Relevance and effort - a paper for discussion

(Ernst-August Gutt, 9. Sept. 1998)
Abstract: This proposal takes the notion of "processing effort" out of the definition of "relevance" and allocates it elsewhere human nature, where it is needed for independent reasons. Overall, for the ostensive-inferential account of human communication, this step eliminates a problematic concept, significantly simplifies the theory, improves predictions, and brings the model closer to common intuitions about relevance.

The role of “effort” in defining “relevance”

In the current model of relevance theory, reference to effort is needed in form of the 'minimal effort' constraint to guide and coordinate the audience's interpretation efforts with the communicator's intention. It is one of the two crucial limiting factors that makes utterance interpretation work in real life. (The other factor is that of 'adequate contextual effects'.)

some Previous criticisms and response

The combination of processing effort with contextual effects into a single concept has met with criticism. Thus McCawley wrote: “I remain unconvinced either that it is a unitary notion … Richness of inference and complexity of processing remain independent dimensions....” (Sperber and Wilson 1987:724) Similarly, Russell sees the two as separate: “The two principles (it seems there really are two) of relevance and least effort are put to work to explain a large number of comprehension phenomena.” (Sperber and Wilson 1987:731)

Sperber and Wilson responded to these criticisms as follows: 

Generally speaking, when a cost is incurred for a benefit, or an effort for an effect, there is nothing arbitrary in linking them under a unitary concept of efficiency. Relevance, as we describe it, is of course a type of efficiency (see pp. 46-50). (Sperber and Wilson 1987:742)

Discussion

Concerning Sperber and Wilson's justification of their definition of relevance: In a purely formal approach, it would no doubt be justified to create some third concept (relevance) to refer to express the relationship or interaction of two other concepts (cost and benefit). In a psychological approach, a demonstration of the psychological reality behind this concept would be required. The psychological reality of "cost" and "benefit" in the relevance-theoretic senses seem plausible; it seems less clear what psychological reality an interactive combination of the two could have.

The inclusion of effort in the concept of relevance leads to an ambiguity or possibly even a conflict within the theory itself. The first, classificatory definition of relevance is purely given in cognitive terms:

Relevance: An assumption is relevant in a context if and only if it has some contextual effect in that context. (Sperber and Wilson 1986:122)

Then Sperber and Wilson point out that relevance is not only a binary concept, but a graded one. This in itself would simply require the following adjustment of the classificatory definition:

Assumptions are more or less relevant in a context to the degree that they have more or less contextual effect in that context.

However, instead of this straightforward development of relevance from a classificatory into a graded concept, Sperber and Wilson refer not only to the amount of contextual effects but also introduce a different dimension into the concept: that is, processing effort. Note that this dimension is completely absent from the classificatory definition. So: while classificatorily relevance is a purely cognitive concept, in its graded form it changes into some other psychological phenomenon.

revised notion of relevance

The proposal is to exclude the notion of "processing effort" from the definition of "relevance". Thus, in the various definitions of relevance, only condition 1 stands.

(1)
Relevance (revised version proposed)

Extent condition 1: An assumption is relevant to in a context to the extent that its contextual effects in this context are large. (cf. Sperber and Wilson 1986:125)

Where does the effort go?

It seems to me that the notion of minimal effort could be seen to enter into the communication process in at least one of two different ways:

1. As part of the communication of the presumption of optimal relevance, communicated as part of the principle of relevance.

2. As a natural tendency operative in both speaker and hearer, which is part of their mutually shared cognitive environment.

Solution 1 is explicitly adopted by Sperber and Wilson 1986 and also in 1995. What about solution 2? This tendency is actually mentioned to by the authors in some places. One of these deals with the efficiency of information processing in human beings:

Our claim is that all human beings automatically aim at the most efficient information processing possible. (Sperber and Wilson 1986:49)

So, communicated or not, minimal effort is part of the efficiency principle on which human beings are assumed to operate.

presumption of adequate relevance

Under solution 2, the presumption communicated by the principle of relevance would be reduced to one of adequate relevance in the revised sense:

(2)
Presumption of adequate relevance


The set of assumptions {I} which the communicator intends to make manifest to the addressee is adequately relevant.

