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ABSTRACT
Rather than using (proxies of) end user or expert judgment
to decide on the ranking of information, this paper asks
whether conversations about information quality might offer
a feasible and valuable addition for ranking information. We
introduce a theoretical framework for information quality,
outlining how information interaction should be perceived
as a conversation and quality be evaluated as a conversa-
tional contribution. Next, an overview is given of different
systems of social alignment and their value for assessing qual-
ity and ranking information. We propose that a collaborative
approach to quality assessment is preferable and raise key
questions about the feasibility and value of such an approach
for ranking information. We conclude that information qual-
ity is an inherently interactive concept, which involves an
interaction between users of different backgrounds and in dif-
ferent situations as well as of quality signals on users’ search
behavior and experience.

1 INTRODUCTION
The Internet, and in particular Web 2.0, was initially thought
to democratize knowledge. Online information bypasses tra-
ditional gatekeepers to knowledge, which allows more people
to raise their voices and gain an opportunity to be heard
[30]. Numerous social justice campaigns on social media il-
lustrate that this has indeed, to some extent, been the case
(e.g., #MeToo, #ferguson). At the same time, however, the
responsibility for assessing the quality of information shifted
increasingly to end users. Societal and academic discussions
have pointed at a perceived lack of quality in both social me-
dia and search (e.g., the Google-Holocaust case [15]) as well
as users’ inability to recognise it [22]. It proves challenging for
an individual user to assess the quality of information: Users
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typically lack the ability or motivation to properly assess the
quality of each document they encounter [22, 26, 29].

Search and filtering systems rely on (proxies of) both end
user and expert judgment in their ranking of information.
They include subjective quality signals derived from end
users, including implicit feedback from clicks, likes, flags, and
shares as well as explicit feedback from liking, flagging, and
sharing. They furthermore include expert-style assessments
of quality and/or relevance in the optimization of ranking
algorithms. For example, Google employs expert readings
of documents based on an objective checklist of qualities
[14, sections 1-11] to optimize their ranking algorithm. How-
ever, experts tend to disagree [23, 50], lack domain expertise
[17], and promote authoritative viewpoints [27] whereas an
over-reliance on user feedback can promote certain infor-
mation qualities over others, such as prioritizing popularity
over veracity [e.g., popularity bias; 32]. This prioritization
of authority and popularity by and large sustains existing
authoritative frameworks, gatekeepers, and economic arrange-
ments [30]. Those voices that were successful before are so
again through contemporary ranking mechanics.

The two sources of quality signals have subjectivist and
positivist tendencies. Positivism assumes the existence of
an objective and singular reality that is independent of re-
searchers. Here, expert assessment is generally needed to
determine document quality and/or relevance, which is seen
as objective and neutral [18]. Individual subjectivism assumes
that there are as many realities as there are individuals and
denies the existence of a shared truth. Here, relevance and/or
quality is an individual, subjective experience that needs
end-user assessment. Neither perspective assumes the exis-
tence of subjective, multiple realities that are nevertheless to
some extent shared. Such interpretivist assumptions rather
require a conversationalist approach to quality [25, 26], where
a ranking is based on a collaborative assessment of quality
that compares conflicting realities. It is clear that the subjec-
tivist and objectivist approaches to ranking have limitations
- where system developers currently need to strike a balance
between existing authoritative frameworks and the risk for a
“cascade of misinformation” [30, p. 20]. However, whether an
alternative, conversationalist approach is feasible or valuable
for ranking information is (yet) to be explored.

A precise implementation of a conversationalist approach
to information quality for information interaction and re-
trieval is far from specified or specifiable. Rather, with this
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preliminary paper we outline definitions and questions for
discussion. In particular, we will address the following topics:
Quality and qualities What do we understand by infor-

mation quality and how does it compare to the concept
of relevance?

Ranking mechanisms What are current methods that in-
clude some form of conversations and agreement be-
tween users in ranking information?

Conducive conversations What are conversations about
qualities and can they be afforded for ranking?

2 QUALITY AND QUALITIES
Information quality has been approached from a mostly prag-
matic perspective. Over time dozens of checklists have been
proposed, focusing on aspects of quality such as [14, 28]:

i) Information criteria such as accuracy, currency, useful-
ness, and importance;

ii) Source criteria such as trustworthiness, credibility, reli-
ability, authoritativeness, and;

iii) Technical criteria such as findability, accessibility, and
speed.

