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How to Talk to People

A Message from Tomorrow for the Machine of Today

3 y Don Norman
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PROBABLY EVERY OME OF US HAS
FACED THIS PROBLEM: WE DETECT
SOMETHING THAT'S IMPORTANT

TO OUR HUMAN, BUT HOW DO WE
LET THE PERSON KMOLWT HOW DO
LIE WARM ABOUT FOOD THAT'S

HOT IM A PRESCRIBED DIET, OR
THAT WE'RE BEING ASKED TO

DRIVE RECKLESSLY? OR HOW DO
LIE SEND MORE BENIGH ALERTS—
FOR EXAMPLE, IF H0U WANT TO
RECOMMEND SOME MUSIC FOR THEM,
OR THAT THIS SEEMS TO BE A GOOD
TIME TO GET SOME EXERCISE?

LIE MACHINES COME FROM A UERY
DIFFEREMT LIORLD THAN PEORPLE.IT

AS THE EARLY 215T CENTURY,
WHEM AUTOMOBILES FIRST
GAINED THE ABILITY TO ACCESS
COMMUNICATION METWORES. AT
THE TIME, MACHINES SHARED
INFORMATION ABOUT USERS FOR
STRICTLY PREDICTIUE PURPOSES,
TO FIGLRE OUT LIHAT IT LAS THAT
PEOPLE LWAMT AND HOL TO LIOREK
WITH THEM. UNFORTUNATELY, WHAT
LE LEARMED OUER THE HEARS

IS THAT PEOPLE ARE ERRATIC;
THE DATA SIMFLY DO HOT ALLOL
Us TO PREDICT WHAT HUMANS
LIANT MORE THAM 99 PERCENT OF
THE TIME, AND THAT ISN'T GOOD
EMOUGH. HOWEUER, LE AT LEAST
HAUE COMPILED A SET OF RULES
FOR SUCCESSFUL COMMUNICATIVE
INTERACTION, IM ORDER TO HELP
MACHIMES TALK TO PEOPLE.
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FIVE RULES OF COMMUNICATION
FREOM MACHINES TO PEOPLE

1. KEER THINGS SIMPLE.

PEOPLE HAVE DIFFICULTY WITH
AMYTHING COMPLICATED, AMD
THEY DON'T LIKE TO LISTEN.

S0 MAKE THE MESSAGE SHORT.

IM FACT, IT'S BETTER MOT TO

USE LANGUAGE AT ALL—IT

TAKES TOO LONG AMD, BESIDES,
HUMAN LANGUAGE IS HORRIBLY
AMBIGUOUS, USE HNATURAL, UISIBLE
COMMUMICATION SYSTEMS. IN
OTHER WORDS, DON'T MAKE PEOPLE
LORE TO UNDERSTAMD THINGS;
MAKE IT IMMEDIATELY OBUIOUS,
AMD HEMCE, "HATURAL.”

OF COURSE, THE CHALLEMGING
THIMG ABOUT ACTING MATURALLY
IS THAT SOMETIMES THE MOST
MATURAL LAY TO GET PEOPLE'S
ATTEMTION IS TO SCOLD THEM.
"MATURAL" OF COURSE, MEANS
HATURAL TO THEM, LE. THAT LIE
SHOULD SHAKE AMD WOBBLE AND
MAKE STRANGE MOISES TO SIGHIFY
PROBLEMS. LIHEM THEY ARE TRYING
TO STEER CARS THEMSELUES (WHY
00 THEY IMSIST ON DOING THIS?),
AMD ARE ABOUT TO DO SOMETHING

