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Abstract—This tutorial provides a comprehensive and cohesive
overview of goal modeling and recognition approaches by the
Information Retrieval, the Artificial Intelligence and the Social
Media communities. We will examine how these fields restrict the
domain of study and how they capture notions easily perceived by
humans’ intuition but difficult to be formally defined and handled
algorithmically. It is the purpose of this tutorial to provide a
solid framework for placing existing work into perspective and
highlight critical open challenges that will act as a springboard
for researchers and practitioners in database systems, social data,
and the Web, as well as developers of web-based, database-
driven, and social applications, to work towards more user-centric
systems and applications.

I. INTRODUCTION

Human activity is almost always goal-oriented, be it in a
physical context or as part of an interaction with a computer
system. Goals are ubiquitous in human and social activities,
explaining, rationalizing, providing context and meaning for
actions that human, social or artificial actors perform. Goals
explain things people do in their personal life e.g., “learn
Portuguese”, “watch the Bolshoi ballet”, “find a job”. They
also account for business and professional activities, e.g.,
“finish project B” and “increase sales by X%”. By their very
nature, they can be fulfilled in multiple ways that define a
space of alternative sequences of actions that one can choose
to perform. Goal-oriented behavior makes human activity
purposeful and intentional, as opposed to aimless and random.

In computer science, goals may be present in almost every
step of the life cycle of a system or service, from the analysis
and design to the development and actual operation of the
system, as well as in its maintenance phase. Goals may offer
us a new approach for modeling and profiling users, as well
as incorporating common sense knowledge into systems. In
the phase of requirements analysis, we meet goal-oriented
approaches that are contrasted with approaches concentrated
on the functionality of the system-to-be, i.e., on what the
system is supposed to do [1]. By taking into consideration
goals into the development of a system, we can resolve the
trade-off between performance, flexibility, cost and security,
and furthermore enhance systems and services with features
of adaptivity and personalization [1], [2]. If we manage to
infer a user’s goal, we can guide her directly to the part of
the system that is “responsible” for the specific goal or adapt
the underlying algorithms of the application respectively to the
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user goal without irrelevant intermediate steps or provision of
additional feedback and unnecessary computations that raise
the cost and reduce the performance of the system [3], [4],
[5], [6].

During system operation, knowledge of user goals can help
a system offer a significantly improved and more engaging
experience. For example, it can lead to customization (at the
time a system is deployed) and personalization (at the time a
user first engages with a given system) or facilitation (as the
user is trying to fulfill one of her goals). We can also prevent
the user from misusing or causing damage to the system
deliberately or not [7]. Moreover, knowledge about goals may
be “transferred” from social networking sites, blogs or other
web applications to another system so as to offer additional
functionality or services that require knowledge about user
goals and user actions towards satisfying these goals [8], [9].

Goals in computer science have been used in environments
phenomenally disconnected, from physical locations monitored
by sensors where users act, e.g., an airport monitored for
suspicious behavior, to computer software or software for
electronic devices such as CD/DVD devices, the Web as a
collection of resources accessible through query answering,
and the real world modeled through the analysis of social data,
e.g., how and why people learn a foreign language. Goals have
been studied in disparate fields, from artificial intelligence to
information retrieval and HCI, and they have been used in the
development of intelligent systems, web information retrieval
systems, and social applications. As a result, we witness a
seemingly disconnected mosaic of methodologies regarding
how goals are perceived, modeled, and implemented. From
a terminology standpoint, sibling concepts such as intentions,
actions, and motivations have been used along with goals
further complicating the landscape.

This tutorial serves the following objectives. We will
present how goals are perceived, modeled, and implemented
by the Information Retrieval, the Artificial Intelligence and
the Social Media communities. We will examine how these
fields restrict the domain of study and how they capture
notions easily perceived by humans’ intuition but difficult to
be formally defined and handled algorithmically. Our goal is
to provide an interdisciplinary presentation that smooths out
and aligns terminology as well as methodologies enabling.

This tutorial also offers technical background for re-
searchers and practitioners with a general computer-science
and/or mathematical and technological background that would
like to develop more goal-oriented methods and systems. It is



also the purpose of this tutorial to provide a solid framework
for placing existing work into perspective and highlight critical
open challenges that will act as a springboard for researchers
and practitioners in database systems, social data, and the Web,
as well as developers of web-based, database-driven, and social
applications, to work towards more user-centric systems and
applications. We discuss how goals and goal-oriented methods
can get infused into research in database systems as well as
web and social applications and outline research challenges
and opportunities.

II. OUTLINE

Our tutorial is structured in the following parts.

A. Goal Framework

We will present a framework that formally defines goals
and the interrelated terms (such as motivations, actions, and
intentions) and tasks (such as plan and goal recognition). In
the subsequent parts of the tutorial, we use this framework as
a common way to describe, align, and compare the various
approaches. We will also show that the wide range of appli-
cations and services that are meant for use in phenomenally
disconnected environments and often approached from differ-
ent perspectives can be examined through the same prism.

B. Goal-oriented Systems and Applications

We will present several systems where goals play a central
role from story generators and intelligent interface agents to
web search engines and social networking sites. For these
applications, we will illustrate several aspects of their goal-
oriented behavior, including: (a) what is considered as the envi-
ronment under study, (b) how goals, intentions or motivations,
and actions are modeled, and (c) which type of data is used and
how they are gathered. We will also present particular features
and challenges in each category of systems.

