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Abstract. Semiotic Engineering is a semiotic theory of HCI that views human-

computer interaction as a contingent process of designer-to-user 

metacommunication. The theory currently has two evaluation methods, 

Communicability Evaluation and Semiotic Inspection. The aim of our research 

is to do a critical analysis of both methods in order to align them with each 
other, especially in ontological and epistemic terms, and to position them more 

clearly in the Semiotic Engineering territory.  
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1   Introduction 

Semiotic Engineering [1] is a semiotic theory of HCI which takes a 

metacommunication perspective on human-computer interaction [2]. A system’s 

interface, along with the interaction patterns enabled by it, is characterized as a 

message sent from the system’s designer to the system’s user through the system’s 

interface. Metacommunication stems from the fact that this message communicates 

how and what for users can themselves communicate with the system. 

Semiotic Engineering defines “communicability” as the central quality of interest 

for the theory. Formally, “communicability is the distinctive quality of interactive 

computer-based systems that communicate efficiently and effectively to users their 

underlying design intent and interactive principles” [5]. In this research we are 

dealing with two evaluation methods proposed in association with Semiotic 

Engineering: the Communicability Evaluation Method (CEM) and the Semiotic 

Inspection Method (SIM). CEM and SIM are both qualitative and interpretive 

methods [3]. CEM focuses on the reception of the message sent by the designer to the 

user based on empirical evidence. SIM, on its turn, focuses on the emission of the 

metacommunication message, by analyzing the internal consistency and cohesiveness 

of the communicative strategies encoded in a system’s interface, as well as its external 

consistency with a statement of the design intent. It is thus an analytical method. 



2 Research Hypothesis, Expected Contributions and Methods 

Our research hypothesis is that, although they have some clear distinctions not only 

in perspective but also in terms of produced results, CEM and SIM have important 

relations with one another to the extent that SIM may, in some contexts of evaluation, 

be carried out as a step of CEM. However, because both methods characterize the 

same phenomenon, communicability, but are themselves in different stages of 

maturity (CEM was formulated in 2000, and SIM in 2006), it is important to align 

them with each other and to position them as clearly as possible in the Semiotic 

Engineering territory. Our hypothesis here is that such strict theoretical framing will 

allow us to obtain (by using CEM and SIM to evaluate interactive software) solid 

evidence of how this theory can effectively contribute with new insights for HCI. 

We expect that our research results will contribute to strengthen the scientific 

quality of Semiotic Engineering, by promoting the feedback loop between theory and 

practice. Additionally, a clearer definition of CEM and SIM can certainly improve the 

way how they are taught, learned, and professionally practiced, which are more 

pragmatic contributions of this research. 

In order to achieve our expected contributions, a qualitative research [4] will be 

conducted in three parts. The first part consists of a qualitative study through in-depth 

interviews with open-ended questions [6], aiming at understanding the experience of 

different groups with the methods, and the meanings assigned by groups and 

individuals to their experience. The second part consists of a number of experiments 

with the methods themselves. They will be used in various types of contexts in order 

to help us identify ease and difficulty in applying them. The third part of the research 

consists of a critical analysis and comparison of results obtained in the first and 

second parts.  
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