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G o W N

Abstract: The emergence of black-box, subsymbolic, and statistical Al systems has motivated a
rapid increase in the interest regarding explainable AI (XAI), which encompasses both inherently
explainable techniques, as well as approaches to make black-box Al systems explainable to human
decision makers. Rather than always making black boxes transparent, these approaches are at
risk of painting the black boxes white, thus failing to provide a level of transparency that would
increase the system’s usability and comprehensibility, or even at risk of generating new errors (i.e.,
white-box paradox). To address these usability-related issues, in this work we focus on the cognitive
dimension of users’ perception of explanations and XAI systems. We investigated these perceptions
in light of their relationship with users’ characteristics (e.g., expertise) through a questionnaire-based
user study involved 44 cardiology residents and specialists in an Al-supported ECG reading task.
Our results point to the relevance and correlation of the dimensions of trust, perceived quality of
explanations, and tendency to defer the decision process to automation (i.e., technology dominance).
This contribution calls for the evaluation of Al-based support systems from a human—AI interaction-
oriented perspective, laying the ground for further investigation of XAI and its effects on decision
making and user experience.

Keywords: explainable Al; decision support systems; ECG; artificial intelligence; XAI

1. Introduction

We are witnessing a continuous and, indeed, accelerating move from decision support
systems that are based on explicit rules conceived by domain experts (so-called expert
systems or knowledge-based systems) to systems with behaviors that can be traced back to
a potentially huge number of rules that have been automatically learned on the basis of
correlative and statistical analyses of large quantities of data. This is the shift from symbolic
Al systems to subsymbolic ones, which has made the black-box nature of these latter
systems an object of a lively and widespread debate in both technological and philosophical
contexts [1,2]. The main assumption motivating this debate is that making subsymbolic
systems explainable to human decision makers makes them better and more acceptable
tools and supports.
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This assumption is widely accepted [3-5], although there are a few scattered voices
against it (see e.g., [6-9]). For instance, explanations were found to increase complacency
toward the machine advice [10], increase (or not reduce) automation bias [11-14], and
groundlessly increase confidence in one’s own decision [15,16]. Understanding or partici-
pating in this debate, which characterizes the scientific community that recognizes itself in
the expression “explainable AI” and in the acronym “XAl”, is difficult for the seemingly
disarming heterogeneity of definitions of explanation, and the variety of characteristics that
are associated with “good explanations” [17], or of the systems that generate them [18].

In what follows, we adopt the simplifying approach recently proposed in [18], where
explanation is defined as the metaoutput (that is, an output that describes, enriches, or
complements another main output) of an XAl system. From this perspective, good expla-
nations are those that make the XAl system more usable, and therefore a useful support.
The reference to usability suggests that we can assess explanations (and explainability) on
different levels, by addressing complementary questions, such as Do explanations make
the sociotechnical, decision-making setting more effective [19], in that they help decision
makers commit fewer errors? Do they make it more efficient, by making decisions easier
and faster, or just by requiring fewer resources? Last but not least, Do they make users
more satisfied with the advice received, possibly because they have understood it more,
and thus made them more confident about their final say?

Although some studies [13,20] have already considered the psychometric dimension
of user satisfaction (see, e.g., the concept of causability [21], related to the role of expla-
nations in making advice more understandable from a causal point of view), here we
would like to focus on effectiveness (i.e., accuracy) and other cognitive dimensions (than
understandability), both regarding the support (e.g., trust and utility) and the explanations
received. In fact, explanations can be either clear or ambiguous (cf. comprehensibility),
either tautological and placebic [22] or instructive (cf. informativeness), either pertinent or
off-topic (cf. pertinence), and, as obvious as it may seem, either correct or incorrect, as any
Al output can be. Therefore, otherwise good explanations (that is persuasive, reassuring,
comprehensible, etc.) could even mislead their target users. This is the so-called white-box
paradox, which we have already begun investigating in previous empirical studies [23,24].
Thus, investigating if and how much users find explanations “good” [25] (and in the next
section we will make this term operationally clear) can be related to focusing on the possible
determinants of machine influence (i.e., also called dominance), automation bias, and other
negative effects related to the output of decision support systems on decision performance
and practices.

