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What’s In a Space? FIND Out Now

Phrase searching in different databases has always been confusing

by Péter Jacso

[Editor’s Note: Péter Jacsé, a man
with an opinion, is taking the first crack at
writing for IT’s new “Viewpoint” space.
We invite others among you in the library
and information professions who want to
voice an opinion, address an issue, or put
forth a commentary to query IT with a
proposal. See editorial contact informa-
tion in the masthead, p. 5.]

hrase searching or compound term
Psearching in online and CD-ROM

databases has been enigmatic for
many casual searchers. Carol Tenopir' and
Marydee Ojala’ have written about the
differences of various systems in inter-
preting search phrases. There have been
two extremes in interpreting user queries
that consisted of two or more words sepa-
rated by a space.

The Ultrarestrictive Interpretation

DIALOG represented one extreme. It
interpreted the query “select INFORMA-
TION STORAGE” as the equivalent of
saying “select all those records from the
database where INFORMATION STOR-
AGE is the exact descriptor or identifier.”

It did not find records where the title or
abstract or full text included the words
“information storage” next to each other
in this order. The words had to be in the
descriptor or in the identifier field (in
databases that had an identifier field). Not
only that, but the descriptor or identifier
had to be exactly in this format, i.e.,
descriptors/identifiers such as INFOR-
MATION STORAGE TECHNIQUES, or
INFORMATION STORAGE & RE-
TRIEVAL did not qualify as a match. In
order to retrieve records that include this
compound term from the title, abstract,
and full-text fields, or as a part of a longer
descriptor/identifier, the user had to enter
“information (w) storage.” This is coun-
terintuitive and illogical even for sea-
soned searchers, as compound terms such
as drug abuse, United States, deficit
reduction, New Mexico, or even attention
deficit disorder just flow from the fingers
of someone who is making a search.

In a library that has databases sporting
various search software programs, this is
especially confusing and illogical for the
patrons. Using a database with the UMI
software, the query “information storage”
retrieves records where the two terms are
next to each other in this order in fields
that are used to create the basic index. In
SilverPlatter databases, the software
retrieves records where the component
words are in any order. While this latter
may backfire by retrieving both school
library and library school, or surgeon gen-
eral and general surgeon, these lenient
approaches are much better than the ultra-
restrictive interpretation of DIALOG,
especially in indexing or abstracting-and-
indexing databases. In databases running
with the EBSCO software, it retrieves

records where the terms are not more than
20 words apart, and the proximity can be
changed. Database-dependent stopwords
in some software further mystify the issue
for the casual users.

Now, finally, DIALOG has changed
the excessively restrictive interpretation
of the space character by the introduction
of the FIND command. It can do all the
tricks that the SELECT command can

(but not SuperSelect), and it interprets
such queries in a common-sense way:
words next to each other in this order, i.e.,
find INFORMATION STORAGE will
retrieve records where this pair of words
occurs in this order in any of the fields
that are used to create the basic index,
including descriptors and identifiers that
have this compound term as part of longer
ones. This is intuitive. This is reasonable.

I had been begging for it for 20 years pri-
vately and publicly, and I had given up on
it as Columbus had given up on finding
India after being marooned on the shores
of Jamaica. Now this feature arrived with-
out fanfare, to be explored by yours truly
on Columbus Day.

The Ultralenient Interpretation

Interestingly, the other extreme inter-
pretation—still in existence, by the
way—comes from DataStar, Knight-
Ridder Information’s other online service.
Using DataStar, if you enter the term
INFORMATION STORAGE, it will
retrieve every record that includes either
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us with a first-generation tool for provid-
ing much information through the
Business Analyst feature of the EyeQ and
DataTimes online service.”

“Rather than investing in the develop-
ment of two systems,” Riner said, “we
decided to concentrate our efforts and
resources on further developing Business
Analyst. The next generation of Business
Analyst is already under development,
which will allow for greater flexibility in
retrieving information and expanding
access to a more comprehensive content
base.”

