
1 Specifically, with manifest information. What is ‘manifest’ is what one is capable of inferring or capable of

perceiving, even if one hasn’t done so yet. The sum of all the manifest information is the person’s cognitive

environment. Information which is manifest to several individuals constitutes their shared cognitive environment.

When it is manifest to all the people sharing a cognitive environment that they share it, then, this is a mutual

cognitive environment, made up of mutually manifest information.
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Relevance equations of effective Internet communication

Francisco Yus

Human cognition, effects, effort and relevance

Human beings are geared to the maximisation of relevance; we tend to pay attention to inputs to
our cognitive system that might yield benefits, and that applies to all the inferential activity of
the human mind, not only to communication-centred cognitive reasoning. In short, human
attention and processing resources are aimed at information that seems potentially relevant (of
course, the fact that it eventually turns out relevant is a different issue). Our relevance-oriented
mind, together with an evolved mind-reading ability, lie at the heart of the successful human
evolution. In Wilson and Sperber’s (2002: 254) words, ‘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’. Among
the different inputs for our relevance-centred cognition, we can list the following:

(a) Information from the physical environment, filled with visual information that is
processed through the perceptual module. Most of this information is processed at a sub-attentive
level (for example visual input from most of the people that pass by us in the street), but other
inputs, the potentially relevant ones, stand out and reach a more conscious level (for example,
the visual input of smoke coming out of one of the windows of one’s house).

(b) Other people’s nonverbal behaviour, which may either be exuded non-intentionally
or directed at the interlocutor with specific underlying intentions, as in many instances of ironies,
whose meaning is often foregrounded by an ironic tone of voice and by gestures (i.e., smiles).
In these cases, paying attention to this nonverbal behaviour is potentially relevant,

(c) One’s thoughts, some of which are more likely to be entertained in a specific context.
(d) Finally, and crucially, people’ utterances that they intentionally (i.e., ostensively)

direct at their addressees with the intention to generate a certain interpretation. This is the source
of cognitive activity that relevance theory (Sperber & Wilson, 1986, 1995) and cyberpragmatics
(Yus, 2001, 2010) have mainly focused on.

One of the most interesting  cognitive procedures that humans apply to potentially
relevant inputs is the combination of the input with contextual information  to yield interesting1

conclusions that can only be derived from the combination of input and context, and not from
these taken separately. And this cognitive operation is performed regardless of the source of the
input. In Yus (2008: 632) the example (1) is offered, in which the input is visual and there is no
underlying communicative intention, and in which conclusion (3) can only be obtained by
combining the visual input in (1) and the contextual (manifest) information in (2):
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(1) New information (visual input):
A yellow Mercedes is parked near our department.

(2) 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 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).

(3) (Relevant) conclusion (inferred by combining (1) and (2)):
This evening I will be able to discuss with him at length how my thesis is progressing.

Similarly, verbal communication with underlying communicative intentions also fits this schema
of combination of input plus context to yield conclusions. Needless to say, linguistic
communication is more complex, since it involves a unique mental (pragmatic) module in charge
of obtaining interesting conclusions from (schematic) linguistic inputs (Sperber & Wilson, 2002).
However, intentionally communicated utterances also demand combinations of (verbal) inputs
and manifest information, as in Tom’s understanding of Ann’s utterance in the following
example, in which the conclusion (6) can only be obtained from combining the information from
Ann’s utterance in (4) and manifest information in (5):

(4) New information (verbal input):
Tom: There’s a huge party next Saturday. Are you coming?
Ann: My parents are away on a trip this weekend.

(5) Manifest information (from encyclopaedic knowledge):
a. Ann lives with her parents and her old, disabled grandmother.
b. It’s usually her parents that look after her grandmother.
c. When her parents are away, she has to take care of her grandmother.

(6) (Relevant) conclusion (inferred by combining (4) and (5)):
Ann will be unable to go to the party on Saturday (since she has to look after her
grandmother).

