DONT Ask ME

Designing Social Q&A Services

By Gary Hsieh

earching for information online has become an integral part of our everyday lives. However,
sometimes we don't know the specific search terms to use, while other times, the specific infor-
mation we're seeking hasn’t been recorded online yet.

What we often resort to, after a few minutes of searching, is asking
someone else.

This type of information-seeking behavior is one of the primary rea-
sons social question and answer (Q&A) sites have become more popu-
lar. In fact, these sites—Yahoo! Answers is one example—enable tens of
thousands of user-asked questions to be answered daily by other users.

The basic premise of these sites is that anyone who has a question
can post it, and others in the community can respond and share their
expertise or knowledge.

However, if you've ever used one of these social Q&A services,
you'll know that they are not designed to accommodate differences in
individuals’ needs and constraints, which can result in inefficiency.
People with questions who are in dire need of answers typically have
no way to indicate their urgency and may not get an answers in time,
while people who answer questions may feel overwhelmed by all the
questions, especially if they're directed by potentially disruptive com-
munication channels, such as instant messaging.

Quickly browse through Yahoo! Answers and you’ll notice that
seemingly important questions are presented alongside a substantial
number of frivolous non-questions. For example, right below one sin-
cere question, “Where can I go in Palm Bay, Florida, to get assistance
with deposit money for an apartment?” there is a more frivolous one,
“Is it just me or do you think Jeff from Big Brother 11 usa looks alot
like the actor Jason Bateman?”

How can we better design social Q&A sites so that they are more
sensitive to users’ needs and constraints? In this article, I will discuss
the strengths and weaknesses of three types of solutions.

Context-Sharing

The most direct solution is to allow question askers and answerers to
share contextual information. If these communicating parties can be
more informed about each others’ needs and constraints, they may be
able to make better decisions. These solutions have been explored in
general communication domains.

Much research on media spaces in the 1990s explored how to use
technology to improve awareness of remote collaborators. Colleagues
can glance into another’s workspace and engage opportunistically [1,
2], even though they may be working thousands of miles apart.

More recently, different types of status update mechanisms have
been incorporated into everyday communication. These updates allow
users to share location and activity information, as well as business-
related project updates. With this meta-level information, askers can
potentially target answerers who are available, and answerers can bet-
ter infer the needs of the askers.
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In my own work, I have explored the use of instant messaging tags
to provide communication initiators with a way to signal their infor-
mation needs [3]. People often use text tags in email subject lines to
denote the type of email they are sending. By having a programmable
set of tags for communication, additional services can be automati-
cally triggered. For example, using the tag [15m] in a message indicates
a level of urgency—a response within 15 minutes is desired. An auto-
mated reminder can be triggered when the time is up.

This type of support can be easily extended to online Q&A services.
Question askers can provide additional information on how urgently
they need the information, and answerers can then respond accordingly.

The main advantage of this solution is that it is straightforward and
intuitive to the users; people are accustomed to using available contex-
tual information such as gestures, body positioning and verbal statements
to handle face-to-face requests. However, there are two major problems
with this type of solution. First, sharing contextual information is only
beneficial if askers and answerers have an incentive to respect each oth-
ers’ constraints and needs. We may be able to expect this from commu-
nicating partners who have existing social relationships, but we cannot
expect this when communicating with strangers. Consider the case of the
spammer, who may send spam regardless of how busy the answerers are.
Second, full information disclosure has potential privacy problems. Not
everyone is willing to offer full-disclosure, especially to strangers.

Intelligent Mediation

Instead of disclosing relevant information and relying on askers and
answerers to make the proper decision on how to handle question
requests, the second type of solution uses computing mechanisms to
mediate social Q&A. This includes using collaborative filters to reduce
spam and minimize unwanted requests, as well as utilizing social net-
works to target the questions to more appropriate answerers, as is
done with Aardvark and Answer Garden.

But “intelligent” solutions can also leverage machine learning mod-
els to help determine when and how to target answerers for impend-
ing information requests. Using sensors placed in the environment,
machine learning models can predict the answerers’ interruptibility
(see, for example, Fogarty [4]), which can then be used to prevent
interruptions at inopportune moments. Additional models have been
built to examine the cost of deferring communication, which can be
used to improve the mediated decision of when to interrupt answer-
ers (see, for example, Horvitz, Jacobs, and Hovel [5]).

