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ABSTRACT

1.

Many current eﬀectiveness measures incorporate simplifying
assumptions about user behavior. These assumptions prevent the measures from reﬂecting aspects of the search process that directly impact the quality of retrieval results as experienced by the user. In particular, these measures implicitly model users as working down a list of retrieval results,
spending equal time assessing each document. In reality,
even a careful user, intending to identify as much relevant
material as possible, must spend longer on some documents
than on others. Aspects such as document length, duplicates
and summaries all inﬂuence the time required. In this paper, we introduce a time-biased gain measure, which explicitly accommodates such aspects of the search process. By
conducting an appropriate user study, we calibrate and validate the measure against the TREC 2005 Robust Track test
collection. We examine properties of the measure, contrasting it to traditional eﬀectiveness measures, and exploring
its extension to other aspects and environments. As its primary beneﬁt, the measure allows us to evaluate system performance in human terms, while maintaining the simplicity
and repeatability of system-oriented tests. Overall, we aim
to achieve a clearer connection between user-oriented studies and system-oriented tests, allowing us to better transfer
insights and outcomes from one to the other.

System-oriented tests and user-oriented studies represent
competing approaches to search engine evaluation. A systemoriented test typically develops a set of relevance judgments
to determine the quality of ranked document lists returned
in response to a query [39]. Eﬀectiveness measures computed over these ranked lists provide a method for tuning
search engines and comparing one engine to another. In
contrast, a user-oriented study examines actual user behavior during interactive retrieval sessions. These studies span
a spectrum from intensive laboratory investigations involving a relatively small number of subjects [18] to large-scale
analyses of interaction logs capturing the search activities of
millions of people [9, 42, 43].
The value of a user-oriented study lies in its ability to
reﬂect many aspects of the search process, including interaction and presentation. Unfortunately, user studies can be
complex and costly. Running subjects through a laboratory
experiment can require substantial time and money, and we
may need to repeat experiments as elements of the interface
and engine change. On the other hand, interaction logs are
noisy, uncontrolled, and capture only a portion of the user
experience.
The value of a system-oriented test lies in its simplicity
and repeatability. Eﬀectiveness measures isolate and evaluate a single element of the search engine, i.e., the quality
of its ranked list. Once we develop a set of relevance judgments, evaluation measures can be re-computed with little
additional expense or eﬀort. As software developers modify
and train ranking algorithms, eﬀectiveness measures may be
applied over and over again, as often as needed.
Various researchers [7, 10, 43] suggest a generic framework
that encapsulates many of the eﬀectiveness measures in current use, including Normalized Discounted Cumulative Gain
(nDCG) [17], Rank Biased Precision (RBP) [23], and Expected Reciprocal Rank (ERR) [9]. All of these measures
can be expressed as a sum over documents in a ranked list,
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where gk represents the gain associated with the document
appearing at rank k, and dk represents a discount associated with rank k, which is independent of the document.
In practice, we either compute the sum to some ﬁxed but
arbitrary depth K or until we know its value within some .
The normalization factor N is optional, but if it is present,
it serves to map the value of the sum into the range [0 : 1],
which may be required for averaging over multiple queries.

RBP uses the discount formula dk = β k−1 , where β is
a constant in the range [0 : 1]. Gain values for RBP are
binary, with gk = 1 if the document at rank k is judged
relevant, and gk = 0 if it is not judged relevant. ERR uses
a reciprocal rank discount formula of dk = 1/k, and nDCG
uses the discount formula dk = 1/ (log2 (1 + k)). For both
of these measures, a gain value may be interpreted as a relevance probability, i.e., the probability that a user viewing
the document would judge it to be relevant. When applying
these measures, the probabilities are estimated from graded
relevance judgments, e.g., “deﬁnitive”, “excellent”, “good”,
etc. [24]. In the case of ERR, the gain value of a document
at rank k depends on the gain values of the documents at
ranks 1 to k − 1, with gain values increasingly attenuated
when more relevant documents appear at higher ranks.
All of these measures may be interpreted in terms of a
simple user model: The user starts at the ﬁrst document
and works their way down the list, eventually stopping when
they become tired or bored. The discount dk indicates the
probability that the user continues to rank k, and the gain
gk represents the beneﬁt (i.e., utility) to the user of viewing
the document at rank k. Thus, the sum in Equation 1 can
be understood as the expected total beneﬁt experienced by
the user, with the various gain values and discount formulae corresponding to diﬀerent assumptions about user needs
and behaviors. In particular, the attenuated gain values in
ERR correspond to the idea that, after viewing each relevant document, the user derives less beneﬁt from viewing
additional relevant documents.
Underlying this user model is an implicit assumption that
the user views documents at a constant rate, spending the
same time assessing each one. Because of this assumption,
these eﬀectiveness measures can fail to accommodate aspects
of the search process that directly impact the quality of the
ranked list as experienced by the user. For example, most
modern search engines provide captions, or summaries, that
describe each of the documents [36]. A user scanning these
summaries might quickly skip those results that are obviously not relevant to their needs, without ever viewing the
contents of the associated documents. Similarly, we might
expect shorter documents to take less time to assess than
longer documents, since a user may spend less time skimming them. In addition, when a document is similar in content to a document a user has already viewed, it may be easy
to assess quickly, regardless of its length. Once a user recognizes the duplicated content, they can immediately return
to the result list and continue to the next result.
In this paper, we propose a framework for evaluation measures based on time, allowing us to directly accommodate
aspects of the search process ignored by standard eﬀectiveness measures. We retain the simple model of a user working
their way down a result list, but with both gain and discount
now expressed in terms of time. As the user works their way
down the list, let G(t) be the cumulative gain experienced
by the user at time t. In other words, if the user invests time
t in assessing the result list, they will derive a total beneﬁt of
G(t). We model the possibility that the user stops at some
point by a decay function D(t), which indicates the probability that the user continues until time t. Thus, D(0) = 1
and decreases monotonically to 0 as t → ∞. Under this
model, an equivalent of Equation 1 may be expressed as
 ∞
dG
1
D(t)dt.
(2)
N 0 dt

