Current awareness services for the PIE: what users want

Intro

What are current awareness services?

Many free and commercial web-based information services can alert users when content changes or is added. The degree of sophistication with which this is done ranges from regular email delivery of a ‘one size fits all’ bulletin, to delivery of user-defined content by email, WAP, text messaging or ‘My Service’ pages at a choice of times and in a choice of formats. Some sites deploy alerting services solely as a marketing tool, but others can assist the user greatly in keeping up to date with breaking news, new research or new information sources (whilst encouraging them back to the site).

Purpose of report

The purpose of this report is to identify opportunities to enhance the user experience of the Headline Personal Information Environment (PIE) by incorporating appropriate, value-adding current awareness features. The current project team will not implement these features as the development phase has concluded. However, future developers may wish to consider some of the options identified here.

Existing current awareness features in PIE

The PIE already includes two features that alert the user to new sources of information:

New items list

New resources added to the Resource Database by a librarian appear in a ‘new items’ list within the PIE. This allows regular PIE users who are familiar with this system to spot the addition of a new service.

Saved searches

PIE users have the opportunity to save a search statement and elect to have it rerun automatically against the PIE database and selected Z targets daily weekly or monthly. Results appear on a dedicated list on the default user page.

User requirements for CAS

My own experience with web current awareness services, plus discussions with library trainers and business information specialists, has identified the following user requirements for web alerting services:

Appropriate content 

Obviously, a current awareness service only adds value if the information content of the alerts is of high quality. It may be technically possible to monitor a set of web pages for any changes, but it is probably of no use to a researcher or university student to know that a page background has changed colour.

Delivery options appropriate to content

Different types of information require different methods and speed of alert. For example, it would be appropriate to alert a user to significant movements in a share price in real time and to a mobile phone so that the user could act quickly on the information supplied wherever he or she was. On the other hand, it may not be appropriate to send a lengthy table of contents of a quarterly journal as a text message the moment the issue is published.  

In an academic context, different subject disciplines may require different speeds of alerting, e.g. in the competitive field of scientific research, there may be more of a need for quick real time alerting of newly published papers than in less competitive fields such as English literature.

Choice of delivery options

Information users will often have different requirements of the same service. It is therefore important for users of alerting services to be able to choose how, where and when they receive alerts.

 Subscribers to e.g. a news alerting service generally benefit from:

· Choice of format of alert (full article, citation/abstract plus optional link to full article, link only, formatted report v. as printed articles)

· Choice of location to receive alerts (e.g. email, designated personal page or folders within the service providing the current awareness facility, organisation’s intranet, mobile phone)

· Choice of frequency or time of alert (e.g. real time, daily, weekly or monthly, mornings/afternoons, opportunities to specify customer’s time zone)

An alternative to email alerting

Setting up a customised alert, particularly if not done in a very skilled way, can result in an unmanageable number of email messages being received.  Therefore, users often welcome the ability to create a personal page within the site providing the alerting service, where users can go to read their alerts. 

Ability to create own folders and searches/personalised alerting

Some current awareness services only offer ‘off the peg’ subject options for alerts. In other words, users may pick subject categories and request alerts about new content that is classified within those categories. This is often not sophisticated enough for serious researchers who need to be able to construct their own searches to locate very specific content, and be alerted about such content.

Folder management

When users opt to store their alerts on a personal area of the content provider’s site (rather than receiving email notification), they need to have some control over what happens to read and unread alerts and how long they are archived for. 

Overview of CA services available 

Below are descriptions of a small selection of web resources for which current awareness services are available:

ZETOC

ZETOC is a service providing access to the British Library’s Electronic Table of Contents Database. A key part of the service is the current awareness feature, which allows users to select journal titles of interest to them (by searching or browsing by subject or by name) and receive contents pages by email from new issues as they are published. 

Email delivery is the only option: it is not possible to view TOCs on a personal area of the ZETOC site. There is also no option to specify email format (e.g. text, HTML) or time of delivery.

www.news.com

News.com is an IT industry news site.  Users can define the nature of their alerts by entering keywords or company ticker symbols via a personal page. Boolean logic can be used to construct searches and the user has the option of searching text or headlines only. Options for receiving alerts include email, mobile phone/pager or handheld computer. Choice of email formats is offered (HTML, plain text or brief text for pagers, PDAs or digital phones). Users can also choose delivery time and can suspend alerts whilst e.g. on holiday. 

www.newsalert.com

Newsalert is a general news site. Once registered, each user has a personal page where they can view any alerts they set up. In addition, they can use the Newsfolio service, which emails content, or ‘clip alert’, which emails headlines with links to full content.

The level of customisation that can be applied to alerts is quite sophisticated. For example, if monitoring stock price movements, users can decide by how much a share should rise or fall before being sent an alert.  Users can also construct their own searches (like news.com) in order to received alerts on very specific topics. Alerts can be delivered in real time, hourly, twice daily, at the end of the day, or never (posted on personal page only).

