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Abstract

This paper briefly considers the historical dinmension of the treatnent
of fiction in libraries and concludes that, if fiction is regarded as a
resource, library users are entitled to enhanced access to it. It is
not ed that enhancing access to fiction is widely regarded in the

prof essi on as unacceptably |abour-intensive, but suggests that readers
are favourably inpressed by an expert systemwhich requires relatively
little input effort on the part of the library staff. The idea of a
"user profile"” is described, as is its restricted inplenmentation in a
prototype system A recent study in Aberdeen supported this thesis.
Plans for further devel opment of the prototype system are descri bed.

I ntroduction

"It is certainly not the function of the public library to foster
t he m nd-weakeni ng habit of novel -readi ng anong the very cl asses -
t he uneducated, busy, or idle - whomit is the duty of the public
library to lift to a higher plane of thinking" WM Stevenson

The above quote, fromthe 1896 Annual Report of the Carnegie Free

Li brary of Allegheny, Pennsylvania, is quoted in her 1991 article by
Cat herine Shel drick Ross(1l), who notes the resurgence in the USA of
Reader's Advisory Services, after a period of |esser popularity in the
past 20 to 30 years. Mary Chelton(2), witing in 1993, notes the sane
phenonenon. Ross's article is based on over 100 open-ended interviews,
in which the readers quoted display great enthusiasmfor fiction. She
quotes a British survey by Tayl or and Johnston which showed that 63. 7%
of public library users responding stated that their reason for use was
"general recreation or |eisure"

As nmay be surm sed from Stevenson's quote, the advisory service was
originally intended to "inprove" the content of the reading materia
used by the public, ie to nove away fromfiction and towards "serious",
"solid", educationally inmproving non-fiction. Ross theorises that the
renewed popul arity of the advisory services is because of "new thinking
about popul ar culture and pl easure-readi ng". She cites evidence and

opi nion that reading fiction can be educational, therapeutic and can
hel p people to cope with situations they encounter in their lives. She
was struck by the intensity of response to the question "What is the

i mportance of reading for you?" from her respondents. Typical answers
referred to life and death, compul sion and physical need. Wnen, in
particular, related experiences of deriving psychol ogi cal support from
reading fiction. It seens, then, that the public library service can
serve an inmportant function to its users in this regard, and if such is
the case, there may be grounds for suggesting that it actually has a
responsibility so to do. A reader's advisor, using interview techniques
and tools such as Fiction Index or journal guides to genres, can help
mat ch the book to the reader: "A book that suits a reader in a



particular situation is a good book", says Ross(3), but she also notes
t he Book Industry Study G oup's survey of Anerican library users, in
whi ch "readers put 'reconmended by a librarian' as nineteenth on a list
of thirty-eight possible factors"(4) helping themto select a book.

It seens possible that, despite annotations, displays, guides and

advi sors (where these are available) the reader is still not as wel
catered for in her quest for "rich resources of confort and stimulation
and renewal "(5) or sinple entertainnment, as she m ght be.

The resource inplications for inproving access to fiction being

consi derabl e, and there being as yet no clear favourite in the schenes
proposed by, for exanple, Baker(6), Wells(7), and \Wal ker (8) (although
Beghtol 's(9) fully faceted 1994 schene | ooks promi sing, there may not
be the wi despread commtnment to apply it, due to its considerable
conpl exity), perhaps the way opens for a different approach. I|nstead
of , effectively, asking the reader what he wants, and then telling him
where to find it, why do we not get to know him then suggest something
that he mnmight |ike?

GRUNDY - user profiling

Ri ch's(10) GRUNDY system system attenpts to constuct rapidly a profile
of a user as an individual, by nodifying a series of stereotypes on the
basis of its interactions with the user.

