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Simple keyword searching 1s never enough

By Victor Yannacone

Many if not most e-discovery proto-
cols are built around reaching agreement
on keywords, but few of those protocols
require testing to see whether the key-
words are missing large numbers of rel-
evant documents.

Precision vs. recall

Keyword advocates fervently hope
that by achieving high receli — the
percentage of relevant documents
found; that p recision— the number of
relevant versus total documents — also
stays high. It doesn’t. There is a trade-
off between recall and precision; the
better the recall, the lower the preci-
sion. Unfortunately, the opposite is of-
ten true — better precision often means
worse recall.

When the keywords seem to identify
many relevant documents, the search
seems precise, but with large datasets,
there is almost certain failure to identify
many other relevant documents.

Im\Br(_)ving keyword searching
hile keyword search can be effec-
tive in finding relevant documents, it
can suffer from both low recall and poor
precision.

Conducting broader searches to improve
recall comes at the cost of lower precision
and requires examining many more irrel-

evant documents. Total review

costs go up accordingly. /
Tterating keywords over a
series of searches, sampling :

results and then refining the
keyword searches can cer-

In the search for appropriate
keywords:

» Examine the complaint and
every other document you have
that is relevant to the subject

tainly improve results but only > matter of the litigation.
at greatly increased cost. S * It is best to start with broad
By relying on computer im- terms. Recall is much more im-
plemented algorithms, most : portant than precision so err on
of them proprietary trade se- Vi the side of over-inclusion.
ictor Yannacone

crets, to bring a desired level
of recall while reviewing the fewest pos-
sible documents, commercial and aca-
demic predictive analytic systems often
rely upon a process of weighing docu-
ment features found through a continu-
ous ranking process. Lawyers, parale-
cals, and other human beings are
generally limited to identifying and lo-
cating the documents from which the
searches are built.

Basic preparation for keyword
searching

If your client is required to produce
documents, particularly ESI (electroni-
cally stored information), and you choose
to use keywords and metadata features to
create or limit a data set, at the very least
you must statistically sample the data
you are proposing to leave behind. Oth-
erwise you have no viable defense
against sanctions for overlooking what
may be relevant and material documents.

* Include word variants or
“stems.” Some review platforms have
stem search capabilities, but it is best to
think of all possible relevant variants
and string them together with the
Boolean OR operator. Beware of
“wildcards,” however, without some
kind of preliminary testing for poten-
tial overinclusion.

Include synonyms for any important
terms. Check agood online thesaurus;
but for industry-specific terms, check
the trade publications, particularly
those which have published “style
manuals.”

Test, revise, and re-test your search
terms. First run your searches individ-
vally or in small topically related
groups. If the results demonstrate a
need to revise, change only one ele-
ment at each retest run. If necessary use
well-established statistical sampling
methods with robust randomization.

* Test random samples from both the

document set created from keyword
hits ¢nd the set of ¢/i the documents
that have been discarded. Then com-
pare the relevance rates of both sets be-
fore making permanent discards.

Remember, no matter how carefully
you craft your search terms, keyword
searching is imprecise. The only way to
be sure your searches are sufficiently
comprehensive is by testing your results.

Can a keyword search be as or more
effective than with technology assisted
review (TAR ) and/or Predictive Analyt-
ics? That will be the subject of another,
much longer column.

Note: Victor John Yannacone Jr. is an
advocate, trial lawyer, and litigator prac-
ticing today in the manner of @ British
barrister by serving of counsel to ator-
neys and law firms locally and throughout
the United States in complex matters. Mr
Yannacone has been continuously in-
volved in computer science since the days
of the first transistors in 1955 and ac-
tively Involved in design, development,
and management of relationd databases.
He pioneered in the development of envi-
ronmental systems science and was a co-
Jounder of the Environmental Defense
Fund. He can be reached at (631) 475—
0231, or vyannacone@yannalaw.com,
and through his website htips:/yan-
nalavicom.




