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Search engine ‘best bets’

Much can be done to improve
the quality of search results. No
amount of tweaking of metadata
or search configuration will,
however, ensure that the most
relevant results always appear at
the beginning of the list.

This is where search engine ‘best
bets’ come in. These are a hand-
created list of key resources for
common queries, and they can
dramatically improve the search
experience, particularly on in-
formation-rich sites such as in-
tranets.

Presenting best bets
In the screenshot shown, the staff member has
searched for ‘organisational structure’. The first
section highlights the intranet page ‘CSIRO or-
ganisational structure’. Below that, the rest of
the 4821 matching search results are presented,
most of which just include the words ‘organisa-
tional structure’ somewhere in the page.

This initial featured page is not listed by chance.
Instead, the intranet team specifically marked it
in the search engine for the phrase ‘organisation-
al structure’.

The value of best bets
As the size of the site grows, so does the number
of matching search results. The challenge is then
to ensure that the most useful pages are listed
right at the beginning of the list.

In most cases, however, users are only ever look-
ing for a few key pages. For example, users enter-
ing ‘annual leave’ are either looking for the leave
form itself, or the leave policy.

Recognising this, search engine ‘best bets’ pro-
vides a hand-created list of key matches for com-
mon searches. These are presented prominently
at the beginning of the search results, followed
by the rest of the matching pages.

Implementing ‘best bets’ is one of the most effec-
tive ways of improving the quality of search re-
sults, as well as allowing the web team to raise
awareness and visibility of key corporate docu-
ments and policies.

Creating and managing best bets
Search engine ‘best bets’ are implemented using
a simple database that contains search terms,
and matching best bets.

Efforts in creating best bets are then targeted by
reviewing the ‘most popular searches’ report (see
the earlier article Intranet search reports). Start-
ing with the most popular searches ensures that
the greatest value is initially delivered.

Ongoing effort should then be set aside on a
monthly basis to review and add entries. This al-
lows the effectiveness of the search to be steadily
enhanced over time.

Technology options
Ideally, the ability to enter and manage ‘best
bets’ is built directly into the search engine. A
simple interface should then be provided to cre-
ate new entries.

Unfortunately, at the time of writing, few search
engines provide support for ‘best bets’ out of the
box. If a new search tool is being purchased, this
should therefore be a selection criteria for the
chosen product.

When working with an existing search product,
it may be necessary to custom-develop the ‘best
bets’ capability. Experience has shown that this
is generally not a major piece of coding. It should
then be fairly straightforward to implement this
as an extra ‘layer’ on top of the normal search en-
gine results.

Screenshot provided courtesy of CSIRO


