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Thesis

ÅBy analyzing search logs, you engage in a 
conversation with your customers

ÅAt best, itôs a two way conversation:
ïYour users tell you what they seek

ïYou tune your search engine (and your site) to give 
them what they seek the most

ÅIf youôre not analyzing your search logs, then 
you arenôt listening to your customers

ÅSearch is too important to leave in the hands of 
robots
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The Wonderful Things 

Search Engines Do

ÅHelp harness massive amounts of content

ïThousands, millions, billions of URLs

ÅCut across barriers

ïDocument structure

ïTopical structure

ïInstitutional structure, silos
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The Horrible Things that 

Search Engines Do

ÅConfuse low-value content with vital 

content

ïAnd point to obsolete content

ïAnd draft, internal, duplicative content

ÅRank leaf pages ahead of starting points

ÅRank popular or personal pages ahead of 

official content
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Understand the Importance 

of the Search Box 
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MSU Keywords: 

Accidental Thesaurus

ÅCirca 1999 MSUôs local AltaVista stopped 
scaling

ÅSearch for ñhuman resourcesò and you get 
resume for a student in the HR program

ÅWe had to do something

ÅWe asked AltaVista for a way to goose the real 
HR site to the top of the hit list

ÅThey didnôt deliver

ÅSo we rolled our own Best Bets service, called it 
MSU Keywords

ÅAnd it worked!
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Methodology

ÅStudy the most popular unique searches

ÅMap each to appropriate URL

ïñhuman resourcesò -> hr.msu.edu

ïñcampus mapò -> www.msu.edu/maps

ÅWatch the results:

Å User complaints go down

Å So do content provider complaints

ÅContinue to watch, learn, and act
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Google Has Trained ôEm 

to Search First
ÅTop 10 searches, 

www.msu.edu, Jan 
2007

Å ñmapò is a top search 
even with a map logo 
on the home page

ÅMSU Usability 
Center, testing 2006 
redesign, ordered 
testers to stay away 
from the search box 

ÅNielsen 50% theory 
may underestimate

Unique Query

7218 campus map

5859 map

5184 im west

4320 library

3745 study abroad

3690 schedule of courses

3584 bookstore

3575 spartantrak

3229 angel

3204 cata

http://search.msu.edu/msuweb/?q=campus+map
http://search.msu.edu/msuweb/?q=map
http://search.msu.edu/msuweb/?q=im+west
http://search.msu.edu/msuweb/?q=library
http://search.msu.edu/msuweb/?q=study+abroad
http://search.msu.edu/msuweb/?q=schedule+of+courses
http://search.msu.edu/msuweb/?q=bookstore
http://search.msu.edu/msuweb/?q=spartantrak
http://search.msu.edu/msuweb/?q=angel
http://search.msu.edu/msuweb/?q=cata
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The Zipf Curve: 

Short Head, Torso, and Long Tail
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Keep It In Proportion

Å7218 campus map
Å5859 map
Å5184 im west
Å4320 library
Å3745 study abroad
Å3690 schedule of courses
Å3584 bookstore
Å 3575 spartantrak
Å 3229 angel
Å 3204 cata
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Find the Sweet Spot; 

Avoid Diminishing 

Returns

Rank Cumulative 

Percent

Count Query

1 1.40 7218 campus map 

14 10.53 2464 housing

42 20.18 1351 webenroll

98 30.01 650 computer center

221 40.05 295 msu union

500 50.02 124 hotels

7877 80.00 7 department of surgery


