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Abstract. This poster will present plans for an empirical evaluation of Just Not
Sorry, a Gmail plug-in designed for women in business and leadership. As the
user composes email, Just Not Sorry highlights words that could undermine an
image of confidence or authority. The proposed study seeks not only to evaluate
the effectiveness of Just Not Sorry as a persuasive technology, but also to char-
acterize reasons and values un- derlying decisions about adoption.

1 Background

Just Not Sorry [3] is a Gmail plug-in that runs while the user is composing an email. It
highlights words of apology such as “sorry,” hedge words such as “just,” and intensifi-
ers such as “very.” Red underlines appear as if the words had been misspelled. When
the user mouses over an underline, a motivational quote appears as a tooltip. For exam-
ple: “Using ‘sorry’ frequently undermines your gravitas and makes you appear unfit for
leadership - Sylvia Ann Hewlett.” The intention behind Just Not Sorry is to support
women in business who want to reduce their use of such words and appear more con-
fident in their emails [6].

While it is clearly a behavior change support system, Just Not Sorry is not a product
of academic persuasive system design. In 2015, tech industry CEO Tami Reiss wrote
about her motivations for proposing the tool and guiding its development [6]. The tool
gained broad media coverage—some supportive, some critical—and came to my atten-
tion as part of a survey of existing tools designed to influence language use [9]. At its
peak, Reiss claimed hundreds of thousands of users [8], while the Chrome Web Store
currently reports tens of thousands [3].

2 Goals and Research Questions

The goal of this poster presentation will be to obtain feedback on a proposed empirical
evaluation of Just Not Sorry. Through this study, I seek to address two main research
questions:

RQ1. What reasons and values inform decisions (not) to adopt Just Not Sorry ?
RQ2. Once adopted, does Just Not Sorry change behaviors and attitudes?
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Why study adoption? At a surface level, Just Not Sorry is a boring technology [10],
an email plug-in inspired by the “spellcheck” metaphor [6]. It is simple to understand
and adopt, and fits effortlessly into everyday habits. At another level, the behavior
change that Just Not Sorry seeks to promote is surprisingly controversial. A recent me-
dia analysis investigates published opinions about Just Not Sorry with respect to under-
lying values and perspectives on feminism [2]. An empirical study would investigate
whether reasons for deciding against adoption are similar to reasons for opposition ex-
pressed in the media.

Why study effectiveness? First, Reiss claims that Just Not Sorry is effective at influ-
encing both behaviors and attitudes [6], but presents only anecdotal evidence to support
this claim. Second, while Just Not Sorry achieved a significant user base, it has shrunk
over time by a factor of ten. This fact could be interpreted as evidence of either failure
of long-term adoption, or of success at changing attitudes or behaviors making further
use unnecessary. Finally, to the best of my knowledge, no work presented in the
PERSUASIVE conference series has addressed the effectiveness of persuasive technol-
ogy at changing habits of language use. Beyond intrinsic interest, the proposed study
may inform future evaluation studies of tools now under development, e.g., to mitigate
gender bias in academic recommendation letters [7].

3 Investigating reasons and values

Our recent media analysis [2] suggests some possible answers to RQ1, but there is no
reason to think that published opinions about Just Not Sorry are either exhaustive or
representative of a broader public. Therefore, a study addressing RQ1 should support
both quantitative analysis to assess the representativeness of the published opinions,
and qualitative analysis to uncover values and reasons that were left out. The choice to
use surveys, interviews, or a combination of both will depend on decisions about the
need to reach a large number of participants versus the ability to probe their answers.

The media analysis suggests possible reasons for adopting Just Not Sorry that we
would seek to confirm:

— to enhance one’s confidence, achievement, or social power;

— to become more mindful of one’s habitual use of apologies, hedge words, and inten-
sifiers, and hence to use such language more intentionally or sincerely;

— to promote the status of women in the workplace and thus gender equality.

The media analysis also discovered reasons for opposing the adoption of Just Not Sorry

— concerns that Just Not Sorry will undermine rather than enhance confidence,
achievement, or social power;

— concerns that Just Not Sorry is insensitive to linguistic or situational context;

— valuing apologies, hedge words, and intensifiers as women’s language or as a form
of politeness;



— a belief that Just Not Sorry is a distraction from more fundamental problems of gen-
der inequality.

We can also imagine more personal reasons for choosing not to adopt Just Not Sorry
that may not have appeared in the media as reasons to recommend against its use, such
as

— satisfaction with one’s current behavior;
— annoyance at receiving feedback while writing;
— reliance on an email system other than GMail or a web browser other than Chrome.

Just Not Sorry ’s support for users” autonomy and privacy were discussed as positive
attributes in the media opinions, and we would be surprised to see these cited as reasons
to choose not to adopt the tool. While the operation of Just Not Sorry is generally trans-
parent, currently there is no end-user documentation of the phrases it flags [4], which
might be a deterrent for some.

To add nuance to discussion of gender equality and tools to support changing lan-
guage use, an interview might invite participants to compare Just Not Sorry to a tool
such as the #GenderBias Slack plug-in [1], which also employs a spellcheck metaphor
but flags biased terms used to describe other people.

4 Investigating effectiveness

Hypotheses regarding RQ2 are informed by the “Change” dimension of the O/C matrix
[5], focusing on interactions between compliance, behavior change, and attitude
change. Specifically:

H1. The number of suggestions per email per user will decline over time, as users
change their behavior to avoid proscribed words and phrases.

H2. Compliance will never reach 100%, as users will make deliberate choices not to
comply with suggestions they deem inappropriate.

H3. Compliance will decline over time. As a user begins to avoid proscribed words and
phrases, an increasing portion of the suggestions will be deemed inappropriate.

H4. Some users will stop using the extension because their behavior has changed and
suggestions are no longer deemed valuable.

H5. Users will develop a more confident attitude with respect to the tone of their
emails.

H6. Users will report that they avoid using target words and phrases in other speech
and writing, beyond email.

To address hypotheses 1-3, we will develop an instrumented version of Just Not
Sorry that tracks, for each user, the suggestions offered by the system, which the user
complies with, and which they do not. Participants who indicate a willingness to use
Just Not Sorry in the initial interview about adoption will



be invited to install this instrumented version and use it for an extended period of time,
likely 4—6 weeks.

The collected data will also reveal when users stop using Just Not Sorry, which ad-

dresses part of hypothesis 4. Reasons for discontinuing use, as well as attitude change,
will be addressed through a post-intervention survey or interview.
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