In addition, over 452 of empirical studies investigated users’
perception of information quality online [13]. Most of the
models and lists overlap. For example, criteria for informa-
tion quality can similarly be formative factors for credibility
[e.g., MAIN model 3, 44] as well as function as relevance
criteria [38]. Even though these pragmatic approaches lead
to workable lists of qualities, they consider quality to be an
intrinsic property of the information. In doing so, these stud-
ies typically don’t take essence into defining quality, rather
noting that quality is an “elusive concept” [11].

Alternative conceptualizations of quality originate from
the study of written communication. Central to these theories
is that they consider information (pieces) as conversational
acts. This means that any piece of information cannot be
seen separately from its interlocutors, being both the authors
and the searchers that consume the information as well as the
context of the act. Seen as conversational acts, the quality
of information is not simply regarded as a property of the
information, such as correctness, but must be understood
in concert with the situation of the searcher. What consti-
tutes a good conversation can subsequently be considered
from particularly two frameworks: speech act theory and the
cooperative principle.

Habermas’ speech act theory postulates that, in doing a
speech act, a speaker raises three mutually irreducible types of
validity claims: a claim to truth, to normative rightness, and
to sincerity [12]. A claim to truth can be considered in line
with a scientific perspective on quality, where the legitimacy
of validity claims stems from an inter-subjective agreement
on the justification procedure (e.g., methodology). A claim
to normative rightness cannot be right or wrong, but rather
appropriate or not. It is considered as an application of social-
cultural norms to a speech situation and evaluates whether
that what is said is context-appropriate. A claim to sincerity
finally infers that a speech act is genuine: That it is a sincere

expression of the speaker’s mental state. Each of these claims
can be assessed and challenged through discourse. Truth
claims are justified through factual evidence and theoretical
discourse about states of the world. Normative rightness
claims are justified in practical discourse about the validity
of the (moral/social) norms in question. Even sincerity claims
are justifiable, although not by providing reasons but by one’s
subsequent actions in a aesthetic-existential discourse.

Grice’s cooperative principle states that speakers (authors)
must try to contribute meaningful, productive utterances to
further the conversation. The cooperative principle postu-
lates four maxims that a good conversation needs to uphold:
i) Quantity, offering neither too little nor too much informa-
tion; ii) Quality, offering a claim to truth for which the sender
has adequate evidence; iii) Relation, being of relevance to
the receiver; iv) Manner, speaking briefly and orderly whilst
avoiding ambiguity and obscurity. These maxims, however,
need to be considered within the messy nature of language
and communication. They can never be uphold fully, but
speakers are nonetheless asked to be as precise as possible.
In comparison to Habermas, these maxims focus more on the
relation between between sender and receiver, author and
searcher. They are more pragmatic in nature and depend pri-
marily on the searcher’s situation. For example, information
does not necessarily need to be up to date with the latest
scientific developments in favor of its appropriateness for a
(e.g., novice) target audience. And, what is good quality in
one situation might not be so in another. The quality of infor-
mation consequently depends on a complex relation between
a sender’s intentions, intertextual knowledge, socio-cultural
facts, and the reader’s activities and interests [26].

This definition of quality aligns it closely with the concept
of relevance. Relevance is an inherently pragmatic concept
that, similar to the presented conceptualizations, considers
the relation between information and its consumer. Both in
conceptualization and in practice, the concept of relevance
includes a notion of quality. In contemporary conceptual
models, relevance is considered equivalent to usefulness with
respect to a task [36]. In practice, Web search typically prior-
itizes the precision of the documents retrieved where the goal
is to retrieve documents good enough to fulfill a user’s search
query. In both cases, relevance implicitly subsumes a notion
of quality: presumably, higher quality documents will also be
more useful. Nonetheless, we identify two key differences be-
tween the two concepts. Firstly is that relevance, at least from
a linguistic perspective, concerns the pragmatic dimension of
information and less so its semantic or syntactic dimensions.
This means that, for example, information can be relevant
without being true [51]. Secondly we assert that relevance is
more concerned with the potentiality of information, whilst
quality is more concerned with its value conditional upon
a conversational situation. A document that is of relevant
might be of value, whereas a high-quality document ought to
be of value.

