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This experiment was carried out as part of a proprietary programme of 
research on ‘Intelligent Dialogues’ between BT Laboratories, Martlesham 
and the Centre for Communication Interface Research at the University of 
Edinburgh. The results of this experiment are being made available to the 
Dialogues 2000 Consortium courtesy of BT in order to support the 
introduction of standards and best working practices in the design of state-
of-the-art automated telephone services. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Automated telephone service interfaces using DTMF input 
technology require clear and unambiguous instructions 
referring to the dialogue functions of individual keys on 
the telephone keypad. These functions include simple 
confirmation and rejection  as well as more complex 
functions such as navigating forward or backward, 
pausing, interrupting or stopping an interaction.  

Especially with a view to harmonising functionality across 
services it is desirable not only to assign the same 
functionality to the same keys for basic dialogue functions, 
but to have a common key naming convention for the 
basic function keys on the telephone keypad. 

An experiment was carried out at CCIR in which data was 
collected on user’s choice of names for certain non-
numeric keys on DTMF telephone keypads. 

The results for 260 users taken from an initial national poll 
of 1000 users suggests the following naming 
recommendations: 

The key to the left of  0 on the keypad is mostly named 
‘star’ rather than other commonly found usage such as 
‘asterisk’ or ‘snowflake’. 

The key to the right of 0 is mostly named ‘square’, rather 
than ‘gate’ or ‘hash’ which are commonly used in dialogue 
systems.  

The 1 (‘yes’) and 2 (‘no’) keys are the most preferred 
numeric keys for answering ‘yes-no’ questions. 

Keys on the left-hand-side of the keypad are preferred 
‘rewind’ keys. 

Keys on the right-hand-side of the keypad are preferred 
‘forward’ keys. 

There is a strong preference for centre-keys for the 
functions ‘pause’ and ‘stop’. 
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1.  SCOPE AND OBJECTIVES 

It is a common requirement in automated telephone 
service interfaces using Dual Tone Multi Frequency user 
input (DTMF) to refer to the available keys on the 
telephone keypad in order to give instructions on the use 
of these keys for performing dialogue tasks. The 
experiment reported here was aimed at addressing the 
central issue of determining a  common keypad naming 
convention based on user-initiated names for the keys on 
the telephone keypad. The main benefit from this work 
will be a reduction of different and hence confusing or 
ambiguous naming conventions across services. 

The results of a survey carried out by CCIR are reported, 
in which data was collected on user’s choice of names for 
certain non-numeric keys on DTMF telephone keypads, 
preferred keys for activating simple interactive operations 
such as confirmation and moving forwards or backwards 
in a dialogue. 

1.1.  Method 

A national poll of 1000 people was undertaken in order to 
recruit a suitable sample who would co-operate in a 
subsequent interview.  Potential users were required to 
pass three simple filters establishing that they were using a 
telephone that 

 • had push-button dialling 

 • had an incorporated ‘star’ button 

 • emitted a clear tone when the ‘star’ button was  
    pressed two times 

Passing all three filters guarantees that the telephone has 
DTMF capability and is switched to DTMF. Users with 
DTMF telephone were later contacted by the research team 
at CCIR and given a short telephone interview covering 
various aspects of their understanding of the telephone. 
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The interview script was organised around the following 
topics some of which refer to particular keys or areas on a 
basic telephone keypad (see Figure 1 below): 

• Names for keys to the left and right of 0 

• Preferred keys for answering ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to  
  questions 

• ‘Cassette recorder functions’ accessed via the  
  telephone keypad 

 

1 2 3

4 5 6

7 8 9

* 0

ABC DEF

GHI JKL MNO

PQRS TUV WXYZ

 

     Figure 1: Basic Telephone Keypad 

1.2.  Results 

A total of 260 users were successfully contacted for the 
interviews. The following sections summarise results from 
these users. 
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1.3.  Names for Keys to the Left of Zero 

The most frequent names for the key to the left of  0 were 
‘star’ and ‘asterisk’.  Only 2% of users did not offer a 
name for this key, Chart 1. 

’Star’
81%

Others
5%

’Don’t
know’
2%

’Asterisk’
12%

 

Chart 1: User preferences for naming keys to the left of 0 

There was a list of 12 other names given ranging from the 
descriptive (’snowflake’ or ’daisy’); through the functional 
(’mute’, ’memory’ - these perhaps indicate markings on 
particular telephones); to the obscure (’nobby’). 

