
Submitted for inclusion in the Working Notes of the AAAI-Spring Symposium on Adaptive User Interfaces, Stanford, CA. 
March 20-22, 2000. 

Rules of Etiquette,  

or  How a Manner ly AUI  should Compor t I tself to Gain Social 

Acceptance and be Perceived as Gracious and Well-Behaved in 

Polite Society.[HBF1] 

Dr. Chr istopher  A. Miller  
Honeywell Technology Center 

MN65-2600 
3660 Technology Dr. 

Minneapolis, MN USA 
+1 612 951 7484 

cmiller@htc.honeywell.com 
  

 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Since this is a AAAI symposium and the emphasis is on de-
veloping an emerging discipline and on sharing ideas and 
defining issues, I am going to allow myself the luxury of 
avoiding the narrow confines of reporting research results.  
Instead, I’m going to take a wild stab at boiling down my 
research, experience and knowledge of the work of others, 
to pose a list of ‘etiquette rules’  [HBF2]by which AUIs 
should live.  I claim that such a list is needed, and quickly, 
if AUIs are to be accepted into society rather than be re-
garded as social boors, misfits or simpletons who really 
can’ t help themselves (remind anyone of a paper clip we all 
know—and most of us loathe?[HBF3]) 

WHY ETIQUETTE? 
When an interface takes it upon itself to decide when and 
how I need what kind of information, it is entering into an 
ancient social structure that, until very recently, has been 
purely the province of humans.  We’ve evolved information 
exchange rules over millennia that govern that structure.  It 
would only be polite for any newcomer who wants to par-
ticipate in that structure to play by those rules.  “The Rules”  
(which, of course, are not always followed) about how to 
behave well in information exchanges in polite conversa-
tion, are a subset of etiquette rules.  

Etiquette rules are rarely created whole cloth by the Emily 
Posts or Miss Manners of the world.  Instead, they attempt 
to observe good practices already existing in ‘polite society’  
and then formulate them for explication to others and/or in-

fer from existing practices to propose practices for new 
situations thereby extending good practice into novel do-
mains. 

By proposing etiquette rules for AUIs to follow, we should 
take a similar approach: observe good information ex-
change practices between humans and humans, or between 
humans and those AUIs that already exist, and attempt to 
both explicate good practices for others to follow and to 
extend and generalize good practices to novel domains and 
situations. 

It’s important to remember that etiquette rules don’ t always 
have to be followed.  Furthermore, there may be times and 
situations where the conscious and systematic violation of 
etiquette is highly useful.  Nevertheless, consistent violation 
of them relegates one to a frequently undesirable position in 
society. We don’ t claim that every AUI should adhere to the 
same etiquette—just that most should try. 

Finally, in posing etiquette rules, I have tried to ignore prac-
tical constraints.  The rules of etiquette proposed below 
should be viewed as goals.  It’s entirely acceptable to ignore 
some of these rules in the process of developing and re-
searching AUI technology—just as we tolerate (and even 
laugh at) social gaffs [HBF4]from children.  But if AUIs are 
to ‘grow up’  and take their place in our society, they should 
do their best to play by the rules. 

PRECEDENTS 
There’s a lot of precedent for such a list.  In 1967, H. P. 
Grice provided a list of rules or ‘maxims’  for “conversa-



 

tional implicature”—by which he meant, how to decide 
which of the set of grammatically correct statements that 
could be made at any point in a specific conversation 
should be ruled in or out by a well-intentioned, cooperative 
conversant.  These still serve as good guidelines for any 
form of information exchange.  These include (Grice, 
1975): 

• Maxims of Quantity:  Make your contribution as infor-
mative as is required for the current purpose of the ex-
change, but not moreso. 

• Maxims of Quality: Make your contribution true.  
Don’ t say [as true] what you know to be false.  Don’ t 
say [as true] that for which you lack adequate evidence. 

• Maxims of Relation: Be relevant [contribute to the ad-
vancement of the current conversational goals]. 

• Maxims of Manner: Be perspicuous—avoid obscurity 
of expression, avoid ambiguity, avoid prolixity[HBF5], 
be orderly. 

One of the first large-scale applied AUI projects, the Lock-
heed and the USAF’s Pilot’s Associate program, began 
their effort by drafting and agreeing upon a set of 10 com-
mandments for good behavior from their associate in the 
fighter piloting domain.  This list was summarized in two 
‘super-commandments’ : (1) The Pilot is always in charge, 
and (2) The effort required of the pilot to control the asso-
ciate must be less than the effort saved by the associate. 

My own recent work on the Rotorcraft Pilot’s Associate 
program took the notion of the behaviors a bit further and 
asked pilots and engineers to weight, using Saaty’s (1977) 
paired comparison technique, the relative importance of 
each of several behaviors that the raters had previously 
agreed were design goals for the Cockpit Information Man-
ager (CIM).  The results of these ratings are included in 
Miller, 1999.  Furthermore, we then designed the CIM to 
make use of these ratings to perform behavioral tradeoffs in 
determining when, whether and how to adapt interface be-
haviors (see Miller, 1999 for a description).  A tactic which 
not only seemed to have resulted[HBF6] in good user accep-
tance, even when the system made mistakes, but also pro-
vided a ready-made approach to tunability according to 
individual user preferences. 