In what follows, we will present the findings from a user study conceived to investigate
the role of Al advice and textual explanations in the medical task of ECG reading and inter-
pretation. In particular, we chose the use case of ECG reading because the (semi)automatic
interpretation and classification of biosignals has been gaining traction recently. Indeed,
a number of studies have reported the successful application of Al systems in accurately
detecting abnormalities and diagnosing cardiovascular diseases [26]. Notable examples
include the use of highly accurate deep learning algorithms [27,28], which in some in-
stances achieved performances that are comparable or superior to expert ECG readers. At
the same time, the accuracy of such high-performing Al systems is often coupled with a
requirement for explainability [29], with the double aim of fostering trust in the Al system
and confidence in the final human (Al-supported) decision, as well as to enrich the Al
predictions with further information (i.e., the “why” behind such predictions). The XAI
techniques applied to biosignals, and more in general time-series data [30], are various
in the nature of their output, including rule-based [31], semantic data [32] and feature
importance-based [33] explanations. In the following, we will adopt text-based explana-
tions as our baseline approach for a survey experiment involving human ECG readers, in
order to assess the impact of Al advice coupled with textual explanations on the task of
ECG reading aimed at diagnosis. Finally, we remark that this work must be interpreted
within the broader context of a study in which an international and multidisciplinary team
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(including data and computer scientists and medical doctors) explores the role of XAI
explanations in Al-supported ECG reading. In a previous study, we investigated the role
of visual explanations (in terms of saliency maps, see [34]), whereas here we focus on
textual explanations.

2. Methods

To investigate how human decision makers perceive explanations, we designed and
conducted a questionnaire-based experiment in which we involved 44 cardiologists of vary-
ing expertise and competence (namely, 25 residents and 19 specialists) from the Medicine
School of the University Hospital of Siena (Italy), in an Al-supported ECG reading task,
not connected to their daily care practice. The readers were invited to classify and an-
notate 20 ECG cases, previously selected by a cardiologist from a random set of cases
extracted from the ECG Wave-Maven repository (https:/ /ecg.bidmc.harvard.edu/maven/
mavenmain.asp, accessed 5 March 2023) on the basis of their complexity (recorded in the
above repository), so as to have a balanced dataset in terms of case type and difficulty. The
study participants had to provide their diagnoses both with and without the support of
a simulated Al system, according to an asynchronous Wizard of Oz protocol [35]. The
support of the Al system included both a proposed diagnosis and a textual explanation to
back the former one. We give two examples here of explanations associated with an ECG
identified as normal, and a case associated with a pneumothorax condition (a condition
of great significance and severity), respectively. The normal ECG includes a heart rate
of 60 beats per minute, normal axis (+53°) and intervals within normal limits, normal
P wave, QRS complex and repolarization apparently physiological. The pneumothorax
includes low voltages in lateral leads, vertical cardiac axis, the presence of nonsignificant
anterior and inferior ST-segment elevation. The experiment was performed by means of a
Web-based questionnaire set up through the LimeSurvey platform (version 3.23), to which
the readers had been individually invited by personal email (see Figure 1).

The ECG readers were randomly divided into two groups, which were equivalent for
expertise and were supposed to interact with the Al system differently (see Figure 2). In
doing so, we could comparatively evaluate potential differences between a human-first and
an Al-first configuration. In both groups, the first question of the questionnaire asked the
readers to self-assess their trust in Al-based diagnostic support systems for ECG reading.
The same question was also repeated at the end of the questionnaire to evaluate potential
differences in trust caused by the interaction with the Al system.

For each ECG case, the readers in the human-first group were first shown the trace of
the ECG together with a brief case description, and then they had to provide an initial diag-
nosis (in free text format). After that this diagnosis had been recorded, these respondents
were then shown the diagnosis proposed by the Al; after having considered this latter ad-
vice, the respondents could revise their initial diagnosis; then they were shown the textual
explanation (motivating the Al advice) and asked to provide their final diagnosis in light of
this additional information. In contrast, the participants enrolled in the Al-first group were
shown the Al-proposed diagnosis together with the ECG trace and case description; only
afterward, they were asked to provide their own diagnosis in light of the received advice.
Finally, ECG readers were shown the textual explanation, and asked whether they wanted
to revise their initial diagnosis or confirm it.
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Inserisco una nuova diagnosi...

© Se desidera modificare la sua precedente diagnosi e inserirne una nuova, utilizzi il box sottostante.

Figure 1. Screenshot taken from one of the pages of the online questionnaire was used in the user
study. The top of the image shows part of the ECG shown to participants for a clinical case and,
particularly on the left, a magnified portion of the trace from the "magnifying glass" feature that
could be activated by simply hovering the pointer over the image. Visible below is the advice given
by the AI (in this case, “atrial fibrillation”) and in the area below the explanation provided (in this
case, “absence of P waves and irregularities in the frequency of the QRS complexes”). At the bottom,
one can see the question item by which the user could confirm the diagnosis given previously (on
the previous page), or choose the diagnosis provided by the Al or enter another diagnosis (different
from the one entered previously).

