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OVERVIEW

Web search engines have made great progress in answering
factoid queries, such as
How many people live in Australia?
They can provide a succinct answer, up to a few words in
length, and can sometimes offer additional information such
as related facts or entities. However, Web search engines
are currently not well-tailored for managing more complex
questions, especially when they require explanation or description, e.g.,
Can I get a Qatar residence permit for my wife
while she is currently in Doha with a tourist visa?
Given a question like this, currently, search engines resort
to returning a link to a detailed Web document, which does
not make sure the user can find an answer. Alternatively,
such a question might be posted on a Community Question Answering (CQA) site, e.g., Qatar Living,1 hoping to
get a human-authored and detailed response. Other questions submitted on the Web can be short and ambiguous
(such as Web queries to a search engine). These issues make
the WebQA task more challenging than traditional question
answering, and finding the most effective approaches for it
remains an open question.
This workshop is a second edition of the successful WebQA workshop, which was held at SIGIR’2015 [1]. The new
edition continues the exploration of the boundaries of Web
question answering for better understanding the spectrum
of approaches and possible responses that are more detailed
than a short fact, yet are more useful than a full document.
In particular, we also focus on methods that can handle
complex questions involving the interdependencies between
different entities and facts.
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2.

THEME AND GOAL

This workshop aims to explore diverse approaches to answering questions on the Web. Unlike the more formal format of conferences, the aim of this workshop is to bring together researchers in diverse areas working on this problem,
including those from natural language processing, information retrieval, social media and recommender systems communities. Yet, it is designed to be of interest for the SIGIR
audience. However, due to its format, its goal, as compared
to the main conference, is to conduct a more focused and
open discussion. Both academic and industrial stakeholders
were welcome to the workshop, including keynotes and invited speakers. In particular, we encouraged the discussion
of ongoing research and late–breaking, preliminary results
on the following topics:
• Social and user generated question analysis
• Identifying question intent in Web queries
• Answer aggregation from various sources
• Answer summarization from various sources
• Using collaboratively generated content for QA
• Inferring answers for Web questions using knowledge
bases or graphs
• Answering opinion questions, including sentiment analysis
• Answering complex, multi-sentence questions
• Evaluation of question answering systems (e.g., via
crowd-sourcing)
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RELEVANCE TO SIGIR

Web question answering is a central topic in information
retrieval. However, answering Web queries poses challenges
harder than in traditional Web search, as the expectation
of the user is much higher when the system promises an
answer, not just 10 blue links to click.
While an active area of research exists, this workshop provides a more focused forum addressing specific challenges
such as query understanding, answer extraction, and source
selection, that are more critical to Web QA compared to
traditional web search.

We believe that a continuation of the first WebQA workshop is important as many relevant publications have continued to be disseminated across conferences. See for example,
[6, 12, 13, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 23], also given the advent of
neural networks, e.g., [5, 8, 9, 22, 24]. WebQA offers a forum to researchers and practitioners to discuss and possibly
collaborate, thus helping advance the state of the art.
This workshop also coincides and complements the LiveQA
track at TREC 2015 and 2016 [2]. LiveQA is a revival of
the TREC Question Answering track. The track provides a
challenge and data for answering real user questions, posted
live to the Yahoo! Answers site. The TREC 2016 LiveQA
challenge evaluation was held around the time of the workshop, which would provide both the active and the potential
participants a way to discuss ideas and approaches.
Another relevant activity is the challenge on CQA organized in 2015 and 2016 at SemEval, i.e., Task 3 [14, 15],
which focused on answering new questions using a CQA forum (Qatar Living). In particular, participants were asked
to rerank the results returned by a search engine, and in addition to select the good answers from a community forum
(see for example the systems developed in [3, 10, 16]). Additionally, the challenge proposed a question-question similarity and an answer selection subtasks (see e.g., [4, 7, 11]).
The WebQA II workshop was held shortly after SemEval
2016, and thus it allowed the participants to discuss its outcome as well as further ideas in more detail. It is valuable for
two more reasons: (i) there is still a lot of disagreement regarding the goals and the nature of Web question answering,
mostly related to the question intent (what kind of queries
benefit from question answering compared to other methods); and (ii) leading search engines are eager to provide
question answering services, especially for mobile devices.
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