“How To” Guide for Assessors – TREC Legal Track 2008

Ad Hoc and Relevance Feedback Tasks Only
Public version 

August 20, 2008 
Thank you for volunteering to participate in the TREC Legal Track for 2008.  Here’s what you need to know:

A.  Background
The National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST) has run a “Text Retrieval Conference” for the past 17 years, aimed at making advancements in the field of information science.   As part of TREC, computer scientists around the world participate in studying how well various search methods, tools and techniques work in finding information from large data sets.  (For more details on TREC, see http://trec.nist.gov)

Two years ago, for the very first time, one of the research tracks being run constituted  a “legal track,” aimed at understanding how different search methodologies perform in a legal setting.   The results of the first two years of the research have been reported to NIST in annual conferences held in November 2006 and 2007, and the research papers associated with the legal track are publicly available at http://trec-legal.umiacs.umd.edu/.    Based on the past two years’ efforts, NIST approved a third year of the research project to continue in 2008.
Representatives of The Sedona Conference ©, a nonprofit legal think tank, have continued to participate in this project through their considerable assistance in drafting complaints, developing query topics in the form of requests to produce, and participating in so-called Boolean negotiations over search terms.   

An Open Letter to the Legal Profession aimed at encouraging law firms, corporations, and e-discovery legal service providers to participate in submitting computer runs this year has been posted at http://trec-legal.umiacs.umd.edu/ as well as on The Sedona Conference publications page.

The results of this year’s combined research work will be written up and reported at the TREC 2008 Annual Conference, scheduled for the third week of November at NIST headquarters in Gaithersburg, Maryland.  
There were two necessary elements to this research project that needed to be put together before the current “assessment” phase involving you.  First, a test collection of documents was selected.  The documents chosen were those released under the terms of the Master Settlement Agreement (MSA) between various state Attorneys General and several tobacco companies and institutes.  These documents were originally gathered by tobacco companies in response to litigation they were involved in over a period of several decades.  Copies of approximately 7 million scanned MSA documents, along with metadata and optical character recognition (OCR) versions were obtained from the University of California at San Francisco Legacy Tobacco Documents Library.  Documents were then organized and formatted for experimental use by the Illinois Institute of Technology and David D. Lewis Consulting.   Further formatting work to get the third year’s collection ready has been carried out by Ian Soboroff at NIST, as well as by track coordinator Stephen Tomlinson.
Assessors will be assigned to work on either a topic that is either new for this year, as part of what is known as the “Ad Hoc Task,” or a topic that was previously used from one of the Complaints in either Year 1 or 2, and which is now being run again as part of what is known as the “Relevance Feedback Task.”   As in past years, all of the hypothetical “complaints” of various types in Years 1, 2 and 3 were created by members of The Sedona Conference.  For example, the new complaints for this year’s Ad Hoc Task consist of (i) a wrongful death, negligence and medical malpractice action against a company accused of being responsible for unsafe conditions in the workplace involving ignitable paper, and a fictional clinic at which the victim died; (ii) a class action under the securities laws alleging false and misleading representations made by a hypothetical tobacco company; and finally, and (iii)  an investigation by a fictional federal trade agency into violations by unnamed entities of trade practices and antitrust laws involving Asian trade markets.   Additionally, there are nine complaints being used from Years 1 and 2 as part of the Relevance Feedback Task.  (Note: even though one or more of these “complaints” consist of formal demand letters from a government investigative agency rather than a lawsuit, for ease of reference all of these documents will be referred to as “complaints.”)   In turn, the creators of the complaints and the track organizers drafted a set of “requests to produce documents” to be associated with each complaint. 
The research project in which you will be participating is modeled on the real ways in which lawyers make and respond to requests for documents in the context of either a typical lawsuit or a governmental investigation.  In either situation, inevitably one of the parties makes a formal ”request to produce documents” of the other side, based on the issues raised in the Complaint or investigation.  (If in federal court, this type of demand is typically filed pursuant to Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 34.)    Often requests to produce are very broadly worded, in order to force the opposing party to provide a maximum number of responsive documents.  Sometimes requests are more tailored, when knowledge exists that an opposing party has particular documents in their possession which would be useful to the requestor at trial.  Still other requests are aimed at obtaining only particular types of documents (e.g., internal memoranda of a company).

