Subject Access Project
The Problem
Users tend to use natural language when performing topical searches. Unfortunately, natural language means that different users employ different terms for the same concept. For instance, someone looking for information about the revolutionary war in the United States might use terms like ‘us revolution,’ ‘american war for independence,’ or ‘revolutionary war.’ Because indexed documents rarely contain every possible variation of user search terminology, a recall problem is created. The user who searches for ‘american revolution’ may fail to retrieve an excellent document that describes the role of women in the in the revolutionary war simply because of varying terminology. 

The Library Problem, in particular

This recall problem is particularly evident in the context of the library catalog, where users are searching metadata records that represent books, journals, and other documents rather than the full text of these documents. Concise metadata records are even less likely to contain a variety of natural language terminology than full text documents. For many years, librarians have added subject headings to every record in the library catalog in an effort to improve natural language searching by tagging all titles primarily *about* the same topic with the same subject heading. This allows them to be retrieved as a group (good recall *and* precision). Users who use the established subject heading for the American revolutionary war will retrieve the book Founding fighters : the battlefield leaders who made American independence and the book Blue water patriots : the American Revolution afloat. Users who just search for ‘american revolutionary war’ will not retrieve either record.
Unfortunately, the subject heading established for the concept of the American revolutionary war is United States History Revolution, 1775-1783. Librarians are well aware that 99.99% of users will never search for that string. The problem becomes how to lead users from their natural language search to the carefully controlled subject headings that will retrieve [nearly] all relevant results with excellent precision.
How could Endeca help?

To address this gap between user search terminology and the headings created by librarians, libraries have created “authority records” that include pointers (cross-references) from alternate terminology to the controlled subject heading. For our example, the subject heading United States History Revolution, 1775-1783 has cross-references including American Revolution and American Revolutionary War.
In our existing Endeca application, NCSU indexes only the controlled subject headings that exist as part of our bibliographic records. However, our goal is to index the cross-references from authority records and associate them with these subject headings so that we can suggest appropriate controlled terminology to users for their natural language searches. One way to accomplish this might use dimension search where cross-references are stored as searchable synonyms for controlled subject headings.  Another possibility might index the subject headings and associated cross-references as a set of Endeca records (distinct from our bibliographic records) and suggest results from this set in a ‘did you mean’ fashion.
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