Making this kind of conclusion and, in general, interpreting utterances (and other types of inputs
for processing) involves working out the balance between the interest that interpreting the
utterance produces (called positive cognitive effects in relevance-theoretic terminology) and the
mental effort that obtaining this interpretation entails. To do so, hearers will consider interpretive
hypotheses in order of accessibility (following a path of least effort) and stop when they arrive
at an interpretation which satisfies the expectations of relevance raised by the stimulus itself. The
two conditions of relevance are defined as follows (Sperber & Wilson, 1995, slightly adapted):

Condition (a): An assumption (i.e., a piece of information) is relevant to an individual to
the extent that the contextual effects (i.e. the interest) achieved when it is optimally
processed are large.
Condition (b): An assumption (i.e., a piece of information) is relevant to an individual
to the extent that the effort required to process it optimally is small.

This definition of relevance as a combination of effects and effort does not imply that hearers do
not pay attention to stimuli that are too effort-demanding or that the most effort-relieving



2 As Diderichsen (2006) seems to imply: ‘the most relevant interpretation of some stimulus is also the most

cognitively accessible one, so that the most relevant interpretation will automatically come to mind first’.

3 This is the so-called underdeterminacy thesis, according to which utterances are typically -if not always- less

informative than their literal meaning and hearers have to undergo inferential procedures to turn the schematic

meaning of the utterance into meaningful and relevant interpretations. Among these, we can list disambiguation,

reference assignment, conceptual adjustment, free enrichment, etc. See Carston (2002).
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interpretation is invariably the most relevant one  but, rather, that if obtaining the cognitive2

effects is more effort-demanding, an increased quality of these effects necessarily has to offset
the effort. Consider the dialogue in (7):

(7) [Ann and Tom enter a pub. It is filled with people singing and dancing].
Ann: There is nothing like a lively pub!
Tom: Indeed! Shall we go to another pub?
Ann: Please!

In this dialogue, Ann could have spared Tom a lot of effort if she had simply said ‘I don’t like
this pub; it’s too overcrowded and noisy’. Instead, she chooses an ironic utterance that demands
from Tom the retrieval of information from context about Ann’s likes and dislikes (e.g. Ann
hates overcrowded places; she prefers a quiet atmosphere where she can talk quietly) to yield the
conclusion that she does not mean what she is saying. But for Tom the reward is also higher: the
joy of ‘mutual manifestness’ of that information about Ann (the foregrounding of information
shared by both interlocutors) and also the joyful entertainment of irony. In short, higher
processing effort must be offset with higher or better cognitive effects in exchange. Later in this
chapter this claim will be essential to understand several sample relevance equations of Internet
communication.

Relevance in (user to user) Internet communication: cognitive rewards vs. environmental
constraints

Several theories have underlined the specificity of Internet-mediated communication due to the
fact the Internet is typically a cues-filtered medium that suppresses attributes of contextual
information (user’s nonverbal communication, physical environment...) that play an important
part in face-to-face interactions. On the contrary, within cyberpragmatics (Yus, 2001, 2010) it
is claimed that communication on the Internet does not differ from any other type of
communication, oral, written, or typed; and all means of communication involve interpretation
as an inferential gap-filling activity between what the sender has coded (i.e. spoken, written,
typed...) and what the sender intends to communicate  (related in terms of higher or lesser3

resemblance) and between what has been coded and what is finally interpreted by the addressee
(related, again, by resemblance), the latter constrained by the general relevance-seeking quality
of human cognition.

Besides, there are multiple ways in which communication, interactions and information
transmission on the Internet may turn out relevant to the user, beyond the relevance arising from
productive combinations of new information and the user’s manifest information (e.g. to yield
relevant conclusions). Indeed, there is myriad of forms of cognitive satisfaction that may offset
the effort involved in processing the information and that have often been dismissed, including
a whole range of feelings, emotions, empathy, phatic connotations, community membership,



4 In a way, the theory of Uses & Gratifications predicts this kind of ‘alternative’ reward for people using the

medium. It focuses on the use of media in terms of the gratification of social or psychological needs of the individual

rather than in purely informational terms (Blumler & Katz, 1974).

5 Bodoff (2006: 70) defines browsing as ‘actively looking through information (active) or keeping one’s eyes open

for information (passive), without a particular problem to solve or question to answer (unfocused need)’.

6 This is what Marchionini (1995, quoted in Choo et al., 2000) calls undirected browsing (no real goal and very little

focus), opposed to directed browsing (systematic, focused and directed by a specific object or target) and

semidirected browsing (predictive or generally purposeful).
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socialisation, mutual awareness of one’s and other people’s presence in a group or network, etc.4

I will group all of these ‘alternative’ sources of user satisfaction under the generic label of
cognitive rewards. It adds to the normal sources of cognitive satisfaction centred upon
combinations of information and context (i.e., manifest information) to yield relevant
conclusions.

