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Introduction

In Europe at the present time there are at least 24 publicly avail
able databases providing information relating to agricultural
sciences. Together these databases increase at the rate of about
half a million references each year. That most of the databases are
very small and specialised is shown by the fact that two thirds of
the references added each year can be found in only 3 databases;
AGRICOLA, CAB Abstracts and AGRIS.
The AGRICOLA database is produced by the US National Agricultur
al Library. Under the name CAIN, production of the tapes started
in 1970. As at October 1977 there were 21 subscribers to the tapes.
The AGRICOLA tapes are available for searching on-line in the Lock
heed Information Retrieval Service and the System Development Cor
poration Search Service. Technically the database structure is
fairly simple and this fact together with the years of search ex
perience gained means that the database is well characterised and
understood.
On the other hand the CAB Abstracts database, produced by the
Commonwealth Agricultural Bureaux has only been available on magnet
ic tape since 1973. The exceptions to this are the Index Veterina^rius and Veterinary Bulletin sections which were computerised in
1972. The CAB Abstracts database claims to cover the whole range
of agricultural literature. Both AGRICOLA and,AGRIS also make this
claim. Input for AGRICOLA is produced by the National Agricultural
Library (NAL), the Food and Nutrition Information Center, the
American Agricultural Economics Documentation Center and as from
March 1978, Agriculture Canada, whereas the CAB Abstracts database
is an amalgam of the 25 abstract journals produced by the 15 CAB
bureaux and institutes. As the name implies the distinguishing
feature of the CAB Abstracts database is that it contains abstracts.
In January 1977 the CAB tape was made available on-line via the
Lockheed Information Retrieval Service. Hence experience with this
database is limited and the capabilities and complexities of the
database are not well understood.
AGRIS is the database produced by the Food and Agricultural
Organisation (FAO) of the United Nations. At the moment it is the
smallest of the 3 databases growing at the rate of 140 000 refer
ences each year. It is a truly worldwide service with input being
provided by at least 70 countries particularly the developing
countries. Because of this, it is especially important in the field
of agricultural information.
In November 1974 it was suggested to the Agricultural Working
Group (AWG) of the EEC Committee for Scientific and Technical In
formation and Documentation (CIDST) that a comparative study should
be undertaken to compare the relative merits of these three data
bases. This suggestion originated from the Dutch Centre for Agri
cultural Publishing and Documentation (PUDOC). After discussion
the AWG decided to go ahead with a limited study comparing AGRICOLA
7

and AGRIS. The results of this study were presented to the AWG in
the autumn of 1977 (7).
Both the British Library -Research and Development Department
(BLRDD) arid PUDOC felt that the CAB Abstracts database was too im
portant to ignore so a joint Dutch/British project was set up to
compare the CAB Abstracts and AGRICOLA databases.
Wye College expressed an interest in acting as the grant holder
and in cooperation with representatives from BLRDD, PUDOC, the
Ministry of Agriculture, Fishe ies and Food (MAFF), the Agricultur
al Research Council and the Central Information Service of the
University of London a research proposal was developed. The BLRDD
agreed to this proposal and in August 1976 a research officer was
appointed to carry out the project. It had Leen agreed that PUDOC
would provide half the funds for the project, that they would be
responsible for all the necessary computing, that half the users
in the experiment would be Dutch and that PUDOC would be responsible
for initiating and maintaining contact with the Dutch users. The
British side of the agreement was that Wye College would be respon
sible for the administration of the project, the evaluation of the
databases, and the contact with British users. The project was
carried out under the auspices of an advisory committee. For a
list of members of this committee see Fig. 1.

Fig. 1. Members of the advisory committee.
Professor D. Pichard, Joint Project Head, Wye College
Mr. G. Lilley, Joint Project Head, St. David's College
Dr. H.C. Molster, Centre for Agricultural Publishing and Documen
tation (PUDOC), Wageningen
Dr. C.A. Godfrey, Agricultural University, Wageningen
Dr. R.L.M. Pierik, Agricultural University, Wageningen
Mr. J.H.W. van der Schild, Institute for Research on Storage and
Processing of Agricultural Produce, Wageningen
Dr. J. Newton, Commonwealth Agricultural Bureaux
Ms S. Johnston, Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food
Mr. N. Briggs, National Institute for Research in Dairying
Ms A. Vickery, Central Information Service, University of London
Dr. H. Pinnock, British Library Research and Development Department
It is obvious that the success or failure of this project de
pended on the spirit of good will and cooperation which could be
developed and maintained between the Dutch and British parties.
From this point of view the,project has been tremendously success
ful. The Dutch have always been helpful and willing to cooperate
and the smooth running of the project has to a large extent been a
result of the cooperation which has been maintained at all levels.
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2

System description

According to the research proposal, this experiment was 'designed
to test the SDI performance of the Commonwealth Agricultural
Bureaux (CAB) and Cataloging and Indexing tapes of the US National
Agricultural Library against the needs of a representative popula
tion of users of agricultural information'. Any SDI system is a
complex interaction of a number of factors each of which can affect
the overall performance of the system. These different factors and
the way in which they interact must be identified before any crite
ria for the evaluation of an individual SDI system can be developed.
The basic components of any information retrieval system, in
cluding an SDI system, are: (1) databases, (2) search software,
(3) users system interface, (4) user.
2.1

Databases

Both these databases claim a worldwide coverage of agricultural
literature. Both add between 140 000 - 150 000 records to the data
base each year. The AGRICOLA database dates from 1970 whilst the
CAB Abstracts database dates from 1972 but mainly from 1973. Thus
a superficial view shows very little difference between the two
databases. However, major differences exist.
The CAB Abstracts database contains abstracts whilst in general
the AGRICOLA database does not (for the exceptions see section
2.1.2). Selection and editorial policies' differ radically and
hence the actual coverage of the two databases differs. AGRICOLA
for example claims an excellent coverage of Eastern European mate
rial whereas CAB Abstracts does not do so specifically. CAB
Abstracts indexes articles of 'scientific interest' and is only
marginally interested in extension/advisory and 'non-conventional1
literature. AGRICOLA on the other hand in principle indexes all
articles by the US Department of Agriculture (USDA) including
extension/advisory material.
Technically the databases differ radically. The AGRICOLA data
base adds title enrichment terms to the title of any articles in
which the meaning is not explicit. Geographic terms and broad sub
ject codes are also added. CAB Abstracts indexes its articles in
depth, adds geographic terms, an author affiliation and very spe
cific subject codes, as well as including an abstract
2.1.1

AGRICOLA

CAIN is the acronym for the computerised Cataloging and Indexing
system used by the United States National Agricultural Library
(NAL). This system is used by the cataloging and indexing sections
of the NAL to process documents acquired by the library for input
into the AGRICOLA database. Additional input comes from the Food
and Nutrition Information and Educational Materials Center (FNIC),
9

the American Agricultural Economics Documentation Center (AAEDC)
and Agriculture Canada.
AGRICOLA, until recently known as CAIN, was first produced in
1970 and as such was one of the first computerised databases to
become available for general use. It was certainly the first in
agriculture and for a number of years was the only agricultural
database. AGRICOLA was also the first agricultural database to be
made available on-line, an announcement of its availability over
the Lockheed Dialog system was made in July 1973.
In terms of subject coverage, the AGRICOLA database encompasses
the whole field of agriculture as well as related fields. The bulk
of the citations in the database (90%) are the journal articles,
however monographs, government reports including United States
Department of Agriculture (USDAJ publications and some series
titles are also included.
This database had been studied and documented in some depth
during its existence, hence its aims, characteristics, performance
and problems are well defined (1-10). Perhaps the most detailed
explanation of the structure of the database and its characteristics
is Gilreath's CAIN Online Users Guide (1). This invaluable work
describes the editorial policies and indexing policies at the NAL
and FNIC, describes the structure of the magnetic tape and the
subject content of the database as well as giving instructions on
the methods of searching the database via the Lockheed and SDC
systems.
It must be remembered that 'AGRICOLA is designed primarily as a
document locator and a means of bibliographic control for NAL1 (2).
Under the terms of the Act which set up the NAL, it is responsible
for providing agricultural information to the community at large
as well as the USDA and the general agricultural community. In this
respect it is 'concerned with both the .creation and use of biblio
graphic and subject access to information and documents needed by
the agricultural community' (10). Hence the NAL co-operates in the
production of the Bibliography of Agriculture (B of A) as well as
the usual library catalogues. The hardcopy versions of the AGRICOLA
database are the B of A, the National Agricultural Library Catalog
(monthly) and the catalogue of the FNIC. However the AGRICOLA data
base contains more information than can be found in the B of A
e.g. AGRICOLA contains citations to monographs, new serial titles
and foreign language titles all of which do not appear in the
B of A.
..
Because the NAL is part of the USDA its responsibilities with
regard to subject interests vary with time and changes in US
Government policy. An example of the former situation is the up
surge in interest in environment, alternative energy sources and
biological farming. An example of the latter situation is
given by Gilreath (1); the NAL was formerly responsible for col
lecting literature on wildlife and wildlife management but some
time ago this responsibility was shifted to the Department of the
Interior. A conflicting policy is that agricultural chemicals
found to be polluting the environment, and affecting wildlife are
the responsibility of the NAL.
Whatever the complexities, in general the subjects in which the
10

library tries to collect comprehensively are as follows:
Agriculture in general;
Agricultural societies, cooperatives
Agricultural economics;
Agricultural statistics;
Rural sociology;
Agricultural products;
Consumer protection, human nutrition and food;
Animal science (animal husbandry, entomology, veterinary medicine,
economic zoology and domestic animals);
Plant science (botany, plant culture, field crops, horticultural
crops, forest crops, plant protection);
Forestry ;
Soils and soil conservation;
Agricultural chemistry, fertilizers;
Agricultural engineering.
Material acquired by the library is processed by either the In
dexing Section or the Cataloging Section. Indexing records make up
90% of the AGRICOLA input, the other 10% coming from cataloguing
records of monographs or series titles. Cataloguing is carried out
according to general US library practice with two exceptions: the
addition of subject category codes (see page 15) and the inclusion
of a translated title (see Fig. 2).
Indexing practices consist of two separate yet related policies,
an editorial policy for selection and treatment of suitable items

Fig. 2. Foreign book in title format in AGRICOLA database.

914C -

<»9

LEBRUN, 0.;

THE JUVENILE HORMONE, A DETERMINING FACTOR FOR THE
POLYMORPHISM OF CALOTERMES FLAVICOLLIS FA3R.
?LF»H0RR10NE JUVENILE, FACTEUR DETERMINANT DU
POLYMORPHISME DE CALOTERMES FLAVICOLLIS FABR..
(ENG)

1976.

BULL. FSOC. FZOOL. FR.,, 96<3>L 360-361. 1971.
MONOGRAPH
NOTES« TT 76-56092. TRANSLATED BY FRANKLIN BOOK
PROGRAMS INC., 1976.
CAT CODE» 500500.
NAL CALL NOÎ TRANSL 21463.
CAIN 10 » 9<*52616• BOOK CAT« 77 011143.
CAIN VOL 77 NO

9 =3IBL OF AGRIC 42-10 DATE 21/11/77
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and a subject selection policy. (For a detailed discussion of these
policies see Gilreath (1).)
Subject selection is perhaps the easiest to explain. The scope
of each subject category code is described in detail and this de
scription forms the basis for subject selection. Some of the more
difficult areas are considered separately. Articles on bacteria or
viruses are selected if they have some relevance for an agricultur
al topic. All plant articles and all entomological literature is
indexed on the theory that _t is of potential interest. All articles
on agricultural economics and rural sociology are taken. Vertebrates
are considered if they are ra»sed on a farm, if they are of in
terest in veterinary medicine, agricultural research or human nu
trition. Fish and wildlife are taken if they relate to food, or
agriculture and farming. Articles on weather or climate are indexed
if they affect agriculture in any way. Usually articles on agri
cultural products are considered of interest only if they deal with
the primary processing stages.
This is a very brief discussion of subject selection. It can be
seen that it is a complex problem. Probably articles which should,
by one person's standards, get into the database, do not. However
NAL does try to be comprehensive and hence most articles of direct
relevance to agriculture can be found in AGRICOLA.
The editorial policy tries to define which types of articles
should be included in the database. It is more a negative list than
a positive definition of those articles which should be included.
Articles, other than true scientific papers, tend to be excluded.
Newspaper-type ietms, interviews, presidential addresses, editori
als, feature columns, personal articles, success stories, reports
of meetings are all examples of articles which tend to be excluded.
These are usually subject to the proviso that if they are written
by USDA personnel or are of clear agricultural importance they will
be included. There are a number of more serious articles which may
be excluded. Any article which is more than one year old will be
excluded. The exceptions to this rule are USDA publications and
important conferences. Letters to the editor are excluded if they
are less than one page in length. Microforms are excluded. Recently
the NAL has been collecting a considerable number of documents in
microform e.g. NTIS publications, FAO documents and titles from
the USDA and US Geological Survey listed in the monthly Catalog of
United States Gorvernment Publications. Because these items are
catalogued and indexed elsewhere in for example Government Reports
Announcements and FAO Documentation - Current Bibliography, they
are not included in the database. This could be considered as
serious omission as this means that at least two other sources must
be consulted before a comprehensive coverage can be obtained. If
the library continues to try and acquire many documents on micro
form it could be a serious deficiency.
Each indexing record contains the same basic information, biblio
graphic data, an additional title in English if it is a foreign
language article, some title enrichment terms if necessary, a
maximum of two subject category codes, a geographic heading and a
review or bibliography tag if appropriate. For an example of an
AGRICOLA entry see Fig. 3A.
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Fig. 3A. Example of output from an AGRICOLA record.

