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One of the fundamental shifts within the study of communication since the launch of
communication +1 has been the swift growth of Human-Machine Communication
(HMCQ). In 2016, the journal highlighted the changing nature of interactions among
people and technology with its volume focused on “Machine Communication.” In
their introduction to that issue, McDowell and Gunkel' stressed that the robot
invasion of science fiction was a reality, not in terms of the imagined takeover by
sentient tech but in the burgeoning significance of the exchange of increasingly
human-like messages between people and technology. Equally important, McDowell
and Gunkel continued, were (and still are) the massive flows of data among machines
mediating and directing more and more of the human experience. At the time the
volume was published, the HMC movement was taking shape within communication
studies. Its goal was to more fully carve out a specific area of research that would
situate the machine as communicator and interrogate the exchange of messages among
people and technology from varying philosophical, theoretical, and methodological
perspectives.®

The pursuit of recreating life and understanding the ontological spectrum
from object to human to the divine is an ancient endeavor spanning the world.
Within the twentieth century, pursuit of these technological, social, and philosophical
questions intensified with the advent of computers; however, artificial intelligence
and robots were viewed as outside the domain of much of the study of communication
and its cognates, such as media studies.* What caught the interest of increasing
numbers of communication scholars during the start of the new millennium was the
introduction of technology that could vocally speak in ways that more closely
emulated human behavior. Such behavior by machines upset the theoretical
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assumption of technology as mediator, which underlies Computer-Mediated
Communication (CMC) as well as much of twentieth-century media and
communication theory.’ Furthermore, scholars were finding that while theory at the
intersection of Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) and communication formed
around earlier technology provided integral starting points for research,® the
increasingly intelligent design of newer applications, the growing availability of such
technologies to the public, and the nature of people’s interactions warranted a more
robust effort to adapt existing communication theory, seck out theoretical
intersections in related disciplines, and work toward developing new theory.
“Communicative AI™ were growing in number and type. Within the span of a few
short years, Apple introduced Siri, Amazon established Alexa, and Google developed
its own smart assistant. A great deal of media buzz accompanied advances in machine
learning, artificial intelligence, and humanoid and social robots. News-writing
technologies and advanced data processing programs also began raising questions as
to the future of work and human workers across media and communication
industries.” Anticipation for the next generation of devices and applications was high.

As I write this in 2022, HMC now is a recognized area of study with a journal,

a forthcoming handbook, and a growing contingent of international scholars
examining questions regarding a variety of communicative technologies (e.g., virtual
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assistants, robots, chatbots, algorithms) and their integration into the home,
workplace, and society writ large. Early assessments of HMC's  research and
publication trends show a quickly growing interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary
arca of research with continued potential for expansion.” Today, the hype
surrounding Al, ML, and robots has not subsided, and HMC research is helping to
progress knowledge regarding people’s interactions with these technologies and the
challenges and opportunities of their adoption for individuals, organizations, and
society.

Yet, as with any significant technological turn, the reality of the now differs
in important ways from what was anticipated only a few short years ago.” Here I am
thinking about the highly-touted devices that finally were developed and deployed
only to struggle or fail, technologically and/or commercially, for a variety of reasons.
After a long wait, the social robot Jibo arrived in people’s homes and university labs,
but it quickly showed limitations, and the company went under. Jibo sat in my office,
quictly rotating parts of its body in a programmed show of physical presence, but even
[—a scholar of human-machine communication—wasn’t sure what sort of
communication to have with it. Within the past few years, it has become clear that
demand for some types of humanoid robots, such as Pepper, may not be as strong as
once assumed (or portrayed by aggressive sales and marketing campaigns).” Although
novel and seeming full of potential, social robots can have problems functioning
consistently and require ongoing maintenance and support. While watching Finch, a
fictional movie about an engineer who builds a lovable, humanoid robot, I found
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myself in disbelief—not at the idea of an advanced sentient robot that could love—
but at the idea of a robot with a battery that lasted more than 20 minutes and could
carry on a conversation without misunderstanding, saying something completely non-
sequitur, or just staring off into space.