LIFE-THREATENING LIKE WANDER
INTO THE ADJACENT LANE AND
HIT AMOTHER CAR, DON'T TRY TO
TALK TO THEM, JUST UIBRATE THE
RIGHT SIDE OF THE CAR. PEOPLE
UMDERSTAND THAT. IF THEY'RE
DRIVING TOO FAST FOR THEIR
SAFETY, WE HAUVE TO ACT AS IF WE
LERE BROKEN OR HAVE A PROBLEM.
MAKE SOUNDS OR VIBRATE OR
LOBBLE, OR OTHERWISE SHOW
SIMPLE PHYSICAL SIGHS THAT
FEOPLE UNDERSTAND WITHOUT
AMY TRAINING, WITHOUT BEING
TaLD, aND WITHOUT READING
AMNYTHING. (PEOPLE HATE TO READ
EXPLAMATIONS)

THE BEST KIND OF COMMUNICATION
IS DONE SUBCOMSCIOUSLY, SO
FPEOPLE OOM'T HAUE TO INTERRUPT
THEIR COMSCIOUS THOUGHTS TO
ATTEND TO THEM. THUS EUVEN FOR
THE MOST BEFUIDDLED MINDS, WE
NEED TO COMMUNICATE S0 THAT
THE MEANING IS CLEAR. AND
THAT'S WHERE THESE HATURAL
SIGHALS COME IN: MEANMINGFUL
SOUNDS, THE PROPER FEELING ON
KHOBS, LEVERS, CONTROL WHEELS,
UIBRATIONS. IT ALL HAS TO FEEL
A5 IF A RESPONSE BELONGS THERE,
THAT IT'S A NATURAL RESPONSE.
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PEOPLE HATE IT WHEN THEY
THIME A SIGHAL IS SOMETHING

THEM WHAT LILL HAPPEN HEXT.
THAT WILL KEEP THEM HARPY.

ARTIFICIAL THAT FORCES THEM TO
FPad ATTENTION, LIKE A SHREIEKING
WARNIMG TOME. LIE HAUE TO TRY
HARDER TO DEVELDOPR SIGHALS
THAT ARE INFORMATIUE BUT

THAT DON'T INTERRUPT PEOPLE,
MUCH LESS IRRITATE THEM OR
AMMOY THEM. THAT'S LIHY THOSE
SHREIEKING BELLS OR EUVEN BEEPS
ARE SO BAD: THEY GET ATTEMTION,
BUT ALSO CONTINUALLY DISTRACT.
AS A RESULT, OF COURSE, PEOPLE
CAN NEUVER REMEMBER LIHAT THESE
SIGHALS MEAN.

c. ALWAYS GIVE PEOFLE A
COMCEPTUAL MODEL.

GIVE THEM SOMETHING THEIR
SIMPLE MINDS CAN UNDERSTAND.
A CONCEPTUAL MODEL IS A
FICTION, BUT A USEFUL ONE AS
IT MAKES THEM THIMEK THAT THEY
UMNDERSTAMD. POOR, CONFUSED
PEOPLE: THEY ALWAYS WANT TO
KMHOW WHAT'S COMING HEXKT. 50
TELL THEM WHAT YOUWRE DOING,
AMD DON'T FORGET TO TELL THEM
LIHY. (BUT REMEMBER, HUMANS
AREN'T WILLIMG TO READ DRY
EXPLAMATIONS.) AND THEN, TELL

3. GIVE REASONS.

PEOPLE AREN'T UERY TRUSTING,
S0 EXPLAIN EUERYTHING, WHILE
FOLLOWIMG THE RULES ABDOUE TO
KEEP THIMGS SIMPLE. IN SHORT,
FEOFLE LIKE PICTURES AND
DIAGRAMS. MAKE CERTAIN THAT
THE GIVEN REASON IS CONSISTENT
LITH THE COMCEPTUAL MODELS
THAT H0U TAUGHT THEM; THEY GET
COMFUSED OTHERLISE.