From these conceptualizations of quality it follows that
quality is a complex notion that is to be determined publicly
and socially in shared forums [26]. At the same time, we
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observe that the academic discussion is focused increasingly
on users’ (inaccurate) perception of credibility rather than
on the study and development of such forums. Credibility
denotes the factors that make a recipient find a message (or
its source) credible [3, 44]. We trust documents that were pro-
duced in what we believe to be an appropriate way: Created
by a trusted institution, written by people with credentials,
or that went through a process that we deem reliable [30].
Social markers such as names and credentials lend a source
credibility, but also reinforce the existing division of epistemic
labor. They do not substantially allow for new voices beyond
traditional arrangements that lend these markers. On the
other hand, quality, and in particular the assessment thereof,
can alternatively lend a message credibility. Given trust in
the assessment procedure, an individual can rely on the out-
comes of the quality assessment to gauge for its credibility
.

3 RANKING MECHANISMS
The preceding puts conversations central to quality. Quality
is defined in terms of the quality of a (written) conversa-
tion between author and searcher [26]. It furthermore puts
forward the need for conversations to assess the complex
relations between interlocutors, intertextual knowledge, and
socio-cultural norms [26] as well as to challenge implicit
claims to quality [12]. Given this arguable essentiality of con-
versations to quality and the assessment thereof, we explore
whether some form of discourse can be afforded for ranking.
Even though not many ranking systems currently incorporate
discursive elements, already a fair degree of communication
and even cooperation between users is common.

A useful framework for thinking about cooperation and
collaboration is offered by Shirky [39, ch. 2]. This framework
differentiates between four trins of shared social activity
online [25]:

Sharing Sharing is the most accessible, least demanding
form of group activity. It operates mostly in a take-
it-or-leave-it fashion, which allows maximum individ-
ual freedom and minimal complications from group
alignment. This is the most common mechanism on-
line. Information systems typically aggregate individual
feedback, such as ‘likes’ or tags. These aggregates foster
a certain form of awareness of what others have liked
or tagged, but not an agreement.

Cooperation Cooperation is a more demanding form of
group activity as it involves some synchronization be-
tween people in a group, which in turn creates a form
a group identity. Its most straightforward instance is a
conversation. Conversations enforce an alignment, but
not necessarily an agreement, as each individual still
engages to advance their own personal goals.

Collaboration Collaboration is characterized by a shared
goal. This goal can compete with individual goals whilst
it enforces some degree of collective decision making.
Wikipedia is a prototypical example of collaborative
work which assures the co-creation of a single page per

subject. Collaborative work can be more valuable, but
takes more energy than aggregation as most decisions
need to be negotiated.

Collective action Collective action is the “hardest kind of
group effort, as it requires a group of people to commit
themselves to undertaking a particular effort together,
and to do so in a way that makes the decision of the
group binding on the individual members” [39, p. 50].
This type of organization is atypical online, but rather
found in for example unions where the members abide
to the collective agreements.

Sharing actions are commonly used for ranking informa-
tion. Democratic indexing and social tagging systems (folk-
sonomies) are prototypical examples of this application. In it,
users assign labels (tags) to documents in the system, where
a document representation is formed by the aggregated labels
[33]. Liking and voting mechanisms similarly operate at the
individual sharing level. Likes and votes are commonly used
to change the ranking of information, for example of posts
on social media or of answers on question-answer systems
[41]. These mechanisms allow users to exert some degree of
(indirect) control over a ranking whilst these aggregates foster
a certain form of communication between users by making
users aware of what others have tagged or liked. They do
not, however, support a conversation or agreement over how
resources should be indexed and ranked, nor do they show
users which considerations went into a particular ranking of
information [10]. For example, folksonomies are characterized
by a proliferation of tags whilst an individual’s reasoning
underlying a tagging or voting action remains opaque to
others [33].

