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COMMUNICATING ABOUT ROLES I N HUMAN INTERACTION S 

Airentl G.", Bara B.C.*, Colombettl M."" 

"Unita* dl ricerca di Intelllgenza artlflciale 
Universlta '  d i  Mllan o 

^ T r o g e t t o d i  intelligenz a artif iclal e 
Politecnic o d i  Milan o 

1.  INTRODUCTION 

In this paper we investigate the structure of communication 
l a interpersona l  planning . 

Human action is mostly interpersonal and thus reveals the 
abilit y  o f  actor s t o cooperate .  Interpersona l  plan s contai n bot h 
action s t o b e performe d b y th e planne r  an d action s t o b e 
performe d b y partners .  I n orde r  t o obtai n cooperation ,  th e 
planne r  ha s t o induc e th e partne r  t o perfor m th e actio n assigne d 
t o hi m i n th e plan ;  thi s require s tha t  th e planne r  cause s th e 
partner' s intentio n t o perfor m suc h a n action .  Th e mos t  usua l  wa y 
fo r  th e planne r  o f  achievin g suc h a  resul t  I s throug h 
communication . 

To deal with communication within the context of action, we 
assume th e standpoin t  o f  speec h ac t  theor y (Searle ,  1969) .  We 
conside r  Inducin g th e partne r  t o perfor m a n actio n a s a 
perlocutlonar y ac t  performe d b y th e planner .  We assum e tha t  suc h 
a perlocutlonar y ac t  I s performe d vi a a n lllocutlonar y ac t  o f  th e 
directiv e typ e (Searle ,  1979) ,  lik e a n actio n o f  requesting . 

In Airentl, Bara and Colombettl (1983a, b) , we have argued 
tha t  interpersona l  actio n i s regulate d b y script-lik e structure s 
whic h w e cal l  games .  Games defin e th e role s o f  th e actor s withi n 
th e interactio n an d I n particula r  mediat e betwee n th e reques t  o f 
th e planne r  an d th e motivation s o f  th e partner . 

I n thi s pape r  w e sugges t  tha t  th e communicativ e transactio n 
aime d a t  gainin g th e cooperatio n o f  th e partne r  i s alway s 
parallele d b y communicatio n abou t  th e role s t o b e playe d b y th e 
actor s i n th e game .  Th e analysi s o f  communicatio n abou t  role s i s 
therefor e necessar y t o accoun t  fo r  th e performanc e o f  th e 
perlocutlonar y ac t  o f  Inducing ,  eithe r  successfu l  o r  not . 

2. INDUCING A PARTNER TO COOPERATE 

In the following we shall analyze examples of communicative 
transaction s o f  th e typ e describe d i n Fig .  1 ,  wher e a n 
lllocutlonar y ac t  o f  reques t  i s performe d i n orde r  t o induc e 
somebody t o execut e a n action . 

(1) Anna needs a stamp, gets into the nearest shop and asks the 
shopkeepe r  fo r  the.loca l  pos t  off ice . 

(l.a )  th e shopkeepe r  give s th e informatio n requeste d 
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REQUEST INDUC E 
acto r  A  acto r  A 
partne r  P  >  partne r  P 
act io n X  actio n x 

acto r  P  acto r  P 

Fig. 1. 

(l.b) the shopkeeper answers he Is not an Information office 

(2) Alexandra rneets ?t veil knovn psychoanalyst at a party and 
tell s hi m he r  las t  drea m 

(2.a )  th e psychoanalys t  stoicall y accept s t o liste n 

(2.b) the psychoanalyst replies giving her the phone number 
of  hi s offic e 

(3) The boss and his secretary are sitting In their office with 
th e windo w open . 

(3*a) the boss says It Is cold and his secretary stands up 
an d close s th e windo w 

(3.b) the secretary says It Is cold and the boss replies she 
ca n clos e th e windo w 

I n exampl e (1 )  Ann a addresse s a  partne r  proposin g a n 
interactio n dif feren t  fro m hi s expectat ions .  I n fac t  Ann a think s 
sh e ca n ge t  th e Informatio n sh e need s b y playin g a  courtes y game / 
wit h th e shopkeeper .  Th e repl y o f  th e shopkeepe r  depend s o n hi s 
motivat io n t o pla y th e propose d gam e beside s hi s usua l  rol e o f 
dealer .  Th e mai n poin t  her e I s tha t  Ann a doe s no t  propos e th e 
interactio n specif i c  t o th e contex t  o f  th e shop ,  bu t  a  mor e 
genera l  an d broadl y applicabl e one . 

