
100 Federated Search Requirements Questions 

To Ask Vendors

This checklist covers over 100 questions that prospective customers of federated search may want to consider and ask vendors.

Production of this checklist is sponsored by Deep Web Technologies but the checklist raises questions that are applicable to many vendors. I will, in fact, solicit other federated search vendors for further questions.

The latest version of this list will always be available at this URL as a Word document:

http://FederatedSearchBlog.com/docs/100questions.doc
Here are some thoughts about the list:


I welcome your input. Please send your suggestions for new questions or for clarification of existing questions to sol.lederman@gmail.com.

The Checklist

Usability
Architecture
Integration
Search Features
Results Features
SaaS (Software as a Service)
On-site hosting of solution
System Administration
Connectors
Alerts
Support
Enhancements and Upgrades
Planning and Deployment
Vendor Information

Usability- How users interact with Federated Search

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Is the user interface friendly and easy to use (i.e. little user training required)? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Are basic searches easy to perform? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you provide clustering or other visualization of search results? If so, can I pick my own field to cluster on (e.g. author, date range, publication)?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you support faceted (guided) search? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you support taxonomies and/or ontologies?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Are advanced searches intuitive to construct? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Is the results page informative and easy to navigate?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you provide web-based help pages?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 What browsers and versions do you support? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 What minimum screen resolutions will your search work on?

top
Architecture-Behind the scenes software

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 What is the maximum number of sources that users can search at one time? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 How many simultaneous users/queries can your product support? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Are all components of your architecture proprietary? Are some open source? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  To what extent can your software search unstructured data (e.g. theses, white papers, reports), web-based OPAC catalogs, public web-sites, in-house databases and subscription services in parallel from one search form? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you support different access levels where different users get different search pages and sources? (This would be supported at the Web Application or HTTP server.)

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can you access document sources via multiple protocols (e.g. XML gateway,  HTTP, SR/U, SR/W, Z39.50)? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you support screen-scraping as a last resort for information extraction?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you support users searching from multiple locations? If so, what mechanisms do you support (e.g. browser-based proxies, proxy servers)?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can your relevance ranking algorithm be weighted to favor results in a particular date range or from a particular source? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  How well do you handle dates in searches and in results that are in different formats? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  How well do you handle author names in searches and in results that are in different formats (e.g. Einstein, A. vs. Einstein, Albert vs. Albert Einstein)? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  How customizable are the internal workings of the application (e.g. sorting, filtering, ranking algorithm)? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can you manage individual user logins to one source?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can you implement limits on the number of simultaneous searches on a per-source basis?

top
Integration-Applications/Software your product can integrate with.

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you have an API that I can use to embed your functionality into other software (e.g. search portal)? If so, how well is it documented?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you have a standards-based Web Services interface to your system functions?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can I easily embed search boxes to your application on my homepage, other web pages and other applications? 

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you integrate with URL resolvers? 

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you integrate with ILS catalogs for browsing journals or databases?

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  What features do you have for integration with social networking and/or collaboration tools?

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can you integrate your federated search with course management systems (e.g. Moodle or Sakai?)

top

Search Features- Product Features relating to performing a search

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can we select specific sources to search or groups of sources to search?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you search multiple sources in parallel in real-time (i.e. do you in fact do federated search?)

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you search full text as well as abstracts of documents? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you support different search pages (views) for different sets of users? 

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  What are your advanced (fielded) search capabilities? What fields can users search on? 

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can searches be performed by different attributes (e.g. date or relevance)? 

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you support Boolean operators, wild cards, and/or phrase searching? 

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you support proximity searching? 

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can users save searches to perform again later? 

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can users view a history of their searches?

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can users customize their search experience? 

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you provide a spellchecker that catches potential typos and provides spelling suggestions? 

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you provide browsing capability and title searching for journals and databases?

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can I limit searches by date range, search for peer reviewed documents only, and search for full text documents only?

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you handle stemming and stop words in a reasonable way?

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Are database descriptions available to users?

top

Results Features- Results-related product features

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you provide relevance ranking? If so, how does it work? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you dedupe results? If so, what fields do you dedupe against? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you merge multiple results from different sources to produce a single results page with results from all sources?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  How many results can your software retrieve from a single source? 

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you provide incremental (partial) results so that users can see some results right away, without waiting for all sources to return all results?

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can the system provide a flexible handling of which fields are displayed in search results?

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  In what ways can you sort results? 

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you support filtering (narrowing) of results?

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can search results be marked for downloading, saving, or printing? 