Cooperative systems are similarly common on the Internet.
Reviews, comments, and forums all allow users to engage in
a (form of) conversation with each other. The resulting user-
generated content can subsequently be used to augment a
document representation for indexing. Some examples exists
where reviews are integrated in a search index and benefit
subsequent performance of book searches [20] or where an-
chor text or link context are used to represent documents [7,
Section 4.5]). In addition, user-generated content frequently
describes some judgment of quality. This is intended for the
case of reviews, but can also be observed on forums and in
comments. Users actively discuss the quality of information
on public fora [37] and talk pages (Wikipedia). Nevertheless,
forum and comment threads do not promote a collaborative
grounding between its participants. Initial findings even indi-
cate that online discussions about information quality can be
characterized as disputational talk [37] rather than leading
to a consensus.

Collaborative systems are commonly seen for co-creating
knowledge and software as well as for knowledge organization.
Prototypical examples are:

Wikipedia , where editors discuss and decide on the qual-
ity of a document in a shared goal of improving the
document [42, 43].
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Question-answer sites , where contributors have the shared
goal of answering questions posed by visitors and se-
lecting the best answer to a question [41].

Open source projects , where contributors co-create a
software program on code sharing platforms like Github.
Often, these projects are characterized by a central
ownership of the project [8].

Web directories , where volunteers categorize Web sources
according in a large directory.

In all these systems, often detailed discussions occur about
how to achieve the shared goal. Individual interests and per-
spectives differ and need to be aligned in order to proceed on
the shared goal. These discussions are supported by various
commenting tools and user roles, where some users are owners
or can be elected as editors to support conducive discussions
towards the shared goal. It remains hard, however, to ap-
propriate these discursive elements for assessing and ranking
information. Question-answer sites rank the best answer first
on a per-question basis, but do not scale to the flexibility of
ad-hoc queries. And, free text search and natural language
indexing have prevailed as contemporary method to access
online resources, replacing more effortful social systems of
organization like Web directories.

4 TOWARDS CONDUCIVE
CONVERSATIONS

The preceding exposition of different levels of collaboration
indicated that user-generated contributions are mostly used
for ranking at the sharing level with some further cases at
the cooperation level. A step further on the ladder of so-
cial alignment would come if such a system would support
“back-and-forth talking and editing” [39, p. 52]. The preced-
ing furthermore showed the lack of success of cooperative
and collaborative systems for indexing documents. Rather,
ranking information is first of foremost based on natural
language indexes coupled with tags or likes shared by users.
These indexes are ideal for inferring relevance as they closely
reflect the meaning of words whilst handling the messiness
of language. Nonetheless, collaborative social systems seem
particularly suitable to denote document quality comple-
mentary to its relevance. The conceptualizations of quality
suggest that quality is to be determined publicly and so-
cially in shared forums in order to capture and evaluate the
complex web of interlocutors, intertextual knowledge, and
socio-cultural norms. This raises the question as to whether a
collaborative assessment of a document’s quality and qualities
is possible. We will explore this possibility through several
(open) questions.

Can users collaboratively assess quality? Savolainen [37]
showed that users already, without a shared goal, engage in
quality assessments on public fora. Of the reviewed messages,
20.5% contained explicit judgments of information quality.
These judgments were both positive and negative and covered

criteria such as usefulness, correctness, specificity, reputa-
tion, expertise, and honesty. Other studies looked into the
agreeableness of credibility factors, noting that most factors
receive a fair level of inter-rater agreement amongst users as
well as amongst experts [3, 19]. These findings indicate that
users can discuss and agree upon the assessment of qualities.
Nonetheless, none of these studies made quality assessment
a shared goal that enforces some form of alignment or agree-
ment. It is likely that certain boundary conditions exist to the
agreeableness of quality assessments. Quality is thought to
be bounded by searchers’ situations, expertise and beliefs as
well as prevalent socio-cultural norms - which should surface
in conversations but likely limits the degree of alignment
that is feasible. Furthermore, the accuracy of user-based as-
sessments is unknown. Kąkol et al. [19] indicates that lay
users overall give highly positive ratings, whilst experts tend
to be critical. In collaborative and dialectical situations, on
the other hand, the necessary alignment might increase the
accuracy of assessments.