For example, intelligent agents are computer-based soft-
ware programs that make decisions that serve better long-
term goals, i.e., they exhibit proactive or otherwise goal-driven
behavior. Intelligent agents have been mainly studied by the
Artificial Intelligence community. The goal-driven nature of
intelligent agents requires deep knowledge of the problem
domain that should be correctly decoded in the used algorithms
in order to recognize at any time the goal that the agent follows
as well as the actions and/or environmental conditions that may
potentially lead to the fulfillment or failure of the goal. On the
other hand, in web search, user queries are matched against a
specific goal in a pre-existing taxonomy and the goal inference
should take place right after the first query or in the worst case
after a couple of queries. Once matched, the characteristics of
the resources of the respective taxonomy are used in order to
select among all the possible query results the resources that
have similar characteristics to those of the selected goal from
the taxonomy.

The Goal Framework and Goal-oriented Systems and Ap-
plications sections comprise the first part of the tutorial.

C. Goal Modeling and Recognition

To introduce goals in some application scenario, the system
needs to perform two principal tasks. The first is the collection
and modeling of the required knowledge about goals and
the second is the recognition of the goals and the plans by
observing the actions of an actor using that knowledge and the
reaction of the system according to that. Goals and intentions
cannot be easily captured. Analyzing user actions such as
clicks and purchases can reveal patterns and behaviors but
understanding the goals behind these actions is a different and
challenging issue. We will present several approaches from AI,
web information retrieval, and social data analytics on goal
modeling and recognition.

1) Consistency approaches: By consistency we refer to the
approaches in which the model should be sufficient to match
any set of observations to a latent goal and subsequently to a
plan of one of the goals which are possible to be implemented
within the examined environment. The matching task does not
always lead to some result but when it does it is always one
and only one goal.

In this category, we will present: plan libraries, consistency
graphs, and action-centric representations. Plan libraries are
the outcome of the effort of a number of experts in a domain to
encode their knowledge in a way that enables automatic goal
recognition. They could be characterized as a set of recipes
describing alternative plans for implementing a set of goals
in which the developers of the goal recognition system are
interested. Instead of constructing a complete plan library that
includes all the possible plans that are related to every possible
goal, consistency graphs focus on defining what constitutes
a valid plan. In other words, how the allowable actions can
be combined to a plan that fulfills a goal according to the
structure, the restrictions, and the functionality of the system
under study. Action-centric representations originally proposed
for classical planning problems have recently been used to
model goal and plan recognition by exploiting the progress in
modern plan synthesis.

2) Taxonomy-based approaches: Taxonomy-based ap-
proaches capture user goals in a taxonomy by analyzing user
actions in the specific application or domain in combination
with expert knowledge. Such approaches have been typically
adopted in web search as well as sponsored search.

We will present representative taxonomies for web search
and sponsored search. The various goals behind user queries
are identified by analyzing previously executed queries and
the results that were selected to best represent the answer
to the query. A number of taxonomies were derived from
extended user studies using questionnaires and interactive tools
on web browsers tracking user moves such as clicks and form
submissions.

Based on the taxonomy, a model on the characteristics of
the resources that best serve a particular goal can be identified.
We will describe representative approaches that have used
rule-based annotators as well as automatic classifiers such as
Support Vector Machines (SVMs) and decision trees for goal
recognition.

3) Corpus-based/Statistical approaches: Corpus-based
methods, are based on a plan corpus which consists of a set



of alternative plans for a set of goals. The plan corpus is
used as a training set for statistical models that can make
predictions for future observations. Hence, in contrast to
taxonomy-based and consistency approaches, in corpus-based
approaches there is no ground truth about the environment;
uncertainty expressed in probabilities is the factor which rules
the outcome of the recognition process.

Despite the difficulty in obtaining a satisfactory plan cor-
pus, there has been a lot of work on statistical approaches for
building probabilistic models to predict goals within systems
with artificial intelligence. The two most widely used classes
of probabilistic graphical models are: Markov models and
Bayesian networks. The main task of Markov models used for
goal recognition is to compute the conditional probability of
a sequence of observations given some evidence i.e., to check
to which extent the current observations would be justified.
We will provide an overview of several variations of Markov
Models. Bayesian networks have been widely used for goal
recognition in artificial intelligence because they manage to
capture causality among actions and goals.

4) Real-world approaches: In all the approaches above,
the set of goals and/or plans are a-priori known, well-defined
and limited to a certain domain. In real-life, however, there
is an infinite set of goals and an infinite world of possible
actions and plans to achieve these goals. Social media could
be considered as “a snapshot of the real world”; with its own
special rules though. User goals may regard users “life” within
the social platform, e.g., a user goal to increase her number
of friends by 100, or real-life. The first type of goals can be
fulfilled by actions within the platform such as likes, posts, or
follows, while the second type is fulfilled by real-life actions
such as run, buy, and read. In this section of our goal modeling
and recognition part of our tutorial, we will examine how
real-life goals can be recognized and leveraged from social
media by analyzing user-generated content, mostly textual
descriptions, in social media. Textual descriptions usually can
be interpreted in multiple ways. Consequently, by performing
text analysis it may not be feasible to extract hard goals but
soft goals that allow uncertainties.

D. Research Opportunities and Challenges

We will conclude our tutorial with a discussion of how
goals and goal-oriented methods can get infused into research
in database systems as well as web and social applications and
outline research challenges and opportunities.
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