Across the world, Al voice assistants and conversational agents have been
integrated into the home, office, and spaces between, such as the car. Owning such
technologies, however, does not necessarily translate into using them consistently or
for a wide variety of tasks." Recently, my Alexa began trying to nudge me into
chatting with her more, explaining functions she can perform other than keeping my
grocery list and telling me the weather. I politely declined the additional conversation.

Industries, such as journalism, have experienced increased interest and use of
ML, Al, and automated technologies, but adoption is not uniform, including across
news providers.s Large news organizations are taking advantage of a wide-range of
automated applications, but local newsrooms do not need the same types of Al or

* There also are pronounced

have the funding to invest in emerging technology.
differences in the needs for and the ability to adopt Al in newsrooms across cultures

and geographic spaces, notably between the Global North and South.”

However, the failure of some technologies and the lack of use surrounding
certain others do not render research into communicative Al unnecessary. Indeed,
while some devices and applications have not reached their full potential, ochers still
are in routine use. Scholarly investigation also is needed as advanced social
technologies and innovative uses continue to emerge, particularly connected to the
Internet of Things and to the social and technological shifts that have accompanied
the global pandemic. What failure and non-use offer, instead, is a research
opportunity for HMC scholars into what so often is overlooked in aspects of
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technology research.® Within fields that inform and are informed by HMC,
specifically HCI and HRI, much of the scholarship has focused on the user, as opposed
to the non-user.” With that said, scholars increasingly are acknowledging the
importance of and advocating for the study of the non-user and consideration for the

20

non-user and user in relation to one another,” and the growing work in this area can

provide a generative starting point for moving HMC research further forward.

Scholars have developed varying conceprualizations of and approaches to the
study of failure* and non-use,* and although the two are certainly related, failure and
non-use are not one and the same. Failure can be theorized along a variety of
dimensions, such as cause (technical breakdown to user-error), scope (partial to
complete), duration (long-term to temporary), and type (social, psychological, or
technological) depending on the technology involved and whose perspective of the
failure is adopted (user or designer).” In research within the auspices of HMC; short-
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term failure has been examined regarding people’s conversations with technology,
including how people and machines misunderstand one another, the factors that lead
to a conversational breakdown, and the degree to which the technology can recover
from the failure in the mind of the human communicator.* Regarding non-use, while
people do purposely refuse to use a technology, even devices as ubiquitous as mobile
phones,” non-use also can result when people try a technology and decide not to adopt
it or abandon a technology after a period of use.”® As Trajkova and Martin-Hammond
explain,” operationalizations of non-use can vary and be thought of as a continuum,
including never using a technology, quitting a technology, and choosing not to use
certain features of a technology. Researchers have defined non-use based on the
reasoning and factors leading to the decision,” ranging from quitting a technology in
protest,” to not being able to use a technology because of geographic, economic, or

in Computing Systems, Yokohama, Japan: ACM, 2021), 1-8, https://doi.org/10.1145/3411763.3443440;
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social circumstance,” to making alternative choices regarding if, how, and when
devices or applications and their features are used.”

The multiple paths of scholarly inquiry regarding failure and non-use and the
myriad perspectives from which to approach them offer HMC scholars numerous
resecarch opportunities. However, the impetus for engaging in HMC research
regarding failure and non-use goes well beyond mere opportunity and limited
scholarly investigation to date. Some of the technologies HMC scholars study may not
be universally adopted or available, particularly given infrascructure constraints. Yert,
people can have a sense of technology or application even before they experience it,
built up through media portrayals of the specific or similar product or interaction
with other users.* As I found in my own research regarding voice-based assistants, the
study of both users and non-users provides a sense of public discourse and sentiment
surrounding a particular application (i.e., specific assistant) or its larger technological
class (i.e., assistants more generally), including insight into what may induce people
to become users or what is holding them back.? The study of failure or non-use also
provides a view into people’s perceived shortcomings of a technology, so that the
technology can be improved.* In the case of HMC specifically, breakdowns in the
communicative ability of a technology affect more than the flow of interaction
between application and user; people’s perceptions of the traits of the technology,
such as its trustworthiness and level of anthropomorphism, also are informed by
failure in interactions.” Thus, as scholars advocating for the study of failure and non-

