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ABSTRACT

Blog search has not yet reached its full potential. In this
position paper, we suggest that more could be done to ac-
commodate the task of finding good blogs to read, especially
with respect to matching a desired taste or style of writing.
We propose a faceted navigation interface as a good starting
point for blog and author search, and that search oriented
around people and their writings will lend itself well to ad-
vanced interfaces. We also argue that blog search is probably
best integrated with search on other forms of timely social
media for the task of determining what is currently being
thought about a particular topic.

Categories and Subject Descriptors

H.5 [Information Interfaces and Presentation]: User
Interfaces; H.3 [Information Storage and Retrieval]: In-
formation Search and Retrieval

General Terms

Human Factors, Design

1. INTRODUCTION

Why are there so few successful blog search engines, and
why don’t the existing ones make good use of the special
properties of blog data? The blog search offered by Ask
and Google are quite similar to web and news search, while
Yahoo and MSN abstain altogether. Technorati, perhaps
the best-known blog search engine, does innovate in several
ways. It computes and shows an “authority” score for each
blog, it organizes blog posts into topic categories, and it al-
lows readers to browse popular posts both by their recency
and by the amount of “attention” they have received.! How-
ever, much more could be done; Ramakrishnan & Tomkins
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!The authority score is based on the number of blogs
linking to a given blog within the last month. The at-
tention score is a weighted rank based on time, num-
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[17] state that current interfaces for search over blogs and
bulletin boards do not make good use of the special features
of this kind of data.

Additionally, to date there has been very little academic
work on search interfaces for blogs or other social media [2].
Most of the attention surrounding blogs has been focused
on the link structure among people and posts, and on the
study of the dynamics of information flow within these link
networks (e.g., [4, 5, 9, 11]).

A good way to make choices for user interface design is
to do needs assessments and other forms of user research.
One excellent study of this kind has been done: Mishne &
de Rijke [14] did an extensive query log analysis of a blog
search engine. They found that 52% of 500 randomly chosen
ad hoc queries contained named entities: people, products,
companies, etc. Of the rest, 25% consisted of high-level
topics such as “stock trading,” “gay rights,” etc., and the
remaining 23% were navigational queries, adult queries, and
other disparate types. Mishne & de Rijke determined that
most of the named-entity queries were requests to learn what
is being said currently about that entity, while the more
general queries were often attempts to find blogs or posts on
a topic of interest. They also found that for the most popular
queries, 20% of these were related to recently-breaking news
items. They also found a marked difference from web queries
issued over the same time period. One can interpret the
findings of Mishne & de Rijke to suggest that people are
currently searching blogs for: 1) discussion about current
events and people, and 2) thoughts on a topic generally.

In addition to information needs, blog search interface de-
sign must take into account how blogs differ from other kinds
of online textual information that is currently searched. Mish-
ne [13] notes that blogs exhibit differences in language (more
informal), in structure (a dense micro-community topology,
typed links such as blogrolls and trackbacks with distinct
meanings), and the importance of recency. Other attributes
that should be taken into account include the fact that doc-
uments are no longer full HTML pages (a blog post is an
element in a feed or a subpart of an HTML page), the infor-
mation is often subjective or opinion-oriented, and perhaps
most importantly, the data is people-centric.

How do we translate these findings into how a search en-
gine should present information? A perhaps radical point of
view is: traditional web information is useful for archival and
reference information, but social media is something quite
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different and is best accessed in new ways. While standard
search results are pages and answers to questions, social me-
dia results take the form of aggregate analyses and access
to people. That said, some of the content produced by so-
cial media is valuable long after the initial posting and can
benefit by being searched by standard means.

Thus, rather than one interface for blog search, we propose
thinking about the issues in terms of three different kinds of
search tasks:

1. Find out what are people thinking or feeling about X
over time.

2. Find good blogs/authors to read.

3. Find useful information that was published in blogs
sometime in the past.

These tasks are reflected to some degree in the TREC
blog track [16]. Types 1 and 2 are also somewhat reflected
by commercial blog search engines, but much can be done to
improve those (for instance, Google only occassional returns
a list of blogs to read, and this list is usually quite short).
Type 3 is somewhat covered by web search engines that
index older blog posts. Each of these ideas is discussed below
in terms of what it means for the search user interface.