M Y LIST 
Here’s my tentative list [HBF7]of etiquette rules for AUIs, 
based on and generalizing the precedent lists described 
above and attempting to fold in lessons learned from mine 
[HBF8]and others’  experiences.  As discussed below, this list 
is evolving and changing.  It is intended to provoke discus-
sion more [HBF9] 

1. Make many, many correct conversational moves for 
every error made 

2. Make it very, very easy to override and correct your 

errors 

3. Know [HBF10]when you are wrong—the easiest way to 
do this is to let the human tell you—and then get out of 
the way. 

4. Don’ t make the same mistake[HBF11] twice 

5. Don’ t show off—Just because you can do something, 
doesn’ t always mean you should. 

6. Be able to talk explicitly about what you’re doing and 
why—humans spend a lot of time in meta-
communication[HBF12] activities facilitating coordina-
tion, especially in distributed work environments. 

7. Make use of multiple modalities and information ex-
change channels redundantly; understand the implica-
tions of your communications on all the levels on 
which it operates.   

8. Don’ t assume every user is the same—be sensitive to 
and adapt to individual, cultural, social, contextual dif-
ferences 

9. Be aware of what the user knows—especially if s/he 
knows it because you recently conveyed it (i.e., don’ t 
repeat yourself).   

10. Be cute only to the extent that it furthers your conver-
sational goals. 

THE VERY IDEA . . .  
Let’s distinguish between the idea that there ought to be a 
list of etiquette rules for AUI behavior and the specific list I 
tossed off above.  That list is intended as the starting point 
for a discussion and series of inquiries whose endpoint 
might be a full understanding of proper AUI behavior 
across a wide variety of domains and applications.  We can, 
and should, argue about whether that set of etiquette rules is 
right or complete—and I suspect that the discussion about 
what works and what doesn’ t in different contexts will be 
informative.  

REFERENCES 
Grice, H.P. (1975). Logic and Conversation.  In P. Cole and 
J. Morgan, Syntax and Semantics; Speech Acts, vol. 3.  
Academic Press; NY.  

Miller, C.  (1999).  Bridging the Information Transfer Gap: 
Measuring Goodness of Information Fit.  Journal of Visual 
Languages and Computing, 10.  523-558. 

Saaty, T.  (1997).  A scaling method for priorities in hierar-
chical structures. Journal of Mathematical Psychology, 15, 
234-281. 

 

                                                           

 



Page: 1 
[HBF1]  Okay, it’s seriously cute.  But when the title gets longer than a typical abstract, haven’ t you crossed 
a line somewhere?  :^). 

I really like this paper.  Good topic choice, well written, engaging.  Great analogy.  It occurs to me that you 
may want to talk about what sor t of etiquette you would want from your AUI.  A good butler?  A good 
mentor?  Protégé?  Co-worker?  A good friend?  I think the answer may be closest to the first – someone 
who would rather go through machinations, even see personal ruin than have his charge look bad. 

Ooh, how about the social technique of checking with a mutual friend about questionable communications –
and/or having someone who knows him better give the bad news?  A whole society of agents facet. 
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[HBF2]  Are these rules?  Or guidelines?  Or standards?  I bristle a bit at “ rules” . 
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[HBF3] …how many of us have long since banished the cute paperclip from our desktop? 
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[HBF4]  Gaffe?  Or is this one of those subtle psychologist things? 
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[HBF5]  Is he being funny here?  Avoid obscurity…avoid prolixity? 

Page: 2 
[HBF6]This tactic seemed to not only have resulted (doesn’ t seem to be a verb here.) 
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[HBF7] Do not redirect the course of the conversation without what both of you perceive to be good rea-
son. 

Be on good behavior until you know someone well. 

Be on good behavior after you’ve messed up. 

Fawning, cuteness and sarcasm are equally obnoxious – quiet professionalism is best until you 
know someone well. 

Do not monopolize the conversation, and don’ t interrupt. 

Give your co-conversationalist opportunities to agree, disagree or comment, especially if you’re 
exploring unfamiliar territory.  If they start to speak, stop to listen. 

Be willing and able to listen to and use guidance. 

Tell your associate about errors or pending blunders, but do it discreetly. 

Avoid pedantry/Choose your battles/Don’ t sweat the small stuff. 

If you don’ t have anything nice to say, come sit by me. (Alice Longworth Roosevelt) 
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[HBF8] My and others’? 

Page: 2 
[HBF9]  more intended? 

Page: 2 
[HBF10]  Accept? 
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[HBF11]  And maybe by implication:  if you don’ t understand what mistake you’ve made, either wait for a 
quiet moment and ask for clarification, or ask someone else. 
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[HBF12]I don’ t know if you intended it to be in here or not, but I think the maxim on quality belongs some-
where in the list.  Don’ t assert something as true if you’re uncertain.  Let your charge know what you’re not 
able to tell him, too.  (“ I have no idea what’s over the hill”  doesn’ t equal “ there’s nothing over the hill” , 
even though both may present a blank screen.) 

Yes, I realize I’ve used about five terms for the other guy in the conversation. 

 