Of course, measuring instantaneous gain would prove difﬁcult in practice, and we quickly return to considering gain
values one document at a time, but retaining decay as a
function of time. By smearing gain equally across each document and converting D(t) into a step function, we may
approximate Equation 2 with
∞
1 
gk D(T (k)),
N

(3)
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where T (k) is the expected time it would takes for a user to
reach rank k and begin to assess the document. Although we
have returned to a summation over ranks, we now explicitly
consider time as a part of the measure.
We refer to Equation 3 as time-biased gain, and we spend
the remainder of this paper developing and exploring this
eﬀectiveness measure. In its development, we face the potentially controversial and complex problem of providing a
realistic estimate for T (k). Ideally, for use in an eﬀectiveness measure, the estimate should be straightforward both
to compute and to comprehend. Competing with this requirement is the need for a clear connection back to actual
user behavior, so that the eﬀectiveness measure provides
a meaningful guide for training and tuning ranking algorithms.
We note that setting T (k) = c(k − 1), for some constant c,
reduces Equation 3 back to Equation 1, which corresponds
to a scenario in which the user views documents at a constant rate. To move beyond this simple scenario, we need
to examine user behavior in a realistic context, calibrating
our estimate of T (k) against the actions of these users. As
a result, time-biased gain is more closely tied to a usage
scenario than traditional evaluation measures. Moving to a
diﬀerent scenario requires a diﬀerent calibration of the evaluation measure, a price we pay for the closer connection to
user behavior.
After a review of related work, we discuss the calibration
and validation of time-biased gain against the test collection
employed in the TREC 2005 Robust Track experiments [39].
As part of this calibration, we report a user study in which
we presented subjects with an interface styled after a modern
web search engine, including a result page with ten querybiased summaries, and instructed them to ﬁnd and save as
many relevant documents as possible in the time allowed,
while making as few mistakes as possible. The associated
scenario is of a careful and determined user, with a topical information need, intending to identify as much relevant
material as they can in the time they have available.
We believe this scenario is appropriate for the TREC Robust Track, and similar experiments, where a document is
considered relevant if it contains any relevant material at all,
and evaluation measures traditionally consider documents
that are relatively deep in the result list. For other scenarios, a diﬀerent calibration might be appropriate. For example, in the context of web search, where users may interact
with fewer results and rarely dig as deeply in the result list,
calibration might be based on interaction logs taken from
the search engine itself.
After developing a T (k) function appropriate to our usage
scenario, we consider other components of our time-biased
gain measure, including the choice of a decay function. We
explore properties of the measure and compare it to other
evaluation measures. Finally, we end the paper with a discussion of extensions and future work.

