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Introduction 
According to the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, the American Academy of Pediatrics, and 
over 40 professional health organizations, infants 
should be exclusively breastfed for the first six months 
of their life. Despite these recommendations, only 
14.8% of infants in the US are breastfed according to 
these guidelines [2].  

Over the last three years, I have been involved in an 
effort to develop a virtual lactation consultant, to 
motivate expectant mothers to breastfeed and to 
provide basic instructions and troubleshooting to new 
mothers. The virtual consultant is presented as an 
Embodied Conversational Agent (ECA), which is a 
computer-animated character that simulates face-to-
face counseling with a human lactation consultant. In 
addition to therapeutic and information content 
delivered in the verbal channel, nonverbal 
conversational behavior—such as hand gestures and 
facial displays—is used in conjunction with digital 
documents, images, and video clips to provide an 
intuitive, multimodal, interactive, presentation (Figure 
1). 
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Figure 1. Virtual Lactation Consultant
 

Breastfeeding Promotion Agent 
The agent is currently designed to deliver a 20-minute 
dialogue to expectant mothers in their third trimester in 
their obstetrician’s office. This system focuses on 
motivating women to begin breastfeeding, and reviews 
reasons why breastfeeding is healthy for both mother 
and infant. Women see the agent again in the hospital 
immediately following delivery, with the agent 
appearing on a hospital bedside kiosk in the maternity 
ward. The inpatient system is designed to support an 
arbitrary number of conversations during a mother’s 
stay in the hospital, and focuses on what the mother 
should expect each day in terms of infant feeding, basic 
breastfeeding instruction, troubleshooting, tracking of 
breastfeeding behavior, and identifying situations and 
issues when the mother should reach out to a human 
lactation consultant for advice.  

Preliminary Evaluation 
In a pilot study conducted in Melrose-Wakefield 
Hospital in the Boston area, 15 primaparous women 
were randomized to the agent intervention or standard 
care. Those in the intervention group had significantly 
increased intentions to exclusively breastfeed after 
their initial conversation with the agent in the 
obstetrician’s office. Between-group differences on 
intention to breastfeed, and breastfeeding knowledge 
and attitudes were trending greater in the intervention 
group compared to controls, but were non-significant 
due to the limited sample size [1]. 

Ongoing Work 
We are currently extending the breastfeeding 
promotion system to follow women home from the 
hospital and provide ongoing advice, troubleshooting, 
and tracking functionality over the six months the 
infant should be exclusively breastfed.  
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