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1. Introduction 

 

Years ago, Internet was a mere complement to our physical activities, a limited text-based environment 

we had to log onto, a poor cues-filtered scenario for human communication. Nowadays, by contrast, 

Internet is hybridised and imbricated in our daily lives. We do not log onto the Net since we never really 

get disconnected from it. Instead of paying to get Internet connection, today many users would rather pay 

to get disconnected from it. Besides, we do not need computers to access the Net; we carry it with us on 

our mobile phones. As a consequence, we now devote an enormous amount of mental activity and time to 

obtaining information and communicating with others online, either through text or with the aid of 

pictures, video and multimodal combinations of verbal and visual inputs. The development of Internet use 

has increased radically and nowadays, with the aid of smart phones and tablets, it is accessible 

everywhere. 

 What is especially interesting in the context of this relevance-centred book is the increasing mesh of 

our physical and virtual lives with the aid of technology, how we combine traditional physical settings 

and virtual spaces to manage our networks of friends and relatives (Yus 2005b, 2007), how our identities 

are increasingly shaped in virtual scenarios (Yus 2002, 2012b). As Turkle (2011) summarizes, nowadays 

technology is “always on, always on us.” 

 According to relevance theory (Sperber and Wilson 1995), we always aim at obtaining rewards 

(positive cognitive effects) in exchange for an adequate amount of mental effort (on paper, the less effort 

the higher relevance) when we process inputs (mental, verbal, visual, multimodal, etc.). This search for 

relevance is an evolved capacity, rooted in human psychology, and hence it is at work in any human 

processing of information, regardless of whether it takes place in physical or virtual scenarios. 

 The aim of this chapter is to show that relevance theory not only explains human-to-human 

communication on the Internet, but can be extended to all human search and exchange of information on 

the Net, including interactions that take place between users and computer systems. Four areas of 

relevance-driven processing will be studied in the next headings: (a) relevance sought by the system for 

the user; (b) relevance sought by the user in the system; (c) relevance sought by the user in another user’s 

coded input (e.g. an utterance); and (d) relevance sought by the user in a group of users. 

 

 

2. Cognition and the search for relevance 

 

Much of relevance-theoretic research has focussed on how addressees turn the speaker’s schematic 

logical form of his/her utterance into (explicit and/or implicated) meaningful interpretations with the aid 

of context.  Much less attention has been paid to the fact that all cognitive activity of the human mind is 

relevance-oriented, beyond the processing of verbal stimuli. All inputs for mental processing are subject 

to the fulfilment of the so-called cognitive principle of relevance: “Human cognition tends to be geared to 

the maximisation of relevance.” In general, human cognition engages is typical activities such as he ones 

listed in (1a-e): 

 

 (1)  (a)  To filter out information from outside the individual that hypothetically is not relevant. 

   (b) To update the general picture of the world that the individual possesses. 

   (c)  To identify intentions and attitudes that underlie the interlocutors’ communicative 

activity.  

(d) To combine new information that reaches the individual’s mind with information which is 

accessible from context. 
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(e)  To select from context only the information that is going to be useful for the derivation of 

relevant conclusions. 

 

According to Wilson and Sperber (2002, 251), “relevance is a potential property not only of utterances 

and other observable phenomena, but of thoughts, memories and conclusions of inferences.” For example, 

we filter out potentially irrelevant visual phenomena from the outside world. We are unable to process all 

the barrage of in-coming information from the environment and we have developed an ability to focus 

only on potentially interesting phenomena. The same applies to our thoughts, some of which are more 

likely to be entertained than others in a particular situation. Consider the listed possible thoughts (3a-g) in 

situation (2): 

 

 (2)  The bell in my house rings. 

 (3)  (a)  Someone has rung the bell. 

   (b) The bell in my house has rung. 

   (c)  The person ringing is not a dwarf (he or she can reach the bell). 

   (d) There is no electricity cut. 

   (e)  The electricity company has not gone bankrupt. 

   (f)  Nobody has stolen my ring. 

   (g) I’ve paid my last electricity bill. 