95<*5 -

Ó

BAEP, A* OROZ » M? 3LANC, 8*
SEROLOGICAL STUDIES ON HEAT-INOUCEO INTERACTIONS OF
ALPHA-LACTALBUHIN ANO MILK PROTEINS.
(ENG»
OCT 1976
J HFLLTFY -ES» U3 <3)1 419-^32. REF.
CAT COOEL 2C1Ü30.
NAL CALL NO» ^.8 J823.
CAIN 10 J 9122A30.
HEIGHT =
CA IK' VOL 77 NO
1
1
1
1
1

*
*
*
*
*
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1 = BIBL OF AGRIC «»2-02 OATE 01/03/77

PROTEIN
ALBUMIN
ALPHA LACTALBUMIN
HZtT

CAI2010

Title enrichment is applied according to a definitive set of
criteria which basically states that titles should be made as clear
and unambiguous as possible. Over 40% of titles are treated in this
way. No formal or controlled vocabulary is used, however enrichment
terms should clarify an ambiguous title. Each title should have a
scientific name for insects, nematodes, pathogenic organisms and
some plants e.g. grass, trees, ornamental plants, drug and spice
plants, weeds, poisonous plants; common names should be provided
for domestic animals and major economic plants e.g. cereals, fibre,
forage (except grass), sugar, tobacco, fruits, vegetables, coffee,
tea and cocoa; approved common chemical names should be added if
they are easily found and abbreviations should be spelled out. A
number of other rules apply, these are just the few most commonly
needed. If more than three individual species are mentioned, the
indexer automatically uses a more general term e.g. if three dif
ferent vegetables, e.g. swedes, turnips and beetroot are mentioned,
then the title is indexed with the broader term root crops. En
riched terms become part of the title field and are searched as
such.
A translated title is necessary for both keyword searching and
computerised production of subject indexes. Care must be taken with
translated titles, they are sometimes quite literal.
Each article is indexed with up to two subject category codes.
There are numeric codes for broad subject areas (see Fig. 4). The
most specific code available is used unless for example two or more
13

Fig. 3B. Example of output from a CAB record.

95 45 -

4

BAER, 4» 5 OPOZ, M.5 BLANC» B.J FEDERAL DAIRY PES.
INST.* CH-3097 LIEBEFELD-BEPN, SWITZERLAND.
SEROLOGICAL STUDIES ON HEAT-INDUCED INTERACTIONS OF
A-LACTALBUMIN AND MILK PROTEINS.

(EN)

•A—LACTALBUMIN+A + B-LACTOGLOBULIN + B +DENATUR ATI ON
•HEAT TREATMENT +WHEY PROTEINS •BINDING
1976
J O U R N A L O F D A I R Y R E S E A R C H » <»3, 3; 4 1 9 - 4 3 2
NOTES I 18 REF.
CAT CODE: DRIO.
ABSTRACT IN DAIRY SCI.ABS. : VOL 39 NO 983
ABSTRACT« THE HEAT DENATUPATION OF A-LACTALBUMIN
(A-LA) IN NACL AND KCL SOLUTIONS, MILK ULTRAFILTPATE
AND MILK WAS STUDIED USING THE METHOD OF MICRO
COMPLEMENT FIXATION. IT WAS ESTABLISHED THAT THIS
pudoc

9545 -

p.o. box 4

wageningen

netherlands

tel 08370 19146

4 CONTINUED

PROTEIN WAS VERY RESISTANT TO HEAT DENATUPATICN AND
THAT IT WAS MORE STABLE IN MILK ULTRAFILTRATE THAN
IN THE OTHER MEDIA STUDIED AT TEMP. <70DC. OF THE
VARIOUS MTLK OROTEINS ADDED TO A-LA, ONLY
B-LACTOGLDRULIN (B-LG) FORMED A HEAT-INDUCFD COMPLEX
WITH THIS PROTEIN. THIS COMPLEX WAS IDENTICAL IN
MILK ULTRAFILTRATE OR IN MILK AND DEPENDED ON THE
MOLAR RATIO BETWEEN BOTH PROTEINS J IT WAS NOT
MODIFIED BY ANY OTHER MILK PROTEINS. THE BINDING OF
A-LA TO B-LG CHANGED THE ABILITY OF THE LATTER
PROTEIN TH BIND K-CASEIN.
WEIGHT « 20
PUDOC - CAB
1
1
2
2

•
•
•
•

VOL 77

2

~D"ATE 01/03/77

WHEY
DENATUR
PROTEIN
ALBUMIN
pudoc

9545 2 • HEAT
1 • CABD
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NO

4

p.o. box 4

6700AA wageningen

the netherlands

tel. 08370-19146

Fig. 4. Subject category codes for AGRICOLA.
GENERAL AGRICULTURE AND RURAL SOCIOLOGY
0505
- General and rural sociology
AGRICULTURAL ECONOMICS
1005
- General agricultural economics and land economics
1010
- Agricultural administration and management
1015
- Agricultural production costs and returns
1020
- Agricultural production distribution
1025
- Statistical data and methodology
1030
- Outlook, policies, programs and legislation
CONSUMER PROTECTION AND NUTRITION
1505
- Consumer protection
1510
- Human nutrition
1515
- Home economics
AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTS
2005
- Agricultural products general
2010
- Dairy products
2015
- Livestock products
2020
- Poultry products
2025
- Field crop products
2030
- Horticultural products
2035
- Feed products
ANIMAL SCIENCE
2505
2510
2515
2520

-

General and miscellaneous animal husbandry
Livestock biology
Livestock feeding
Livestock breeding

VETERINARY MEDICINE
3005
- Veterinary medicine
3010
- Infectious and parasitic diseases
3015
- Non-infectious diseases
3020
- Miscellaneous diseases and injuries
FORESTRY
3505
3510
3515
3520
PLANT SCIENCE
4005
4010
4015
4020
4025

-

Forestry general
Forest economics and management
Silviculture
Forest industries

-

General plant science
Plant taxonomy and geography
Plant ecology
Plant morphology, anatomy and cytology
Plant genetics and breeding
Plant physiology and biochemistry
15

Fig. 4. Continuation.
4030
4035
4040
4045
4050
4055
4060

- general
- field crops
- horticultural crops
- forest trees
- Field crops - culture
- Horticultural crops - culture
- Miscellaneous economic plants - culture

PLANT DISEASES, INSECT PESTS AND CONTROL
4505
- Plant fungus diseases and control
4510
- Plant bacterial diseases and control
4515
- Plant virus diseases and control
4520
- Miscellaneous plant diseases, injuries and control
4525
- Weeds and weed control
- Insect pests and control
4530
- general, and miscellaneous plants
4535
- field crops
4540
- horticultural crops
4545
- forest trees and wood products
4550
- products
4555
- animal and man
4560
- Pesticides - general
ENTOMOLOGY
5005
5010
5015

- General entomology
- Taxonomie entomology
- Apiculture and sericulture

AGRICULTURAL ENGINEERING
5505
- Agricultural engineering and farm structures
5510
- Farm equipment
SOIL AND WATER RESOURCE MANAGEMENT
6005
- Soil science
6010
- Soil improvement materials
6015
- Soil resources and management
6020
- Water resources and management
GENERAL NATURAL RESOURCES AND ENVIRONMENTAL POLLUTION
6505
- General natural resources and environmental
pollution
AUXILIARY CATEGORIES
7005
- Life sciences
7505
- Physical sciences and mathematics
8005
- Chemistry
8505
- Technology
9005
- Economics and administration
9505
- Social sciences and humanities
9705
- Information science

16

types of crops or animals are mentioned when the article is placed
in the more general category. The occurrence of double indexing
with two codes is limited and depends mainly on the length and
scientific interest of the article. Crops are treated in one of two
ways. If it is a general article covering many aspects the category
for culture is used, however crops are usually placed under a
category according to the use which is made of them. Other terms
added are geographic headings and a tag for reviews and bibliogra
phies.
FNIC policy, both editorial and subject differs from NAL policy.
The Centre's function is to provide information 'on institutional
food services and nutrition education'. It covers such subjects as
nutrition, food services management and human nutrition disorders,
food processing and food technology. A collection of articles from
many types of sources is maintained including an extensive nonprint media collection. FNIC indexing uses a controlled vocabulary,
adds abstracts or annotations to the reference, numeric subject
codes and uses title enrichment to describe the appropriate form
of media, e.g. cassette tape, model, slides etc.
The AAEDC indexes and abstracts publications resulting from re
search in agricultural economics in the United States.
The Agriculture Canada subfile contains records entered by the
Marketing and Trade Division of the Economics Branch in Ottawa. It
contains material on Canadian agricultural economic affairs. These
records contain also abstracts.
As well as being one of the three major databases in agriculture,
AGRICOLA is particularly useful in evaluation studies such as this.
It is so well defined that it provides a useful reference point or
base line against which to compare newer sources of information.
In a comparative study such as this it is necessary to ensure that
one is comparing like with like. It could' be argued that as AGRICOLA is basically a title listing whilst CAB contains 'real' in
formation in the form of abstracts, this is not a comparison of
two like sources of information. However although they differ in
the amount of information presented to the user they are both
acting as sources of references to the agricultural literature. It
is in this context that they should be compared and not in the more
technical distinction between abstract journals and title listings.
AGRICOLA has previously been evaluated on a number of occasions
(see 2, 3, 5, 6, 7 and 9). Some of these were on-line evaluations,
while others compared SDI services with on-line retrospective
searches. In general the conclusions show that although AGRICOLA
provides a valuable amount of agricultural information, it must be
supplemented with other sources to provide a comprehensive coverage
of agricultural literature. Until recently AGRICOLA 'appeared to
be the best available machine-readable database in the world,
needing, however to be supplemented by alternative data bases' (2).
It is now obvious from other sources (2, 6, 9) that in CAB Ab
stracts another vital source of information is available. A study
by Leadenham at the University of Arizona suggested that if both
CAB Abstracts and AGRICOLA were combined then a 'complete worldwide
coverage of agricultural literature' could be obtained. This is a
somewhat doubtful conclusion in the light of AGRIS and other asso
17

ciated databases e.g. BIOSIS, FSTA, Chemical Abstracts. However
the general opinion seems to be that with the two databases a good
coverage can be achieved.
2.1.2

