Association for Information Systems

AIS Electronic Library (AISeL)
AMCIS 1998 Proceedings

Americas Conference on Information Systems
(AMCIS)

December 1998

ABESS: An Agent-Based Environmental Scanning
System
Seokwoo Song
University of Wisconsin

Fatemeh Zahedi
University of Wisconsin

Hemant Jain
University of Wisconsin

Follow this and additional works at: http://aisel.aisnet.org/amcis1998
Recommended Citation
Song, Seokwoo; Zahedi, Fatemeh; and Jain, Hemant, "ABESS: An Agent-Based Environmental Scanning System" (1998). AMCIS
1998 Proceedings. 76.
http://aisel.aisnet.org/amcis1998/76

This material is brought to you by the Americas Conference on Information Systems (AMCIS) at AIS Electronic Library (AISeL). It has been accepted
for inclusion in AMCIS 1998 Proceedings by an authorized administrator of AIS Electronic Library (AISeL). For more information, please contact
elibrary@aisnet.org.

ABESS: An Agent-Based Environmental Scanning System
Seokwoo Song
Hemant K. Jain
Fatemeh (Mariam) Zahedi
University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee
Abstract
Most organizations recognize the environmental scanning as a critical activity for strategic planning. The vast
increase in the amount of publicly available information such as that on the Internet and the Web offers
tremendous opportunities and poses some challenges to the scanning process. Traditional methods used for
the environmental scanning do not support the search, analysis, and proper interpretation of the huge volume
of available information in a timely manner. The recent developments in intelligent agent technology have a
potential to support and manage the environmental scanning process. This research integrates agent
technology with information retrieval techniques in order to design an effective environmental scanning
system.

Introduction
Precise environmental scanning is critical to an organization because of greater uncertainty in the business environment.
Environmental scanning can provide ‘signals’ for the organization; e.g., identifying threats and opportunities, and gaining
competitive advantages (Stoffels 1994). Traditional scanning process heavily depends on the abilities of scanning personnel for
collecting, analyzing, and interpreting information. However, the business environment has become more complex and uncertain
than ever. Traditional methods are not capable of managing the comprehensive search, analysis, and proper interpretation of the
vast amount of information currently available from various sources.
Intelligent agent technology has been used to search through the large volume of unstructured information. It can potentially
be used for analyzing and interpreting collected information (Bradshaw, 1997; Caglayan and Harrison, 1997). King and O’Leary
(1996) point to the potential use of intelligent agents in the competitive analysis, but little attention has been paid to the use of
agent technology for the environmental scanning process.
Additionally, information retrieval techniques have been developed to help the classification of unstructured information
(Belkin and Croft, 1992; Foltz and Dumais, 1992; Salton and McGill, 1983).
The focus of this research is to integrate agent technology with information retrieval techniques to search through the large
volume of information available from information sources such as the World Wide Web, appropriately classify collected
information, and help in interpretation and analysis to support the environmental scanning process.

Related Literature
This study spans over three areas: environmental scanning, intelligent agent, and information retrieval.
Fahey, King, and Narayanan (1981) found that most U.S. companies did not use sophisticated scanning systems. El Sawy
(1985) suggests that a computer-based system for strategic scanning should be a customized personal system, very loosely
coupled to the organizational information system. Yasai-Ardekani and Nystrom (1996) suggest that the contextual factors, such
as organizational size, technology, and environmental change, should be aligned with the design of scanning systems.
Previous studies identified the issues related to the traditional environmental scanning process; e.g., information overload,
bounded rationality, and information refineries (Clippinger and Konsynski, 1989; Elofson and Konsynski, 1991; Stoffels 1994).
This study focuses on the issue of information overload and proposes that the agent technology be utilized for dealing with this.
Nwana (1996) provides a comprehensive overview of intelligent software agents and investigates and summarizes a broad
range of agent type. Etzioni and Weld (1994) implement agent technology with a Unix shell and WWW to interact with a wide
range of Internet resources. Sycara et. al. (1996) develop a distributed intelligent agent, called ‘Retsina’, in order to deal with
issues of distributed information gathering in the Internet. Some researchers have developed information filtering agents such
as WebWatcher, NewsWeeder, and NewsT (Armstrong, Freitag, Joachims, and Mitchell 1995; Lang 1995; Sheth 1994).
In this study, information retrieval techniques, such vector space model, latent semantic indexing, and relevancy feedback,
are used with agent technology.

