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1.  Problem/issue

IR system developers are faced with the challenge of creating systems (interfaces, databases, etc.) that balance the organization of content (indexing, KR, etc.) with consideration for the user.  Developers are attempting to design systems that support users as they explore topics, help them move from a vague information need to a concrete question, and then develop a query for the information system. 

2.  Original treatment of problem

Baldonado and Winograd approach this problem by creating a system that supports users before they have a concrete understanding of which query to pose to a system. The authors developed and tested an interface to support 1) searching over heterogeneous sources (ex. WWW and subscription database), and 2) the user’s emerging interests.  The interface, called SenseMaker, iteratively adds an organizational structure to a collection of search results by bundling similar results sert.  Users continually manipulate the way results are displayed in the interface with three collection building-actions (expand, limit and replace).
3.  Relevant literature

The authors’ work on SenseMaker is grounded in the information seeking literature in the LIS and computer science fields. They reference Belkin et al. (1995) when characterizing the effect of task on the information search process, and Bates (1989) when discussing the evolution of a user’s interest and how that affects query development.  They do not, however, refer to Devin’s sense making model, which may come to mind considering the name of the product.  The bulk of the literature referenced is from computer science.
4.  Appropriateness of the methodological approach

Baldonado and Winograd developed SenseMaker based on the theoretical literature in the field, and later tested the interface in two experimental pilot studies.  The researchers used qualitative interviews and quantitative usage statistics and ratings data.  The aim of the pilot studies was to gauge the effectiveness of the SenseMaker interface for supporting users across resources and throughout the development of a concrete search topic. 
In the first pilot study five subjects received a short introduction to the interface, performed one search using SenseMaker and one search using a baseline system, and then discussed their experiences in a structured interview. The researchers found that 50% of actions for four out of five subjects were “expand” or “limit” actions.  In the second pilot study four subjects had two minutes to search through a larger set of search results; they were asked to use the SenseMaker interface’s three views and report their impressions of the collection using a Likert scale of 1-10. Subjects did this for two collections.  The results showed that “every organization ranked top for some user/collection” and two of the four subjects changed their rankings from one collection to the next.  
5.  Quality of specific methodological elements

It is difficult to gauge the results of the pilot tests because:

· Small sample, especially for a pilot where quantitative data is “favored” in reporting
· Highly educated/knowledgeable subjects – CS students may have a better sense of how the program worked than average users
· Subjects were allowed very little time to interact with the system before “judging” its effectiveness; very little experience/training with system
· Subjects only looked at each of the collections for two minutes before rating their experiences

· A misrepresentation of baseline systems (only one view of results—most systems offer more than this)
· Subjects used a Likert scale of 1-10 to rate the usefulness of the interface, however it has been shown that these scales do not adequately represent users’ opinions (inconsistent and weak when used for comparing across subjects)
6.  Validity and importance of findings and what they contribute to the field

The researchers contribute to the field by pushing for systems that allow users to recursively cluster information into categories, thus automating for the user some of the burden of organizing vast amounts of information (retrieval results). The development of SenseMaker is an early step towards the design of systems to support users’ in the ASK stage.  In the future we may see more user-centered, interactive systems grounded in user studies.
More research on the implementation of SenseMaker is needed to justify its use.  The researchers draw conclusions that are not justified by the results of the pilot study data analysis. For example, according to the researchers, “every organization ranked top for some user/collection.” This is followed by a statement explaining that the subjects’ ratings were highly variable.  It seems that the researchers are making a leap from “highly variable” data to solid “conclusions.” The second statement weakens the first.
There are a number of flaws in the SenseMaker interface that are not related to the pilot studies.  
· Assumes “synonyms” are the same as broader or related terms.  Based on the description, it seems the user has little control over the selection of terms other than synonyms.  Users may benefit more from a thesaurus than from a list of synonyms.  Some may argue that the real conceptual/topic formation work is done by interacting with broader and related terms, and exploring conceptual relationships.  
· Relies heavily on a good initial query.  If the user has only a vague idea of his or her topic and poorly phrases that topic to the system, the system may lead the user in a direction she did not want to go. 
· Interface is the assumption that a “good” example of what the user “needs” is actually available to guide the organization of the remaining results?  Again, this could push the user farther away from her actual information need.  
· Lack of attention paid to the quality of results.  Baldonado and Winograd allow the user to select how much time it takes to search, but do not allow the user to control for quality.  
· Great deal of attention given to removing duplicate results.  Why is this so important?  Can this be done well using only the document title?
7.  Quality of writing and presentation

While I consider this research valuable to the discussion of user-centered design, I do not believe this paper is well written.  It leaves too many holes in the reader’s understanding of how SenseMaker actually works.  The description of the interface is confusing.  For example, we never see SenseMaker’s opening screen.  Where does the user start?  How do the initial start search options affect what is retrieved and how those results are then bundled?  Also, we learn that one study subject “articulated a need for the second style of query-by example.”  It would be interesting to know how that need arose.  The lack of a clear description of the interface combined with the poor pilot study data presented leaves the reader with little understanding of contributions of this work to the field.
8.  Discussion questions: 
· How is SenseMaker any better than standard keyword search?

· How could a system like SenseMaker negatively impact searching?

· What other factors related to query formulation or the user’s state of knowledge are not supported by SenseMaker?
· This work was done in 1997.  Do the problems that SenseMaker was designed to address still exist? In our post-Google world do we still need this?
