ONLINE DATABASES

BY CAROL TENOPIR

Database Quality Revisited

I HAD ALMOST despaired. Every
year for the past six or seven years |
predicted that quality control would
be the next “‘hot topic’” of the year.
Nearly every year there was some im-
portant event or publication that led
me to believe that this was the year for
quality. In 1983, Jeff Pemberton, then
editor of Database, issued his call to
searchers to name names and identify
databases of poor quality; in 1984 and
1985, Anne Mintz, now librarian at
Forbes magazine, published her ger-
minal articles in Online and LJ on *“In-
formation Practice and Malpractice”
(LJ, September 15, 1989, p. 38); and
Barbara Quint began her popular **Su-
per Searcher” forums and gripe ses-
sions at the yearly Online meetings.
Yet when 1 published a column on
**Quality Control’’ (LJ, February 15,
1987, p. 124-125), the response was
underwhelming.

Quality is important

Librarians know that quality
control in information products has
always been important, whether on-
line or in print. The evaluation pro-
cess for print reference tools is well
established. With online there seems
to be more of a tendency to accept
answers or results, rather than to
question, verify, and cross-check,
and many end users still believe that
anything out of a computer must be
good. Had we just decided to let the
buyer beware or accepted some data-
base producer’s arguments that qual-
ity problems are not their fault (or too
expensive to fix)?

At last I feel vindicated in my
initial judgment. Quality of databases
was the main theme of the National
Online Meeting held this May in New
York and will play a prominent role
in the Online/CD-ROM '90 confer-
ence in November in Washington,
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D.C. It isn’t just the outside observ-
ers who are speaking up, it is also the
searchers themselves who rely on
databases and online systems every
day in their jobs.

The real impetus for the focus on
quality is coming at the grass-roots
level. The Southern California Online
Users Group (SCOUG), one of the
largest and most active of a diminish-
ing species, held a retreat in August
to formulate an action plan for rating
(and thereby paving the way to im-
proving) databases. Almost 50 online
searchers, representatives from data-
base producers, online systems reps,
writers from many of the major on-
line journals, and even the host of a
weekly radio show called Your Ex-
panding InfoSphere spent a weekend
brainstorming to begin formulating
criteria for evaluating databases.

A proposed rating scheme

SCOUG’s task is to prepare a rat-
ing scheme for bibliographic, full-
text, and directory databases from the
output perspective; that is, to focus on
those factors that cause the most
problems to searchers and that ham-
per the ability to get the answers we
need out of a database. The quality of
the outputs from database searching is
really dependent on a combination of
three things: 1) the data themselves;
2) the database structure and organi-
zation; and 3) the system on which
they are loaded. At the National On-
line Meeting, Martha Williams pre-
sented an expanded vision of this “‘in-
formation generation-database use
chain.”” Problems with quality can
come anywhere in a seven-link chain
that includes, ‘‘1) author/originator,
2) primary publisher, 3) secondary
publisher or database producer, 4) ter-
tiary publisher or online vendor,
5) gateway to online services, 6) the
searcher/analyst, and 7) the end-user
or requestor.” SCOUG's criteria fo-
cus more narrowly on the product cre-
ated by the database producer and
made accessible by the system.

Such a rating scheme may be
used by anyone reviewing a database
or it could be used to develop a sepa-
rate rating publication that would be-

come the Consumer Reports of data-
bases. Searchers would use the rat-
ings to determine which databases on
which online systems to search. Pro-
ducers and vendors could use the rat-
ings and accompanying evaluations
to improve their products.

Rating scheme components

So far SCOUG has identified 11
main components that will help a pro-
fessional searcher judge quality:
1) consistency; 2) coverage/scope;
3) timeliness; 4) value in terms of cost;
5) accuracy/error rate; 6) accessibili-
ty; 7) system performance/ease of use;
8) integration with other databases;
9) output; 10) documentation; and
11) customer support. (End users
probably perceive value and ease of
use to be most important, but inreality
all of these factors affect the quality of
the end user’s search experience.)

Consistency describes the inter-
nal consistency of record structure
and data elements within a database.
For example, if abbreviations are
used in some fields, are they always
the same and are they logical and pre-
dictable? (Retreat attendees felt that
if abbreviations are used, the online
system should be able to automatical-
ly recognize spelled-out versions as
well.) Are the same fields present in
all records? Are bibliographic ele-
ments such as title consistently input
as given in the original publication?

Coveragelscope encompasses 1)
how well producers tell you what will
be in a database by publishing a clear
editorial policy, and 2) how well they
follow that policy. If they claim cov-
er-to-cover indexing of a group of
journals, are they really indexing ev-
erything? Also, databases must be
evaluated by how comprehensively
they cover a given topic or span of
time.

Timeliness refers to how fre-
quently a database is updated on any
system as well as what time lags there
are before material is put into the
database. A database may score high
on one aspect of timeliness, but low
on the other. Some bibliographic
databases that are regularly updated
monthly are a year or more behind in
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their indexing. As with coverage,
databases should also be ranked on
how well they disclose their policies
for priorities and how consistently
they follow their policies.