Additionally, the eventual relevance is influenced by the type of cognitive task that the
user is currently engaged in while surfing the Net, which also affects the user’s willingness to
devote mental effort to the task at hand. In this sense, Amichai-Hamburger et al. (2007) applied
Cacioppo and Petty’s (1982) notion of Need for Cognition to Internet communication. It refers
to the individual’s tendency to engage in and enjoy effortful cognitive endeavours, and it ranges
from those users who have a ‘low need for cognition’ (i.e., those who do not enjoy cognitive
efforts and acquire information by using simple cues offered by the environment) to users who
have a ‘high need for cognition’ (i.e., have motivation to seek knowledge and will devote
whatever effort it takes to get the information they need).

The combinations of cognitive effects and mental effort, as predicted by relevance theory,
are also influenced by the kind of Internet navigation. Indeed, the search for relevance, the
expectation of cognitive effects, and the willingness to devote mental effort to the surfing activity
will vary enormously depending on whether the user is simply browsing  the Net without a5

specific purpose  (e.g. to kill time) or is engaged in a focused search for specific information. In6

the former case, the users will expect to devote few mental resources, while in the latter the users
will be willing to spend as much effort as necessary to obtain the information that they are
looking for.

Besides, relevance outcomes depend on the current position in which the medium used
for Internet communication can be placed, specifically in the scales of oral-written, visual-verbal,
and synchronous-asynchronous, a position that is in a non-stop process of transformation through
advances in the interfaces and in the growing integration of sound, voice and visual information
in everyday interactions on the Net. If we make a general scale ranging from contextually rich
face-to-face interactions to cues-filtered plain-text mediated communication, we can place on it
all the forms of Internet-mediated communication, but the place that an interface occupies on the
scale changes constantly. Initially, for instance, chat rooms were plain-text-mediated (unlike
today’s availability of voice-mediated chat rooms), and this is why a whole range of techniques
for oralizing typed text were created in order to make it more realistic (i.e., closer to speech). The
outcome was what was labelled oralized written text in Yus (2001, 2010) and text deformation
in Yus (2005), a hybrid of the stability and rigidness of typed text and the dynamic and ephemeral
quality of oral conversations. And this oralisation generates supplementary informational gaps
that might play a part in the eventual relevance of the typed utterances being processed (Yus,
2008: 635):



7 Small wonder, Johnson (2008) concluded that frequent Internet users cognitively outperform infrequent Internet

users.
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What the Internet ‘addresser user’ intends to communicate with his/her utterance…
[resembles]

What the Internet ‘addresser user’ would have said (in a face-to-face situation)…
[resembles]

What the Internet ‘addresser user’ actually encodes (i.e., types on the keyboard).
[resembles]

What the Internet ‘addressee user’ would have listened to (in a face-to-face situation)…
[resembles]

What the Internet ‘addressee user’ actually reads (on the computer screen)…
[resembles]

What the Internet ‘addressee user’ interprets (selects as the intended interpretation).

Therefore, the design of the interface and its qualities in the aforementioned scales play an
important part in the amount of cognitive effects obtained by the user and the mental effort
involved in obtaining relevant conclusions. In this sense, Hasan and Ahmed (2007) applied
Davis’ (1989) Technology Acceptance Model to Internet communication. The model predicts that
perceptions of ease of use and usefulness are directly determined by external variables, and these
authors concluded that the interface style affected the user’s willingness to accept and use this
interface. 

In this sense, the designers of interfaces who aim at usability face the challenge of suiting
different users with different cognitive environments, different surfing styles and different
informational needs. Indeed, some users like to be offered total freedom of navigation, for
example to see on the web page a number of tags or options on a side-frame with no hierarchical
organisation, whereas other users prefer to be guided in their navigation, to have a clear picture
of the map of the site, etc. If the user accesses a web page whose interface does not suit his/her
personal surfing style, the eventual relevance of the web content will probably decrease. 