Intelligent mediation designs have the potential to reduce request
overload and minimize interruption costs for real-time Q&A services.
Furthermore, individuals’ privacy may not be violated as contextual
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information is not directly disclosed to other users. However, these
solutions work by blocking unwanted exchanges, where unwanted is
usually defined by how costly the exchange is to the answerers. Even if
the models are 100 percent accurate, mediation may not be ideal.
Consider a social Q&A service designed to be used by askers and
answerers with some sort of higher-level shared goals, such as employ-
ees within a company. There may be scenarios where answerers
should be interrupted to incur an immediate cost in order to help
another who is working on more important and urgent tasks.

Market Pricing

Market pricing offers a third approach
to improve existing communication
technologies. The basic idea is that the
askers need to pay or commit to pay the
answerers for the answers. Frivolous
requests may be reduced because the
incremental cost of sending a question
forces initiators to be selective, sending requests only if they believe the
value of the answer is more than or equal to the price [6].

Also, the use of pricing can allow initiators to signal the value of
communication abstractly, without disclosing personal information.
Additionally, financial rewards may attract more answerers. This idea
has been explored by Google in Google Answers and is currently
incorporated into various pay-for-answer services, such as Mahalo
Answers, Just Answers, UClue, and AskBright.

I've also demonstrated a pay-for-answer service with a real-time
communication channel: mimir [7]. Question askers can broadcast
their questions to answerers directly, while offering mims, the virtual
currency. On the other side, answerers can filter incoming requests
based on the mims. When they do choose to answer, and if their
answers are chosen as the best answers, they are rewarded with mims.
Figure 1 shows the mimir interface.

Does paying help? In
general, research indicates
that financial rewards do
affect the quality of the an-
swers [8, 9, 10]. In a labo-
ratory setting, I explored
the use of markets to sup-

Figure 1: Interface for mimir, a market-based real-time social Q&A service.
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port help-seeking and help-giving. I found that allowing people to pay for
help can indeed increase overall welfare for parties involved, although there
may be overhead costs in deciding the value of getting help and the cost
of giving it [11]. If users are expected to make these types of decisions
many times a day, a complicated market may actually incur too much
overhead cost and reduce potential gains. Related studies on pay-for-
answer Q&A services also show that paying can improve overall answer
quality [7, 8], and the length of the answers [9], but not necessarily the
quality of the single best or chosen answer [9].

One area of research that needs further exploration is how financial
rewards impact who uses these systems
and the social relationships between
users. Are these users more financially
motivated than users on free social
Q&A services? Related research in be-
havioral economics suggests that fi-
nancial rewards can change the framing
of the interaction between people, from
social to transactional [11, 12]. Using financial incentives for Q&A
may reduce the amount of social interactions that are vital in sustain-
ing an online community. Further research is needed to determine if this
also applies to social Q&A sites.

Applying the Solutions

Of the three types of solutions to improve social Q&A—context-shar-
ing, intelligent mediation and market pricing—context-sharing may be
most appropriate for Q&A services to be used with close family and
friends who would use the contextual information in a positive way.
Intelligent mediation can help Q&A between strangers as it reduces
unwanted communication requests.

However, users may prefer to handle certain requests themselves
when communicating with others with shared goals, as there may be
cases where partners’ gains outweighs one’s own costs. Finally, market
pricing ensures that both askers and answerers benefit from the
exchange. It’s important to note that the market pricing system does
not need to use real money. In a corporate setting, company store
credits can be as the currency of exchange, and tokens can be used
when interacting with family and friends.

While these three solutions are fairly distinct, they are not incom-
patible. In fact, perhaps the most optimal solution is to leverage a
hybrid system. For example, one
could utilize both intelligent medi-
ation and market pricing for social
Q&A between strangers or other
weak social-ties. As the relationship
between users strengthens, the sys-
tem could be gradually transitioned
to use context-sharing and simple
pricing rules with tokens.

This design will protect users
from spam when interacting with
strangers but offers flexibility when
interacting with closer and more
frequent communication partners.
While more research is needed to
explore hybrid strategies, it is cer-
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tain that improvements to existing social Q&A services are necessary
to allow people to fully leverage their knowledge and gain expertise from
other users. The three solutions presented all are capable of resulting
in social Q&A services that are more sensitive to our individual needs
and constraints.
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