Subprocess for each ECG case

0o 0O D 0

. Initial
Trust

Al HD2 XAl EHD T
IT : \
; Comprehensibility
D Utility
HD1 Appropriateness

Figure 2. BPMN representation of the study design. Information collected is represented as data
objects, coming from collection tasks. Its name is denoted by the name of the main actor. After the
initial collection of the perceived “trust in AI” (Initial Trust, IT), the subprocess is repeated for each
ECG case, where HD1, AI, HD2, XAI, and FHD items are collected, together with comprehensibility,
appropriateness, and utility; these acronyms denote (see the abbreviations list at the end of the article)
the first diagnosis humans provide (HD1) before receiving the Al advice (AI), the diagnosis recorded
immediately after receiving this Al advice (HD2), the information regarding the XAI support (XAI),
and the final and definitive diagnosis (FHD). Finally, a posttest “trust in AI” is collected again (Final
Trust, FT).
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For each textual explanation, we asked the participants to rate its quality in terms of
its comprehensibility, appropriateness, and utility, in this order (so as to reflect a natural
sequence through perception, interpretation, and action). In particular, while comprehen-
sibility and utility were considered self-explanatory terms, we pointed out in a written
comment that appropriateness, to our research aims, would combine the respondents’
perception of pertinence and correctness together. That is, that dimension would reflect the
extent to which “the explanation had something to do with the given advice” and, with
regard to the latter, “it was plausible and correct.” In other words, we asked the participants
to judge the quality of the explanation with respect to the advice and to the case at hand by
means of two different constructs - appropriateness and utility, respectively.

The accuracy of the simulated Al—that is the proportion of correct diagnostic advice—
was 70% with respect to the ECG Wave-Maven gold standard. This rate was considered
appropriate because in a previous study [36] we observed a slightly lower average accuracy
in a similar population of readers.

To avoid negative priming and ordering bias [37,38], and hence avoid fostering unnec-
essary distrust in the Al the first five cases of the questionnaire shown to the participants
were all associated with a correct diagnosis and a correct explanation from the XAl support.
Although the participants had been told that the explanations were automatically generated
by the Al system, like the diagnostic advice, these had been prepared by the same cardiolo-
gist who also selected the cases. In particular, 40% of the explanations were incorrect or not
completely pertinent to the cases. More precisely, for the five cases classified as simple, all
explanations were correct, for the nine cases of medium complexity, four explanations were
wrong, and for the remaining six cases denoted as difficult, four explanations were wrong.

Based on the collected data, we then considered the following research questions.

(RQ1):  Does the readers’ expertise have any effect in terms of either basal trust, difference
in trust by the readers, or final trust (RQla)? Does the interaction protocol
(human-first vs. Al-first) have any effect on differences in trust by the readers, or
final trust (RQ1b)?

(RQ2):  Isthere any difference or correlation between the three investigated psychometric
dimensions (i.e., comprehensibility, appropriateness, utility)? A positive answer
to this latter question would justify the use of a latent quality construct (defined
as the average of the psychometric dimensions) to simplify the treatment of other
research questions.

(RQ3):  Does the readers’ expertise, diagnostic ability (i.e., accuracy), and the adopted
interaction protocol have any effect in terms of differences in perceived expla-
nations’ quality? Similarly, does the perceived quality of explanations correlate
with the basal or final trust? Regarding diagnostic ability, we stratified readers
based on whether their baseline accuracy (cf. HD1, see Figure 2) was either
higher or lower than the median.

(RQ4):  Is there any correlation between the explanations” perceived quality and the
readers’ susceptibility to technology dominance [39,40]? Although technological
dominance is a multifactorial concept, for our practical aims, we express it
in terms of the rate of decision change due to exposition to the output of an
Al system. Moreover, we distinguished between positive dominance, when
changes occur from initial wrong decisions (e.g., diagnoses) to eventually correct
ones and negative dominance, for the dual case, when the Al support misleads
decision makers.

(RQ5):  Finally, does the correctness of the explanation (and of the associated classifica-
tion) make any difference in terms of either perceived explanations’ quality or
influence (i.e., dominance)?
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The abovementioned research questions were evaluated through a statistical hypoth-
esis testing approach. In particular, correlations were evaluated by means of Spearman
p (and associated p-values), so as to properly take into account for monotone (and not
necessarily linear) relationships between ordinal variables and continuous ones. In regard
to research questions 1 and 3, on the other hand, paired comparisons were performed by
applying the Wilcoxon signed-rank test, whereas unpaired comparisons were performed
by applying the Mann-Whitney U test. In both cases, effect sizes were evaluated through
the rank biserial correlation (RBC). In all cases, to control the false discovery rate due to
multiple hypothesis testing, we adjusted the observed p-values by using the Benjamini—
Hochberg procedure. Significance was evaluated at the 95% confidence level. All statistical
analysis and data processing was implemented by using the Python language (v. 3.10.6)
and the libraries scipy (v. 1.9.1), pingouin (v. 0.5.2), pandas (v. 1.4.4), and scikit-posthocs
(v. 0.7.0), as well as the libraries matplotlib (v. 3.5.2) and seaborn (v. 0.11.2) for generating
the data visualizations.

