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Abstract: If the sharing of context is now widely acknowledged as a condition for
successful communication, existing studies do not allow to determine whether it is
necessary to restore the maximum of shared information to obtain the best communicative
performance. To address this issue, three help dialogue conditions distinguished by the
amount of shared information, are compared. The analyses are focused on the
comprehension problems raised by each condition. The results highlight that the quality
of a help dialogue is not necessarily linked to the quantity of shared information. They also
exhibit that the inability to share some specific information strongly affects communication
efficiency. Implications for the design of computer-mediated communication systems are
drawn from these resulis

1. Problem and objectives

Given the current rapid growth of telephone companies providing support to
customers (some call centers include more than 2000 agents and handle more than
200 000 calls per day, Rob Walters, 1996), there is a great interest in reducing the
time of each communication. As Muller et al. (1995) claimed, « savings of even a
tenth of a second per call are muitiplied into significant corporate economies.»

One way to reduce communication time in remote settings could be to enhance
the sharing of information between the caller -- I will call him the « novice » --
and the helper -- I will call her the « expert » (for convenience, I will use in the
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following « she » to refer to the expert, and « he » to refer to the novice). Many
researchers have pointed out that shared workspaces make collaboration easier
(e.g., Dourish & Bellotti, 1992, Whittaker, Geelhoed, & Robinson, 1993).
Moreover, some theoritical work on communication processes advocates the need
for interlocutor to share not only a linguistic code, but also the context needed to
interpret the literal content of any message (Clark & Marshall, 1981, Sperber &
Wilson, 1986, Krauss & Fussell, 1990, Cahour & Karsenty, 1993). According to
this trend, shared context is required to avoid misunderstanding. In this sense,
improving the sharing of information in help dialogues should decrease the need for
clarification sub-dialogues or erroneous interpretations, which both induce waste of
time.

Unfortunately, no study provides precise directions on which information to
include in the shared workspace. Existing studies (e.g., Tatar, Foster & Bobrow,
1991, Brown & Duguid, 1994, Heath & Luff, 1995) simply lead to state that
communicative performances are dependent on the amount of shared information,
which includes just as well computer screen, used documents, others’ actions as
proximity cues (body attimdes, eyes movements, facial expressions, etc.)
However, since this statement is not precise enough, designers of computer-
. mediated communication (CMC) systems may deduce from it that the more the
workspace is shared, the better the efficiency of the dialogue should be. It is then
not surprising to note that most people currently involved in CMC system design
projects believe that good communication performances in remote settings suppose
the greatest possible number of communication channels: video, audio,
synchronous written interactions, file sharing systems, etc.

Although this assumption seems reasonable, it neglects the cooperative aspect of
a communication process (Grice, 1975). According to this view, speakers 1n a
dialogue are assumed to be cooperative, which means that they are expected to adapt
their speech acts to the hearers’ cognitive environment (Sperber & Wilson, 1986).
The hearer’s cognitive environment consists of a set of beliefs easily accessible at a
given time. This set of beliefs includes beliefs on the speaker’s workspace and
goals. Thus, when the interpretation of a speech act requires the use of contextual
beliefs not immediately accessible (1.e., not evoked for interpreting the previous
speech act, or not related to the closest perceptible environment), the speaker is
expected to make these contextual beliefs explicit. In other words, the speaker 1s
responsible for ensuring the sharing of the interpretative context. Previous studies
on task-oriented dialogues without a shared vision (Grosz, 1978) or human-
computer help dialogues' (Guindon, 1991) seem to support this theory: it was
noticed that, under these circumstances, speakers refer to objects and events with
very precise descriptions instead of pronouns, and produce very few ellipses and
deictic expressions. Other related work on human explanatory dialogues (Karsenty

1 Note that these dialogues are 1n fact often simulated through a Wizard of Oz setting, where a human
mimicks the computerized advisor It is then a form of remote dialogue.
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& Falzon, 1992, Karsenty & Bre'zillon, 1995) is dso consgtent with this theory: it
was noticed that explanations, which may be concelved as speech acts aimed a
changing the hearer's interpretative context, are most often volunteered in task-
oriented didogues and not provided after an explanation demand.

Therefore, we should expect novices in remote help didogues to adgpt the
content of their requests depending upon the dia ogue setting.

The study reported in this paper was amed at testing the two hypotheses that
have been formulated:

Hypothesis 1: The grester the amount of shared informetion is, the better
communication effidency is.

Hypothesis 2: A decreasein communication efficiency islimited by the novices
adaptive linguigtic capacities when the amount of shared information issmal.

To what extent and under which conditions a decrease in  communication
efficency can be limited by the novices adaptive power were aso two centra
issues of our study. The answer to these questions is important because it should
influence the design of CMC systems for help didlogues. Condder & an extreme
that the novices adpaive power is proved to ensure mutud undergtanding in any
case: thiswould highlight that good communication performances in remote settings
does not require amix of communication technologies; only one gppropriate channd
should be sufficient. At the other extreme, if this adgptive power is proved to be
totaly inefficent to limit misunderstandings in remote settings with a smal amount
of shared information, we should conclude tha a mix of communication
technologiesis highly desrable.

Ancother objective of this study was to esimate to what extent one could expect
remate help didogues enhanced with information sharing tools to be confined to a
sngle didogue turn (one quedion-one answer). This quedion is egecidly
important for user support office managers if they bdieve sngle turn didogues
possible, they will expect (or impose) a certan operators throughput. This
expectation will then influence the way each operator will handle callers requests.
If sngle turn didogues are nat dways possible, or even not dways desirable, this
managers expectaion will produce frudration and disstidfection from every sides:
calers, operators and managers.

To tackle these issues, we have compared communicaive performances of
novice-expert couples placed in three help didogue settings: (1) Sde by sde by the
same screen, (2) a a digance with the expert ssemg the novice's screen, (3) & a
digance with no shaed environment. One may condder that the shared
environment is maximd in condition 1, induding screen information  (buttons,
menus, dae of the displayed text, cursor, efc.), cues on novices actions
(typewriting, hand moves toward the screen), and proximity cues. The shared
environment isintermediary in condition 3, composad only by screen information.
And itisnil in condition 3.



