WATCHING YOUR ONLINE BOTTOM LINE
It is human nature to return again and again to a restaurant or pub we like, ignoring the fact that the competition might serve up better steaks, colder beer, and better coffee--for less money. But as in the movie, Grumpier Old Men, even regulars may change their habits for money or love. Online searchers should also sit up and notice what is on the menu at newly opened or renovated services, and at what price. 

Loyalty is one of my few virtues, but not when it comes to advising searchers about databases and online services. I have been a DIALOG regular for almost 20 years, and have learned to appreciate many of its nice features. But just because DIALOG has a prime spot on the agenda of every library school, it would be negligent to not review the attractive prices (and features) of many new services. 

Part of my primary job as an educator is to use four or five different online systems regularly. While library schools are offered free time on most systems and databases, we also have to educate students about the reallife implications of price differences. I advocate the butterfly system--fluttering to where you get the most for your money. 

Learning a new system can be expensive. The cost is not in the direct expense of training and documentation, but in the less efficient searches you do as you learn. However, there are situations when the long-term advantage is worth the short-term investment if it allows switching to another host for better prices or services. 

WATCH CONNECT HOUR/OUTPUT PRICES 

OCLC is an old-timer in online technical services, but a relative newcomer to online reference services. The growing EPIC collection might sometimes justify jumping the DIALOG ship for one or two databases you use regularly--say more than 50 to 60 hours per year. I would not recommend this kind of switch when the price differential is minimal. 

The Dissertation Abstracts hourly rate is $60 on DIALOG and $50 on EPIC, but unless you are a heavy user, the potential savings is not significant. Neither would I bother for occasional use of AGRICOLA--$30 on DIALOG and $20 on EPIC. However, in the case of Economic Literature Index (EconLit) the price difference is remarkable. DIALOG charges $60 per hour for connect time, while OCLC only $30. 

Also compare output charges. Dissertation Abstracts' output is $1 on DIALOG and $.75 on EPIC. In the case of EconLit, DIALOG charges $.50, EPIC $.75, but for most users even the higher output charge would not offset the 50 percent connect-time savings on EPIC. 

The pattern is not consistent. Actually, it is just the opposite for Microcomputer Abstracts. Its charges are $50 on EPIC and only $30 on DIALOG. The print charges are the same for a full record. Similarly, PAIS is $60 on EPIC, and $30 on DIALOG, and the full record format is $.75 versus $.60, respectively. A plus for DIALOG is that EPIC does not have thesaurus capabilities, while DIALOG offers the PAIS thesaurus. 

COMPARE THE FEATURES 

With OCLC, the lack of a thesaurus-handling capability is a general deficiency, but on DIALOG you must examine the issue case by case. If you think the choice that offers an online thesaurus is always more expensive, think again. In the case of GeoRef, DIALOG offers a thesaurus and is still less expensive than EPIC ($60 versus $70). The full record print charges are similar ($.S5 versus $.75). DIALOG also offers a $30 price for those who subscribe to the printed version of GeoRef. From another perspective, higher price does not imply higher service. In the case of EconLit, DIALOG does not offer a thesaurus, despite its 100 percent higher price. 

Wait, there is more. Don't just stop at the first shop with better prices and more functionality. If you look at Sociofile, DIALOG is less expensive than EPIC both in terms of connect hour and print charges, even though DIALOG also has the thesaurus. But OVID, a young Turk in the online field with impressive software and smart pricing strategy, offers an even better deal. Most of its software features in general, and its thesaurus-handling in particular, are superior to DIALOG's. Still, OVID offers better prices. It has the lowest price for Sociofile at $24 per hour and $.75 per full record--and offers a nifty thesaurus. 

Sweeter still is the deal offered by OVID for ABI/INFORM versus the same on EPIC and DIALOG. DIALOG did not implement the ABI/INFORM thesaurus and charges $90 an hour, and $2.20 for a full record (EPIC's price tag is $80 and $1.50). OVID beats both with an excellent graphical and intuitive thesaurus for a $60 hourly search rate and $2 print charge. 

SHOP 'TIL YOU DROP 

As new online services arrive on the scene, this type of price (and feature) comparison is becoming more important. As of this writing, two important new online players, SilverPlatter and EBSCO, offer only fixed-rate pricing. However, both are soon likely to offer pay-as-you-go options, and it will pay-before-you-go to compare them to old favorites. 

Regulars, who venture out to try new places for dessert, then coffee, may find themselves sooner or later comfortably eating the full course elsewhere. Good prices and nice features may prove as irresistible as Sophia Loren to a grumpy old man. 

