
 

Cars must be considerate of the driver when
talking
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Smart telephones and TVs are well-established technical gadgets in
today's society. The same cannot be said about smart cars with dialogue
systems that can understand you and communicate as if they were a
person sitting in the seat next to you. A PhD thesis in linguistics from the
University of Gothenburg presents the theory that cars should consider
both the driver and the traffic situation when communicating.

By putting real persons in regular cars and letting them drive around in
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Gothenburg while talking to each other, Jessica Villing has explored how
the interaction between the driver and modern in-vehicle dialogue
systems, such as navigation systems, can be improved in order to reduce
the driver's cognitive workload and therefore increase traffic safety.

Most experiments of this type are conducted in simulators, where drivers
are given mathematical problems to solve while driving. But since this is
not how it happens in real life, Villing wanted to know how a real
conversation with a passenger affects us when driving a car.

'Humans are good at reading people they're talking to, so looking at how
passengers and drivers interact provides a perfect model for tomorrow's
dialogue systems,' she says.

The Dico project (dico is Latin for 'I speak') is a collaboration between
the University of Gothenburg, Volvo, Telia Sonera and Veridict. In her
research, Villing has looked specifically at how Dico can be made aware
of and understand the cognitive burden imposed on a person while
driving a car. As well as whether the burden can be attributed to the
driving task as such or something else, like the driver's interaction with a
dialogue system.

'The theory I propose is that it should be possible to interact with a
dialogue system as if it were a passenger in your car who is able to see
what you see and therefore can take external factors into account when
communicating. Such as keeping quiet if heavy traffic makes the driver
notably stressed and having a good feel for when it is a good time to talk
and give instructions.'

The current systems are unaware of the traffic situation and will keep
talking regardless of how ready the driver is to listen. Navigation
directions are blurted out with a certain frequency but should perhaps
instead be given when the driver actually needs the information, which
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can vary depending on both traffic and the driver.

'When driving a car, you shouldn't have to focus on anything but the
actual driving task,' says Villing, who often turns off the sound of the
navigation system in her own car because she feels it can be distracting.

'I would like to do the opposite, turn off the screen and only listen to the
sound, if the interaction feels natural and the information is given when
I'm ready to listen.'

Villings hopes that her study will help improve the voice control in cars
by making it more intuitive and safer to use.

'So that drivers will want to use the system and feel that it helps them,
instead of forcing them to push buttons and look at a screen. This type of
safety-oriented system would lead to fewer accidents,' says Villing.
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