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ABSTRACT

Online information is the modern tool of choice for individuals
trying to learn and make decisions around complex subjects,
but it is becoming increasingly challenging for them to make
sense of it. The complex and messy process of sensemaking requires users to constantly adjust the way they organize,
perceive, and collect information as they learn from online
sources. In this paper, we introduce Distil, a new tool for
saving, annotating and organizing information collected from
the web during sensemaking. Distil embraces the dynamic
nature of the sensemaking process, allowing for users to adjust
their behaviors and organization naturally as they collect and
learn more about a topic. We utilize a user study to first inform
the design of the Distil system, and then demonstrate through
two scenarios the value of the Distil system.
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INTRODUCTION

People are increasingly using the internet to make sense of
unfamiliar domains for their own personal goals. With the
ever increasing breadth, depth and diversity of online information sources, individuals are using the internet for a wide
range of research tasks, such as understanding medical diagnosis, performing in depth product comparisons, or creating an
itinerary for an upcoming trip [4]. This process of information
foraging and active reading often involves collecting snippets
of information [26, 28] from different sources for later use
in comparison and summarization. As individuals begin to
"make sense" [11, 29] of the information they’ve collected,
they start to form a structure of the space either mentally, or
depending on the complexity of the task, externally.
A key challenge when trying to make sense of an unfamiliar domain is that people don’t know what they don’t know.
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This results in the process of coming to understand an information space being messy, requiring frequent refactoring,
throwing out old or irrelevant information, making decisions,
and distilling often verbose content into a more consumable
form [29]. When people begin this process, they often have a
novice understanding of the information space and the value
of individual pieces of information is highly uncertain. For
example, if someone is planning a vacation to an unfamiliar
destination, they may not know what the good locations to visit
are, or even the types of locations they should visit (beaches
versus museums, etc.). If they come across a list of possible
attractions, they may be uncertain on how to evaluate it until
they know more, so might save the entire list or just a link
back to the list for later. As they move to knowing what they
don’t know, their sensemaking needs change: when collecting
and organizing new information, they can be more discerning
about what they collect, and the specifics become much more
important (i.e. what time a train arrives, how long it takes to
walk to the attraction, how much it costs). However, at any
point in the process they might come across new information,
e.g., that Barcelona actually has excellent wineries, and may
need to add or refactor their organization accordingly, possibly
triggering additional searching.
Despite these varying user needs at different points of the
sensemaking process, the tools available for individuals to
capture and distill content tend to be fixed and constant. For
example, the most common way of capturing content is copying and pasting text into a notepad for later review – similar to
what one would do on paper. Later, once users have collected
content, they have to manually organize, structure, and distill
the content they’ve collected – an often laborious process. If
this structure changes as they learn more about the space, it is
often costly to do so. To counter these challenges, we introduce Distil, a set of tools for dynamic sensemaking. Distil is
composed of two parts: a flexible capture tool, and a dynamic
organization and structuring interface. The capture tool allows
the user to quickly transition from a low cost, low specificity
interaction, to a higher cost, high specificity interaction. This
information is then persisted into the organizational interface
where users can refine what they’ve collected and pull out
the most important pieces as they learn about the topic. As
their mental structure evolves, users can quickly re-formulate
and adjust their structure to accommodate both the new data
they’ve collected, as well as existing information.
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In modern times, a large number of sensemaking tasks occur in
an online setting, from shopping for a camera, to researching a

