (Equation (2.2)), which consists in learning a ranking function that depends on
the features extracted x; or x; from the image, the learned parameters w, and the use of
slack variables &; ; and yi,j to handle the ranking variations. These computed ranking
functions can then be used to map each image into a m-dimensional space, where each
dimension corresponds to the relative rank prediction of attribute m.

In the m-dimensional space, if the images have different levels of presence of an attribute
(from Oy, set), they are represented at least an unit away from each other. Otherwise, if

they appear to have similar strengths (from E,, set), they tend to be close to each other.

9



CHAPTER 2. RELATED WORK

With each interaction with the user the system needs to update the score of each image.
For this, the system adds the new constraint provided by the user to all the gathered
constraints and analyses how the relative ranking changes in order to increase or decrease
the score.

L [
minimize (E'lwm”% +C (Z 81'2,]' + Z ‘ylzj))

st whxi > whxj+1-8;;,¥(i,]) € O (2.2)

lwy,xi —wy,xj| < Yij,V(i,j) € En

&ij20,Y,;20

where C is a constant penalty, which measures the trade-off between maximizing the

margin and satisfying the pairwise constraints.

2.3.3 Optimization

From this m-dimensional space, [18] worked on a mechanism to improve the efficiency of
the attribute selection strategy, by teaching the system to choose an image and an attribute
that will maximize its information gain, minimizing the number of interactions with the
user.

To accomplish this, the system makes use of the relative strengths learned in [19, 29] to
build a binary search tree per attribute. Every node of each tree represents a pivot, which
can be used to compare the target product of the user with. Each pivot has two siblings,
on its left the images that have a lower ranking than the pivot, and on its right the images
which present a higher ranking than the pivot. A tree example is depicted in Figure 2.4.

When interacting with the user, the system chooses the next image-attribute pair
question by considering the feedback gotten so far to compute the probability of the next

user action as well as which attribute will most increase the information gain.

Pointy

/ 0\

Less More

g

Figure 2.4: Relative Attributes Optimization Tree Example
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2.3.4 Discussion

As proposed by [29], this m-dimensional space can represent products as m-dimensional
arrays, which can be used for several tasks:

e Zero-Shot Learning from Relationships: each product has a category, since the
product is related to this space, the category can also be related to the same space,
thus allowing to make relative relations between categories by using attribute

comparisons;

e Describing Images in Relative Terms: generating a description by comparing the

image representation with other images or categories representations;

e Relative Relevance Feedback in Image Search: allowing the user to compare and
describe its image relatively to others by using high-level properties. This enables the
system to discard images that fall in the irrelevant portion of the relative attributes

scales;

e Relative Feedback to Discriminative Classifiers: having a classifier to determine to
which category an image fits into and also a supervisor which can tell the classifier
if the classification was correct or not, the classifier can use the feedback from the
supervisor to improve its training since all the images are represented in this space
and can be compared with each other.

from which, as used for the free-form relative attribute feedback and suggested questions
presented in [24, 25], and for the use case of this thesis, the Relative Relevance Feedback
in Image Search is the most appropriate to adapt because the user knows how his target
product is, but is unable to describe it properly by his own words. This way, allowing
the system to question the user about how his product relates to one or more from the
dataset, would allow both the user to tell more effectively how his target product is and
the system to know which products to discard.

Table 2.1 summarizes the differences between the approaches considered for imple-
menting this kind of feedback. Between the first two strategies, the category-independent
one is better as it allows a deeper comparison between products, but incorporating the
optimization is not helpful when the dataset gets big enough because of the memory it
requires to decide the next attribute to use.

Category Attribute  Attribute = Memory

Relative Feedback Comparison Comparison Efficiency Bootleneck
Category-Dependent Y N N N
Category-Independent Y Y N N
Optimization Y Y Y Y

Table 2.1: Relative Feedback Comparison

11
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2.4 Sketch Feedback

Another type of interaction, used in the framework presented by [24, 25], is the sketch
feedback, which allows the user to draw the shape of the product he has in mind.

24.1 Approach

For getting products similar to the sketch, the image is first passed through a CGAN that
makes its conversion to a colored image, as described in [16] and exemplified in Figure 2.5,
and then this image is used to extract the products’ features which will be used for getting
its probability of being of each of the available categories. These probabilities are used for
ranking the products.

For simulating the user sketches, it is useful to use the technique described in [43] in
order to convert an image into a sketch with its edges, which is then used as described for
the real sketches.

NTE AL -
[&d:& - . e -
B e g

Figure 2.5: Sketch Example

2.4.2 Discussion

Although this in an interesting approach, for the context of this thesis this is not very
suitable since the framework is aimed to be able to work in multiple domains like fashion
and movies. For the example of the movies domain, this would require a lot of info
regarding each movie for it to work properly, since a possible solution for this to work is
to store some scenes of the movie for getting comparisons with the user’s sketches. Hence,
this interaction type requires some time from the user, is not scalable with the size of the
dataset and depends in the aptness the user has for transforming its mental image of the

product into a drawing.

2.5 Automating Selection

Having explored how we can treat the feedback from the interactions with the user, there
is the need to choose which one is better in each time step of the conversation with the
user.

2,51 Reinforcement Learning Background

For this task, it is useful to incorporate artificial intelligence inside the system, specially the

area of deep reinforcement learning. This is a variant of reinforcement learning, which in
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Observation

Reward

A

T
F

- Action

-

Environment Agent

Figure 2.6: Reinforcement Learning Pipeline

the recent years has shown a great success in learning what works best in each interaction
with the environment in order to maximize the cumulative reward, as shown in [25, 4].

Reinforcement learning, as illustrated in Figure 2.6 and explained in [31, 15, 1, 23],
consists of an agent that decides the action to take next according to the state of the
environment. After the change of the environment, it is processed (by sensors, for
example) in order for the system to observe the new state of the environment and also,
but not always, to get some positive or negative reward depending on what happened in
the environment after the action. This feedback from the state is then used for improving
the algorithm that makes the decisions. The rewards can only be computed after each
interaction with the environment since for certain problems the dataset can only evolve
as the agent interacts with the environment, not being able to get it all a priori.

These problems can be formulated as a Markov Decision Process, which consists in a

tuple with some values:
e States (S): all the possible states of the environment;
e Actions (A): all the possible actions the agent can take;

e Probabilities (P(s’|s, a)): the probability of transitioning from state s to state s’ using

action a;
e Rewards (R(s, a)): the reward obtained in each possible transition;
e Initial States (Sp): all the possible initial states of the environment;

e Discount Factor (V): the discount factor for future rewards, which can help the agent
to learn that getting the reward sooner is better;

e Planning Horizon (H): the maximum number of steps the agent can take.

but for doing so, they must follow the Markov property which forces the current state to
only depend on the previous state. This property is very useful to formulate reinforcement
learning problems because it allows to only store the previous state’s information, not
needing to keep a lot of information for each action taken.

When the agent interacts with the environment, it is doing a sequence of actions, also
called a plan. Following a plan without paying attention to the rewards and risks involved

13
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in each action can end in bad results. So, it is important to take actions according to a
policy @ which accounts these rewards and risks. Although having a policy is important,
it is also interesting to have some way to compare and evaluate policies, since one can

lead to better results than others:

e State-Value function: gives the expected reward from state s of the environment by
following policy 7, as shown in Equation (2.3a);

e Action-Value function: gives the expected reward from state s of the environment

by following action a of policy n, as shown in Equation (2.3b);

e Action-Advantage function: tells if taking action a from state s is better than simply
following the action given by the policy 7, as shown in Equation (2.3c).

vn(s) = > mals) ) P(s'ls, a) (o,0,5 + Yorls") (2.3a)
Gu(s,a) = ) P(ls, ) (s + Y0r(s) (2.3b)
an(s,a) = qn(s,a) — vx(s) (2.3¢)

With these three functions it is possible to reach an optimal policy, but the process to

get there is time and resource consuming.

2.5.2 Deep Reinforcement Learning

When these problems become big enough, getting the rewards of each action from each
possible state of the environment is computationally very expensive and almost impossible,
since there are tons of possible combinations. This impossibilitates the computation of
the Markov Decision Process specification. To overcome these issues, as described in [8,
7], the base concepts of reinforcement learning can be adapted in order for the reward

functions specified in Equation (2.3) to be simulated by a neural network, knowing that:

Feedback is delayed since some of the agent actions do not get any feedback;

Evaluation of an action is only relative to others;

Feedback is only gathered from samples generated by the interaction with the

environment;

Sometimes the environment observation cannot by directly used to make decisions.
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As the agent interacts with the environment to get training examples, if he just makes
use of what he already knows ends up in not exploring new actions which may be a better
option. Having a trade-off between exploration and exploitation is essential.

In order to tackle this type of problems, the functions specified in Equation (2.3) can

be adjusted to use temporal-difference learning:

e State-Value function: uses the reward of the current state combined with the rewards
predicted for future states, accounting the difference between the total predicted

value and the real value, as shown in Equation (2.4a);

e Action-Value function: there are two possibilities of computing this reward predic-

tion
— SARSA (State-Action-Reward-State-Action): estimates future reward by follow-
ing the action a given by the policy 7, as shown in Equation (2.4b);

— Q-learning: estimates future reward by using the next best action a, as shown

in Equation (2.4¢).

Ui+1(5¢) = 0e(5¢) + ar (Res1 + Y0i(sp41) — ve(5¢)) (24a)

QEﬁRSA(St, ar) = qe(se, ar) + ar (Res1 + Y qe(st41, are1) — g(se, ar)) (2.4b)

703" s 00) = qulse, @) + @ (Rea + Y argmax(@i(st +1,)) = qi(se,ar)) - 240)

Since the neural network estimates the values of these functions, these learning algo-
rithms (SARSA and Q-learning) cannot be used as is, as they require some tables with
data to be updated. This way, to be able to train a neural network with these algorithms,
they need to be adapted one more time: SARSA in Equation (2.5a) and Q-learning in

Equation (2.5b).

E/ZSARSA(ﬂt) = Rer1 + Y qe(Se41, ar41) (2.5a)

y'Q_leummg(at) =Ry +Yarg max (qe(se41,a)) (2.5b)

1
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2.5.3 Discussion

This machine learning technique to train a machine to perform tasks is used in a lot of

contexts, being some of them:

e Autonomous Driving [17]: focuses on how this technique is used for making deci-

sions on driving environments;

e Image Search [24, 25]: focuses on a context similar to this thesis, but also considering

other kinds of contents (public figures and scenes);
e Object Localization [4]: focuses on an algorithm to extract objects from images;

e Visual Dialog [6]: focuses on an assistant capable of having a conversation with a

human about visual assets.

