Savvy searching

Online Information Review

Savvy searching

Web-based metasearch engines

I wrote more than a year ago in this column
that “savvy searchers know very well that
they have to search several databases for
quasi-comprehensive results on a subject”
when they are using traditional databases.
MEDLINE is wonderful, but you still need
to search at least EMBASE for more
comprehensive results about, say, the
treatment of some disease. The same is true
when searching the open access databases
built by the crawler programs of Web-wide
search engines. Google is awesome, but it
does not cover more then 20 percent of even
the free (open access) parts of the Web
universe. You can increase the recall of
relevant results when you also use the FAST
(AlltheWeb), AltaVista and Teoma search
engines. Searching for a topic such as
treatment of acquired ocular toxoplasmosis
using several search engines is not a walk in
the park. You need to invoke each engine
and type in your query, observing the
various syntax rules of the different search
engines. At that time I recommended
desktop-based metasearch engines which
take your query and forward it to search
engines which you could select. Web-based
metasearch engines were quite irritating,
acting more like meta-ad engines that
flooded you with entries from engines
touting sites based on the paid inclusion
system. The situation was particularly bad
when InfoSpace went on a shopping spree
buying up WebCrawler, Metacrawler,
Dogpile and Excite and made meta-
scarchers feel like night guards who keep
switching among TV stations but keep
getting late night commercials on every click
of the remote. The situation has changed
considerably in the past 15-16 months, and
there are now several good Web-based
meta-search engines.

Vivisimo

This brainy metasearch engine deserves credit
for introducing novel features and combining
them with useful but rarely used existing
features. It is perhaps best known for
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clustering results retrieved from search
engines. Result clustering was introduced by
Northern Light several years before and
remained a unique and valuable feature
(Figure 1).

It organised results into folders by subject,
language and source and offered a way to look
at various aspects of the search topic by
selecting one of the folders that included, for
example, documents dealing with
toxoplasmosis and pregnancy without the
need for the user to refine the original query
with additional words to restrict the search
such as (toxoplasma OR toxoplasmosis) AND
(pregnancy OR pregnant women OR
congenital). Vivisimo uses similar clustering
but it also shows immediately how many
items there are in each cluster, and with
another click displays the name of the sub-
clusters and the number of items therein
(Figure 2).

Vivisimo added to this feature with several
innovations. It shows in the last line of each
entry how many of the search engines found
that page, and which rank position each
search engine gave the page. Apparently, the
pages which got the best ranking by the
most engines were ranked as the top entries
in the Vivisimo result list. It is not only a
great idea, but is also easy to understand
and verify visually. (I rush to add that it is
not yet perfectly implemented as Vivisimo
does not always recognise identical pages
collected by two search engines, and does
not aggregate the results, as is the case with
the page from the British Fournal of
Ophthalmology where item No. 1 (retrieved
from AltaVista) is the same as Item No. 4
from MSN in spite of the difference in using
uppercase versus lower case in the last
segment of the URL, and should have been
aggregated. This can be critical when an
item’s ranking is much lower without
aggregation than with aggregation)

(Figure 3).

Another novel feature is the option to sneak
a peek (Figure 4) of the item without leaving
the results list, let alone opening a new
window, in a way similar to changing the
angle of the slats of a blind instead of rolling
it up.

Vivisimo offers meta-searching of the
databases of five Web-wide search engines,
and nearly 30 other databases from a variety
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Figure 1 Northern Light
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Figure 2 Vivisimo
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of good sites, like BBC News, CNN, Fazzle

Britannica, MEDLINE, etc. You may choose This is a not a real word, but it rhymes with
the databases and thus eliminate databases dazzle (which was already used as a URL),
which you are not interested in. One and in terms of letter pattern also with
deficiency of Vivisimo is that it does not Google, and is the name of a good metasearch
include the newer search engines like engine which I do not think will fizzle as so
AllTheWeb, Teoma or WiseNut, and — many other metasearch engines did.

similar to most other metasearch engines — Undoubtedly, it took some pages from

Google. But enter the youngest Turk: Fazzle Vivisimo’s book, but it also added its own
(Figure 5). ideas to metasearch engines.
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Figure 4 Sneak a peek
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Its most important novel asset is that it
searches AllTheWeb (although it was not
available in the second round of my tests),
Teoma and WiseNut, as well as the Yahoo!
version of Google, and the databases of more
than 100 other search engines (including some
which are based on the paid inclusion system).
The GoogleYahoo! search does not
produce the same result (22 items) as the
direct Google search (38 items), partly
because of hit counting differences,
partly because PDF files are not included,

and it does not offer trademark Google
features like looking up a cache version of
the item, or suggesting the correctly spelled
phrase if you type “aquired ocular
toxoplasmosis” instead of “acquired
ocular toxoplasmosis”, but it does not
promise the full Google, unlike many
other, sloppily compiled metasearch engines
which promise but never deliver anything
from Google.

Its other big asset is that you can

desegregate the results with the click of a
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Figure 5 Fazzle
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button and show only results from a specific
search engine. This is a swift and deft process,
and several of the target search databases
are starter team members for many savvy
searchers. In a short time there will be

super metasearch engines which will
metasearch the metasearch engines, and
create aggregate results from the

metasearch engines’ results, offering clusters
and sneak a peek options, on the fly
aggregation and segregation of results. With
the growth rate of new Web sites even the
savviest searchers can benefit from the good
metasearch engines.

Péter Jacso

University of Hawaii ar Manoa
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