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We all know the proverb that the
cobbler’s children go barefoot. Still,
most of us would expect that the edi-
tor of a fashion magazine dresses
well, a doctor takes good care of her
own health, a car mechanic keeps his
car spick and span. I certainly would
have expected that Information
Science Abstracts, published by IFI/
Plenum, would show a good model
for well-balanced coverage, consis-
tent indexing, exemplary use of
authority files, and regular updat-
ing. After all, this database was
founded by the American Society for
Information Science, and is spon-
sored by ASIS, the American Society
of Indexers, the American Library
Association, ASIDIC, the Association
of Library and Information Science
Education, the Medical Library Associ-
ation, and the Special Library Associ-
ation. Sponsorship and—implicitly—
endorsement by any single one of
these associations would seem to be
a guarantee for quality, but it is not.
I know that some of the work that
goes into ISA has been voluntary,
but users pay similar online charges
as they do for the commercial data-
bases of far better quality, such as
INSPEC, or HW. Wilson’s Library
Literature.

ISA is supposed to cover—among
other types of documents—over 300
journals. It’s a bad omen to find out
that as of mid-October, there are
3,338 journal entries in its journal
name index. A casual scanning of
the index reveals blatant inconsis-
tencies and errors in journal
names. This is in sharp contrast
with ISA’s claim that the journal
name field consists of standardized
spellings of journal names as con-
tained in a controlled list of titles of
selected journals. The names of the
same journals appear in various
formats scattered around the index,
often far away from each other.
There are 1,610 entries that occur
only once in the journal index. This

is a clear sign of the absolute lack of

authority control.
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For many years ISA
did not even have a
controlled vocabulary
for descriptors—the
bare minimum expect-
ed from any database.
Now it has, but it
still does not make
subject indexing con-
sistent enough. One
would expect from
such a database a
much less dirty author
and author affilia-
tion index, too. I have

seen a lot of databases,
but none of them had
spelled patent assignee
names in as many
formats as ISA, even for fairly simple
names, such as Siemens (20 variants
including typos) and Toshiba (22
variants including typos). Cleaning
up these indexes that aggregated
through 30 years is an Augean task,
no doubt.

Perhaps as a warm up the pub-
lisher could start with the simple
language index. If these were merely
eyesores | would not bring up that
Afrikaans appears in four versions,
Czech in seven, and that there are
eight times as many entries under
the non-existent languages Croato-
Serbian and Yugoslavian as the cor-
rect one, Serbo-Croatian, or that
Portuguese occurs barely more often
(170 records) than Portugese (147).
They are, however, more than eye-
sores. In the DIALOG version of
ISA, you may browse around the
language index and the other
indexes, while your taximeter is
ticking, but in the SilverPlatter
DOS version there is only a single
index to browse, and the language,
document type, and publication
year fields are not part of this index,
thus are not browsable at all, and
therefore you never realize why you
don’t find almost half of the
Portuguese language articles. Actually,
I found this out because I needed a
comprehensive search before a trip
to Brazil.

ISA claims that the core journals
are indexed and abstracted cover to
cover. Sample checks did not con-
firm this. While about 800 articles
from DATABASE may look good, it
is less than that in LISA (893), and

While the updates suggest the database was loaded with a nice
round number of records every month, that was not the case.

far less than Social SciSearch (1,826).
Having 70 records from the Annual
Review of Information Science and
Technology is not impressive, even at
first sight. Knowing that a typical
volume includes 10-12 chapters, and
ARIST is now in its 35th volume, it is
obvious that this coverage is not com-
plete. A comparison with Social
SciSearch that has 272 items from
ARIST puts ISA’s figure into correct
perspective. Not only did it start to
cover ARIST only in 1984 (seven
years after promising in an editorial
to strengthen its ties with ARIST),
but it included fewer items per year
than Social SciSearch, completely
omitted the year 1988, and stopped
covering ARIST in 1992. Similarly
inconsistent and unreasonable pat-
terns were found with other core
titles as well.
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Barbara Quint’s comment made in
1993 that “Information Science
Abstracts...had its own problem with
updating and comprehensiveness of
coverage” (“The Information Industry
Counts.” Information Today, July/
August 1993, pp. 7-8.) remains valid.
ISA is supposed to be updated online
every month. Until mid-October it
was updated only three times in
1996. The consecutive, no-gap update
index entries (UD=9601, 9602, 9603,
etc.) suggest that ISA had been regu-
larly updated with a nice round num-
ber of records every month. In
reality, the updates were bundled
and dumped in the database on the
three occasions. It is as if a nursery
would feed the babies once a day, but
would enter in the log as if they had
been fed four times at the prescribed
intervals. ISA did not respond to my
fax about the permanent delays in
updating. DIALOG indicated that
there were problems with the tapes
received. This is not good enough for
a database that is to be updated
monthly. The quarterly updated
SilverPlatter version on CD-ROM has
been ahead of DIALOG—yet another
example of the myth that online data-
bases are always more current than
their CD-ROM brethren.