CAB Abstracts

The CAB Abstracts database is produced by the Commonwealth Agri
cultural Bureaux (CAB) in t ie United Kingdom. CAB is an amalgam of
a number of separate organisations which are run with a considerable
degree of autonomy but centrally controlled by a headquarters orga
nisation. Similarly the database itself is an amalgam of the ab
stract journals produced by the various parts of the CAB organisa
tion with the overall production being controlled by the central
headquarters. Some material is also ir.put from organisations com
pletely outside the CAB organisation. For example Apicultural Ab
stracts which is part of CAB Abstracts is produced by the Inter
national Bee Research Organisation.
For a list of the bureaux and institutes of CAB and the hard
copy abstract journals they produce see Fig. 5.
Computerisation of the CAB Abstract journals has taken place
over the last five or six years. Index Veterinarius and Veterinary
Bulletin were the first to be computerised. This was carried out
in 1972 with the other journals following in 1973. Some of the aims
of the computerisation project were to improve typesetting proce
dures, speed journal production, monthly subject indexes and to
introduce new services. With approximately 20 publications to be
computerised the project was obviously a major one. A standard
format which would suit the input policies of the various bureaux
and institutes had to be found. However with input from so many
organisations it was necessary to have a fairly flexible format to
cope with differences in subject content, editorial policy, indexing
policy, subject organisation. This variety of input and the flexi
bility of the tape structure is one of the strengths of the CAB
database, it is also one of its weaknesses.
In January Ï977 the CAB Abstracts database was made available
on-line over the Lockheed Dialog Retrieval Service. It will become
available in Europe through the European Space Agency, while sec
tions of the file are to be run by a number of "organisations such
as DIMDI.
The version of the CAB Abstracts database which was used during
this experiment contained material from the following abstract
journals:
Animal Breeding Abstracts
Nutrition Abstracts & Reviews,
Dairy Science Abstracts
Series A & B
Field Crop Abstracts
Review of Applied Entomology,
Forestry Abstracts
Series A. Agricultural
Helminthological Abstracts,
Review of Plant Pathology
Series B, Plant Nematology
Soils and Fertilisers
Herbage Abstracts
Veterinary Bulletin
Horticultural Abstracts
Weed Abstracts
Index Veterinarius
World Agricultural Economics &
Plant Breeding Abstracts
Rural Sociologt Abstracts
Little emphasis was placed on veterinary medicine as a previous
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Fig. 5. Bureaux and institutes, and their abstract journals.
Bureau

Abstract journal

Institute of Entomology

Bulletin of Entomological Research
Review of Applied Entomology
Series A: Agricultural
Series B: Medical and Veterinary1

Institute of Helminthology

Helminthological Abstracts
Series A: Animal and Human Helmin
thology1
Series E: Plant Nematology

Mycological Institute

Review of Medical and Veterinary
Mycology
Review of Plant Pathology

Bureau of Agricultural
Economics

World Agricultural Economics and
Rural Sociology Abstracts

Bureau of Animal Breeding
and Genetics

Animal Breeding Abstracts

Bureau of Animal Health

Index Veterinarius2
Veterinary Bulletin

Bureau of Dairy Science and
Technology

Dairy Science Abstracts

Forestry Bureau

Forestry Abstracts

Bureau of Horticulture and
Plantation Crops

Horticultural Abstracts

Bureau of Nutrition

Nutrition Abstracts and Reviews
Series A: Human and Experimental
Series B: Livestock feeds +
feeding

Bureau of Pastures and
Field Crops

Field Crop Abstracts
Herbage Abstracts

Bureau of Plant Breeding
and Genetics

Plant Breeding Abstracts

Bureau of Soils

Soils and Fertilisers

Collaborating Institutions:
International Bee Research
Association
National Institute for
Agricultural Engineering
Weed Research Organisation

2

Apicultural Abstracts
Agricultural Engineering Abstracts
Weed Abstracts

This section of the database not covered by this experiment.
This section of the database covered by this experiment but not
in depth.
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study carried out by the 3ritish Library had already considered
this subject. As well, little regard was given to strictly human
material as the overall emphasis of the project was obviously agri
cultural.
CAB Abstracts aims to provide information in the general area
of agriculture to research a ad professional workers. Within the gen
eral subject of agriculture CAB covers to some extent all major as
pects of interest. About 8500 journals, as well as conference pro
ceedings, books, annual reports, patents, standards and theses are
scanned each year to provide input. For those articles which are
not readily available secondary sources such as Referativnyi
Zhurnal and Dissertations Abstracts are also scanned. Literature
in 37 languages is considered, however over 80% of the material in
the database is in four labguages, English, French, German and
Russian.
CAB consider that a scientist's time is important and should not
be wasted on trivial literature. Therefore CAB editorial policy
states that the abstract journals should aim at covering articles
of 'sufficient scientific repute1 from any type of publication in
the appropriate subject area. This together with the presence of
abstracts is the main distinguishing feature of the database. The
value of this selectivity is open to debate, but it certainly
limits the value of the database in terms of the type of user for
whom it is of interest i.e. the pure research worker or specialist
whether he/she be in research institutes, universities or industry.
It could also be of interest to the specialist advisors, however
in this case it covers only a varying proportion of their total
information needs.
Scientific literature is only one part of the total information
available and needed in the field of agriculture. Production sta
tistics from various countries, import/export figures, government
legislation both domestic and international, trade journals are all
sources of quality information which up until now have not been
actively sought. In the past CAB would index this type of material
if it was received, but new policy states that this material will
be actively sought and indexed. It will take söïnë time for the data
base to accumulate a reasonable amount of this material and a suit
able system of acquiring this material to be built up. This type
of literature is notoriously difficult to acquire.
In terms of subject coverage CAB attempts, whithin the restric
tions on type of literature mentioned above, to collect material
on all aspects of agriculture. In most cases it succeeds, there
are however, a few glaring omissions. The area of agricultural en
gineering is one. At present there is almost no material on this
subject included in the database. Some appears in Soils and Fertil
isers in e.g. ploughs and machines used for drilling. Similarly,
where the design of buildings impinges on livestock welfare or
nutrition, some references can be found in Veterinary Bulletin or
Nutrition Abstracts and Reviews. CAB has recently come to an ar
rangement with the National Institute for Agricultural Engineering
(NIAE) whereby from 1978, the NIAE will undertake to index this
type of material for input to CAB Abstracts. Other subject areas
which are not well covered are animal husbandry, agricultural eco
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nomics and poultry science. There is considerable disagreement as
to how well this final subject is covered. However agricultural
economics is certainly now well covered (see page 45). This is
mainly because of the diversity of sources for this particular sub
ject and the fact that much of it is in non-scientific journals or
the 'grey' literature which up until now CAB has not indexed.
The individual entries in the CAB database contain a great deal
of information (see Fig. 3B). Most of the entry is under rigorous
editorial control e.g. the bibliographic data and the content of
the abstract are controlled to ensure scientific accuracy and stan
dardised nomenclature for species names, geographical units, chem
ical namens etc. As well as bibliographic data and an abstract,
each entry contains indexing terms and subject sequence codes. The
indexing terms are mainly those terms used in the index to the hard
copy journals, with a few extra terms. The sequence codes are used
to arrange the abstracts within the hard copy journal. Within each
hard copy journal the indexing terms and subject categories are
strictly controlled. However there are sonsiderable differences be
tween the hard copy journals. As both indexing terms and subject
codes are useful for retrieval purposes they should be considered
in some depth.
Indexing terms. Figures based on 10 of the abstract journals show
that an average of 4.6 indexing terms are added per title in CAB
Abstracts. The variation is quite wide, the average for Review of
Applied Entomology, Series A is 9.01 whilst for Herbage Abstracts
it is 2.5. The most usually found number of index terms is between
3 and 4. These indexing terms are added to (1) act as the index
terms in the hard copy journal, (2) to clarify any ambiguous titles,
and (3) to add concepts which may be important in the article but
which are not mentioned in the title. In general indexing terms
improve the chance of an article being retrieved (for the conse
quences of this see page 43). Indexing terms vary with different
bureaux or institutes. For example some sections of the database
use the common name of a particular vegetable or crop whilst others
use the scientific name. Two examples are the use of tomato and
barley by Horticultural Abstracts and Field Crop Abstracts respec
tively whereas Plant Breeding Abstracts uses the scientific names
£ycopersicon and Hordeum. Variations also occur in terms such as
haploid which can be found as double-haploid, haploids and haploidy.
Or salt tolerance could be indexed under the term salt, salinity
or sodium chloride. More serious problems occur with the use of
some common chemical names. For example benomyl and benlate are
both used as are Plantrax 1-E and oxycarboxin. These problems lead
to inefficiencies in searching which could become quite serious if
a number of sections of the database were searched at the same
time.
Some standardization of indexing terms has taken place, however
a great deal of standardization has to be carried out before any
real effect can be seen. CAB presently has a standardization com
mittee looking at both indexing terms and subject codes. At the
end of 1978 a word list, containing some see and see also references,
will be produced by CAB. This will give some indication of the in
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dexing terms used; a great improvement on the present system of
trial and error, and will be used at the basis for a multilingual
thesaurus which will be produced in conjunction with the EEC and
AGRIS.
Subject codes. These codes ore mainly us<'d to organise the sequence
of abstracts within the hard copy journa„s. However they can also
be used for retrieval purposes. Once again, although there is a
great deal of consistency within each section of the database,
there is considerable variation between the sections of the data
base. The number of digits in the code varies from 2 digits in
Animal Breeding Abstracts to 8 digits in the majority of sections.
However the number can vary within a database. Horticultural Ab
stracts subject codes may contain either 3 or 6 digits.
In general, the first 2 or 3 digits relate to the main heading
under which the abstract will occur with another 1 or 2 groups of
digits subdividing the subject area further. The method of sub
division varies from section to section. Some use a combination of
codes from a specific section and a general section e.g. Soils and
Fertilizers. In Weed Abstracts the subdivision criteria are ex
tremely complex. On the other hand the subject codes in WAERSA can
be broken down into 3 groups. It has an 8 digits code. The first
2 digits relate to an economic classification, digits 3-5 relate
to products involved and 6-9 is a geographic code. PUDOC has split
these WAERSA codes up into the constituent parts so that for example
combinations of product codes and geographic codes could be used
for searching with its own SDI software.
Usually only one code is allotted per abstract and therefore
the codes tend to be fairly broad. In Field Crop Abstracts an 8
digit code 10106153 refers to the physiology of growth substances
within sugar beet. It is not possible, using these codes to specify
groups of growth substances, thus they must be specified individu
ally. In the case of Soils and Fertilizers it is possible to use
the decimal codes with the subject codes or with other decimal
codes to specify fairly narrow subjects. In moat cases if an article
mentions more than one crop or animal the abstract is placed under
a general heading and will be impossible to retrieve using the code
without retrieving other less useful articles.
On the whole the codes seem to be applied consistently, however
it is not clear how a decision is made as to the composition of the
code. Obviously the main subject area is emphasized if possible.
However in some cases the codes for meetings, books, conferences
e.g. are emphasized. In other words, in the construction of the
code they precede the subject code. This could cause a loss in the
retrieval power of the codes. For searches where exhaustivity is
not required, these codes could be quite useful. One example would
be the use of a general code with the keyword 'review' to retrieve
a few specific review articles. In an on-line situation where time
is the essence, a code together with a few keywords could be very
useful. However if an exhaustive search is required, keywords would
have to be used as well as or instead of the subject codes. One
tiresome example of this is the concept of 'developing countries'.
At present it is necessary to list all 120 of them to carry out a
22

comprehensive search. This is almost impossible in an on-line situ
ation and very difficult in a batch processing system. Similar
problems apply with lists of chemicals, e.g. a list of growth sub
stances was to ten or twelve words or abbreviations. On the whole
the codes as available at present are difficult to use, however
the WAERSA codes broken down and the decimal codes in Soils and
Fertilizers show how useful they can become if properly thought
out. They are particularly useful in an on-line situation.
Abstracts. The main distinguishing feature of the CAB Abstracts
database is the abstracts. Almost every item in the database, ex
cept for Index Veterinarius, contains a summary or abstract. A very
small proportion of the entries contain no abstract whilst about
4% of the abstracts are over 2000 characters in length. These ab
stracts are designed to be concise and contain factual information
on the outstanding concepts of an article. According to Collison
(11) 'Abstracts summarise current research for busy people and also
give them initial access to information contained in scarse mate
rials , of which foreign language items constitute a large share'.
CAB go further and say that abstracts can act as a replacement for
the original article, particularly in the case of foreign language
material or material from obscure sources. If the abstract is to
replace the original article it must be very accurately written to
cover all the results in the manner in which they were represented
in the article. This can only be successful if the users consider
that the abstracts do accurately represent the original article.
(For a discussion of the user's attitudes to abstracts see page
66.) The value of an abstract is usually indisputable, however this
must also be related to the cost of the abstract both in terms of
Production costs and computer running costs. (For further dis
cussion on this problem see page 63.)
2.2

