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1. Introduction

Literature search constitutes an epistemic practice in which researchers assess the relevance of
scientific work. While previous research has extensively studied the relevance clues guiding document
selection (for an overview see Saracevic, 2016), less attention has been paid to how researchers
sequence these clues during inspection of search engine results pages (SERPs). This study reconstructs
researchers’ SERP inspection to identify modes of relevance evaluation and examines how they vary
across scientific disciplines.

2. Method

Life sciences and social sciences were selected as cases because both primarily engage in empirical
research but differ in their epistemic cultures and patterns of scholarly communication (Becher &
Trowler, 2001; Knorr-Cetina, 1999). Spanning various career levels, 25 researchers from each
discipline participated in this study (life/social sciences: 3/5 professors, 17/14 postdocs, 5/6 predocs).
A prefabricated SERP presented ten research articles with linked abstracts. Working on three scenarios
requiring a literature overview in a given research area outside the participants’ expertise, participants
selected up to three documents for reading. Relying on think-aloud (Ericsson & Simon, 1993) and click
data, relevance clues mentioned by participants were coded deductively drawing on Barry (1994), Barry
and Schamber (1998), Behnert (2019) and Saracevic (2007).

3. Results

A code sequence analysis of relevance clues revealed two differing modes of SERP inspection: a
‘synchronous’ and a ‘sequential’ mode. Applying the synchronous mode, 28 participants (56%)
performed one round of SERP inspection, commenting once on each rank while evaluating several
relevance clues at a time (e.g., title, publication date, journal, and snippet simultaneously). Applying
the ‘sequential’ mode, 22 participants (44%) focused only on a single relevance clue per rank in multiple
rounds. For instance, screening each title in the first round, screening for high-impact journals in the
second, for recent works in the third and for highly cited works in the fourth round of SERP inspection.

Moreover, Barnard’s Unconditional Test revealed a statistically significant disciplinary pattern
(p=0.013): While 72% of social scientists applied the synchronous mode, life scientists showed a more
balanced distribution, with 60% applying the sequential mode. This suggests a more integrative
approach to relevance assessment among social scientists, compared to a more criteria-specific filtering
strategy among life scientists. Yet there was no significant variance in the frequency of document
properties: All participants relied heavily on the title, followed by a wide margin by the journal and
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publication date. Although Barnard’s Unconditional Test indicated no statistical significance of
publication date frequency between modes (sequential 13.04% vs. synchronous 10.33%, p=0.08),

think-aloud data highlights qualitative differences between disciplines: life scientists more often aimed
to identify recent works, whereas social scientists used it to locate a work within the overall discourse.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

Previous typologies of SERP inspection have focused on users’ navigation through search results,
for example by distinguishing breadth- and depth-first strategies (Barry & Lardner, 2011; Klockner et
al., 2004) or sporadic and structured navigational styles (Huang, 2020; Kinley et al., 2014). In contrast,
the synchronous and sequential modes identified here describe procedural patterns of relevance
evaluation, extending existing literature with a process-oriented perspective on SERP-based relevance
evaluation. Quantitative and qualitative disciplinary comparison highlights literature search as an
epistemic practice in which shared relevance clues are embedded in discipline-specific evaluative
logics. Future research should examine whether the identified modes generalize across other disciplines
and search environments.
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