Particularly in large lawsuits and investigations involving complex subject areas, the party that has received a set of discovery requests ultimately employs a large cadre of lawyers, law clerks, and assistants of various types to assist in what is known as “document production.”  Sometimes companies and law firms will contract to have individuals outside those organizations participate in the process.    

For the purpose of participating in the TREC legal track, you should simply assume that you have been requested by a senior partner, or hired by a law firm or company to review a set of documents for “relevance.”   You will be assigned one or more topics (i.e., one or more requests to produce).  For a given topic you will be expected to decide which documents are “relevant” to  that topic.  Some topics will require you to choose among three categories, namely, “not relevant,” “relevant,” and “highly relevant.”  (For documents over 300 pages, see below for additional guidance on how to proceed.)    More on “relevance” will be discussed below.

Just as in real life, no one at the hypothetical law firm that is asking you to participate in this document review expects you to have special or comprehensive knowledge of the matters discussed in the lawsuit which your “request to produce” topic is associated with.   You don’t therefore need to be an expert in wrongful death, negligence, antitrust, securities or trade practices law, etc., to decide if documents are relevant to a topic.  Some knowledge of why the requests to produce were made can be useful, however, so it is important to read the complaint associated with a topic as general background to give you some further perspective on why certain topics are being asked for.   Note that the topics that are covered in these requests vary widely; some have something to do with a subject related to tobacco, but some do not.   

Finally, the sizes of the set of documents to be reviewed may vary somewhat by topic, with an expected range between 500 and 1000 documents.  IMPORTANT CAVEAT:   You are being asked to complete only the first bin of the document set, which contains approximately 500 documents, depending on the topic, for purposes of satisfying the minimum volunteering commitment.  If you find that you have additional time and interest to work on the assigned topic, the research community would be very appreciative of your tackling whatever additional bins that may be provided as part of your topic (the maximum number of documents is 1000 total).   The total time commitment you end up having to make will depend just as much on the size of individual documents as the total number of documents, so it cannot be predicted with certainty.   Based on past years’ post-assessment survey results, we believe that you will be able to review on the order of 20-25 documents per hour (translating into approximately 20-25 hours to review the first 500 documents), but your own rate of review will most highly depend on the average length and complexity of your particular document set.

B.  Deciding “Relevance”
The heart of the research project involves finding “relevant” needles in a large electronic haystack: the documents in your topic set were found by one or more different search methods and then pooled together by statistical methods beyond the scope of this “How To” paper.   Most importantly, the documents you will be looking at will almost certainly contain both relevant and nonrelevant documents to the topic.  For purposes of the greater research project, a search method that finds the most relevant documents with the least “false positive” nonrelevant documents will get a higher score on one or more tests.  But you can fairly expect that there will be a high percentage of documents that are not “relevant,” although this will differ greatly by the topics assigned.

Treatises – beginning with Wigmore’s – have been written on the subject of what constitutes “legal relevance.”   Wikipedia’s entry on “Relevance” says the term means “the tendency of a given item of evidence to prove or disprove one of the legal elements of the case.”  Rule 401 of the Federal Rules of Evidence says “relevant evidence means evidence having any tendency to make the existence of any fact that is of consequence to the determination of the action more possible or less probable than it would be without the evidence.”   These definitions seem of limited utility compared with applying basic principles of common sense to the present exercise.

For the TREC legal track, you are generally to consider documents to be “relevant,” and therefore “responsive” to the topic request, if any portion of the document can be said to be about the topic.   Relevance can be expressed in many different ways, and can be found in individual words, phrases, and sentences – you don’t need to have an entire paragraph or a completely coherent thought in the document to say that a document is relevant to a topic.    Just as importantly, a document may be relevant even if it fails to contain any of the important words in the topic request. Conversely, a document may end up being considered nonrelevant despite containing one or more important words in the topic request.  What is of interest is the content of the document.    
For example, assume a topic were to request any documents that reference the effect of secondhand smoking in children under 18.  The document you pull up online refers to the concept of “environmental smoking” and cites a study on its effects on teenagers.   Even though the word “secondhand” doesn’t appear, you are entitled to draw on your life experience and your general knowledge to say that the document is relevant to the request.  

