Natural Language Interfaces to Databases: Simple Tips
Towards Usability

Luisa Coheur, Ana Guimaries and Nuno Mamede

L2F/INESC-ID Lisboa
Rua Alves Redol, 9, 1000-029 Lisboa, Portugal

Abstract. Natural Language Interfaces to Databases can be an easy way to ob-
tain information: the user simply has to write a question in his/her own language
to get the desired answer. Nevertheless, these kind of applications also present
some problems. Many of those arise from the fact that who develops the inter-
face does it according with his/her own idea of usability, which is sometimes far
from the real interaction the interface will have to support; but even when a ques-
tion is syntactically supported, it can be misunderstood and a wrong answer can
be provided to the user. In this paper we present some simple tips that intend to
minimize these situations.

1 Introduction

During the implementation of JaTeDigo [1,2], a Natural Language Interface (in Por-
tuguese) to a cinema database, we had to deal with many problems related with usability
and we understood that some simple solutions can be implemented in order to minimize
these problems and its effects. As so, in this paper, we focus on some tips that intend to
make NLIDBs more user friendly and trustable, improving their usability.

The paper is organized as follows: in Section 2 some related work is presented; in
Section 3 we present some tips towards usability; in Section 4 we evaluate one of those
tips, namely the importance of presenting examples of questions that are understood by
the system, as well as questions that the system is not able to answer; finally, in Section
5 we present some conclusions and future work.

2 Related Work

Communicating with the computer is a long-standing goal for Artificial Intelligence
research. Although the first NLIDB emerged in the 70’s, NLIDB had their golden era
in the 80’s and mid 90’s. Nowadays, NLIDB are considered to be particular situations
of question answering (QA) systems. In recent years there have been several attempts
to merge QA systems with dialogue systems, improving system results by allowing in-
teraction with the user. For instance, HITIQA (High-Quality Interactive Question An-
swering) [3], is an interactive question answering system that answers (complex) open
domain questions in natural language, such asWhat has been Russia’s reaction to U.S.
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Resultado

Existe mais que um "king kong" na base de dados de filmes. Escolha um dos seguintes

@® King Kong (2005)
Elenco Principal
Naomi Watts
Jack Black
Adrien Brody
King Kong (1976)
Elenco Principal
Jeff Bridges
Charles Grodin

Jessica Lange
Fig. 1. Disambiguation step.

In the following we show some preliminary results of an evaluation concerning the
last tip.

4 How Important are Example-questions?

JaTeDigo interface is a web page (Figure 2). As it happens with START [8], examples
of successful and unsuccessful questions are presented in order to give the user a picture
of the system capabilities and limitations.
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Demonstracéo - Ja Te Digo

Submeta a sua pergunta sobre cinema e aguarde pacientemente, pois a paciéncia & uma virtude.

Pergunta: | Submeter Pergunta

E. los de oes que f

+ Quem é Mel Gibson?

+ Quem é o realizador de The Shining?

+ Quem € o protagonista de The Shining?

+ Quem foi o vencedor do éscar de melhor realizador em 20007

« Quantos ¢scares recebeu Tom Hanks?

* Em que filmes participou Antheny Hopkins?

« Que personagem interpreta Anthony Hopkins em The Silence of the Lambs?
* Quem faz de Clarice no The Silence of the Lambs?

E: los de oes que néo f

+ Ha quantos séculos nasceu Manoel de Oliveira?

+ Quanto mede a testa do Quentin Tarantino?

+ Quantos filmes fez o Woody Allen até aos seus 40 anos?

+ Quem faz de psicopata no The Silence of The Lambs?
Notas da autora

« O sistemna néo consegue interpretar questdes sobre filmes/pessoas incompletos e/ou ortograficamente incorrectos. Consulte o IMDB em caso de divida;
o Existe uma interface de desambiguagéo para pessoas ou filmes repstidos (Ex: Armageddon, Robin Williams),

Fig. 2. JaTeDigo interface (used in Experiment A).
We asked 10 people to ask 10 questions to JaTeDigo: 5 had an interface with exam-
ples (from now on Experiment A); 5 had an interface without examples (from now on

Experiment B). Results are shown in table 1.

Table 1. Results from Experiment A and B.

Correctly |29
Incorrectly |4
Experiment A Not supported | 5
Not answered|Incorrect NER| O (17
Other motives |12

Answered 33

Correctly |18
Incorrectly |2
Experiment B Not supported |15
Not answered|Incorrect NER| 9 |30
Other motives | 6

Answered 20

From Table 1 we can conclude that 33 questions were answered in Experiment A,
against 20 from Experiment B. It should be notice that in both experiments, the per-
centage of the correctly/incorrectly answered questions is similar. That is, 29 questions
in 33 were answered in Experiment A, and 18 in 20 were answered in Experiment B.
It should also be noticed that 15 of the not answered questions in Experiment B were
due to the fact that they were not supported; only 5 were not supported in Experiment A
and all of them resulted from one single orthographic mistake. In fact the word oscars
in Portuguese is written dscares and the 5 questions not answered/not supported were
due a missing accent. What is curious is that a question with this word is shown in the
example-questions of Experiment A.