This technique is nodelled on psychol ogi cal descriptions of human

t hought processes, and results in the systemeffectively classifying
the user, by applying a series of facet-value conbinations to her
"Stereotypes are sinmply collections of facet-value conbi nations that
descri be groups of systemusers". Stereotypes are triggered by user

i nput, so that, for exanple, the use of an advanced search strategy
m ght be the trigger which "fires" an "expert-user" stereotype, which
is then used to nmodify the internal representation of the user, which
the systemis constructing throughout the interaction

Such observation of strategy used m ght be considered as a trigger

inmplicit in the interaction, but GRUNDY can also elicit information
explicitly, in order to clear up uncertainties such as the precise

reason why a recomended book was rejected.

The system hol ds each piece of information with an associ ated

wei ghting, a calculated probability that it is true, which may be
nodi fi ed by subsequent observations, or further "firing" of
stereotypes. Mdire than one stereotype will normally fire for each

i ndividual, so that the fact that no stereotype contains all the facets
with which the systemis capable of dealing, is not a disadvantage.

An exanple Rich uses is the stereotype for SPORTS- PERSON, which
contai ns high values for Interests - Sports, Thrill and Tol erate-
violence, all with a fairly high degree of certainty as to their
applicability to the canoni cal SPORTS- PERSON. These are facets m ssing
fromthe FEM NI ST stereotype, which in its turn has facets which the
ot her | acks. However, a fem nist sportsperson user would have val ues
for all the facets, so that the system s picture would be rounded out.

When a new stereotype is activated, the current user synopsis, is
updat ed accordi ngly, the systemcal cul ati ng how nuch the new stereotype



shoul d i nfluence existing facet values, on the basis of the rating of
the stereotype (how likely it is considered to be that the stereotype
will apply), and the strength with which it predicts the value of a
gi ven facet, in conmbination with the existing value for the facet.

Havi ng constructed a User Synopsis, GRUNDY proceeds to recomend novel s
it considers appropriate. It selects the user's salient facets, those
havi ng a hi gher than average probability for a "non-m ddl e-of -t he-road"
val ue. By selecting one of these facets at random it builds a set of
books considered to match the facet value. The exanple Rich uses is
that of a user with a high value in the EDUCATI ON facet "generating" a
set of books which score highly on PH LOSOPHY and LI TERARY MERI T. Each
book in the set is conpared with the User Synopsis, and the book nost
closely matching the profile, facet by facet, is selected.

GRUNDY agai n uses the Synopsis in order to decide which of the book's
features to mention in its recomrendation to the user, since it holds
nore information about the book than is necessary for any one
recommendati on.

Ri ch exam nes areas in which GRUNDY coul d be inproved, but it appears
to have perforned satisfactorily in the limted nunber of trials
mentioned in the paper. There is considerably nore conplexity in the
structure of stereotypes, triggers and User Synopses than it is
appropriate to discuss here. However, one question which arises

i Mmediately is that of how the systemacquires its extensive know edge
of the books in its database. Al thought the systemis apparently rather
good at acquiring and deduci ng know edge about its users, which it
appears to classify in a faceted, "fuzzy" manner, that is, using
neasures of certainty to nodi fy absol ute judgenents, the author does
not mention how a classification is applied to the books on the

dat abase. It seens reasonable to infer that the process nust result in
a profile simlar to the conpleted profile for a user, in that the
final choice of a book to reconnrmend fromthe set selected is made on
the basis of closeness of match of its facets with the user profile. It
woul d, however, be very interesting to know by what process the book's
facet values are cal cul ated. Perhaps an arbitrary measure agai nst
col l ection average scores would tend to be nost successful, but this

| eaves roomfor a large element of subjectivity to enter the process.

Rich claims that conputers can nake nore effective use of stereotypes
t han can human bei ngs, because, for one thing, they have no "enptiona
attatchnent" to a stereotype which they have previously applied. This
can certainly be seen as an advantage, the computer has no sel f-imge
to endanger by admitting that it was wong, so to say, but it seens
that, although User Synopses, and perhaps the stereotypes and their
wei ghtings, are nodifiable by the system as it gains nore experience
and | earns the applications of nore new terns through conducting its
"user interviews", the attributes of the books on the database are a
"given".