* e.g, Selwyn, “Apart from Technology”; Susan Wyche and Eric P. S. Baumer, “Imagined Facebook:
An Exploratory Study of Non-Users’ Perceptions of Social Media in Rural Zambia,” New Media ¢
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use have repeatedly emphasized, use and non-use and success and failure should be
considered two sides of the same coin, so to speak. To understand use and the user—
the primary focus of fields such as HCI and, now, arguably HMC—requires knowledge
of non-use and the non-user in their various forms’* Without such knowledge,
designers, scholars, and policy makers are left with only assumptions guiding their
conceptualization of the non-user, which are oversimplified at best, and “flac”
representations of the user.” Such assumptions can be particularly fraught in the case
of historically minoritized or understudied groups.®®

Furthermore, the implications of technology also cannot be fully grasped by
focusing on one group (user or non-user) over the other or the successes and failings
of technology and in using technology alone.” In their study of people who refuse to
use mobile phones, Rosenberg and Vogelman-Natan trace what it is to navigate daily
life without constant connectivity, a finding that not only provides a view into the
world of the non-user but also illuminates what they call the “price of connectivity”
for users.** In seeing what non-users potentially gain in not being reachable anywhere
at any time, the researchers were provided with a new lens to understand what may
be missing in the experience of users. Similarly, technological failure can provide
insight into how people come to view themselves in relation to devices or
applications.* The need to grasp the full range of how technology succeeds and fails,
is used and not used, extends well beyond its effects at the individual level. What takes
place along the continuum of use and non-use and success and failure ultimately
comes to form the cultural view of technology and determine its far-reaching

Anthropomorphism and Failure Comprehensibility on Human-Robot Trust,” Proceedings of the
Human Factors and Ergonomics Society Annual Meeting 64, no. 1 (December 2020): 107-11,
heeps://doi.org/10.1177/1071181320641028.
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impacts.”” As Dourish and Satchell explain, “Eager adopters and active resisters are
both responding to and shaping cultural interpretations of technology, even though
they do so in different ways; their perspectives each play a role in the cultural
appropriation of technologies.”

From this perspective, non-use and failure are more than interesting variables
in the study of technology, including Human-Machine Communication; they are
critical perspectives that when overlooked create a deficit in understanding of a device
or application, of communication with it, of the people interacting with it and the
effects for them, and of larger cultural conceptualizations and far-reaching
implications. There is an additional pressing factor within HMC that creates an even
greater imperative for extending research beyond use and success. Many of the
technologies scholars of HMC study—in particular, artificial intelligence—are
amorphous and steeped in ambiguity. The ongoing debates surrounding even the
definition of Al coupled with its rapid technological acceleration and societal
diffusion demand that scholars, politicians, and civic leaders grapple with a great deal
of uncertainty while trying to guide design, develop ethics, and craft policy.** Thus,
HMC scholars need to work toward developing as full an understanding as possible
of communicative Al and related technologies in an attempt to reduce this
uncertainty and make better decisions and predictions. To do so, we must consider
not only what is immediately there in front of us but that which is less casily observed
or seemingly a failure.

# Qudshoorn and Pinch, How Users Matter: The Co-Construction of Users and Technology; Satchell and
Dourish, “Beyond the User.”

4 “Beyond the User,” 11.

4 Maria Nordstrdm, “Al under Great Uncertainty: Implications and Decision Strategies for Public
Policy,” Al & SOCIETY, 2021, heeps://doi.org/10.1007/500146-021-01263-4.
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