PAS: a Personal Alert System for Information Retrieval in CRISs
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Current Research Information Systems (CRISs) usually contain large amounts of heterogeneous
and distributed data, which makes finding specific information difficult for a user. Leaving aside
problems like the fact that users are not always able to express their information need precisely,
there is also the complication that most CRISs are constantly being updated. As a consequence,
users may not even be aware of information relevant to them, let alone be able to compose an
effective query for it. In order to prevent the user from missing potentially useful information,
the concept of a personal search agent, proactively informing the user about newly available
information, becomes more and more popular.
At Hogeschool Gent, a Personal Alert System (PAS) is being developed along these lines.
PAS combines profiles of the staff and their research activities, with documents about funding
possibilities to support research. Both information sources are mapped to a common ontology,
which is currently a version of the three-level IWETO taxonomy [1], enriched with a fourth level
containing free keywords obtained from staff profiles. The main goal of the system is then to alert
users whenever a funding opportunity can be matched to their research interests by the search
agent. Flexibility in the matching process is obtained by using fuzzy [2] and rough [3] set theories:
the fuzzy component allows for expressing partial relationships (between terms in the taxonomy,
as well as between users/funding documents and taxonomy terms), while the rough component
provides mechanisms for query expansion: a user profile and a funding document may still be
matched when they refer to different, but related, keywords. Currently, a basic prototype has
already been developed, based on the algorithms in [4], and in which the user can also influence
term relations through an easy feedback process.
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