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We live in the age of search. We find information, by buying newspapers or magazines, by looking in reference books, or, increasingly, by using Google.
This will all soon change. There is just too much information and our methods for finding it when we need it are inadequate. Information will have to find you.

Actually Google already has a program that does that, but don’t get too excited.

Like any other egotist I have a ‘Google alert’ that searches for my name in any news article that Google knows about. My name isn’t that common so, every now and then, Google alerts me to a news article that mentions me. This is all very nice but there are a lot more things I would like to be alerted about. Google can alert me to news about stocks I follow or sports teams I care about or anything else where the name searched for is unique and there isn’t way too much going on. You need to be careful, otherwise you are going to be alerted every other minute.

Of course, I don’t really want to know every time there is news about a stock I follow. I want to know if there is news that might affect the stock price, which is a concept way beyond explaining to Google. I don’t care if a football team I follow is having a party for its owner but I do care if its quarterback is having trouble with his wife. I need information to help me make decisions, or to put this another way, I want information that will help me predict the future.

There are two issues here. First, that information might not be published in the news media and second, even if it has been published, what exactly has been printed would simply start a long chain of reasoning that helped me predict the future, so the real questions are what exactly am I looking for? and how do I tell this to Google?

Of course, you don’t tell this to Google even if you can figure what you are looking for. But, the problem isn’t intractable either.

The problem is solvable if you think about it differently. We don’t need search engines because we don’t really need or want to do searches. We want to hear voices in our head telling us what to do. Hopefully these voices are not based in psychosis but in a complex computational machinery that knows our goals, has access to a world of information, and is searching on our behalf. Like a good neighbor, we only hear from it when it has something important to say.

This isn’t as impossible as it seems. The trick is goal tracking and coupled with good knowledge representation techniques. 
Let’s put my personal issues about football or stock pricking aside. I may have my idiosyncrasies but I am also pretty predictable most of the time. If I am planning on going from my home in Florida by plane to Athens, changing planes in Madrid, I will want to know about bad weather in Spain, traffic accidents on the way to Miami and strikes in Greece. Why can’t my travel agents reservation program initiate a set of alerts that tell me all this as needed? It could. It just doesn’t. If I am driving home and it is dinner time and as anyone who knows me tell you I love oddball restaurants, why couldn’t my car computer alert me to a new one just reviewed by the local pare as I pass by? It could, it just doesn’t.

And if I am captain of a ship and the port I am about to enter has a port pilot who expects bribes and an accident history when the bribes are not sufficient, could my computer let me know about this? It could, but it just doesn’t. And if I am about to make a decision about an engine that turns out to have been made by others in similar situations with bad effects, couldn’t my computer tell me about this before I do it? It could.