BROABER - a know edge based system

Perhaps there is roomfor a "cheap and cheerful" Al, sonething which

nm ght take on the role of a helpful fiction librarian, know ng the
patrons, with no extensive know edge of systens for fiction
classification, but able to recormend for each reader, sonething that
there is a reasonable chance they might like - a "fuzzy librarian", who



knows your tastes, and knows the library stock, especially new materi al
wi th which you mght not be famliar

The concept of BROASER was originally that of a system which would be
capabl e of reconmendati ons on a par with those of an experienced
librarian - the hypothetical "expert" - who was famliar with the
reader's tastes in fiction, as mght be the librarian in a snmall public
library. Alasdair Smith (11) points out that the term "expert systent
is an unfortunate one, in that it creates expectations of "rather nore
expertise" than has actually been achieved. He prefers to use the term
Know edge Based System or KBS, while acknow edging that expert system
is the nore widely used. He lists the preferred areas for KBS s thus:

VWhat factors distinguish problems that are amenable to the KBS
approach? KBS's are best applied to expertise which
relates to narrow and clearly defined tasks.
i s based on know edge, can be described with facts and rul es,
rat her than comon sense.
relates to tasks that take between a few minutes and a few days.
is available fromarticul ate, cooperative experts
has consensus about sol utions.
an expert can use to describe over the tel ephone howto solve
t he problem
does not require human skills that are difficult to computerise
is not trivial and possessed by nobst people

It is debatable to what extent the "problem environment” matches these
guidelines. The task is clearly defined - select a new book which may
be to a reader's liking, given previous choices she has made. Is this

skill based on know edge, rather than common sense? An inplenentation
of BROWSER woul d be based on the accunul at ed experience of l|ibrarians
who work with fiction, and the public who read it - if the next

sel ection was a matter of "comon sense", why not determine it by
asking the "man in the street"? The tine el ement seems correct, one
woul d hope to find "articulate, cooperative experts” in the field,
al t hough they mght not be able to express these skills over the

t el ephone! The question of consensus will have to await further
research, as will the questfion of how difficult the skills are to
conputerise. Finally, if the skill were trivial and posessed by nost

peopl e, there would not be such frequent nmention in the literature of
librarians receiving requests of the type "Could you give nme a good
book (like..... )",

In conclusion, although sonme of Smith's criteria are as yet
undeterm ned for this system there do not appear to be any which would
exclude the area as suitable for a KBS. The system woul d keep a record
of issues to a reader, who would, on returning an item be pronpted to
give it a "score", indicating how well it had nmatched her requirenents.
The system woul d then attenpt to select, fromnew additions to stock, a
book which matched this "reader profile". A very sinple systemon these
lines was witten for a research proposal, using the PROLOG progranm ng
| anguage, which is well suited to devel oping applications of this
type. The denmpnstration programsinply held a |list of books read and
scores awarded them by a small nunber of fictitious "readers". It then
attenpted to find, in the list of new books, a book froma genre, or by
an author, previously awarded a high score (arbitrarily set at 7 out of
10). Although this system sufficed for denonstration of the idea for



t he purposes of the research proposal, it became apparent that it had
short com ngs whi ch woul d make it inadequate for the survey di scussed
here. There were only a few "readers" and the lists of books read were
artificial. Details held of each book were restricted to author, title
and a one-word "genre" type of classification. It was decided,
therefore, that a substantial rewite of the systemwas required for
this survey, in order to give the denpnstration a nore realistic

di rension. A longer list of "old" books was required, representing a

wi de variety of fiction, with a sufficient nunber of books of each type
to make any clear preferences as to type apparent. It was al so deci ded
that an attenpt would be nmade to reflect the respondent’'s own tastes in
fiction, an approach which was "riskier" to inplenent, but which, it
was hoped, woul d be nmore convincing, if successful.

It becane apparent at a very early stage in the project that the system
woul d have to use sonme formof fiction classification. This has been
seen as a significant drawback by sone of the professional |ibrarians
with whomthe idea has been discussed, but it seens that there are
three rel evant argunents denonstrating that this is not the case.

