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Metasearch

We can’t index everything: there’s too much, it’s changing too
fast, and we can’t get access anyway.

This suggests metasearch techniques, offering a single interface to
a set of existing search services.

I Scales well; can make use of search engine smarts; easier to
keep up-to-date.



Some outstanding problems

We’re focusing on things that are different:

I Discovering and selecting very different data sources;

I Combining results;

I Designing a user interface;

I Making use of personal or task context;

I Measuring success or failure;

I . . .



Server characterisation

Build very simple models of the language used in each server’s
documents; use this to inform parts of the metasearch process.

I Experiments with sampling techniques to build these models:
standard techniques don’t seem to work.

Estimate the scale of each server’s holdings; use this to inform
parts of the metasearch process.

I Experiments with estimation methods: some simple
techniques do surprisingly well, some more sophisticated
techniques not so well.



Server selection

Given a query and a set of servers which may include relevant
documents, choose which servers to forward the query to.

I Experiments selecting between (up to) six “servers”: standard
techniques don’t work very well.



PIS, a prototype Personal Information Searcher



Questions

Questions for the future:

I What sort of data sources do people use day to day? Which
are useful, and for what type of need?

I What sort of queries do people issue? What relation is there
between information need and query?

I How can we decide where to look for results?

I How can we merge (or rank) very different results when we
get them?

I What use can we make of knowledge about the context of a
query? How can we get this knowledge in the first place?

I . . .