All of these recent works, specially [17], show and prove that the Q-learning algorithm
works better than SARSA to train the agent’s neural network, since Q-learning ignores
the policy and chooses the best possible action at next step, thus checking the overall best
move.

Also, by a deeper analysis to the work that is most similar to this thesis [24, 25],
it is possible to see that the reinforcement learning agent ends up in choosing human-
initiated feedback in the first interactions with the user, while mostly using machine-based
tfeedback in later interactions. A possible reason for this is that in the earlier interactions it
is more useful to let the user to freely express how his desired product is, and in the later
interactions it is better for the system to choose what information is missing, as the user

might give repeated feedback, not helping the system to narrow down the search space.

2.6 Models Architectures

Having discussed how the assistant will learn what action to follow on each interaction
with the user, it is important to also discuss some model architectures that can be used for
the model responsible for selecting the feedback type used in each interaction with the

user.

2.6.1 Very Deep Convolutional Networks - VGGs

The most commonly used architecture, used by [25, 4], is based on convolutional neural
networks. This architecture is composed of multiple convolutional layers, each of which
generates F filter maps from the data. Each of these filters extracts features from each of
the input channels of the data (e.g. images in color have three channels: red, green and
blue). Each value in each of the F maps is extracted by applying a kernel with dimensions
height H and width W, having each of the kernels H x W weights.
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Since the kernel weights are shared for each of the F filter maps, these layers end up
having much less connections between neurons to learn, thus being faster and if the input
suffers any simple modification (like translation), the result of these filters reflects the
same modification.

When this type of layer is applied, the goal is to extract the maximum amount of
information so, the tendency is to use large kernel sizes. However, the same results can be
achieved using less weights by stacking smaller layers on top of each other. As introduced
in [34] and explained by [37], the number of weights used in each of the kernels can be
further reduced by using a pooling layer - which aggregates the results of the input map
into another smaller map via the application of some operation like maximum or average

to some map cells - after some convolutional layers, as shown in Figure 2.7.

v

Convolutional

v

Convolutional

v

Pooling

v

Figure 2.7: VGG Base Block Architecture

2.6.2 Residual Networks - ResNets

When neural networks get deeper, they become difficult - due to the vanishing gradient
problem and its accuracy degradation - and take some time to train. To overcome these
issues, as explained in [9] and introduced by [14], residual blocks were added to the
architecture, which makes use of skip connections between layers, as shown in Figure 2.8.

The creation of this shortcut or skip connection enables the gradients to directly pass
to a layer forward in the architecture and also ensures that the layers between the skip
connection learn an identity function since their output is concatenated with the input of
the block.

Convolutional

v

Convolutional

Y

Figure 2.8: ResNet Base Block Architecture
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2.6.3 Vision Transformers - ViT

Unlike the architectures presented above, transformers use the mechanism of self-attention,
enabling them to take more attention on some parts of the input depending on the input
instead of looking always the same way on the input.

As presented in [42] and explained by [38], a transformer is able to take more attention
to certain parts of the input than others by using a self-attention mechanism called scaled
dot-product attention, shown in Figure 2.9. This scaled dot-product uses three matrices
(for the query, key and value), from which the attention is computed between the query
and key matrices, to be then used to extract the relevant information from the input, which
will be concatenated with the information extracted from previous iterations.

/ [ MatMul \]\\

Scale

Scaled Dot-Product Attention

B S
m [Linear] [Linear] [Linear]
S
\Q K Vv /J Q K Y

Figure 2.9: ViT Base Block Architecture

2.6.4 Discussion

Between these presented architectures, the Vision Transformers (Section 2.6.3), may be
the most efficient to learn relationships between input data and the output decision, as

they are the most recent ones.

2.7 Controlling the Risk

Making the assistant intelligent in a way that he is able to decide which question to ask
next is a step forward to help the user getting his target product as soon as possible, but
this question selection strategy does not take into account that keeping asking questions

can become overwhelming or be unnecessary at all.

2.7.1 Approaches

To address this issue, [30] proposes a theoretical definition of a framework which is able

to make decisions between the many actions the user and the agent can do and shows that
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2.7. CONTROLLING THE RISK

this kind of framework is needed for improving the conversational information retrieval

in general.

Later, [35] implements a base framework for risk control, based on this theoretical
definition, which decides if it is to answer or not the user question based on the prediction
of the uncertainty of the benefit of answering the user’s question.

Based on this base framework, [40] proposes an extended framework which aims
to help the agent to decide whether to answer the user’s question or to ask a clarifying
question based on the risk involved. As shown in Figure 2.10, this framework is composed
by three components: two rerankers, one for ranking the questions and another for ranking
the answers, and a decision making model (represented in bold in Figure 2.10), which is
where this framework focuses its attention on.

Question Answer

Ranking Ranking

Potential Potential
Question Answer
Question
or
Answer?
Ask Question Show Answer
Continues Conversation Ends conversation

Figure 2.10: Controlling the Risk

For the risk decision module to decide when to answer or ask the selected question, it
starts by encoding the initial user query g, the context of the whole interaction with the user
h, the top k clarifying questions {cq1, ..., cqx} and the top k answers {ans, ..., ansi} by
passing them through a BERT-based model - Bidirectional Encoder Representations from
Transformers, a transformer-based model for natural language processing - and getting
the [CLS] token vector, which represents an embedding of the whole input of the model.
Then, these features are concatenated with the scores of the top k clarifying questions sg%k
and the top k answers s}:X, which composes the state that is fed into the neural network
that will predict the rewards of answering or asking the question y = (r¢g, rans)-

With the result from the risk decision module, the agent then presents either the
question or the recommendation to the user, depending on what has the higher expected
reward.
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2.7.2 Discussion

Table 2.2 summarizes the differences between the approaches presented to consider the
risk. The main difference between the base and the extended framework is that the base
one only determines if it is beneficial to ask or not the question, not doing anything if the
question is not suitable to use, while the extended one also considers the risk between
answering to the user and asking further questions to him.

Controlling the Risk ‘ Generates Question Generates Answer

Base Framework Y N
Extended Framework Y Y

Table 2.2: Controlling the Risk Comparison

2.8 Catalogues

With every technical detail revised, it is now time to look at the testing environment,
which is mainly defined by the catalogue being used. For this, let’s analyse the available

catalogues and their information.

2.8.1 Available Options

As shown above, this kind of systems may have multiple types of feedback from the user,
and each of them may require different types of information from each product. So, it is
useful that the catalogue incorporates that information.

There are several catalogues that are usually used for testing these recommendation

systems, presented in Table 2.3.

s . Binary Relative
Description Size Attributes  Attributes
Pubfig [20] Public figures ~700 images 11 11
Scenes [26, 28] Outdoor' scene ~2k images 6 6
recognition
Shoes [19] Attribute discovery ~14k products 10 10
Deep Fashion [21] Fashion ~800k images 1000 0

Table 2.3: Catalogues Comparison

2.8.2 Chosen Option

From the feedback types explored and discussed before in Sections 2.2 to 2.4, for the
development of this thesis the most appropriate one is the one containing shoes. This
dataset is particularly useful by having a good amount of attributes, being them binary
and relative, which is optimal for supporting the feedback types used.
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3

CONVERSATIONAL INTERACTIVE

RECOMMENDATION

In this chapter we present how the user and the assistant interact with each other, focusing
on the available question types. This includes what information is required from the
catalogue, how the conversation simulation is performed, how the entire system is
logically organized for the learning process and how each product is estimated to be a
candidate for recommendation.

3.1 Problem Statement

For simulating a conversation with some interactions between the assistant and the
user, the system illustrated in Figure 1.2 was developed. This simulation requires some
information from the catalogue, which must be composed of several products

D = {(Plz C1, bl/ r, el)/ Xy (Pi/ Ci, bi/ ri, ei)} (31)

where p; € R"¥ is the photo, c; is the category, b; is the set of binary attributes, r; is the
set of relative attributes, and e; € R" is the embedding (a n-dimensional representation) of
the product i. All of these characteristics related to product i, as exemplified in Figure 3.1,
are defined as

Gi=lcin, . cijl (32 bi={bi1,...bi;} (B3) 1={rii,..ri;} (34)
where

Categories each individual category c; ; € {0,1} in Equation (3.2) indicates if category j
#categories
j=1

is associated with a product. But, since only one category can be associated with

is present in product i, conditioned by }, ¢ij = 1,i.e. only one category

a product, this is implemented as being a binary attribute with multiple possible
values: ¢; € {1, ..., #categories};

Binary Attributes each individual binary attribute b; ; € {0, 1} in Equation (3.3) indicates
if product i has attribute ;.

21



CHAPTER 3. CONVERSATIONAL INTERACTIVE RECOMMENDATION

Relative Attributes each individual relative attribute r; ; € R in Equation (3.4) indicates
how much of the property j the product i has.

P c ) Sneakers
b ) Sporty -+
r ) -2 € [-4, 2] of Bright in color ---
e)[135-2..-453-10]

Figure 3.1: Product Sample

3.1.1 Conversation Flow

With this information, it is possible to understand in greater detail how the conversation
operates, Figure 3.2 presenting the main interactions between the user and the assistant.

Before the start of the conversation, the user simulator picks a product from the
catalogue to serve as his target product. With that product in the “mind” of the user, he
then reaches the assistant and tells him some initial details regarding the product (seed
query).

With this initial information regarding the user’s target product, the assistant can now
start the conversation itself. For each of the interactions, the assistant chooses the next
question type to use, generating either a text-only question or a question with text followed
by one or more recommended products, depending on the question type being used.

Having the question generated, the assistant presents it to the user and lets him either
answer the question or give its preferences over the recommended product(s) by attribute
comparisons, text-only and text followed by products respectively.