2. RELATED WORK
We may interpret many current eﬀectiveness measures in
terms of the simple user model outlined in the introduction [7, 9, 17, 23, 43]. While all of these measures implicitly
assume that a user progresses down the ranked list at a
constant rate, they incorporate diﬀerent assumptions about
when and why the user will stop, and how much beneﬁt
or utility they can be expected to gain. All of these measures may be expressed in form of Equation 1 [7, 43]. Even
precision at k may be interpreted in terms of a user who
always views exactly the top k documents, and no more.
Along the same lines, Robertson [26] retroﬁts a similar user
model into the venerable Mean Average Precision (MAP)
eﬀectiveness measure, which may also be extended to incorporate graded relevance values similar to those employed by
nDCG [15, 27, 30].
Turpin et al. [37], Yilmaz et al. [42], and Dupret [14] have
gone beyond this simple model by explicitly incorporating
summaries into their user models and thus into their metrics. An important diﬀerence between their work and ours
is that we explicitly model time in addition to the click decisions. Summaries are designed to, and do speed the rate
at which users ﬁnd relevant documents [20, 36]. We believe
it is important that metrics reﬂect the value of summaries
by having a user model that incorporates the time required
to separately evaluate summaries and documents. Time is
important to users. Su [35] found from interviews with 40
users that the success category of “Eﬃciency - Time” was
ranked ﬁrst with the highest frequency of mention.
Turpin and Hersh [38] hypothesized that the time to read
documents was a reason why batch-style and user evaluations produce diﬀerent results. In their study, Turpin and
Hersh found that the baseline system, which had a lower
MAP, ranked shorter documents higher than the improved
system. The improved system had a pivoted length normalization [31] component that preferred longer documents
— longer TREC documents have a higher prior probability of being relevant. Turpin and Hersh found that users
of the baseline system were able to read more documents
than the users of the improved system. As a result, users
of the baseline system were able to compensate for its lower
precision and ﬁnd equal amounts of relevant material in the
same amount of time. Our time-biased gain metric explicitly takes document length into consideration, for we have
also found that users take longer to judge longer documents.
Yang and Lad [41] and Arvola et al. [2] also consider the cost
of reading in the evaluation of IR systems.
Our time-biased gain metric aligns well with Fuhr’s probability ranking principle for interactive IR [16]. Fuhr carefully
outlines that users of interactive IR systems have to make a
series of decisions and that these decisions each have their
own cost. For our metric, cost is measured in time, and both
cost and gain are directly tied to the series of probabilistic
decisions made by the user.
Much of this work can be viewed as following a framework
for evaluation laid out by Cooper [11, 12] and Dunlop [13].
Cooper believed that eﬀectiveness measures should be based
on the utility a user personally gains from a retrieval system.
A critical part of Cooper’s plan was the use of validation
experiments to measure the ability of an evaluation measure
to predict utility. Dunlop built on and reﬁned the ideas of
Cooper. Rather than subjectively measure a user’s utility,
Dunlop established the use of HCI methods to predict user

performance in terms of the number of relevant documents
found in a given amount of time.
Eﬀorts to relate evaluation measures to models of user
behavior can be seen as an attempt to bridge the gap between system-oriented tests and user-oriented studies. In
these cases, the goal is to move system-oriented measures
closer to user-oriented studies. Working from the other direction, eﬀorts have been made to simulate the use of interactive retrieval systems in order to determine their quality [1, 4, 21, 40]. Eﬀorts related to this approach includes the
use of simulation to better understand interactive retrieval
behavior [3, 19]. We see these two directions of research
merging as system-oriented measures continue to increase
the resolution of their user models [8].

3.

CALIBRATION

At the core of our new metric, time-biased gain, is the
computation of the time to reach rank k of a ranked list,
which we will refer to as the function T (k). Given that we
are retaining the traditional model of a user working down
a ranked list in order, we need to estimate the amount of
time it takes to process a given document. As such, we need
to consider what is a reasonable process that a user would
go through to determine if a document is relevant.
The majority of search interfaces now present a ranked
list in two parts. The ﬁrst part is the display of a series
of document summaries that are intended to help the user
decide if the corresponding full documents should be viewed
or skipped. The second part is the full document itself.
Faced with this interface, the user must ﬁrst examine the
document summary and decide whether to click and view the
full document or not. While it is certainly possible that a
user may realize beneﬁt from viewing the summary alone, we
believe that for TREC-style topics and information needs,
that a user needs to view the full document in order to realize
gain from ﬁnding relevant material in the document.
Thus, we need to model the decision of whether to click
or not and produce both an estimate of the time the decision takes to be made as well as an estimate of what the
decision will be. If the user decides to click on a summary,
then the user must study the document and make a decision
about the document’s relevance. Only if the user clicks on
a relevant document’s summary and then decides the document is relevant will the user realize any gain. Gain cannot
be obtained from non-relevant documents nor from skipped
relevant documents. As with the summary, we need to estimate time spent on the full document and the ﬁnal relevance
decision of the user.
There are nearly endless variables that could be taken
into consideration in the models of decision making for summaries and documents. In this paper, we choose to focus on
a few variables that are most likely to aﬀect user decisions.
The most obvious variables aﬀecting these decisions are
the user and the topic. While users vary greatly and contribute large amounts of variance to user studies, we do
not attempt to model diﬀerent user strategies for processing
ranked lists. Instead, our user model is an idealized individual representing the population as a whole. As for the topic,
at this time we do not see an easy way to identify a priori
how a topic will aﬀect users’ behavior, and we are forced to
treat all topics the same.
After the user and topic, the document itself is likely the
most important variable to consider. We consider two at-