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can a result list be emailed? If so, can it be emailed in HTML or text?

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can search results be exported as an RSS feed?

  FORMCHECKBOX 
 Can citations be exported? If so, in what format(s)? 

  FORMCHECKBOX 
Can users organize results by content type (e.g. videos, presentations, training courses, news)?

top
SaaS (Software as a Service)

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  What is your fee structure?  Do you charge by number of users, by number of connectors, or in some other way?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  How long of a contract do I have to sign?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you implement load balancing?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Is your service highly available (e.g. fault tolerant)?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  What monitoring do you have in place for your search engine and connectors?

top
On-site hosting of solution

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  What are the hardware (CPU, RAM, storage) requirements? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  What platform(s) does your software run on?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  What technical expertise is required to install your software? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  What level of technical resource (time and skill) is required to maintain the software? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  What level of administrative support (time and skill) is required to maintain the software? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  What is your fee structure (e.g. licensing terms)?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  What is your model for providing software maintenance and bug fixes?

top
System Administration

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  What performance and/or other metrics are available (e.g. number of user queries, number of documents returned by particular sources, performance of sources, search terms)? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
   What tools do you provide for the monitoring of the components of a self-hosted system (e.g. CPU, memory, and process utilization)?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  What administrative tools do you provide for creating and managing users? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can you bring sources offline and online? (It's useful to be able to disable connectors to source that, for example, are temporarily down.)

top
Connectors

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you have a mechanism for remotely monitoring connectors? How do you deal with connector problems you identify remotely? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Is there a tool that I can use to monitor connectors and be notified when one is no longer working?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can you provide me with a list of available connectors?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you handle sessions and cookies when searching an information source? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can I create my own connectors? If so, how difficult is that to do and what tools, training, documentation, and support do you provide for that? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can you search applications that have indexed documents? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you integrate with ILS catalogs for link resolution? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can your software automatically retrieve more results from a source (i.e. get next page of results)?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  How do you maintain connectors to my internal sources?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
   Do you have (or will you commit to build) connectors on my “must-have” list?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  What is your process for requesting new connectors? How long do they take to build?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can you search my ILS catalog? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can I use your application to search my enterprise (e.g. Documentum, Lotus Domino, MS Exchange)?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  What authentication mechanisms do you support for searching subscription sources (e.g. username/password login, IP authentication)? 

Alerts

  FORMCHECKBOX 
 Can users create alerts where they receive new search results on a regular basis?

  FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can I automatically create an alert from a search result listing page, from the search I just performed?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  How do I get notified of new search results (e.g. Email or RSS)?

top
Support

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  How do you handle reporting and resolution of bugs? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  What is your service level agreement? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  In what ways do you handle support calls (e.g. phone, email, online)? Do you offer live phone support?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you offer support calls from our users?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  How do you bill for support? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  How quickly do you fix broken connectors?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 What documentation do you provide? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Do you provide user training, if needed?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  What documentation and/or training do you provide for administrators? 

top
Enhancements and Upgrades

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  How do you handle the release of new features? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Are upgrades free? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  How are upgrades installed?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  How often do you deploy an upgrade?

top
Planning and Deployment

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  How quickly can you deploy a solution once you have a signed contract? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you have marketing materials for your customers? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  How customizable is the look-and-feel of the application, i.e. can I easily brand it?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can I create predefined subject categories so that I can group and then search resources by subject?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can I easily generate my own search pages where I can pre-determine which sources and which search fields are to be displayed? Can users do this? Can administrators? (Someone creating a search page for a course might want this functionality.) 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  What demonstrations can you provide, especially of customers with environments similar to mine? Can I play with the demo on my own? Can you include some of the sources I care about in the demo?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Do you create pilots?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can you help me to calculate the ROI on my investment? 

top

Vendor Information

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  How long has your company been in business? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  What kinds of federated search environments do you specialize in?

 FORMCHECKBOX 
  Can you provide references of customers with similar needs and environments?

top



The list is by no means comprehensive; it is a living document which will improve with your feedback. 


No single vendor can respond affirmatively to all questions so please don't use this list to convince yourself that no vendor can provide you with a satisfactory solution. 


A good use of the list is to help you identify what is important given your situation. 


The list may jog your memory and prompt more questions.


Not all questions will apply to your situation. Feel free to delete questions that don't apply to you, to rearrange items and categories, and to do what it takes to make the list work for you.


I've divided questions into categories. This is a difficult and ambiguous task. You may disagree with the placement of some questions.
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