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Questions for Conversation Theory
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ASC 2016 — Pangaro

What is Conversation? What is Theory?  
What is Conversation Theory, anyhow?  

How did it arise? Who participated? Where did it end up?  
Is it interesting? How might it be useful?  

Where has it been applied? Why should you care?  
What does it offer the practice of education?  

Of design? Of ethics?  
Where is it headed? (Sorry, steering joke.)
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 Conversation Theory 
instead of dinner

ASC 2016 — Pangaro

What is Conversation? What is Theory?  
What is Conversation Theory, anyhow?  

How did it arise? Who participated? Where did it end up?  
Is it interesting? How might it be useful?  

Where has it been applied? Why should you care?  
What does it offer the practice of education?  

Of design? Of ethics?  
Where is it headed? (Sorry, steering joke.)
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Musicolour 
mid-1950s
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Musicolour 
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Musicolour 
mid-1950s
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Musicolour 
mid-1950s
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Musicolour 
mid-1950s

19



Why is this cybernetic?
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other sciences can only explain  
how short linear sequences operate
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first-order cybernetics 
cybernetics explains how  
circular causal systems work
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cybernetics explains how  
circular causal systems work— 
even when they self-regulate and modify their goals.

double-loop system 

23



learning system
cybernetics explains how  
circular causal systems work— 
even when they self-regulate and modify their goals.
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conversation
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Self-Adaptive 
Keyboard Instructor 

late 1950s
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thoughtshuffler iOS 2013  
UX by Miriam Simun 
UI by See-ming Lee 
concept & heuristics by Paul Pangaro
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Streamfully mobile 2014 
UI design & coding by John Katagawa 
UX & heuristics by Paul Pangaro
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Aspects of 
Machine 
Intel I igence 
Introduction by Gordon Pask 
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Aspects of 
Machine 
Intel I igence 
Introduction by Gordon Pask 
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conversation
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how does conversation work?
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participant A participant B

goal

after Dubberly Design Office 2008



a participant has a goal
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participant A participant B

goal



chooses a context 
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participant A participant B

goal

context



chooses a language 
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participant A participant B

interface

goal

shared
language

context



begins an exchange
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participant A

learning

participant B

interface

goal

evaluating

shared
language

context

action



        

evokes a reaction...
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participant A

learning

participant B

interface

goal

evaluating

shared
language

context

action

goal

action

     ???    f!*&%yes!!   no!!  OMG!kewl! WOW!



...that evokes a reaction
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participant A

learning

participant B

exchange

interface

goal goal

evaluating

shared
language

context

exchange
action action



the exchange may continue
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participant A

learning
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exchange
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agreement may be reached
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participant A

learning

participant B

exchange

interface

goal goal

evaluating

shared
language

context

exchange
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action action



a transaction may occur
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participant A

learning

participant B

exchange

interface

action (trans)action

goal goal

evaluating

shared
language

context

exchange

agreement

action transaction

after Dubberly Design Office 2008
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CONVERSATION REDUX

participant A

learning

participant B

exchange

interface

action (trans)action

goal goal

evaluating

shared
language

context

exchange

agreement



participant A

learning

participant B

exchange

interface

action (trans)action

goal goal

evaluating

shared
language

context

exchange

agreement

CONVERSATION = C-L-E-A-T



participant A

learning

participant B

exchange

interface

action (trans)action

goal goal

evaluating

shared
language

context

exchange

agreement

CONVERSATION = C-L-E-A-T 

CONTEXT — ESTABLISHED 
LANGUAGE — SHARED 
EXCHANGE — ENGAGED 
AGREEMENT — REACHED (LIMITED) 
(TRANS)ACTION — COORDINATED



changing beliefs requires conversation
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questions and testing understanding

conveying new ideas

consumerbrand

after Dubberly Design Office 2008

participant A participant B



consumer brand

conversation & feedback 
mostly internal

a lot of conversation is internal
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participant A participant B



 

p2p + internal conversations are needed 
to ensure beliefs are shared
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change of belief

consumerbrand

4

open connection

participant A participant B



 

effective conversation is a co-evolution  
of shared ideas and possibilities
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change of belief

consumerbrand

4

open connection

participant A participant B
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participant B

exchange

interface
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goal goal
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shared
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context

exchange

agreement

CONVERSATION = C-L-E-A-T



participant A

learning

participant B

exchange

interface

action (trans)action

goal goal

evaluating

shared
language

context

exchange

agreement

means

goals
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means

goals
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what goes on 
inside here?
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what goes on 
inside here?

what traverses 
along here?
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Calculus of Knowing 
via 

 Conversation Theory
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What’s a Theory?

• Complementarity 
• Duality 
• Conservation
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What’s a Theory of Conversation?

• Complementarity—Descriptive & Prescriptive 
• Duality 
• Conservation

• Complementarity 
• Duality 
• Conservation
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means

goals
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What’s a Theory of Conversation?

• Complementarity—Descriptive & Prescriptive 
• Duality 
• Conservation
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What’s a Theory of Conversation?

• Complementarity—Descriptive & Prescriptive 
• Duality—Interactions & Consequences 
• Conservation
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What’s a Theory of Conversation?

• Complementarity—Descriptive & Prescriptive 
• Duality—Interactions & Consequences 
• Conservation
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• Complementarity—Descriptive & Prescriptive 
• Duality—Interactions & Consequences 
• Conservation—Shared Awareness

What’s a Theory of Conversation?
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change of belief

consumerbrand

4

open connection

participant A participant B



121January 2010 | Developed by Paul Pangaro and Dubberly Design Office

Model of Agreement
Human communication relies on agreement.



121January 2010 | Developed by Paul Pangaro and Dubberly Design Office

Model of Agreement
Human communication relies on agreement.



• Complementarity—Descriptive & Prescriptive 
• Duality—Interactions & Consequences 
• Conservation—Shared Awareness

What’s a Theory of Conversation?
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• Complementarity—Descriptive & Prescriptive 
• Duality—Interactions & Consequences 
• Conservation—Consciousness

What’s a Theory of Conversation?
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• Complementarity—Descriptive & Prescriptive 
• Duality—Interactions & Consequences 
• Conservation—Consciousness

What comprises a Theory of Conversation?
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• Complementarity—Descriptive & Prescriptive 
• Duality—Interactions & Consequences 
• Conservation—Consciousness

“Once begun, conversations never end.”

What comprises a Theory of Conversation?
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“Once begun, conversations never end.”



ASC 2016 — Pangaro

Any Questions?

 Conversation Theory 
in an hour or so
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 Conversation Theory 
instead of dinner

ASC 2016 — paulpangaro@pangaro.com

What is Conversation? What is Theory?  
What is Conversation Theory, anyhow?  

How did it arise? Who participated? Where did it end up?  
Is it interesting? How might it be useful?  

Where has it been applied? Why should you care?  
What does it offer the practice of education?  

Of design? Of ethics?  
Where is it headed? (Sorry, steering joke.)
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