tributes of the document to use in our model: the relevance
of the document and the document’s length. Relevance
should be a strong indicator of how likely summaries will be
clicked and whether or not the document will be recognized
by users to be relevant [37]. The time to make decisions
based on textual items is likely to be dependent on their
length.
Given that summaries tend to be short and of nearly equal
length, we will assume they are all assessed in the same
amount time, TS seconds. For documents, let TD (l) = al+b,
be the time in seconds to assess a document of length l,
where l is measured in words. TD (l) models an evaluation
process of scanning the document at a rate of a seconds per
word and then a constant amount of time, b seconds, to
account for carefully assessing a small amount of text and
the overhead of making a decision about relevance. As we
will justify, if a user views a duplicate of a document later,
then we treat that duplicate as if it had zero length (l = 0).
We use a document’s relevance to predict the probability
that a summary will be clicked and to predict the probability
that when viewed, a full document is recognized as relevant.
Formally, let P (C|R) be the probability of a click given NIST
relevance, where C and R are binary random variables. Also,
let P (S|R) be the probability of saving a viewed document
as relevant given NIST relevance, where S and R are binary
random variables. Saving a document is the equivalent of
recognizing a document to be relevant.
Putting both the time to make decisions and the probabilities of the decisions together, we have a model of the
time it takes to process a document in the ranked list and
can now estimate the time to reach rank k, i.e. T (k).
Let li be the length of the document at rank i. Let ri
be the NIST binary relevance judgment associated with the
document at rank i, where ri = 1 if the document is relevant,
ri = 0 otherwise. Then, we estimate the expected time for
the user to reach rank k as:
T (k) =

k−1


TS + TD (li )P (C = 1|R = ri )

(4)

i=1

Not present in T (k) are the probabilities of the user saving
a document as relevant, which are only needed for computation of the gain.
With Equation 4 in hand, we need to calibrate it to produce estimates in line with actual human behavior. We next
explain how we calibrated T (k) and estimated P (S|R) based
on a user study.

3.1 User Study
To calibrate our metric, we need actual user data that
involves the processing of ranked lists. We utilize data collected as part of the user study conducted by Smucker and
Jethani [34].
The user study presented participants with a user interface styled after modern web search engines. The interface had two types of web pages. One page looked like a
search engine results page with 10 query-biased document
summaries. Clicking on a summary took a participant to a
page with the full document. On the full document page,
participants could decide to save the document as relevant
or simply use the web browser’s back button to return to
the summaries page. At the bottom of the summaries page,
participants could click a link to obtain the next 10 results.
The system recorded all clicks and times spent on the pages

as well the decisions to save documents as relevant. The
user interface only allowed participants to search the given
ranked list of documents. No query reformulation was possible.
The study used 8 topics from the TREC 2005 Robust
track, which used the AQUAINT newswire document collection. The topics (310, 336, 362, 367, 383, 426, 427, 436)
were selected to be of possible interest to study participants.
48 participants worked on 4 search topics for 10 minutes
each. Topics were balanced across participants, list precision, and task order. The study instructed participants to
ﬁnd and save as many relevant documents as possible in the
10 minutes while making as few mistakes as possible. In
cases of technical issues aﬀecting data collection, or when it
was apparent that participants did not follow instructions,
these participants were removed and new participants were
recruited until the study was a fully balanced design with
48 participants.
The user study had dual purposes. One purpose was to
investigate the eﬀect of precision on user performance, and
the other was to provide behavioral data for calibration of
our time-biased gain metric. As a result, the ranked lists of
documents had a uniform precision of either 0.6 or 0.3, which
were representative of the precision at rank 10 performance
of the best and lower performing systems in the TREC 2005
Robust track. By uniform, we mean that for every 10 documents shown, either 6 or 3 were relevant. The construction of the result lists placed both relevant and non-relevant
documents at ranks reﬂective of their overall likelihood of
being ranked highly by retrieval systems. The result was
that we were able to control the precision, and the study
participants still had a realistic task of distinguishing between highly ranked relevant and non-relevant documents.
Full details of the result lists construction, screenshots of the
user interface, and other study details, can be found in [34],
which also reports on the results of the precision component
of the study.

3.2

Calibration Values

Given the user study, we can estimate the time it takes
users to process a document summary and a full document.
At ﬁrst glance, computing these times would appear to be
as simple as taking the average of each, for each user, and
reporting the user average. Instead, since we are interested
in computing gain versus time for a population, we need
to compute harmonic means, or as we do in this paper,
weighted averages where each weight reﬂects the amount
of a user’s activity in the study.
From the user study, we have measurements of the time
participants spent on the summaries page before they clicked
on a summary or the next link. Likewise, we have measured
the time spent viewing documents before leaving the page.
To compute the population average for the time spent on
a summary, we need to consider that we can only measure
the time spent on the summaries page before clicking on a
summary. Without eyetracking we cannot know for certain
how much time is spent on each individual summary. Thus,
we compute the amount of time per summary for a participant to be the sum of all time spent on the summaries page
divided by the maximum rank of a clicked summary. In
this way, we spread the time out over both the summaries
clicked and not clicked. To compute the population average
time on a single summary, we weight the individual partici-
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Figure 1: Time to judge document relevance with
linear fits to 4212 data points that have been binned
and averaged for visualization purposes.