___________________________ N
1
1
g 1 Reaches the system and gives some prior information
\ e e e e e e e s

1

1 Generates the question with text only to ask to the user
! OR
1
1
\

Generates the question followed by some recommended
products for the user to tell its preference

Answers to the question
OR
Gives its preference on the recommended products

o

both by comparing the properties with the target product ones

(2]
c
)
=
[]
o
3
c
o)
£
=
—_
o
®)

Figure 3.2: Conversation Flow
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The assistant then gathers the user’s answer and processes it in order to update
the products’ ranking, which is used to collect the final recommendation. This final
recommendation is used by the user to know, at the end of each interaction, whether
he got his target product, so that he can signal the assistant he already got his product.
However, if the user never ends up seeing his product being recommended at the end
of each interaction, the assistant ends the conversation after a pre-defined number of

interactions.

3.1.2 Implementation Details

Knowing the conversation flow, further details on how the conversation simulation works
are presented in Algorithm 1, where the user’s target product is specified in Line 4 and
the initial details of the target product in Line 6.

Related to the conversation itself, there may be multiple interactions between the user
and the assistant as defined in Line 7. For each of them, the assistant first generates the
question, then the user answers it and finally the assistant processes that information,
respectively in Lines 8 to 10.

The end of the conversation is triggered either when the limit number of interactions is
reached in Line 7 or the user sees his product being recommended in Line 13 and signals
the assistant that it happened in Line 14. After getting the recommended products in
Line 11, the assistant computes some statistics in Line 12: available products, time each

question takes to be answered and the number of products found after that interaction.

Algorithm 1: Interactions Simulation

Data: O, Q - question types, #repetitions, #interactions, P - size of list of products,
Sq - seed query
Result: List of P products
1 assistant «— Assistant()
2 user « User()
dialogue « []

w

4 target_product « random_product(D)
5 for each repetition do
6 dialogue.append(assistant.seed_query(Sq, target_product))
7 for each interaction do
8 dialogue.append(assistant.question(D, Q))
9 dialogue.append(user.answer(target_product, dialogue))
10 assistant.process_answer(9, dialogue)
11 top_products « assistant.recommendation(P)
12 assistant.compute_statistics(target_product, top_products)
13 if target_product € top_products then
14 | user.purchase()
15 end
16 end
17 lend

23



CHAPTER 3. CONVERSATIONAL INTERACTIVE RECOMMENDATION

3.1.3 Learning Architecture

Having explored how the entire system works, it is now possible to understand deeper
how the assistant will learn to choose the question type to use in each interaction with the
user, in real-time, during the conversation.

As discussed in Section 2.5, similar works like [24, 25] tackle similar problems using
deep reinforcement learning, which is based on trial and error. As such, the agent keeps
learning by continuous interaction with the environment and getting feedback after each
action taken. In Figure 3.3 it is possible to check how we integrated the reinforcement

pipeline on this thesis problem context:

Agent incorporates the Question Type Selector, which is where the neural network model
is placed, and so, this module is responsible for deciding which action to follow, i.e.
the question type to follow. This decision is made based on the expected rewards of
taking each of the available actions, which are computed according to the current

state of the conversation;

Environment is responsible both for simulating the conversation between the user and
the assistant, and for processing the user’s answer in order to compute the expected
reward of taking the action decided by the agent, so that the agent can improve its

decisions;

System also processes the user’s answer, but for getting an observation, which is used for

updating the state of the conversation.

Clarifying Question
Question
System

$o)($o

$o) (g0l g0
9o (g0l g0

$o)($o) ($o) ($o

Observation 5
Answer Answer /NA _l
Question Type Selector
Reward { .J
Environment Environment Agent

Figure 3.3: Reinforcement Learning Flow

The main delimiter interactions that make the conversation possible - seed query and
purchase - are presented in Section 3.2, and the interactive clarification dialogue is defined
by the question types presented in Section 3.3.
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3.2 User-Assistant Interactions

As presented in Section 3.1 and more specifically in Algorithm 1, the dialogue between the
user and the assistant always starts with the user giving a seed query, and always finishes
with the user signalling he got or found his desired product, or the number of interactions
reached the specified limit. Between these two main interactions there is another main
interaction, interactive clarification dialogue, which is supported by the question types.
Main interactions:

e Seed Query (category possibly with attribute(s) keyword): the user is able to tell

some information about its target product before the actual conversation begins;

e Interactive Clarification Dialogue: binary questions, relative questions and com-

parative questions;

e Purchase: for the user to tell the assistant he found his target product or something

similar.

Where the interactive clarification dialogue part supports three different types of

questions:

e Binary Attribute Question (no products are shown): the assistant asks the user
whether the desired product has the target attribute a;;

e Relative Attribute Question (only one product is shown): the assistant presents one
reference product p; and indicates an attribute a;, then, the user relates the target product
to the reference product according to the indicated attribute;

e Comparative Attribute Question (multiple products are shown): the assistant
presents a list of products and indicates an attribute a;, then, the user selects the product
pj with the most similar attribute to the target product.

To start, let’s understand how the two conversation delimiter interactions - seed query

and purchase - are handled.

3.2.1 Seed Query

Once the user reaches the assistant, before starting the conversation, he gives some prior
information to the assistant about its target product, similar to entering a store. These
details, as specified in the only utterance before the conversation useeq_guery presented in
Equation (3.5) and Line 6 of Algorithm 1, include the category c.,,, ,,.,, and, optionally,

one or two attributes b of the user’s target product ¢p. This is used by the system

Useed_query
to update the initial products” ranking.

uSL’Ed_WEW = (Cuseedfquery’ buseed?query) Where buseed?query € {0’ tpbo’ {tpbo’ tpbl}} (35)
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3.2.2 Purchase

The last interaction of a conversation is when the user tells the assistant he found his target
product or something similar by sending a signal to it, as defined in the last interaction of
the conversation shown in Line 14 of Algorithm 1, so the conversation does not need to
carry on.

3.3 Question Types

Knowing the logic of the delimiter interactions of the conversation, let’s look at how each
of the question types - the actions of the reinforcement problem - used in the interactive
clarification dialogue operate. The differences between the question types are summarized
in Table 3.1.

Question Types | Binary Relative Comparative
Products - 1 5
Answer | Yes or No | More, Less or Equally | 1,2,3,40r5

Table 3.1: Question Types Comparison

3.3.1 Binary Attribute Question

. . sneakers

Is it sneakers? " . athletic shoes
______________ ’ . boots

Yes = .

N . = ==——— ~ = pointy at the front
o : " Ves 1 . open
: |\ /' . bright in color

Figure 3.4: Binary Attribute Question Example

In this action, the assistant generates a clarifying question for the user to answer with
Yes or No, depending on whether his target product has the asked attribute. An example
of this action is illustrated in Figure 3.4. To accomplish this:

Question the assistant starts by choosing the next binary attribute to use byinary_guestion
- sneakers in Figure 3.4 - and outputs the clarifying question upinary_guestion for the
user to answer, as specified in Equation (3.6).

Ubinary_question = bbinury_question (36)

Answer the clarifying question is then presented to the user, who checks if his target
product has the requested attribute byinary_guestion, giving as an answer Yes or No -
Yes in Figure 3.4:
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3.3. QUESTION TYPES

e Which is translated to the number corresponding to the assistant’s numbering

of the categories values, in the case of the categories (Equation (3.7)); or

Upinary_answer = value € {1,..., #categories} (3.7)

e Which is associated directly to the attribute, in the case of a simple binary
attribute (Equation (3.8)).

Upinary_answer = value € {Yes, NO} (3-8)

State Update the assistant obtains the user’s response upinary_answer, as shown in Equa-
tions (3.7) and (3.8), and checks the attribute byinary_guestion for every product:

e Discarding the ones which do not have that specific value for that attribute, in

the case of the categories (Equation (3.7)); or

e Discarding the ones which do not have that attribute, in the case of a simple

binary attribute (Equation (3.8)).

3.3.2 Relative Attribute Question

. pointy at the front
open

[

- bright in color
More N ? shiny
Less N &
Equally — + S-S TT-TTTTTmTTmmmS -

9 : Equally : ‘
Figure 3.5: Relative Attribute Question Example

In this action, the assistant questions the user with an attribute and a reference product
for him to answer with More, Less or Equally, depending on how his target product
compares to the specified one. Figure 3.5 shows an example of this action. To achieve this:

Question the assistant first chooses the next relative attribute to use 7,eative_guestion -
high at the heel in Figure 3.5 - and picks the product with the relative strength scale
(where each product is represented in a m-dimensional space, in which each axis
represents the level of presence of the respective attribute, as defined in Section 2.3)
closest to the average of the corresponding attribute strengths as being the reference
product pielative_guestion -~ image in Figure 3.5 -, producing the clarifying question

Urelative_question fOT the user, as stated in Equation (3.9).

Urelative_question = (rrelative_question/ Prelative_question) 3.9)
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CHAPTER 3. CONVERSATIONAL INTERACTIVE RECOMMENDATION

Answer the clarifying question is then presented to the user, who compares the value
of the referenced product preiative_guestion With the value of his target product tp
and answers by telling if his target product has More, Less or Equally - Equally in
Figure 3.5 - of the specified attribute 7,e1ative_guestion than the mentioned product.

Uyelative answer = value € {More,Less, Equally} (3.10)

State Update the assistant gathers the user’s response Ueiative answer, as specified in
Equation (3.10), and applies that comparison to all available products using the
referenced attribute, discarding the ones not satisfying the relation between the two

products, i.e. not satisfying the restriction given to the referenced attribute.

3.3.3 Comparative Attribute Question

pointy at the front
. open
- . brightin color

\_____________W _______ ’ . £
‘i 3 R
9 : Is the number 1 in the list 1 : s

TS ! A AS

Figure 3.6: Comparative Attribute Question Example

Which of these products is most similar to
your target according to high at the heel

O wON -
X

L\

P

With this action, the assistant questions the user with an attribute and a list of products
for him to answer telling which of them is most similar to his target product. This action

is exemplified in Figure 3.6. To perform this:

Question the assistant starts by choosing the nextrelative attribute touse rcomparative_question
- high at the heel in Figure 3.6 - and then picks five products Equation (3.11) - images
in Figure 3.6 - , which their values are the closest to the minimum, %, average, % and
maximum values within the relative strength scale of attribute rcomparative_guestion,
without product repetitions whenever there are enough available products.

4
prOduCtscompurative_question = Upi (3.11)
i=0

Having both the attribute and the reference products picked, the assistant generates

the clarifying question ucomparative_question @s shown in Equation (3.12).

ucompumtive_question = (rcompamtive_question/ pradl/lCtscompumtive_question) (3-12)
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Answer the clarifying question is then presented to the user, who compares the val-
ues of each of the referenced products productscomparative_guestion With the value of
his target product tp and answers by telling which of those referenced products
Pcomparative_answer iS the closest to the value of the specified attribute rcomparative_question

of the user’s target product tp.