In other words, the presumption of adequate relevance amounts to a presumption of adequate contextual effects. It is this presumption of adequate relevance that is the peculiar characteristic of communication. Hence according to this revision, the principle of relevance reduces to:

(3)
Revised principle of relevance


Every act of ostensive communication communicates the presumption of its own adequate relevance.

Adequate relevance

This seems to leave the leave the notion of "adequacy" rather vague: the notion of "adequacy" appears to require some reference point, if it is to mean anything: something has to be adequate to some point of reference. Sperber and Wilson seem to supply such a reference point by relating the relevance to the expenditure of effort it requires: The utterance has to be “… relevant enough to make it worth the addressee's while to process the ostensive stimulus” (Sperber and Wilson 1986:158).

One point to note here is that in this stipulation "relevant enough" primarily refers to the benefits: it claims that the utterance has enough contextual effects that will more than offset the effort the audience needs to invest in interpreting the utterance. The effort side is addressed separately in the circumlocution: "to make it worth the addressee's while to process the ostensive stimulus." (There is, I think, a noticeable ambivalence in the use of the term 'relevant' throughout the book regarding whether it includes/excludes processing effort.) A more direct formulation might be:

(4)
has enough contextual effects so that the effort of processing the ostensive stimulus will be more than outweighed.

It seems that this presumption is important at the outset of the communication to get the audience involved.

Note, however, that there is another point of reference which Sperber and Wilson also mention when dealing with the question: "How relevant is 'relevant enough to be worth the addressee's attention'?" (Sperber and Wilson 1986:160) What the authors point out there, is that whether some utterance is "adequately relevant" can depend on a number of different circumstantial factors, such as:

1. Time: adequacy/efficiency can depend on whether the information is only momentarily available, or whether it will increase relevance later on in a more efficient way.

2. Degree of intellectual alertness which affects the willingness of investing processing effort: light conversation among friends in a pub: "Here a modicum of relevance should be enough: nobody will be willing to put in much processing effort, or expect major contextual effects." Contrast: "what is supposed to happen in a university seminar". In this case "information relevant enough to be worth the addressee's attention is quite relevant indeed" (Sperber and Wilson 1986:161).

3. Culture: "On various social occasions, the expected level of relevance is culturally defined" (Sperber and Wilson 1986:161).

I propose that these factors are sufficient to characterise a notion of "adequate relevance". In awareness of these factors, the addressee forms an expectation of relevance in terms of contextual effects, and an interpretation which meets these expectations will be deemed "adequately relevant". 

(5)
Adequate relevance to an individual


A set of assumptions {I} is adequately relevant to an individual if it meets his expectations of relevance [on the occasion].

The audience is offered a modification of their cognitive environment /knowledge, which the communicator thinks they want. There is no need to refer to the relation between effort and benefit at all. What about the optimality of the stimulus - the second part of the presumption of optimal relevance? The subsequent sections will show how this is taken care of.

Would the theory still work?

Engaging the audience in communication

Would this presumption of relevance suffice to get the audience engaged in the interpretation process? The communicator is offering the audience an experience they believe the audience wants (for whatever reason). It is mutually manifest that entering into this experience will require the expenditure of effort on the audience's part. So, what assurance is there for the audience that they won't waste their efforts?

As is assumed in the standard version, the audience would try to assess the magnitude of the effort required for the task, as they probably would for any task, communication or otherwise. Then they could decide whether they are willing to engage in it or not.

How does the audience make that decision? It seems to me that the audience would make this decision generally in the same way in which it decides to spend effort on any experience or activity: the strength of the desire/motivation for that experience will certainly play a role, the level of the resources available will probably enter into it, plus a multitude of other considerations: time available, situation (would it involve standing in the rain for several minutes?), convenience (is the audience's mind pre-occupied with other things at the moment?) etc.

Are we not smuggling in the old concept of 'relevance' by the back door? Instead of relating contextual effects to effort we know relate something like 'strength of desire' or 'motivation' to effort—but surely the 'strength of desire' almost certainly includes the contextual effects to be expected?

