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The Quest for the "right item":The Quest for the "right item":
How to use search, recommender
systems and online community to help 
users find what they want.
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Summary of the talkSummary of the talk

" Users have different types of information needs.
" How open / close-ended is the need?
" If need is close-ended, then users generally want more 

control over their exploration and vice versa.

" Same interface cannot serve all needs.
" Search/Browse systems more appropriate for users 

" Who have somewhat specific needs
" Wants to be in control of the information exploration

" Recommender Systems are appropriate when users 
" Needs are somewhat open-ended
" They are willing to give up control (in exchange for 

being introduced to new interesting items).
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Brief Overview of Interface TypesBrief Overview of Interface Types

Search: 
Simple: Exists on most sites
Boolean: 

Browse: 
Simple: Amazon, CDNow
Advanced: Tower Records

Systems that predict user tastes: 
Product Advisor: Sony Digital Camera Advisor
Recommender System: Amazon, MediaUnbound Music 

Recommender System

Community & Expert Opinions
Peer Review & Ratings: Epinions, Amazon
Expert Review & Ratings: Cnet, 
Popularity Indicators (Sales, Downloads etc.): CDNow

Integrated Search/Browse 
Interface
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Example User NeedsExample User Needs

• Looking for architectural images (architectural 
student exploring environmentally sound 
architecture design in UK. Especially interested in 
the use of different materials for design.)

– Need is pretty specific, less open-ended
– Appropriate Interface: Search/Browse interface 

that lets me explore the dataset at my own page

• Looking for some new music… (I am tired of 
my old records, looking for something new. I am 
open to ideas and suggestions)

– more open-ended
– often about “individual taste”
– Appropriate Interface: Recommender system 

that allows me to explore my tastes
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User experience in Browse Interfaces is 
like
User experience in Browse Interfaces is 
like

• More of a controlled 
experience

• Every movement (forward, 
making a turn, backwards) 
is a conscious choice. 
(need information at every 
step)

• User might make mistakes, 
and retract (go back) a 
step or two or start again. 
Each of these is a 
conscious choice.driving a car…
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User experience in Recommender 
systems is like
User experience in Recommender 
systems is like

• user has less control over 
specifics of the interaction.

• System does not provide 
information about specifics 
of action

• more of the black box 
model (some input from 
user, output from 
systems).

riding a roller coaster…
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Flamenco Interface: an innovative 
Search/Browse interface
Flamenco Interface: an innovative 
Search/Browse interface

• Information architecture should be designed to integrate 
search throughout. 

– Complete integration of search and browse. Can switch from 
one to the other effortlessly.

– Use metadata to show user where to go next. More flexible 
than canned links

• Allow users to expand, refine, and also move laterally

• Innovative use of breadcrumbs & query previews

• Avoid 0 results

• CHESS METAPHOR: Start Game > Middle Game> End Game
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Type of questions we tried to answerType of questions we tried to answer

• How can metadata be effectively used to build an easy to use 
Search / Browse system?

– How many facets should be displayed at once?
– Should facets be mixed and matched?
– How much is too much?

• How should hierarchies be revealed (progressively, one step at a
time)?

• How should large categories be displayed?

• How should refinement & expansion of query be supported?

Architectural database: ~40,000 images, 9 
hierarchical facets, rich faceted hierarchical 
data
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Flamenco Interface: Begin GameFlamenco Interface: Begin Game

Task: Looking for 
environmentally 
sound design in 
UK

Overview of category 
structure with 
query previews 
providing an easy 
entry into the 
metadata
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Flameco Interface: Middle GameFlameco Interface: Middle Game

Category structure

Option to refine Review / remove search terms

Group

Ungrouped results
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Grouped by LocationGrouped by Location

Searching 
options

Results grouped by locations

Group by 
another 
attribute
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Individual Item ViewIndividual Item View

information 
about the item

Option to see 
related items
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User controls the exploration in 
Search/Browse interface
User controls the exploration in 
Search/Browse interface

• User decides where to go next

• Interface needs to be flexible enough to 
support the user’s exploration

– Allow refining, expanding
– Allow grouping of items by the metadata
– Alternating between search and browse
– Avoid “0” results (by query previews)

Next: When the user gives up some of the control…
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When the user gives up some of the 
control
When the user gives up some of the 
control

• Recommender systems use collaborative 
filtering algorithms (that help find people 
whose tastes are similar)

– Basic Logic: If tastes of two people in 
books match, then you can recommend 
books liked by one to the other.