3. Results and Discussion

After having closed the survey, we collected a total of 1352 responses from the 44 ECG
readers involved, of which 21 had been enrolled in the human-first protocol and the
remaining 23 in the Al-first protocol.

3.1. RQI—Effect of Expertise and Interaction Protocol on Trust

In regard to RQla (“Does the readers’ expertise have any effect in terms of either
basal trust, difference in trust by the readers, or final trust?”), the results concerning the
differences in self-perceived trust are reported in Figure 3, stratified by expertise (on the
left) and interaction protocol (on the right). The difference between initial and final trust
was significant for novice readers (adjusted p, 0.004; RBC, 0.92), but not for the expert
ones (adjusted p, 0.407; RBC, 0.35). Furthermore, even though the difference in initial
trust between novice and expert readers was not significant (adjusted p, 0.439; RBC, 0.15),
the difference in final trust was instead significant (adjusted p, 0.009; RBC, 0.54), with
the novice readers reporting, on average, a higher final trust than the expert ones. This
is in line with previous studies in the field of human—Al interaction [23,24,41,42], which
showed how novice readers are more willing to accept the support of an Al-based system,
and better appreciate its output. An explanation for this widely reported observation can
be traced back to the literature in the Theory of Technological Dominance (TTD) [39], in
which a previous finding from Noga and Arnold [43] identified user expertise as one of the
main determinants of dominance and reliance, of which trust is a determinant. Although a
tenet of TTD holds that decision aids are especially beneficial to professionals thanks to a
bias mitigation effect [44], the study by Jensen et al. [45] displayed a diverging beneficial
effect of decision support, with novices benefiting more in comparison to experts who, in
turn, often discounted the aid’s support. This is in line with our findings, which point to
more experienced decision makers possibly being less favorably impacted by such systems,
possibly due to a lower level of familiarity or a higher prejudice against the machine (see
also [46]).

As for RQ1b (“Does the interaction protocol, human-first vs. Al-first, have any effect
on differences in trust by the readers, or final trust?”), we point out that we did not observe
any significant effect due to the interaction protocol on initial trust. This result does not
come unexpectedly, and was in fact desirable. Indeed, readers were randomly assigned
to one of the two considered protocols. Interestingly, the interaction protocol seemingly
did not have an effect on final trust either, despite the fact that the adoption of different
interaction protocols may have a significant effect in terms of the overall accuracy of
the hybrid human—AI team [47]. In fact, differences between the two cohorts were not
significant, neither in terms of initial trust (adjusted p, 0.090; RBC, 0.33) nor in terms of final
trust (adjusted p, 0.787; RBC, 0.05), although in the first case the effect size was medium.
In this sense, it appears that even though the order of the Al intervention was certainly
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impactful in regard to the overall diagnostic performance (this is an effect that is not entirely
trivial and calls for further study to understand its causes), it might be perceived by the
user as a secondary element compared to other trust-inducing or trust-hindering factors.
Nonetheless, we found that both interaction protocols had a large effect on trust difference.
In particular, human-first protocols led to a significant increase between the initial and final
trust (adjusted p: 0.016, RBC: 0.81), but not so for the Al-first cohort (adjusted p, 0.078; RBC,
0.60), even though both effect sizes were large. A possible explanation for this difference
can be found in the accuracy level of the Al system, which in this user study was 70%, i.e.,
well over the average accuracy of the readers and thus likely to lead to a positive interaction
for the study participants and hence an increased sense of trust in the decision support.
An accuracy rate of 70%, far from being infallible, was nonetheless effective in increasing
trust. This is in line with [48], according to which Al systems should be optimized for
team performance rather than accuracy per se, going far as affirming that “predictable
performance may be worth a slight sacrifice in Al accuracy” whereas the most accurate Al
“may not lead to highest team performance”.

6 4
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"
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=
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1A I Final [ Final
Novice Expert Human-first Al-first
Expertise Protocol

Figure 3. Violin plots of the distributions of the initial (pretest, IT in Figure 2) and final (posttest,
FT in Figure 2) trust scores reported by the study participants, stratified by (left) readers” expertise
(novices vs. experts), and (right) interaction protocol (human-first vs. Al-first).

