Database source coverage: hypes, vital signs and reality checks 
Final pre-print for Peter Jacso Savvy Searching Online Information Review, 2009, Vol. 33, No. 5, pp. 997-1007. 

The extent of journal coverage along with the size and retrospectivity  of the databases are  three of the most commonly advertised features of database content. However,  these data by  themselves   rarely provide a good enough sense about the real breadth of database coverage. Some easy to calculate  measures,  however, can  provide  vital signs of database coverage, which in turn may trigger in-depth analysis at the individual journal level. When similar vital signs are produced from comparable databases and database segments as was done for arts and humanities sources in Web of Science, Scopus, H.W. Wilson and CSA databases, the characteristics of the real database dimensions  can be much better understood 
INTRODUCTION

The source coverage of databases always has been a critical aspect in the evaluation of the indexing abstracting services, even in the print-only era. Many of the classic evaluation criteria  of abstracting journals originate from the print world.. For example, Martyn & Slater’s (1964) article on testing abstracting journals, and the seminal article of Lancaster (1971) about the evaluation of indexing and abstracting journals,  remain valid and applicable to their digital incarnations. 
A section in the chapter of the Annual Review of Information Science and Technology (ARIST) on content evaluation of databases (Jacso, 1997) reviews the most significant literature of this subject. As for the recent literature, there a number of relevant papers (Bosman, et al, 2006, Gavel and Lars, 2008,  Hood and Wilson, 2003, Walters and Wilder, 2003)
There is an increased interest in evaluating source base coverage and overall database content quality for three reasons. One is that databases costs much more than indexing/abstracting journals. The licensing  fee of a few of them, such as the Web of Science (WoS) of Thomson Reuters and Scopus of Elsevier, can reach a six-digit figure for a large academic library or a consortium per year. Librarians spend significant time on comparing and evaluating the scope, composition, dimensions, source coverage, record content, currency, the completeness of metadata elements, and the quality of indexing and abstracting  in  databases housing tens of millions of records. 

The second reason for increased interest in the topic is that using the software of the databases, the once very tedious process can be much simplified. The evaluation still requires a battery of tests, experiments and analyses, and savvy searchers who can extract important data  applying –what I call-  “forensic” search strategies -  in addition to the traditional ones for regular searching  in order to get information that  the database producers have  not volunteered  – mostly for a good reason from their, but not the users’ perspective. 
The third reason is the welcome entry of Scopus to the world of academic and special libraries, and the rapidly growing interest in assessing the publishing performance and impact of researchers (Meho and Rogers, 2008; Jacso, 2008a)   
The announcement of nearly doubling  the number of journals for  the Arts & Humanities (henceforth A&H) section of Scopus by April, 2009 has received much marketing and advertising  support from Elsevier, and from Web search engines and bloggers, but has not become available by early July.  It is to be noted up front that  further broadening of the journal base may  mean little, if it is not coupled by significant increase the depth of coverage. 

This kind of  immediacy and extent  of expansion of the width of journals is rare, although the editor-in-chief of the  ISA (Information Science Abstracts) database, and the former advisor to the producer, IFI/Plenum  has done it - verbally. In reality,  the passionate promise of improving the database was followed by a dramatic decrease in the number of journals and the number of articles covered. As the management of the ISA database in the 1990s served as a text-book example for major deficiencies in many issues of source coverage, I made available the extensively illustrated case study excerpt of the book (Jacso, 2001)  for readily available background at http://www.jacso.info/case-study . (Louise, the period must not be part of the URL, so there is a space)  
This not likely to happen with Scopus, as its staff had completed  on time the much needed retrospective “filling the gaps” project by adding 7 million records to the pre-1996 segment of the database on top of the high volume normal monthly updates. It was an expensive and welcome move. Unfortunately,  there are still significant gaps in the coverage of articles, issues, entire volumes, and runs of volumes both in the precious, cited reference enhanced post-1995 segment, and in the backfile part. The focus in this paper is on the most heralded (and badly needed) enhancement of the A&H segment of Scopus that has exceptionally  shallow coverage of journals, and very low number of records compared to other A&H databases. This is followed by demonstrating the implications of the inconsistent, shallow and “gappy” coverage of some core LIS journals at the analytic level.  
The text part will be relatively short to accommodate more graphics and a table with some of the simple indicators of database coverage in databases or database subsets related to A&H. 
The best method to evaluate the source coverage of the data is to put it in context by showing the recommended vital signs of the target database and other databases in the same peer group.

