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1. INTRODUCTION

We need to free ourselves from the assumption that we can
describe information behavior by starting from the system,
the service, the knowledge base, or the information
carrier. To use these as definers of useful information is
misleading: only the recipient, the user, can define
information in his or her context. This is not to say that
this interface between information system, information
artifact and user is not complex and intellectually
interesting, but the final determiner of information value
is the user who sits in a particular context and develops
criteria of information value from that context.
Robert Taylor [1]

Contextual information retrieval (IR) is an open and promising
field of research. Open, because context can refer to virtually
everything and anything, and promising, because it has the
potential to push IR research towards a more complex and
naturalistic approach to human information interaction. There are
some associated challenges. Firstly, to define which context we
are concerned with, and secondly, to deal with the “messiness” of
human behaviour, which is far from algorithmic. In this brief
position paper, we will outline our general approach to contextual
IR, argue for the importance of a number of key inter-related
contextual factors, and review some of our related research
projects in this area.

Context is important to human information behaviour for two key
reasons: context disambiguates meaning in language and
communication, and context shapes and delineates human needs
and behaviour [2]. In the first case, context can be useful in
determining aboutness and topical relevance. In the second case,
it can be useful in determining how people search and on what
basis they select documents, i.e. situational, cognitive and
affective relevance [3, 4]. Our interest in contextual IR is less in
the first sense, as a means of constraining the semantic space, and
more in the latter sense of trying to make use of information about
search behaviour and document preferences in different situations
to achieve “higher-order relevance”[5]. We argue, that to move
beyond topical IR, we need to use context to match documents
with users/information needs on the basis of function, i.e., the
intended use.

A document is more than a ‘bag of words’: it is the product of the
author’s intent to communicate some idea for some purpose. This
purpose is associated with an information goal, i.e., explaining,
teaching, disproving, etc., and may also be associated with a work
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task, i.e., reviewing a film, designing yachts, or calculating
highway capacity. This purpose is expressed in the document in
the decisions that the author makes with respect to use of
language, structure and design. Recurrent situations and intents
within particular domains engender recurring patterns of these
document features, which can be interpreted as document genres.
So, from the document side, we view genre as an expression of
the authors’ intent with respect to the function of the document.

On the other side of the matching algorithm, the searcher also has
intent, which likewise is associated with information goals and
possibly motivated by work tasks. Although the searcher’s intent
is seldom expressed directly in search queries, which tend to be
primarily topical in nature, the underlying intent plays an
important role in the document evaluation and selection process.
It stands to reason, then, that identifying correlations between the
intent of the document’s author as expressed in the genre, and the
intent of a document searcher would offer some benefit in
calculating relevance. = We are not suggesting that these
correlations are simple, absolute or one-to-one. On the contrary,
the relationship is likely to be far more complex. However, we
suggest that within specific domains, there are patterns of
relationships sufficiently strong and consistent to be identifiable
and to provide some benefit.

2. CONTEXTUAL FACTORS

Following from the discussion above, the key contextual factors
that we are currently exploring in our research are: document
genre, domain, work task and information goal.

2.1 Genre

We take a functional rather than strictly classificatory approach to
genre, based on an approach to genre theory that has been
developing over the past 25 years in a range of disciplines:
linguistics, communications, organizational behaviour, etc. From
this perspective, genre can be defined as “socially recognized
types of communicative actions [...] that are habitually enacted
by members of a community to realize particular purposes” [6].
This approach suggests that genre provides a means of facilitating
a connection between the communication purposes of the
document creator and the tasks and goals of the reader/user. For
example, a manual that communicates instructions on how to
carry out some process, is of use to a reader who needs to
complete that process, but may be of little use to a reader who
needs to decide if the process is worth doing. Genre is typically
described as a function of the form, content and purpose
dimensions of documents. Form can be further deconstructed to
medium, structure and linguistic features [7]. More recent works
that have focused specifically on digital genres have added a
further dimension relating to the mode of interaction [4, 8]. In



practice, most implementations of genre in information retrieval
have been limited to providing the searcher with the option to
either limit or cluster results according to genre [9, 10] rather than
weighting genre in the matching / ranking algorithms.