Search software

The search software package known as FLIRT (Free Language Informa
tion Retrieval Tool) was developed in The Netherlands by the Infor
matics Department of the Institute TNO for Mathematics, Information
Processing and Statistics (IWIS-TNO). It is run on a CDC CYBER 72.
The package consists of 5 main programs which run separately:
(1) A program for updating the master questions file.
(2) A program for the conversion of the external database format
files into the internal format for indexed sequential files, the
EUSIDIC/ISO standard format.
(3) A program for retrieving internal format retrievable files.
This program reads all the relevant questions from the masterfile
and builds a tree structure from the total collection of search
terms involved. The searchable data elements are scanned against
the search terms. This system of searching by tree structure has
the advantage that once the tree structure has been set up, a sub
stantial increase in the number of terms leads to only moderate
increases in search time.
(4) A program for generating the control tables of the first three
Programs.
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(5) A program which gens rates the print files for output.
The search software is quite flexible. It is possible to search
on almost all elements of the record e.g. authors, keywords, lan
guages, subject codes and any of these m-iy be combined by the usual
Boolean operators. Left and right hand truncation, the use of the
ignore command and weightin are possibi-î, phrases may be searched
and the use of brackets to carry out complex logic statements is
allowed. Some restrictions exist, for example only 200 terms may
appear in one profile and only 6 logical combinations. Although in
this experiment these restrictions have been pushed to their limits
it has never been necessary to go over these limits. These restric
tions do mean that small simple searches are likely to be the norm.
The output is on cards with a clear format. The only differences
in format between the two databases are due to the greater amount
of information contained in the CAB database (see Fig. 3A and B).
2.3

User-system interface

Because of the nature of a joint British/Dutch project it was not
possible to maintain a standard user-system interface over the
total number of users. In general however the Dutch users were re
cruited by PUDOC and contact with these users was maintained by
PUDOC. The British users were contacted by British information
officers and contact was maintained through these information offi
cers or directly from the research officer. The method of contact
depended on the amount of interest shown in the project by the
information officers concerned. Most of the British users were
interviewed before their search profiles were written. This inter
view had two aims (1) to find out some brief details about the
users and the institutions in which they worked and (2) to deter
mine the actual subject interests and how these could best be met.
Unfortunately it was not possible to carry out the same proce
dure with the Dutch users. When the experiment started PUDOC had
already determined the information needs of a number of potential
users by means of a search request form and beeause of the costs
involved it was' not feasible to interview all 50 Dutch users. How
ever later in the project about 15 of the Dutch users were inter
viewed in an effort to see if there were any major differences be
tween the Dutch users and the institutions in which they worked
and the British users. Any differences appeared to be small but in
some cases significant.
The lack of contact with the Dutch users is a source of some
discrepancies in this project. After discussions held with the
British users many had much better understanding of the purpose
of the experiment as a whole and many more unsolicited comments
were obtained. It was also easier to ensure that the profiles
for the British users were running smoothly and retrieving
the required information than it was for the Dutch. However PUDOC
maintained good contact with the Dutch users throughout and were
invaluable in helping to cut down the size of the problem. The
problem of language also arose but was not as great a problem as it
might have been. Most of the Dutch speak very good English, and are
fluent when talking about their subject interest. It was a little
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more difficult to discuss information retrieval in general. With a
little ingenuity and som? help from PUDOC these problems were
largely overcome. However it must be said that the results of the
experiment would almost certainly have been more accurate if the
Dutch user had been interviewed in Dutch by a Dutch national. This
should be taken into account in the planning of future internation
al cooperation projects.
2.4

Users

One hundred users were chosen for this experiment, 50 Dutch and 50
British. These users are basically working in the field of agri
culture in a number of different types of organisation, e.g. Minis
try of Agriculture, Research Institutes i.e. Agricultural Research
Council institutes. Royal Tropical Institute in the Netherlands,
industry and universities.
An attempt was also made to cover the basic subject areas in
agriculture as comprehensively as possible. For a table showing
the number of users by organisation and subject area see Fig. 6.
Most of these users are working in research related fields. It was
not intended that the experiment should consider both farmers and
general advisors. Given the characteristics of the databases this
would have been ridiculous. However the British users include some
national specialist advisors whole wole it is to keep up to date
with new developments and pass this information on to the general
advisors. The industrial users on the whole are carrying out more
applied research than the University users.
The Dutch users were selected by PUDOC and the British users,
by members of the information departments or libraries in the
Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, the Agricultural Re
search Council and Wye College. The research officer was responsible
for selecting the industrial and some of the government users. Se
lection was based on an interest in this type of service. As a
result it is impossible to say that this is a random selection of
agriculturalists, nor is it even a properly representative sample.
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3

Evaluation criteria

Given an understanding of the SDI system which is being investiga
ted, the evaluation criteria can be derived and hence the methodol
ogy for the experiment developed. In this case, the criteria can be
divided into 4 distinct but inter-related groups: (1) database
characteristics; (2) service performance; (3) user attitudes; (4)
cost analysis.
3.1

Database characteristics

In this experiment the actual structure and content of the data
bases is particularly important because of the major technical
differences between the two databases and the fact that the CAB
Abstracts database is virtually unknown in structure compared with
the AGRICOLA database. The specific characteristics of the data
bases which need examining are:
1. Database content. What are the selection and editorial policies
which control the input of information?
2• Journal coverage. This is related to (1). What journals are in
dexed, what priority is put on these journals and in what depth
are they indexed?
3. Citation content. Which sections of a citation actually appear
in the printout.
4. Indexing policies. What policies relating to the choice of in
dexing terms and depth of indexing and abstracting does CAB Ab
stracts have? What are their policies with regard to the use of
subject codes? As far as AGRICOLA is concerned, what are the title
enrichment policies and how are subject codes allocated?
s- Currency or timeliness. How long does it take after publication
for an article to appear on the tape?
6. Overlap. How much overlap is there between the two databases and
how much overlap is there within CAB Abstracts?
The following areas of interest relate partly to database char
acteristics and partly to the service performance but for the sake
°f convenience are introduced here.
7. Ease of profile construction. This is a fairly subjective view
based on the experience of the research officer and PUDOC in con
structing profiles (see also page 31).
8• Accessibility of documents. In each database there is a great
deal of information, much of which is difficult to obtain through
local library channels. The extent to which this material exists
colours the users' attitude to the database and therefore must be
considered.
3.2

Service performance

There are certain technical measures of the performance of an SDI
service which must be considered.
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1. Output. What is the average number of references retrieved each
month?
2. File size. What is the average size of the total file or the
searched sections of the file?
3. Precision ratio. What is the percentage of relevant references
retrieved compared with th« total number of references retrieved.
4. Query ratio. This can b> defined as the number of references
which the users were unable to classify into relevant categories
divided by the number of references retrieved.
5. Recall ratio. The usual definition of recall is the number of
relevant references retrieved divided by the total number of re
levant references in the database. In an experiment such as this
it is impossible to carry out a true recall study. The most reason
able approximation available is to carry out a comparative recall
study in which the number of relevant titles found in one database
acts as the recall base for the other database. However it must be
recognized that these figures cannot be extrapolated out of this
particular experimental situation. For a more detailed discussion
on the methodology of comparative recall see page 35.
6. Novelty ratio. This is defined as the number of new relevant
references retrieved divided by the number of relevant references
retrieved.
7. Relevance predictability. This is a measure of the extent to
which a user is able to make a correct prediction of the relevance
of a document on the basis of the surrogate provided by the service.
In this case we are really only interested in the extent to which
the abstract and/or indexing terms make a difference to the users'
ability to judge the relevance of a document.
8. Failure analysis. The reason why an irrelevant reference was
retrieved or a relevant reference was not retrieved is of interest.
In this case a formal study of failure analysis is not being under
taken because of the difficulties of the procedure. However an in
formal analysis shows that the main reasons for failure were a
lack of knowledge of the database and lack of user contact.
3.3

User's attitudes

The final evaluation of the databases and the service depends on
the users. Any technical considerations on the value of the SDI
systems must be coloured by the stated attitudes of the user. In
this experiment user's attitudes were determined by a questionnaire;
the individual points considered were:
1. User expectations i.e. What did they expect they would receive
from the system? This gives some idea of the naivety of the users
and the degree to which their attitudes changed over the course of
the experiment.
2. Output format i.e. What did the users think of the card printout
and could they suggest any improvements?
3. Document accessibility i.e. Did they experience any difficulties
in obtaining articles and what was the nature of these difficulties?
4. Relevance predictability i.e. To what extent were the users dis
appointed when they obtained the required documents? This relates
to the usefulness or pertinence of the documents. For a full dis
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cussion of the subject of pertinence see page 37.
5. Database preferences i.e. Which database, if any, did they pre
fer and why?
6. Database performance i.e. Did the users detect any difference
in performance between the two databases and what were these dif
ferences?
7. SDI features i.e. What importance do users place on the individ
ual features of an SDI service e.g. precision, recall, currency
etc.?
8. Entry content i.e. Was enough information contained in each
entry to make a reasonable judgement of the document?
9. Languages i.e. Did the foreign languages cause any problems and
were the translations adequate?
10. SDI service importance. In terms of their general information
needs how important was an SDI service? Would a retrospective
service be of more use?
11. Costs. What is the user prepared to pay fcr these services?
3.4

Cost analysis

It was not the purpose of this experiment to undertake a detailed
look at costing and pricing of SDI services. However it was impor
tant to know 3 things (1) whether the users were prepared to pay
the prices involved, (2) whether the users considered that CAB Ab
stracts was worth the higher price, and (3) the actual differences
in the cost or running the two databases with FLIRT sorftware. The
first two questions were asked in the final questionnaire. The
answer to the third question was determined by figures produced by
PUDOC. Unfortunately it is almost impossible to determine the ben
efits of an information retrieval service but the costs as deter
mined by the experiment and the user's attitudes may go some way
to providing a substitute for a proper cost-benefit study.
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4

Methodology

The methodology of this ex: eriment, like so many others, is based
on Leggate1 s studies carried out on BIOSIS Previews tapes, Index
Chemicus and Chemical Titlej, Automatic Subject Citation Alert
(ASCA) and Scientific Documentation Certre Services at the now de
funct Oxford Experimental Information Unit (12). All these SDI
studies vary very little, they involve offering an SDI service to
users for a set period of time and the interviewing them to see
their reactions. These interviews can be correlated with statistics
such as precision, comparative recall and output size to obtain an
overall evaluation.
Although the methodology is well defined certain problems arose,
both practical and theoretical, which will affect the interpreta
tion of the results of the experiment. These problems will be dis
cussed in some detail. However the basic theoretical and practical
methodology will be discussed first.
This experiment satisfied all the characteristics of what Leggate
would call an 'operational evaluation' i.e.: (1) it involves users
who are well motivated and are trying to satisfy a real information
need; (2) an attempt is being made to analyse the complete retrieval
system; (3) the user is considered an integral part of the retrieval
system.
With these characteristics in mind the methodology was defined
as follows: As the project was a joint British/Dutch project, the
Dutch would provide the computing necessary to carry out the ex
periment whilst the British would provide the research officer and
the administration. The user population of 100 was divided into 2
groups of 50, one British group, one Dutch group.
The service to be provided was that already being offered by
PUDOC on a not-for-profit basis i.e. an SDI service based on one
or more databases, in this case the AGRICOLA..database which PUDOC
had been searching for some time and CAB Abstracts which was almost
totally new to PUDOC.
Each user was initially offered twelve monthly printouts from
each of the two databases. This later had to be reduced to nine
monthly printouts because of financial problems. In return for re
ceiving this printout at no cost the user had to be willing to
submit to an initial interview, a final interview and to mark up a
copy of each printout with a number of codes designating the rele
vance and novelty of each citation. No real difficulties were en
countered in inducing the users to take part and on the whole no
problems were experienced in getting the users to return their
marked copies of the printout.
It was mentioned above that the experiment could be termed an
operational evaluation. In fact it was probably more operational
than is usual as the experiment was carried out as part of the
regular service PUDOC was providing. Thus usually it was not pos
sible to alter any of their arrangements for computer runs i.e.
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that each tape would be run as soon as it arrived at PUDOC. Hence
corrections became difficult, it was physically not possible to
wait for the result of one printout, consult with the user and get
the correction back to PUDOC before the next run. Corrections
therefore took at least two runs to get into the system. If any
major corrections were necessary this cut down the number of runs
which could be considered for the final evaluation statistics.
The 'operational' nature of the experiment also meant that the
Profiles had to be phased in in groups so that the later profiles
were written with the previous results in mind. This could lead to
some bias as the later profiles were probably more successful than
the first few. It was decided that major changes in the profile
could be undertaken in the first 3 months of the service but that
thereafter only minor changes could be made. Because of communica
tion problems this rule could not be strictly enforced; however on
the whole the number of runs available for final statistics was
adequate.
For discussion purposes the methodology can be divided into 4
sections: (1) initial interviews; (2) profile writing; (3) search
evaluation; (4) final questionnaires/interviews.
4.1

Initial interviews

According to the research proposal the initial interview was to
consider the following points: (a) the background of the user, his
training and experience, (b) his specific current subject interests,
(c) his objectives in using this service, (d) his existing litera
ture usage patterns and (e) his previous experience with computer
ized information retrieval systems. A copy of the questionnaire
used as the basis for a structured interview can be found in Appen
dix 1.
In fact the interviews turned out to be very informal and were
used as a means of making contact with the user and exploring his
subject needs in depth. As pointed out earlier in this report
(page 24) almost all the British users were interviewed in this
way, however only 15 of the Dutch users were interviewed. The
British users interviewed were those within about a 150 km radius
°f London. All the other British users were contacted by letter or
telephone. These initial interviews were invaluable in introducing
the research officer to the users and building up a great deal of
good will so that the users cooperated fully throughout the project.
The Dutch interviews were carried out in late April 1977 and
were designed not so much as a contact point between the research
officer and the users but to ascertain whether there were any major
differences between the Dutch and British users. To this end 15
interviews took place, mainly in Wageningen but also in the rest
°f The Netherlands and users from different types or organizations
were approached.
4-2.