Agent-Based Environmental Scanning System
We propose a generic architecture for the scanning system, called an Agent-Based Environmental Scanning System
(ABESS). The architecture incorporates:
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•

Assignment and coordination of intelligent agents to handle scanning activities such as gathering, classifying, interpreting,
and analyzing
• Selection and utilization of specific techniques to intelligently and automatically manage information.
The ABESS consists of:
• Interface Agent: to communicate with single or multiple users,
• Information Agent: to gather information from internal and external sources and monitor information sources for a change,
• Knowledge Agent: to classify collected information, and interpret and analyze classified information.
Figure 1 shows the ABESS in detail.
The focus of this research is on the tasks of knowledge agents. Following issues related to knowledge agents are investigated,
• How knowledge agents transform collected data into relevant information or knowledge,
• How knowledge agents integrate the transformed information with strategic objectives,
• How to disseminate the discovered knowledge for the strategic decision making.
Following section describes the knowledge management process to resolve the previous issues.
The knowledge management process includes four major parts: building the user profile, filtering and classifying by
comparing the profile, integrating classified data with knowledge base, and analyzing classified data by using analytical and
mining techniques.

Building Profiles
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For developing the user profile, common
features such as author, date, subject and the
body of a document, are extracted. Author
field is used to assess the reliability and
significance of the document. Date field is
used for updating purpose. Extracted features
from subject field are weighted higher than
those from document bodies. The profile
consists of a list of terms, which is extracted
from common features, and statistics for each
term.
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Figure 1. Overview of an Agent-Based Environmental
Scanning System

Data collected during the scanning
process contain a wide range of topics and
are mostly semi-structured or unstructured.
The contents may be volatile. To deal with
this, the filtering process must be flexible and
efficient. The proposed system uses two
retrieval techniques: a term-based best match
and Latent Semantic Indexing (LSI). A termbased best match provides reasonable
retrieval outputs through the statistical

measures and performs efficiently in terms of the processing speed.
When retrieving and filtering continuously changing data, efficiency is more critical to the system than effectiveness. LSI
provides semantically rich outputs, and can effectively be applied to static data.

Integrating with Knowledge Base
•
•
•

Filtered information is integrated with the knowledge base using the following three operations,
Add: to attach the new document to the knowledge base by creating links to related documents,
Update: if the document already exists in the knowledge base, the old document is replaced with the recent one,
Purge: the uninteresting and/or out-of-date documents are removed from the knowledge base.
The algorithm for the Add operation is shown in Figure 2.

Analyzing Classified Data
After the classified information is integrated with the knowledge base, knowledge agents help analyze it according to the
request or interest of senior managers. The analysis and interpretation of classified information is based on analytical and mining
techniques.
The proposed system will be validated by employing it in a mid-western utility company. The effectiveness of the proposed
system will be investigated.
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Check whether Doci exists in the knowledge base
Do Compare Wkd to WldKB
If Wkd is same as WldKB,
Then count and increase both k and l
Increase l
Until the entire terms in the classified document d compared
If the number of same terms is not greater than N,
Then Add Doci into the knowledge base
Else (proceed Update Operation)
Figure 2. Add Operation

Expected Contributions
This study proposes a framework for utilizing
intelligent agents in the scanning process. It
facilitates a theoretical investigation into the design
of an intelligent agent-based system for supporting
strategic planning. The results of study are expected
to provide insight into how the agent technology
can be implemented in order to resolve the issue of
information overload. For MIS practitioners, this
study provides guidelines for designing and
implementing environmental scanning systems.

References
Choo, C.W. Information management for the intelligent organization: the art of scanning the environment, Medford, NJ:
American Society for Information Science, 1995
Daft, R.L., Sormunen, J., and Parks, D. “Chief Executive Scanning, Environmental Characteristics, and Company Performance:
an Empirical Study,” Strategic Management Journal, 1988, pp. 123-139
Etzioni, O. and Weld, D. “A Softbot-based Interface to the Internet,” Communications of the ACM, 1994, pp. 72-77
King, D. and O’Leary, D. “Intelligent Executive Information Systems,” IEEE Expert, 1996,
pp. 30-35
Maes, P. “Agents that Reduce Work and Information Overload,” Communications of the ACM, 1994, pp.31-40
Nwana, H.S. “Software Agents: an Overview,” the Knowledge Engineering Review, 1996, pp. 1-40
Salton, G. and McGill, M.J. Introduction to Modern Information Retrieval, McGraw-Hill, 1983
Sycara, K., Pannu, A., Williamson, M., Zeng, D., and Decker, K. “Distributed Intelligent Agents,” IEEE Expert, 1996, pp. 36-46
Wooldridge, M. and Jennings, N. “Intelligent Agents: Theory and Practice,” the Knowledge Engineering Review, 1995, pp. 115152
Yasai-Ardekani, M. and Nystrom, P.C. “Designs for Environmental Scanning Systems: Tests of a Contingency Theory,”
Management Sciences, 1996, pp. 187-204

-219-