First, a primary aimof this type of systemis that of encouraging
greater exploitation of the library's fiction collection, by draw ng
the attention of readers to material which they m ght not otherw se
consi der readi ng. Although there are publications, such as the Fiction
I ndex, which attenpt to provide access to fiction by subject, period
and nationality of author, these do not appear to be used commonly by
readers, who nay well be unaware of their existence, or disinclined to
use themby their sinple Subject: Author, Title presentation. A system
of this type has great possibilities for enrichment of the searching
process. It would be relatively easy to link a brief description of a
book, such as that currently given by the denonstration system to a
graphi cal representation of its cover, publisher's "blurb", or contents
page, if appropriate. This is merely making use of descriptive materia
which is already provided, at sone expense, by the publisher, but is
nmade rel atively inaccessible to the browsing reader, except when a

sel ection of books is presented in a display.

Second, it is exactly this type of information which would be used in
what mght be termed a "first level"” classification, or in guides of
the "Now read on..." variety. It is not suggested that a |librarian
shoul d read through every new work of fiction in order satisfactorily
to classify it, but that the information needed is deliberately and
explicitly presented on the covers and flyl eaf of nmpst books. It is not
the intention of the publishing industry to obscure the type of
publication, although its openness with respect to quality may be nore
suspect. It m ght even be supposed that publishers thensel ves would be
prepared to give a subject description in accordance with an agreed

t hesaurus as part of the Catal oguing-in-publication data, for inclusion
in the MARC record. The question of quality will arise again in a

hi storical context.

Third, there is both a historical and a current precedent for
classification of fiction. As discussed earlier, schenes for the
classification of fiction have abounded in the literature, and it is
conmon practice in libraries to subdivide the nore obviously genre-
targeted fiction stock into sections |abelled "Romance", "Wstern",
"Crinme" and so on. Fiction has, however, renained the "poor relation"



of library stock as regards its subject access. A nore extensive
classification systemwas also required, in order that the choices nade
by the system be nore accurately reflective of what a reader nmight
actually be expected to choose fromthe list of "new' books.

It nust be nade clear that this classification system while probably
sharing sone of the features of the system which m ght eventually be
used in a working product, is by no neans as conplex as the finished
systemwoul d be required to be. As with all details of the current
system it is for denpnstration purposes only, both to give an idea of
what the finished system m ght |ook |ike, and to suggest new ideas for
devel opnent. The classification used mght be thought of as using genre
divisions, in the sane sort of way as Baker, comnbining the facets in
the sane sort of way as Wal ker, but including elements other than
subject, with a bowin the direction of Pejtersen(12). The conplexity
possi ble in the conbinati on of subject terns has been denonstrated in
Farradane' s(13) el egant schene for relational indexing, in which nine
categories of relationships are identified by operators in such a way
t hat compl ex subjects nmay be specified by a 'chain' of terns and
operators. However, as Farradane points out, "This paper concerns the
classification of know edge as a whole, and not only the relatively
sinple classification of Iimted groups of subjects"(14). It is
probabl e that a scheme so general in applicability could be used here,
but only at the expense of excessive tine spent in indexing. The topics
and nodes of fiction are not (or not only) concrete scientific topics
and the scientific node, but include nood, fantasy, enotion, irony,
nmet aphor - concepts that are better expressed in terns of genre, where
one | abel can "place" the reader in the correct conceptual space, and
further specifications can pinpoint the desired itemnore
cl osel y. Consider the follow ng (inaginary) conversation:

A "l like spy stories, adventure, thriller, that sort of thing"

B: " Do you nmean, sonething |like John Buchan, lan Flem ng's Bond books,
John le Carre, or sonething el se?"

A: "Well, Buchan's a bit too chauvinist and 'gung-ho', Flenming's out of

date since the end of the Cold War, and a bit too silly. | do like le
Carre, but 1've read all his"

B: "Yes, le Carre's very much of his own style, but how about Ted

Al |l ebuery or Adam Hal | ?"

