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INTRODUCTION

A good deal of research has looked at the question of how
to facilitate the processing of search result lists such as those
of web search engines (see, e.g., [1, 2]). Typically, aspects
of the user’s behavior such as the opening of documents and
overall search times have been recorded. But a more basic
question has received less attention: In what order do users
look at the entries in a search result list? In particular, the
usual design of such lists suggests a strictly depth-first strat-
egy: The user examines each entry in the list in turn, starting
from the top, and decides immediately whether to open the
document in question. But a more breadth-first strategy is
also possible: The user looks ahead at a number of list en-
tries and then revisits the most promising ones to open the
documents. The extent to which users follow such a strategy
can be determined only through eye tracking. The present
abstract summarizes some recent relevant results that were
obtained in the context of two experiments that also investi-
gated other issues.

EXPERIMENTS

In Experiment 1, each of 41 subjects was given 10 minutes
to obtain information about “assessment centers” by open-
ing relevant documents returned by Google in response to
an appropriate query. A search results list comprising 25 re-
sults had been prepared in advance and presented on a single
web page, in which subjects had to scroll. The subjects’ eye
movements and mouse clicks were recorded with the help of
an ASL 504 remote eye tracker. On the basis of the video
recordings made through the eye tracker, for each subject
the order in which the search results were processed was
analyzed. Three categories were identified: Most subjects
(65%) applied a strictly depth-first strategy. By contrast, a
nonnegligible minority (15%) of the subjects applied an ex-

treme breadth-first strategy, looking through the entire list
before opening any document. A partially breadth-first pat-
tern was shown by the remaining 20% of the subjects, who
sometimes looked ahead at the next few entries before decid-
ing which documents to open.
In Experiment 2, each of 27 subjects was asked to perform
two tasks similar to those of Experiment 1, with 5 minutes
allowed for each task. To create a situation in which breadth-
first processing seemed relatively attractive, we allowed the
subjects to open at most 10 of the 25 documents listed, re-
warding them for each relevant document found (about half
of all documents were relevant). Here again, contrasting
strategies were identified: 52% of the subjects showed virtu-
ally no tendency to look ahead in the list. A minority of 11%
used the extreme breadth-first strategy, scanning the entire
list before opening any document; the remaining 37% ap-
plied a mixed strategy, looking ahead at an average of 2 to 6
documents within each list.

IMPLICATIONS

The design of search result lists should take into account the
fact that a minority of users may process the list in a par-
tially or entirely breadth-first manner—especially in situa-
tions where resource limitations (e.g., long download times)
encourage selective opening of documents. We are cur-
rently investigating forms of support for breadth-first pro-
cessing. For example, the subjects in Experiment 2 who ap-
plied strongly breadth-first strategies tended to respond pos-
itively to the option of having a checkbox next to each entry
in the list that could help them to keep track of promising
items. More subtle forms of support involve formating en-
hancements that make it easier to switch attention back and
forth between elements of the results list.
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