Introduced in May, Business Analyst
bundles an array of investment-oriented
data from such financial information
providers as Standard & Poor’s,
Disclosure, Investext, Tradeline, and oth-
ers. Information in Business Analyst
includes company reports, comparisons,
price history, corporate news, financial
statements, and corporate profiles.

Benefits to Users
of Business Analyst

“Business Analyst,” Riner said, “offers
several advantages that were unavailable
with the reports from Avenue Tech-
nologies. The first is that information is

available more immediately online.
Previously, end users had to wait several
hours to obtain information. Any wait
was unacceptable. And when they
received the information, it was provided
only on paper.”

Another advantage of Business
Analyst is customization. “With the pre-
defined reports,” Riner said, “customers
could not select the ‘nuggets’ of informa-
tion they wanted. Basically, it was an all-
or-nothing proposition. But with Business
Analyst, when you ask specific questions,
you will receive specific answers to those
questions.”

A third advantage Riner cited is pric-
ing. “With Business Analyst,” he said,
“cost control is directly in the hands of
the end user. If you know what informa-
tion you’re looking for, you pay only for
that information instead of a complete
report.”

“As a result of the many advantages
offered by Business Analyst and with the
growing trend in our markets for delivery
of information immediately and online,”
Riner said, “we reluctantly came to the
conclusion to cease producing Executive
Reports and to close Avenue Tech-
nologies on November 14.”

Source: UMI, Ann Arbor, MI,
800/521-0600, 313/761-4700; http://
www.umi.com.
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the word “information” OR the word
“storage” in any of the fields used for cre-
ating the basic index. Yes, Boolean AND
and proximity operators like ADJ are
available in DataStar, but the default
interpretation is counterintuitive.

I had the same problem with
Compton’s Encyclopedia before, and [ am
delighted to see that it has been changed
in the 1997 edition, at least as an exclu-
sive interpretation.

A Change for the Better

Prior to the 1997 edition of the
Compton’s Encyclopedia, the space
between words was also interpreted as an
OR operator. True, the articles that had all
the words got higher rankings, but com-
pletely irrelevant articles were also
retrieved. If there were no articles that
had both (or all) the words present, only
irrelevant articles were thrown at the user.

In my review of the 1996 edition of
Compton’s Encyclopedia in the April
1996 issue of Computers in Libraries, 1
illustrated how the ill-named SmarTrieve
software retrieved dozens of irrelevant
articles in response to the search “David
Robinson.” It did not have an article about
David Robinson but listed the articles
about Johan Wyss (who wrote The Swiss
Family Robinson, in case you were won-
dering what the connection was), Camp
David, Star of David, and—most puzzling
of all—the national anthem of Swaziland
(because its composer’s name, which
appears in the caption, is David Rycoft).

One of the developers responded to my
inquiries, assuring me that in the next edi-

tion there would be Boolean, proximity,
and positional operators as well. And
there they are, indeed, in addition to the
traditional solution. I am happy, but not
perfectly happy. I hope that in the 1998
edition, the software will be smart enough
to turn the priority around and retrieve
first those articles where search terms are
adjacent to each other in the given
sequence, then—if nothing is found—in
any sequence, then with one or two inter-
vening words, then—if still nothing is
found—with an AND logic. Finally, only
if all else fails, it should switch to the
weighted OR operation.

This is not idle fantasizing. It is possi-
ble to implement, as the software is now
capable of all these operations. The devel-
opers just have to put the horse before the
cart. I am open to compromise; I don’t
want to spoil the party for those who rave
about natural language. As I put it two
years ago in IT in response to an article
that dismissed the need for Boolean oper-
ators and favored an exclusive natural
language approach: Don’t kiss Boolean
goodbye; it’'s AND NOT OR let alone
XOR. Now we’ve almost made a deal.

Péter Jacsé is associate professor of
library and information studies at the
University of Hawaii. He writes for this
and other professional magazines, speaks
at professional conferences, and regular-
Iy offers his online/CD-ROM workshop
series. His e-mail address is jacso@
hawaii.edu.
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