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Tools like the VIBE visualization system permit human analysts to use both an under­

standing of a data set's content and a recognition of structure that the visualization reveals.

But what happens when a database's semantics are hidden from the analyst? What guidelines

or heuristics can he or she use to reveal the "correct" underlying structure? Results of two

experiments conducted at the University of Pittsburgh support the claim that VIBE analysts

can uncover a meaningful clustering even without semantic clues. In one experiment artificial

data sets were created in which some of the variables discriminate one or more clusters and the

other half contribute only random noise. Variable selection guidelines based on computed dis­

crimination value were used in an attempt to distinguish between the signal and noise variables.

In a second experiment, a human analyst's encoding of 714 short phrases to 23 overlapping

and inter-related categories was stripped of meaningful titles and relabeled with integers. A

VIBE analyst was able to highlight relationships among the 23 categories solely on the basis

of co-assignment of the phrases.
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One argument for the use of visualization interfaces in classification is that they can make
explicit the relationships among documents and the structure of a document set ~ith a clarity
that cannot be achieved using conventional user interfaces. This claim raises the interesting
question of the source of that structure: how much is inherent in the document set, how
much is imposed by the user's semantics, and how much is an artifact of the interface
itself. When human beings classify records the organization originates in the mind of the
classifier, and records are assigned to categories based on an analyst's understanding of their
content. When records are classified by an algorithm (such as a clustering procedure), the
classification is supposed to emerge from the structure of the records. Although semantic
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