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Topic

The aim is to present findings concerning user behaviour and user 

interaction with a corporate, digital thesaurus and discuss 

implication for thesaurus design. 

Two user studies were carried out in a large Danish pharmaceutical 

company investigating searching behaviour and information seeking 

behaviour. 

The first study formed part of preliminary system analysis 

determining scope and content of the corporate thesaurus. The 

second study made up the later evaluation of the thesaurus.  
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Outline

• Design of user studies 

• Findings

• Implications for thesaurus design
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Design of user study I

Objective

- Gain insight into the context of the information environment:

- Work tasks, problem situations, information needs

- Position, educational background, work and search experience

- Information resources

- Searching behaviour and searching problems 

Data collection methods

- Group interviews, 29 respondents

- Content and discourse analysis of 50 user requests
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Work tasks/

Discourses

A priori 

determinability

Repetitiveness Novelty of topic Type and 

structure

Basic research Low degree of 

determinability

Low 

repetitiveness

Known and 

unknown 

concepts

Conscious 

information need

1 – 2 interrelated 

facets

Clinical and non-

clinical testing

Low to medium 

degree of 

determinability

Some 

repetitiveness

Known concepts Conscious

information need

3 or more 

interrelated 

facets

Sale and CI Medium degree 

of determinability

High 

repetitiveness

Known concepts Conscious

information need

3 or more 

interrelated 

facets

Information needs
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Design of user study II (1/3)
Objective

- Investigation of user interaction and user satisfaction with corporate 

thesaurus:

- Problem analysis

- Query (re)formulation

- Understanding of search concepts

- Lead-in

- Experimental retrieval test

- 20 researchers from R&D 

- Controlled search jobs

- In-house retrieval system, 

- commando-based, exact match system (BRS/Search)

- semi-controlled, manual indexing practice
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Design of user study II (2/3)

Test procedure – before search sessions:

1. Investigation of searcher skills by e-mail questionnaire

Test procedure - during two-hour test session:

1. Introductory orientation session

2. Pre-search investigation of searcher´s mental model of search 

problem and expectations by questionnaire and interview

3. Search session and investigation of user actions by observation 

and log-file

4. Post-search investigation of user motivation and satisfaction by 

interview and questionnaire

Step 2 – 4 were replicated for each search problems.
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Data types and collection methods (3/3)

Qualitative 

data

Mental model 

of search task

by

Interview and 

questionnaire

Explanation of 

search actions

by

Interview

User satisfaction

by

Interview

Quantitative data

User skills

by

Questionnaire User satisfaction

by

Questionnaire

User actions

by

Logging & observation

User satisfaction

by

Relevance judgements
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Thesaurus use

(n = 58)

Role in searching
Amount of 

sessions
%

Problem analysis - -

Query formulation 50 86

Understanding of search 

concepts
13 22

Lead-in 39 67
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Search moves (1/2)

Search formulation moves Amount %

Exhaust 96 41

Specify 50 21

Parallel 47 20

Reduce 35 15

Exclude 5 2

Pinpoint 2 1

Total 235 100
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Search moves (2/2)

Search term moves Amount %

Vary 109 73

Fix 26 18

Respell 8 5

Repeat 6 4

Respace - -

Total 149 100
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Sources for search terms

Source Amount %

Search problem 190 46,6

Thesaurus 178 43,6

User interaction 38 9,3

Records 2 0,5

Total 408 100
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Type of search terms

Relationships Amount %

Synonym (SYN) 81 45,5

Preferred term (PT) 52 29,2

Narrower term (NT) 35 19,7

Related term (RT) 7 3,9

Broader term (BT) 3 1,7

Total 178 100
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Work task dependent behaviour (1/4)

Basic research 

scientists

(n = 32)

Clinical research 

scientists

(n = 26)

Total Average Total Average

Search runs 208 6,5 125 4,8

Thesaurus look-ups 115 3,6 101 3,9
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Work task dependent behaviour (2/4)

Basic research 

scientists

(n = 32)

Clinical research 

scientists

(n = 26)

Search moves Total Average Total Average

Parallel 36 1,1 11 0,4

Vary 62 1,9 47 1,8
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Work task dependent behaviour (3/4)

Basic research 

scientists

(n = 32)

Clinical research 

scientists

(n = 26)

Sources for search 

terms

Total % Total %

Search problem 100 39 90 60

Thesaurus 133 51 45 30

User interaction 23 9 15 10

Record 2 1 - -

Total 258 100 150 100



NKOS, August 2003Marianne Lykke Nielsen

Work task dependent behaviour (4/4)

Basic research 

scientists

(n = 32)

Clinical research 

scientists

(n = 26)

Type of search terms Total % Total %

Synonym (SYN) 66 50 15 33

Preferred term (PT) 34 26 18 40

Narrower term (NT) 26 19 9 20

Related term (RT) 4 3 3 7

Broader term (BT) 3 2 - -

Total 133 100 45 100
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Summing up implications for design

- Strong domain-orientation

- Indication of discourses

- Redundancy

- Explanation

- User-controlled interaction

- Ease of use
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Future research

- Importance and awareness of discourses

- Can we ”avoid” controlled indexing in in-house 

databases and relay on strong thesaurus informing 

about discourses? 

- Ease of use

- Will structured query modification improve retrieval?

- Automatic categorization

-Will domain-specific thesaurus improve semiautomatic 

categorization?
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