Table 1: Calibration values. P(S=1|R=0) is not
used by the metric, but is shown for completeness.

pant’s time by the maximum rank. As such, the population
average time per summary is:



1
i Sip Mp
= 
Sip
(5)
TS =
Mp
p Mp
p Mp p
p
i

evance of the documents and/or the precision of the lists
in the linear regression, but neither increased the adjusted
R-squared.
The linear ﬁt to the duplicates does not explain any of the
variance in the time to judge a duplicate, and as such the
time to judge a duplicate can be estimated equally well by
taking the mean, which gives a result of 6.8 ± 0.5 seconds.
The constant in the ﬁt to the ﬁrst viewed documents is 7.8±
0.7. Since the standard errors of the mean duplicate time
and the constant term of the linear ﬁt overlap, there is no
signiﬁcant diﬀerence between the two, and we simply treat
duplicates as zero length documents.
Lorigo et al. [22] found that on information style tasks,
participants spent 40% of their time looking at the search
results and the remainder elsewhere (presumably at the full
web pages). Our participants spent 33% of their time on the
summaries and 67% on the full documents.
Of note, user studies typically report user averages. For
example, with our data, the average participant took 26.5
seconds per viewed document. In contrast, for the same set
of document viewings, the mean of TD (l) is 18.9 seconds.
The diﬀerence comes about because the participants who
worked faster, took less time per document and also viewed
more documents in the same amount of time. If we used
the participant averages, we would overestimate the amount
of time it takes our population to reach rank k. This diﬀerence also means that most statistics reported by user studies
cannot be directly used in metrics like ours.
We obtained the parameter settings for the probabilities of
clicking on summaries and documents in a straightforward
fashion. For both the probability to click on a summary
given the relevance, P (C|R), and the probability to save a
document as relevant given given relevance, P (S|R), we calculate them as weighted averages. We know the relevance
of each document as given by the NIST assessors and can
calculate the fraction of views on relevant documents that
result in a document being saved, P (S = 1|R = 1), as well as
the fraction of views on non-relevant documents that result
in a save, P (S = 1|R = 0). For calculating the probability of a click on a summary given the document’s relevance,
P (C|R), we make the assumption that all summaries up to
the maximum clicked rank are viewed. Given this assumption, we can calculate the probabilities of clicking on sum-

where Sip is the i-th time spent by participant p on the summary page and Mp is the maximum click rank by participant
p. For our data, TS = 4.4 seconds. If we did not compute a
weighted average, the average would be 5.3 seconds.
For the time spent viewing a full document before saving
it as relevant or clicking the web browser’s back button to
return to the summaries page, we take all of the recorded
times and ﬁt a linear model to the time in terms of the
document’s length. By using all of our participants’ data,
we will obtain a model of the time to judge a document’s
relevance that is weighted based on the level of activity of
that participant.
Figure 1 show a plot of time to judge document relevance
vs. document length. We measured document length as the
number of word occurrences in a document as parsed by
Indri [32]. For the purposes of the plot, we binned the individual data points such that approximately 15 documents
were in each bin. Each single document was judged by an
average of 9.1 participants, and thus each plotted data point
represents the average of many document lengths and times.
Averaging the data points in the plot hides the considerable
variation in time to judge documents.
In Figure 1, we have separately plotted the times for documents when ﬁrst viewed by a participant, and the times
for a participant’s later views of document duplicates. We
identiﬁed near duplicates in the AQUAINT collection with
a variant of Broder’s duplicate detection algorithm [5], and
only considered documents with the highest possible similarity to be duplicates of each other, i.e. all shared shingles are
identical. We refer to these near duplicates as duplicates.
We found 10.1% of the documents to be duplicates.
The linear ﬁts to all of the ﬁrst-viewed documents (3614
data points) and the duplicate views (598 points) are shown
in Figure 1. The linear model for ﬁrst-viewed documents
is given by: TD (l) = 0.018 · l + 7.8, and has an adjusted
R-squared of 0.12, which means that 12% of the variance
is explained by the model. We looked at including the rel-
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Figure 2: These plots show the predicted time to rank k, T (k), vs. the measured time to rank k for the 48
participants in the user study. Please see the text for a detailed description of each plot.

maries in the same fashion as for documents. In the case of
computing the weighted average for documents, we weight
a participant’s P (S|R) by the number of documents viewed
during a search task. In the case of summaries, we weight a
participant’s P (C|R) by the participant’s maximum clicked
rank. Table 1 shows the computed probabilities.
Yilmaz et al. [42] reported for a commercial web search
engine the probabilities of users clicking on documents of
varying relevance: Bad: 0.49, Fair: 0.45, Good: 0.55, Excellent: 0.71, and Perfect: 0.94. In comparison, our probability of clicking on a relevant document is 0.64 and falls
in-between “Good” and “Excellent”, which seems appropriate. Our probability of clicking on a non-relevant document
is 0.39 and falls below “Bad”, and shows that our summaries
on average provided the study participants with an ability to
discriminate between relevant and non-relevant documents.
Like Yilmaz et al., we ﬁnd that a signiﬁcant fraction of lowquality or non-relevant documents are clicked on.
The probabilities for saving a document show that given
a full document, participants are better able to discriminate between relevant and non-relevant as compared to summaries, but that they still have a true positive rate, P (S =
1|R = 1) = 0.77 less than one. In other words, not all relevant documents are recognized as such, and this makes sense
given a population of users as opposed to modeling the single NIST assessor. Given constraints on time and abilities,
not all users will detect when a document is relevant.