 

 It is obvious that (3a, b) are the most likely thoughts for the stimulus in (2), even though all of (3a-g) 

are, in theory, possible (manifest, in relevance-theoretic terms). However, thoughts are ranked in terms of 

likelihood in a context, and other thoughts might be more relevant in a different context. Imagine, for 

example, that I have been suffering an electricity cut that has lasted several days. Upon hearing the ring, 

(3d) would be very likely to be entertained in that context, may maybe not in a normal context of non-

stop flow of electricity. 

 In general, any external stimulus or internal representation that accesses our cognitive system may be 

relevant to us at some time and we have a rooted ability to pick up potentially relevant stimuli. As Wilson 

and Sperber (2002, 254) stress, 

 
As a result of constant selection pressure towards increasing efficiency, the human cognitive system has 

developed in such a way that our perceptual mechanisms tend automatically to pick out potentially relevant 
stimuli, our memory retrieval mechanisms tend automatically to activate potentially relevant assumptions, and 

our inferential mechanisms tend spontaneously to process them in the most productive way. 

 

For an input to be relevant, it has to combine fruitfully with context to yield positive cognitive effects (“a 

positive cognitive effect is a worthwhile difference to the individual’s representation of the world – a true 

conclusion, for example. False conclusions are not worth having. They are cognitive effects, but not 

positive ones,” Sperber and Wilson 1995). Indeed, human cognition is constantly gathering information 

and combining it with contextual information to yield relevant conclusions. In Yus (2011a: 11-12) the 

following example is provided: 

 

 (4)  New information (visual input): 

   A yellow Mercedes is parked near our Department. 

 (5)  Information already available (from encyclopaedic knowledge): 

   (a)  Professor Smith, who supervises my thesis, owns a yellow Mercedes. 

   (b)  Professor Smith usually takes the bus to the university. 

   (c)  Only when he intends to stay at university till late in the evening does he drive his car to 

university (since there are no late buses returning to where he lives). 

 (6)  (Relevant) conclusion (inferred by combining (4) and (5)): 

 This evening I will be able to discuss with my supervisor at length how my thesis is      

progressing. 

 

In this example, a student is walking on campus, sees a yellow Mercedes and concludes (6). Relevance 



 

 3 

theory claims that “what makes an input worth picking out from the mass of competing stimuli is not just 

that it is relevant, but that it is more relevant than any alternative input available to us at that time” 

(Wilson and Sperber 2002, 252) and in the environment there is no other visual input more relevant than 

that car at that time. However, there is nothing in the Mercedes that leads to this conclusion, unless the 

student combines the visual input with the background information (context) in (5). 

 Verbal communication is a very sophisticated human tool for conveying relevant interpretations out of 

coded thoughts. However, in essence it does not differ radically from the overall procedure of the human 

mind, always geared to the maximisation of relevance. In communication, we also combine contextual 

information with verbal inputs to yield relevant conclusions which can only be drawn form the 

combination of these informative sources and not from these taken separately. Consider the example in 

(7): 

 

 (7)  New information (verbal input from Ann): 

   Tom: Are you going to next Saturday’s party? 

   Ann: My parents are away this weekend. 

 (8)  Information already available (from encyclopaedic knowledge): 

   (a)  Ann lives with her parents and her grand-mother. 

   (b) When Ann’s parents are away she has to look after her grand-mother. 

   (c)  Someone who has to look after a relative cannot normally go to parties, 

 (9)  (Relevant) conclusion (inferred by combining (7) and (8)): 

Ann cannot go to the party next Saturday. 

 

Again, there is nothing in Ann’s utterance in (7) that immediately leads to (9) unless it is combined with 

contextual information (8). In this example, Tom accesses just the right type and amount of contextual 

information to yield this conclusion and, to do so, he also relies on his rooted tendency to maximise 

relevance. 

 

 

3. Relevance, cognition and cyberpragmatics 

 

Our mental activity for communication on the Net, even if sometimes less contextualised that face-to-face 

communication, should follow the same inferential strategies as oral conversations and these should also 

follow the overall relevance procedures of human cognition in general. This is what interests the so-called 

cyberpragmatics (Yus 2001, 2010, 2011a, 2011b, 2012a). But on the Net the placement of discourses in 

the oral-written, visual-verbal and synchronous-asynchronous axes influences enormously the users’ 

search for relevance and the interpretive outcomes obtained from processing these online discourses. 