It undoubtedly does, but, and this is important, it will almost certainly include a range of other factors which have a bearing on whether or not the audience will engage in the communication act. There is no need to assume that the comparison of contextual effects in particular against processing effort yield some unitary value of 'relevance' to which the individual reacts. I may, for example, engage in a conversation in order to maintain the pleasure of the individual's company, rather than because I judge that the contextual effects I expect will outweigh the mental effort I need to put into the conversation. (Note that the evaluation process can turn out the other way, too: I might be dying to know the information that person has, but I'd rather bite my tongue off than engage in a conversation with her, perhaps because of some personal relationship problem.)

So, the point is: yes, processing effort does matter for the decision of engaging in a conversation, but it is not necessary to assume that it relates to the contextual effects to be expected in a special way. It appears to be just one of many factors that enter into a complex decision-making process.

Note that this takes care of some of the apparent counterexamples to a strict operation of the principle of relevance, where Sperber and Wilson 1986 did have to bring in other factors beyond contextual effects and effort anyhow, like the time factor, (cf. pp. 160f).

Guiding the process of interpretation

Is not the notion of effort as part of relevance crucial for guidance toward the intended interpretation, affecting a) context selection and b) identification of intended contextual effects (explicatures and/or implicatures)? It seems that both these areas are taken care of by the fact that the assumption of minimal processing effort is operative by default and also present in the mutual cognitive environment (as an ever-present contextual assumption).

By producing an ostensive stimulus, the communicator communicates that she believes she has something to convey that will be adequately beneficial to the audience: it will satisfy them in terms of the contextual effects to be expected. This is the revised principle of relevance.

As part of the mutually shared cognitive environment, it is manifest that human beings tend to work on a minimal effort principle. Applied to communication, it is manifest that the audience will seek to recover the information offered with minimal effort. Hence it is manifest that, if the communicator wants to succeed, she should follow the path of minimal effort. Taking it for granted that the communicator does want to succeed, it is further manifest that the communicator will be trying to communicate in consistency with the requirement of minimal effort. Hence part 2 of the presumption of optimal relevance is communicated as a contextual implication. This being the case, context selection and the identification of intended contextual effects proceed as before. Thus, the effort-guiding effect of the presumption of optimal relevance in the original sense is maintained, even if the concept of processing effort does not figure in the concept of relevance itself anymore.

What about cases where the need for additional processing effort alerts the audience to additional contextual effects? Is it not crucial here to relate cognitive effects with effort required? The audience would be assumed to accomplish the following:

(6)
a)
Register the presence of an - in some sense - optional feature X (e.g. repetition) which increases the processing effort.


b)
Search for an interpretation for which the feature X with the extra effort it requires will be consistent with the minimal effort principle. 

These activities require the audience to look for an interpretation which will have adequate contextual effects AND for which the 'extra' processing required by X can be seen to be minimally necessary. Does not this require establishing a direct and presumably very sensitive relation between contextual effects and processing effort after all? 

I believe the issues here are wider than the question of whether the notion of 'relevance' includes processing effort or not, and constitute a sore spot in the current version of relevance theory as well. Thus to Russell "it seems unlikely that the minuscule amounts of effort required by S&W's theory, …, would play a significant role except in highly time-pressured situations" (Sperber and Wilson 1987:731). Also, his charge of employing in the analysis "yet another ad hoc rule for estimating effort" (Sperber and Wilson 1987:731) is not without point. Nevertheless, I could see the following possible solutions for the revised framework.

Solution 1: This solution takes into account that reference to "additional-effort-triggers" tend to be needed when dealing with contextual effects that involve properties outside the propositional form of the utterance, that is, stylistic properties, repetition being a typical example. In such cases, the following process could be involved: the audience recovers the contextual effects derived from the propositional form of the utterance. Checking out the minimality of effort, it realises that the same contextual effects could have been achieved by a simpler form of the utterance—one without that "additional cost" feature spotted by process (6)
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In that situation the audience can assume one of two cases: either the communicator did not succeed operating on the minimal-effort principle. She expressed herself in a more roundabout way than was necessary, for example. Or, the audience was mistaken in its expectation of relevance: more contextual effects were intended, and relative to them the effort will, indeed, turn out to be minimal. In this second case, the audience has the option of extending the context, till it reaches an interpretation relative to which the expenditure of effort will again seem minimal, that is, will not have involved any unnecessary part.