3.2. RQ2—Correlation between the Psychometric Dimensions

Concerning RQ2 (“Is there any difference or correlation between the three investigated
psychometric dimensions?”), we briefly note that, as reported in Figure 4, the three psycho-
metric dimensions that we investigated (i.e., comprehensibility, appropriateness, utility)
were indeed strongly correlated between each other (appropriateness vs. comprehensibility,
0, 0.86; appropriateness vs. utility, p, 0.82; comprehensibility vs. utility, o, 0.80), and all of
the correlations were significant (adjusted p-values < 0.001). This result, although inter-
esting, is not totally unexpected because, intuitively, an appropriate and comprehensible
explanation is likely to be found also useful. Conversely, for an explanation to be useful it
should be at least also be comprehensible. Notably, the observed value of the Cronbach
« (which measures the internal consistency of the questionnaire, in regard to the three
psychometric items) was 0.93, which is higher than Nunnally’s reliability threshold for
applied studies (i.e., 0.8; see [49]). Thus, the internal consistency of our test was sufficiently
high to guarantee its reliability, but not so much as to suggest redundancy and hence un-
dermine its validity [50]. In particular, we believe that these results justify the aggregation
of the three psychometric dimensions into a latent quality construct (defined as the average
between appropriateness, comprehensibility, and utility), which was then considered in the
statistical analysis.
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Figure 4. Scatter plots of the correlations observed between the appropriateness, comprehensibility,
and utility scores associated with each explanation provided by the XAI module of the Al support.

3.3. RQ3—Perceived Explanations” Quality with Respect to Expertise, Accuracy, Interaction
Protocol, and Possible Correlation with Basal or Final Trust

The aforementioned perceived quality level was analyzed in RQ3 first with respect
to user expertise, their accuracy, and the interaction protocol (“Do the readers’ expertise,
their diagnostic ability, as well as the adopted interaction protocol, have any effect in terms
of differences in perceived explanations’ quality?”). The results are reported below in
Figure 5.

6.0

NO\}ice Exy.;ert Huma'n-first Al-f'irst Faise Tr[Je
Expertise Protocol Accurate
Figure 5. Violin plots of the explanations” quality, stratified by (left) readers” expertise, (center)
interaction protocol, and (right) readers’ baseline accuracy.

As expected, the difference in explanations” quality between human-first and Al-first
interaction protocols (adjusted p, 0.981; RBC, 0.01) was not significant and was associated
with only a negligible effect. Indeed, as mentioned previously in regard to trust, readers
were assigned randomly to the two interaction protocols which, aside from when the
Al advice was shown, were essentially equivalent in terms of the given explanations.
By contrast, even though the difference in explanations” quality with respect to readers’
baseline accuracy was similarly nonsignificant (adjusted p, 0.155), the relationship between
the two variables was associated with a medium-to-large effect size (0.36). Furthermore,
the difference in explanations” quality between novice and expert readers (adjusted p: 0.012,
RBC: 0.51) was associated with a large effect size and was also statistically significant. These
results highlight how readers’ proficiency in the ECG reading task (as measured by either
self-reported expertise or, more quantitatively, by basal accuracy) might have a significant
effect on the perception of explanatory advice. A possible explanation for this observation,
which was already mentioned above in reference to trust and previously observed in the
literature [51], might be related to an increased acquaintance with Al and XAl systems
for the less expert readers (who were also less accurate). Furthermore, less expert readers
(e.g., the students and residents) might have found the explanations” quality higher due to
their perceived usefulness in helping them identify characteristics of interest in an ECG



Mach. Learn. Knowl. Extr. 2023, 5

277

that they were not able to interpret alone. More experienced or more accurate readers,
who by definition were more well-versed in the interpretation of ECG diagrams, might
have missed this novelty element of explanations, which might have led to a lower, on
average, perceived quality. Importantly, it appears that the users’ initial attitude had little
influence on the perceived quality of explanations, as investigated in the second part of
the research question (“Does the perceived quality of explanations correlate with the basal
or final trust?”). As reported in Figure 6, the explanations’ quality was weakly correlated
with the readers’ basal trust in Al-based support systems (Spearman p: 0.27, adjusted p:
0.086), but significantly and strongly correlated with final trust (Spearman p: 0.71, adjusted
p < 0.001). We conjecture this to be a consequence of the fact that the explanations were
evaluated for their intrinsic value, rather than for a halo effect (due to trust) [52].

As for final trust, by contrast, the observed improvement is likely due to a simple
reason: the support was perceived as a worthy addition to the decision-making process.
Due to how the user experiment was constructed, we cannot decouple the contribution of
XAI from plain Al. However, given that the accuracy of the decision support was higher
than that of the readers but overall not particularly high (equaling 70%), we conjecture that
the explanations themselves were an important contributing factor to the trust increase,
for its novelty and appropriability [53] when compared to a simple categorical advice.
Because the increase in final trust is highly dependent, and significantly so, on explanation
quality, this finding reinforces the idea that explanations do influence trust. We believe
that this relevant finding also provides an alternative and complementary explanation of
the observed effect of readers’ expertise on final trust and trust difference. Indeed, this
latter effect could be explained as arising from the fact that less experienced readers rated
more favorably the quality of explanations than the more expert readers. In light of the
strong relationship between explanations’ quality and final trust, this might explain why
we observed a larger increase in trust for novices than for experts.
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Figure 6. Scatter plots of the correlations observed between the scores of explanations’ perceived
quality and (left) initial (pretest) trust, (right) final (posttest) trust.