Ucomparative_answer = Pcomparative_answer € prOduCtScomparative_question (313)

State Update the assistant gets the user’s response Ucomparative_answer, @S presented in
Equation (3.13), and applies the range of values restriction to all available products
using the referenced attribute, discarding the ones which are far from the user

selection.

3.4 Ranking Products

To conclude the conversation specification, a computation required after each interaction
between the user and the assistant for knowing the relevant products is the products’
ranking. This computation is performed even if there is no need to recommend products,
since it is still needed for the computation of the conversation statistics as mentioned in
Section 3.1.2.

When the conversation starts, this computation assigns a score of 1 to each product
and, after each interaction with the user, the ranking is updated by multiplying the current
ranking with the ranking of the current restriction, which is gathered from the answer
processing of each of the question types. The score of each product can be interpreted as

its probability of satisfying all the user restrictions. This is used for:

e Computing statistics in order to evaluate the performance of the conversation as

specified in Sections 3.1.2 and 5.1.3, such as:

— Percentage of products found per conversation interaction;
— Number of available products per conversation interaction;

— Time consumed by each question type for getting feedback from the user per

conversation interaction.

e Giving the final recommendation (Section 3.2.2), by selecting the highest scored

products from the products’ ranking;
e Selecting products to be shown in some of the question types.

Having explored how the interaction between the user and the assistant is simulated,
how each of the Question Types operate and how the assistant keeps track of the user
restrictions, Chapter 4 describes in detail everything related to how the assistant learns
to choose the next action (question type) within the conversation, as well as how the

attributes are chosen for each clarifying question.
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SELECTION OF CLARIFYING QUESTIONS

In this chapter we explain in detail everything related to how the assistant selects and
learns to select the next action to use on the next interaction of the conversation, as well
as how the attributes are chosen for each clarifying question.

4.1 Question Type Selector

Although in this thesis we developed the entire system to support the interactions between
the user and the assistant as shown in the previous chapters, this work focuses on the
development of the selection of the question type to be used in each interaction, i.e. the
action chosen by the Question Type Selector.

4.1.1 Architecture

For the neural network to work properly, it needs to receive some relevant information,
so that it can take informed decisions. The architecture used for the model is based on
the one used by [24, 25], which assumes that the assistant is able to know which product
the user is looking for, enabling the authors of [24, 25] to compute the closest and furthest
products from that target, additionally passing that information to the model.

Since our assistant operates separately from the user simulation, it is not able to know
the target product, thus not being able to compute those closest and furthest products.
This way, as can be seen in Figure 4.5, we adapted their model architecture to the context
of the problem of this thesis by removing those closest and furthest products information
from the history of the conversation:

State is the source of information of the model, represented in Figure 4.1, and expects
the following information:

Top Products history containing the latest 3 top products lists - first 3 in Top Products
size. Each of the top products list has 3 products - second 3 in Top Products
size -, each of which is represented by an embedding with shape R, which

30
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Top Products Actions
(3, 3, 960) (3,3)

Figure 4.1: State of Model Architecture

is a vector representation of each product within a 960-dimensional space - 960
in Top Products size;

Actions history containing the latest 3 taken actions - first 3 in Actions size. Each
of them corresponds to the question type used and is represented as one-hot
encoding, with 3 possible actions - second 3 in Actions size.

Regarding the model being expecting an input with history size of 3, since the
authors of [4] have discussed and proven that having a history of the various state
information is helpful for the model to know what happened in the past. This
essentially prevents the model from getting stuck in repetitive cycles of decisions.
Also, as these authors discussed, this historic information strategy also helps in
saving space, since a possible alternative to accomplish this history stack would be

to store the previous states themselves, occupying much more space.

Data Compression and Feature Extraction is responsible for processing the state of the
conversation towards extracting useful features for the classification part. This part
of the model is actually only applied to the Top Products of the State of the model
and is represented in Figure 4.2;

Average' Conv
(3, 960) (3,3)

Figure 4.2: Data Compression and Feature Extraction of Model Architecture

Data Compression composed by the average layer, used for getting the average
representation of each top products list. An example of this operation is
depicted in Figure 4.3, where the gray dots are the top products - a list with
3 products - and the black dot represents the average embedding of those
products;

Feature 2

Feature 1

Figure 4.3: Top Products List Compression
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Feature Extraction composed by the conv layer, used for extracting some features
from the relationship of the evolution of the top products stack. The actions
are not processed by any conv layer so the agent can clearly analyse the history

of actions taken.

Classification is responsible for mapping the conversation history, which includes the
latest 3 actions and respective states, into one of the 3 available actions - 3 in the right
most Linear layer. In this problem context, this part is the one responsible for taking
the decision of which of the 3 question types to follow in the next interaction of the
conversation, based on the features extracted from the conversation so far. This part

of the model is shown in Figure 4.4.
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Figure 4.4: Classification of Model Architecture

These three parts of the model architecture, showed in Figures 4.1, 4.2 and 4.4, are

combined to work together in Figure 4.5, where:
e State: is presented at the left, receiving the conversation history data;

e Data Compression and Feature Extraction: is presented in the middle, receiving
the Top Products from the State of the model and transforming them in order to

extract useful information for the classification part;

e Classification: is presented at the right, receiving the features extracted by the
middle part (Data Compression and Feature Extraction), performing non-linear
transformations in order to get the predicted rewards of taking each of the 3 available

actions, given the conversation history.

State . Data Compressu_)n& : Classification
Feature Extraction
Top Products . | Average! Conv
(3, 3, 960) | (3,960) (3,3) I I —~
. N N <t
S E L EEEEE
- . <
sole|sg|é|s8|eé|s2
2 2 T
Actions = =
(3,3)

1Average on each top products ranking

Figure 4.5: Model Architecture
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4.1.2 Behaviours

Having discussed the model architecture, and since this problem requires continuous
interaction with the environment in order to learn from its decisions, it is possible to help
the assistant to learn specific behaviours by shaping the reward function in different ways,
as explained and specified in Sections 4.1.2.1 to 4.1.2.4, and later confirmed with results
in Chapter 5.

It is also important to note that each of the actions (the question types) might require
different amounts of time to get feedback from the user. For the development of the
following behaviours we estimated some durations for demonstration purposes, as defined
in Table 4.1.

Estimated Durations | Binary | Relative | Comparative
Units of time 2 5 10

Table 4.1: Actions Estimated Durations

Additionally, by training the agent to follow some type of behaviour, the assistant
might tend to choose the most appropriate follow up actions in order to achieve best effort
results.

4.1.2.1 Sanity Check

To begin with, and in order to ensure the assistant is actually training and everything
is correctly set up, the most simple reward schema that can be used with this goal is
returning a single and fixed value. The reward function used for this is presented in
Equation (4.1) and is further explained in Section 5.2.4.1.

reward =0 (4.1)

By having the same value for every decision taken, the assistant does not learn anything
useful, but to mainly use the first available action since the various available actions will
tend to be evaluated with the same value. As the first available action on the output of the
Question Type Selector is the Binary Attribute Question, the assistant tends to use a lot of
interactions per conversation and might not always find the product the user wishes to
find when the catalogue size is big enough, tending to have a lot of products categorized
into the same amount of categories to select only three of the selected category products.

4.1.2.2 Minimizing Interactions

With the statements of the previous reward schema, which simply associates each action
with a single and only that value, leading to mostly choosing the first available action, we
intend to make the assistant to learn to use as less interactions as possible. This way, the
assistant can achieve the main goal of this thesis work and also the goal of the work we
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CHAPTER 4. SELECTION OF CLARIFYING QUESTIONS

based ours on [24, 25], but leads on the reward schema to have a greater attention on the
number of interactions used.

As explored in Section 5.2.4.2 and the final result shown in Equation (4.2), by defining
the reward function to be dependent on the number of interactions of each conversation,
the assistant learns to reduce the number of interactions. However, this reward schema
leads to the use of only one of the actions, since the Relative Attribute Feedback is capable
of restricting the range of values of an attribute to a single value whenever the referenced

product matches the user’s target product value for that attribute.

#i tions — 6
reward = —tanh 1nterac6zons (4.2)

4.1.2.3 Minimizing Repetitiveness

Although the previous modification to the reward schema achieves the goal of our work,
we went a step further and explored more ways of using the various actions during the
conversation with the user, which might also help the assistant in avoiding local minimums.
Also, with the previous modification to the reward schema we get a lot of repetitiveness
regarding the action being chosen in each interaction of the conversation, since there
may be one or more interactions with similar properties and capabilities of the Relative
Attribute Question. This repetitiveness can become annoying and/or be unnecessary at
all.

To overcome this challenge, as investigated in Section 5.2.4.3 and the final result defined
in Equation (4.3), we want to instruct our assistant that varying the actions is a good thing,
and for that we need to shape the reward function to be greatly dependent on the number
of different actions used during the conversation.

# — #total — 0.5
reward = 3 = tanh used 1; 4 (4.3)

By defining a reward schema to be mostly dependent on the number of different actions
taken, leads to an increase in the estimated time consumed during the whole conversation
between the user and the assistant, since different actions (which correspond to different
question types) have different feedback times from the user.

4.1.2.4 Minimizing Repetitiveness & Time

As discussed in the previous behaviour, avoiding repetitiveness is helpful but there might
still be the case where some of the actions end up being repeated, specially when the
variety of question types is not larger than the number of interactions used. In these cases,
the reward schema also has to account for the estimated time each action takes to have

teedback from the user instead of only taking care of the variety of actions taken, like the
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ones shown in Equations (4.4a) to (4.4c) - each of them representing a different solution

for this purpose - and explained in Section 5.2.4.4.

veward = 0.5 (3 N (#used — #total —3 — 0.5)) ~anh (0.2 « (#time — 60)

B B ) (4.4a)

0.2+ (#time — 10)
12

0.2 * (#time — 5)
12

reward = —tanh( ) if (#actions) > gelse — tanh (

(4.4b)

(4.40)

12

Bactions « (#time — 10)
reward = —tanh

4.1.2.5 Summary

With these various solutions for the behaviours of the assistant, the one to choose depends
on the expected behaviour of the assistant, keeping in mind that each of them has its own
trade-offs:

Minimizing Interactions teaches the assistant to use as less interactions as possible

during each conversation, but mostly uses only one of the actions;

Minimizing Repetitiveness teaches the assistant to repeat as less as possible each of the
available actions during each conversation, but the number of interactions as well

as the time consumed during the conversation increases;

Minimizing Repetitiveness & Time teaches the assistant to repeat as less as possible
each of the available actions during each conversation, while keeping attention
to the each of the used actions needs to get feedback from the user. This can be

decomposed in three versions:

Version 1 tends to use most actions, but does not use them evenly and uses the
most basic action (Binary Attribute Question) the same number of times inde-
pendently of the size of the catalogue;

Version 2 tends to use most actions and uses them more evenly;

Version 3 tends to use every available action, but does not use them evenly, requires

more interactions and consumes more time.

