

















Design research from a communicative perspective

- Design is part of a social (communicative) practice, embedded in an evolving life world (community
of practice) in two ways. First of all, even if the designer works on his own, at some point his results
are submitted to someone: the community of practice, the research community or society as a whole.
This gives designers a specific responsibility to listen to the ongoing conversation in the social
practice. It should be fully acknowledged that design results often provide parts of the solution. In the
end, all these solution components together may provide a lasting innovation, so it is important that
these solution components are published and shared. Secondly, the design activity itself often also has
a social character, or can benefit from social interaction. The interpretation-transformation cycle can
work even better when different interpretations can be put on the table.

- Finally, the speech act metaphor may help to appreciate the context-dependent character of design. A
speech act is nothing in itself; it is the way it transforms a (largely underspecified) context into a new
stage. IT practitioners transform organizational contexts by means of IS systems and other design
artifacts. As a consequence, general rationalistic methods have a limited value only.
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Abstract

The World Wide Web as we use it nowadays is mainly a syntactic web. Keyword-based search is
used to locate and access information, documents are stored in data repositories and many data
exchange formats exist. The Semantic Web initiative has argued for an enrichment of such data
with semantic elements. Search is no longer based on keywords (and thus on terms) but on
concepts. Ontologies are used as the underlying frames for documents contents and thus access is
enabled in a flexible way. However, the focus of Semantic Web research is still on its formal
foundations rather than on the application side. To enable flexible, world-wide information
exchange between entities such as human users, software agents, or computers, an additional
level of semiotics is required that can represent the intention of communicative acts. This level is
called pragmatics in semiotic theory and has led to the concept of a Pragmatic Web.

In this paper, we will provide an application view of the Pragmatic Web, thereby emphasising the
requirements of pragmatic elements and, at the same time, showing their actual implementation in
already existing systems. We will discuss electronic negotiations as an application scenario and
show that:

*  communication theories such as Searle’s Speech Act theory and Habermas’ Theory of
Communicative Action have been implemented

*  ontologies are used for semantic enrichment of communicative exchanges

* intentions are transferred based on user choices

*  negotiations about business scenarios are enabled

*  at the same time, negotiations about the semantic and pragmatic contexts are possible

* communicative exchanges can occur between human agents, between human agents and
software agents, and between software agents

The discussion will be based on extensive empirical data showing the effectiveness and efficiency
of our pragmatic approach. Finally, we will discuss why a purely semantic web approach would
not be sufficient for our context.
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