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The Symposium on Etiquette for Human-Computer Work began its meeting-- with great propriety, of course-- with a keynote address from Jeanne Comeau, an author, speaker and teacher on etiquette and the director of the Etiquette School of Boston.  Ms. Comeau taught us a great deal about etiquette’s history and purposes, as well as how to use our napkins and hold our forks.  

Symposium participants wrestled with definitions of etiquette.  Broadly speaking, two alternative but related themes emerged:   (1) Etiquette is a (frequently implicit) set of prescribed and proscribed behaviors which permits meaning and intent to be ascribed to actions between (human or machine) actors thus facilitating group identification, streamlining communication, generating expectations, etc. and (2) Etiquette encodes ‘thoughtful consideration for others’—that is, etiquette operates (when obeyed) to make social interactions more pleasant, polite and cooperative and (when violated) to make them insulting, exploitative and unpleasant.  

We heard research demonstrating that etiquette in machine behaviors can affect human + machine performance in both good and bad ways.  For example, the difference between a “rude” decision aid (intrusive recommendations and impatient queries) vs. a “polite” one is as large as the difference between 60% and 80% accuracy rates in the aid’s recommendations in terms of users’ trust and acceptance of those recommendations—that is, a polite but inaccurate aid was used and trusted about as a much as a rude but accurate one.  

One panel debated whether taking an “etiquette perspective” offers anything different than traditional HCI design.  Most participants believed it did, suggesting that it emphasized politeness and user consideration and/or the soft and often implicit constraints of social or work settings and modes.  Another session conducted a “post mortem” on a highly familiar system whose design quite explicitly considered etiquette:  the Microsoft Office AssistantsTM such as the ubiquitous paperclip.  The discussion produced several specific suggestions about how etiquette considerations might fine tune office interactions.  

In all, we had 30 attendees who gave 21 separate presentations on etiquette’s implications for human-computer, computer-mediated human-human, and even computer-computer interactions.  Sub-themes emphasized (1) the role of etiquette or politeness on “good citizenship” in the digital age through implied or explicit social contracts and the ability to abuse etiquette’s expectations in digital ‘cons’; (2) the ability of embodied agents to convey richer elements of etiquette; (3) the particular role and challenges of etiquette in pedagogical systems, where subtle nuances in how a tutoring system presents itself can have profound impacts on its effectiveness; and (4) the role of etiquette in the design of “high criticality” systems such as aviation, power generation, automobile driving and military systems.  Here the role of the “polite” forms of etiquette may be less important, but the role of etiquette in conveying accurate indications of system intent, accuracy and trustworthiness are extremely important.  While participants were very diverse in their interests and backgrounds, consensus opinion was that etiquette forms a common, unifying theme that will take on increasing importance as computers become more complex and autonomous social actors. 