4.1.3 Hyperparameters

With the appropriate information being given to the model and having defined the various
behaviours the assistant supports, there is still the need for it to learn how to properly
use that information to make good decisions. For this purpose, the training process was
implemented with the following hyperparameters:
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Experiences Queue : since in reinforcement learning the agent learns by continuous
interaction with the environment, it is important to store each of these interactions in
a queue, so they can be used for training. Before starting training, 10000 experiences
were generated and stored in a queue capable of storing 50000 total experiences.

When this limit is reached, the ones added first, i.e. the older ones, are discarded;

Action Generation : for generating random actions, we used a probabilistic strategy
which begun with 1.0 and gone progressively down to 0.1, as suggested by [24, 25].
With these random values, whenever these values pass a specific threshold value,
then an interaction with a random action is used. This is useful whenever itis needed
to generate new random interactions for the agent to have diversified experiences,
i.e. when generating the initial interactions and when the agent is exploring the

environment;

Loss Function : for evaluating how much the agent’s predictions deviate from the actual
results, there is a function that compares both values and returns their difference.
For example, when used for classification this function checks if the action chosen
was the right one, when used for labeling this function checks if the agent is mapping
to the right labels.

In the case of reinforcement learning, this function compares the reward given by
the agent with the expected rewards, where:

Chosen Action Reward : when the current state of the conversation is passed
through the agent, it will give as output a list of values, each of them cor-
responding to each available action. Here, the action chosen for the next

interaction of the conversation is the one with the highest predicted reward;

Expected Action Reward : this is computed based on the expected reward based on
the current state of the conversation added by the discounted future expected
rewards to the current question type reward;

Comparison : as discussed above, since the agent is used for choosing the action
which presents the best predicted reward, there is the need for the agent to
learn the actual reward values and not only which one is chosen. Therefore, it
is needed to compare each of the output values with the expected ones, which

is performed by using mean squared error, as shown in Equation (4.5).

loss = mse(chosen_action_reward,expected_action_reward) (4.5)

Optimizer : although we already have the loss function defined for the problem, there is
yet the need to update the various parameters of the agent, such as the weights and
the learning rate, so the loss value can decrease.
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For this purpose, the authors of [24, 25] used RMSProp, but we chose to use Adam
because of its simplicity and practicality, as discussed in [36, 27], with a discount
factor of 0.99;

Stopping Criteria : as discussed in [44], when working with deep reinforcement learning
agents, the overfitting situation can actually be positive since it means that the agent
has learned to effectively and efficiently perform tasks inside that environment. With

this in mind, we let the agent to train until the measured metrics stabilise;

Validating and Testing Sets : for evaluating the performance of the agents trained, we
then run them using always the same target products and also the same products in
the catalogue in order to have a fair comparison in terms of contexts. This is further
detailed in Section 5.1.3;

Frameworks and Libraries : for developing and researching variations of the solution
developed in this thesis, there is demand for the use of a deep learning framework
that treats of the engineering part for us, letting us focus on the development and

research;

PyTorch Lightning gives a high-level application programming interface for PyTorch,
which is a very popular deep learning framework and gives the ability to separate
the research code from the engineering code.

4.2 Attribute Selector

Having the action chosen for each interaction of the conversation, there is still the need
to select the attribute to use in the clarifying question generation. This selection can be
performed using binary search trees for each attribute as suggested in Section 2.3.3, which
is a good idea to solve this challenge, but with the increase of the size of the catalogue
it becomes inefficient in terms of used memory and specially the time required for their
construction. In order to facilitate this selection implementation, we came up with two

different solutions:

e Round-Robin makes the Attribute Selector to choose the attributes one by one from
the first one to the last one available. With this strategy it is certain that the attributes
picked will have a great variety, thus there is a good probability of getting different
feedback in each interaction with the user; or

e Random makes the Attribute Selector to choose the attributes randomly. With this
strategy there is the possibility of repeating the same attribute multiple times, which

might not help in getting much useful information.

but since our focus is on how to choose which question type to use, we assumed their

selection in a round-robin fashion, which is also how the authors of [24, 25] do.
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This strategy solves part of the attribute selection. Since the action chosen in each
interaction is decided during the conversation, there is the possibility that in each of the
interactions a different action selected, leading to the use of a mix of question types during
the conversation.

Also, as different actions require different types of attributes - as seen on the definition
of the Binary, Relative and Comparative Attribute Questions in Sections 3.3.1 to 3.3.3 - and
there are two types of attributes - green is a binary and relative attribute, blue is a binary
only attribute and red is a relative only attribute as shown in Figure 4.6a -, not being these
two types of attributes mutually exclusive, i.e. one attribute can be of both types, there
are some situations that need to be considered to properly enable the actions to be mixed

within a conversation, as depicted in Figure 4.6b:

e Binary and Relative Attributes: the assistant needs to first know whether the user’s
target product has the specified attribute, by using the additional information
given by the user on the Seed Query (Section 3.2.1) and/or by using a Binary
Attribute Question (Section 3.3.1). If the user’s target product has that attribute, then
the assistant can endlessly use it to know how the target product relates to other
available products by using the Relative and /or Comparative Attribute Questions

(Sections 3.3.2 and 3.3.3), narrowing down the search space;

e Binary-only Attributes: used by the assistant only once to know whether the user’s
target product has the specified attribute, which can be gathered by using the
additional information from the Seed Query (Section 3.2.1) or by using a Binary
Attribute Question (Section 3.3.1);

e Relative-only Attributes: the assistant assumes the specified attribute is present in
all available products and uses the attribute endlessly to know how the user’s target
product relates to other products by using Relative and/or Comparative Attribute
Questions (Sections 3.3.2 and 3.3.3).
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Figure 4.6: Catalogue Attributes
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5

EXPERIMENTS AND RESULTS

In this chapter we present the work performed for the evaluation of the behaviour of the
proposed framework. This includes the results obtained using different scenarios, a set of

baselines and the different behaviours of the assistant (used for the mix of actions/question

types).

5.1 Experimental Setup

To evaluate the performance of the assistant as well as the performance of each of the
actions being used in each interaction of the conversation, it is useful to have a dataset
which includes both the utterances between the user and the assistant and a catalogue
with products, which must have some related information about each of the products.

5.1.1 Interaction Simulation

From our search for datasets used in related works, we did not find any that contained
utterances of the interactions between the user and the assistant. To overcome this
challenge, as mentioned before in Section 3.1, we developed a system that simulates these

interactions, allowing us to use a dataset only containing products.

5.1.2 Catalogue

As discussed in Section 2.8.2, the catalogue used is a public catalogue available here, also
used by [24, 25], and is composed of around 14k shoe products with their associated
information. It is composed of 10 categories (Figure 5.1b) - athletic shoes, boots, clogs, flats,
high heels, pumps, rain boots, sneakers, stiletto and wedding shoes - and 10 attributes - pointy
at the front, open, bright in color, covered with ornaments, shiny, high at the heel, long on the leg,
formal, sporty and feminine.

Each product has an associated category - binary attribute with 10 possible values -,
which has some attributes associated with (Figure 5.1a) - binary attribute with 2 possible

values. Also, for each attribute, there is a relative strength scale (Figure 5.1c, as defined
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in Section 2.3) for its presence on each product, i.e. if it has more or less of the respective

property.

Furthermore, each product has associated an embedding, which is a vector represen-

tation of each product within a n-dimensional space used for representing the products,

independently of the available attributes in the catalogue.
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Figure 5.1: Catalogue Overview
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5.1.3 Protocol and Metrics

For the evaluation itself of the assistant, where the protocol values are defined in Table 5.1,
the conversation is tested with random products over a universe of several extracted
products from the dataset, being 100 from each category. With each of the tested products,
the conversation simulation is repeated some times, getting after each interaction between
the user and the assistant a list of recommended products. The evaluation results are an
average of the results over the various tested products, where for each product it is also
the average over some repetitions.

Additionally, the conversations length varies since on the set of baselines there is no
need for having longer conversations, while on the assistant behaviours, for the assistant
to learn what is good and not good, we decided to let him run for some more interactions.
Also, for having a closer to reality estimation of our measured metrics, we increased
our number of products in the validation and testing set to 100, while we decreased the
repetition times of each of them, not to impact the training time too much.

Protocol Values | Set of Baselines \ Assistant Behaviours
Products Universe 1000
Tested Products 20 100
Simulation Repetition 100 4
Recommended Products 3
Number of Interactions 10 \ 20

Table 5.1: Protocol Values

The results include the discussion of the metrics presented in Table 5.2:

Set of Baselines Assistant Behaviours
aka individual actions aka mix of actions

e Percentage of target products found e Number of mean, minimum, maxi-

after each interaction mum, 3 minimum and 3 maximum

) interactions

e Number of products available after

each interaction e Question Types usage
e Number of interactions a conversa- e Estimated time consumed

tion takes to find the target product
Table 5.2: Metrics

In order to evaluate each of the cases - set of baselines and assistant behaviours - we
defined different metrics for each of them:

e Set of Baselines: this case uses only a single action per conversation, thus it does

not require metrics for comparing the usage of different types of questions;

e Assistant Behaviours: this case is able to use any of the actions in each interaction
of the conversation, thus can use a mix of actions, and therefore requires metrics for
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comparing the usage of different types of questions. Also, the metrics related to the
number of interactions are directly comparable to the various metrics logged for the

set of baselines.