Value in terms of cost is a more
subjective criterion, but certain fac-
tors can be evaluated. Many of these
factors are inextricably tied to the on-
line system, demonstrating why each
database must be evaluated separate-
ly for each online system it is on. For
example, is there an understandable
and fair pricing policy on the online
system? Are there any upfront or
subscription fees? Are there free out-
put formats for this database that fa-
cilitate browsing or relevance judg-
ing? Can searchers select from a
variety of cost options so they can
control the costs? Do they get a lot of
information for their money?

Accuracylerror rate is what most
of us think of when we think of data-
base quality. SCOUG members feel it
is only one aspect of the broad pic-
ture of quality. This is an especially
tricky area to measure. How can a
reviewer accurately estimate the
number of harmful typographical er-
rors, for example, in a database with
millions of characters? Even more
difficult is judging accuracy levels in
a directory database. Some of this
judgment must be subjective impres-
sions based on experienced search-
ing. More objective measures can fo-
cus on the quality control measures
used by the producer and its willing-
ness to make corrections. Does an
online system give credit to searchers
who locate errors or who have unsatis-
factory search results because of
them? Does the system allow a search-
er to view the inverted index through a
command like DIALOG's Expand or
Orbit’s Neighbor so errors can be
identified? The first online system that
implements a free ‘‘Fixit"’ command
to allow searchers to report errors on-
line (and gives them rewards for doing
s0) earns a ten on this scale.

Accessibility can refer to factors
of physical accessibility such as
equipment required or special soft-
ware required. It also refers to the
more important area of information
accessibility based on the fields that
are present within a database, the
availability of controlled vocabulary
indexing, and the amount of informa-
tion in a record. On the system side,
search features such as proximity op-
erations, truncation, automatic sin-
gulars and plurals, automatic term

equivalencies for common terms, and
online thesauri all impact the quality
of accessibility. For full-text data-
bases, some ranking features were
seen as especially important so large
search results could be ranked ac-
cording to likelihood of relevance.
Performance includes system-
wide factors such as response time,
baud rates supported, and hours of
availability. Since ease of use is sub-
jective, it mostly focuses on the vari-
ety of levels of interaction available.

The ideal system supports simple
menus on up through fast commands
for the experienced user. (Ideal in the
future are systems that learn about
users’ knowledge and preferences
each time they search.)

Integration refers to the ability of
this database to integrate with other
databases on the system. Consistency
of field tags and field values certainly
play a part here, as do integrated the-
sauri or linked vocabulary. The BRS
LINK command that allows full-text
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and bibliographic records to be linked
acrossdatabasesisanexample of good
integration. The presence of sister files
that are linked to each other, e.g.,
Information Access Company’s Mag-
azine Index and Magazine ASAP, rate
highly. DIALOG's duplicate detec-
tion is another system feature that will
rate high on integration.

Variety and flexibility of output
options are essential to a successful
search experience. Users must be
able to define output formats, includ-
ing no-charge formats that allow rele-
vance judging or that encourage
browsing. Records should be aesthet-
ically pleasing (no all caps anymore!)
and clearly presented. Output op-
tions such as sorting, stacking prints,
choosing output media, and tagged
records for downloading should be
supported. In addition, full-text files
should support Key-Word-in-Con-
text and page and paragraph brows-
ing. If graphics or tables are omitted,
there at least should be captions de-
scribing the missing material.

Timely, accurate, and readable
documentation should be both online
and in print (and even distributed on
disk for loading on a local micro). In-
ternal documentation within records
in a database helps explain editorial
policies or link to related records.
Journallists, editorial policies, thesau-
ri, and indexing procedures should all
be documented and available to users.

A related issue is customer ser-
vice. Toll-free numbers, accessible all
of the hours the system is up, and with
a knowledgeable person to answer
questions is ideal. E-mail and online
interactive help provide higher levels
of service. System vendors and/or
database producers should provide
training classes as well as video- or
microcomputer-based training. Low-
cost practice files and learning incen-
tives such as a free half-hour are valu-
able services. Database producers
and online vendors must be respon-
sive to customers’ needs and willing
to fix what needs fixing.

Using the rating scheme

Details under each of these 11
factors will be given a numerical
score (e.g., one through ten) to see
how close to ideal the database and
system comes. Much like an Info-
World software rating, each database
can then be given a composite score.
One database may score low in a cat-
egory such as timeliness, but make
up points in another category such as

comprehensiveness of scope. A fre-
quently updated database may not
have the best indexing so the respec-
tive point totals will reflect that trade-
off. Each database will be evaluated
separately for each system it is on, so
it may have different composite
scores depending on the power and
friendliness of each system.

SCOUG will present the first
draft of its rating scheme and possi-
bly some prototype evaluations at the
SuperSearcher’s ‘‘Quality Watch”’

Forum at the Online/CD-ROM 90
meeting on November 7. All interest-
ed searchers are encouraged to pro-
vide feedback and to volunteer to re-
view databases using the finished cri-
teria. Contact Barbara Quint, 932
11th St., Suite 9, Santa Monica, CA
90403 or via DIALMAIL with com-
ments, suggestions, or to volunteer to
review databases. Martha E. Wil-
liams called quality the most impor-
tant database issue of the 1990s. It's
about time.
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