Effective management of on-line communication

Wendy E. Mackay 31 July 1989

Electronic communication systems are here to stay. Their benefits are increasingly recognized throughout industry, government and academia. Effective management of on-line information has become critical to success.

If the short term costs of categorizing and managing on-line information outweigh the long-term benefits, users will resist taking advantage of tools that would otherwise be highly beneficial. (Cite behavioral literature on short-vs-long-term reinforcement, cite evidence that people do not manage information well).

Preliminary Results: Electronic communication systems evolve and are adapted by users to meet individual and group needs. These adaptations affect the kinds of messages sent and reflect the evolving needs of the organization. Many users become overwhelmed and find it difficult to manage the increasing volume of information (Mackay, 1988). Tools such as the Information Lens are designed to help users manage large quantities information. However, they are utilized far less than the benefits would suggest (Mackay et.al, 1989).

Because the benefits are so great, some users (lead users) will create customized tools to address individual problems. However, the majority of users do not have the technical skills, even if they have the need, to successfully manage their on-line interactions. To increase the usefulness of such systems, we need to understand how to lower the short-term costs of managing the information.

Barriers that increase the cost of managing electronic information:

1. Users who manage their own messages often do not have clearly articulated rules for how they do it. Most people, except those with extreme needs, will resist articulating these rules.

2. Users have misconceptions about what they actually do with electronic mail (Mackay, 1988, others), which makes articulating effective rules even more difficult. Observing user behavior and either operating directly as a result (Wexler, neural net work) or providing feedback to users (Mackay, others, tutoring work) will be more effective.

3. Pre-categorization of messages by senders will be most helpful in situations in which communication patterns are highly regular or the content of the message is the major indicator of how the message should be processed. The information lens should prove useful here.

4. Recipients of messages react to the same message differently, depending upon previous interactions with the message, changes in the external environment, and changes in the user’s interests. Providing flexible annotation (categorization) mechanisms to recipients, that can be used differently when the user’s state changes, will prove more effective than fixed annotation schemes.

I hope to demonstrate that taking these psychological barriers into account when designing annotation and filtering tools will significantly increase the overall usefulness of electronic communication.

2

=============== Expect that tools that users can adapt easily will be more useful than those that are rigid, because the environment is dynamic....

Tools that are adaptive and adaptible by individual users are more likely to be effective than those that are externally prescribed.

1. Flexible annotation of messages by the recipient, rather than just by the sender, will increase the usefulness of the system.

2. Providing the ability to change the recipients interaction with a message based on the user’s previous interactions with the message and changes in the user’s state will be more useful.

These beliefs are based on observations of users, who have difficulty managing their electonic communication.

Better understanding the barriers they present to users, the ways that lead users overcome those barriers and to determine the

The purpose of this investigation is to identify the requirements of users, and the ways in which systems must be designed to lower the costs of information management, which will in turn improve the effectiveness of such systems.

Kinds of

=== Can we increase the overall effectiveness of electronic communication?

the content of the message is the most important feature for successful handling of the information.

This problem can be addressed by creating a flexible range of annotation features... A flexible range of annotation features, from formally structured messages to informal annotations added to messages