4. VALIDATION
In Section 3 we proposed a method to estimate the time
it takes a user population to reach rank k, i.e. T (k). Our
T (k) consists of Equation 4 and the calibration values for
T (k) estimated from a 48 participant user study. Table 1
shows a summary of the calibration values.
Our T (k) is a simple model of user behavior for what is a
task of considerable complexity. In processing a ranked list
of documents, users must make complex decisions regarding the time they devote to summaries and full documents
and the accuracy with which they make decisions. In the
user study data that we used to calibrate time-biased gain,
there is considerable variation in observed user strategies

for the searching of ranked lists [33]. For example, some
users quickly select summaries to click while others take 2-3
times longer to make their selection. Another example is
that while the study participants primarily moved forward
(down) the ranked lists with 94% of the average participant’s
clicks being on a summary lower ranked than the previously
clicked summary, not all movement is forward.
In this section we discuss the ability of our T (k) to make
reasonable estimates of the time it takes the population to
reach rank k. In the user study, participants searched for
relevant documents in 16 ranked lists of documents. Each of
8 topics had two lists. One of the two lists had a precision of
0.3 and the other a precision of 0.6. The design of the study
meant that 12 participants worked on each list. Participants
worked for 10 minutes on each list.
Figure 2 shows three plots comparing T (k) and actual
participant behavior. The far left plot averages T (k) for all
16 of the ranked lists and 192 traces of participant behavior. On average, T (k) produces a linear rate of progress
down a ranked list. Given how we produced the calibration
values, this average behavior for the 16 ranked lists is expected. As we will show brieﬂy, T (k) produces non-linear
predictions for individual ranked lists. At 600 seconds, the
average T (k) matches the average rank of the participants
and shows that our calibration on average works. If we had
not used weighted averages to produce the calibration values, T (k) would have underestimated the rank reached at
600 seconds.
We also see in the far left plot of Figure 2 that the study
participants increased their rate as they progressed down
the ranked lists. This speedup makes sense given that participants will take some time to learn a model of what is and
is not relevant. We also noticed that participants working
down some of the 0.3 precision lists dramatically increased
their rate of work once getting past the ﬁrst page of 10 results. Our T (k) is an average of the slower initial behavior
and the faster behavior found later in the search process.
We leave for future work the possibility of having the parameters of T (k) vary with time.
IR user interfaces employ document summaries as a mechanism to allow users to ﬁnd relevant material faster. The
better the document summaries are, the easier it is for users
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Figure 3: Maximum, average, and minimum rank
at time t over all queries and runs from the TREC
2005 Robust Track.

to save time by skipping non-relevant results. In the center
plot of Figure 2, we see that the study participants processing the 0.3 precision list do process more of the lists compared to the 0.6 precision lists. T (k) only models precision
in the form of diﬀerent summary click probabilities given the
relevance of the document, but it too predicts that the population will reach a larger rank k with a lower precision list
as compared to a higher precision list in the same amount of
time. At 600 seconds, the predictions of T (k) fall between
the actual ranks reached by the participants.
As mentioned in Section 3, our study design precluded
us from using the search topic as part of our model even
though it is well-known that topics vary considerably. In
the far right plot of Figure 2, we show the participants’ behavior for the 0.3 and 0.6 precision lists of Topic 383 (mental
illness drugs). Topic 383 requires that a relevant document
name an actual drug. The documents in the result list tend
to be long documents. As the far right plot shows, the participants work down the ranked list at a much slower rate
than on average (far left plot). In addition, the participants
show little diﬀerence in rank reached for the 0.3 and 0.6
lists. Also shown in the plot are the predictions of T (k) for
these two ranked lists. As can be seen here, T (k) is not
simply a linear function of rank. The diﬀerent documents
with their diﬀering ranks and relevance judgments produce
unique T (k) values for each ranked list.
While our T (k) correctly estimates a slower rate for Topic
383, it does overestimate the rate of progress, and it also
predicts a gap between the ranks reached for the 0.3 and 0.6
lists. To illustrate the degree to which modeling of the topic
could help future versions of T (k), we calibrated T (k) using
only Topic 383. In the far right plot, we label this version of
T (k) the “Custom Topic 383 T(k).” As shown, the custom
calibrated T (k) much better reﬂects the actual participant
behavior on Topic 383.
Given the importance of modeling the topic, a possibility for producing per-topic, custom calibrated versions of
T (k) would be to assign multiple assessors to a topic during test collection construction. The behavior of the assessors could be recorded and packaged alongside the relevance
judgments, and then each topic could have its own T (k).
To what extent does T (k) vary on actual runs? Figure 3
shows the maximum, average, and minimum rank at time
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Figure 4: G(t), cumulative gain at time t, for top
scoring runs from the TREC 2005 Robust Track.

t for all of the submitted runs to the TREC 2005 Robust
Track. As shown, there is a considerable range of ranks at a
given time. In terms of Equation 3, this result means that
at a given rank k, diﬀerent ranked lists will vary in their
predicted time to reach that rank and will have diﬀerent
amounts of decay, D(t), applied at that rank.

