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Evaluation of Hypothetical Document and Query
Embeddings for Information Retrieval Enhancements in

the Context of Diverse User Queries
Research in Progress

Marten Jostmann and Hendrik Winkelmann

viadee Unternehmensberatung AG, Münster, Germany
{marten.jost,hendrik.winkel}mann@viadee.de

Abstract. The task of Information Retrieval (IR) is the foundation of question-
answering and information search systems. The complexity of these retrieval
systems evolved to enable an effective search of a variety of documents based
on users’ information needs. However, the quality of the retrieval results highly
depends on the question phrasing and structure heavily influenced by the user’s
age, expertise, background, and aim. This paper aims to close the gap between
user-specific query structures and the content of various documents by employing
the approaches Hypothetical Document Embeddings (HyDE) and Hypothetical
Query Embeddings (HyQE). Both approaches achieve promising results in terms
of effectiveness and robustness. An evaluation indicates that HyDE and HyQE out-
perform traditional retrieval methods such as BM25 and plain embedding methods.
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1 Introduction

Large Language Models (LLMs) have demonstrated an extraordinary linguistic un-
derstanding and the capability of human-like text generation, reasoning, and question-
answering (Gatt & Krahmer (2018), Wei et al. (2022), Jiang et al. (2021)). In addition,
LLMs are able to gain and reproduce knowledge through extensive pre-training (Petroni
et al. (2019)). However, access to new knowledge is limited and prone to hallucinations,
i.e., nonfactual and wrong information (Lewis et al. (2020), Bang et al. (2023)). Hence,
LLMs should not be utilized directly in organizational settings or critical domains. Re-
cently, Retrieval-Augmented Generation (RAG) has gained attention as a possibility
to solve this problem. However, the basis of all RAG systems is an underlying Infor-
mation Retrieval (IR) the quality of which depends strongly on the question phrasing
and structure heavily influenced by the age, expertise, background, and aim of the user
(Bilal & Kirby (2002), Penha et al. (2022)), thus requiring further tailoring. This research
aims to close the gap between query structures and phrasing and the content of different
documents in large collections, hence enabling effective and robust RAG. Hypothetical
Document Embeddings (HyDE) and Hypothetical Query Embeddings (HyQE) are inves-
tigated in the presence of query variations. Both approaches aim to bridge the lexical
gap between the different phrasings of queries and documents by leveraging LLMs.
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2 Approach

Hypothetical Document Embeddings (HyDE) and Hypothetical Query Embeddings
(HyQE) are alternatives for approaching the concerns of information phrasing and
structure. While HyDE is already described in previous work, HyQE is a combination of
old ideas and new technology (see Nogueira, Yang, Lin & Cho (2019), Nogueira, Lin &
Epistemic (2019), Ma et al. (2021), Bonifacio et al. (2022)).

Hypothetical Document Embeddings Empirically, HyDE has already shown to improve
IR results over traditional approaches (Gao et al. (2023)). HyDE can be used in vari-
ous domains without requiring a labeled dataset. The core idea is the generation of a
hypothetical answer document given a query. The generated document is expected to
represent the target documents more effectively than the query itself. Thus, using it for
search is expected to increase the effectiveness of IR.

An important aspect not considered in the original publication of HyDE is the
handling of query variations and diverse user groups. Still, the creation of hypothetical
documents is promising to mitigate these challenges. Compared to methods such as
BM25 and dense embeddings, HyDE overcomes the lexical chasm between query and
document. This is done by using the language comprehension and reasoning capabilities
of LLMs to capture the different linguistic nuances of a query and expand its context.

Furthermore, the vocabulary probability distributions of queries and documents can
be aligned by generating hypothetical documents. For instance, question-specific terms
such as what, when, where, why, and who occur less frequently in documents but rather
often in questions (Berger et al. (2000)). Such words would be deemphasized by the
context expansion of LLMs, while the content to be searched for is being prioritized.

Hypothetical Query Embeddings A major disadvantage of HyDE is the unawareness of
the document corpus. Using the HyDE approach it can never be assumed with absolute
certainty whether the generated document is relevant to the given query or not (see Lewis
et al. (2020)). This problem can be avoided by using HyQE since the process is reversed.
Instead of generating hypothetical documents that imitate relevant documents, HyQE
tries to generate suitable queries for a specific document. Queries are generated during the
indexing phase, enabling an efficient IR through the use of dense embeddings. Compared
to the HyDE approach, the user query only has to be embedded by an embedding model,
leading to a time- and cost-efficient retrieval phase. In Figure 1 the indexing process of
HyQE is depicted.