2. TASK TYPE 1: SEARCH
THE PULSE OF THE POPULACE

Authors such as Battelle [1] see the exposure of timely
user-generated content and opinions as a way of taking the
mental pulse of the populace. This desire to understand the
conversation about “what is happening now?” as reflected
in blogs is, to some degree, what is typically supported in
blog search today. (Most blog search engines do not allow
search over posts that are more than a few months old.)

The developers of the TREC blog track recognized this
important aspect of blog search by making the first task for
the track be to identify which posts contained opinionated
information, later extending this to recognizing the polar-
ity of those opinions [16]. The lively, opinionated aspect of
blogs and other forms of social media are being explored in
applications other than blog search. Work by Mishne & Ri-
jke [15] plotted statements about moods over time, based
on LiveJournal mood tags, and sites like WeFeelFine.org
extract out statements about peoples’ emotional states and
present them in beautiful visualizations. Research has been
done (e.g., [4, 5]) on how to help market researchers use the
results of sentiment mining — based on the substantial body
of research that has already been done on this problem —
to help get a timely understanding of reactions to products
and policy proposals alike. The temporal/timeliness aspect
of blogging plays an important role in this kind of analysis.

Applications that make use of opinion mining most likely
need their own specialized interfaces, but there is neverthe-
less a role for general search for the “what is being said about
X now?” task. Rather than a blog search exclusively, it is
probably preferable for an opinion/rating/impression search
engine to index numerous forms of social media, including
time-sensitive blogs, micro-blogs (e.g., Twitter, FaceBook
walls), product review sites, the analysis and opinion sec-
tions of traditional news media, and perhaps the letters to
the editor and news analysis sections of academic journals
and other publications.

How should the interface differ from what is being offered
by blog search today? It should organize and aggregate the
results better, and by having a focus on author informa-
tion, including who has commented on the post, and who
has blogged about the post. Blog post aggregators such as
Sphere and Blogrunner were successful (and were acquired
by other companies) because they show information about
blog posts related to a well-defined stimulus such as a news
article in mainstream media. Blogpulse provides a very sim-
ple version of this idea by plotting how frequently different
words are mentioned over time across posts. But much more
sophisticated processing and presentation could be done.

If we decide that rather than a separate blog search for
“what is being said now,” we should have a more general
social media search with a short time horizon, then where
does this leave blog search engines? Perhaps with a different
question, namely: what is a good blog for me to read?

3. TASK TYPE 2: CHOOSE A BLOG OR
AN AUTHOR TO READ

The information seeking modality of serendipity is sup-
ported today by following links within blog rolls, by web sites
that stream popular or unusual stories (as done with “meme-
tracker” web sites such as TechMeme and BuzzFeed), and
by human-generated ratings sites such as Digg and Stum-
bleUpon.

But there is currently no good, systematic way to find
good blogs with particular properties. Ounis, Macdonald &
Soboroff [16], in summarizing the two years of the TREC
blog track, note that “[T]he prevalence of blog directories
suggests that there is not yet a suitable way to identify blogs
with a recurring interest in a topic area ... [and] remains an
open problem.” They set up what they call the topic distil-
lation task as a mechanism for developing research advances
in this area. Specifically, the task was to find blogs with a
central and recurring interest in X where X is some topic,
and X is the subject of the majority of the posts within
the blog. They note that the techniques that worked well
for topic distillation were markedly different than those that
worked well for opinion finding.

Although the TREC task is a big leap forward, the formu-
lation of the tasks is missing a number of dimensions that
would be useful for improving blog search:

e Characteristics/Quality of blogs. The current TREC
topic distillation task focuses (for good reason, it is a
starting point) solely on relevance of blogs but does
not take into account quality metrics, for example:

— How many posts are original content versus com-
mentary on other content?