5.

TIME-BIASED GAIN

In this section, we pull together the pieces of the timebiased gain measure deﬁned in Equation 3, suggesting speciﬁc formulae for the remaining components, including gain,
decay and normalization.

5.1

Gain

For the remainder of the paper, we deﬁne

P (C = 1|R = 1)P (S = 1|R = 1) if ri = 1
gk =
0
if ri = 0
Under this deﬁnition, if the document at rank k is relevant,
the gain is equivalent to the probability of viewing it and
saving it. If the document is not relevant, the gain is zero.
This deﬁnition is consistent with the binary relevance values typical of TREC tasks and adopted for our calibration
process. In principle, we could adopt the graded gain values
employed by nDCG, the attenuated gain values employed
by ERR, or even gain values that take document length and
other features into account. We leave the exploration of
these ideas for future work.
Ignoring decay for now, we combine gain values with T (k),
our formula for estimated rank at time t, allowing us to compute G(t) for individual runs. Figure 4 shows G(t) for four
runs taken from the TREC 2005 Robust Track, along with
their oﬃcial MAP values [39]. All four runs performed well,
with indri05RdmmT and uic0501 being the best and secondbest title-only runs, and ASUDE and indri05RdmeD being the
best and second-best description-only runs. For three of
these runs, their relative cumulative gain remains consistent
over the full time period. The story for uic0501 is diﬀerent. It leads the other runs for the ﬁrst twenty minutes, but
begins to fall behind after that, providing some insight into
its behavior. While similar insight might be gained from a
standard recall-precision plot, calibrating gain against time
may provide a better sense of the performance experienced
by a user.
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5.2 Decay
Our calibration process provides no guidance regarding
the form of the decay function D(t), but standard exponential decay provides one possibility:
ln 2
h

,

∞



Gk D(Tk ) .

(10)

k=1

t (seconds)

D(t) = e−t

E

(6)

where h is the “half-life” of users, i.e., the time at which half
of the initial users have stopped scanning the result list.
To support this choice of decay function, we turn to an
interaction log taken from a commercial search engine, in
this case from the MSN search engine. This anonymized log
was made available to selected researchers across the information retrieval community during 2006 and 2007. For example, Zhang et al. [43] employed it to validate the discount
function appearing in RBP. The log contains user interaction
data for 5 million searches during May 2006.
We treat the time between the query and its last click as a
proxy for the time spent scanning the result list and viewing
documents, allowing us to estimate D(t). Since our scenario
assumes a careful and determined user, we try to ﬁlter out
users with navigational needs, etc., by eliminating searches
with less than ﬁve clicks. We also ﬁlter out searches that
take longer than 30 minutes.
Figure 5 plots the D(t) estimated from this log. As shown
in the ﬁgure, exponential decay with a half-life of 224 seconds provides a good ﬁt to this data. We use this half-life
in the remainder of the paper.
We note that it should be possible to employ log data
to estimate T (k), as well as D(t), although we would need
document length and other data not present in this log. This
approach would be particularly appropriate for calibration
in the context of web search. We leave this idea for future
work.

Equation 8 holds by Jensen’s inequality, since exponential
decay is convex. Equation 9 holds since Gk and Tk are independent. Equation 10 is the number of documents a user
is expected to save as relevant. Hence, if we ignore normalization by setting N = 1, we may interpret the measure as
a lower bound on this value.

5.4

Normalization

Evaluation measures are typically normalized so that their
values fall into the range [0:1]. Depending on the measure, this normalization may be required for the measure
to be reasonably averaged over multiple queries, at least if
an arithmetic mean is used. For example, the raw summation appearing in MAP is normalized by dividing it by the
number of known relevant documents, so that it treats “all
queries equally” [25].
The nDCG measure bases its normalization on the set of
known relevant documents. It computes a maximum value
for the summation in Equation 1 over a ranked list of these
documents, which becomes the value for N . If we know all
relevant documents in the collection, we may follow a similar approach for time-biased gain, ranking these relevant
documents in the order that maximizes Equation 2. Under
this approach, the value for N varies from topic to topic,
according to the set of relevant documents known for that
topic. Unfortunately, as it does for nDCG, this approach
suﬀers from the need to know all relevant documents, and
the value of the measure will change if new relevant documents surface.
RBP bases its normalization on an idealized collection
containing an unlimited number of relevant documents. We
may follow a similar approach for time-biased gain by assuming an unlimited number of zero-length relevant documents.
If we set Tx = TS + TD (0)P (C = 1|R = 1), then over this
idealized collection we have T (k) = Tx · (k − 1), so that
N

=

gk D(T (k))

(11)

k=1

=

P (C = 1|R = 1)P (S = 1|R = 1)