2.2 Domain

The idea that domain or discipline shapes information behaviour
is not new. It is theoretically grounded in work in a range of
information science related areas: domain analysis, information
seeking studies, and communities of practice, to name a few.
Practical implementations of domain context in information
retrieval have focused largely on domain-specific search systems,
some of which include customized search features, interfaces, and
controlled vocabularies. It is less common to use domain as a
means of differentiating between individual searches in a multi-
domain search system, however some steps are being made in this
direction [11, 12]. There is a clear connection between domain
and genre, in that, “different disciplines or discourse communities
develop special kinds of documents as adaptations to their special
needs”[13]. The sets of genres in common usage within particular
domains or communities of practice are known as genre
repertoires [7].

2.3 Work Task

The role of tasks in motivating and framing information
behaviour is receiving increasing attention in information science
research [14-16]. Work tasks are particular cases of tasks, in
which the doer is assigned an activity or unit of work that needs to
be completed in order to meet a pre-defined goal, usually having
some extrinsic value. When there is an information gap that
stands in the way of work task completion, it prompts a search for
information [17]. Work tasks can be identified at varying levels
of granularity, and typically involve some sub-tasks or steps. To
date, research on work tasks has shown that there is a significant
relationship between various characteristics of work tasks (time
constraints, importance, stage of completion, complexity, etc.)
and various measures of information seeking behaviour (selection
of channels, number and type of sources consulted, cognitive
activities, etc.) [14, 15, 18, 19]. However, there has been little
practical application of these findings in information retrieval
systems to date. Furthermore, the relationship between work task
and domain, although implicit in genre research, has been
explored to a limited extent in select domains only, such as bio-
informatics [20] .

2.4 Information Goal

Nested within the work task is another layer of context for the
search situation: the information goal. Information goals refer to
the kinds of information that people are seeking and what they
intend to do with it. Limberg [21] found that students with
different broad information goals (fact-finding, assessing an issue
and reaching a decision, understanding a topic) handled and
evaluated information differently with respect to a number of
parameters, including relevance, bias, information quantity and
authority. Studies of searching behaviour have also found that
different types of searching and selecting behaviours are observed
for different types of information goals, such as known item
searches, subject or topical searches, fact finding, and question-
answering [22]. But the relationship among information goal,
work task and document genre has been largely unexplored.

3. RESEARCH PROJECTS

In the past few years we have investigated some of these variables
in independent studies. A study of 48 Web searchers searching in
four domains (consumer health, research, shopping and travel)
found significant differences among the four domains on many
variables including genre [11]. Different web page genres were
selected as relevant with respect to the questions from each
domain. In some cases, genres were used across multiple
domains, while other genres were clearly domain specific [23]. In
a more recent study that examined the browsing actions of those
who view cultural and heritage websites, we again found unique
genres within sub domains of culture and heritage [24]. Compare
for example, the genres of sports websites with those of art
gallery sites. Thus, early work suggests a relationship between
genre and domain.

In our most recent work, we are examining a more complex set of
relationships: the associations among genre, work task and
information goal within a single work domain. We are working
with a community of software engineers within a large high tech
company to develop and test an approach to contextual search for
their internal information resources. In an initial study of these
engineers we discovered that work tasks, genres and information
goals were inter-related [25], which we later confirmed using a
metadata-rich database of user-authored documents [26]. We were
able to define sets of common tasks (installation, troubleshooting,
etc), information goals (learning, doing, finding facts, etc) and
genres (FAQs, product manuals, whitepapers, etc.) and the
relationships between them. We are currently implementing these
relationships in a search engine for this domain. The system will
collect task and goal input from searchers in addition to the query,
and use this information to adjust the ranking of documents
according to their genre.

4. CONCLUSION

Understanding context and isolating selected contextual variables
has the potential to enhance and focus retrieval. The keys are in
uncovering which of the multiple variables to consider and in
understanding the relationship between the variables and retrieval
results. We believe that relating domain, work task, genre and
information goal can make a contribution, and hope through
ongoing work to further define and test the strength of the effect
on retrieval results. This approach has the potential to be applied
in a range of retrieval environments in which task and genre are
prevalent, including digital libraries, enterprise search and
Internet retrieval.
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