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Distributed ,  C o m m u n i t y Informatio n Filterin g 

Mimi  Recke r  (mimi.recker@vuw,ac.nz ) 
Victori a Universit y o f  Wellingto n 

P.O.  Bo x 600 ,  Wellington ,  N e w Zealan d 

You'v e arrive d i n a  bran d ne w city ,  an d hunge r  pang s hav e 
erupted .  H o w d o yo u decid e tha t  all-importan t  question ; 
Where t o dine ? Y o u migh t  consul t  restauran t  guides , 
newspapers ,  o r  as k friends .  But ,  i n th e end ,  yo u wan t 
truste d source s t o provid e yo u wit h informatio n abou t  th e 
qualit y o f  restaurant s i n orde r  t o hel p yo u wit h you r 
selection . 

Findin g an d choosin g informatio n o n th e W e b ha s muc h 
i n c o m m o n wit h th e "restaurant "  problem .  Th e explosiv e 
increas e i n th e numbe r  o f  World-Wid e W e b resource s ha s 
see n a  correspondin g growt h i n th e proble m o f  finding 
relevant,  quality ,  an d validate d information .  Th e W e b lack s 
th e structur e an d stron g typin g foun d i n mor e close d databas e 
system .  Moreover ,  it s  distribute d natur e preclude s th e 
implementatio n o f  filterin g an d reviewin g convention s 
typicall y provide d b y librarie s an d publishers . 

Withi n informatio n systems ,  ther e hav e bee n severa l 
promisin g approache s t o th e proble m o f  labelling , 
categorising ,  an d filtering  information .  Malon e et .  al .  (1987 ) 
describ e thre e type s o f  informatio n filtering  activities : 
cognitive ,  economic ,  an d social .  Cognitiv e filtering  i s 
base d o n indexin g conten t  (an d i s wha t  mos t  W e b searc h 
engine s do) .  Content-base d filtering  depend s o n a  machine -
readabl e an d parseabl e format .  Unfortunately ,  thi s ca n b e 
difficul t  t o implemen t  i n a  multimedi a environment . 
E c o n o m i c filtering  i s  base d o n a  cost-benefi t  analysi s o f 
searchin g activities .  Whil e a  powerfu l  approac h i n larg e 
informatio n repositories ,  i t  generall y prevent s serendipitou s 
discover y o f  information .  Socia l  informatio n filtering  i s 
base d o n word-of-mout h an d recommendation s from  truste d 
source s (Malt z &  Ehrlich ,  1995 ;  Shardanan d &  Maes ,  1995 ) 

I n thi s research ,  w e ar e developin g a n infrastructur e fo r 
supportin g collaborative ,  distribute d informatio n filtering  o f 
W eb resources .  Suc h a  syste m ha s severa l  importan t 
requirements ,  whic h w e briefl y describ e i n turn . 

First ,  th e syste m mus t  easil y integrat e int o th e existin g 
W eb infrastructure .  A  syste m imposin g additiona l  cognitiv e 
and technica l  overhea d i s muc h les s likel y t o b e used .  T o 
thi s end ,  w e buil d o n widesprea d W e b technolog y b y usin g a 
simpl e relationa l  databas e tha t  communicate s wit h th e user' s 
W eb clien t  vi a a  C o m m on Gatewa y Interfac e (CGI ) 
complian t  script . 

Second ,  i t  mus t  emplo y a  usefu l  ye t  simpl e ratin g 
scheme.  A s a  first  pass ,  w e ar e focussin g o n resource s 
withi n a  particula r  communit y o f  users ,  specifically ,  Asia -
Pacifi c  L a w an d Busines s (a n are a well-know n t o a  member 
of  th e researc h group) .  Withi n thi s area ,  w e hav e develope d 
a partiall y  domain-specifi c  ratin g vocabulary ,  complemente d 
by dimension s applicabl e t o W e b resource s generally . 
Domain-specifi c  rarin g dimension s includ e geographica l 

focus ,  subjec t  category ,  th e reputatio n an d authoritativenes s 
of  th e informatio n source ,  an d language(s )  used .  Mor e 
genera l  ratin g dimension s includ e th e natur e o f  th e 
organisatio n runnin g th e particula r  site ,  th e richness  o f  th e 
information ,  th e eas e o f  navigation ,  graphica l  reliance ,  an d 
overal l  sit e layout . 

Third ,  th e syste m mus t  mak e i t  eas y fo r  user s t o ad d 
rating s o f  W e b documents .  Again ,  a  simpl e Web-Form s 
interfac e embedde d int o a  Web-Fram e allow s user s t o ad d 
thei r  rating s a s the y vie w sourc e documents . 

Fourth ,  a  critica l  mas s o f  user s mus t  participat e t o ensur e 
ratin g reliability .  Naturally ,  W e b availabilit y  ensure s a 
larg e potentia l  use r  pool . 

Fifth ,  i t  mus t  b e eas y fo r  informatio n seeker s t o se e an d 
understan d th e rating s o f  othe r  users .  W e ar e currentl y 
experimentin g wit h severa l  client-sid e display s o f 
"community-relevan t  representations. "  Fo r  example ,  i f  th e 
databas e ha s severa l  relevan t  ratings ,  i t  present s a  composit e 
pictur e o f  th e document ,  thereb y capturin g communit y 
knowledge .  Rating s ar e als o augmente d wit h contextua l 
information ,  suc h a s titl e o f  th e document ,  autho r  o f  th e 
rating ,  an d usag e histor y (Hil l  e t  al. ;  1995 ;  Malt z & 
Ehrlich ,  1995) .  Together ,  thi s met a an d contextua l 
informatio n shoul d hel p user s evaluat e th e valu e an d quaht y 
of  particula r  W e b resources . 

We ar e currentl y conductin g pilo t  evaluation s o f  ou r 
syste m involvin g severa l  users .  Thes e studie s examin e th e 
usabilit y  an d usefulnes s o f  th e approach ,  from  bot h H C I  an d 
socia l  informatio n filtering  perspectives . 
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