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This is a compressed abstract based on [2]. Real-world informa-
tion needs are generally complex, yet almost all research focuses on
either relatively simple search based on queries or recommendation
based on profiles. It is di�cult to gain insight into complex infor-
mation needs from observational studies with existing systems; po-
tentially complex needs are obscured by the systems’ limitations.
The general aim of this paper is to investigate whether explicit book
search requests in social media can be used to gain insight in com-
plex information needs that cannot be solved by a straightforward
look-up search. We analyse a large set of annotated book requests
from the LibraryThing discussion forums. We investigate 1) the
comprehensiveness of book requests on the forums, 2) what rel-
evance aspects are expressed in real-world book search requests,
and 3) how di↵erent types of search topics are related to types of
users, human recommendations, and results returned by retrieval
and recommender systems.

We focus on LibraryThing1 (LT), a popular social cataloguing
site with 1.9 million members, which also o↵ers a popular discus-
sion forum to its users for discussing books. The forum is also
used for book discovery: thousands of LT members use the fo-
rum to receive or provide recommendations for which books to
read next. From the forums we can derive rich statements of re-
quests, including explicit statements on the context of use and the
context of the user, with example books and ’ground truth’ human
recommendations. We study this in the context of the INEX Social
Book Search Track [1], which builds test collections around the
book requests posted on the LT discussion forums. A non-random
sample of 2,646 forum threads were annotated on whether the ini-
tial message is a book request or not, yielding 944 topics (36%)
containing a book request. The requests were annotated with the
relevance aspect(s) they express, based on set of 8 aspects: content-
criteria (e.g. topic, genre), accessibility (reading level, length), fa-
miliarity (e.g. similar to previous reading experiences), novelty,
engagement, metadata and socio-cultural resonance, with known-
item searches labeled as a separate category. The books mentioned
by other LT members in the thread were annotated as positive, neu-
tral, or negative suggestions.
1
http://librarything.com/, last accessed October 23, 2015.
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We found that the LT forum requests are comprehensive, with
the majority containing multiple relevance aspects. The two dom-
inating aspects are the content of the book (74% of requests) and
looking for familiar reading experiences (36%), while other aspects
are more oriented toward the reading context. In the majority of re-
quests based on familiarity the requester provides example books
to guide others in their recommendations. The familiarity aspects
are also mostly used when searching fiction, whereas content as-
pects are less genre-specific. Finally, content aspects are more used
by active users with large personal catalogues, where familiarity
and contextual aspects are more typical of less active users with
smaller catalogues. Suggestions for content and familiarity aspects
also di↵er in terms of book popularity, with less popular books be-
ing suggested for content aspects than for familiarity aspects. The
combination of content, context, and examples in a search request
is a form of querying that is not supported by any current systems.

Retrieval systems can e↵ectively use the content aspects of the
search requests, and recommender systems can pick up signals in
the requester’s catalogue. With standard systems for retrieval (lan-
guage model) and recommendation (K nearest neighbour) we demon-
strated on a set of 680 requests and associated relevance judge-
ments that a linear combination performs better than the individ-
ual approaches, in particular for topic groups where context and
familiarity play a role. This suggest that the request type has an
important role to play in the design of book discovery systems.

We highlighted the diversity of complex book search requests,
and observed a mixture of content and context going beyond cur-
rently existing systems. Similar rich profiles and contextual infor-
mation are available in many modern search scenarios. This is an
important first step toward the development of novel information
access systems that blend traditional search and (hybrid) recom-
mendation approaches into a coherent whole.
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