As for the too-round-to-be-true
number of records added, I was
always puzzled. I think I may be on
the right track of figuring out how
ISA does it. There are excessive num-
bers of duplicates and triplicate
records for the same article in ISA
(see Figure 1). Out of the 810 records
for DATABASE, for example, 98 are
duplicate pairs. Some of them are
borrowed from other databases
(ERIC, NTIS), and identified, but
many are just borrowed without due
credit. Since the duplicates and trip-
licates hardly add any additional
information, they are just padding
the database. ISA may have decided
to give a nice look to it by adding
duplicates and triplicates to make
the “monthly” updates of 700, 750,
800 look very well balanced for the
casual user.

I have to admit that the duplicates
and triplicates have one advantage.
Since the descriptors are reassigned,
and a section heading is added by
ISA to comply with its own, the bor-
rowed records and their pairs provide

FIGURE 1
Triple Records for the Same DATABASE Article

Note that only three descriptors occur in all the three versions,
and in one record the section heading is different.

Third Record in ISA Borrowed from ERIC without Credit

00082994 8408292

Alternative databases for anthropology searching.
Author (Affiliation): Brody, F.; Lambert, M.
Source: Vol. 7 Issue 1 p. 28-33 Feb 1984

Examines online search results of sample questions in

several databases covering linguistics [short abstract]
..... Search results by database are given for each subject
area.
Descriptors:
SEARCHING
Subject Class Header (Number):Information Systems and
Applications,

Bibliographic Search Services,

ANTHROPOLOGY; DATABASES; EFFECTIVENESS; ONLINE;

Databases (06.02)

Second Record from ISA—
Ignorant of Abstract Already in First Record

00081116 8406414

Alternative databases for
Author (Affiliation):
Pittsburgh, PA) ; Lambert, M.
Source: Vol. 7 Issue 1 p. 28-32 Feb 1984

NO ABSTRACT AVAILABLE [ ves, there is, see below]

Descriptors: ANTHROPOLOGY; DATABASES; EVALUATION; ONLINE;
RESEARCH; SEARCHING; SELECTION; SOCIAL SCIENCES; STRATEGY
Subject Class Header (Number):Information Systems and
Applications, Social Sciences and Humanities (06.07)

anthropology searching.
Brody. F. (University of Pittsburgh,

First Record from ISA with its Own Abstract

00080048 8405346

Alternative database for anthropology searching.
Author (Affiliation): Brody, F. (University of Pittsburgh,
FPittsburgh, PA); Lambert, M.
Source: Vol. 7 Issue 1 p. 28-32 Feb 1984

Anthropology, as its name signifies, deals with the

study of man. It is an academic discipline .... [long abstract]

This article is a result of the authors' examination of
several files on some sample questions in order to determine;
1) if and where any overlap in results might occur, and 2)
which file(s) have the greatest number of relevant hits.
Descriptors: ACCESS METHODS; ANTHROPOLOGY; DATABASES, EVALUA-
TION; RESEARCH; SEARCHERS; SEARCHING; SELECTION; SOCIAL SCI-
ENCES; STRATEGY
Subject Class Header (Number):Information Systems and
Applications, Social Sciences and Humanities (06.07)

a fertile ground to evaluate indexing
consistency. Obviously, the indexers
or the editor were not required to
compare the original ISA records and
the duplicates, since the congruency
among descriptors and even among
the much broader section headings
falls far short of expectations.

Space in this column limits me in
presenting further details and exam-
ples, but some scholarly journals
have expressed interest in publish-
ing the findings of my grant project

about measuring and checking the
various aspects of database quality
as modeled through ISA, so if you
wish you may locate them through
ISA later this year. But, I under-
stand if you would have second
thoughts about using ISA.

Communications to the author may
be addressed to Péter Jacsé, 1030
Aoloa Place 207-A, Kailua, HI 96734;
808/956-5817; jacso@hawaii.edu.
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