Specifically, several aspects are stressed and addressed by cyberpragmatics: 

 (a) There is no difference in the how users predict relevance and look for relevance in online 

discourses when compared to offline ones. In other words, Internet users resort to inferential strategies 

when interpreting messages on the Net that do not differ from the ones that they use in the interpretation 

of utterances in communication framed by physical co-presence. There is only one biologically rooted 

ability to turn verbal stimuli into relevant interpretations, regardless of the type of utterance, the channel 

used, and the richness of contextual information.  

 (b) Addresser users expect their virtual interlocutors to access some specific contextual information 

that enables them to reach the intended interpretation of their messages. Similarly, addressee users 

invariably access contextual information as an inherent part of their relevance-seeking inferential activity. 

However, context accessibility is often constrained by the cues-filtered quality of online discourses. 

Certainly, the design of the computer applications for Internet communication (chat rooms, Messenger, e-

mail, web pages...) has an impact on the balance of cognitive effects (i.e., interest) and mental effort 

obtained during the relevance-seeking interpretation of the information contained therein.  

 (c) There is a link between relevance and the command of the interfaces used for Internet-mediated 

communication. Non-expert users face supplementary mental effort even before interactions with other 

users or the processing of documents from web pages start. Expert users, on the contrary, will obtain the 

highest reward from Internet without the burden of technology-related effort.  
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 (d) All Internet-mediated communication can be arranged on a scale of contextualization ranging from 

those discourses with a high level of contextual support (videoconferencing, online telephone 

conversations, web cam-mediated chat rooms...) at one end of the scale and plain text-based 

communication (plain text-based chat rooms, Internet forums, email...) at the other end. In any case, there 

are always two informational gaps: one between what is coded (i.e., typed, spoken) and what is intended 

and one between what is coded and what is interpreted, regardless of the level of contextual support. In 

other words, what is coded and what is intended and interpreted are related in terms of resemblance, 

rather than identity. Needless to say, this filling of the gaps is made easier if the channel of 

communication is capable of providing a lot of contextual support, especially concerning visual and vocal 

nonverbal information typically communicated in parallel to verbal utterances in situations of physical co-

presence. 

 In sum, cyberpragmatics claims that relevance theory can provide a valid explanation to all human 

communication, including the human inferential activity on the Net. So far, this activity has been studied 

within the user-to-user communicative framework. In this scenario, the task of the addresser user, just like 

any addresser’s, is to design the utterance (or nonverbal behaviour, if allowed by the system) in such a 

way that the interpretation intended is finally selected. The addressee user’s task, just like any 

addressee’s, is to build up an interpretive hypothesis (that is, “an interpretation”) about the addresser 

user’s intentions when he/she produces an utterance (or nonverbal behaviour) on the Net. 

 This chapter aims to expand this communicative scenario to cover all human activity on the Internet, 

including the interaction that takes place between computer systems and users, to the extent that the 

underlying claim of this chapter is that all human inferential activity on the Net can be accounted for by 

cognitive pragmatics and, specifically, by relevance theory. Four main areas of interest will be 

commented upon in the next headings: (1) relevance sought by the system for the user; (2) relevance 

sought by the user in the system; (3) relevance sought by the user in another user’s utterance or 

intentional nonverbal behaviour; and (4) relevance sought by the user in a group of users. 

 

 

4. Areas or human activity on the Net. A relevance-theoretic account 

 

4.1 System to user 

  

Relevance theory (Sperber and Wilson 1995) claims that inputs for human processing are relevant 

depending on the fulfilment of two conditions: 

 

 (a)  Other things being equal, the greater the positive cognitive effects achieved by processing an 

input, the greater the relevance of the input to the individual at that time. 

 (b)  Other things being equal, the greater the processing effort expended, the lower the relevance 

of the input to the individual at that time. 

 

The computer systems that control the interfaces for human activity on the Net learn from this activity, 

store a personal profile of the user’s likes, dislikes, preferences, etc. and automatically propose specific 

sources of information when they are potentially relevant to the user. The default criterion is that a user 

who has accessed a certain kind of website, bought certain items on the Net or surfed through certain web 

pages will invariably find it relevant to be offered information of a similar quality. 