Vital signs for  source coverage of databases
Database size  is a primary indicator, and is readily available from the publishers. Publishers’data was verified by searching  databases of the peer group in the first days of July. Their size keeps increasing. The A&H section of Scopus turns out to be far the smallest in the group, an order of magnitude smaller than the  A&H component of WoS. It is the closest to the ARTBibliographies Modern (this spelling Louise!)  database of CSA, but it is only one of the several other CSA databases covering A&H disciplines, such as music, religion, political science. In Scopus there are no additional  specific categories beyond the category name Arts & Humanities  for these. This diminutive size is a red flag in and by itself. 
The length of the coverage of a database, i.e. its retrospectivity is the other widely touted database measure. It can range from a few years to centuries. Some database publishers, such as H.W. Wilson, offers many of its databases in two editions, a current and a retrospective one, the former covering the most recent 25 years, and the latter the earlier years. Thomson-Reuters’ Web of Science (WoS) offers the users to license their preferred mix of the Science (1900-), Social Sciences (1956-) and A&H (1975-) databases for any of the available year ranges. 
Scopus has  the longest coverage, it is 3-4 times longer than the others, except for the Humanities International Complete (HIC) database of Ebsco which goes back to 1930 (but I had no access to this large Humanities database, purportably covering nearly 2000 journals, and offering well over 2 million records. 
It is to be noted that the actual starting years were checked within the database to indicate the length of the database (segments). While the help file of ARTbibliographies may refer to the late 60’s as the start year, the search clearly showed it to be 1974. To avoid absurd numbers (caused by a smattering of records for centuries year old papers, or a typo in the publication year (such as 1395 instead of 1995), the start year was the one that was followed by 10 consecutive years with records available. For Scopus and WoS the start year was restricted to that of the A&H segment. 

This policy was followed when the size of the oldest 10-year and 20-year segments were determined. These can immediately signal how balanced is the spread. It is reasonable when  the volume of records for the first 10 years of coverage  is  30-50%  lower than the volume for the past 10 years, but a 25-fold difference clearly indicates that the database is excessively front loaded, as is the case with the A&H part of Scopus. 
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Table 1. Vital signs for some A&H databases and database segments
The seemingly impressive length of coverage backfires when calculating the average number of records per year. It is a good reality check against cheap claims. 
The volume for the most current year indicates the currency of the time span, and it much depends on when the test search was made. It must be also realized that human indexing and abstracting may take several months, so  not even a low 20% of the average yearly volume would be alarming, especially when the database has far the highest rate of abstracts (which, of course is  a great asset in and by itself beyond coverage) as is the case with the CSA database.  
The extremely low volume and imbalance  in the A&H segment of Scopus must be visualized to manifest its abysmal shallowness of coverage of articles in 1,600 A&H journals. It looks like small boys trying to run in their father’s size 46E shoes.  The histogram, especially in comparison with WoS, the only overall competitor of in the cited reference enhanced A&H database arena doesn’t show the additional16,126 records of Scopus for the 1894-1974 time frame, which yields less than 200 records per year. 
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Figure 1. The good, the bad and the ugly for volume, spread and balance 

The very   low percentage of abstracts in WoS also stands out in the table. However, it is a different matter, because the producer has always made it clear that it does not create abstracts, it takes one if available with the article – but even  that is a relatively new addition. In case of the WoS A&H component the practice was started only  in 2001. 