— How much of the relevant content for the topic of
interest does the blog cover?

— What is the style or tone of the writing? (Dis-
cussed in more detail below.)

e Subtopics within topics. A reader may want to find
blogs that provide high-quality commentary on one
topic specifically within a general subject area, for ex-
ample, commentary on a particular television show or
on a particular model of motorcycle. Often these are
interspersed with high-quality commentary on other



related topics, such as other TV shows or other vehi-
cles. A blog selection interface should allow for the au-
tomatic creation of a feed reader on only the subtopics
of interest across several high-quality blogs simultane-
ously, with little or no additional work needed on the
part of the user.

e Information relating to the people who read and write
the blog.

— Who are the people who do the interacting on the
blog, including in comments?

— Whom does the blog link to, and which others are
linked to it? What forms of media link to it?

— How many people write for this blog? What are
their reputations?

— How many people post comments for the authors
of the blog? What is the quality of the comments?

— Does this blog link to others with similar or dif-
ferent viewpoints?

Kritikopoulos et al. [10] incorporate some of these features
to develop a better ranking algorithm by taking into account
information about the link graph among blogs, including
the number of links between blogs, the number of common
tags or categories they share, the number of users who have
posted comments in both blogs, and the number of times
the two blogs link to the same news story. These factors are
incorporated into a PageRank-like algorithm to successfully
improve rank ordering of blog posts. This is an intriguing
use of social and linking aspects of blog data, but is used to
improve the standard interface.

3.1 A Faceted Blog Finding Interface

Probably the best interface for the blog finding problem,
given the multiple dimensions to be satisfied, is a faceted
interface, which has been shown to be highly usable for nav-
igating information collections [6] and personal information
[3], and is widely used on vertical web sites today.

Reflecting the discussion above, facets would include blog
genre (group blog, journal-style, etc), blog style (informal,
humorous, expert; see discussion below), frequency of up-
date, proportion of original content, and detailed topic cate-
gories. Facets should also include detailed information about
people, including authors, author affiliation, sites at which
the author tends to post, the political leanings or expertise
of the author, and so on. They should also show informa-
tion about readers, including who comments on the blog,
who reads the blog, etc. There are some interface challenges
with showing this kind of information as there is a long tail
of readers and linkers for any given person, but central ten-
dencies can be usefully shown for browsing, with search for
specific individual tightly integrated into the interface (as is
done in standard faceted interfaces).

3.2 More on People Search

People should be a central focus of social search. Ramakr-
ishnan & Tomkins [17] discuss the idea of content claiming,
which is the capability to aggregate all content authored
by one person into a single place, whether that content be
formal publications, blog posts, or comments and reviews
provided on a variety of web sites. Mishne [13] also suggests

that the research community focus on developing profiles of
individual bloggers.

In addition the faceted navigation attributes discussed
above, blog search should allow users to explicitly look for
people who have written on a topic, and see their writings
aggregated across different media boundaries, see who they
link to and who links to them, what their social networks are,
and see other cues that may reveal their expertise and expe-
rience. The web site Spock has the beginnings of a highly-
linked people search; this kind of interface could be usefully
integrated within blog search. The web site MarkMail is ex-
perimenting with brushing-and-linking interfaces for explor-
ing author information integrated with posts to technical
bulletin boards. More generally, the people-oriented aspect
of blog search would probably lend itself well to more ad-
vanced interfaces including visualization.

3.3 Matching on Blog Style or Personality

Finding a good blog to read is somewhat akin to finding
a good book to read. It follows from experience with book
and film e-commerce sites that a dimension that might be
of great interest for finding a good blog is that of the style,
taste, personality or attitude of the author, thus allowing the
user to indicate which of the following they would like to see
in a blog’s writing style: witty, snarky, serious, empathetic,
silly, scientific, business-oriented, artsy, new-age-y, religious,
etc. This is to be distinguished from, but related to, topic,
which might include discussion of policy, industry, science,
current events, and so on. These in turn differ from genre,
which includes personal diary, corporate blog, group blog,
etc. (Of course, blogs are a genre onto themselves.)

