ONLINE DATABASES

BY CAROL TENOPIR

Searching with Menus

MOST INTERMEDIARY searchers
use commands for online searching.
Commands offer power, are efficient,
and allow the searcher to control the
search process. On the other hand,
they require extensive training, good
user manuals, and ongoing practice.
Now three major online systems—
BRS, DIALOG, and OCLC’s
EPIC—offer menu searching in addi-
tion to their command interfaces. Al-
though the menus are designed espe-
cially for end users, intermediaries
may wish to use them as well if they
search a system infrequently or if
they haven’t yet had a chance to at-
tend system training sessions.

BRS

BRS has offered a menu mode for
over eight years. Originally developed
for its BRS/AfterDark and BRS/Col-
league end user services, BRS menus
can also be selected as an option in its
full online system. In this case menu
searching is charged at the same rates
as full-command searching.

To enter menu mode on BRS,
simply enter ““MENUS"’ instead of a
database name when the logon screen
asks you to specify a database. In Af-
terDark and Colleague, menus are
automatic.

Once menus is selected in the
full system, the first menu screen
asks you to choose either to enter the
Search Service, to view an update
file, see a tutorial, or get customer
service information. If search service
is selected, the ‘‘Libraries’ screen
appears next.

All BRS databases are catego-
rized into eight broad subject catego-
ries, such as Business & Finance,
Medicine & Pharmacology, Educa-
tion, Social Science & Humanities,
etc. For topics that fit nicely into one
of these categories, this is easy. (The
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menus are different on Colleague, re-
flecting the limited number of data-
bases.)

I ran a search on the relationship
between cholesterol and exercise.
Unlike most novice end users, I knew
I wanted the Sport, Medline, and
Magazine Index or Magazine ASAP
databases, but I tried to get to them
(or to other appropriate databases)
through the menu screens.

Where would you expect to find
Sport? I tried Reference & Multidis-
ciplinary, Social Sciences & Human-
ities, Physical & Applied Sciences,
and finally found it on the fifth of five
database screens under Medicine &
Pharmacology. Magazine Index and
Magazine ASAP are on the second of
two Reference & Multidisciplinary
screens.

There is no multifile searching in
BRS, so you are asked to select a
database title right away after the ini-
tial libraries screen. Each category
contains 20-30 titles, with descrip-
tions available for each. Once a data-
base is selected, BRS is really a quasi-
command system. Users enter one of
ten or so basic commands to search
(S), display (D), change files (C}, etc.
The BRS/Menus Quick Reference
Card is a definite asset to effective
searching. It not only reminds users
of the basic commands, but lists more
powerful features such as Linking to
full text and Zooming to cited refer-
ences. 1 recommend attaching the
card to the search computer.

Help is available at any time. Of-
ten when Help is requested, the mas-
ter help screen appears and you must
decide which help category is likely
to hold the answer to your question.
(Going through the master Help
screen point by point is almost like a
tutorial.)

Other times there is context-
sensitive help. This is not always
useful, such as the Help screen that
appears after entering C to change
databases. It reads, ‘“To choose a
database, you must enter the correct
four-character label. Detailed data-
base descriptions appear in the data-
base aidpages, or check the FILE
database for information on BRS

databases.”” To get a list of data-
bases you have to return to the Main
Menu (although the Help message
doesn’t tell you this).

Other times the context-sensi-
tive help assists with search strategy.
On Medline, for example, when my
search yielded over 600 hits, the Help
screen offered me a choice for *‘Too
Few Documents Found?”’ or ‘‘Too
Many Documents Found?”’ in addi-
tion to information on how to search
specific fields.

Choosing ‘‘Too Many Docu-
ments Found?’” resuited in a three-
screen tutorial on reducing hits by
adding a concept, using a more re-
strictive connector, restricting by
field, or using limits. After exiting
this help message, I entered the com-
mand for limits (L T) and was given a
menu choice of limiting to English,
human, years, or all of the above.
Specific limits vary with the database
and the screens choices substitute for
printed BRS AidPages.

One of the frustrating things
about BRS menus is the system’s in-
sistence that the poor user do things
right. When 1 was trying to change
databases, it kept telling me to enter
the correct four-character label or en-
ter H for help. I entered an incorrect
label several times, got the same mes-
sage, and finally got locked into aloop
that wouldn’t even respond to H. (En- |
tering M for main menu rescued me.} |
BRS/Colleague has a 100-page user
manual and the BRS/Menus Quick
Reference Card is good for all menus
versions. For more information, con- |
tact BRS, 800-289-4277. i

DIALOG

DIALOG Menus™ was an-
nounced at the Online/CD-ROM 90
Conference last November. Intro-
duced in 1989 on DIALOG’s Corpo-
rate Connection end user system, it is
now available as an option to all DIA-
LOG customers. By the end of this
year, almost all of DIALOG’s more
than 400 databases will be accessible
with Menus.

If HOMEBASE is your default
file, simply select item #9, ‘‘Begin
DIALOG Menus’’ from the HOME-
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BASE welcome screen. If you have
another default file, specify BEGIN
MENUS at the opening prompt.

The DIALOG Menus Main Menu
appears next. Users are asked to
choose by number from a screenful of
choices (22 in all). At any time, in-
stead of making menu number
choices, you can switch into com-
mand mode by BEGINning in a DIA-
LOG database by file number, get
help, or logoff.