Thi s denmponstrates what an "active" system m ght be able to do (as B)
O course, it inplies handling of natural |anguage at a sophisticated
| evel , but the search strategy is sinple Boolean. The next step is to
identify the requirenent without asking the questions - nore prone to
error, but |less demandi ng of the reader

The system need not concern itself with shelf order, or the

conbi nati on of facets, but sinply with the selection of an item
appropriate to the user's requirenents, and not even necessarily the
nost appropriate in the collection, although that would be the ideal. A
simplified set of facets was chosen, which nmight be described as:
Author, Title, Genre, Date of publication, Nationality of author,
Treatnment. Foci fromthese facets were used both to decide an
appropriate selection of itemand to describe it to the user. Thus, a
work held on record as :

newbook(099, Wl |iam G bson, Neuromancer, science fiction, 20th_century,
Ameri can, cyber punk)



woul d be presented by the systemthus:

Neur omancer by WIliam G bson

a science fiction nove

by a 20th century Anerican author
with a cyberpunk treatnent

The new version of the software was based on the idea that the user
woul d select, froma list of about fifty books, five books which they
had read and enjoyed. The system woul d then nake an appropriate

sel ection froma shorter list of "new' books. The requirenent for a
"score" had been abandoned by this time, partly because it was felt
that it mght require nore thought to be given to input than a typica
user woul d be prepared to give when using a runtine system partly
because maki ng neani ngful use of scores would add excessive conplexity
to the denonstration system and partly because it had not been decided
whet her a sinple score out of ten, for exanple, could reflect in a
useful way the necessarily conplex eval uation which a reader nmakes of a
work of fiction. Rather than elicit a statement fromthe user which
said, effectively, "These are the books I've read: | |iked these ones
and | did not like these ones", it was decided to attenpt to build only
a positive profile of the favoured books. This is, again, a "riskier"
met hod, but it was felt that it would pay off in terns of processing
time and greater ease of user input - it is perhaps nmore difficult to
eval uate how nmuch one did not |ike sonething, than how nuch one did

i ke sonet hi ng.

The system attenpted to create "profiles" of books that the reader

m ght enjoy, by assigning and accunul ati ng wei ghted scores to severa
internal tenplates. For exanple, it was decided that the fact that a
reader had enjoyed a book by an aut hor woul d probably dispose her
favourably to anot her book by the sane author, the nore so if she had
enj oyed nore than one book by the author. Citing a book thus produced a
fairly heavily weighted profile, containing only the author's nane, the
other fields being blank. Although it was reasonably safe to assune a
continuation of nationality and period (roughly) for an author, this is
not necessarily the case with genre, so a subsequent choice of a book
by the same author and in the same genre as a previous choi ce would add
correspondingly greater weighting to the "Author, Genre, blank, blank,
bl ank" profile. Title was not useful for any purpose other than

di splay. Genre, period, treatnent, on the other hand, would score
well, if repeated, the programworking on the principle "If there is no
profile like this, create one and give it a score of x. If there is

al ready such a profile, add to its weighting." This gave great
flexibility as to how the programmade its final selections. Profiles
whi ch accunul ated scores less rapidly were such as; "Bl ank, Blank, 20th
century English author, blank", which, if they were the only profiles
fulfilled by the new books, would probably be fulfilled by any, but
equal ly might be significant if the reader had devel oped a taste for an
historical period or the literature of a country producing |ess

mat eri al

This version, then, required a list of about fifty books, of which it
coul d reasonably be assumed npbst people would have read five. To aid in
the conpilation of this list, contributions were solicited fromstaff
in the Robert Gordon University library, and these were conbined into a
list. The system and questionnaire were then piloted on these and ot her



col | eagues, with reasonabl e success, though allow ng the input of one
or nore books would be preferable. After due consideration, the
software was nodi fied accordi ngly, and was al so amended to offer
further selections fromthe "new books" database, if there were any
nore appropriate books. In this matter, it should be explained that the
system does not rank its selections exhaustively; it attenpts to find a
"good" natch for one of the reader's profiles, then a "nedi unt natch,
then a "poor" match. The systemnerely indicated a "good" match by

