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Berrypicking and Successive Searching

LAUREN CORDER

INTRODUCTION


Marcia J. Bates’ Berrypicking model (1989) and Spink, Ellis, and Ford’s Successive Searches model (1998) suggest new ideas for the design of computer information retrieval systems (IRS). According to Bates and Spink et al. searchers need more diversity in the ways they are allowed to search and an interface that allows successive searches to be stored and retrieved. The two models covered here are not generalized information behavior models. Rather, they address a specific area of information seeking: the user’s interaction with a digital search interface.

 TRADITIONAL MODELS AND NEW MODELS

Both Bates and Spink et al. assert that information seeking today is an evolving process involving multiple search styles and queries over time. The old model of a one-time query followed by one set of results is not adequate (Bates, 1989). New models must reflect the complexity of online searches.

Bates’ model represents the scope and Spink’s (et al.) model the breadth of the digital search process, which I have combined in Figure 1. What I am representing in Figure 1 is one imaginary user’s set of searches on a topic over time. The left menu represents Bates’ berrypicking search model showing the various strategies a searcher might elect to use. The top menu represents Spink’s idea of a series of  successive searches. The “X” marks represent the search strategy the user employed for one particular search. For example, for our user’s first search, he used the footnote chasing and author searching strategies. In his second search, he searched citations, etc. Bates proposes that IR systems’ interface design be updated to accommodate the flexible ways in which users search for information (1989). Bates and Spink et al. concur that many people conduct multiple searches over time in order to refine and compile what they have learned. Their queries change as they learn more about their topic (Wilson, 1999). Their ideas call for flexibility within a single search and access to past searches. 

     
Especially interesting are their two models’ implications for IRS interface design. If both sets of their suggestions were implemented, a robust search mechanism would result. It would be an interface that allowed the user to conduct multiple types of searches, beginning with a graphic layout of the digital library represented on the user’s screen. Bates posits that, “creating a virtual physical layout on the screen may make it easier for the searcher to think of moving among familiar categories of resources…” (1989, p.10). As the user zooms in closer to the area in which she wants to search, she could have the same browsing capability that a user of a physical library has—the ability to see virtual representations of the books on the shelves. The IRS would allow the searcher to designate which search technique she prefers: browsing, journal scanning, citation searching, and others. After she has completed her search session, Spink’s (et al.) model (1998) would allow her to save her search session so that she could return to it at a later time. 


As systems are designed now, each time a person conducts a search, it is an isolated event (in the system’s “mind”). When the user returns to the system, she must begin her next search as if from scratch. The technology of computer “cookies” can allow at least the home Internet searcher to have a search saved to return to later. Libraries and institutions could develop username/password systems and save user searches on in-house servers. 

CONCLUSION


These models, though specific to one aspect of information-seeking, draw upon the generalized models proposed by Dervin, Ellis, Kuhlthau, Morris, Wilson, and others that put the user’s needs above those of the system. Kuhlthau (1991, p. 366) in her research with high school students showed that when someone first begins a search, she frequently experiences “…feelings of confusion, uncertainty, and doubt….At this stage an inability to express precisely what information is needed makes communication between the user and the system awkward.” Bates’ model would give the user more flexibility in deciding what type of search to undertake. The user can select a style or interface with which she would feel most comfortable, thus alleviating some of the uncertain feelings a new search can induce.


Each successive search results in a feedback loop of communication between the user and the system. Drawing on both Ellis’ and Kuhlthau’s research, Spink et al. says, “Results from information seeking studies support the notion of successive searches by showing that humans progress through a series of stages, adopt different strategies and exhibit different information behaviors at different stages of their information-seeking process.” (1998) When a user must approach an IR system “from scratch” each time, it is almost like talking to someone with amnesia—having to repeat everything he has already stated before—thus wasting valuable time that could be better spent building upon the foundation of a saved search. Bates’ and Spink’s (et al.) models have profound implications for improving IR system design.
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Spink’s Successive Searches over Time








