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ABSTRACT

This study analyzed a log file capturing users' queries executed in the Web site of the University of

Tennessee, Knoxville during March, 1997. The purpose of the study is three-fold: to understand what infonnation

needs the users of this Web site have, to investigate how successful these end-users are in searching for infonnation,

and to identify problems related to unsuccessful queries. Content analysis of each query focused on the type of

infonnation needs and the type of errors that caused a zero-hit result. Fifteen classes of infonnation needs are

identified based on content analysis of the queries; the most frequently occurred queries are searching for

institutional unit and searching for academic infonnation (counting for 40.0% ofthe total queries searched). The

unsuccessful queries is more than 33.5% measured by zero-hit outcomes. Two types of errors that caused zero-hit

are identified: syntactic and semantic errors. Syntactic errors occurred more often than semantic errors (53.6% vs.

46.4%). The fmdings suggest that end-users of Web resources need guidance and help in perfonning searches.

Syntactic errors may be corrected by the search engine automaticalIy, while semantic errors need a better

infonnation representation scheme from the Web site.

INTRODUCTION

The rapid development oflnternet technology and World Wide Web (Web) resources has promoted end

user online searching greatly. Any user connected to the Internet can have access to infonnation available on the

Web. The number of users of Web resources is expected to increase as more and more users are connected to the

Internet. Compared to end-users perfonning searches in libraries and infonnation centers, where user instructions,

handouts, and human librarians are readily available and databases are homogeneous, the users of the Web resources

perfonn searches on their own. It is hard to know what they need from the Web resources and how successful they

are in searching for infonnation. The majority of Web users received no training and are unlikely to learn the Web

systematicalIy or to request assistance from a professional searcher. The heterogeneity in resources and diversity in

search tools also complicate the search. A research question inevitably arises: what are the infonnation needs of

these Web users and are they able to fmd the needed infonnation?

The purpose of this study is to understand the subject needs of the users of a university Web page and to

investigate whether users are successful in searching for infonnation, and to identify problems related to

unsuccessful queries. The ultimate goal of this line of research is to suggest principles for designing a better system

that can incorporate users' needs and search behavior.
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