3.4. RQ4—Correlation between Perceived Quality of Explanation and Technology Dominance

The two final research questions—RQ4 and RQ5—further delve into the effect of
explanations, by adopting the lens of the theory of technology dominance [39,40] through
which we investigated possible correlations between the readers’ susceptibility to this
phenomenon (which, in this article, was operationalized through the rate of decision
change due to exposition to the output of an Al system. More precisely, we considered
the number of decision changes between HD2 and FHD, as we were interested in the
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differential dominance induced by explanations) and explanations’ perceived quality and
actual correctness.

The correlation between dominance (distinguishing between positive and negative
dominance) and the perceived explanations” quality is reported in Figure 7. Quality was
moderate to strong and significantly correlated with dominance (Spearman p, 0.57; adjusted
p, 0.007) and also with the positive component of dominance (Spearman p, 0.52; adjusted p,
0.025); by contrast, it was only moderately correlated with negative dominance (Spearman
0, 0.39; adjusted p, 0.077). Furthermore, this latter correlation was not significant.

As clearly shown above in Figure 7, explanation quality strongly influences dominance,
and especially positive dominance, and also significantly so.
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Figure 7. Scatter plots of the correlations between dominance (both positive and negative) and
explanations” quality. Dominance is defined as the number of decision changes occurring between
HD2 and FHD.

3.5. RQ5—Relationship between the Correctness of Explanations and Dominance

In Figure 8, we introduced the relationship between the the correctness of the asso-
ciated classifications and their dominance, as well as the effect the perceived quality of
these latter, and their dominance, which aid us in answering our fifth research question
(“Does the correctness of the explanation make any difference in terms of either perceived
explanations” quality or dominance?”).
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Figure 8. Violin plots showing the effect of the classifications’ and explanations’ correctness on (left)
perceived explanations” quality and (right) dominance.
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Both the average perceived quality and dominance increased when the classification
or explanations were correct, as compared to when these latter ones were wrong. The
differences in terms of quality were not significant (adjusted p-values, Al, 0.791; XAl, 0.791),
and the associated effect sizes were small (RBC, AI, 0.03; XAI, 0.06). Similarly, the difference
on dominance due to the correctness was not significant (p, 0.791) and associated with a
small effect size (0.07). By contrast, the difference in dominance due to the correctness of the
classification was significant (p, < 0.001) and associated with a medium-to-large effect size
(RBC, 0.52). For this reason, we further investigated the combined effect of the explanation
and classification on dominance. The four cases were significantly different in terms of
dominance (Kruskal test, p, < 0.001). The results of the post-hoc comparison between the
combination (in terms of adjusted p-values and effect sizes) is represented in Figure 9.
All effect size were medium-to-large or large, whereas only the combination of a correct
explanations with a correct classification reported a significant increase in dominance (as
compared with the other possible combinations).

0.21 0.30 0.60

Al Wrong
XAl Wrong

0.8

0.14

0.715 0.50 0.48
0.6

Al Correct
XAl Wrong

0.05 1

0.4
0.581 0.105 0

Al Wrong
XAl Correct

0.01

r0.2

0.00 0.050 0.00

Al Correct
XAl Correct

< 0.001 —-0.0
Al Wrong Al Correct Al Wrong Al Correct

XAl Wrong XAl Wrong XAl Correct XAl Correct

7

Figure 9. Matrix of the pairwise comparisons of the effects of the classifications’ and explanations
correctness on dominance. Cells under the diagonal denote the p-value (Nemenyi post-hoc test) for
the given pair of configurations, whereas cells above the diagonal report the corresponding effect
size (RBC). Brighter shades of red (resp. blue) denote significance (resp. strength of the effect).