Dow Jones Interactive

DJI is a commercial news service with high quality content and current awareness features. In order to receive alerts, the user can either:

· Select from pre-defined topic folders using pre-selected target publications

· Set up their own folders using their own search statements and other criteria and selecting target publications

· Ask one of DJI’s editors to set up a folder for them

The user then chooses whether to receive alerts by email, or just to visit the custom clips area of DJI to view new folder contents. If the user elects to be alerted by email, he or she can then specify email format, email content (headlines plus links or full article), frequency of delivery and maximum number of results per delivery.

Read items are moved automatically to archive folders on the DJI site.

Dow Jones News Clips

Dow Jones News Clips is an example of a current awareness service set up at a mediated, institutional level. Ten ‘hot topics’ in the field of business studies have been selected by LBS library staff (in collaboration with teaching staff). These topics have then been translated into search statements and Dow Jones editors have created folders to trap appropriate breaking news stories. The folders are available to all eligible students and staff via the Schools’ intranet: the users email inbox or personal custom clips area of the full Dow Jones Interactive service are not involved. Stories are archived for 30 days.

The Informant (http://informant.dartmouth.edu)

The informant can be used in two ways:

· Users can set up current awareness alerts by specifying sets of keywords that are then run as searches against a number of Internet search engines.  At regular intervals (chosen by the user) the search is run and an email is sent listing ten results per search. If a new page appears in the ‘top ten’ or a page is updated since the last report, this is indicated in the alert. The user cannot define to what degree the page must change in order to be alerted. Content quality is less reliable than on a commercial news aggregation service such as Dow Jones.

· Users can enter up to 5 URLs that they would like the Informant to monitor for changes. Alerting is as above. Again, there is no option to specify what constitutes an updated page.

Recommended application of CAS within the PIE

There are a number of potential applications for current awareness features such as those described above within the PIE. Those that I recommend for their appropriateness to content/users, and ability to add value to the PIE are listed below:

Improve existing current awareness features

Before (or as well as) adding new current awareness functionality to the PIE, a number of improvements could be made to the existing features outlined at the beginning of this report:

Alternative delivery methods of CAS features

Currently, existing PIE current awareness features (saved search results and newly added resources) are only indicated within the PIE itself.  A possible enhancement of this service could be to email users (if they wished) with their search results or when a new item appears within the RDM. Text messaging or delivery to a PDA would probably not be appropriate as:

· There would be no need for the user to act immediately on our alerts

· In the case of text messages, it would not be possible to link from the alert to fuller content (e.g. full bibliographic references in a search result).

Email alerting should be an optional alternative to retrieving results from the PIE as some users may object to having their email inboxes cluttered with what they may perceive as junk mail.

New items list

· Separate the new items list more clearly from other lists on a page (e.g. use of colour etc.)

· Be clear about when something ceases to be new. Perhaps allow the user to define this (e.g. choose between no longer new after clicked, no longer new after one week/month etc.)

Saved searches

· Explain what the saved search feature is and how it can be beneficial (at the moment it is rather a hidden feature).

· Allow the user to choose where search results are displayed within the PIE (e.g. on search page, on default user page, on special ‘search results’ page etc.)

· Display date of search with results

· Clarify what happens to old search results (are they replaced by new ones? Are they archived, and if so, where/for how long?)

Implement new features

Implement appropriate, customised alerting for newly added resources

It would be especially useful to users if alerts could be restricted to resources within a particular subject area, or in a particular format (specified by the user). For example, a finance student may wish to receive notification of new sources of equity data, but not new full text journal article databases. 

Email alerting of new resources would double as a marketing tool bringing lapsed users back to the PIE (links within the email alert should take the user to the appropriate page within the PIE, not to the resource itself).

Notification of new pages, new shared pages, chat postings

In addition to notifying users of newly added resources, there is also potential to notify them about other newly created PIE objects, e.g. pages added by the library and pages added by peers (shared pages). If chat was integrated into the PIE, users could also elect to be alerted to contributions by particular people or on a particular topic. if the software allowed. 

Site updated flags

Using software such as that used by The Informant and other similar tools, web resources in the PIE could be monitored for content changes. Rather than sending all PIE users an email to alert them to changes, some kind of visual flag next to the resource could be turned on when a site was updated. However, it would be important to be able to monitor significant content changes only (rather than a date on a page changing or small tweaks to the layout for instance) to make this service of any real benefit to users.

More detailed user profiles

The improvements and new features outlined above would rely on the collection of more user data than is currently kept. Users interested in taking advantage of current awareness features could fill out their own profile within the PIE indicating for example:

· What kinds of new resource they would like to hear about

· Whether they wish to receive email alerts in addition to alerts within the PIE

· Preference for format of email alerts e.g. HTML, plain text, attachment etc.

· Where they would like saved search results to appear etc.

· How long they would like to archive saved search results

· When a new resource should leave the new items list

Options could be set by users at a view/edit profile page within the PIE.