 Although this is not human-to-human communication, and hence not a proper object of study for 

pragmatics, this proposal of sources of interest by the computer system resembles normal relevance-

seeking coding/inference of information between people. Indeed, the system calls the user’s attention and 

alerts him/her that there is certain information that is worth attending to (the system’s algorithm 

automatically computes that it will invariably yield informational benefits to the user regardless of the 

effort invested). This calling for attention plays a similar role to the communicative intention underlying 

the communicative principle of relevance in interactions between humans: “Every ostensive stimulus 

conveys a presumption of its own optimal relevance.” In this case it is the system that plays the role of an 

individual calling the addressee’s attention. Relevance-oriented messages automatically selected by the 

system for the user include:  
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 (1) Emails sent by Facebook informing users that a photo has been commented upon, that someone 

likes one’s post, that someone left a message for the user, that a user wants the user to add him/her as a 

friend. 

 (2) RSS feeds. These are links to pages in other newspapers where the same event is addressed, access 

to multimedia content, etc. Specifically, RSS feeds are an interesting way of accessing information that 

inevitably alters the final relevance of the processing of the news article. Instead of clicking on potentially 

relevant links, it is the site that feeds the user with pre-established topics of interest. The RSS feed is re-

written automatically whenever some updating takes place in the content of a website. In this way, the 

RSS file makes it possible to know whether the website has added new content or texts, but without 

having the need to go to the actual website unless one wants to read the “extended version” of the 

potentially interesting content. 

 (3) Pop-up Messenger or email windows that appear at the bottom of the screen and warn users of an 

attempt of communication by another user. A similar warning is provided by the new “notification 

center” on the iPad, among others.  

 In all of these cases, the system takes full responsibility of what is bound to be relevant to the user, to 

the extent that the system even stops users from accessing certain information if the computer algorithm 

decides that this information should not be relevant enough for them to process. In other words, the 

algorithm decides which information is bound to have an adequate balance of cognitive effects and 

mental effort and hides potentially non-relevant information. Take Facebook, for instance. It 

automatically filters information in three different ways (Pariser 2011a, 37-38): (1) By affinity. The more 

friends you become with somebody and the more someone visits your profile and engages in 

conversations with you, the more likely that Facebook will show updates from that user. (2) By the 

relative value of content. For example, updates on user status, e.g. on the user being no longer married 

etc., are more valuable and the computer system emphasizes them, but other types of content are also 

underlined by the system if it detects the user’s tendency to see that kind of content. (3) By time. 

Obviously, the most recently published entries have prominence over the oldest. 

 Other automatic filtering of information by the system includes online bookshops’ personalized 

suggestions depending on the user’s previous purchasing activity on the site. And of course, we can also 

include here the output results by search engines such as Google. Why is Google so popular? Because it 

uses algorithms to (apparently) yield the most relevant results. Google learns from users and yields 

personalized results for each user, to the extent that specific users with specific search histories you will 

get radically different output results. Singer (2011) exemplifies this web personalisation like this: 

 
If you type “bank” into Google, the search engine recognizes your general location, sending results like “Bank of 

America” to users in the United States or “Bank of Canada” to those north of the border. If you choose to share 

more data, by logging into Gmail and enabling a function called Web history, Google records the sites you visit 

and the links you click. Now if you search for “apple,” it learns and remembers whether you are looking for an 
iPad or a Cox’s Orange Pippin. 

 

Pariser (2011a, 2011b) is very critical with the “relevance criteria” that sites use to narrow output results, 

to offer ads by placing them on webs of related content and to offer personalised suggestions. For him, 

personalization prevents citizens from engaging with multiple viewpoints, and the Internet limits such 

engagement when it offers only information that reflects users’ already established points of view and 

preferences. If the computer system picks up and stores the user’s likes and preferences upon previous 

activity on the Net, then it is easier to bombard the user with personalised ads and suggested options for 

purchasing. But the main problem, according to Pariser, is that we no longer choose what discourses we 

interpret; rather, we are offered previously filtered discourses according to an automatic criterion of 

relevance. We click on what Google proposes that we should click on, a mass of personalised options for 

each individual user. We think that output results on a query are objective but surprisingly relevant to us, 

when in reality they are based upon a non-stop monitoring of our activity on the Net.  