phrasing its recomendati on, "You ought to like...", a "medium match
was phrased "You should like...", and a "poor" match as, "You m ght
like....". This was done partly to convey the systenis "confidence" in

its choice to the user at a non-obtrusive level, and partly to indicate
to the operator which | evel of match the system was making, in order
that its choice could be further explained to the user, if necessary.
The books in the denpbnstration system were selected so that no entry of
a single book could fail to find at | east one poor match, so that al
entries were, as far as possible, assured of success. The om ssion of
ranki ng, a feature which would be nost desirable in an operationa
system was a decision taken to keep processing tine to an acceptable

I evel .

Met hodol ogy

The system was denpnstrated in several environments: to staff of an
academc library, to students at a school of Librarianship and
Information Studies, in public libraries and in city centre comerci al
prem ses. Respondents were "sel f-selecting” - only those who

vol unt eered when approached were included in any count. Reactions
seened general ly positive, however, although the public libraries

yi el ded fewer respondents than had been expected. Sone |ibrarianship
students had the systemleft with themto experinent with, rather than
its being denpnstrated, and sonme ten copies of the systemwere sent to
t hose who responded by e-mail to a request for help posted to the |is-
i nk newsgroup, accessed via JANET. An answer to this request was
received fromlrel and, one from Canada, and one from New Zeal and, as
wel | as several fromthe UK, denobnstrating sone international interest
of the library community in the topic.



Questi onnai re responses

In answer to the question, "Wuld you be interested in using a system
of the type just denpnstrated, if one were available in your public
library?", Qut of 63 respondents, 61 (96.8% replied "Yes", and the
response to the systemwas generally very favourabl e i ndeed.

31. 7% had read and enjoyed one of the books recomended, 1.5% said they
had read, but not enjoyed, 63.4% had not read the selection, but would
consi der doing so, 14.7% had not read the sel ection, and woul d not

consi der doing so. Sone precision was |acking in the question as posed,
in that users of the |later version were able to have nore than one
recommendation, if nore than one suitable "new' book appeared on the
dat abase. In response to the question , "Wich of the follow ng
features would you |ike to see/use in such a systenP", 76% of
respondents favoured option (a), being able to find new books of a
type, or by an author, they had read before; 73% option (b), any books
in the stock of a type, or by an author, they had read before; 52%
option (c), the "top 10" nost borrowed of a specific type; 31% option
(d), the "top 10" of a type, but only those currently avail able; 60%
option (e), the location of books - which shelf?; and al nost 81%
option (f), books on related topics of non-fiction, if they read non-
fiction

31% indicated that they would prefer the systemto be operated by a
menber of staff on their behalf. 92% woul d give a score as feedback to
hel p the system, and this correlates quite well with the fact that, 3%
"would mind if records of |oans were kept", and 9% "would mind if a
‘user profile' was kept" However, 77%"wouldn't nind if records of

| oans were kept" and, 65% "wouldn't mnd if a 'user profile' was kept".

90% replied that they woul d appreciate a qui ck "personalised”
recommendati on fromthe system if they were in too nuch of a hurry to
br owse.

Unsurprisingly, alnost 97 %read fiction, the nost popular of the
genres suggested being humour (39%, science-fiction (38%, classics
(36%, historical (34%, thriller (34%, and crime (30%).

When asked in to suggest types of fiction which they read, other than
those named , 3 respondents naned "nodern or 20th century", 2 "fenale"
or "femnist", 2 "horror", and 1 each of "travel", "popular",
"Scottish", "racy", and "cyberpunk".

