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aliasFree: an alias-aware search tool
Project Concept
Cory Doctorow wrote against the idea that metadata will solve the search problem that 
people often canʼt find what they are seeking. He writes that metadata canʼt work be-
cause of many reasons: people are lazy, people lie, people are stupid, there is more 
than one way to describe something, etc. 

We believe that relevant information exists that is categorized under a non-canonical 
name or in unfamiliar terms. In our project, we seek to address this problem.

Search engines provide operators and advanced search to help users broaden recall 
and increase precision. However, people rarely use these functions. In response, 
search engines suggest popular search terms and canonical descriptors. However, 

these only reflect popular search terms and can not be combined for increased recall. 
Social media search on sites like Twitter is difficult because of the frequency of non-
canonical names. We think that users of Twitter and Google could benefit from this func-
tionality. 

Problem
The first problem we address is with search and synonymy. Synonyms are different 
word forms that describe the same thing or concept. We often donʼt get the most 
amount of recall because we donʼt use all possible search terms. For example: the re-
call for a search for “Beyonce” can be increased by adding terms like “ Beyoncé” OR 
“Beyoncé Knowles” OR “Sasha Fierce” OR “Giselle Knowles”. Since we are huge Be-
yoncé fans, we know all of her aliases but sometimes we donʼt bother to put them in. 



This limits our recall. On the other hand, we may not always be such loyal fans of our 
favorite celebrities. Letʼs say we might not always know synonyms for our search que-
ries. This limits our recall as well. 

Once we have broadened our recall, we want to increase the precision of our search as 
well. We may only want to know about Beyoncé the film actor, and not Beyoncé the mu-
sic artist. By forming a query to look like this: actor AND (“Beyoncé” OR “ Beyoncé 
Knowles”), we can increase the precision of our search. 

Project Description
We designed a standalone page that gives users more relevant search results on Goo-
gle and Twitter with little effort from the user. We increase the amount of results by in-
cluding aliases from Freebase. We include domain types as well in order to narrow the 
results to a specific area of interest (music, actor, writer, award winner, politician, etc). 
Results are displayed dynamically through the Google AJAX Search API and the Twitter 
Search API. 

When a user enters a query into the search field, names from the Freebase database 
are suggested to them. When the user mouses over the suggestions, a short descrip-
tion of the search term is displayed next to the search field. When the term is clicked. 
The full name is displayed in the search field. When the user submits their search term, 
aliases and domain types are displayed from Freebase. The user can select any num-
ber of aliases and only one domain to display search results from Google and Twitter. 
These results are displayed dynamically, as the user clicks through aliases and do-
mains.   

Challenges
Domain usage isnʼt smart. We pull domain types from Freebase, but they donʼt always 
lead to good results. For example, the alias Shaq and the domain “basketball player” 
will not give us very good Twitter results because most people donʼt use domain terms 
in their 140 character message. 

Aliases have different meanings. Paul Pierceʼs alias “The Truth”, when included in 
search queries, dilutes search results with a large number of irrelevant responses that 
include the phrase “the truth” but not in reference to the basketball player, the NBA, or 
basketball in general. 