Profile writing

Profiles were written on the basis of information gathered by Search
Request Forms handed to British users at the interviews and from
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general information gained during the interviews. For those British
users not interviewed, profiles were written on the basis of the
Search Request Form and subsequent telephone calls to clarify any
problems. In the case of the Dutch user;, the search requests were
translated from the Dutcn at PUDOC and sent on a normal PUDOC Search
Request Form. Any queries were relayed to PUDOC.
Search terms were selected from various sources such as thesauri
and dictionaries in some subject area, from the Bibliography of
Agriculture, from the relev=\nt CAB abstract journal, from the The
saurus of Agricultural Terms (16) and from a draft CAB manual which
was being written for on-line users. This was in a very rough and
ready format. Thus there were some problems involved in finding
the actual index terms used by various Bureaux. Many of the CAB
Abstracts subject codes were not available in an easily usable
fashion and hence probably not enough use was made of these codes.
A manual for on-line use of CAB, including subject codes, has now
been published and production of a Thesaurus is planned. The AGRICOLA subject codes were derived from the CAIN On-line User's Guide
(1).

Because of the lack of a suitable CAB Abstracts manual it was
often necessary to consult the relevant abstract journal. This was
a somewhat tedious process. For a while it was possible to use a
test version of CAB Abstracts on-line. This speeded profile writing
considerably and rapidly led to a better understanding of the data
base.
The FLIRT software used by PUDOC enables searching to be carried
out on keyword phrases, authors, languages and subject codes. These
terms may be truncated and weighted, and are combined by the usual
Boolean operators. The only part of the search process which is
different from most others is the division of the databases into
broad subject areas to provide for more manageable processing. For
the subject breakdown see Fig. 7. Hence when each profile is
written the sections of the file to be- searched must be listed. In
theory it is possible to search all the sections, in practice about
3 sections is the norm when searching. Only one profile was written
for each search request and was run against.the two databases. This
created both practical and theoretical problems. First the practi
cal problem.
As previously explained CAB Abstracts contain a great deal of
information in each citation. The presence of detailed indexing
terms increases the possible number of terms available for retrie
val purposes. AGRICOLA on the other hand, relies on the titles, and
the number of terms available for retrieval is consequently smaller.
The CAB Abstracts searches tended to be larger in output than
AGRICOLA searches but an attempt to cut the number of references
retrieved by CAB Abstracts would also cut the number of references
retrieved by AGRICOLA. For example one search on 'Quantitative
genetics', a fairly broad and diffuse subject, retrieved an
average of 150 references on CAB and 46 references on AGRICOLA. A
printout of 150 references is really too large to be manageable
whereas 46 references is almost ideal. However any attempt to cut
the number of references retrieved by CAB Abstracts by reducing
the number of keywords or by combining them more tightly would also
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Fig. 7. Subject breakdown.
Section

Subject

Economy & sociology

AGRICOLA
subject
codes
0*

CAB abstracts section
(code)
WAERSA

(R)

Nutrition Abs +
Reviews (human &
experimental)

(U)

10*

9*
Nutrition, technology
(human)

15*
20*

85*
Animal sciences

25*
30*

Animal Breeding abs
Dairy Science Abs
Veterinary Bulletin
Index Veterinarius
Nutrition Abs +
Reviews (animal)

Forestry
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Forestry Abstracts

(F)

Plant production

40*

Horticultural Abs
Herbage Abs
Field Crop Abs
Plant Breeding Abs

(C)
(G)
(Q)
(P)

Plant protection

45
50*

Weed Abs
Rev. Appl. Ent.
Rev. Plant Path.
Helminth. Abs

(W)
(E)
(M)
(T)

Buildings, machinery

55

Soils, fertilizers,
environment
Basic sciences

6*

(A)
(D)
(V)
(I)
(N)

Soils & Fertilizers (S)

7*
80*

Indicates truncation.

reduce the size of the AGRICOLA printouts to a level where it would
be possible to achieve a reasonable recall.
This experiment was conceived as a 'comparative evaluation' as
defined by Leggate i.e. a study 'in which each member of the user
Population receives two or more services and recall and precision
ratios are obtained for all the services'. According to Leggate
the 'major problems of the comparative study arise from the need
to ensure that each service is responding to the same information
requirements and is operating at an optimum level of performance'.'
(my emphasis). In order to achieve this aim a suitable profile must
be negotiated for each service (in doing this it must be ensured
that the users requirements are not corrupted) and that the innot
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vestigation must acquire the same level of expertise in each ser
vice. In this experimen : neither of these two conditions were met,
however it is difficult to know how the experiment could realistic
ally have been altered to cater for these problems. Equally it is
difficult to estimate th= extent to whi jh the fact that these con
ditions have not been met las biased the results of the experiment.
In the first case, because the experiment is being carried out by
a commercially operating system it wou^d have been difficult to
write one profile for each database. It soon became apparent that
the experiment would have been better vith a profile per database.
But it also would have altered the experiment by making it more of
a 'laboratory' rather than 'operational' evaluation. However the
results will be biased to the extent that with CAB the precision is
probably lower than could be achieved through an optimum profile
whilst with AGRICOLA the recall is probably lower than could be ex
pected. Without further experiments it is impossible to what ex
tent the recall and precision figures have been affected. Unfortu
nately there was not enough time to carry out such a study.
The same applies to the argument about level of expertise. The
AGRICOLA database has been available for searching since 1970 and
has been used by a large number of centres including PUDOC for some
time. The CAB Abstracts database, on the other hand, is relatively
new. Few people outside CAB know a great deal about its structure
and because it is an amalgam of many abstract journals it is very
complex. A manual has only recently been produced to help with
profile formulation, however a thesaurus has yet to be published.
Exploration of the database was very much by trial and error and
it is certain that with more experience the use of the database
could be improved. However until either the experience has been
gained or the manuals written it is impossible to judge the extent
to which lack of expertise has affected the results.
4.3

Search evaluation

Each user received 2 copies of printout from each of the 2 data
bases. One copy was for their retention and--one copy was to be
marked with evaluation codes and returned to the research officer.
These codes were designed to determine the number of relevant ref
erences retrieved, and conversely the number of irrelevant refer
ences retrieved, the number of new references retrieved and the
number of references for which they were unable to make a decision.
For a list of the codes and their definitions see Fig. 8.
It was considered necessary to keep codes as simple and explicit
as possible. On the whole although these codes were filled in with
a reasonable degree of consistency it is impossible to say how
accurately. The users codes must to some extent be taken on trust.
However except for a very few users who obviously did not under
stand the codes, the results looked reasonable.
Some methodological problems exist in this type of experiment
in trying to measure such factors as recall, relevance, predict
ability and usefulness.

34

Fig. 8. Evaluation codes.
Evaluation criteria
Please mark the printout with the following codes.
A. This paper looks very interesting. I definitely want to read it.
B. This paper is of some interest and relevance.
C. This is of no interest to me.
Q. The information given is insufficient to classify this paper in
to any of the above categories.
N. This is new to me. It is the first time I have seen this paper
referred to.
Notes
1- If in doubt as to whether a paper should be classified into
category A or B, please place it in B i.e. Code A should indicate
°nly papers of real value.
2. Code N is to be used together with the other codes. Thus AN
leans a paper which is very interesting and has not been seen be
fore. Code A on its own implies that this paper has been seen pre
viously.
Code a reference you have not seen before with N even if there
is a high probability that you will see it anyway e.g. you may
regularly scan the journal in which it appears.
4.3.1

Recall

The only sure method of obtaining an accurate recall ratio is to
search the whole file for relevant references as was done in the
Cranfield experiments (22). In an operational situation this is
n°t a feasible proposition so the alternatives must be considered.
°ne alternative is to use some sort of sampling procedure and extra
polate from this, the other alternative is to carry out what is
known as a comparative recall study. The method of obtaining a
suitable sample will not determine the true value of the recall
ratio unless two requirements are met (1) that the sample is un
biased and (2) that the sample size satisfied the statistical re
quirements of the service. For details of the methods of selecting
a recall base see Leggate's report (12). It was not really possible
ih this experiment, with the resources available, to obtain a recall
base which meets these two demands. Of the options provided by
Leggate the only possible method of selecting a recall base would
be for the user to provide a list of references already known to
him.
If the currency of the database is good it should be possible
fco match these references against those which appeared in the data
base. However if the currency of the databases is bad it may take
a considerable amount of time for the refernce to appear in the
database. This fact plus the fact that matching say 10 references
Per user i.e. 1000 references against the database takes a consid
érable amount of time precludes any attempts being made to estimate
a true recall ratio.
However, it should be quite possible to compute comparative or
relative recall ratios. In this case the precision of one database
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acts as the recall dat<ihase for the other database and vice versa.
In a comparative study this is quite useful. However in the long
term it does not tell one a great deal about individual character
istics of the database, and care must be taken not to extrapolate
these figures out of thjs experimental situation (see also Fig. 9)
Fig. 9. Definitions of categories.
Precision
Novelty

Number of relevant references retrieved
Number of references retrieved
Number of new relevant references retrieved
Number of relevant references retrieved
Number of references which could not be classi
fied into any of the relevance categories

Query

Number of references retrieved

Relative recall =

Number of relevant references retrieved by one
database
Number of relevant references retrieved by both
databases - overlap

4.3.2

Relevance predictability

If a valid study of relevance predictability i.e. the extent to
which a user is able to make a correct prediction of the relevance
of a document based on the surrogate provided by the service,
duplicate relevance decisions must be made by the user on both the
surrogate and the document itself. According to Leggate 'unless
facilities of a large library are freely available to the investi
gator, the collection of the necessary documents is a laborious
process'. This could be regarded as a typical piece of British
understatement. In this case the facilities-of a large library were
not available, and in fact relevant predictability is only partially
of interest. The main area of interest is the basis on which a user
makes a decision about relevance. And in particular whether the
presence or absence of an abstract affects the users ability to
judge the relevance of an article. This is obviously related to
relevance predictability and if a full scale study was to be carried
out relevance judgements on the actual documents should be carried
out by the users. The constraints of time and money make this an
impractical proposition. However some of the questions in the final
questionnaire attempt to discover how a user makes his relevance
judgements and whether or not he found any difficulties when con
sulting the original documents.
4.3.3

Usefulness

Many of the references retrieved in an experiment such as this may
technically be relevant to the search request but for some reason
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may not actually be of use to the users. For example, an article
with the title 'Nutritional value of grass with respect to dairy
herds' may appear relevant to the user. But the dairy herds may be
in Peru, or the grass may be an unimportant species or the user may
have read the article before. Thus although the article is techni
cally relevant it may not be useful in any way. This concept of
usefulness is the same as Foskett's (13) concept of pertinence.
It was suggested that this concept of usefulness should be one
of the criteria in the evaluation of the two databases. However
because of the individual nature of the concept of usefulness it
wa.s almost impossible to develop a comprehensive definition. Also
ös Foskett says 'It is impossible to qualify, because the reader
does not know how he will assess a truly relevant document ... un
til he has examined it.1. In the final question an attempt to get
at this problem was made by asking the users whether there were
any items which looked relevant on the cards but which turned out
fiot to be when the full paper was read.
4- 4