Beyond that expansive definition of what is considered relevant, there are some limitations and conditions in some of the topics.  There will be some topics that define the document type being looked for, so as to expect you to limit finding relevant documents to internal memos on tobacco company letterhead, etc.  Some topics might be limited by a date span.   You will only have one topic to work with, however, so you need not be concerned with all possible variations and permutations occurring in the topic questions throughout the entire document set.  

VERY IMPORTANT POINT 1:  RELEVANT vs. HIGHLY RELEVANT.  Most of the topics will require the assessor to further distinguish between documents that are merely ‘relevant,” and those that should be considered highly relevant.  There is, of course, going to be a high degree of subjectivity and discretion in making this decision in any given case.  The distinction you should make is whether you believe the document would be viewed by your senior partner and colleagues as being “on point” with respect to the request to produce, rather than merely “tangential.”   For example, in the secondhand smoke example given above, assume a document that contains one brief footnote that references the concept of secondhand smoke in teenagers, but contains no additional discussion of that concept.  Further assume a second document in which half of its discussion is about the concept of secondhand smoke in children under 18, citing and analyzing many studies and distinguishing their results.   The latter document would be considered “highly relevant” to the request at hand; the former merely relevant.  While documents don’t have to be “smoking guns” (no pun intended) to be considered highly relevant, we expect that you will be able to distinguish between documents that seem to be material and substantive with respect to the requested topic, and those that merely contain glancing allusions or references which make them more than nonresponsive, but not much more.

VERY IMPORTANT POINT 2:  REVIEWING THE DOCUMENT.  The actual document should always be examined before making a relevance assessment: do not rely on the title alone (or for that matter, on any of the metadata fields associated with the document alone, although the latter may nevertheless be helpful) .  Some documents will be lengthy, and it will be important in some instances that you read the entire document to determine if any isolated portion of it makes the document as a whole relevant (or highly relevant, if the topic calls for that).  In other cases, it may be quickly clear from the nature of the document that it can not contain any relevant information.  Also, if you are making just a binary decision of relevance or not relevant, as soon as you find that a document contains a relevant part, you do not need to read it any further, since you’re done!  (This is not true for topics that ask for you to also consider if a document is “highly relevant”; you would only need to stop reading if the first reference or passage is considered by you to be “highly relevant”—otherwise you would still need to determine if the document contains only wording that makes it relevant, or whether indeed some later part of it makes it turn out to be highly relevant.)   Both because of the number of nonrelevant documents, and the need to examine them more closely, you can expect to spend much more time looking at nonrelevant documents than relevant ones. 

As you go along, you may find that there are certain strategies to be employed in dealing with longer documents, to quickly determine relevance, such as checking a table of contents (at the beginning) or list of references and citations (at the end) in lieu of working you way through the internal text.   The ability to search the scanned document itself (described in a special NOTE below) may be useful in some cases as well.  

Some documents will contain no such helpful shortcuts and will need to be read in full. 
VERY IMPORTANT POINT 3:  A SPECIAL RULE FOR ASSESSING DOCUMENTS OVER 300 PAGES IN LENGTH:  If a document is longer than 300 pages, please first attempt to determined relevance by using the search strategies described in the immediate paragraph above.   In some cases, you will be able to establish that it can’t possibly be  relevant by establishing its uniform nature (e.g., a telephone book).  However, after an initial examination, if you believe you cannot fairly establish relevance one way or the other without spending an inordinate amount of time reviewing, please assess it by marking “Unjudged” rather than going through the document to check every page.  

