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ABSTRACT
In this poster, we discuss issues regarding the creation of
a test collection for European patents for the task of Prior
Art Search. Our approach is based on inferring relevance as-
sessments from references extracted from patent documents.
This should enable the creation of high quality, realistic
judgements in a cost effective manner. Our future work will
be directed towards refining and implementing the proposed
methodology.

1. TEST COLLECTION CREATION
Test collections form the central element in obtaining ob-

jective and quantitative evaluation of the effectiveness of In-
formation Retrieval (IR) systems for particular tasks such as
document retrieval [5]. To serve that purpose a test collec-
tion consists of a representative set of documents (corpus),
a representative set of task specific topics (formalized infor-
mation needs), and corresponding relevance assessments [3].

The task for the patent test collection, we propose to con-
struct, is the identification of prior art, because (1) it is one
of the most commonly executed patent retrieval tasks, and
(2) the task is ingrained in the very creation of a patent doc-
ument [2] (i.e. an examiner explicitly marks relevant prior
art for a specific patent application). To build a test collec-
tion for patents, we first assume that the corpus will be a
subset of patent documents from the European Patent Office
(EPO) issued between 1978 and 2008. For each examined
patent specification a set of annotated references is available
that refers to other patents or non-patent literature in, and
outwith, the corpora. The subset of references to patents
within the corpora, we posit, can be used in the creation of
topics for prior art search.

The justification for reverse engineering relevance assess-
ments from the references within a patent is based on the
following:

• The patent references found on patent documents is-
sued by the European Patent Office are set by its
patent examiners. The subject and legal expertise of
the examiner at the patent office allows for qualified
assessment of relevance from his or her side with re-
spect to the prior art search task.

• The specification of the European Patent Convention [4]
(Rule 44, article 92(1), and article 54) sets the criteria
for valid reference matter and can thus be interpreted
as definition of relevance for an information need.
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• The reference categories given in the ’Guidelines for
Examination in the EPO B X 9.2’ [1] provide a precise
description of the nature of the stated form of rele-
vance.

Thus, we believe it is feasible to create a methodology for
prior art test collection creation which is not only credible
and realistic, but also cost effective. The method could be
repeatedly applied to different patent documents in order to
create numerous topics in a range of different domains of the
patent classification system (such as chemistry; metallurgy
, electricity, etc). While a number of other issues remain in
order to formulate the methodology, such as defining sub-
tasks, queries, and more pragmatic issues concerning the
extraction of the references, it is anticipated that these can
be resolved satisfactorily to create a reliable and high quality
test collection.

2. OUTLOOK
Although this work is still in progress our initial analysis

looks promising in terms of cost effective creation of numer-
ous topics. Further work will be directed towards, exam-
ining the issues above and proposing a general method for
creating prior art topics and relevance judgements. Once
formulated, we shall apply the methodology to form a pilot
patent test collection. On which we shall compare standard
retrieval models in order to obtain a baseline in terms of per-
formance, and to identify any problems with the application
of the methodology.
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