Final questionnaire/interviews

^ copy of the questionnaire used to assess user reaction to the ex
periment can be found in Appendix 2. A great deal of emphasis was
Placed on this questionnaire and an attempt was made to explore
aH the areas which may influence the users attitudes to the ex
periment. It was felt by both the research officer and the advisory
committee that the actual statistics relating to precision, novelty,
recall etc., had very little significance except in relation to the
user's attitudes. In the final analysis the technical details only
have a surpportive role to play, it is the user's perception of
the service which is the ultimate criterion for success or failure
°f these computerized information retrieval services. Obviously
the users' attitudes are determined by a large number of individual
factors and an attempt was made to explore these factors. It was
also decided to try and find out how the users make relevance de
cisions, based on the amount of information given to them in the
Printout. A questionnaire such as this is very difficult to formu
late, and in this case it was further constrained by the necessity
having the questions in very simple English. In general most of
the questions were understood and answered fairly accurately.
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5

Statistics

In the final analysis we Wish to know whether or not the two data
bases served the users needs equally we 11. In statistical terms
the null hypothesis states that there is no difference between the
two databases. To prove or disprove this hypothesis a number of
different aspects of the databases w»îre studied. Some of these as
pects are amenable to statistical manipulation. For example some
descriptive statistics and correlations can be derived from the
final questionnaire. Also the figures for novelty, precision, out
put, comparative recall, etc., can be tested statistically to see
whether there are any significant differences between the two
databases.
There are a number of important problems relating to the user
population and sample used in this study. Very little is known
about the characteristics of the user population. Presumably this
is all those people who have some interest in agricultural infor
mation, but mainly those whose interest relates to scientific and
technical information. The overall size of the population is
totally unknown but is known to be very large. For the purposes of
this experiment the size of the Dutch population should be con
sidered along with the size of thé British population.
Without knowing the characteristics of the total population of
users, it is difficult to define a sample size and consistency
which is statistically accurate. In this case the sample consists
of 100 users in a variety of organisations and with varying subject
interests. It is certainly not the random sample required by most
statistical techniques and it is difficult to know whether it is
representative of the total population. Thus the statistics must
be assessed with great care. The statistics relate to this group
of users only; it is not possible within normal scientific limits
to extrapolate these statistics to the general user population.
Given this situation, it is not possible to use normal statis
tical techniques which assume a normal population and random
sampling. It is necessary to use non-parametric tests such as the
Mann-Whitney U test and the Kruskal-Wallis 'Analysis of variance'
by Ranks (14). Briefly the Mann-Whitney U test measures differ
ences between two estimates of a performance ratio corresponding
to independent samples e.g. CAB Abstracts and AGRICOLA. The Krus
kal-Wallis test can be regarded as a generalised version of the
Mann-Whitney test, it compares any number of independent samples,
rather than just two.
Non-parametric statistics are primarily based on order relation
ships i.e. the data is analyzed in terms of its properties rather
than its true score. In other words the actual scores do not have
any inherent meaning but only give information about the relative
magnitude of the underlying property. There is some difference be
tween a presicion ratio of 10% and another of 70% but we cannot
say it is an absolute measure of 60%. The only difference we are
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interested in is the number of occurrences of a 10% measure in
AGRICOLA as compared with the number of occurrences of a 10% mea
sure in CAB Abstracts. By using non parametric statistics we are
in effect comparing the distribution of the CAB Abstracts sample
with the distribution of the AGRICOLA sample.
The Mann-Whitney test for testing the difference between two
independent samples compares quite well with the t-test and in
some special situations is superior to the t-test. A continuous
distribution is assumed and the null hypothesis is that the two
Population distributions are identical. The scores from the two
samples are arranged in order of magnitude and then assigned a
rank. The sum of the ranks for the two groups is then compared. If
there is no difference between the samples, the individuals should
ke randomly assigned between the two samples. Under the null hypo
thesis all arrangements should be equally likely. It is therefore
Possible to find the probability associated with the differences
in ranks between the two groups. For large samples, this sampling
distribution is approximately normal i.e. where the larger of the
two samples is twenty or more and the samples are not too different
in size.
The Kruskal-Wallis test has very close ties to the Mann-Whitney
test. However it acts more like a normal analysis of variance which
covers any number of groups. It compares very well with the F test.
same assumptions are made about the population distribution
arid as the Mann-Whitney test and the method of carrying out the
test by ranking is the same. Under the null hypothesis all arrange
ments should be equally likely and it is possible to find the prob^ility of the ranks being different.
All the statistical work for this project has been carried out
Using SPSS, the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences at the
University of London Computer Centre. SPSS is an integrated system
computer programs designed for the analysis of social science
data (15). It provides facilities for data transformation, file
manipulation and a large number of statistical routines commonly
Us©d in the social sciences. Thus all the calculations of precision,
Novelty, recall have been carried out using SPSS and the results
Analyzed using the appropriate statistical techniques.
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6

Results - service performance

The results discussed in tnis chapter are those considered to be
more technical measures of service performance rather than the
user's attitudes to the service performance. The figures relate to
the precision, novelty and query ration of each database. These
ratios are also broken down by subject interests and the results
within each database considered. As well such factors as output,
overlap and comparative recall are considered.
For tables of results and the definitions of the terms used in
these tables see Figures 10 and 11.
6.1

Precision and novelty ratios

Based on the precision and novelty ratios AGRICOLA performs better
than CAB Abstracts (see Fig. 11). The differences in the total
figures are all statistically significant at the 0.05 level. Hence
although nothing can be said about the absolute magnitude of the
differences between the two databases, it is possible to say that
AGRICOLA has produced a higher percentage of relevant references
and of new relevant references.
However if these figures are examined in conjunction with the
output figures, a different picture emerges.
The number of relevant references retrieved each month is:
51.2 x 39.6
,
CAB Abstracts
= on
20.3
AGRICOLA

31'410044'° = 13-8

Similarly if the novelty figures are taken into account the
number of new relevant references retrieved each month is:
„v. 4.
„ 20.3 x 60.7
CAB Abstracts
= 12.3
—
AGRICOLA

13.8 x 63.9

=

o o

100

If these figures are considered on a yearly basis CAB Abstracts
produces 147.6 new relevant references whereas AGRICOLA produces
105.6 new relevant references. This is a difference of 28.5%. A
significantly better performance by CAB Abstracts.
6.2

Output figures

As has been shown in the above calculations there is a considerable
difference between the databases in the average number of refer
ences retrieved each month. A difference which is big enough to
reverse the apparent differences between the two databases.
The output figures are interesting because of their variation
between CAB Abstracts and AGRICOLA and between the Dutch and
British participants.
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The output for the British users was 2\ times that of the Dutch.
A possible reason for this has been suggested earlier in the report,
but briefly, the British profiles were written on the basis of in
dividual interviews with the users and were encouraged to have
fairly broad profiles. On the other hand the Dutch profiles were
written from search requests forms which contained a brief statewent of interests, a list of keywords and some relevant titles.
Hence the profiles tended to be limited in scope. The British fig
ures are also biassed by the number of profiles which were designed
for information departments or groups of users, rather than indi
viduals. There were five of these, one retrieved 800 references/
month, another 300 and others around 100.
Forty percent more references were retrieved from CAB Abstracts
each month than AGRICOLA. This variation can be explained partly
by the depth of indexing in CAB Abstracts. On average each citation
^n CAB Abstracts is indexed with 4.6 indexing terms whilst over
40% of AGRICOLA citations have some title enrichment, usually about
3 words. Hence the chance of a citation being retrieved by CAB
Abstracts must be greater than AGRICOLA and thus the output fig
ures are likely to be higher.
6-3

Query ratio

At first sight there is a noticeable difference between the two
databases in terms of the query ratio. The percentage of references
the users found impossible to classify into any reference catego
ries was four times higher in AGRICOLA than CAB Abstracts. Thus
the extra information contained in a CAB Abstracts entry appeared
helpful in terms of making a relevance decision.
However in terms of absolute numbers the difference is very
small.

CAB Abstracts

^^

^

AGRICOLA

31.4 X 4.5
100

= 0.5 references/month

_

references/m0nth

In other words we are talking of between 1 and 2 references per
month.

k-4

Overlap

problem of overlap is a major one. Based on the claims of both
CAB and the NAL about their respective databases, they should
cover the same material to quite a large extent. Figures on overlap
are both difficult and time consuming to produce. Dr. Charles
B°urne of Lockheed Information Systems carried out an overlap study
based on a manual comparison of author index entries for the on
line CAB Abstracts file from January 1972 to August 1977 with the
AGRICOLA file from January 1970 to September 1977. For these
samples the overlap was as follows: 44.5% of CAB Abstracts citations
were also found in AGRICOLA and 30.0% of AGRICOLA citations were
found in CAB Abstracts. Because of the differences in time scales
°f the databases the two sets of figures are not comparable. It is,
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however, possible to use the first figure i.e. 44.5% of CAB Ab
stracts citations whic.i also appear in AGRICOLA. This is quite a
low percentage when compared with the coverage claims by the data
base producers.
In order to produce àome figures on relative recall a sample of
3903 relevant references was taken out of the cards returned. These
cards came from each of t ie subject areas and covered 15 different
profiles. Within each profile number the two databases were com
pared to see the overlap between the two; overlap can be defined
as the number of identical citations appearing in both databases,
within the time span of the experiment. It is possible for the
same citation to appear more than oiice in the same database. But
in this case, these were ignored. This overlap study could not be
regarded as a full scale study. For a reliable study a long period
of time is needed to cover the varying times at which a citation
may be put into a database. In this case, the time scale was only
nine months.
Nevertheless, the results are interesting (for results see Fig.
12). The average percentage overlap is low, 5.5%. This ranges from
15.2% to only 1.7%. These figures are remarkably low. It must be
remembered that these are figures based on individual profiles and
do not cover the whole database. They also relate to the relevant
references only. Previous studies have considered overlap within
the databases as a whole and not how overlap affects the individual
users. When one considers that 50-60% of references retrieved are
irrelevant much of the overlap must take place within this group
of references. Even so, 5% overlap is a very small amount.
6.5

Relative recall

The sample mentioned above was actually designed to compare the
relative recall of the two databases with regard to various subject
areas. The formula used to produce a figure for relative recall
within the various subject areas is:
Number of relevant references retrieved by one
database
—.
Relative recall = ~ T
Z
i
I
Z
7 !
~ I 17
Number of relevant references retrieved by both
databases - overlap
For a table of results see Fig. 12.
These results show that CAB Abstracts has a higher recall re
lative to AGRICOLA. This is to be expected as the relevant output
in CAB Abstracts is much greater than AGRICOLA. There are some in
teresting results, but they must be considered carefully. For
example the results in the nutrition category are based on only
one profile and thus no real conclusions can be drawn from this
subject category. If these nutrition figures are ignored, the re
sults show the CAB Abstracts has a higher relative recall on
Animal sciences, Forestry, Plant production, Plant protection,
whilst AGRICOLA has a higher relative recall in Economy and socio
logy, Machinery and Soils. The differences in Animal sciences are
slight. Forestry, Plant production and Plant protection all show
large differences i.e. CAB Abstract performs much better at pro44
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ducing relevant references relative to AGRICOLA. These differences
are surprisingly large. Also surprising is the large difference in
the Economy and Sociology group.
These figures give én indication of the differences between the
databases but show fairly convincingly that it is necessary to con
sider both databases if c comprehensive coverage is needed.
These figures also shew the need for a full study on the overlap
between the two databases with preferably AGRINDEX being included.
6.6

Subject breakdown of relevant references

If the relevance figures are broken down by subject groupings some
idea of the relative performance of these two databases with regard
to general subject areas can be gained. Because of the problems as
sociated with the methodology mentioned earlier in the report, care
must be taken in the interpretation of these figures.
For the average number of relevant references broken down by
subject area see Fig. 13.
Fig. 13. Average number of relevant references retrieved by each
database each month broken down by subject.
CAB
Abstracts

AGRICOLA

Economy &
sociology

13.7

13.9

Nutrition

8.7

7.9

Animal sciences

32.2

16.9

Forestry

15.7

8.8

Plant production

22.8

11.6

Plant protection

18.5

13.4

1.5

1.8

20.2

18.4

Machinery
Soils

These figures have not been tested statistically so it is not
possible to read too much into them. The results show the same
general relationship as the overall figures. CAB Abstracts produces
more relevant references in every subject area except Economy and
sociology and Machinery. In the latter case the number of runs in
volved was very small. In the former case the difference is so
small that the difference can be ignored. In three cases the differ
ence is so great that it is likely to be significant, Animal scien
ces, Forestry and Plant production.
It is also possible to use these figures to compare the relative
performance in the subject areas within each database. For the
reasons above, the figures for Machinery should be ignored.
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6.7

Subject breakdown of new relevant references

Again the subject breakdown reflects the overall results. These
figures have not been subject to any statistical tests. Again Animal
sciences, Forestry and Plant production are likely to be statisti
cally significant differences. It is also possible to consider the
differences within each database. Again the Machinery results should
be irgnored (see Fig. 14).
Fig. 14. Average number of new relevant references retrieved from
each database each month broken down by subject.