A different case is shown In example (2), where Alexandra 
propose s t o th e partne r  t o pla y hi s usua l  professiona l  role ,  bu t 
i n a n Inadequat e sett ing .  Respons e (2.b )  ca n b e attribute d t o a 
refusa l  b y th e psychoanalys t  t o mee t  th e reques t  o n th e basi s o f 
a wron g context .  Instead ,  respons e (2.a )  ca n b e viewe d eithe r  a s 
th e playin g o f  a  politenes s game ,  quit e appropriat e i n th e part y 
context ,  o r  a s th e extensio n o f  th e psychoanalysi s gam e beyon d 
th e usua l  sett ing . 

I n exampl e (3 )  th e sam e statemen t  assume s tw o differen t 
meaning s dependin g o n th e respectiv e role s o f  speake r  an d hearer . 
We ca n explai n cas e (3.a )  considerin g th e statemen t  o f  th e bos s 
as a  reques t  tha t  th e secretar y clos e th e window .  I n cas e (3.b ) 
th e statemen t  o f  th e secretar y ca n b e interprete d a s a  reques t  o f 
permissio n t o clos e th e window .  Bot h case s admi t  alternativ e 
explanation s accordin g t o differen t  intention s o f  th e actors .  I n 
(3.a )  th e bos s coul d hav e n o intentio n o f  indirectl y requestin g 
th e cooperatio n o f  hi s secretary .  I n thi s case ,  he r  respons e 
coul d b e Interprete d eithe r  a s a  misunderstandin g o r  a s a n 
intentiona l  redef ini t ion .  I n cas e (3.b )  th e statemen t  o f  th e 
secretar y coul d b e a n Indirec t  reques t  tha t  th e bos s clos e th e 
window .  Als o th e answe r  o f  th e 'bos s ca n b e viewe d eithe r  a s a 
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response .  w e mus t  thereror e postulat e knowledg e structure s 
(games )  whic h codif y suc h role s i n a  specifie d contex t  an d ar e 
use d fo r  th e function s jus t  mentioned.Moreover ,  I n orde r  t o 
explai n wh y th e partne r  accept s th e rol e propose d b y th e planne r 
or  rathe r  make s a  ne w proposal ,  w e mus t  tak e Int o accoun t  th e 
motivation s o f  th e partner . 

3. COMMUNICATING ABOUT ROLES 

We think of games as knowledge structures defining which 
action s shoul d b e performe d b y eac h player ,  a t  a  give n leve l  o f 
abstraction .  Th e rol e o f  th e playe r  i n th e gam e correspond s t o 
th e action s assigne d t o hi m i n tha t  structure .  Th e gam e provide s 
fo r  validit y condition s whic h caracteriz e th e contex t  i n whic h i t 
i s  suppose d t o b e played .  I n orde r  t o b e playe d b y tw o actors ,  a 
game mus t  b e shared ,  i.e .  know n t o bot h o f  them ,  an d i t  mus t 
Includ e th e tw o actor s a s possibl e player s i n th e give n validit y 
conditions .  Games ma y b e share d b y everybod y (e.g .  genera l  law s 
of  socia l  behav ior ) ,  b y a  grou p o f  peopl e (e.g = i n professiona l 
practic e o r  i n th e underwor ld) ,  o r  b y a  ver y restricte d grou p 
(e.g .  a  family ,  o r  tw o ol d f r iends) . 

Different kinds of games are played on the basis of different 
motivations .  Fo r  Instanc e th e motivation s whic h underli e 
professiona l  practic e ar e differen t  fro m thos e involve d i n 
friendship .  Fo r  ou r  purpos e a  motivatio n ca n b e regarde d a s a 
menta l  structur e whic h generate s a n intentio n unde r  give n 
condition s (compar e wit h th e concep t  o f  them e i n Wllensky ,  1983) . 
For  example ,  th e motivatio n o f  preservin g one' s lif e generate s 
th e Intentio n t o ru n awa y fro m a  dangerou s situation . 

