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Abstract

The aim of an information retrieval system is to find relevant documents, thus relevance is a (if not
‘the’) central concept of information retrieval. Notwithstanding its importance, and the huge amount
of research on this topic in the past, relevance is not yet a well understood concept, also because of
inconsistently used terminology. In this paper, I try to clarify this issue, classifying the various kinds
of relevance. I show that: (i) there are many kinds of relevance, not just one; (ii) these kinds can be
classified in a formally defined four dimensional space, and (iii) such classification helps us to
understand the nature of relevance and relevance judgement. Finally, the consequences of this
classification on the design and evaluation of information retrieval systems are analysed. © 1998
Elsevier Science B.V.
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1. Introduction

Relevance is a crucial concept of information retrieval (IR) [1-3] as the aim of an IR
system is to find relevant documents. Many researchers studied this issue; the main events
(for an extensive survey see Ref. [4]) were probably:

e Vickery [5,6] presented at the 1958 ICSI debate a distinction between ‘relevance to a
subject” which refers to what the IR system judges ‘relevant’, and ‘user relevance’
refering to what the user needs.

e Rees and Schultz [7] experimentally studied the effect of different scaling techniques
on the reliability of judgements. They noted that relevance judgements are inconsistent
and affected by about 40 variables.
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