CAB
Abstracts

AGRICOLÄ

Economy &
sociology

29.4

36.1

Nutrition

9.0

6.6

Animal sciences

52.4

27.7

forestry

23.6

13.0

Plant production

28.4

15.3

Plant protection

16.9

13.5

1.5

0.9

43.3

36.5

Machinery
Soils
8

Organization breakdown of relevance and novelty figures

No breakdown of relevance and novelty figures by organization was
carried out. Any differences between relevance and novelty figures
Probably relate to the type of work carried out by an individual
and that individual's information handling characteristics rather
than the organization in which the individual works.
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7

Results - user attitudes (for results

see page 55)

7.1

Expectation of the number of references retrieved

Half of the users had no expectation of the number of references
which would be retrieved or they received about what they expected.
If the figures are looked at carefully it can be shown that those
who received more than expected received more irrelevant references
than expected. Those who received less references than expected,
received less relevant references than they expected. Fifty percent
of users found that the number of references did not live up to
their expectations.
Most users found that the total number of references retrieved
did not cause any great problems. The nineteen users who did com
plain said that the time taken to go through the printout was too
long. This problem was found mainly with the CAB Abstracts as the
average output was higher and because of the abstracts there was
more to be read. There was also an increased temptation to read
the abstracts of those irrelevant references which looked amusing
or interesting.
7.2

Output preferences, layout and information content

On the whole the cards were preferred to paper, paticularly if they
could be integrated into the user's present filing system. The pre
sentation of the references in some retrospective searches encour
aged some users to prefer this type of output, i.e. the use of
upper and lower case.
Just over half the users thought the layout of the cards was
satisfactory. The other half had a variety of ideas for the im
provement of the layout. Many of these were incompatible with other
user's opinions but in general they fell into 3 main categories.
(1) The sections of a reference were not easily distinguishable.
Some users complained that it was not easy to see where one refer
ence started and ended, this was a particular problem when the ab
stract was long. Others said that it was difficult to find the
journal title easily and quickly. It is often embedded in a lot of
other printing. A number of suggestions were made to overcome this
problem, the use of a variety of typefaces with the more important
pieces of information being printed in bold type. Others suggested
larger amounts of white space between the sections of a reference.
This is incompatible with the second complaint. (2) Quite a few
users felt that the presence of an abstract produced too- many cards
for one reference. One card was considered to be the most useful,
two cards were satisfactory but 3 or 4 cards are definitely too
long. (3) Many users considered that much of the information on
the cards was unnecessary. This includes, category codes, identifi
cation codes and a list of the hit world. These are obviously use
ful to the information officers and users will accept this. Although
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one user suggested that these should all be printed on the last
part of the reference so they could be easily thrown away if neces
sary.
Many of these comments would have been circumvented by the imple
mentation of one user's suggestion that an instruction sheet should
be sent out with each printout to explain each reference.
The only piece of information which the users wanted to be added
to the information content of each card was a full author address
and of course an abstract on AGRICOLA. Not all users felt that an
author address was necessary. Many felt that this could be found
from other sources.
'•3

Obtaining original papers

Most users tried to get at least some original articles and most
0f

these had no problems getting hold of them. Difficulties were
by a variety of document types such as obscure American
Publications and microforms, theses, Eastern European material and
Japanese journals. Some of the British users had trouble with the
inter-library loan system which accounted for some problems. These
comments should not be taken at face value, as some users stated
that they had not tried to get hold of the more difficult material.
According to one user 70-80% of the material is easy to obtain and
^•t is not really worth bothering with the other 20-30% although
they may look interesting. A number of factors affect the decision
to obtain material. One is language. If the article is in Russian
°r Japanese, it is going to be difficult to read.and costly to
translate. But the more important factor is the expected quality
the article. Most users spoke of the work carried out in Eastern
European countries with a great deal of scepticism. They feel that
the quality of the work carried out in Eastern Europe and also
Inc3ia, ig not as good as the work done in Western Europe and
^erica. Many said that they have obtained this material in the
Past and been very disappointed. To balance this however one plant
Pathologist felt that in this particular subject area, the Eastern
Europeans were more advanced than Western Europe or America. For
this reason the AGRICOLA database was preferred. As an aside this
®ay suggest reasons why other users were not as impressed with the
^GRlcoiA database.
caused

Users still want to have their attention drawn to these articles
"Ut obviously they must exercise their judgements as to which
articles they will actually obtain.
Misleading titles

majority of users stated that some references which appeared to
relevant from the title turned out to be irrelevant when the
°riginal article was read. Although this was the source of some
dissatisfaction it was not regarded as a major problem. A few users
Pointed out that the problem was geater with AGRICOLA than CAB Ab
stracts. it was also pointed out that this happens with normal
Manual methods because the titles are often misleading. Titles were
too general to accurately represent the article. There is an obvious
A
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conflict here between journal publishers who want concise titles
which catch the user's eye and the ne;d for a longer title which
represents as accurately as possible -he information contained in
the article.
Some frustration was also expressed at the fact that many arti
cles which looked interesting actually contained no new information.
Both these problems are related to the overall problems associated
with scientific journal publication and, although perhaps accentu
ated by computerized information systems, they are not a function
of these systems.
7.5

Database preferences

Of all questions asked this is probably the most important and cer
tainly the answer was unambiguous. Seventy percent of the users
felt that CAB Abstracts was better than AGRICOLA, 25% felt that
there was no difference between the two databases while only 5%
thought that AGRICOLA was better than CAB Abstracts. The reasons
given for preferring CAB Abstracts over AGRICOLA were equally un
ambiguous, the presence of abstracts and the fact that more rele
vant references were retrieved by CAB Abstracts. Those users who
stated that there was no difference between the databases felt that
a comprehensive subject coverage was essential and that both data
bases were needed to ensure adequate coverage. AGRICOLA was pre
ferred where the users felt dat the subject coverage was better in
their particular subject interests. Even so many said they pre
ferred to have abstracts. Only one user was adamant that the ab
stracts themselves are misleading and therefore not worth having.
The decision about database preference was generally made in
the first two or three months of the experiment. It must be empha
sised that on the whole the level of analysis of the differences
between the two databases was usually fairly limited i.e. one con
tains abstracts and the other does not. Differences in subject
coverage had to be quite marked before the users noticed any dif
ferences. This was borne out by the fact that most users could not
provide lists of titles missed by either of the databases and
neither could they name any types of references missed by either
of the databases.
7.6

Missed references

Approximately 40% of the users could not say whether there were
any types of references which were not well covered by either or
both of the two databases. Those who could name some types of
material which were missed were unable to make any distinction be
tween the performance of the two databases. Another 15% thought
that no references were missed by the two databases. Of'the materi
al regarded trf some users as not well covered, European references
were the most important. De Dutch users in particular felt dat the
Dutch literature was not well covered. Although the question was
couched in terms of 'types of references' 10% o users stated that
their subject was not covered as well as it could have been. Patents
and government reports and popular material were also mentioned.
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As patents particularly apply to the field of food technology this
is perhaps no so surprising. Government reports cover general
government statistics as well as annual reports of experimental
research stations. However, only 1 or 2% of users mentioned either
Patents or government reports.
7-7

Foreign language problems

From the results it appears that references to foreign language
didn't really cause any problems for the user. Those problems which
did arise were usually associated with non-Roman alphabets i.e.
Cyrillic, Japanese and to a small extent Chinese. Reasons given
for the lack of problems ranged from the arrogance (realism?) of
one British user who said that it was not necessary to know what
Work was being carried out in other European countries to the Dutch
users who stated that they could read English, French, and German
quite well and that with a dictionary and some effort could read
Spanish, Italian and most Scandinavian languages. Only one user
pointed out that abstracts were particularly helpful with foreign
language material. Others when questioned closely agreed with this
and said that abstracts could be particularly useful in making a
decision on whether to obtain a translation of the article.
Irrelevant references
^ attempt, not wholely successful, was made to discover the users
attitude to irrelevant references. About ^ of the users found that
the number of irrelevant references received was a nuisance. But
User tolerance to irrelevant references varies considerably. Some
Were prepared to scan 300 references to find 1 or 2 which may be
relevant. For others, anything less than 100% relevance was in
tolerable. Although quite a few users agreed with the theory that
a user's attitude depended on the absolute number of irrelevant
references retrieved, most preferred to give their answer to the
Question on how many irrelevant references they could tolerate in
terms of percentages. These percentages ranged from 10% to 98%.
Many of these answers must be looked at critically. Those users
^ho received 100 references a month understood the question imme<Uately. For those received 10 or 20 references per month the
question had no real relevance.
The whole question of attitudes to irrelevant references is
"ïuite complex. Attitudes probably depend on the mood of the user
°n a particular day, as well as the user's general attitude to in
tonation or the number of really interesting relevant items re
lieved. Many users said that although some of the references were
irrelevant as far as the subject requested for the experiment was
concerned, they were often relevant to other subject interests or
co-workers. Others said the irrelevant references had an enter
tainment value and thus helped in scanning the references.
!n general there is probably a maximum number of references a
User can scan each month. This varies somewhat but individual users
who received over 100 references commented that it was a considertask to scan them all. Within this limit there is a percentage
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of irrelevant references which can be tolerated but this percentage
will vary greatly from user to user.
7.9

Duplication within CAB Abstracts

Most users considered that the duplication of references within
CAB Abstracts was not a problem. Some said that it was a 'nuisance'
but not a 'problem'. If the duplicate references appeared in the
same printout or within a month of each other the users could
easily remember that they has seen it before. Some users found the
duplicates useful as the cards could then be entered in two places
in their card files.
7.10

Time factors

The delay in the abstracts appearing after the article had been
published was considered by most users to be satisfactory. Some
commented that they felt a 12 months delay was too long but on the
whole the urgency seems to depend on the type of work being carried
out. If the user is involved in field trials which take 3 or 4
years a delay of 3 to 6 months is insignificant. However if the
user is writing a paper then it is important that relevant articles
should be brought to his attention as quickly as possible.
This general lack of urgency was also shown by the fact that
70% of users stated that the saving in time given by the use of a
computerised information service over the printed version was of
little or no importance. In general the saving in time is of about
two months. It may be greater if the printed abstract journal is
circulated, however one user stated very firmly that he always re
ceived the printed version before the computer printout.
7.11

Desk versus browsing

Opinions varied considerably as to the merits of browsing through
journals in the library to find information as opposed to relying
solely on information coming to the users desk. 24% of users
couldn't choose between the two, although nearly 50% said they
would like to see information coming to their desks. Most users
enjoy browsing and would hate to give it up altogether but some
felt that the pressure of work was becoming too great to be able
to spend the necessary time in the library. Others pointed out
that they need to go to the library to satisfy information needs
not covered by the computerised information retrieval service and
therefore they will always have a quick look through some journals.
And of course the news (gossip?) items are usually not indexed for
either AGRICOLA or CAB Abstracts.
7.12

Usefulness of current awareness or retrospective services

These questions produce some interesting results. Many users (81%)
thought that a current awareness service would be highly desirable
or at least useful. An even higher percentage (93%) thought
that a retrospective search would be either highly desirable or
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useful. However, if these figures are broken down, 26% thought that
a current awareness service would be highly desirable whilst 68%
thought that a retrospective service would be highly desirable.
Comments by users show they consider retrospective searches to be
highly desirable only when starting a new research project. Some
felt that a retrospective search every twelve months would be more
valuable than a current awareness search. Current awareness searches
suffer because they tend to be limited to one of a number of sub
jects of interest to the user. Broader searches to cover a variety
°f interests tend not to be very satisfactory and hence the user
cannot rely only on his current awareness service.
'•13

Databases as value for money

To a large extent the results for this question reflect the data
base preferences mentioned earlier. No user felt that AGRICOLA or
a section of AGRICOLA was value for money. However 23% thought the
CAB Abstracts or a section of CAB Abstracts was worth getting. The
highest percentage (38.7%) felt that both databases were worth
getting. However a similar percentage (36%) thought that neither
°f the databases was worth getting. There are a considerable number
of factors which influence this view which will be discussed later.
°f those who felt that neither of the database was value for money
°nly 50% could say what value they would place on these databases.
This value varied somewhat but the median value appeared to be
Dfl. 200-300 (£50-75). As one user pointed out, the price he was
billing to pay for the service depended on who was paying for it.
Certainly the Dutch users who knew that the University was paying
had no hesitation in saying that they thought both databases were
value for money (see also page 63).
The remarkable feature of this group of questions is that 97%
°f users felt that the abstracts were worth an extra Dfl. 150 per
^®ar. One user said that he would be prepared to pay Dfl. 500-1000
f°r the abstracts. Although this is obviously an exaggeration it
illustrates the fact that users are willing to pay a considerable
^ount for the abstracts. As the figure of Dfl. 150 does not cover
real cost of providing the abstracts perhaps a more detailed
study should be carried out to determine exactly how much the users
are Prepared to pay.
'•14

Availability of money for information services

^iven the present economic climate in Britain and the fears ex
Pressed in The Netherlands it is surprising that such a large
"umber of users (62.1%) said that money for these services would
be easily available. Almost 19% said that they would have some
Problems getting hold of the money although presumably some would
eventually get the money. Another 19% said that they would have
great problems or would be unable to get the money.