Initially, the potential target documents have to be split into smaller pieces using
an appropriate chunking technique. For each text chunk, an LLM model can generate
multiple hypothetical queries. Two options are conceivable. (1) Split generated queries
and embed them separately and (2) concatenate all generated queries with the respective
chunk. This outcome then is embedded. In the first variant, each query is weighted
higher and, therefore, has a greater influence on the IR results in the case of a matching
user query. The comparison of hypothetical queries and actual user queries is much
more natural and associated with less bias. However, the missing document context
can decrease IR performance. This can be mitigated using the second approach where
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Figure 1. HyQE indexing process

all queries are concatenated with the respective chunk from the target document, thus
preserving the document’s context.

Moreover, HyQE can also prove advantageous in managing query variations in
syntax and semantics: HyQE allows for the generation of specific hypothetical queries
in various linguistic variants for the same information need. The underlying information
need does not have to be inferred from ambiguous queries but can rather be directly
used as the basis for creating questions. In addition, it is possible to create queries from
different user perspectives and with consideration of the user’s prior knowledge. The
effectiveness of the subsequent IR system therefore depends on the number of generated
queries, as the broadest coverage of possible variations can only be achieved by scaling
up the query amount.

As all time-consuming and expensive steps are processed in the upstream indexing
process, the downstream retrieval task can be processed rather quickly. The user is
entering a query into the IR system which can be directly embedded without further
preprocessing. The next step is to load the respective index from the indexing database.
Subsequently, the user embedding is compared to each embedding in the index using a
similarity or distance function.

3 Experiments

3.1 Setup

Implementation Both HyDE and HyQE do not depend on a specific LLM or embed-
ding model. For the experiments the gpt-3.5-turbo-1106 model from OpenAI
(see Brown et al. (2020)) with a temperature of 0.3 and a frequency penalty of 0.5
was used to generate hypothetical documents and queries. This generation process
was limited to a maximum of 1 500 tokens, allowing the model to freely generate
documents and queries but still maintaining a reasonable time and cost effort. The
text-embedding-ada-002 was used as the embedding model (see Neelakantan
et al. (2022)). The term-based method BM25 and semantic search with plain embeddings
serve as the baseline to compare it to the new approaches.

Datasets Both approaches were evaluated using two real-world test collections out of
different domains. The first dataset, abbreviated as DS1, is an excerpt of the internal



Confluence document database of the viadee IT consultancy with over 9400 documents
that are different from each other in terms of their subject. The second dataset (DS2)
consists of 30 HTML and PDF files from a public law institute in Germany. Both datasets
consist of documents in German and are queried by diverse user groups with different
information needs and each represents a different domain.

In order to perform a concise evaluation, not only datasets are required but also
test collections containing different queries with their ground truth target documents. A
relevance label is defined for each document based on the four-point scale of the TREC
2021 test collection (Craswell et al. (2022)). The first test collection for the Confluence
dataset consists of eleven topics with a total of 83 queries. The second test collection
contains ten topics with 18 queries.

For the robustness evaluation, both collections were extended with automatically
generated query variations based on the variations observed by PENHA ET AL. (2022).

Metrics The effectiveness of the retrieval approaches will be measured using the
normalized Discounted Cumulative Gain (nDCG) (see Järvelin & Kekäläinen (2002)).
Furthermore, a measure of the retrieval robustness is required. The robustness evaluation
should focus on the degree to which the IR system produces consistent outcomes in the
presence of query variations. Hence, by considering only the robustness of the system the
retrieval quality is neglected. One possibility to measure the robustness is the Inter-Topic
Variance (ITV). For this purpose, the variance of the result of any effectiveness metric Φn

i

is calculated for each topic n ∈ {1, ..., T} consisting of several queries i ∈ {1, ..., Q}.
Lastly, the mean Inter-Topic Variance (mITV) is calculated as shown in Equation 1.

mITV =
1

T

T∑
n=1

σ2
n, where σ2

n =
1

Q

Q∑
i=1

(Φn,i − Φ̄n)
2 (1)

In the later experiments, the nDCG score is used as the metric Φ, since it is the most
informative measurement. A low mITV suggests a more robust system that can handle
diverse user queries, as it indicates a reduced variability within the same information
need. However, in order to be able to evaluate the overall performance of the IR system,
the effectiveness must always be considered.

3.2 Results

In Figure 2 the effectiveness and robustness of various approaches including the BM25
and plain Embeddings baseline is depicted for two real-world datasets. For DS1 (see
Figure 2a) both metrics are calculated based on the top 10 retrieval results. Due to the
reduced size of DS2 (see Figure 2b), only the top 3 retrieval results will be considered.

