ONLINE DATABASES

BY CAROL TENOPIR

The New Generation of
Online Search Software

MOST OF TODAY’S database
searchers spend a lot of time learning
the commands of a variety of systems,
how to formulate queries, and the cor-
rect use of Boolean operators. Even
with end user systems—whether on-
line, CD-ROM, or locally loaded data-
bases—reference librarians report an
increased need for bibliographic in-
struction. Why 1is something that
makes research so much faster so com-
plicated?

Part of the problem is that most of
today’s online systems and many CD-
ROM systems operate with essentially
the same software developed for the
first online systems 20 years ago. Al-
though improved and sometimes re-
written in more modern programming
languages, the major systems still re-
flect first-generation search tech-
niques. They rely on exact match Bool-
ean logic, structured commands or
menu choices, and convoluted input
syntax, features that may be advanta-
geous to experienced searchers, allow-
ing them to control the search process,
but unsatisfactory for end user systems.

Software improvements

“Innovations in Text Retrieval
Software” (Online Databases, LJ, June
1, 1992, p. 94, 96) discussed the many
improvements in text retrieval soft-
ware that evolved from the informa-
tion retrieval research laboratories into
the software market for end users.
More innovative search techmques
such as natural-language input, rele-
vance or word frequency ranking, and
automatic thesaurus features are ap-
pearing in commercial products A lit-
tle more than a year ago, most innova-
tions in retrieval software were avail-
able only for in-house databases—in
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software packages such as Topic, Per-
sonal Librarian, and ZyINDEX.

The new generation now has
spread to the commercial online and
CD-ROM environment. Thus far, the
Personal Librarian (PL) software and
Westlaw Is Natural (WIN) are two of
the most successful representatives of
the online second generation.

PL is still available as a stand-
alone program, but it is now used as the
search software for many CD-ROM
products and as a search engine for
several online hosts. WIN provides an
alternative method for searching West-
law’s many online legal databases. This
month, I will profile Personal Librari-
an; next month I will focus on WIN.

Personal Librarian

PL, known originally as SIRE, was
developed over a decade ago by Mat-
thew Koll and his colleagues at Syra-
cuse University as an experimental re-
trieval system. It was first offered in
1983 as a commercial software product
for creation of microcomputer-based
in-house databases. (Personal Library
Software, Inc., 2400 Research Blvd.,
Rockville, MD 20850; 301-990-1155)

PL was the first commercial ap-
plication to offer a number of search
features. Natural-language input is
perhaps the most obvious to users. In-
stead of entering a search statement in
the correct and stilted Boolean opera-
tor form as with other systems, users
can input any sentence that describes
their information need.

Thus the statement “I need infor-
mation about the effect of last year’s
hurricanes in Florida and Hawaii on
tourism” will work as an input string.
PL does not use any artificial intelli-
gence or other techniques for inter-
preting the meaning of the statement,
nor does it match words to a thesau-
rus. Instead it just eliminates stop
words from the string, then ORs to-
gether all the remaining words. A con-
cise statement loaded with meaningful
words will thus work best.

At first glance, a Boolean OR be-
tween every word may seem like sure

disaster in full-text databases. It will
retrieve many documents, but it works
because the PL software uses rele-
vance ranking. Retrieved documents
are ranked in order of likely relevance;
users can browse through documents
until the relevance diminishes or their
information need is met.

PL’s relevance ranking works by
a complex formula that takes into ac-
count how many of the words occur in
each document, how many times each
word occurs, each document’s length,
and how often each term occurs in the
entire database compared with how
many times it occurs in each docu-
ment. Tests show that although the
formula is not perfect, it does predict
likely relevance much of the time.

Another notable search feature is
the ability to use a relevant document
as a query. When a “good” one is
found, users can request similar docu-
ments. PL examines word occurrence
in the relevant document to search for
documents with similar word frequen-
cies.

Although PL has no standard the-
saurus features, it will locate words
that occur frequently with another
word. A user can expand any search
term to locate related terms in the
database and then search the addition-
al terms automatically.

PL is still known as a package for
creating in-house databases, with
DOS, Windows, Mac, UNIX, and
VMS versions. Stand-alone and
networked versions make it popular
with both small companies and large
corporations, including Apple Com-
puters and Unisys. In the last year or
two, the larger information industry
has taken note of its strengths as well.

CD-ROM products

You may not even realize you are
using PL when you purchase a CD-
ROM product from the U.S. Govern-
ment Printing Office or from a com-
pany such as Grolier. That’s because it
has been adapted as the search engine
by a variety of CD-ROM developers,
many of whom put their own interface
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onto the powerful PL search engine.
According to Richard Black, VP of
Business Development at Personal Li-
brary Software, “several CD-ROM
developers use our search engine bur-
ied deep in the bowels of their prod-
ucts with their own custom inter-
faces.” The licensing agreement,
however, does require a copyright
statement on the disc and on the pack-
aging.