5.2 Results and Discussion

5.2.1 Overview

With the final goal of understanding the impact of the behaviours the assistant supports,

it is important to start by evaluating some possible different scenarios he can be run on:

e Seed Query: for comparing the scenarios of using or not the seed query, which

contains some initial hints of the user’s target product;

o Attributes Schedule: for comparing the scenarios of using each of the Attribute
Selector’s strategies, round-robin and random, as specified in Section 4.2;

Then evaluating a set of baselines which evaluates the actions individually:

e Binary Attribute Question: for analysing the assistant action relative to the Binary
Attribute Question with multiple catalogue sizes, as specified in Section 3.3.1;

e Relative Attribute Question: for analysing the assistant action relative to the Relative
Attribute Question with multiple catalogue sizes, as specified in Section 3.3.2;

e Comparative Attribute Question: for analysing the assistant action relative to
the Comparative Attribute Question with multiple catalogue sizes, as specified in
Section 3.3.3;

e Bigger Catalogue: for analysing how the assistant adapts when presented with
bigger catalogue sizes.

And finally the evaluation of the different behaviours of the assistant which is capable
of using every available action:

e Sanity Check: for analysing the assistant behaviour when only forcing him to learn

to associate a single value to the various actions, as specified in Section 4.1.2.1;

e Minimizing Interactions: for analysing the assistant behaviour when forcing him

to learn to use as less interactions as possible, as specified in Section 4.1.2.2;

e Minimizing Repetitiveness: for analysing the assistant behaviour when forcing him
to learn to vary in the use of actions as much as possible, as specified in Section 4.1.2.3;

e Minimizing Repetitiveness & Time: for analysing the assistant behaviour when
forcing him to learn to vary in the use of actions as much as possible but also taking
attention to the time each action takes to get feedback from the user, as specified in
Section 4.1.2.4.
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To finish, we also analyse how slight modifications to the architecture of the model

impact its performance, varying both:
e Depth: by varying the number of hidden layers;

e Width: by varying the number of input units of the hidden layers.

5.2.2 Scenarios

In order to get the best out of the assistant behaviours presented above, it is essential to
tirst know which scenario works best in the context of the problem from a set of scenarios.

5.2.2.1 Seed Query

The first scenario used is testing the assistant with and without the seed query. For this,
only the Binary Attribute Question can be used with a seed query containing only the
category of the product, because there are only 10 attributes in the catalogue and the
conversation performs 10 interactions with the user, not repeating any binary attribute (as
it does not help in getting more information about the user’s target product).

Analysing Figure 5.2, it is possible to verify that, although the percentage of products
found is low with or without the use of the seed query, when it is used the percentage
starts higher from the beginning (first interaction), thus improving the performance of the

assistant from the beginning of the conversation.
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Comparison of percentage of conversations where the target product was found using
and not using the Seed Query

Figure 5.2: Seed Query Scenario

5.2.2.2 Attributes Schedule

Another interesting scenario to check is how the assistant is affected by the variation on

how the attributes are selected for the clarifying questions.
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As shown by comparing each of the question types in Figures 5.3a and 5.3b, the
conversation was not much affected since there are just a few binary attributes known,
gathered by the Seed Query, in the Relative and Comparative Attribute Questions.
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(a) Percentage of conversations where the tar-(b) Percentage of conversations where the
get product was found after each interaction target product was found after each interac-
with round robin schedule tion with random schedule

Figure 5.3: Attributes Schedule Scenario

Although in this context there is not much difference in the performance, we think
it is preferable to use a round-robin schedule since it ensures that the attributes are not
always repeated, thus helping in getting varied information from the user.

Overall, the scenario that best fits and helps the development of the assistant is using
the Seed Query - as already used when comparing the Attributes Schedule - and using a

round-robin schedule for the attribute selection.

5.2.3 Set of Baselines

With the scenario chosen and set up, let’s start by analysing each of the actions individually.
Since for this analysis there is no need to use a variety of actions during a conversation, it
won't be needed any additional decision component to decide which question type to use
in the next interaction.

For an easier initial evaluation, the assistant is run in a smaller catalogue containing
1000 products, as indicated in the protocol values of Section 5.1.3, and later compared to
when there are 5000 and 10000 total products in the catalogue.

5.2.3.1 Binary Attribute Question

The first action tested is the usage of the Binary Attribute Question with a Seed Query
like the one used in Section 5.2.2.1, which only included the category of the user’s target
product.

As mentioned in Section 5.2.2.1 and as we can observe from the left plot of Figure 5.4,
it is possible to confirm that the percentage of products found is very low, no matter how
many interactions are performed between the user and the assistant. This is due to the fact
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Figure 5.4: Binary Action Baseline

that every attribute is associated with at least one category and, as such, keeping asking
the user if his target product has an attribute is not helpful.

Also, as can be seen in the middle plot of Figure 5.4, the restrictions gathered by
this question type are only able to extract the products of the mentioned category, each
of which includes 100 products. This then leads the extraction of the 3 recommended
products out of the 100 products to not be efficient, getting low scores.

To further confirm this assessment, the right plot of Figure 5.4 shows that there is not
a good indication for the number of interactions needed to find the user’s target product,

not being very reliable to be used standalone.

5.2.3.2 Relative Attribute Question

Another action tested is the usage of the Relative Attribute Question, which uses a Seed
Query with a category and two attributes. The category helps in discarding a lot of
products from the beginning, as seen in Section 5.2.2.1, and the attributes are needed for
the assistant to know at least one attribute. Revising Figure 4.6b, at least one attribute is
needed because the assistant needs to use a relative attribute and in the catalogue all the
attributes are both binary and relative at the same time, so, the assistant needs to know
that the attribute exists in the user’s target product to be able to use it.

As shown in the left plot of Figure 5.5, the percentage of products found grows rapidly
with a few number of interactions. This is due to the fact that this action allows the user to
compare his target product with a referenced product according to the indicated attribute
by telling if his product has More, Less or Equally of that attribute’s value. This comparison
allows the assistant to restrict the range of available products after each interaction, as can
be seen in the middle plot of Figure 5.5. This restricted range goes narrower even faster if
the user’s target product has the same strength as the referenced product.

Contrary to the Binary Attribute Question, the right plot of Figure 5.5 shows that for

this question type it is enough to perform 4 interactions in order to find the user’s target
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Figure 5.5: Relative Action Baseline

product in around 40% of the times.

5.2.3.3 Comparative Attribute Question

The last action tested is using the Comparative Attribute Question, which also uses a Seed
Query with a category and two attributes, for the same reasons as the Relative Attribute

Question presented above.
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Figure 5.6: Comparative Action Baseline

As shown in the left plot of Figure 5.6, similarly to the Relative, this action starts with
a similar score but after a few interactions it scores lower than the Relative. This is due
to the fact that, since it allows the user to choose the product (from the list of referenced
products) which has the attribute strength closest to his target product according to the
mentioned attribute, the assistant is able to restrict the range of available products (while
the Relative is able to restrict the range to a single value when the referenced product has
the same value as the user’s target product). Although not as much as the Relative enables
to, but allows the user to give a greater feedback about where in the relative strength scale
his product is situated.
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Looking deeper to the ranges of available products (middle plot of Figure 5.6), just
like the Relative, the number of products available goes down quickly, although not as
fast as the Relative. Analysing the right plot of Figure 5.6, this action needs just a few
more interactions than the Relative to be able to find the user’s target product. These two
conclusions are due to the difference in the processing of the ranges between the Relative
and the Comparative Attribute Questions as described above.

5.2.3.4 Bigger Catalogue

With the set of baselines of the assistant evaluated compared with each other, let’s see
how they behave when the size of the catalogue is increased from 1000 total products to
5000 and 10000 total products, with 500 and 1000 from each of the categories, respectively.
Since when the catalogue size is increased there are more products to search through, this
means the assistant has a greater search space to deal with.
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Figure 5.7: Bigger Catalogue Baseline

As can be confirmed in Figure 5.7, having a bigger search space turns it more difficult
to extract the correct product using a list of only 3 products out of all of them (with
the highest scores), leading the actions to take some more interactions to get the same
scores. Also, the Relative and Comparative Attribute Questions are very useful to fine
tune the user’s search, since they are able to find the user target product fast in the various

conversations.
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5.2.4 Assistant Behaviours

Having the right scenario and each of the actions analysed, we can now look to the
development of each of the behaviours supported by the assistant, which is able to use
all of the available actions, being able to use any of them in each interaction of the

conversation.

Testing these mix possibilities by hand is time consuming, inefficient and not scalable,
being this thesis focused on getting the Question Type Selector automated and optimized
according to the previous information gathered from the user, and with the goal of
maximizing the percentage of products found while minimizing the number of interactions
needed to find. This is achieved by using deep reinforcement learning, as proposed by [24,
25] in a similar context, but we further optimize the assistant to get different behaviors
according to different requirements as shown in Sections 5.2.4.2 to 5.2.4.4 and later

summarized in Figure 5.15.

For the development of the behaviours of the assistant, a sample architecture was used
as shown in Figure 5.8, which is an adaptation from the architecture used by [24, 25], as

explained in Section 4.1.1.

Data Compression &

State Feature Extraction Classification
Top Products . | Average' Conv
(3, 3, 960) - | (3,960) (3,3) - - —_
. N N <
2|2 |s28|D|c®|D|ag®™
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Actions ~ ~
(3,3)

1Average on each top products ranking

Figure 5.8: Initial Model Architecture

Additionally, it is important to revise , in Table 5.3, the different feedback times each
of the actions (the question types) require to get information from the user, as they will

be needed for the analysis of the various behaviours.