Needless to say, the user’s familiarity with the interface, even if it is not user-friendly, and
also the user’s intuitive ability to interact with the interface also affect the balance of cognitive
effects and mental effort involved in processing information from the interface, generating
multiple outcomes of (in)efficient interpretations. And frequency of use is a parallel variable
affecting relevance.7

From now on, all of these non-propositional aspects of Internet communication that may
influence negatively the balance of cognitive effects and mental effort, as predicted by relevance
theory, among them the user’s need for cognition (high/low), the type of surfing (browsing vs.
focused search), the position of the interface in the different scales (oral/written, visual/verbal,
synchronous/asynchronous), the user’s familiarity with the interface, frequency of use, the
suitability of the interface to the user’s navigational pattern, and the quality of the interface
design, will be generically labelled environmental constraints.

Sample relevance equations of successful Internet communication

Communication is effective when the reward that the information accessed provides (cognitive
effects) offsets the effort needed to obtaining it. In general, information (a set of assumptions in
relevance-theory terms) that interacts fruitfully with the person’s cognitive environment without



8 In this chapter I will be considering only those environmental constraints that are detrimental to the user’s

relevance assessment. But it is obvious that these constraints may also aid the user and make interpretations easier

(i.e., users who are very familiar with software, who are accessing information from a well-designed interface, etc.).
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excessive effort in exchange will generate relevant outcomes. 
Internet communication does not differ from this conceptualisation of relevance, but in

this chapter I have added two variables for Internet-mediated communication that may affect the
eventual balance of effects and effort, one on the positive side (adding to the cognitive effects
that information provides) and the other on the negative side (constraining and possibly
increasing mental effort and hence relevance assessment). The former has been labelled cognitive
rewards (feelings, emotions, empathy, phatic connotation, feelings of community membership,
of socialisation, mutual awareness of one’s and other people’s presence in a group or network,
etc.). The latter has been labelled environmental constraints (kind of Internet navigation, need
for cognition, browsing vs. focused search, interface design, user’s familiarity with software,
user’s ability to interact with the interface, etc.).  If relevance is a balance between effects and8

effort, a sort of equation in which one of the variables (effects) necessarily has to offset the other
variable (mental effort involved), this equation has to include the supplementary aspects
mentioned: cognitive rewards and environmental constraints, both of which may alter or
influence the outcome of interpretation. To illustrate this claim, nine sample relevance equations
of effective Internet communication will be commented upon below.

Sample relevance equation 1

THE COGNITIVE EFFECTS FROM A DIFFICULT TEXT TO PROCESS

[+]
COGNITIVE REWARDS

[EXCEEDS...]
THE MENTAL EFFORT NEEDED TO PROCESS IT

[+]
ENVIRONMENTAL CONSTRAINTS

Sometimes the user faces the processing of a text that is dense, difficult to read, but whose
information combines fruitfully with the user’s cognitive environment producing relevant
outcomes. Even though mental effort is high (and some environmental constraints may also be
involved, such as lack of familiarity with reading texts on the screen, etc.), the user’s reward in
terms of cognitive effects offsets the effort. An example would be someone who thinks that he
has all the symptoms of an illness and reads a dense academic article on the Internet in order to
check whether he has contracted it. In this case, the informational reward will make the outcome
of processing relevant to the user despite the high mental effort.

Sample relevance equation 2

THE COGNITIVE EFFECTS FROM AN ‘ORALIZED WRITTEN TEXT’ FILLED WITH UNUSUAL

ORTHOGRAPHY AND CREATIVE USE OF SPELLING

[+]
COGNITIVE REWARDS

[EXCEEDS...]
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THE MENTAL EFFORT NEEDED TO PROCESS IT

[+]
ENVIRONMENTAL CONSTRAINTS

One of the objectives of cyberpragmatics (Yus, 2001, 2010) is to analyse the way in which users
deform the text typed on the keyboard to create a hybrid of written and oral communication,
especially in chat rooms and messenger windows. This text deformation, basically a creative use
of punctuation marks, repetition of letters and word shortenings, together with the use of
emoticons, may pose a challenge for interpretation if the user is a neophyte in this kind of
communication, does not know how to use the software for synchronous text-based interactions
or gets annoyed at how fast the threads of conversations disappear from the top of the screen (the
so-called scroll factor), all of which are covered by the label environmental constraints. Even
if the information in the conversations is the same, the innovative way of coding it may increase
processing effort enormously.

