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EXPLORING PERSONAL
INFORMATION

When we look for infor-
mation in large or unfamiliar sources such as
the Web or an encyclopedia, it is almost second
nature to use a search engine to help us find
what we need. Yet until recently, people have
had to be more creative when trying to find
information on their own computers; locating
an email message, a bank statement, or a short
movie clip of a friend on your own computer
can be an exercise in patience and luck. While
research in the area of personal information
access has been ongoing for several years [1, 3],
we are only now beginning to see widespread
use of such tools. Rich search and browsing
capabilities to support exploration are now
being built into the next generation of PC oper-
ating systems (for example, Apple’s Spotlight for
Tiger OS X and Microsoft’s Vista Search) and
are also available in a variety of standalone desk-
top search tools. 

One might wonder why people would need
to “explore” their own information. An impor-
tant reason is that it is difficult for users to
unambiguously specify what they looking for,
even in their own collections (as described by
Marchionini in this section). To make matters
worse, human memory is often vague and
dependent on context. Therefore, users must be
presented with a wide variety of techniques to
articulate and refine information needs (for
example, keywords, document summaries, or
metadata about document content and use).

Since personal collections are often stored
locally, highly dynamic interfaces can be used to
help users quickly iterate queries and explore
their content.

Designing interfaces for accessing personal
information presents several unique challenges
and opportunities. An important feature of per-
sonal collections is that people are familiar with
many details and characteristics about their
information, as well as the contexts surrounding
their use of it. When looking for personal infor-
mation, you may remember the general topic of
the item, who it was from, where you filed it, or
roughly when you saw it. The challenge is in cre-
ating a user interface that exploits the wide and
varied associations and contextual cues that peo-
ple remember about their information, while
maintaining the simplicity of keyword search
that makes Web search so powerful and easy.
Such an interface must support search as well as
browsing among many different kinds of meta-
data. Metadata can serve as a query (for exam-
ple, “find me email that I saw yesterday”), or as
a cue allowing a user to recognize an item more
easily. In many ways this is similar to the cate-
gory interfaces described by Hearst in this sec-
tion, providing an organizing context for results
and future queries.

Personal information has several other char-
acteristics that are important in designing effec-
tive interfaces. Personal information cuts across
the many “silos” of information that exist today.
For example, the address of a business contact
may be in your address book, an email message,
a white paper document, or even in the browser
history. Interfaces that focus on only a single
domain, such as, email, documents, music,
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photos, or real estate, are able to leverage the
uniform nature of metadata to tailor the inter-
face for that domain, (for example, see Shnei-
derman et al. in this section). This is much
more challenging when designing for a variety
of information sources. While thumbnail
images can be critical for finding photos, they
are almost useless for email; and the author
may be important for manuscripts, but does
not even exist for Instant Messag-
ing conversations. Some kinds of
metadata such as peo-
ple and time are partic-
ularly useful for
retrieving your own content [1].
Finally, metadata comes from many
different sources—some
are inherent properties of
the objects (file type),
some are activity based (how many
times you’ve looked at it), and oth-
ers are explicitly added by users (tags
or folders). Tags are particularly
interesting because they are explic-
itly added to aid future use of the content [2].

In an effort to explore this UI challenge, we
created the Phlat interface for personal search
(see the figure). Phlat combines keyword search
and metadata browsing in a seamless manner,
allowing people to quickly and flexibly find
information based on whatever they may
remember about the information they are
looking for. In addition, Phlat provides a facil-
ity for tagging items with a uniform system of
user-created metadata. Such tagging enables
people to add information they think will be
useful in getting back to their content. 

A key to the design of Phlat is the tight cou-
pling of searching and browsing. Rather than
viewing search and browse as separate behav-
iors, Phlat treats them as two ends of a smooth
continuum of exploratory search. To reinforce
this unification, keyword and metadata search
terms “look” very similar and are located in the
same query box (in the upper left of the figure).
A searcher looking for a photo may remember
the name of the person who sent it to her, the
approximate date it was taken, or perhaps some
text in an email message about the photo. From
any broad starting point, she may then rapidly
filter, sort, and iterate on her query based on

what she sees and remembers until she finds it.
Phlat allows for the fluid exploration of a per-
son’s own content using any of these cues. 

We have deployed Phlat to about 500 volun-
teers at Microsoft and are currently studying
how people use it. As the guest editors of this
section note, evaluation of such systems can be
very challenging. By studying detailed interac-
tion logs and

interviewing our par-
ticipants, we hope to
better understand
how people want to
interact with rich
search systems for their own content. Terabytes of
personal storage will be commonplace in a few
years. With systems like Phlat, we hope to make
it as easy for people to find, explore, and share
their own information as it is for them to acquire
it in the first place.  
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Screenshot of Phlat interface.
Note the integration of 

search for keywords and 
property values in the 

interface.