The results in Figure 2 indicate that BM25 is a solid baseline but performs poorly com-
pared to the Embeddings baseline. The overall best effectiveness could be achieved
by the HyDE approach for the DS1 test collection. However, for the DS2 test collection,
HyQE with concatenation was able to achieve an ndcg@3 score of over 80 %.

Concerning the robustness, the results indicate that both baseline approaches are
highly sensitive to query variations. By using HyDE, the robustness could be signif-
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Figure 2. Effectiveness and robustness of IR approaches

icantly increased compared to the baseline. Simultaneously, the effectiveness of the
retrieval results is improved. It is notable that both HyQE variants exhibit significantly
stronger deviations across different test collections. For example, the HyQE concatena-
tion approach has both the highest robustness and the highest effectiveness on the second
test collection, whereas the same approach has the lowest robustness on the first test
collection. HyQE without concatenation exhibits the highest robustness on the DS2 with
the drawback of a lower effectiveness. Irrespective of the robustness deviations, HyQE
with concatenation proves to be significantly more effective as the alternative approach
in all experiments using Ada embeddings.

3.3 Discussion

The experiments on the effectiveness indicated a strong performance improvement when
using HyDE and HyQE with Ada embeddings. The strengths of the HyDE approach orig-
inally proposed by Gao et al. could be validated. In addition to the general improvement
in the document ranking, HyDE was able to find relevant documents for several queries
and topics. Moreover, the HyQE approach demonstrated that the generation of potential
user queries can result in a better ranking of relevant documents. The results indicate
that the generated queries have to be concatenated with the document to achieve better
rankings since the similarity search then can take the document context into account. As
the two datasets stem from different domains, generalizability was validated to a certain
degree. We expect HyQE to excel in domains where a diverse audience should be able to
search for information containing domain-specific language using plain language, as is
the case, e.g., in the medical and legal domains. On the other hand, HyDE might benefit
from standard document structures in these domains, retrieving required sections.

In addition to the effectiveness, the robustness of the different methods also played
a major role in the evaluation. The experiments showed that HyDE was able to deliver
constant results even in the presence of various query variations. Contrary to the expec-



tations, HyQE was not able to always improve the robustness of the IR system. While
the robustness of HyQE was very low on the DS1 test collection, it showed the highest
robustness on the DS2 test collection. Overall, the robustness of HyQE strongly depends
on the selected dataset, the generated queries as well as the embedding method. Hence,
no overarching conclusion can be inferred regarding the effectiveness and robustness of
individual retrieval methods. It is promising to further investigate the effect of prompt
engineering as a domain-specific hyperparameter tuning-step.

4 Related Work

Traditional retrieval methods based on near-exact match search, such as TF-IDF and
BM25, often suffer from the lexical gap (Berger et al. (2000)). To address this limitation,
dense representations in latent semantic spaces have been proposed (Zhao et al. (2024)).
In contrast to a sparse representation, dense text embeddings map the text into a fixed-
sized, rather low-dimensional vector space. Given a query, similar or relevant texts can
be found by comparing the similarity of these embedding vectors.

Based on dense text embeddings, query and document expansion mechanisms aim
to refine user queries and documents to enhance the retrieval effectiveness (Billerbeck &
Zobel (2005)). With the help of query expansion techniques, the query can be extended
with additional query terms to minimize the lexical gap between the query and the
document. Popular approaches are Doc2Query and Inpars (Nogueira, Yang, Lin & Cho
(2019), Bonifacio et al. (2022)). In contrast to document expansion, query expansion
shifts the focus from extending documents to refining queries. The most prominent
example is RM3 which iteratively adapts the user query by considering the retrieved
documents as an additional query context (Abdul-Jaleel et al. (2004)). A promising
approach leveraging the generative capabilities of LLMs was proposed by GAO ET AL.
(2023), namely HyDE. Instead of extending the query with related terms, they suggest
generating an intermediate hypothetical document that serves as a better comparison
basis.

5 Conclusion

The main goal of this paper was to develop and apply HyDE and HyQE for IR in the
context of diverse user queries. In particular, the effectiveness and robustness of these
approaches were compared to traditional retrieval methods. The experimental results
showed a high effectiveness and robustness of HyDE using both datasets compared to
the baseline. However, hypothetical document generation is costly and time-consuming,
which is the major drawback of this approach. HyQE mitigates this shortcoming by
enabling a faster as well as cheaper retrieval but comes with the drawback of a more
expensive indexing phase. The evaluation revealed a high effectiveness for the HyQE
concatenation variant. The LLM model was able to generate realistic queries, considering
different user perspectives and query types, which led to an increase in the ranking of
relevant documents.
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