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“Information technology is not elusive; 

relevance is. Information technology is tangible; 

relevance is intangible. Information technology 

is relatively well understood formally; relevance 

is understood intuitively. Information technology 

has to be learned; relevance is tacit. 

Information technology has to be explained to 

people; relevance does not.”

Saracevic, 2007
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What is relevance?

Relevance is the measure of correspondence

between a document and a query as 

determined by a user

Based on Saracevic, 1975

Relevance is the measure of correspondence

between a document and a query as 

determined by a user in a specific context
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What is relevance?

Relevance is the measure [degree, estimate…] 

of correspondence [utility, fit, …] between a 

document [information provided, fact, …] and a 

query [request, information requirement, …] as 

determined by a user [judge, information 

specialist, …] in a specific context

Based on Saracevic, 1975
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Several kinds of relevance

• System or algorithmic relevance

• Topical or subject relevance

• Cognitive relevance or pertinence

• Situational relevance or utility

• Affective relevance
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Looking back in time

• Librarianship—focused on ‘aboutness’

• bibliographic descriptions 

• Classifications

• Ontologies

• Information retrieval (IR)—focused on relevance
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Precision and Recall

Precision=
Number of relevant documents retrieved

Total number of documents retrieved

Number of relevant documents retrieved

Total number of existing relevant 
documents

Recall=
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Effectiveness of IR is measured by the 
probability of agreement between what the 
system retrieved or constructed as relevant 

(systems relevance), and what a user assessed 
or derived as relevant (user relevance). 
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The library world has changed

• Information: 
• More material types
• Larger volumes
• Aggregations

• Users: 
• Web-savvy
• Lack ‘classic’ information-seeking literacy
• Do not rely on mediators
• Expect ‘all in one’
• Expect to see the best results at the top
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Library systems—primarily new 
discovery systems—and scholarly 

databases are now looking at 
relevance ranking
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Searching large aggregations

• Heterogeneity of the data searched:
• Types of materials
• Breadth, depth, homogeneity, and accuracy of 

metadata
• Additional data—abstracts, full text

• Quantities of data:
• A few million items from the library
• Hundreds of millions of global items

• Understanding the user’s mind:
• Information need
• Specific user context 
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Query

Reformulate Narrow Down

Unknown-area 
search

Exact, known-item 
search

Exploratory search

Focus

Perceived Information Need

Articulated Information Need

EXPLORE ASK FOR

SEARCH

Rely on 
System 
Options

Disclose 
More 
About 

the Need 
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Measuring system relevance (I)

• TF-IDF

• Term frequency (TF): Normalized number of times 
a term appears in a document

• Inverse document frequency (IDF): uniqueness of 
the term in the corpus of documents

• High TF-IDF—high TF in the given document and 
low document frequency of the term in the whole 
collection of documents—filters out common terms
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Measuring system relevance (II)

• ‘Coverage’ of field by query words

• Words in a specific field, across fields

• Distance and order between words

• Implicit phrase search

• Expansion of search terms (per thresholds), 
using per-language dictionaries and rules 

• Phonetic rules

• Stemming

• Pluralization

• …..
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How do we take advantage of the 
characteristics of information and 
the behavior of the users in the 

library domain?
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Relevance in a library context

• Popular item? How do we measure popularity?

• Number of citations?

• Number of views and downloads?

• Number of circulation transactions?

• Number of copies held by the library?

• Number of manifestations?

• New item?

• Item available electronically? Item currently in 
the library?

• Course reading?

• From the library? Not from the library?
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A real example



22

Primo Search Engine

Library 
Catalog

Digital 
Repositories

Course 
Materials
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Primo 
Search Engine

P r i m o   I n d e x
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Primo 
Search Engine

Multiple Index Segments
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Primo Central

• Centralized Primo index; offered as a service

• Includes data from primary and secondary 

publishers and aggregators

• Designed to index hundreds of 

millions of scholarly materials

• Enables Primo to present one, 

blended result list, sorted by 

relevance
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Primo Central

• Hosted in a cloud computing environment

• Available to all Primo customers

• Available to all MetaLib customers
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The search scope

• High quality scholarly materials of global or 
regional significance, including licensed 
collections and open-access repositories

• Indexing of metadata, abstracts, and full text, 
depending on information providers

• Full text used for indexing purposes only
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Summing Up
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What Users Want (and Get!)

• One search for all materials, including global 
and regional e-content of high quality 

• Library-controlled means to focus on the 
relevant materials

• Relevant library services, including article 
recommendations
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Yonsei University, Seoul, South Korea

Implemented Primo in September 2009

Number of Search Sessions Per Month

245,493 238,191
313,526

873,745

605,023
740,142
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Not only that, but…

Average: 
1.09 seconds

Average: 
9.41 seconds
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Thank You!

Tamar Sadeh, Director of Marketing
tamar.sadeh@exlibrisgroup.com


