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ABSTRACT

Although there have been repeated calls in the MIR lit-
erature for a greater emphasis on the (potential) users of
music information systems—complementing valuable and
thriving research on MIR algorithms—the impact of for-
mal investigations of user information needs and informa-
tion behaviour on MIR system design has been limited [5]
[7] [8]. Challenges of generalization, a lack of system-
atic synthesis of results, and the disconnect between sys-
tem/evaluation task designers and user studies researchers
have been proposed as potential reasons for this situation
[5]. To address these issues, we present an analytical in-
terface and query mechanism operating over a large and
extensible corpus of empirical findings identified during
a systematic analysis of 159 research articles presenting
MIR user studies, coded according to a conceptual frame-
work for relevance, a central notion at the heart of infor-
mation searching and information retrieval [3].

1. MOTIVATION: RELEVANCE IN MIR

The definition and operationalisation of experiential simi-
larity and relevance measures—a key research priority for
Music Information Retrieval (MIR) [1]—stands to benefit
greatly from user-focussed research efforts. Discussions
on the nature of relevance and its place at the heart of In-
formation Retrieval (IR) have been ongoing for decades,
and have been traced to the very beginnings of organized
academic research into textual IR [6]. While some initial
investigations have probed this notion in the music infor-
mation domain, finding significant overlap with textual IR
in terms of the criteria users apply in their relevance judge-
ments [2] [4], formal consideration of relevance in MIR
has remained scarce. To address this, we have adapted an
established conceptual framework for relevance in textual
IR—the stratified model of relevance interactions [6] [9]—
to clarify the variety of relevance considerations for MIR.
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2. CORPUS AND CODING ACTIVITY

We have conducted a systematic analysis of a set of 159 ar-
ticles reporting on user studies in the MIR literature, com-
piled by Lee and Cunningham in previous research [5] pre-
senting a predominantly bibliometric investigation. In con-
trast, our research is situated at the content level, codifying
empirical findings reported within each article according to
our conceptual framework for relevance. At present, the re-
sulting corpus contains 866 discrete findings derived from
176 studies contained within the corpus (publications can
report on more than one study.) We have developed tools
to enable real-time updates as new studies are added.

The coding activity was undertaken by four researchers
employing a collaborative coding tool. The tool allows
coders to assign one or more studies to each article in the
set, capturing descriptions of the given study’s purpose, the
sample size and frame, and the methodology employed.
Findings are assigned to each study by providing a short
textual description, and by choosing descriptors from a set
of drop-down menus corresponding to each stratum (con-
ceptual category) of the relevance model. The initial set of
descriptors was determined based on a preliminary appli-
cation of the model to the music domain [9], and on sub-
sequent discussions during the initial phase of the coding
process. In cases where none of the available descriptors
suitably convey the intended meaning, new descriptors can
be minted by specifying a stratum of the model and provid-
ing a corresponding new label and explication. Provenance
information describing the researcher responsible, as well
as the specific article, study, and finding that prompted
the addition, is captured automatically by the tool. Newly
added descriptors become immediately available to all re-
searchers in order to promote inter-coder consistency.

3. PROVIDING ACCESS

The coded corpus of findings is publicly accessible through
an analytical interface 1 presenting two interaction modes:
a co-occurrence matrix (Figure 1) providing access to a
two-dimensional projection of the classification space de-
fined by the relevance model, and a query mechanism fil-
tering the corpus of findings according to individual stra-
tum descriptors. The former interaction mode provides an
overview of the differing extent to which the classification

1 Available at http://relevance.linkedmusic.org



space outlined by the model has been explored in previous
research; users can drill down to access a detailed list of
corresponding findings by clicking on a given cell of the
diagram. We anticipate that this mode will be of use to
MIR user researchers, aiding both in synthesis of the liter-
ature by demonstrating areas of converging findings across
different studies, and in hypothesis generation by identify-
ing gaps in our present knowledge. The latter interaction
mode is aimed primarily at MIR system designers and eval-
uators wishing to rapidly gain an overview of MIR user re-
search findings pertaining to their specific area of interest.
For instance, developers addressing a mood classification
task are provided with simple and straightforward access to
summary descriptions of the 29 findings on mood manage-
ment, 24 findings on emotion connotation, and 17 findings
on music emotion elicitation identified in the collection of
user studies, each presented in context of their respective
generating study, and accompanied with Google Scholar
queries to the corresponding article for each finding.

4. PROMOTING THE IMPACT OF MIR USER
RESEARCH

Lee and Cunningham [5] outlined a number of challenges
limiting the impact of MIR user research. These include
challenges of generalization, whereby the common reliance
on convenience sampling and limitations of sample size
require triangulation between different studies in order to
identify findings that generalize across multiple groups of
users; a lack of systematic synthesis of research results,
complicated by the highly diffuse nature of their dissemi-
nation, the reviewed articles having appeared in 83 distinct
publication venues across a wide variety of research fields;
and, perhaps as a consequence of the preceding challenges,
a disconnect between system/evaluation task designers and
user studies researchers. Lee and Cunningham publicly
share their list of articles with full citation information, in
the spirit of collaborative and transparent research synthe-
sis, as a first step toward addressing these issues. We grate-
fully adopt this collection, and reciprocate by making our
corpus of coded studies and findings available, accessible
and queryable through a simple user interface. Further, we
invite other MIR user studies researchers to help grow the
corpus in order to keep up with the fast-changing nature of
our field, initially by contacting the corresponding author.
We hope that the outcomes of this process will be useful to
future MIR user research, providing a reference of current
knowledge, a tool for hypothesis generation, and a lens to
promote the synergic impact of these studies in terms of
implications for MIR system design.
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Figure 1. Distribution of findings according to the strata
outlined in the relevance model, expressed as percentages
of the total number of findings (N=866).
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