∞


e−Tx k

ln 2
h

k=0

5.3 Interpretation
Before we move on to the normalization factor, we pause
in our development of time-biased gain to consider one way
in which the measure may be interpreted. Recall that gk
represents the expected gain at rank k and T (k) represents
the expected time to reach rank k. Let Gk be a random variable indicating the actual gain experienced by a particular
user from the document at rank k, and let Tk be a random
variable indicating the actual time taken by a user to reach

∞


=

P (C = 1|R = 1)P (S = 1|R = 1)
1 − e−Tx

ln 2
h

Under this approach, N is now constant across all queries.
For our calibration values, N ≈ 17.1.
Given our interpretation of time-biased gain as a lower
bound on the number of documents a user is expected to
save as relevant, normalization may not be necessary, and
in this paper, we set N = 1. The creators of ERR, who
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Table 2: Discriminative power of measures according a two-tailed paired t-test, a randomization test,
and a bootstrap test (significance level 0.05).
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Figure 6: Time-biased gain compared against MAP
over runs from the TREC 2005 Robust Task.

emphasize a similar interpretation, do not normalize that
measure. In addition, normalization is not required if we
average over topics using a geometric mean [25, 39]. We
leave further exploration of normalization for future work.

6. COMPARISON
In this section, we provide a brief comparison between
time-biased gain and other eﬀectiveness measures used at
TREC and elsewhere. Apart from time-biased gain, these
measures are computed by the standard TREC evaluation
program (trec_eval). All measures are computed over the
runs submitted to the TREC 2005 Robust Track.
Figure 6 presents a scatter plot of MAP vs. time-biased
gain. The measures are correlated, with a Kendall’s τ of
0.794. Due to exponential decay, time-biased gain tends to
emphasize early gain, a point illustrated by the run uic0501.
Reﬂecting the behavior seen in Figure 4, it achieves the
second-best performance, a time-biased gain value of 5.39
vs. a MAP value of 0.310, outperforming runs with higher
MAP values.
With the best time-biased gain value of 5.43, and a MAP
value of only 0.262, the run sab05ror1 forms an interesting case study [6]. This run was trained on TREC vol. 4
& 5 qrels and documents and had very mixed performance
across topics as measured by average precision. While the
attempt appeared to fail when measured by MAP, the run’s
status as an obvious outlier suggests that the attempt may
have succeeded after all (or at least warrants further investigation).
Sakai [29] proposes discriminative power as one method
for assessing the behavior of eﬀectiveness measures. While
high discriminative power does not necessarily indicate a
good measure, low discriminative power would raise questions about the measure. To calculate discriminative power,
we compute a signiﬁcance test between each pair of runs
submitted to an experimental task, such as the TREC Robust Track. Discriminative power is the number of pairs
that are signiﬁcant at some ﬁxed level. Table 2 compares
the discriminative power of time-biased gain against several
standard measures. MAP is known to have high discriminative power, due to the depth at which relevant document can
inﬂuence its value. However, time-biased gain provides good

discriminative power when compared to simple precision@10
and nDCG@K, for typical values of K.

7.

CONCLUDING DISCUSSION

Equation 2 lies at the heart of our work. The remainder
of the paper represents only one possible route for developing this equation. In following this route, we have adhered
as closely as possible to the typical assumptions underlying a TREC task. We adopt the scenario of a careful and
determined user, with a topical information need, intending to identify as much relevant material as they can in the
time they have available. In another context, such as web
search, another scenario will be more appropriate, requiring
diﬀerent calibration of the measure.
In following this route, we have also adhered as closely as
possible to the typical assumptions underlying the creation
of evaluation measures. Similar to the generic framework of
Equation 1, time-biased gain is structured as a normalized
sum over discounted gain values. Our primary innovation is
to discount by time instead of rank.
However, a better numeric approximation to Equation 2
might be achieved through simulation. The user model described in Section 3 could easily be adapted for this purpose.
By simulating thousands of users interacting with a result
list, we may approximate both expected gain and variance.
We leave this idea for future work.
Time-based calibration allows us to accommodate aspects
of the search process that are ignored by traditional eﬀectiveness measures. For example, in TREC collections longer
documents are more likely to be relevant than shorter documents [31]. During the early years of TREC, considerable
eﬀort was made to adjust ranking functions according to
document length [28, 31]. In light of the greater time required to judge longer documents, it may be that adjustment
of the evaluation measures was also required.
We recognize that our approach to duplicates rewards behavior that might be viewed as undesirable by many users.
Since we are following typical TREC guidelines for relevance,
our calibration of time-biased gain rewards a system for returning duplicate documents, since they are faster to assess.
In other contexts, it is likely that duplicates should provide no gain, thus penalizing runs through the extra time
required to assess them. We considered following this approach in this paper, but decided to stay as true as possible
to the TREC guidelines.
In this paper we focused on the population level behavior
of determined, informational searchers. In future work, it
would be good to study diﬀerent classes of user behavior,
and produce for each class a calibrated time-biased gain.
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