For what percentage of "additional-effort-triggers" this would account, I do not know. (Here it would be great if the cumulative competence of the group could come into action and check out cases.)

Solution 2: This is a more radical departure from the current model in that it does not consider the trigger to lie in the additional effort that may be involved. It is rather more expectation-oriented: the audience notices that the utterance is not formulated as it would have expected. It notices the difference and, assuming that this difference is deliberate, it looks for the difference it was intended to make to the interpretation. This solution would assume the following activities:

(7)
a)
Register the presence of an - in some sense - optional feature X (e.g. repetition)


b)
Search for a change in interpretation which the feature X could have been intended to affect.

In a way, this solution has some attraction since it motivates an assessment of such an additional feature without the detour via processing effort.

All these explanations involve the assessment of something that could have been said but was not. This is not a special assumption needed for this revised notion of relevance, but is assumed in the efficiency-account of relevance. So, in that respect no additional "machinery" would be introduced here.

So, as far as I can see, nothing of importance would be lost by this revision. The process of utterance interpretation would essentially proceed as outlined by Sperber and Wilson 1986 and 1995. The audience would still be looking for the first interpretation that has adequate contextual effects and is attained without unnecessary processing effort, and would assume that to be the author-intended interpretation.

change in predictions

Note that there may be a change in predictions. If 'relevance' were a type of efficiency, and if human beings have the tendency to maximise relevance, then in allocating their resources, human beings ought to be interested in the most efficient stimuli: where the relation between cost and effort promises to be best. It seems doubtful that this is true. Rather, as human being we have certain interests, needs, desires and we look for the least-effort-way of fulfilling those needs or desires. So, when looking for relevant information, we look for information that fulfils some cognitive need, desire, and we are looking for least-effort-ways of getting that information. 

I doubt that we process information just because we believe the 'efficiency value' is high, that is, that we get a good deal in terms of cost and effects, in a way regardless of what the particular effects are. Compare a person who wants to buy a car because she needs one and a car dealer. The person needing a car will be more particular about the kind of car she buys - whether it fulfils her particular needs. The dealer does not really care too much about the particulars of the car as long as some more abstract value - the price versus the re-tale value = profit - seems good.

Summary of gains for the theory? 

As far as I can see, the following points would be gained:

1. Improved predictions

2. The notion of relevance would be unitary and purely cognitive.

3. There would no longer be the need to explain how such distinct phenomena as contextual effects and mental processing effort combine into a single phenomenon.

4. There would be no need for the concept 'optimal relevance' with its peculiar asymmetry, setting 'adequacy' against 'minimisation'. The notion of adequate relevance posited here is being used by Sperber and Wilson 1986 already anyhow, even if not formally stated.

5. There would be no need to assume the—tacit—communication of a principle that people probably operate on all the time, regardless of whether they communicate or not, and which applies to areas other than cognition: efficiency - minimising effort in achieving goals.

6. The ambiguity in the notion of 'relevance' between benefit and cost-versus-benefit disappears.

7. Utterance interpretation turns out to be a straightforward efficiency maximisation, as Sperber and Wilson have characterised it for 'absolute' goals: what matters is recovering the adequate contextual effects 'promised' "with the smallest expenditure of whatever resource (…) it takes. There is no longer a need for the conceptually more difficult notion of "efficiency with respect to relative goals", said to be "a matter of striking a balance between degree of achievement and expenditure" (Sperber and Wilson 1986:46). Of course, the goal is not 'absolute' in the sense of a universal constant, but relative to the individual at a given time; yet it is not relative to the processing effort. In unsuccessful communication a person would stop processing an utterance not because the effects would no longer outweigh the efforts. Rather, he would stop if the processing effort gets more than he is willing to invest or if the expectation of relevance is fulfilled.

8. 'Relevance' would cease to be a 'type of efficiency', belonging to a rather vague domain of psychology in general, and would be part of cognition, defined in terms of contextual effects.

9. In this way the technical use would more naturally agree with the intuitive use of 'relevance'.
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