For these neophytes, innovative text-mediated conversations will require additional
cognitive rewards that compensate for the increased effort demanded, so that the interaction turns
out effective, for example in terms of feelings of empathy, sociability, community membership,
or what Thomson (2008) called ambient awareness, the feeling of being physically near the
interlocutor and picking up on his mood through the typically useless words he types in the
virtual conversation. On the contrary, users who are experts in typing this kind of oralized written
text, are familiar with the chat room software and even know which techniques of oralisation
have become conventionalized in this kind of interaction, will reduce the impact of these
environmental constraints and obtain a more effective relevance equation.

Sample relevance equation 3

THE COGNITIVE EFFECTS FROM AN INTERACTION WITHIN A VIRTUAL WORLD USING A 3D AVATAR

[+]
COGNITIVE REWARDS

[EXCEEDS...]
THE MENTAL EFFORT NEEDED TO PROCESS UTTERANCES IN VIRTUAL WORLDS

[+]
ENVIRONMENTAL CONSTRAINTS

Interactions in virtual worlds (e.g. 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 kinds of cognitive
reward from these 3D interactions, for instance reward from the comfort at 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: 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).
Suler (2007) explains his frustration at being unable to master all of these sources of information
from the avatar:



8

It took me several minutes just to figure out how to move my avatar, and then I
was literally walking into walls and trees. I spent most of the first day learning
how to move about without looking like a complete idiot, how to visually survey
and interact with the environment... Even after several hours, when I thought I
was doing reasonably well, a more experienced user who I met in the Second Life
version of Amsterdam commented on me being a newbie. When I asked how she
knew, she replied, ‘By how you walk’.

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, the possibility to have multiple identities with parallel
discursive manifestations, etc.

Sample relevance equation 4

THE COGNITIVE EFFECTS FROM MULTIPLE MESSENGER WINDOWS OPENED SIMULTANEOUSLY AND

SEVERAL CONVERSATIONAL THREADS FOLLOWED SIMULTANEOUSLY

[+]
COGNITIVE REWARDS

[EXCEEDS...]
THE MENTAL EFFORT NEEDED TO PROCESS IT

[+]
ENVIRONMENTAL CONSTRAINTS

Today’s adolescents, typically ‘digital natives’, follow multiple messenger conversations opened
in different windows on the computer screen (typically while engaging in multi-tasking with
other activities such as writing a paper, downloading files or updating their Facebook profile).
Following multiple threads of conversation is effort-demanding, an environmental constraint that
adds to other limitations such as mastering techniques of text deformation, frequency of Internet
use and familiarity with software (most of these are not a problem for adolescents, though).
Increased effort in managing these multiple interactions must be compensated for with additional
cognitive rewards that make the equation relevant. In Yus (2010: 217-218) several of them are
proposed, among them the users’ need of mutuality of information, the need of feelings of co-
presence in cyberspace with friends, the need to show other users that one is ‘connected’ to the
network of friends and is able to follow any conversation, and the aforementioned ambient
awareness that prevent users from leaving the messenger session while forcing them, at the same
time, to answer multiple users in multiple windows while doing another activity.

The equation, hence, will be effective especially for adolescents, who are used to multi-
tasking and having multiple windows opened simultaneously, who are familiarized with the
interface for messenger interactions and surf the Internet on a daily basis. Older people who are
‘digital immigrants’ will face an increase in the environmental constraints that might even lead
to a negative relevance equation and hence to unsatisfactory Internet communication.

Sample relevance equation 5

THE COGNITIVE EFFECTS FROM QUANTITATIVE RELEVANCE OF WEB PAGE USABILITY



9 Pirolli and Card (1999, cited in Murphy et al., 2006) suggest the analogy of a user who is exploring a web page

to an animal foraging for food. For animals, the calories spent foraging for food must be less than the calories that

the food provides. Similarly, the wording of a hyperlink promises a potential benefit to a site visitor while the time

that the visitor spends reading and choosing a link, and also finding an adequate inter-link interpretation,  represent

a cost.
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[+]
COGNITIVE REWARDS