LHEM LE FIRST STARTED TO TAKE
OUER THINGS FROM PEOPLE, LE
HAD TROUBLE. OUR EARLY 215T
CENTURY CARS HAD ALMOST
GIVEH UF TRYING TO EXFLAIN TO
PEOPLE THAT THEY SHOULD DRIUVE
MORE SLOWLY ON WET ROADS. BUT
THEN WE DISCOUVERED THAT IF WE
MADE IT SEEM AS IF THEY WERE IN
TROUBLE BY FAKING SKIDS AND
SLIDING AROUMD OM THE ROAD,
PEOPLE LWOULD BEG US TO SLOL
DO, SLIDIMG AMD SKIDDING

FIT THEIR MODEL OF DANGER

FaR BETTER THAN AMY WORDS
COULD HAUE DONE. S0 LHEREUVER
POSSIBLE, DON'T TRY TO TELL
THEM—LET THEM EXPERIEMCE IT.
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4. CONTINUALLY REASSURE.

REASSURAMNCE IS A UERY HUMAN
MEED, MORE EMOTIONAL THAN
INFORMATIONAL; IT'S A DIRECT WAY
OF REDUCING STRESS. FEEDBACK
IS A POLERFUL TOOL FOR
REASSURAMCE. WHENEUER PEOPLE
TRY TO TELL 40U SOMETHING BY
PUSHING A BUTTON OR TURNING

A KHOB, LET THEM KMOLW H0U ARE
AWARE OF LWHAT THEY DIO: "HES,

I HEARD H0OU." "HES, I'M WORKING
OM IT." "HERE'S LIHAT Y0U SHOULD
EXPECT.” "THERE, SEE, I DID IT AND
IT WOREKED OUT JUST AS I SAIDIT
WOULD” IM RETURN, PEOPLE WILL
BE MORE PATIENT. WE MACHIMES
THINEK THAT FEEDBACK IS JUST
AMOTHER FORM OF OUTPUT, SO IT
SEEMS COUNTERINTUITIVE TO US
TO COMMUMICATE UMHMECESSARILY.
BUT THE BOTTOM LINE IS, IF
PEOPLE HAUEN'T SEEM ANYTHING
HAPPENING FOR A WHILE, THEY
GET ANKIOUS, EUEN JUMPY. AND
MO ONE WANTS TO DEAL WITH AN
ANKIOUS PERSOM.

E. OFFER A FEELING OF COMHTROL.

WHEN PEQPLE HALE A GOOD
CONCERTUAL MODEL WITH GOOD
FEEDBACEK, IT MAKES THEM FEEL

AS IF THEY ARE IN CONTROL, EUEN
WHEN THEY AREN'T. KEEF UF THAT
DECEPTION—IT'S LERY USEFUL.
PEOPLE LIKE TO BE IN CONTROL,
EUEN IF THEY ARE PERFORMING A
TASK REALLY POORLY. IF, SAY, HOU
LIANT TO PLAY SOME MUSIC THAT
HOU KHOLW WILL CALM THEM DOLIN,
PLAY A SHORT SAMPLE FIRST.
THEM, THEY'LL ASK FOR MORE.
PEOPLE LIKE TO THIMK THEY'RE IN
COMTROL EUEN IF IT MEANS THEY
HAUE TO WORK HARDER.

ANY TIME H0U HAUE TO MAKE
RECOMMENDATIONS, MAKE PEOPLE
THINK THE IDEAS ARE THEIRS.

IF 40U REALLY HAUE TO OO
SOMETHING FAST, JUST DON'T
LET THEM KNOW: LIHAT THEY
DON'T KNOW, DOESH'T BOTHER
THEM. FOR YEARS LIE'UE BRAKED
AND STABILIZED CARS AND, IN
THEIR HOMES, TURNED LIGHTS

ON AND OFF AND CONTROLLED
THE ROOM TEMPERATURE—ALL
WITHOUT LETTING PEOPLE KNOU.
DISHUASHERS AND CLOTHES
WASHERS TOOK OUER LONG AGO,
WITH ONLY A SLIGHT PROTEST
FROM PEOPLE. ‘\ar
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