Estimated Durations | Binary | Relative | Comparative
Units of time 2 5 10

Table 5.3: Actions Estimated Durations Revisited
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5.2.4.1 Sanity Check

As specified in Section 4.1.2.1, this simple behaviour serves as a check up for the training
and environment set up. Therefore, no special and well thought reward was needed, so

we associated every available action with a 0 value, as suggested in Equation (5.1).

reward =0 (5.1)

With this simple reward function, we spotted some problems and difficulties in the
implementation of the deep reinforcement learning environment and architecture, defined

in Section 3.1.3, which we enumerate:

Initial Architecture although we mentioned above that we adapted the architecture of
[24, 25] to our problem context, the agent was not learning anything useful as can
be seen in Figure 5.9a, where the actions chosen started almost identical to where
they should stabilize the learning process, meaning it is not learning anything. After
confirming the metrics were correctly set up, we noticed that in the classification part
of the model there were too few non-linear transformations to the data - only 1 hidden
layer -, leading to the agent not being able to learn anything from it. Therefore, to
solve this issue, we added an additional hidden layer to the architecture, leading to
the agent to be able to start learning as expected, as can be verified in Figure 5.9b,
which lead the assistant to have a different behaviour as the actions start by being

chosen more evenly and after a few epochs they start to get closer to the value where

they stabilize.
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Figure 5.9: Initial Architecture
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Environments Isolation in order to simulate the conversation between the user and the
assistant inside the learning architecture presented in Section 3.1.3, we had to further
isolate the System component by instantiating on System component per data set.
This was a huge problem since by using the same instance for every data set, they
would be acting together and not separately, leading to the metrics measured by the
System not accurate towards their real behaviour. Additionally, since the reward
schemas will require some metrics measured from the conversation history to get

the expected assistant behaviours, it would also influence those results;

Training Time another problem we faced was the long time needed to train, but specially
the time needed for each validation set to run after each training epoch. Initially
we ran it as we did for the set of baselines, using 100 repetitions for each of the
20 products, but it was taking too long to get results, so we decided to invert the
amounts to get a more realistic and even comparison, by adding more products to
this set while decreasing the repetitions of each of them.

With these initial challenges addressed, we can now analyse this behaviour in detail.
As can be visualized in Figure 5.10, with no restrictions the assistant learns to have
conversations with a lot of interactions on average, being this value distant from the
minimum and maximum, specially from the minimum values. With the increase of the
catalogue size, the number of mean interactions increases, almost hitting the maximum
limit (20). This has a worse performance than using each of the actions individually, as
can be verified in Figure 5.7, where at around 6 to 8 interactions they were able to find the

user’s desired product, when dealing with a 1000 products catalogue size.
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Figure 5.10: Sanity Check Behaviour

Although the mean number of interactions is high, the assistant does not consume
much time and tends to only use the Binary Attribute Question, which is the first action
available on the output of the model, proving our expected performance in Section 4.1.2.1.

5.2.4.2 Minimizing Interactions

From these initial results, as discussed in Section 4.1.2.2, we intend to make the agent to
learn to use as less interactions as possible, so the assistant can achieve the main goal of
this thesis work. For this, the schema should have a great attention on the number of
interactions, as happens on the Minimizing Interactions rewards presented in Figure 5.12.
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Although it seems pretty forward to develop, we noticed another learning aspect could

be improved:

Convergence as discussed in Section 4.1.3, specifically in the Stopping Criteria specifica-
tion, in this types of problems, which make use of deep reinforcement learning, it
is a positive aspect to overfit, leading the agent to learn very well how to perform
tasks in this specific environment. To check that the agent has learned for a sufficient
amount of epochs, we first ran this reward schema using a large amount of epochs,
like 100 of them, and then analysed where our measured metrics started stabilizing

their values.

Analysing Figure 5.11 we noticed that the model did not need more than 20 epochs
to learn and stabilize successfully - specially visible in the evolution of the Question
Types -, although the authors of [24, 25] use 30 epochs and the authors of [4] use 15

epochs;

Note: the loss value is the difference between the predicted reward by the model
for each action and its expected value, and not if the model chose the correct action
directly.
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Figure 5.11: Training Convergence

To accomplish this goal, we start by using a function which starts with a high value
and decreases over the number of interactions used. To accomplish this reward function
behaviour, we make use of a tanh function as specified in Equation (5.2) and plotted in

Figure 5.12a.

vl = —tanh (#interactions — 6) (5.2)

With this version, we noticed a huge reduction in both the mean number and the
maximum number of interactions. With the use of a bigger catalogue, these values grow
a bit, but never going beyond 10 interactions. Comparing with the actions individually
(as depicted in Figure 5.7), with a catalogue size of 1000 products, the assistant is able to
get the user’s product within less interactions.

Although this version presents good results, we want to make the shorter than 4
and longer than 8 conversations to have a bigger difference in terms of reward for every

amount of interactions used, so the assistant actually learns to minimize the number of
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Figure 5.12: Minimizing Interactions Rewards

interactions. With this in mind, the schema version presented in Equation (5.3) and also
plotted in Figure 5.12a is used.

#interactions — 6
6

v2 = —tanh

(5.3)

With this modification to the reward schema, analysing Figure 5.12b we noticed a
slight improvement in the extremes of the interactions metrics (mean, minimums and
maximums), making them have slightly lower values. Having this improvement, we want
to check how going further in the steepness of the reward function would affect the results
by trying two more versions presented in Equations (5.4) and (5.5).

#interactions — 6
12

v3 = —tanh (5.4)
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#int ti -
04 = —2tanh [ T2 emiz"ms 6 (5.5)

Both of these versions (v3 and v4) have the worst results, although v4 one is close to
the second version (Equation (5.3)), but being worse when the catalogue size is increased.

From these comparisons, we think the second version (v2) is the best one - specified
again in Equation (5.6) -, since it decays the reward value gradually but not too steep,
helping the assistant to learn to use as less interactions as possible.

4 . 3
reward = —tanh mterac6t10ns 6 (5.6)

This schema further confirms our expected performance from Section 5.2.4.2, with
which the assistant tends, on average, to consume even less time than with no restrictions
on every catalogue size. Also, it learns to only use the Relative Attribute Question. A
possible reason for this choice, as discussed previously, is because this action is capable
of restricting the search space to a single value in the specified attribute axis when the
referenced product matches the target product value for that attribute.

Although with the reward schema the main goal of this thesis is achieved as well
as the behaviour explored in the work of the authors of [24, 25], we further investigate
and explore additional behaviours in the following Sections 5.2.4.3 and 5.2.4.4. These
additional behaviours enable the assistant to be used in several contexts and situations
which might have different requirements, and might also help the assistant avoiding local
minimums in the search for the user’s target product.

5.2.4.3 Minimizing Repetitiveness

With the previous modification to the reward schema, as mentioned in Section 5.2.4.3, by
reducing the number of interactions, the assistant learned to use less time in average but
tends to mostly use only one of the actions - in our case the Relative Attribute Question is
always repeated essentially because of its capabilities to narrow down the search space
ranges quickly.

Being asking a type of question repeatedly can become annoying and/or be unneces-
sary at all. To overcome it, we want to instruct the assistant that varying the actions is a
good thing, by making the reward function to have a great focus on the variety of the use
of actions, as shown on the Minimizing Repetitiveness rewards in Figure 5.13.

To accomplish this, we start by defining the reward function by also using a tanh
function, since it naturally decays over the input value, but also dependent on the number
of different actions used during the conversation. Since in this problem we have 3 available

actions, we defined the reward presented in Equation (5.7) and plotted in Figure 5.12a.

o1 = tanh #used — #itzotal -0.5 57)
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Figure 5.13: Minimizing Repetitiveness Rewards

With this first version of the reward, we noticed an improvement over the variety of the
actions chosen and consequently an increase on the number of interactions, since different
actions have different restriction effects. The time consumed by the conversations also
increased, but just a bit. When dealing with a bigger catalogue, the actions usage tends to
maintain the proportion, while the number of interactions increased when compared to
the previous behaviour (Minimizing Interactions), although the number of interactions is
still smaller then with the Sanity Check behaviour. Although the number of interactions
increased when the catalogue size is increased, from 5000 products to 10000 products, the
increase is smaller then when it is increased from 1000 products to 5000 products, which
might mean that this schema scales well - not linearly - with the size of the catalogue.
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As we did for the previous behaviour, we want to try to make the reward function to

decay steeper. For this, we used the reward presented in Equation (5.8).

#used — #total — 0.
2 = 3« tanh [ 74564 1t20t”l 0-5 (5.8)

With this update to the reward, the number of interactions did not suffer much
differences comparing to v1, the time consumed increased a lot, but all the actions are
now being used, which is our goal from this behaviour.

Even though this second version has great results regarding our ambition, we want to
try some more alternatives, considering also the number of interactions taken to check if

it could help in improving further the results: Equations (5.9) and (5.10).

#i ti - # — #t -0.
3 = — tanh interactions — 6 + tanh used otal — 0.5 (59)
6 12
#i ] - # —# —-0.
od = —_05% tanh( mterac6tzons 6) N tanh( used 1t20tal 0 5) (5.10)

In both of these versions (v3 and v4) the number of interactions reduced comparing
to the previous versions, the time also decreased, but the usage of actions is worse than
any of the other versions (v1 and v2), which is a result of making the reward function
dependent also on the interactions used in each conversation.

From these comparisons, we think the second one (v2) - specified again in Equa-
tion (5.11) - is the best one to achieve less repetitiveness of the different actions, although

the time consumed during the conversations increased a lot.

reward = 3 * tanh Hused - #itzotal —0° (5.11)

This schema confirms our expectations in performance from Section 4.1.2.3, with
which the question types variety is great, with the drawback of taking more interactions
and longer to find the user’s target product. Also, comparing this behaviour with the
use of each action separately, the assistant is capable of finding the user’s target product
within about the same interactions as using only the Relative Attribute Question in all of
the catalogue sizes (1000, 5000 and 10000), but now not repeating that specific question
type over and over.

5.2.4.4 Minimizing Repetitiveness & Time

As stated in Section 4.1.2.4 and discussed in the above reward schema, avoiding repetitive-
ness is a great step towards to a more natural and varied conversation, but there may still
happen the repetition of some of the actions, specially when there are not enough different
question types comparing to the number of interactions needed for each conversation. To

solve this additional challenge, we try three different types of solutions, all dependent on
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the number of different actions chosen and on the time of the conversations, as shown in

Figure 5.14.

(a) Graph
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Figure 5.14: Minimizing Repetitiveness & Time Rewards

From the results gotten in versions v3 and v4 of the previous behaviour, the first type
of solution v1 for this behaviour, defined in Equation (5.12), uses the same idea and makes
a sum of both the number of different actions chosen and the time spent during the whole
conversation. With this solution we can check that the time used during the conversation
is short and uses two of the available actions. Interestingly, the Binary Attribute Question
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is used always the same amount of times with every catalogue size, which means that after
receiving this binary information from the user, the other type of question is repeated

over and over.