As an example, we know from prior years that there is at least one 3500 page document in the database that consists of one library card catalog record per page.  For some topics it would not be possible to rule out the relevance of this document without checking every page, but we would urge you to mark this document “Unjudged” if some browsing did not turn up evidence that it is relevant to your particular topic.  
VERY IMPORTANT POINT 4:  DUPLICATES & DOCUMENT ORDER IN EACH POOL.  Each document needs to be judged on its own merits; if it is a duplicate, you can hopefully quickly determine that and decide on relevance, but please judge all duplicate documents consistently unless relevance hinges on some non-duplicated aspect of the document (e.g. a handwritten annotation present on some copies but not others).   If there are “gray areas” where you could go either way, it is important that you make a consistent rule for yourself and judge all documents accordingly.   You should also be sure to write down the decision rule you are using and attach it to the post-assessment questionnaire that we will be sending out.  As stated above, the topic sets may contain a greater or lesser number of relevant documents; you should judge each document on its own and should not be concerned with how many total relevant or irrelevant documents you have found.    Please also note that the way in which documents have been sorted in the pool you are reviewing in no way reflects whether the track participants or organizers consider them to be “relevant,” “highly relevant,” or not relevant, as the case may be.  In fact, for statistical purposes some of each of the above categories can be expected to be  found throughout the 500 or so documents in your first bin, as well as in additional bins.   

VERY IMPORTANT POINT 5:  IGNORE BOOLEANS.  You should also know that the track participants who submitted computer runs were provided with negotiated Boolean search strings, as developed by members of The Sedona Conference after the complaints and topics were created.   These were developed as an aid to the overall research project, in terms of assisting track participants in developing their own search methods and protocols.  However, volunteer assessors are NOT being provided these search strings, as they may serve to influence in some way your decisions on relevance.    Accordingly, you should use versions of the Complaints that do not have the Boolean negotiated strings included.   You should receive a copy of the Complaint and associated topic in an email at the start of the project.  Versions of the Complaints being used for both the Ad Hoc and Relevance Feedback tasks will also be put up in the 2008 area of the TREC Legal Track website for the convenience of assessors.
C.  Step-by-step guide to the Assessor Interface
A web-based user interface for assessing TREC Legal Track documents will be available to everyone participating in this research project 24 hours a day, 7 days a week for the duration of the “assessment phase” of the project.    

Here is what you will need to do:

Before anything can happen further, you or your sponsoring organization will have sent your name and email address to HYPERLINK jason.baron@nara.gov  jason.baron@nara.gov, for the purpose of assigning you an login ID and password.   You will receive a login ID and password from one of the track coordinators.   Also, along with receiving your login ID and password, you will be sent a copy of the associated Complaint that corresponds to the “request to produce” topic you are working on. 

The set of documents that you will be reviewing has been divided into six “bins.”  These bins are numbered according to your topic number, so for example if you have topic 37, you will have bins 37.001, 37.002, and so forth up to 37.006.  You will receive a list of the bins for your topic.  Bin XX.001, which contains about 500 documents, is the most critical bin for you to review.  The other bins contain about 100 documents.  As stated above, if you have time to review more than the first bin, please by all means do so, but at a minimum we are asking for you to complete your review of bin XX.001.

Once you have your login ID and password, go to the web site where the assessment interface is hosted: HYPERLINK http://trec.umiacs.umd.edu:8080/LegalAssess/login.html   (See the note at the end of this section about this site and the assessment interface.)  

At the home page, log in with your login ID and password. 

Click the “Start Assessment” button in the top left of the window, enter the number of the first bin of your request (i.e., “37.001” if your topic number is 37) into the dialog box, and click “Ok.”  
The documents assigned to you to review will be listed in the panel on the left side of the window.  Each document is labeled with an 8-character identifier, for example “abc00a01”.  Starting with document 1, click on its document identifier to see the document.  The document will appear on the right side of the window.  You can move between pages of the document by clicking the next/previous page buttons in the document view.  You will probably want to read the documents online, since there is no simple way to print them all out (and lots of paper would be needed!).  Unfortunately, as in real discovery situations, some documents are very long.  Follow the “Relevance” instructions given above in deciding whether a document is relevant or not relevant to the topic.

Your assessment of each document will by entered by clicking the button “Not relevant” or “Relevant.”  (For some topics you will be given the option of choosing “Highly Relevant” as well.)    You may use “Unsure” as a placeholder category for coming back to documents later.  Clicking “Unjudged” will erase any assessment you have already made.  