[UTTERLY EXCEEDS...]
THE MENTAL EFFORT NEEDED TO PROCESS IT

[+]
ENVIRONMENTAL CONSTRAINTS

Relevance is a balance between cognitive effects (i.e., interest, reward) and mental effort. One
of the discussions within relevance theory concerns whether this balance can be computed
quantitatively or it can only be assessed qualitatively. Several authors claim that there should be
some way to compute numerical values of relevance, based perhaps on neuro-chemical mental
steps taken during interpretation. But it is really difficult for analysts to assess relevance in purely
quantitative terms and also for people in general when they are selecting the most interesting
inputs. As Wilson & Sperber (2002: 253) stress, it is highly unlikely that individuals have to
compute numerical values for effort and effect when assessing relevance ‘from the inside’. Such
computation would itself be effort-consuming and therefore detract from relevance. Moreover,
even when individuals are clearly capable of computing numerical values (for weight or distance,
for example), they generally have access to more intuitive methods of assessment which are
comparative rather than quantitative, and which are in some sense more basic.

However, for the interpretation of user-to-user information on web pages, a link-based
proposal of quantitative relevance was proposed in Yus (2008: 638):

Condition (a): An assumption is relevant to an individual to the extent that the contextual effects
achieved when it is optimally processed are large.
Condition (b): An assumption is relevant to an individual to the extent that the number of clicks
that the user has to make in order to obtain these effects is small.

If the interface of the web page is well-designed for usability (e.g. with tags or frames that
indicate sections clearly), with links that effortlessly lead to the information that the user is
looking for (added to the cognitive reward of the user’s satisfaction at finding the information),
then the effort demanded for processing and the number of environmental constraints will be
reduced to the minimum, hence producing the prototypical notion of relevance, namely a high
number of cognitive effects in exchange for little processing effort.9

Sample relevance equation 6

THE COGNITIVE EFFECTS FROM QUALITATIVE RELEVANCE OF WEB PAGE USABILITY

[+]
COGNITIVE REWARDS

[UTTERLY EXCEEDS...]
THE MENTAL EFFORT NEEDED TO PROCESS IT



10 Diderichsen (2006) states that ‘the sender of a non-linear text dispenses with the ability to assume a particular

order of reception of the material. This results in fewer assumptions being mutually manifest, and the sender should

therefore preferably make each node in a hypertext equally meaningful in all the contexts it might occur in. For

instance, it is not very meaningful to use abbreviations which have been introduced in another node if the sender

cannot be sure of the reading order of the nodes’. 
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[+]
ENVIRONMENTAL CONSTRAINTS

In Yus (2008) a qualitative version of relevance in link-mediated web pages was also suggested,
this time related to the coherence that the user expects to find in-between the chunks of text
related by hyperlinks:

Condition (a): An assumption is relevant to an individual to the extent that the contextual effects
achieved when it is optimally processed are large.
Condition (b): An assumption is relevant to an individual to the extent that the level of coherence
obtained from linking different bits of information is optimal despite the non-linear arrangement
of the linked texts.

With link-mediated texts, the reading strategy becomes less fixed (and less author-
supported), it is also more open to personal interpretations and the danger of increased effort
(through useless clicks or incoherent reading paths) increases accordingly.  Again, a good and10

coherent design of texts to be linked will reduce the effort devoted to obtaining effects and will
make this equation effective, basically through the cognitive reward of the user’s satisfaction at
finding the information easily and coherently.

Sample relevance equation 7

THE COGNITIVE EFFECTS FROM AN EMAIL MESSAGE THAT PROVIDES INTERESTING INFORMATION

TO THE USER AND IN WHICH THE SENDER HAS TYPED HIS WORDS INSERTED IN THE INITIAL

SENDER’S MESSAGE

[+]
COGNITIVE REWARDS

[UTTERLY EXCEEDS...]
THE MENTAL EFFORT NEEDED TO PROCESS IT

[+]
ENVIRONMENTAL CONSTRAINTS

The main aim of communication, according to relevance theory, is to obtain a mutuality of
information (i.e. a ‘mutually manifest’ set of assumptions). Face-to-face interactions (in which
speakers ostensively call the attention of their interlocutors towards potentially relevant
information that can be extracted from the speaker’s utterance) are very good at foregrounding
the mutuality of information. Traditionally, many forms of media communication have been
ineffective at obtaining a mutuality of assumptions. Unidirectional flow of information makes
information manifest, but not mutually manifest. E-mail is an example of asynchronous
communication which poses a challenge for mutuality, and it also exhibits a number of
environmental constraints (rigid format, typically plain text-mediated, unable to express feelings
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and emotions faithfully, etc.).
However, the technique of answering an e-mail by inserting our words inside the initial

message to which we are replying generates a sudden and unexpected level of mutuality of
information (both the initial sender and the addressee-turned-sender are aware of the text of the
e-mail) and provide a compensating cognitive reward that may offset the typical environmental
constraints of e-mail (for example, the burden of spam) and make the equation effective in
relevance-theory terms.