O her descriptive words supplied in response to the question are
| oosely grouped, with nunber of respondents in brackets:

femal e aut hor/publisher, fem nist, nodern female (3)

exciting cliffhanger, suspense, action (3)

nystery, suspense (2)

"satirical anusing thought-provoking escapist, stinmulating" and
"original, engrossing, thought-provoking, realistic" (2)

happy (1)

first person (1)

not western (1)

Victorian (1)

good aut hor (1)

good story (1)



bi ographies (sic)(1)

One question asked which factor the respondent felt influenced them
nost when selecting a fiction book. OF the 63 respondents, 7 gave two
answers to this question, one of the answers in each of those cases
bei ng the seventh option , "famliar author". It seens reasonable to
suppose that this counts as an "afterthought” in these cases, the
respondent having previously selected from higher on the |list before
noticing this option. This |leads to the percentages totalling to over
100% for this question, and may indicate that it should have been
better worded, but the responses are interesting, nonetheless. 40% of
respondents chose "word-of -nmouth recommendati on", 30% chose "fam i ar
aut hor", 17% chose "published review', 14% chose "cover 'blurb'", 13%
chose "book in a section such as ' Romance' 'Wstern', 'Crinme', etc",
and one respondent felt nmost influenced by an "attractive cover". No
respondents cited advertising as their primary influence, however,
although it is possible that this is due to peoples' reluctance to
adnmt that they are influenced by adverti sing.

It enmerged that just over 52% of the sanple were female, 95% had
sone experience in using a conputer termnal and 73% had experi ence of
using a conputerised library catal ogue. 96%replied yes, they would
like to be able to find fiction by its subject, using a conmputerised
cat al ogue. 42% of the respondents were in "library - rel ated"
occupations, either as library staff or as students of Librarianship
The sel f-selecting nature of the sanple can be seen to have an
i nfluence here, in that those people who were interested to see the
conput er used for the survey were al so those who agreed to take part,
and it mght be supposed that experience of using conmputers would tend
to make people nore interested to see one used in an unfamliar
context. There was a degree of "technophobi a" evident in sone of those
approached, particularly the ol der age groups, but as these people also
refused to take part in the survey, this is only a subjective
i npression, as no record of "fail ed" approaches was kept.

51% were professionally enployed, 29% were students, 13% were non-
professionally enployed and 6% were retired. One person was not
currently in enployment. As regards age, 35% were between 20 and 30,
29% bet ween 30 and 40, 25% between 40 and 50, and 6% between 50 and 60.
It was obvious fromthe people in the area while the survey was being
conducted that the sanple responding was not representative of those
present, nor of the public at large. The best that can be said is that
the sanple may be representative of those prepared to answer it, and is
skewed towards students and workers in the field of librarianship.



Data Protection Act 1984 - Consi derations

The situation as regards the Data Protection Act 1984 (15) would vary
according to the level of systeminplenented. If, for exanple, the
systemwas fully integrated with an existing integrated autonated
library system which incorporates circulation functions, the Act would
be applicable. It would be reasonable to suppose that the existing
system woul d hol d "personal data" within the neaning of the Act, i.e.
"data consisting of information which relates to a living individua
who can be identified fromthat infornation (or fromthat and other
information in the possession of the data user) including any
expression of opinion about the individual"

Information held as to a borrower's "history" or "profile" would be
held "in a formin which it can be processed by equi pnent operating
automatically in response to instructions given for that purpose".A
library operating an automated system hol di ng personal data woul d
require under Section 4 of the Act, to be registered as a "data user"
but, because of the change in the nature and description of the data
hel d, would be required to apply to have its entry in the Register
changed, in order to conply with Sections 5 and 6. The library would
al so be obliged, in response to a witten request, and "on paynent of
such fee (not exceeding the prescribed maxi num}" as the data user (i.e.
the library) "may require”, to informan individual whether the

i ndividual is the subject of any data held, and to supply the

i ndi vidual with a copy of any such information, including an

expl anati on of any information "expressed in terms which are not
intelligible wthout explanation".

Q her requirenments laid on the data user concern non-disclosure of
personal data, except to the individual to whomit applies, naintenance
of data security, accuracy of data held, and that data should not be
kept longer than is necessary for the purpose for which it is held.
These points are covered in the Data Protection Principles which
conprise Part 1 of Schedule 1 of the Act. Data may be held indefinitely
for historical, statistical, or research purposes if they are "not used
in such a way that damage or distress is, or is liable to be, caused to
any data subject" (Schedule 1, Part 2, 7). The obligations are to

regi ster and specify the purpose of data collection, and to conformto
the Principles.