• Based on social filtering: People rely on 
recommendations by friends or others 
with similar tastes

– “I went to watch that movie because 
my friend told me it was great. I trust 
her judgment.”

• Such systems have become increasingly 
popular in domains where individual 
tastes matter

Social 
Recommendation

s
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I know what you’ll read next summer 
(Amazon, Barnes&Noble)
I know what you’ll read next summer 
(Amazon, Barnes&Noble)

• what movies you should watch… 
(Reel, RatingZone, Amazon)

• what music you should listen to… 
(CDNow, Mubu, Gigabeat)

• what websites you should visit 
(Alexa)

• what jokes you will like (Jester)

• & who you should date (Yenta)
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Amazon’s Interaction ParadigmAmazon’s Interaction Paradigm

Contrast 
interaction with 
Search /Browse 
Systems



9

LACASIS Usability Workshop Fall 2002

Interaction paradigm for a music 
recomender System (MediaUnbound)
Interaction paradigm for a music 
recomender System (MediaUnbound)

35 questions in all
First screen: Select a genre
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Stages in the recommendation processStages in the recommendation process

Level of 
Familiarity

Rating 
some songs 

Feedback at
Every stage
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Keeping the user informedKeeping the user informed

Exploring 
tastes

Verifying 
preliminary 
recommendations
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Do people like recommendations from 
friends or from online systems
Do people like recommendations from 
friends or from online systems

• 11 systems (book, movies, music). Each user got 
recommendations from 3 friends and 3 systems

•Results: People strongly prefer recommendations from 
friends to system

•But, they do like recommendations from online systems 
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Users like being able to find new, 
unknown items
Users like being able to find new, 
unknown items

Some quotes
– “Suggested a number of things I hadn’t heard of, 

interesting matches.” 

– “It was like going to Cody’s (a bookstore)—looking at 
that table up front for new and interesting books.” 

– “Systems can pull from a large database—no one 
person knows about all the movies I might like.” 
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A few design guidelines for 
recommender systems
A few design guidelines for 
recommender systems

• Trust, Trust, Trust: Good system is not enough, users need 
to trust that system understands their tastes

• System Transparency: Users like to understand system 
logic (why an item was recommended).

– Justify your recommendations: Provide detailed item 
information & explanation for why item was recommended.

• New Unexpected Items: Recommend some, users expect it.

Out of the box solutions for Recommender Systems:
•NetPerceptions, MediaUnbound, DigitalMC
•Many companies design their own solutions 
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Community Ratings and ReviewsCommunity Ratings and Reviews

• When users are introduced to new, previously unknown 
items, then they need reassurance that they will really like 
item 

– For unfamiliar items users often turned to community reviews 
whenever available

– This was more true when they found items through 
recommender systems rather than through browsing

Stage 1: Find item
Stage 1: Verify that 
this is “right” item
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Example: Looking for some new 
music…
Example: Looking for some new 
music…

• Received a 
recommendation 
(Amazon thinks I 
will like this 
artist)

• Will I like really 
it?  

• What do others 
think of it
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What do others think of it, read 
reviews, examine ratings
What do others think of it, read 
reviews, examine ratings

Rating of 
item

How 
many 
people 
found it 
useful
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Greater weight given to someone’s 
advice
Greater weight given to someone’s 
advice

• Consumer decision making:
– People are not always rational decision makers. Often 

they use heuristics (short-cuts)
– One heuristic is that people are unduly influenced by 

people like them. People like to know what people like 
them thought of a book, movie, TV, software, laptop.

• Lesson for designers: 
– Users can offer valuable advice to each other.
– Create the infrastructure for a community and give 

them the chance to communicate
– Lots of good, easy to setup community software out 

there
– Use out of the box models rather than setup your own
– Integrate it with rest of your site as far as possible
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In conclusionIn conclusion

For more information

url: www.rashmisinha.com

Email: rashmi@rashmisinha.com

Collaborators
Flamenco Project: Marti Hearst, Kirsten Swearingen, Ka 
Ping Yee, Kevin Lee, Kevin Chen @ SIMS, UC Berkeley
Recommender Project: Kirsten Swearingen