1.4.  Names for Keys to the Right of Zero 

The most frequent names for the key to the right of 0 were 
‘square’, ‘hash’ and ‘gate’. Some 6% of users did not 
offer a name for this key, Chart 2. 
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‘Square’
32%

'Box'
6%

‘Hash’
16%

‘Gate’
11%

‘Noughts 'n
crosses'

8%

'Others'
21%

‘Don't
Know’

6%

 

Chart 2: User preferences for naming keys to the right of 0 

There were a total of 32 other names given for this key 
ranging from the literal (’two horizontal lines and two 
vertical lines’), through the descriptive (’portcullis’, ’trellis’, 
’lattice’), to the less obvious (’fracture’ - given 
independently by two people with nursing backgrounds). 

2.  PREFERRED KEYS FOR ANSWERING ‘YES’ OR ‘NO’ TO QUESTIONS 

Of the users who did express an opinion, the most 
preferred combinations for numeric keys to answer 
qustions with a Yes or No were keys 1 and 2 as shown in 
Chart 3. 

1 & 2
20%

’Don’t
know’
25%

Others
40%

1 & 0
15%

 

Chart 3: User Preferences for Yes and No Keys 

A more general question concerns preference for keys on 
the left hand side or right hand side of the keypad with 
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which to carry out these operations. The keys 1, 4 , 7 and 
Star are on the Left Hand Side (LHS) of the keypad; the 
keys 3, 6, 9 and Square are on the Right Hand Side (RHS) 
of the keypad. The keys 2, 5, 8 and 0 are central. See 
Figure 1. 

In the case of answering a question with Yes, 66% of  users 
selected a key on the LHS of the keypad while 12% 
selected one on the RHS. 

In the case of  answering a question with No, 44% of users 
selected a key on the RHS of the keypad while 15% 
selected one on the LHS. 

These figures indicate a strong preference for Yes on the 
LHS with a slightly less pronounced preference for No on 
the RHS. 

3.  CASSETTE RECORDER OPERATIONS ACCESSED BY THE TELEPHONE KEYPAD 

This section of the questionnaire contained four questions 
relating to the keys used for performing the operations of 
fast forward, rewind, pause and stop. The purpose of these 
questions was to investigate preferences (if any) for the 
type of key for controlling navigation through dialogues 
where fast forward and rewind would be equivalent to 
rapid forward and backwards movement through a 
complex dialogue, while pause and stop would identify 
these user operations for controlling the progress of a 
service. 

A total of 24 respondents (9%) did not express any 
preferences even when asked to do so.  Respondents who 
did select four keys showed no consistent preferences for 
the four operations. A total of 195 different combinations 
were suggested from the 236 respondents. Only one 
sequence was selected more than four times: ’1 - 2 - 3 - 4’.   

The choice of this sequence probably indicates a lack of 
clear understanding by these users of what they were being 
asked to do. 

A more detailed analysis of responses relating to selection 
of keys on the LHS or RHS for each of the four questions 
indicates some general tendencies. 

Fast Forward. Some 35% of users selected keys on the 
LHS; 42% selected keys on the RHS.  The remainder 
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selected either non-numeric keys or keys in the centre of 
the keypad.  There is therefore no clear preference with 
respect to this operation. 

Rewind. Some 38% of users selected keys on the LHS; 
23% selected keys on the RHS.  This indicates a slight 
preference for keys on the LHS for this operation. 

Pause. Some 23% of users selected keys on the LHS, 41% 
selected the central keys while 19% selected keys on the 
RHS.  This indicated a definite preference for the central 
keys for this operation. 

Stop. Some 13% of users selected keys on the LHS, 48% 
selected the central keys while 18% selected keys on the 
RHS. This indicates an even stronger preference for the 
central keys for this operation than for Pause. 

4.  SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

The most common names for the non-numeric keys to the 
left and right of zero were Star and Square, respectively.  

There is a marked preference for answering Yes to 
questions by using one of the keys on the LHS of the key 
pad (key 1 is favoured as a numeric key for Yes) and a 
preference for answering No using one of the keys on the 
RHS (key 2 is favoured as a numeric key for No). 

There is no consistent pattern of response to operations 
such as fast forward or rewind.  There is, however, a 
preference for the central keys for the operations Pause 
and Stop. 