Standard Text Classification A straightforward ap-
proach is to run a classifier over blogs, or authors within
blogs, or individual posts, that characterize the attitude
along the dimensions named (snarky, artsy, serious, etc).
These choices, along with the other important dimensions,
would be one facet in a faceted interface as discussed above.
Kale et al. [9] show the power of using links typed by opinion
polarity information (trusting or not trusting) to determine
link-minded blogs, and features like these that make use of
social and opinion data may be useful for such a classifier.

Relevance Feedback + Collaborative Filtering How-
ever, for subjective responses such as those corresponding to
attributes best characterized as taste, it has been shown that
relevance feedback and collaborative filtering based methods
tend to work well [7, 12]. It might be best to, after elicit-
ing the subject matter that the user is interested in, show
them sample posts from the various styles, and allow them
to indicate which they do and do not like, and then either
show blogs that have been determined via a categorization
system to be similar in style, or use collaborative filtering
to recommend blogs that people who have taste similar to
yours have liked in the past.

Implicit Selection The suggestions above assume the
user is in the mood to put some work into selecting a blog
(which we argue is not an unrealistic assumption in some
cases). But alternatives that make use of implicit informa-
tion, as opposed to explicit specification, should also be con-
sidered. Something as simple as a system that keeps track
of which blogs a user ends up reading posts from, whether
found from search results, or from following links or email
pointers, could be a good source of recommendations. Al-
though attempts to infer what web pages to view based on



those already seen are not particularly successful, blog pref-
erences gathered in this manner should be more successful,
because it is somewhat similar to book recommendations.
Recommendations gathered in this way would be useful for
finding blogs on topics of interest generally, as well as for
building a model of what kind of taste the reader prefers.
Descriptive Queries Another alternative is to encour-
age descriptive queries and attempt to return posts from
blogs that match along other dimensions in addition to con-
tent. Recent work suggests that longer queries are more
descriptive of the explicit information need, and that the ap-
propriate type of response can sometimes be inferred from
the structure of the query [8]. For example, the query “how
to choose a divorce lawyer” is asking for advice and would
benefit from a serious discussion. By contrast, “how to cope
with divorce” might benefit from a site written from an em-
pathetic viewpoint, while “help me laugh about my divorce”
might be looking for a humorous take on relationship issues.

3.4 Other Approaches

An entirely different approach to blog selection is proposed
by Leskovec et al. [11] where the goal is to view the minimum
number of blogs that cover all of the topics that the user
wants to be sure not to miss.

4. TASKTYPE 3:
SEARCH ARCHIVED BLOG POSTS

Especially in the early days, blog posts were seen as ephemer-

al and disposable; what matters is only what is said now.
However, with the increasing professionalism of blogs, as
well as the increased participation of posters, it is the case
that many posts would be valuable to look at even long after
the events in question have passed. A useful tool would be
a kind of blog “trash compactor,” reorganizing a blog after
the fact (especially if it was to be mothballed) by group-
ing articles on related topics together, featuring those that
were most original and best written, and perhaps grouping
with other archives on the same topic. Of course, at the
point that a blog post becomes mature and useful, it can be
treated much the same as venerable web pages are by web
search engines. It should also be noted that incorporating
linking information to good blog posts into standard web
search results should improve those results.

5. CONCLUSIONS

Blog data is social, temporal, and more generally, multi-
faceted. For the problem of selecting a blog to read, we pro-
pose a faceted interface which highlights different attributes
of interest, with a focus on people and on matching the
taste preferences of the reader. For the task of “taking the
pulse of the blogosphere,” we suggest that blog data be in-
tegrated with other social media and that the existing work
on tracking trends and aggregating views is heading in the
right direction.
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