PL is now the search engine for
several popular CD-ROM products.
Among the notable titles are the U.S.
Code from the U.S. House of Repre-
sentatives, the Guinness Multimedia
Disc of Records from Grolier, the
American Memory Project from the
Library of Congress, the Laws of
Washington and Oregon from CD-
Law, a series of British newspapers
from the Financial Times (including
the Economist, the Financial Times,
the Daily Telegraph, the Independent,
and others), and McCarthy’s compila-
tion of full-text business articles from
European business newspapers and
magazines. Both text-only and multi-
media CDs use PL.

Online expansion

PL has expanded into the online
arena as well. One of the first online
services to use PL as its search engine
is Washington Alert, the online system
from Congressional Quarterly. Wash-
ington Alert developed its own search
interface to work with the PL search
engine.

Washington Alert debuted with
the PL search engine almost five years
ago. The service includes approxi-
mately 20 databases that together pro-
vide comprehensive coverage of Con-
gress and Congressional actions. No-
table databases include the full text of
the Congressional Quarterly Weekly
Report and other newsletters; full texts
of all bills and all committee reports;
bill-tracking; and information about
roll call floor votes, members of
Congress, committee actions, and
schedules.

America Online, the popular end
user online service, announced in May
1993 that PL would be used as the
search engine for an improved version
of its online system. Again, America
Online uses its own interface, but the
search powers that make retrieval
work are now from PL.

America Online is phasing in PL
on its system, database by database.
The first database searchable with PL
is America Online’s member directo-

ry. This database gets more use than
you may expect, since sending and re-
ceiving messages is America Online’s
most popular service. America Online
will continue to phase in the conver-
sion of its full-text databases. It now
offers news, sports, weather, stock
market, and software databases, in ad-
dition to its popular E-mail and con-
ferencing functions.

America Online also serves as a
gateway to many databases on other
online systems in addition to being a
resident host. The gateway databases
will continue to use the search engines
of the systems that house them, but with
the America Online interface. This may
be confusing to users, since the connec-
tions are made transparently.

DataTimes announced in June
1993 that PL would replace BASIS as
its newspaper archives software for
minicomputer systems. (It did not an-
nounce it will be using PL for its com-
mercial online system.) DataTimes
has two businesses—as a vendor of
the online system and as a provider of
internal library systems to newspa-
pers. DataTimes had been selling mi-
cro versions of PL for Macintosh and
Windows for its newspaper library
systems clients. Starting in June, it will
also offer the minicomputer version of
PL to replace BASIS.

Dow Jones News/Retrieval
(DJNR) may be the best-known on-
line system to convert to PL. This past
spring, rumors began to surface that
DJNR would switch from IBM equip-
ment to DEC computers and from
IBM STAIRS to PL. Although the “of-
ficial” announcement was delayed,
PLS and Dow Jones have not denied
the rumors.

Informed sources say PL has
been selected as DJNR’s next genera-
tion search engine, with an interface to
be developed by Dow Jones. Conver-
sion has not yet begun, but expect
something in 1994.

DIALOG buys into PLS

DIALOG Information Services,
Inc. is involved with Personal Library
Software in a slightly different vein.
DIALOG announced in July a signifi-
cant minority investment in Personal
Library Software. It does not plan to
replace the DIALOG software with
the PLS system, but DIALOG will be
represented on the PLS Board of Di-
rectors and the two will jointly devel-
op new products.

One of the first applications areas
is likely to be with DIALOG’s CD-

ROM products. PLS has been success-
ful with multimedia CD-ROMSs, an
area in which DIALOG has done little
to date. We can expect some multime-
dia and image/document manage-
ment systems from DIALOG with
Personal Library Software.

DIALOG and PLS is a marriage
of market presence with forward-look-
ing technical expertise. According to
Patrick Tierney, president and CEO
of DIALOG, “PLS has excellent tech-
nology, strong performance, and
knows where the information business
is heading. Together, our companies
will develop synergistic products that
will integrate text and image-based in-
formation from internal and external
databases and deliver mission-critical
data directly to users’ desktops.”

DIALOG denies plans to aban-
don its current CD-ROM search soft-
ware, a program that has gotten con-
sistently positive reviews. How the
current system and PL will interact
and whether they will be used for sepa-
rate databases or different types of ap-
plications is still unclear. Perhaps
more than anything, this announce-
ment shows that Personal Librarian
has arrived as a search engine and
company to be taken seriously in the
larger information industry market-
place.

Why now?

Why is PLS attracting so much
attention in the information industry
now after a decade of existence? PLS
VP Black speculates that “things are
changing very quickly in the entire in-
formation industry. Information
vending and information retrieval are
moving out of the hands of profession-
al searchers and into the public do-
main. That’s the impetus.” The time is
finally right for innovations that make
software easier to use and go beyond
the techniques we’ve been using since
the early days.

Online/CD-ROM 93

1 will moderate a session at the
Online/CD-ROM ’93 meeting in
Washington, D.C., November 1, that
will debate the relative effectiveness of
‘‘old-fashioned”” command-based
Boolean logic systems with natural-
language and relevance ranking sys-
tems. Speakers will represent both
sides of the issue.

Next Month: More on the new genera-
tion of online systems with a look at
Westlaw Is Natural (WIN).