(5.12)

veward = 0.5 (3 + tanth (#used — #total — 3 — 0.5)) ot (0.2 * (#time — 60)

12 12

The second type of solution v2_1, specified in Equation (5.13), makes the reward
penalize longer conversations according to the number of different actions used, i.e.
penalizes less if it is a short conversation and penalizes more otherwise. This improved
the usage of question types in the sense that the ones that are used, are used evenly
in number of times. This leads on longer conversations, but the time spent during the

conversation is not affected much comparing to the previous solution type.

0.2 * (#time — 20)
12

0.2 * (#time — 10)
12

3
reward = —tanh if (#actions) > Eelse — tanh
(5.13)
Even though this solution has quite good results, we want to try and minimize even
more the number of interactions used with the reward v2_2 presented in Equation (5.14),

which only reduces the time constraint.

0.2 % (#time — 10)
12

0.2 % (#time — 5)
12

reward = —tanh if (#actions) > %else - tanh(

(5.14)

This improvement actually improved the number of interactions needed per conver-

sation, while not affecting much the variety of actions used and the time consumed from
the previous attempt (Equation (5.13)).

Lastly, we try another solution v3 which makes the penalization dependent on the

trade-off of both the variety of actions taken and the time consumed, as presented in

Equation (5.15).

Bactions , (#time — 10)
reward = —tanh 12 o

This type of solution tends to use more interactions during the conversations and
consume more time than any of the above two versions, but uses at least one time every
action available.

With these comparisons, the best version to use depends on the specific requirements
of each environment, since one tends to use all the question types but takes longer, the
others two use much less time but do not tend to use every question type available and
uses them in different manners. In terms of scalability with the size of the catalogue, the
third version tends to present the worst performance, while the others two scale well -
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from 5000 to 10000 products the difference is smaller than from 1000 to 5000 products in

the catalogue.

5.2.4.5 Summary

Having explored all the reward function for each of the behaviours, we now summarize
the best ones of each of them in Figure 5.15, excluding Sanity Check, which was used only

to perform a check up on the implementation.

Interactions Question Types Usage Time
Minimizing Interactions - 1000 Products 1& &% 1% 1=
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<
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5
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4
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Figure 5.15: Behaviours Summary
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5.2.5 Model Architectures

Having the versions of the various behaviours developed within the scenario specified
and using a sample version of the model architecture, based on the one used by [24, 25] but
adapted to the problem of this thesis (because of the context of the problem as explored in
Section 4.1.1), it is interesting to assess the impact of some modifications to the assistant’s
neural network architecture in terms of the training success and regarding the final results.
For this purpose, the classification part of the architecture - the linear layers - was modified
in two different ways:

e Depth Variation: by varying the number of hidden layers within 2 and 5 hidden
layers, as suggested by Figure 5.16b;

e Width Variation: by varying the width of the hidden layers within 512, 1024 and
5210 input units, as suggested by Figure 5.16a.

S S < N N <
82| [82| |8L| |82 1024 g2 |82 |82] |82 x2
xl 12% |23 |23 512 5210 xl 12%x 123 |23 x5
g g Jo S© OKN O Jo 3 © )
© e - Ingut © = - Hidden
Units Layers
(a) Width Variation (b) Depth Variation

Figure 5.16: Model Architectures Variations

With the results from Figure 5.20, which are applied to the Minimizing Interactions
behaviour, we can see that when the hidden layers have a large amount of input units or
has a large amount of input units and several hidden layers, it presents some difficulty in
learning correctly. For a deeper understanding of what is happening, we now compare
the three different training versions mentioned, where the first one serves as comparison:

Depth 2 - Width 512 Figure 5.17 represents the normal training of the assistant, where
the Loss decays over time and the Question Types start evenly used and end up with
the desired usage;

Loss Interactions Question Types
0.625 A

oso0] \\ 61 W 3
0.575 1 \
Q

4

3 ] 21
] 1
$ 0.550 \\\ \/—\/\/\/\__/\
0.525 4 1 \ —— Binary Attribute Question
2 —— Mean —— 3 Max Relative Attribute Question
0.500 - —— Train Validation —~__ 3 Min — —— Comparative Attribute Question ___

25 50 75 10.0 125 15.0 17.5 25 50 75 10.0 125 15.0 17.5 25 50 7.5 10.0 125 15.0 17.5
Epoch Epoch Epoch

Figure 5.17: Model Architecture Results with Depth 2 - Width 512
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Depth 2 - Width 5210 Figure 5.19 represents the version of the assistant that has some

difficulty in learning to minimize the number of interactions, but is capable of

learning something. The Loss also decays over time and the Question Types usage

also starts from even usage to almost the desired usage, which is using only the

Relative Attribute Question, but the learning is not very consisted as can be confirmed

by the variance (colored areas around each metric curve) of each metric;
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Figure 5.18: Model Architecture Results with Depth 2 - Width 5210

Depth 5 - Width 5210 Figure 5.19 represents the version of the assistant which is not able

to learn anything useful because of the too large neural network architecture, leading

in a lot of neurons to train and possibly not enough amount of data to train with.

The Loss clearly shows this issue by being increasing over time and the Question

Types usage has the highest variance and no difference in the usage of the actions

over training time.
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Figure 5.19: Model Architecture Results with Depth 5 - Width 5210

The remaining variations to the model architecture behave similar to each other. With

this, we choose to use the model with 1 hidden layer (3 total linear layers in the classification

part) and 1024 input units on the hidden layers since it presents a good trade-off: already

trained with every assistant behaviour developed and the results are similar to other

variants.
Having presented all the work performed during this thesis work, we present some

discussions regarding the real usage and how this work can be used and deployed in

projects.
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Architecture

Architectures
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Figure 5.20: Model Architectures Results
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6

CoNcLusiONS AND FuTurRe WORK

In this last chapter of this thesis, having presented all the work performed during the
development of this thesis, we present some discussions regarding the real usage and how
this work can be integrated in projects. Also, we discuss future work in order to further
improve and extend this framework.

6.1 Conclusions

6.1.1 Overview

[ |

—> d]] Ranker 4————

Query

g— Seed Query
Y 7

Figure 6.1: Framework Architecture Revisited

This thesis focuses on developing a framework, revisited in Figure 6.1, capable of
improving conversational assistants towards getting the user’s target product by asking a
sequence of clarifying questions and giving recommendations. The clarifying questions
are chosen in a real-time manner, which means that our model needs to receive the history

of latest three top products lists and their corresponding question types.

The model of the assistant is used for knowing which of the question types to use and
then the assistant generates the clarifying question with a pre-defined template as well as
chooses the products to recommend, if needed. The clarifying question is presented to
the user and then the assistant gathers his response and processes it in order to update
the products ranking as well as the conversation history.
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6.1.2 Real Experience

When using this assistant in a real world environment, we are expecting that this frame-
work module is called when the assistant knows or has some confidence about the user
knowledge of what he is looking for. Otherwise, accumulating the restrictions provided
by the user can turn in not recommending what he looks after.

6.1.3 Integration

To integrate this framework module in a project is totally possible, as long as this module

is able to access:

Relevant Conversation History : the conversation history related to the current recom-

mendation only; and

Generate Questions : is able to generate questions for presenting to the user, i.e. is able

to generate its own questions using a pre-defined template; and

Catalogue : is also able to access the catalogue information presented in Section 3.1, which
must include: photo, category, binary and relative attributes and an embedding of
each product.

6.1.4 Expected Improvements

With the integration of this framework module in a project which might have an existent
agent, we expect this module to help the user in getting his desired product as soon as
possible, depending on the requirements and expected behaviour of the project in which
its being integrated, which might be:

Minimizing Interactions for teaching the assistant to use as less interactions as possible

during each conversation;

Minimizing Repetitiveness for teaching the assistant to repeat as less as possible each
of the available actions during each conversation;

Minimizing Repetitiveness & Time for teaching the assistant to repeat as less as possible
each of the available actions during each conversation, while keeping attention to the
each of the used actions needs to get feedback from the user. This can be decomposed

in three versions:

Version 1 tends to use most actions, but does not use them evenly and uses the
most basic action (Binary Attribute Question) the same number of times inde-

pendently of the size of the catalogue;

Version 2 tends to use most actions and uses them more evenly;
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Version 3 tends to use every available action, but does not use them evenly, requires
more interactions and consumes more time.

Note that when comparing these behaviours with the work presented by [24, 25], we

offer more ways to mix the various actions during the conversation with the user, enabling

the assistant to behave in different behaviours: more or less interactions, more or less

variety of asked questions, and more or less consumed time.

6.2 Future Work

This framework, which can be used as a module, still has room for improvements and

extensions:

Question Types : behind the question types being used by the assistant, we use the

Relative Feedback (Section 2.3) as their main logic except for the Binary Attribute

Question.

As explored in Like/dislike Feedback (Section 2.2), there may be other types of
feedback and interactions that may be useful to enrich the assistant’s performance

and the interactive conversational recommendation experience.

Question Type and Attribute Selection : the question type and attribute selection are

separated from each other, being the selection of the question type made by the
model inside the Question Type Selector and the attribute selection performed in a

round-robin fashion by the assistant, after the question type selection.

In Section 2.3.3 we saw an approach for optimizing the attribute selection, and it
would be worth to explore combining the question type selection together with the
attribute selection, so the sequence of generated questions can be further optimized;

Estimated Durations of Question Types : the time it takes to get feedback from the user

to each of the question types provided by the assistant are an estimation, but thought
to be as close as possible to a real human-to-human interaction and also to verify

the behaviour of having all of them with different values.

As also explored by [24, 25], these values need to be further studied for each question
type for the assistant to have more accurate behaviours;

Controlling the Risk : the next question type selection is made in a non-stop fashion

by the model, only stopping when the user explicitly tells that he got his desired
product. This recommendation decision strategy can sometimes become annoying

and/or be unnecessary.

As explored in Section 2.7, this model could be further optimized by integrating an
additional action to end the conversation, not needing to wait until the user signals

that he got his target product;
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Model Architectures : the model is based on a deep gq-network.

Although we experimented various variations of the deep g-network, as seen in
Section 5.2.5, it would be worth to experiment with some more recent architectures
such as Decision Transformers, which might help in getting better results, due to its

ability in learning what is most important depending on the input.

Incorporating Natural Language : the question types being used by the assistant have

pre-defined templates, which are being used to generate the clarifying questions.

To improve the performance of the assistant, these pre-defined templates can be
replaced by natural language in order to have a more natural dialogue with the user.
Having a more natural way of interacting with the user has been shown to have
greater results than using pre-established and restricting formats [12].
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