 Pariser underlines the fact that personalisation is gratifying, an environment filled with discourses that 

are relevant to us, a mirror for our likes and preferences. However, at the same time personalisation 

generates a vicious circle in which Google provides us with what we are expecting and we expect what 

Google yields as results, preventing the user’s processing of other kinds of information, the serendipity of 

finding surprising outcomes by chance. Creativity is filled with unpredicted processing of information 
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that surprisingly combines with background knowledge to yield relevant conclusions. Search engines and 

their algorithms prevent that.  

 Pariser even claims that automatic personalisation of information alters the natural way of interacting 

with the world, making us over-confident in our ideas and points of view. To navigate through an 

environment filled with discourses that we like is pleasant. To question pre-conceived ideas and to 

contrast them with new discourses is often frustrating. As Vaidhyanathan (2011) stresses, by definition 

learning entails facing the unknown, with what one has not thought about before. The kind of filter that 

Google interposes between the users and the output results isolates the users from this kind of encounter 

with the unknown. 

 

 

4.2 User to system 

 

Apart from search engines such as Google, we often search for information on the Net, read online 

documents, choose reading paths by clicking on the links that might lead to the most relevant information. 

We also access web pages expecting to get relevant information is as little effort as possible, that is, we 

expect a high level of web page usability (effort-relieving web page design). Again, for these tasks we 

cannot avoid following our rooted search for relevance.  

 Our tendency to maximise relevance is also at work when we combine information from visual, verbal 

and multimodal sources on the page to get relevant outcomes, when we engage in multi-tasking trying to 

get to grips with the increasing demands of Internet use, and when we read texts online with the pressure 

of ever-pushing competing sources of interest on the Net.  

 All this human activity has a clear explanation in relevance-theoretic terms. Information in general has 

to be compensated for with positive cognitive effects. In Yus (2011a, 69) a rewriting of the conditions of 

relevance was proposed for the specific quality of information on web pages, specifically the condition 

related to processing effort, which was divided into two possible sub-conditions, one quantitative (number 

of clicks, condition b1) and one qualitative (inter-link coherence, condition b2): 

 

Condition a. The information in link-mediated content of web pages is relevant to an individual to the 

extent that the cognitive effects achieved when it is optimally processed are large. 

Condition b1. This information is relevant to the individual to the extent that the number of clicks that 

the user has to make in order to obtain these effects is small. 

Condition b2. This information is relevant to the individual to the extent that the level of coherence 

obtained from linking different texts is optimal despite the non-linear arrangement of the link-

mediated texts. 

 

 Finally, Carr’s (2008, 2010) claims on the harmful effect of Internet on human minds can also be 

reinterpreted in relevance-theoretic terms. He claims that our brains are now addicted to the barrage of 

micro-stimuli and we are eager to receive inputs all the time. Our brains are now restless and impatient, in 

need of constant cognitive gratification. One of the reasons for this addiction and mental restlessness is 

the increasing amount of micro-messages, flashes of immediate relevance to the user but which demand 

little processing effort in exchange (e.g. SMS and WhatsApp messages, Facebook posts and Messenger 

utterances). Therefore, we have ended up addicted to a non-stop processing of micro-messages whose 

balance of effects and effort is turning our minds into lazy cognitive mechanisms, to the extent that many 

intense Internet users are no longer able to devote the effort required to process a long text such as a 

novel, since its relevance is not immediate but deferred. We are too impatient. Our minds long for 

immediate relevant outcomes from processing effort-relieving micro-discourses, and also long for 

immediate gratification from non-stop flashes of information. 

 

 

4.3 User to user 

 

Nowadays we engage in many Internet-mediated interactions, either synchronous conversations (chat 

rooms, instant messaging, 3D-avatar-mediated interactions, Skype…) or asynchronous interactions (posts 
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on Facebook, e-mail, Twitter, blog posts…). This area is, no doubt where relevance theory can be more 

directly applied to the Internet, especially through the communicative principle of relevance, and it is also 

the main research area within cyberpragmatics. Indeed, we aim at maximising relevance in daily 

conversations with other users, in the social uses of the net (web 2.0) and in identity shaping through 

daily communication with other users. 