Nineteen of the 22 categories rep-
resent broad subjects for databases
such as Chemistry, Company Infor-
mation, Law, News and Fulltext Pub-
lications, or Social Sciences and Hu-
manities. Other categories include
DIALMAIL, Help in database selec-
tion, and DIALOG news. Twenty-
two choices seem a bit intimidating,
but the trade-off would be to have
broader subject categories with an €x-
tra menu screen to limit the choices.

I first chose category #17, “‘Peo-
ple, Books & Consumer News,”” to
do my cholesterol and exercise
search. I was shown a screen with six
narrower subject categories and told,
“Each category consists of a list of
databases containing information rel-
evant to that subject.”” Entering D at
this screen will provide a short de-
scription of each subject category;
entering S [category number] will al-
low you to do a multifile search on all
databases that DIALOG has put in
the category; entering just a category
number will bring up the list of data-
bases in that category.

From the Leisure, Recreation &
Travel category, I first selected the
Sport database. The next menu asked
me to select a subject search, an au-
thor search, a journal search, or an
author’s organization search. If I had
been doing a multifile search on all
the Leisure, Recreation & Travel
databases, this intermediate step is
skipped and the system assumes a
subject search.

A brief help message appears
automatically at the enter search
screen, telling you to ‘‘Enter term(s)
which describe your subject. Logical
OR, AND, or NOT may be used to
separate your terms. A question mark
may be used for truncation or plural-
ization (e.g., MICROCOMPUTER?
OR PERSONAL COMPUTER?).”

CHOLESTEROL AND EXER-
CIS? retrieved 339 records, so on the
next menu screen I took advantage of
option 1—Modify your search. There
were six modifying options given for

this database; other databases have
different options depending on their
record and field structure.

1 could ¢‘1. Narrow subject con-
cepts (logical AND); 2. Widen subject
concepts (logical OR); 3. Replace sub-
ject concepts; 4. Select limits; 5. Se-
lect author (Iogical AND); or 6. Select
journal (logical AND).”’ Selecting
limits gave me the choice of limiting
by publication year, abstracts, or En-
glish language. 1 chose all three and
had to respond to one more menu to
choose a data range. My search was
reprocessed and retrieved 47 records.

This time at the choice menu I
selected “‘display records at your ter-
minal’’ to see a list of truncated titles.
Full records were then displayed for
each title number I input. The trun-
cated title display works well with
databases like Magazine Index that
tend to have short article titles. With
research literature, however, infor-
mation important for relevance judg-
ing is often chopped off.

For example, the title display
showed, ‘‘Influence of exercise and
cholesterol feeding on lipids and lipo-
proteins,” but when the full record
was displayed the last two title words
were revealed: ¢‘in rats.”’ Another
didn’t have room to display the quali-
fier, “‘in men over 50 years of age.”
In fuli-text newspaper databases, the
title display claims to show record
length, but does so only if the titles
are short enough to leave room for
this extra information.

On the whole, DIALOG’s
Menus is a well-designed interface
that can be used without reading a
searching manual or referring to any
printed documentation. Menus are
presented in a logical order, meaning-
ful help is always available, most
menus offer a reasonable number of
appropriate choices, and Bluesheet-
type information about each database
is incorporated into menu choices. It
unobtrusively offers quite a bit of
power such as multifile or single data-
base searching, restricting by LIM-
ITs, additional index searching, and
automatic word proximity.

DIALOG Menus is not an expert
system interface—some knowledge
of searching is needed and not all
broadening or narrowing techniques
used by experienced searchers are
available on Menus. It does a good
job, however, of helping the novice
searcher exploit the narrowing capa-
bilities of each database with limits
and additional indexes. By presenting

a menu choice for modifying a search,
the user doesn’t have to know much
about search strategy or remember
the idiosyncrasies of each database.

DIALOG publishes a good (and !
free) user guide called Searching DI-
ALOG: The Guide to Menus, plus a
menus quick reference card and a
special “*On the Menu”’ newsletter.
Connect and display charges are the
same for searching Menus as they are
for command searches. For more in-
formation, contact DIAIL.OG, 800-
3DIALOG.

EPIC

EPIC’s menu interface First-
Search was developed as a way to
bring OCLC searching to the end
user in the library. Scheduled to be
available this summer, it has been
beta-tested in 16 OCLC libraries all
spring. It was not available for fuli
review as of this writing.

FirstSearch initially offers access
to the Online Union Catalog (one-half
at a time) and to ERIC. Other EPIC
databases will be added. Searches can
include Boolean AND and NOT oper-
ators (no OR operators), or users can
SCAN all indexes to browse and se-
lect a term or phrase from the scan. A
preliminary display screen shows a
one-line display for six records at a
time. The short display includes trun-
cated title, author, and publication
year. When an item number is select-
ed from the short display, the full bib-
liographic record, including OCLC
holdings information, is displayed.

Pricing for menus is different
than on the connect-hour-based EPIC
command mode. Instead of connect-
time pricing, libraries will purchase
blocks of 500 searches and pay at the
time they order. Fees per search are
on a sliding scale according to the
number of searches purchased. These
range from 90¢ per search with one
500-search block ($450), down to 45¢
per search when 160 or more blocks
are purchased (80,000-plus searches
or $36,000-plus per year).

Libraries can carry over unused
searches to the next fiscal year, re-
turn unused searches for refund, or
purchase additional search blocks
during the year. Telecommunications
charges still apply in addition to
search costs. The menu system is
available only to full OCLC partici-
pating libraries that qualify for EPIC
discount pricing. For further infor-
mation, contact Tamsen Dalrymple,
OCLC, 800-848-5878.
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