I n Airenti ,  Bar a an d Colombett i  (1984) ,  w e provid e fo r  a 
forma l  treatmen t  o f  th e inferenc e processe s whic h underli e 
plannin g an d understandin g communicativ e transaction s o n th e 
basi s o f  game s an d motivations .  Th e critica l  featur e o f 
motivation s fo r  playin g a  gam e i s tha t  the y alway s contain ,  amon g 
thei r  activatio n conditions ,  th e fac t  tha t  th e planne r  i s 
proposin g himsel f  a s a  playe r  o f  th e game .  Fo r  Instance ,  i f  on e 
ask s fo r  a  coffe e i n a  coffe e shop ,  h e i s proposin g himsel f  a s a 
clien t  an d thus '  activate s th e waiter' s motivatio n t o d o hi s job . 

In Fig. 2 we give the complete sketch of a communicative 
transactio n withi n a n interpersona l  plan ,  followin g th e forma l 
model  presente d i n Airenti ,  Bar a an d Colombett i  (1984) .  I n orde r 
t o induc e th e partne r  t o perfor m a n action ,  th e planne r  ha s t o 
induc e th e partne r  t o pla y hi s rol e i n th e gam e whic h assigne s t o 
th e partne r  th e desire d action .  Suc h a  resul t  ca n b e achieve d i f 
th e partne r  ha s a n ade^quat e motivatio n which ,  a s w e hav e alread y 
seen ,  require s tha t  h e i s convince d tha t  the -  planne r  i n tur n 
Intend s t o pla y hi s rol e i n th e game .  Therefore ,  th e planne r  ha s 
t o convinc e th e partne r  abou t  hi s ow n intentions ,  an d thi s 
amount s t o performin g a  secon d perlocutionar y act . 
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INFORM 
ac to r  A  — 
pa r tne r  P 

fac t  W A N TS 

s u b j e c t  A 

s i nce r i t y 

a c t i o n P L A Y - R O L E 
ac to r  A 

game g 

gac c 

CONV INC H 
a c  t  u  r  A  — 
pa r  t  li e r  P 
fac t  WANTS 

sub jec t  A 

aiotivatlo n 

ac t io n PLAY-ROL K 
acto r  A 
game g 

R E Q U E ST 
ac to r  A 
p a r t n e r  P 
a c t i o n X 

a c t o r  P 

INDUCE 
acto r  A 
par tne r  P 
ac t io n PLAY-ROL E 

acto r  P 

game g 

game 

INDUCE 
ac to r  A 
par tne r  P 
ac t i o n X 

acto r 

F i g .  2 

cn e rox e o r  a  pe rso n neea in g nei p i n a  cources y game .  i n 
s h o p k e e p e r  th ink s tha t  Ann a i s s incer e abou t  he r  i n ten t i o n an d i 
t h e r e f o r e conv ince d sh e ac tua l l y wan t s t o pla y tha t  g a m e .  I f  n o now 

means b e 
take n fo r  g ran te d i n mor e comp le x i n t e r a c t i o n s . 

4 .  C O N C L U S I O NS 

Th e m a i n t h e o r e t i c a l  imp l i ca t i on s o f  th e mode l  w e hav e 
p r e s e n t e d a r e : 

-  th e reques t  o f  a n a c t o r ,  in tende d t o induc e a  par tne r  t o 
p e r f o r m a n a c t i o n ,  i s  a lway s para l le le d b y communica t io n 
abou t  th e r e s p e c t i v e r o l e s ,  i n orde r  t o mee t  th e partner ' s 
m o t i v a t i o n t o c o o p e r a t e 



113 

-  communicatin g abou t  th e respectiv e role s require s onl y tha t 
th e reques t  I s performe d withi n th e validit y contex t  o f  th e 
game.  Therefor e th e actio n tha t  th e planne r  ha s t o perfor m i s 
th e sam e describe d i n Fig .  1 

- an action of inducing may be performed through the same 
request ,  vi a differen t  game-motivatio n pairs .  Fo r  instanc e i n 
(2 )  th e psychoanalys t  coul d hav e Interprete d Alexandra' s 
reques t  a s a  seductiv e approac h an d eithe r  accep t  o r  refus e 
th e interactio n o n tha t  basis . 
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