 As claimed above, communication on the Net follows the same inferential patterns as face-to-face 

interactions. Senders code their messages predicting the interlocutor’s accessibility to contextual 

information so as to be able to select the intended interpretation And addressees metarepresent the 

sender’s informative intention, attitudes and emotions. Crucially, the quality of the text typed (or spoken) 

in the visual-verbal, oral-written and synchronous-asynchronous axes, and the limitation of contextual 

information on the Net influences or affects these inferential activities of metarepresentation and 

prediction. That is, the quality of the text or utterance may influence this communicative activity, 

affecting balances of effects and effort or making it hard to metarepresent the sender’s intentions, 

attitudes and emotions, as happens for example in plain-text chat room interactions (see Yus 2005a). 

 Much of cyberpragmatic research focuses on analysing how Internet users compensate for the cues-

filtered quality of typed texts so that they end up being optimally relevant and communicate their 

thoughts, feelings and emotions in an appropriate way. An example is what I call “text deformation,” 

normal orthography altered by users with emoticons, repetition of letters and punctuation marks, written 

simulation of intonational patterns, etc. In these cases, to the traditional gaps of interpretive resemblance 

between what the user intends to communicate and what he/she codes, and between what is read by the 

addressee user and what is interpreted by him/her, new gaps are created: between what the addresser user 

could have said in a face-to-face situation and what the user actually types, and between what the 

addressee user reads and what the user could have listened to in a face-to-face situation. 

 How much these new gaps actually alter eventual relevance depends on how familiar the user is with 

this kind of textual alteration. Actually, familiarity with the special ways in which utterances are 

constructed on the Net is such an important factor that it should be incorporated to the general formula of 

relevance and its conditions of cognitive effects and mental effort (the same applies to familiarity with the 

interfaces for human interaction). And other factors also influence communication on the Net in a much 

more radical way than in normal face-to-face interactions.  

 Therefore, I think we can fine-grain the conditions for relevance with aspects that on the Net turn out 

to alter, affect of influence eventual relevance. This fine-graining would explain why Internet generates 

balances of effects and effort that defy normal relevance assessment in physical scenarios. On the Net, 

there are several alternative sources of user satisfaction that may add to (or overlap with) the actual 

information exchanged on the Net (the “cognitive rewards” suggested in Yus 2011b). Among them, the 

entertainment of feelings and emotions, the fostering of empathy and phatic connotations, the feelings of 

group, network or community membership and the reward arising from being connected and interacting 

with others. These “rewards” are also found in physical scenarios, but on the Net they acquire such an 

important role that they end up altering the eventual balance of cognitive effects and mental effort. 

 Similarly, there are potential sources of user (dis)satisfaction on the Internet that may reduce or 

increase the eventual relevance of the information being processed (these were called “environmental 

constraints” in Yus 2001b). I have already mentioned the importance of familiarity with the rules of the 

medium as one potential source of added (dis)satisfaction related to higher/lesser levels of mental effort 

and to a certain (in)ability to reach the expected information and its intended interpretation. Other 

constraints include: 

 (a) The type of search or interaction. In relevance-theoretic terms, it is not the same to engage in 

aimless surfing (browsing) than trying to find some specific information (focussed search). Similarly, an 

interaction with someone on the Net when there is an important topic to address demands different 

amounts of effort and produces different effects than casual conversations just to kill time. 

 (b) The quality of the medium in the oral / written, visual / verbal and synchronous /asynchronous 

scales. The extent to which the medium exhibits a cues-filtered quality affects the effort to pick up the 

intended interpretation and derive positive cognitive effects. At the beginning of Internet-mediated 

communication, most communication was text-based and hence it lacked the contextual support of 

nonverbal behaviour. Nowadays, even though text still plays an essential role in virtual communication, 

the increased bandwidth and developments in software has made it possible to interact with the visual 

support of the interlocutors, normally decreasing processing effort. 
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 (c) The quality of the interface. As I mentioned above, in Yus (2011a) a rewriting of the conditions for 

relevance was proposed in which the effort-related condition was related to both a quantitative notion of 

relevance on the web (number of clicks needed to reach the intended information) and to a qualitative one 

(inter-link coherence, that is, the extent to which the chunk of text just accessed after clicking on a link 

relates coherently to the previously processed chunk of text). Therefore, web usability (whether or not the 

design of the web page allows -or not- for an easy access to the information that is interpreted) is an 

important constraint in the eventual balance of cognitive effects and mental effort. A poorly designed 

page, with links that do not clearly lead to the expected information, will increase mental effort 

gratuitously. 