Adding cited references to standard bibliographic records can be even a more time consuming process, and it is still an exquisite and expensive feature that will be discussed in a sequel about the implications of source coverage for bibliometric and scientometric measures.   
The number of sources covered is one of the widely touted measures, too. It can be also a meaningless measure without making tangible the depth of coverage of the sources in an easy to perceive manner. No one expects all the journals covered for the entire time span of the database. Many may have just started recently, or were added recently to the collection.  Producers may justify the  termination of journals if its subscription price became irrationally high, and/or its performance does not meet the selection criteria anymore. The point is, again, to be able to make a comparison, and curb the producers’ enthusiasm to sell their grossly inflated numbers. 
It is a common trend to enhance the database with new journals as the market and the need increases, and when existing journals merge into others, or simply cease publishing. It is interesting to look up in the very much improved and enhanced Ulrich’s Periodical Directory the  rate of birth and death of journals and their  high infant mortality rate.    
The best producers make spreadsheets available with details about the exact dates of coverage of each journal, although mostly in a text-string format, and in an inconsistent format, so you can’t work with them directly for number crunching. The details are different, and some have unusual features, such as H.W. Wilson has, which was among the first to make available for anyone a splendid directory of the journals they cover. It can be searched by the combination of many criteria. 
It was no surprise for me to see the prominent display of the number of active versus inactive journals. I refer to the company as the H.W. “the honest” Wilson. In my experience this company has never played fast and loose with the numbers, actually, it has been very conservative with its claims.
The average number of records / source is a rough indicator, but it immediately alerts the users when seeing them in context of the competitors as shown in the table above. 
Analytic level coverage evaluation        
The majority of the source coverage comparisons addresses the issue of overlap and uniqueness at the journal level. It is tiresome enough, to discourage librarians from doing a comparison about the depth of coverage among (some of)  the overlapping titles of two or three databases, as they don’t have that much extra time. Usually, teaching faculty members do that. I know because I did such analytic level comparison, including one that was published (Jacso, 1998), and several others that were not meant to be. 
The most informative are the results for those journals that the searcher is familiar with, and can get a sense instantly about the plausibility of the data presented. Even so, finding the variant spellings and abbreviations of Online and CD-ROM Review (1993-1999) and Online Review (1977-1992), the two preceding titles of Online Information Review (2000-) may stretch the skills of even the most experienced searcher, not contemplating such formats as On Line Review because the spelling of the term has been the subject of heated debates in the 70s. . 
The results for Online Information Review (OIR) then befuddles everyone. Records appear for articles that were published in the preceding titles (back to 1980), not in OIR that appeared with this title from volume 24 in 2000. In Scopus, records back to 1980 are credited to OIR. This mess with the journal name cripples searches that include the journal title as a primary search term or as a filter, and distorts the bibliometric data for all the three. (In WoS there were no such identity problems encountered in my tests, but it also has inconsistent abbreviations for some other journals).

The most disappointing from the perspective of the source coverage, is the roller coaster coverage,  and the gaps for the entire volumes in 1996 and 1998, in the most precious time frame of Scopus. The farcically low coverage in 1997 is not compensated by the farcically high coverage in 2001 and 2002. Seeing dozens of records for the short reminder about accessing the online archive in every issue,  one can’t help wondering if a human did the indexing, abstracting and record creation or Google Scholar’s data was extracted and made into a Scopus record. It is not the volume of  this particular nonsense, but the reality of the much touted selective coverage of only important documents. Nothing can be more fluffy than such miscellenia.    
Sometimes it is not easy to spot other source coverage problems when looking at long list of journal names and/or publication years a large matrix and confusing journal names as was the case for Online Information Review and its two preceding titles, which I have been doing as  routinely as a medical check-up with the physician. 
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Figure 2.   Befuddling results for Online Information Review 
The juxtaposing of the histogram of WoS and Scopus for the coverage of OIR indicates that that there are other omissions beyond the gaping gaps and the extremely shallow coverage in years discussed above.