It is not difficult to inmagine circumstances in which, w thout
subscribing to any grandi ose conspiracy theory, a reader mght sinply
not care to have the staff of her local public library be able to
access easily her reading list for the preceding period. Davies(16)
says "There is a view held, based on experience of cases and practices
in other countries, that a record relating to a |l oan and return of an
item shoul d be destroyed or discarded i nmedi ately, or soon after the
cycle of transactions has been conpleted. Fearing the potential of
buil di ng up dossiers on people's material borrow ng and consul tation
habits...some observers advocate the yearly destruction of material
capabl e of being applied in this way". Al though the system could conply
with the Act, then, the user may feel insufficiently protected by the
Act's provisions. It is even conceivable that the know edge that such a
systemwas in use mght discourage people fromusing a particul ar



library, although it would in any case be desirable to ask users

whet her they wished to participate in that aspect of the system and,
under the terns of the Act, it would be a legal obligation to inform
t hose who enquired what information was held regardi ng them Davies
puts this latter point well, when he says "Inform ng data subjects of
data protection arrangenents is not only comon courtesy but fulfils
many of the objectives of the |law and the Principles".

Concl usi on

The primary question which nust be addressed is, how appropriate is an
"expert systent type of programfor this application? The system
denonstrated di spl ays the features of an expert, or know edge- based,
system in that it inplenents a set of rules, or heuristics, which are
obtainable with relative ease froma human "expert", or which nay at

| east be derived by a process of trial and error froma series of

postul ated rul es which can be refined, by the adjustnent of weightings,
to reproduce the operation of such rules. The responses to the
guestionnaire indicated that there does exist a demand for a system of
this type, offering subject access to fiction, although respondents not
involved in the library professions are | ess prepared to exchange the
anonymty of current systens for the inplications of data storage and
the perceived effort of providing the feedback necessary to nake it
nore efficiently interactive. The success of the system s operation, as
percei ved by respondents when operating with a conparatively sinple set
of rules, is encouraging, in that it indicates the potential of which a
nore intensively devel oped system ni ght be capable. If the input and
mai nt enance aspects of the system were enhanced, it offers a facility
whi ch users indicated they woul d value, at a cost in workload to the
library which is rather | ess than that which m ght be feared by
professional librarians concerned by the spectre of "classifying
fiction". For the systemto function, at a higher level than
denonstrated, it would require only the creation of a carefully

t hought -out list of "known books", and the regul ar mai ntenance of the
list of "new books", which would need classified at a relatively
superficial level. Obviously, the nore effort that could be expended in
such classification, the greater would be the value of the system but
even at the superficial |level denonstrated, the questionnaire results
appear to show that it intrigued and inpressed those users who were
prepared to try it out.

Further plans

The | anguage in which the programis witten nust be changed. PROLOG
especially the "cut-down" Public Domain version which was used, runs
too slowy on the machines, typically IBM PC- conpatible, which m ght
be expected to be found in the "live" environnment. However, now that
the basic logic of the program has been worked out, it ought to be a
much easier matter to develop a faster and visually superior version in
a | anguage such as C or C++. A change in | anguage al so opens the door
to anot her exciting potential devel opnent, the possibility of including
hypertext |inks to other docunments sharing sonme attributes with those
sel ected, either by the user or by the programitself. This facility
could be imagi ned as being in some ways simlar to the "Navigate"
option offered by sone OPAC systens, in that it would allow the user to
junp the display inmmediately to other rel evant docunents, but in which
she, not the OPAC supplier, would determ ne which factors ni ght
constitute rel evance in her search



Work is currently in hand to rewite the systemin the "C' |anguage,
with the attendant benefits which have been indicated above, and it is
hoped that a small "stand-al one" systemfor the smaller library may be
produced as the next step in its devel oprent.
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