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It is generally accepted in evaluations of online retrieval systems that more is 
better. High recall (the percentage of relevant documents retrieved) and high precision 
(the percentage of retrieved documents that are relevant) are both valued. On the other 
hand, many users probably don’t want to be inundated with too many documents, even 
relevant ones, because the task of reading them all would be too burdensome. This 
preference is somewhat at odds with trying to maximize recall and precision. Therefore, 
it is reasonable to ask how users reconcile these issues when they are deciding how 
satisfied they are with the results of an online search.

The research to be presented uses a psychological theory of decision making and 
experimental methods to attempt to answer this question. In the experiment, users of 
online systems are presented with a variety of hypothetical search outcomes. They are 
asked to rate how satisfied they would be with the outcome of each search. The 
hypothetical searches vary in terms of precision and in terms of the total number of 
documents retrieved. A typical question presented to the users is "How satisfied are you 
with an online search that produces 40 articles, eight of which turn out to be relevant to 
your interests?" By using different combinations of the two quantities in the 
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