
Washington University in St. Louis Washington University in St. Louis 

Washington University Open Scholarship Washington University Open Scholarship 

All Computer Science and Engineering 
Research Computer Science and Engineering 

Report Number: WUCS-89-48 

1989-11-02 

The Display and Manipulation of Temporal Information The Display and Manipulation of Temporal Information 

Steve B. Cousins, Michael G. Kahn Washington University in St. Louis, and Mark E. Frisse 

Washington University in St. Louis 

Because medical data have complex temporal features, special techniques are required for 

storing, retrieving, and displaying clinical data from electronic databases. One significant 

problem caused by the temporal nature of medical data has been called the temporal granularity 

problem. The temporal granularity problem is said to occur when the set of facts relevant to a 

specific problem changes as the time scale changes. We argue that what is needed to deal with 

changes in the relevant time scale are temporal granularity heuristics. One heuristic that we 
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Because medical data have complex temporal features, special techniques are required for storing, 
retrieving, and displaying clinical data from electronic databases. One significant problem caused by the 
temporal nature of medical data has been called the temporal granularity problem. The temporal 
granularity problem is said to occur when the set of facts relevant to a specific problem changes as the 
time scale changes. We argue that what is needed to deal with changes in the relevant time scale are 
temporal granularity heuristics. One heuristic that we have explored is that, for any level of problem 
abstraction, and for each type of data item in the record, there exists an optimal level of temporal 
abstraction. We describe an implemented database kernel and a graphical user interface that have 
features designed specially to support this temporal granularity heuristic. The basis for our solution is the 
use of temporal abstraction and temporal granularity. This heuristic encodes the relevant behavior of 
each type of event at different levels of temporal granularity. In doing so, we can define a specific 
behavior for each type of data as the level of abstraction changes. 
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