You do not have to judge documents in order.  You may skip over documents or mark documents as Unsure to return to later.  It is possible to find all documents which are Unsure or Unjudged by changing the “show” option (just above the document list) from “all” to “unjudged.” 

This will cause the document list to only display unjudged or unsure documents. 

You do not need to do anything special to end a session or save your assessments.  Each assessment is recorded as you make it, so you can close the window at any time.   When you return at a later time your prior assessments will still be there, and the interface will remember where you left off.  If you return to the system after not using it for a half-hour, you will need to log in again for security reasons.
When you have finished a complete document set, notify Jason Baron.  (If you have volunteered for an additional topic in Phase II you will be assigned a new topic and the process shall begin again.)

 A NOTE ON SEARCHING THE OCR FOR DOCUMENTS:  

In addition to allowing you to view document images, the assessment platform at tobaccodocuments.org allows you to search OCR (Optical Character Recognition) output for the document.  The OCR output is of highly variable quality, and is completely useless for some documents.   Therefore, while an OCR search may help you find potentially relevant pages within a long document, it should NOT be trusted as a way of ruling out the presence of such pages.  It is completely possible that additional pages containing your search term are present but have been missed by the OCR search. 

To use the OCR search, you will need to have Adobe Acrobat Reader installed.  When viewing a document, scroll to the bottom of the document page view and click the “View as PDF document” link.  This will redisplay a PDF version of the document.  Depending on your operating system, browser, and Acrobat Reader version, you may then search within the PDF document. 
D.   Deadlines & Reporting Requirements
The deadline for assessments is 11:59 p.m. September 15, 2008; however, Please keep that deadline you are under in mind as you pace yourself through the project.  For those of you who have volunteered to take on more than one topic, please complete your first topic in as timely a way as possible so that you may proceed to a second topic.     

Under the NIST project rules, only one person can serve as an assessor of an individual topic; there is to be no “sharing” of responsibilities with your colleagues.  If you believe that for some reason you cannot finish undertaking the review, please notify Jason Baron at the earliest possible time.   (Either the topic will have to be re-assessed in full by someone else, or – in the very worst case – it will be discarded and thus won’t be used in the TREC 2008 project.)

VERY IMPORTANT:  The TREC coordinators ask that you keep detailed notes on how much time you have spent in doing the assessments. Although for reporting purposes a cumulative number will do (hours and minutes spent), we urge you to keep a “session log” where you record how much time you take on a daily basis, for purposes of ensuring greater accuracy.  Your reporting of this number as part of an end-of-project survey will be extremely useful in gauging the level of commitment needed in any future TREC legal track research project.    We also asked that you write down any “decision rules” you came up with along the way in making judgments about relevance.   We urge you to keep the equivalent of a “journal” of your thoughts as you go along, which would be memorialized in comments on you might make in a post-assessment survey.  (Kind of like a blog about your TREC Legal Track experience , only not in real time and not published to the world.)
E.   Additional Remarks
At the end of the process, we will ask that you fill out a short survey about the experience of participating in the project.   

Contact information for the three TREC legal track coordinators is provided below.   Feel free to contact the coordinators by email for any reason.  
The results of the TREC legal track will be available online sometime after the annual conference in November 2008, and will eventually be published in hard copy.  

This unique, state of the art research project could not be undertaken without the efforts of volunteer assessors such as yourself.  On behalf of NIST, all of the participating scientists around the world, participating members of The Sedona Conference ©,  your track coordinators, and all other interested observers, we thank you for your time and effort in making this project a success.  

Contact Information
For questions on the nature of task:
  Jason R. Baron
  Email:  HYPERLINK “mailto:jason.baron@nara.gov”

  jason.baron@nara.gov 
  Tel. 301.837.1499

For technical questions and bug reports on the assessment platform or document display:
Ian Soboroff

Email: HYPERLINK “mailto: ian.soboroff@nist.gov” ian.soboroff@nist.gov
Tel. 301. 975.3987

For questions about the TREC evaluation:
  Douglas W. Oard
  Email:   HYPERLINK "mailto:oard@umd.edu" oard@umd.edu
  Tel: 301.405.7590
Also: please cc Jason Baron on email sent to Ian Soboroff or Doug Oard.
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