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W H A T  E X A C T L Y  I S
I N T E R A C T I V I T Y ?

The term interactivity is overused and underunder-
stood. I choose to define it in terms of a conversation: a

cyclic process in which two actors alternately listen, think,
and speak. The quality of the interaction depends on the

quality of each of the subtasks (listening, thinking, and speaking).
And many things commonly held to be interactive are not.

Interactivity is one of the buzzterms of the times and as such is much
abused. It’s not that interactivity was heretofore unknown; on the contrary, I
remember lengthy discussions on interactivity in the early 1980s. But the com-
puting community didn’t catch on to the importance of interactivity until
recently. In the early 1990s, I garnered plenty of derision by insisting that inter-
activity was the core idea of computing. 

So at least we’re buzzing in the right general direction. But popularity has
its costs, one of which is the way popular terms are given a different spin by
every user. The result is that the poor term ends up spinning one way and then
the other, becoming hopelessly dizzy with all the abuse. I’m reminded of the
wonderful story from The Martian Chronicles about a Martian who visits a town
of earthlings and is unable to prevent himself from transforming, chameleon-
like, to meet the expectations of everyone he encounters. Thus, overwhelmed by
these expectations, he dies from the frenetic effort.
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So it is with the term interactivity, yanked around so much as to be half-dead,
a pallid, bloodless nothingburger of a word. I’ll bet that one day you’ll walk into
the grocery store and find a box of laundry detergent with a big banner slashing
diagonally across its top, saying, “NEW! IMPROVED! INTERACTIVE!”

For example, take a gander at these photos:

Or consider this definition of interactivity offered in a popular book: “By
definition, the things people do on computers have always been interactive.”
Not very illuminating, is it? Or here’s another definition offered on a website:
“Interactivity . . . concerns itself with the various means by which human beings
implement actions.” Rather mushy, eh? 

So let’s start with a humbling realization: We really don’t have a clear idea
of what interactivity is. Plenty of people have slapped it onto their work and
tried to sell “The Same Old Same Old Stuff” as “New Interactive Technology!”
and, with all the hype, we’ve lost track of the word’s true meaning. But let’s not
be too hard on ourselves; after all, any word that can launch a book this heavy
surely has plenty of tricks up its sleeve. So let’s roll up our own and get to work.
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What Exactly Is Interactivity? 5

Defining Interactivity
I used to think that definitions were important, sort of like linguistic rules of the
road, erected to keep people’s utterances from crashing into each other in a
demolition derby of language. But nowadays, I take a more easygoing view of
definitions. Any idea worthy of my attention is probably too big and too compli-
cated to be reduced to some schoolmarmish formula. The joy of thinking comes
from all of those fascinating nooks and crannies that lurk in nuance. My task as
a lexicographer is just as important as a cartographer’s, but I don’t see the
scenery by perusing a map; I get out there and walk the ground. Nevertheless, a
definition is a good way to get started, so I’ll draw the map first, and we can
start walking the ground later.

interaction: a cyclic process in which two actors alternately listen, think, and speak. 

I’m using the terms actors, listen, think, and speak metaphorically, although
the terms are literal to the most commonly experienced form of interactivity:
conversation. Conversations, in their simplest form, begin with two people, say,
Gomer and Fredegund. First, Gomer says something to Fredegund, at which
point the proverbial ball is in Fredegund’s corner. Fredegund then performs
three steps in order to hold up her end of the conversation:

Step One: Fredegund listens to Gomer, paying close attention to Gomer’s words
(we hope). She gathers in all of Gomer’s words and then actively assembles
them into a coherent whole, requiring effort on her part.
Step Two: Fredegund considers Gomer’s words. She contemplates and cogitates.
The wheels turn in her mind as she develops her response to Gomer’s statement.
Step Three: Fredegund responds to Gomer. She turns her thoughts into words
and speaks them.

Now the tables are turned, and the ball is in Gomer’s court. Gomer must
listen to Fredegund, think about what she is saying, and react. Then he must
express his reaction to Fredegund.

This process of conversation cycles back and forth, as an iterative process in
which each participant in turn listens, thinks, and speaks.

We can generalize this notion of the conversation as an interactive process
to any human interaction, although when we do, we must use the terms listen,
think, and speak metaphorically. If we want to get academic, I suppose we could
replace listen, think, and speak with input, process, and output, but that’s so
gauchely techie.

Here’s a key point about the interactive process: There are two actors, not
one. If I’m out in the woods and I hear to the sound of a tree branch breaking,
and I meditate on the implications of such a sound emanating from my zenith,
jumping out of the way just as the branch crashes to earth, I am not interacting
with the branch; I am reacting. This is a crucial factor that many, many people
don’t understand, and it leads to lots of silly designs. You can’t converse with a
brick wall. It takes two people to have a conversation, and it takes two actors to
have an interaction. If you, dear reader, were of an argumentative temperament,
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you might suggest that the branch is an actor. I will concede your point in the
most technical of senses: The branch does something, so it must be an actor. But
I am using the term actor in the more common sense of a purposeful creature.

Extending the branch argument, some claim that when you open a refriger-
ator and the little light inside turns on, and then you close the door and the
light turns off, you are interacting with the refrigerator because it responds to
your actions.

Now I suppose that a person graced with sufficient open-mindedness (several
cubic light-years’ worth!) could accept such an argument, but the box inside which
I think is a lot smaller than that. I have difficulty imagining Nintendo refrigerators
with millions of people all over the country opening and closing their refrigera-
tors for the sheer fun of it. Of course, if you want to get academic about this argu-
ment, then yes, the fridge listens (to the opening door), thinks (with all the
processing power of a single switch), and speaks (by turning on the light). But this
kind of interaction is silly and beneath the intellectual dignity of almost every-
body. I’m concerned with interactivity that has some blood in its veins.

The Nintendo refrigerator offers us some intellectual utility, however, even if
it can’t entertain us, because some people will, in fact, be entertained by playing
the refrigerator door game. As any exasperated mother will testify, small children
can find a refrigerator light more entertaining than a television. So here is our
puzzle: Is the refrigerator door game interactive or is it not? Surely it is interac-
tive for the small child, and just as surely is it not interactive for adults. Does
interactivity exist in the eye of the interactor? If my friend calls a rock interactive,
do I have any basis for challenging her? Is interactivity utterly subjective?

Plenty of people claim that everything is subjective, so I won’t try to con-
vince you if you belong to that tribe. But if you’re willing to grant the existence
of occasional objective truths, here’s an explanation that offers some practical
value for a designer.

Degrees of Interactivity
We tend to think of interactivity as a Boolean property (either you have it or you
don’t) like virginity. But why not think of interactivity as a continuous variable
with relative measures, more like our weight? In other words, we might speak of
interactivity as high, moderate, low, or even zero, thus solving our problem with
the subjective nature of interactivity. By using such measures, rather than the
simple either/or proposition, we make it possible to accept that anything can be
interactive and simply discuss the degree of interactivity subjectively. This, in
turn, gives us a happier solution to the refrigerator challenge: The refrigerator
does indeed interact with the user, but it does so at a low level.

But we still have a problem: How do we tell the difference between “high”
and “low” interactivity?

Let’s attack this problem by returning to our founding concept, the conver-
sation. After all, most of us have amassed a wealth of experience with conversa-
tion and should be able to agree on which factors contribute to a good, intense,
or rewarding conversation, and which factors ruin one. I’ll formulate those fac-
tors in terms of the three standard steps of the conversation we looked at ear-
lier, between Fredegund and Gomer.
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