We believe this finding to be of particular interest because it confirms that high-quality
explanations, especially when associated with correct classifications, can increase the
persuasion potential of an XAI system—and especially so for the good (see, in particular,
the rightmost panel in Figure 8 and the significance results in Figure 9). Nonetheless, as
can be noticed from the rightmost panel in Figure 7, perceived quality can influence the
users for the worse, as highlighted by the fact that explanations” quality was moderately
associated with negative dominance (hence, opinion changes from a correct to an incorrect
diagnosis), and especially so when a misleading explanations was associated with an
otherwise correct classification (see Figure 8).
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As observed in [54], which discusses the results of a user study on ML recommenda-
tions for clinician treatment selection, explainability may lead to lower accuracy in case of
incorrect recommendations compared to black-box systems, with the introduction of expla-
nations proving ineffective or insufficient in preventing dominance. A possible explanation
for this effect can be traced back to the imperfect ability of the readers” in discriminating
a correct explanation from a wrong one in terms of perceived quality (see the left panel
in Figure 8). In turn, such an effect could motivate the emergence of biases and cognitive
effects associated with automation, and especially so those that are directly related to
the role of XAl as in the case of the white-box paradox [23,24]. Despite the relevance
of these results, we remark, however, that further research should address whether this
correlation also holds in the case of placebic information (i.e., not semantically sensible,
nor structurally consistent, but still perceived as valuable) as described by Langer [22],
leveraging this concept from the psychological sphere of interpersonal communication to
that of human—-computer interaction.

3.6. Limitations and Further Research

Concluding our discussion, we remark that this study is exploratory; hence, its main
limitations regard the relatively small sample of cases considered, if not of readers involved.
In fact, in regard to participation, this study can leverage the perceptions and opinions of
tens of cardiologists of different competencies and expertise. However, the study regards a
serious game where the doctors involved knew no harm could be caused to real patients.
More generally, our study being focused on a specific task (i.e., ECG reading), we do not
have ambition on generalizability of the hard conclusions beyond the setting at hand.
Nonetheless, we are confident that our general findings (i.e., the correlations between
explanation quality and confidence and trust) can inspire further research in other settings,
both in medicine and other domains. In this sense, three main possible areas where further
research could extend our results regard the stratification by explanation types, the analysis
of the impact of explanations on the readers’ confidence, and the generalization of our
findings to other settings. On the one hand, explanations should be distinguished according
to a reference taxonomy, for instance, those recently proposed in [18,55-57] to see if different
types of explanations can have different effects on decision making. We recall that in this
study we focused on textual explanations of a justificatory and causal kind [18]. Moreover,
explanations can be wrong in different ways. For instance, an explanation can be wrong
because it does not regard (or is badly fitted to) either the case at hand or the machine’s
advice, or because it expresses a wrong way of reasoning. This macrodistinction reflects
the typology proposed in [58], in which lapses and mistakes, respectively, regard errors in
perception or attention, and the latter ones regard errors in reasoning and the application
of domain knowledge. The explanations provided in the study presented in this paper
were of various kinds, depending on the case at hand and the ECG to read, including
both correct and incorrect explanations. Our explanations were not really produced by an
XAl system, but rather by the human expert selecting the cases to present in the survey,
various types of errors can affect both the original black-box system, as well as the XAI
system producing the explanations (e.g., affecting their fidelity, stability, or other relevant
properties as highlighted in [59] for a set of popular model-agnostic post-hoc explainability
methods). On the other hand, as mentioned above, we did not collect confidence scores
at each human decision step (i.e., HD1, HD2, and FHD, see Figure 2). For this reason, we
cannot address the research question of whether explanations would improve confidence
in the decision reported or not. Related to this research question, the debate around XAI for
medical applications [54,60] has highlighted how explanations coupled with XAI advice
can have positive (e.g., improved confidence in the final decision) as well as negative (e.g.,
persuade decision makers to trust bad Al-generated advice) impacts, and explainability
is often highly sought after in Al applications to the medical domain because of its early
examples of “expert systems” [61], which were not even based on black-box machine
learning algorithms. For these reasons, further research should be aimed at investigating the
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confidence construct, and its relationship with perceived user experience and satisfaction
and ultimately the increase in the adoption of Al systems that are associated with promises
to make healthcare more sustainable and efficient in virtue of their capability to detect
otherwise-hidden diagnostic features in biosignals, as in the case of [62]. In this case, an Al
reading low-cost and easily acquired ECGs was found to accurately predict subtypes of
long QT syndromes that would usually require costly and time-consuming genetic testing
to be diagnosed. Finally, even though our findings shed some light on the potential utility
of explainable system, we note that these only refer to a specific setting. Future research
should be devoted to the evaluation of the generalizability of our findings to other settings
and domains.

4. Conclusions

The current interest in XAl is ostensibly and programmatically motivated by the need
to make Al systems more transparent, understandable, and thus usable. However, in
light of some empirically grounded findings, presented, among others, in the literature on
naturalistic decision making [63,64], this interest appears to be more instrumental to the
rising prevalence and diffusion of automated decision making (ADM) systems, especially
when their use is anticipated in contexts for which the main legislative frameworks (e.g.,
the EU GDPR) require these systems to also provide reasons for their output whenever
this latter can have legal effects (see, e.g., the debate around ADM and human-in-the-
loop decision making in the risk assessment domain [19,65,66], which uses ADM. This
addresses a requirement for justification, rather than explanation, although these two
concepts are often conflated (for a line of reasoning on the difference between explanation
and justification, see [18]).