[image: image4.png]180
16!
140
120
100
80
60
40

0

20

160
140
120
100
80
60
40
20
0

6002
8002
2002
9002
002
ooz
002
200z
100z
000z
6661
8661
2661
9661
s661
ve61
661
2661
1661
0661
6061
8961
961
9961
5961
vest
sa61
za61
1861
o861
6l61
al6h
s

6007
8007
2007
9007
5007
[
€007
200z
100z
000z
6661,
8661
2661
9661,
s661,
V661,
€661,
2661,
1661
0661,
6861,
8861,
1861
o861
5861
V861
€861
2061,
161
o861,
6261
8261
e





Figure  3.   Histograms for the coverage of items in WoS (above) and Scopus (below)

More than two decades of volumes of the Annual Review of Information Science and Technology are still missing for the pre-1996 period when it was one of the top three periodical publication in library and information science. Those volumes are being cited and is an enigma how it can be neglected so stubbornly. (The “missing volume in 2001 is not a mistake of Scopus, the production of the volume was delayed)   
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Figure 4.  Huge gaps in and shallow  coverage of one of the top sources in LIS  before 1996 

Equally disappointing is the depth of coverage of several other journals from my test suite of primarily LIS journals, such as that of the Journal of Scholarly Publishing – shown on histograms for WoS (on the left) and Scopus (on the right). and its preceding title, Scholarly Publishing (which was a totally unnecessary change of title by the publisher, to madden librarians, and discombobulate readers). No histogram is needed for the preceding title for anyone, because Scopus has a single record for a paper published in 1980, while WoS has 177 records for the former title. Scopus notes in it very good journal that “coverage is discontinued in Scopus”. It seems like a monumental understatement as was nothing to continue. Scopus could easily sort its directory of journals by increasing such journals that had the SID syndrome, and adjust its claim of journal coverage accordingly. I am not talking about partial coverage but about accidental coverage.  (Louise, preceding, successor and former title are mandatory jargon, not my wrong choice of words).    
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Figure 5.    Juxtaposed coverage histograms of the same journal in WoS (left) and Scopus (right)
I have used hyperboles in my earlier reviews of Scopus for its splendid software, and criticized its cheap PR claims and content coverage, (which  remains disappointing even after the laudable “filling the gap” project for the pre-1996 segment). I have seen this trend for other databases, especially for LISA, Mental Health Abstracts and SportDiscus (Louise, this is the spelling) in the 1990 (documented in the book excerpt referred to in the introduction).

The announcement of the enhancement of the Humanities segment of Scopus illustrate the problem  of high-falutin talk mixed with misleading claims and promises with delayed delivery. The PR materials make mission and vision statements and strategic plans look  Hemingwayishly  simple and down to earth. Scopus is not the largest citation database by any stretch of the imagination. Its broadest coverage of A&H is for the number of titles,  with far the shallowest depth of article coverage across the A&H databases or segments. This makes it absurd  to claim that it offers the most holistic cross-disciplinary database. 
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Figure 6    High-falutin announcement no delivery (as of early July)

Late night commercials may get away for a time with  their most holistic, most comprehensive weight-loss methods, and may find many people for unanimous testimonials, but Scopus is much above that level. 
Scopus should have focused primarily on the gaps in the post 1995,  cited reference enhanced segment, as that’s why customers license this database, not for the pre-1996 plain indexing/abstracting records. 
The decision to almost double the number of A&H journals reinforces the concept of enhancing the width of source coverage, obviously at the expense of depth of coverage. It is like those “If it is Tuesday, it must be Belgium” tours, where the emphasis is on beating the other tours by advertising more comprehensive coverage of European countries by “virtue” of visiting more countries in a single afternoon. 
This practice will particularly backfire in using Scopus for measuring publishing  activity and   impact of individuals, departments and universities, especially for a longer time span for senior researchers and professors. For the scientometric searches so called “known item” searches are made, and the more records are missing from core journals, the more harm is done to the subjects of the search. In subject searches a few good finds may be fine, but in “known-item” searches that is not good enough. WoS may get in a situation for its relatively low rate of coverage of high quality open access journals in contrast to Scopus, which is good at it.   Doubling  the cited reference enhanced segment,  and eliminating the gaps in, say, the 1975-2009 segment , would have been much smarter policy. 
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