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Foreword

It has almost been a decade since I started working as a PhD student at the CWI, the
journey to the completion of this dissertation has not been an easy one. Along the
way I have collided with several of my shortcomings, painfully. Most notably the
fact that, apparently, I’m not as resilient to stress as I once thought. Fortunately the
continuing support and commendable patience of my promotors, Arjen and Martin,
have eventually proved enough to overcome years of writers block and nudge me over
the finish line; one sub-section at a time.

During my years at the CWI, I have had the pleasure of meeting a great many
enthusiastic and driven people. There have been too many people, that have crossed
my path, to mention everyone individually, but I do want to give a few of you special
attention here: To Martin, I thank you for allowing me the freedom to find my own
research interests after the research topic I was initially hired for turned out to be
wrong for me; To Arjen, I thank you for introducing me to information retrieval and
providing guidance for me and my slightly off-beat ideas; To Johan, I thank you for
your support and for unwittingly providing me with a wake-up call through your own
stress related struggles; To Roberto, I thank you for providing me with a great deal of
motivation to finish my thesis by building upon my work with your own research; To
Peter, I thank you for helping me further my professional career, more than once, by
introducing me to your professional contacts; To everyone, I thank you for being there
and making my time at the CWI interesting and worthwhile.

As I struggled to write this dissertation, I have not always been a very sociable
person. To my family and friends, I am grateful for your love, friendship, and support.
Please accept my sincere apology for behaving a bit like a hermit; I promise that from
now on I’ll actually pick up the phone when I say I’ll call. You should all realize that
I could not have gotten this far on my own.

Of-course, this theses could never have been finalized without a proper promotion
committee. To the committee members, David, Arno, Paul, and Bob; I am appre-
ciative that you have all made the time to participate in my committee and for your
constructive feedback.
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The cover of this book may seem to have no relation to the subject of this thesis, it
does, however, have everything to do with me, the author. The image on the cover is
taken from the design tattooed on my arm and is a personal expression of the person
I am today. I am a very different person now than I was ten years ago and I am
convinced that this change is, for a significant part, a result of my experiences as a
PhD student: I’ve broadened my horizons by working with foreign colleagues and
being allowed to travel to many parts of the world; I’ve been humbled by experiencing
first hand that there are people that are a lot smarter than I am; I’ve had to learn to deal
with stress and discover my limitations; And I’ve had a good time along the way.

In hindsight, I can honestly state that I feel privileged to have been given the great
many opportunities presented to me. I have learned more than I ever imagined possible
and met a great many wonderful minds along the way. Yet, it is a good thing that back
in 1999 I did not know what I know now: I imagine I would never ever have started
the journey.

Alex
(Amsterdam, June 2009)