Can assessments be afforded for ranking? The complexity
of the notion of quality makes it hard to be afforded for
ranking. In order to rank documents requires, eventually, to
simplify a range of factors onto a single, sortable scale. A
simple solution is to resort to an explicit feedback mechanism
that coerces a complicated notion of quality into a single ’like’
button or voting mechanism. The resulting feedback offsets
text-based relevance estimates in deciding on a ranking. A
method that remains closer to this complexity is to augment
a document representation with the contents of assessments
[20]. This method allows for searching not just in the contents
of the document but also in the contents of the assessments,
which can be particularly beneficial to delineate searchers’
situations. A third and well-studied method is the use of tags
for ranking [33]. When used as a free, unlimited vocabulary
of tags, the proliferation and ambiguity of tags and lack of
agreement amongst users about tag assignments is ideal for
assigning meaning to documents. This ambiguity is, most
likely, not suitable for denoting qualities. A good quality label
is understandable and useable for retrieval purposes (end-user
perspective), has epistemic or cognitive merit [34], and has
a reasonable degree of agreeableness, all which favor some
form of a controlled vocabulary of qualities. Even though
these three methods illustrate the feasibility of incorporating
aspects of quality assessments into rankings, their value in
terms of ranking precision and user satisfaction as well as
their scalability in terms of collection coverage and recall are
unknown.

Can quality conversations engage users? Several studies
show the dominance of ranking position over other cues in
guiding search behavior. Users typically select search results
from the top ranks, also after a results list was altered to
rank lower quality results first (i.e., top-rank heuristic) [1,
31]. Users furthermore only allow for a limited influence of
quality cues over ranking position on their behavior [16, 47].
Notwithstanding, an intermediate levels of uncertainty sparks
curiosity. Feelings of uncertainty about, amongst others, the
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completeness, coherence, or accuracy of one’s knowledge [35]
drive seeking behavior [5, 24] and cognitive engagement [46].
These findings suggest that changes in ranking position exert
a strong influence on behavior, whilst uncertainty can be
a strong motivator of user engagement. This indicates that
quality signals, as part of a ranking mechanism or search
result context [40], can positively influence users’ engagement
with and users’ affective experience during information search
[48, 49]. Of equal importance is whether users want to engage
in quality discussions. There seems limited precedence to
answer this question besides documented success stories of
collective intelligence [45]. Cunningham’s Law might offer
some valuable insight though: “The best way to get the right
answer on the Internet is not to ask a question; it’s to post
the wrong answer.”

5 DISCUSSION
The preceding sections introduced key conceptualizations
of information quality, surveyed ranking mechanisms with
some degree of social alignment, and raised questions on
the feasibility and value of quality assessments for ranking
information. These contributions offered a first approximation
of what a a conversationalist approach to information quality
in information interaction and retrieval would entail.

Even though this preliminary paper was initiated against
the backdrop of information retrieval, the main questions
raised are not about precision or recall. They are rather about
users’ ability to assess information quality collaboratively and
(end) users’ engagement with such assessments. This proposes
information quality as an inherently interactive concept, as
an interaction between users and with end users: Between
users of different backgrounds and in different situations and
with users on the cognitive-emotional effects of assessments
on search behavior and experience.

Precision and recall will nonetheless be crucial for the
likelihood of a conversationalist approach. An increased ap-
proximation of quality has the potential to improve precision.
Coverage will be a limiting factor, however, both in research
and in practice. Creating a test collection will demand a
large amount of situated quality assessments, something only
feasible with modern crowd sourcing [2, 9] solutions and prop-
erly set up tasks [6]. In practice, the limited coverage will
mean such an approach will suffer from missing data, delayed
uptake of new documents, and the cold start problem [21].

Whether collaborative assessments of quality could in-
crease quality whilst simultaneously include new voices is, of
course, currently too far-fetched to answer. Rather, market
competition favors those solutions that offer speed and ease.
Social systems, in particular at the level of collaboration, are
slow and effortful. Practical feasibility is not the only possi-
ble impact, though. Empirical work on quality can redirect
attention from a negative perspective of fake news, shallow
novelty, and similar criticisms [4] towards a positive under-
standing of what information quality means. A systematic
study of information quality can map boundary conditions to
information quality and further our understanding of what

information quality means to different people in different sit-
uations. Eventually this improved understanding can inform
the academic and societal discussion to consider in detail
which qualities are and should be promoted when.
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