Sample relevance equation 8

THE COGNITIVE EFFECTS FROM A LIST OF TWITTER MESSAGES

[+]
COGNITIVE REWARDS

[EXCEEDS...]
THE MENTAL EFFORT NEEDED TO PROCESS THEM

[+]
ENVIRONMENTAL CONSTRAINTS

Twitter messages are intended to answer the question ‘what are you doing?’. As such, these
messages (tweets) tend to be uninformative, dealing with ‘interesting’ activities such as making
a sandwich, watching TV or taking the dog for a walk. Besides, Twitter messages exhibit an
environmental constraint of being typed in no more than 140 characters, so very often these
tweets are coded in sub-sentential utterances that underdetermine the user’s intended meaning
(the reader has to turn these schematic messages into meaningful and relevant interpretations).
Another constraint is the fact that when one tries to follow a Twitter conversation on the profile
page of a user, we only have access to half of the conversation, and this feature makes
comprehension very difficult.

In theory, all of these constraints should outweigh the small interest that these ‘everyday
life messages’ provide. But the practice of Twitter communication shows that a number of
cognitive rewards make the equation relevant and effective. Among them, the knowledge of the
user’s everyday activities, which can turn into a valuable background encyclopedic context upon
which new conversations can be constructed. Secondly, Twitter interactions can provide
additional cognitive rewards such as feelings of empathy, ambient awareness, feelings of mutual
manifestness, a preliminary context of routine behaviour that can be used later as a preliminary
context on which to build future interactions, etc.

Sample relevance equation 9

THE COGNITIVE EFFECTS FROM AN UTTERLY TEDIOUS, UNINFORMATIVE WEB PAGE

[+]
COGNITIVE REWARDS

[EXCEEDS...]
THE MENTAL EFFORT NEEDED TO PROCESS IT

[+]
ENVIRONMENTAL CONSTRAINTS

A type of web page is becoming popular: the ones with an utterly uninformative content but



11 It may be, as Burkeman (2007) argues metaphorically, that we suffer a lag in which the slow horse of human

comprehension is unable to keep up with the fast horse of the information that is available on the Net, and maybe

dull websites are popular because they are a rebellion against information overload, a space for our slow horses to

graze.
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which, at the same time, demand little or no mental effort in return. In Yus (2010) some of them
are cited, for instance a page that displays web-cam images of a cheddar cheese rotting (at
http://cheddarvision.tv/) or a page that shows images of hens walking around in a henhouse (at
www.hencam.co.uk). These are clearly non-informative pages but their effectiveness does not
lie in how much information they provide, but in the cognitive reward that they encourage, pages
that one can watch without any mental effort, and therefore the cognitive reward is,
paradoxically, a lack of cognitive activity, a ‘cognitive relaxation’ that produces a relevant
outcome.11

Concluding remarks

Relevance is a balance between the interest (cognitive effects) that information provides,
basically through effective interactions of new information and contextual (manifest)
information, and the mental effort that obtaining this interest demands. On paper, Internet content
and users’ utterances that generate a high number of cognitive effects in exchange for little
mental effort are bound to be highly relevant, thus the relevance equation for content on the Net
should be clear-cut. 

However, a number of elements can influence relevance outcomes (and, in parallel,
relevance equations) affecting both variables, effects and effort. The former refers to what in this
chapter has been labelled cognitive rewards, and comprises non-propositional effects such as
empathy, ambient awareness, group membership, identity shaping, etc. The latter has to do with
what has been labelled environmental constraints, for instance familiarity with the software,
position of the interface in different scales (oral/written, verbal/visual, etc.), frequency of use, etc.

The main conclusion is that any relevance equation that we apply to Internet
communication (and, to a greater or lesser extent, to any type of communication) should include
an analysis of these aspects that generate alterations in the eventual validity of the relevance
equation. In this chapter nine sample equations have been analysed. These are not exhaustive,
nor are the range of cognitive rewards and environmental constraints that we can find in today’s
and tomorrow’s Internet communication.
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