In this light, it is important to note that, metaphorically speaking, providing Al with
explainability, that is the capability to properly explain its own output, is more akin to
painting the black box of inscrutable algorithms (such as deep learning or ensemble models)
white, rather than making them transparent. What we mean with this metaphoric statement
is that XAl explanations do not necessarily explain (as by definition or ontological status)
but rather describe the main output of systems aimed at supporting (or making) decisions.
This is why we described XAl explanations as a metaoutput. As such, explanations can fail
to make the output they relate to more comprehensible, or its reasons explicit. They can
even be wrong. For example, a previous study [10] noted how users who interacted with a
transparent model, while seemingly being more able to simulate its behaviour, still failed
to align their predictions to those of the model when it would be beneficial to do so or also
to detect and correct even the model’s most remarkable errors.

This trivial observation is seldom emphasized, and it should motivate researchers to
embrace a wider idea of explainability. In this light, an explainable system would not be a
system that merely gives explanations, whether in the form of either statements or images.
It would rather be a system that provides users with elements that can help them not only
to understand why the system suggests a certain judgment or classification, but also with
elements whose aim is to foster the reasoning process of the user by, e.g., estimating the
probability that the system is right, appraising the complexity of the automated decision (by
going beyond the self-reported confidence scores), assessing the extent to which the training
data are representative and reliable, and the similarity of the case under consideration
to those available, by letting users focus on the possible commonalities and differences
between these.

In short, we then make our own design recommendations and principles highlighted
in [67], where explainability does encompass the capability of a system to explain itself and
its advice. More broadly, it regards whether the system is usable and understandable. In this
light, an adequate, explainable system increases the understandability and interpretability
of a case (not of itself) by a specific user working in a specific context, and is capable to
improve situated decisions about specific cases.
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This is why it is important to make research and development initiatives in the XAI
discourse more human-centered [68] and more focused on the relationships [69] and
interactions [65] that are established and continuously configured between the practitioners
and their tools, which are aimed at supporting cognition, in particular judgment and
prospection (that is, the action of looking forward into the future). This requires the
adoption of methodologies and methods to assess usability along the traditional dimensions
of decision-making effectiveness (that is, accuracy of the hybrid decision making [70]),
efficiency (e.g., the extent providing explanations makes decision making more or less
time-consuming), and decision-maker satisfaction (the extent to which decision makers find
the additional information useful, or at least they feel more confident in their decision after
consuming an explanation), as well as the failure modes and the impact these technologies
have on both decision-making practices (e.g., considering patterns of reliance and risks of
overreliance) and the subjects involved (i.e., the people who are affected by the decisions).

In particular, our findings suggest that we should not take the perceived and actual
utility of explainable systems for granted. These qualities should be assessed in an ongoing
manner, and in vivo rather than in labo, ensuring that quantitative measures of performance
such as error rates, throughput, and execution times do not take undue precedence over
the evaluation of user experience [71]. Rather, we should ground our design choice to make
Al systems explainable (that is, capable of supplying explanations) on empirical evidence
on the basis of the fit (or cognitive congruence) between the user and the artifact (i.e., trust
and expectations), user and task (i.e., skill-difficulty match, expertise), and artifact and task
to support, as proposed in the theory of dominance [39,40].

By evaluating the quality and usefulness of explanations in relation to user perception
and performance, rather than in isolation, our study brought to light some paradoxical
effects related to the introduction of explanations into diagnostic Al systems. Therefore our
study aims at contributing to the discussion around the necessity of a relational approach to
Al design and evaluation. Following Virginia Dignum [69], we also call for greater attention
to the dynamics of decision-making settings, as well as to how humans and machines come
to interact, and even “collaborate”, in so-called hybrid human-artificial intelligence ensem-
bles [70,72]. This leads to our belief that, even more so than from engineering and computer
science, the greatest advances for Al are likely to emerge from a multidisciplinary effort
gathering relevant contributions from the scholarly fields of cognitive ergonomics [73,74],
social psychology [75], human—computer interaction [68], computer-supported cooperative
work [76,77], naturalistic decision-making [78] and human factors [79,80].
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Abbreviations

ADM Automated Decision Making
BPMN  Business Process Model and Notation (i.e., the OMG standard on process modelling)

Al Artificial Intelligence

ECG ElectroCardioGram

EU European Union

FHD Final Human Decision

GDPR  General Data Protection Regulation (cf. EU 2016/679)

HD Human Decision

ML Machine Learning

RBC Rank Biserial Correlation

QT QT interval, i.e., the time from the start of the Q wave to the end of the T wave in an ECG
RQ Research Question

TTD Theory of Technological Dominance
XAI eXplainable Al
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