 Hence, relevance equations of Internet communication must be complemented with these cognitive 

rewards and environmental constraints (Yus 2011b). The general relevance-related equation of Internet-

mediated communication would be as follows: 

 

 the cognitive effects obtained from information processing 

 plus 

 cognitive rewards 

 plus 

 positive environmental constraints 

  [should exceed…] 

 the effort demanded for the derivation of these cognitive effects 

 plus 

 negative environmental constraints 

 

Two examples will illustrate this equation. Firstly, the situation in which a user engages in multiple 

conversations in parallel Messenger windows. On paper, the mental effort required to pay attention to 

multiple interactions in multiple windows should increase compared to a normal one-to-one conversation, 

since managing multiple windows is in itself quite a challenge for human cognition. If the user is a non-

expert and has no familiarity with the interface, supplementary effort will be added in order to manage the 

conversation adequately. However, this effort can be compensated for with an offset of cognitive rewards, 

for example with what Thompson (2008) called “ambient awareness,” the feeling of being physically near 

the other users and connected to them with the aid of this multiplicity of synchronous conversations, or 

also feelings of group or community membership. 

 Secondly, the situation in which a user enters the 3D environment Second Life and interacts with 

other avatars there. As commented upon in Yus (2011b: 76-77), interactions in virtual worlds such as 

Second Life using a 3D avatar are interesting for pragmatics because they offer the possibility of mixing 

verbal and nonverbal communication (of both intentional and exuded quality) in the interaction. The users 

can find many “cognitive rewards” from these 3D interactions, for instance from the satisfaction of being 

able to sustain text-based and nonverbal communication simultaneously, or from the attention-drawing 

potential of the avatar designed by the user. However, these interactions also pose a challenge for 

effective interactions through a number of “environmental constraints,” among them the different options 

for verbal communication (in Second Life there are three options: chat room, messenger and real voice) 

that intertwine with the avatar’s intentional nonverbal behaviour (as intended by the user) and the avatar’s 

exuded nonverbal behaviour (as generated by the software beyond the user’s control). Besides, the user 

has to type his/her messages while paying attention, at the same time, at how the avatar is behaving 

nonverbally (walk, look, grab things...). Hence, for this relevance equation to be effective, the user needs 

to find cognitive rewards that make up for the environmental constraints of the 3D scenario that increase 

mental effort. For example, the user might find a reward when succeeding in engaging in profitable 

verbal-nonverbal interactions, plus feelings of empathy, phatic connotations, the possibility of having 

multiple identities with parallel discursive manifestations, etc. 

 

 

4.4 User to group of users 

 

Finally, there are potential sources of relevance not in the actual content of the interactions or the 
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discourse typed on the keyboard (or spoken in voice-enabling software), but in the offset of group-

connoted effects that can be obtained from these interactions, even if the information is, in itself, utterly 

irrelevant. 

 In general, the most popular sites for social interaction are intended to generate relevance by 

strengthening the individual’s identity shaping and presence in the group. This is also at work in physical 

settings, but on the Net it is a central source of relevance. For example, profiles in social networking sites 

such as Facebook clearly exhibit the user’s identities, in the varieties of self-identity, interactive identity, 

and social identity (a three-fold proposal in Yus 2012b). 

 Undoubtedly, it is inside the minds of the members of the community where we have to look for the 

features of group-connoted relevance, for example feelings of community, both in online and offline 

scenarios. Those features such as norms, commitment, values, interests which make community different 

from a group of people simply brought together. As claimed in Yus (2005b), if we were able to look 

inside the minds of the people supposedly sharing a community, we would see differing mental 

representations which, through steady and sustained Internet-mediated interactions, end up intersecting 

one another, resembling one another, forming a stable but continuously re-negotiated set of communal 

representations. This mental storage of social information is especially relevant when dealing with 

computer-based communities which lack an embracing, as it were, physical location. 

 

 

5. Concluding remarks 

 

Relevance theory can provide valid explanations to all Internet communication involving, one way or 

another, a human being interacting with another individual or a system on the Net. This is because the 

inherent human search for relevance is found in all aspects of human cognition, including human 

activities on the Internet. We do not know which interfaces, programs, sites or virtual channels will be 

popular on the Internet in the future. But whichever they are, relevance theory will be able to provide a 

scientific explanation to human interactions with, within or through them. 
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