53

7.15

Information gatheri .g habits

This experiment, perhaps because it was an experiment, made no dif
ference to the information gathering habits of 60% of users. Of
those who made a positive reply, most said that they were now aware
that another potential source of information was available and that
therefore their future information gathering habits may be changed.
7.16

Summary

The overall results of this questionnaire can be summarised by the
responses to 3 main questions.
(1) When asked about the ability of the databases to meet their
information needs; 24% said that CAB Abstracts alone would satisfy
their needs, one user said that AGRICOLA alone would satisfy his
needs, 17% said that the databases together would satisfy their
information needs but 56% said that they would need to look else
where even if they had both databases.
(2) When asked about the importance of various factors affecting
the database characteristics and how a relevance decision is made,
user attitudes to databases became fairly clear. Currency is of
mixed importance with opinion being evenly split over very important,
fairly important and not particularly important. The same applies
to both novelty and recall. Relevance was split between fairly im
portant and not particularly important. Depth of subject coverage
was regarded as being not particularly important but it was fairly
important that each record is as informative as possible, e.g.
author addresses, geographic area of work etc.
Thus users are more interested in recall than relevance and they
are prepared to tolerate a significant number, of irrelevant refer
ences to obtain new relevant references. They would also like to
search a range of databases to obtain suitable references as it is
obvious that only 2 databases are not suitable for most users. Ad
ditional information such as authors addresses, summary languages
and the geographic area in which the work was carried out is also
fairly important.
(3) When a decision about the relevance of an article is made
the title and the abstract are the main important factors. Following
this are the author, author affiliation, journal and geographic
area and then the index terms, followed by the category codes. Per
haps this information could be used to rearrange the layout of in
formation on the cards.
In general, users found that because of the presence of abstracts,
CAB Abstracts met their needs better when compared with AGRICOLA.
However most needed to supplement the information from these data
bases with information from other sources. Money is available to
pay for these databases and certainly users are prepared, to pay
for the abstracts. And users are certainly enamoured with abstracts.
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7.17

Questionnaire results

Ql. Was the total number of references provided for you in the ex
periment:
„
,
, ,
25
33.8%
about
what you expected
23
more than you expected
.„'o„
i
,
,
j
8
1u.o%
less
than
you expected
18
z4.j%
no expectations
—
,_.
^
74
100.0%
Q2. Did the total number of references provided cause any problems
for you7
49
71.1%
no problems
ig
27_g%
ptoblems

68

TÖO?

Q3. The references were sent to you on cards. Paper is the alter
native form of output. Which of these forms of output would you
Prefer?
61
81.3%
cards preferred
no preference
8*0%
paper preferred
—
^ôîô*
04. Do you feel that the layout and readability of the cards is
satisfactory?
42
56_0%
3
no
°.
don't know

32

1
—

'
1.3%
XÖÖTÖi"
42

7%

Q5. Now lets turn to the relevant references, that is those that
vou coded either A or B, was the number of thesè relevant refer
ences •
u
26
37.1%
J
about what you expected
8 6%
®ore than you expected
25*7%
less than you expected
28.6%
2Q
no expectation
loo!o%
Ö6- Did you try to obtain any of the original papers? ^
YeS

no

27 •

^^

H

14'. 7%

75

100.0%

If yes to Q6. Did you have any problems getting hold of
no problems
26.6%
17
yes
100.0%
64

S8- If no to Q6. Why did you not try to obtain them?
language difficulties
too many relevant references
haven't attempted to as yet but will do
not enough articles retrieved
other

0
1
3
1
9
14

-

7. 1%
21.4%
7.1%
64.3%
99.9%

55

Q9. What about the irrele ant references, that is those you coded
C. Were these irrelevant references?
about what you expected
18
26.5%
more than you expected
28
41.2%
less than you expected
4
5.9%
no expectation
j_8
26.5%
68

100.0%

Q10. Did the number of irrelevant references provided cause any
problems for you?
As this question was found to cause some confusion, it was de
leted from the interview.
Qll. Were there any references which at first you thought were re
levant, but which turned out not to be when you consulted the full
text?
yes
33
53.2%
no
22
35.5%
don't know
_1_
11.3%
62

100.0%

Q12. If yes to Qll. In what way were you mislead by the reference?
title not detailed enough
13
33.3%
don't know
4
10.2%
title not accurate
16
41.0%
no new information
4
10.2%
orientation of article
2
5.1%
39"
99.8%
Q13. On the basis of your experience on this experiment, which of
the two databases met your needs better?
CAB much better
31
42.5%
CAB a little better
20
27.4%
no difference
18
24.7%
CAIN a little better
3
4. 1%
CAIN much better
1
1.4%
73
100.1%
Q14. If any preference expressed in Q13 ask: What were the main
reasons which led you to prefer?
abstracts
37
66.1%
more references retrieved
6
10.7%
abstracts and more references retrieved
10
17.9%
subject coverage
1
1.8%
abstract misleading
1
1.8%
need both systems
1
1.8%
56
100. 1%
Q15. Had you already formed that view before you got my letter
asking you to look back over the cards?
yes - before
44
66.7%
no - as a result of looking back
22
33.3%
66"

56

100.0%

-J|
O]-J

formation needs adequateQ16. if your objective was to meet your
iy (even if not perfectly) could you:
24.0%
18
do it with CAB on its own
1.3%
1
do it with CAIN on its own
17.3%
13
do it with both together
or would you also need to scan elsewhere even
56.0%
42
if you had both
1.3%
1
1
don 1 know
99.9%
75
Q^7. Is there any particular type of reference or any particular
type of source that you think is inadequately covered?
CAIN
CAB
14.9%
11
15.7%
11
no
39.1%
29
40.0%
28
don 11 know
13.5%
10
11.4%
8
European material
1.4%
1
1.4%
1
government reports
1.4%
1
1.4%
1
patents
6.8%
5
7.1%
5
popular coverage
12.2%
9
12.8%
9
combination of the above
10.8%
8
10.0%
subject coverage
100.1%
74
99.8%
Show informant CARD A (Appendix 1), and ask: On this card
there are listed some features of a current awareness service such
as you have been receiving for the last 9 months. Would you please
read it through. Now would you please tell me, for each feature,
whether you regard it as very important, fairly important, not
Particularly important, or quite unimportant.
Fairly
Very
important
important
22 33.3%
22 33.3%
currency
26 39.4%
9. 1%
6
relevance
22 34.4%
31.3%
20
novelty
24 36.9%
8%
30.
20
recall
18 30.0%
20.0%
12
subject coverage
additional information contained
35 53.9%
8 12.3%
in the reference

currency
relevance
novelty
recall
subject coverage
additional information contained
in the reference

Not partie,
important
20 30.3%
32 48.5%
21 32.8%
20 30.8%
28 46.7%
18

27.7%

Quite un
important
3.0%
0%

.6%
.5%
. 3%
6.2%
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Q19. Show CARD B (Appendi; 2) and ask I'm interested in exactly
what it is that makes you ;-:ay of one reference 'This is relevant1
and of another 'This is noL relevant'. On this card are a number
of items which appear in the printout Would you say for each one,
whether it is very important, fairly important, not particularly
important or quite unimportant to you in deciding about relevancy.
Very
Fairly
important
important
22 31.0%
author
10 14.1%
title
55 75.3%
14 19.2%
29.6%
author affiliation
10
21
14. 1%
journal
11
35 47.9%
15.1%
9 12.3%
index terms
20 27.4%
category codes
17 22.9%
geographic area
33 44.6%
52 71.2%
abstracts
18 24.7%
Not partie.
Quite un
important
important
27 38.0%
12 16.9%
author
3
4. 1%
1
1.4%
title
28 39.4%
author affiliation
12 16.9%
23 31.5%
5.5%
journal
4
19 26.0%
25 34.3%
index terms
2
2.7%
category codes
71 97.3%
13 17.6%
geographic area
11 14.9%
3
4.1%
abstracts
Q20. Do you feel that your ability to make a relevance judgement
would have been improved by a detailed explanation of the items
contained in the printout, e.g. index terms-and category codes?
83.9%
no
26
9.7%
yes
3
6.5%
don 11 know
2
TÏ
o21. At the end of each reference in the printout there are
series of index terms. Did you notice them?
yes
59
no
6
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Q22. If yes to Q21. Did you use them in any way?
no
55
73.3%
yes
20
26.7%
75

100.0%

Q23. Are there any other pieces of information you'd like to see
included?
76.7%
no
56
20.5%
yes
15
2.7%
don't know
_2_
99.9%
73
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Ç24. Some of the references are in foreign languages. Did this
provide any problems for you?
no references in foreign languages
5
6.6%
foreign references - no problems
45
59.^%
foreign references - problems
.26
34.2%
76
100.0%
Q25. There is a theory that a users attitude towards a service
such as this is determined by the absolute number of irrelevant
deferences seen rather then the ratio of irrelevant to relevant
references, e.g. it is acceptable to see 9 irrelevant references
°ut of 10 but it is a nuisance to see 90 irrelevant references out
°f 100. Was it a nuisance to you to see as many irrelevant refer
ences as you did?
yes
17
25.0%
no
jLL
75.0%
68

100.0%

Q26. if yes to Q25. Can you give me some idea of the cut off point
as far as you are concerned, i.e. how many irrelevant references
are you prepared to see before it becomes a nuisance to do so.
The answers to this question were enormously variable, a concise
summary can be seen in the discussion of the results.
Q27. Within the CAB database some of the titles are duplicated.
kid you find this a problem?
63
87.5%
no
9
12.5%
yes
72
100.0%
Q28. Was the time gap between the date of publication and your re
Ceiving the references:
^ ^
satisfactory

53

too

15

long

don't know
Ö29-

JL
73
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Q31. On your experience over the last few months, would you say
that a current awareness service was (or could become):
a highly desirable element in your work
19
26.0%
useful, but not critical
40
54.8%
or marginal use only
8
11.0%
of very little use
5
6.9%
don't know
1
1.4%
73

100. 1%

Q32. Quite apart from informing you about current material, com
puterised databases can provide retrospective searches, that is,
provide information over past years on a subject and not simply the
latest papers. On your experience, would you say that a service
like this was (or could become):
a highly desirable element in your work
47
68.1%
useful, but not critical
17
24.6%
or marginal use only
3
4.3%
of very little use
1
1.5%
don't know
1
1.5%
69
100.0%
Q33. Show CARD C (Appendix 3) and ask, on this card are the present
costs which are charged for a current awareness service based on
CAIN, for one based on CAB, for both together or for sections of
either database. Thinking purely in terms of value for money, would
you feel it to have been worthwhile to have had a year's service of
the kind you have been getting?
CAB worth getting
12
16.0%
CAIN worth getting
section of CAB worth getting
5
6.7%
section of CAIN worth getting
none worth getting
27
36.0%
both worth getting
29
38.7%
don't know
2
2.7%
75
100.1%
Q34. If none ask: How much do you feel it would be worth
for CAIN
for CAB
for a section of CAIN
for a section of CAB
for both databases
for both sections
Most users asked this question could not answer, in fact only
eight replies were obtained, these were in the range of Dfl. 200300 for the whole database.
Q35. The difference of £35 (Dfl. 150) between CAB and CAIN is
mainly due to the fact that the CAB references contain abstracts
or summaries. Do you think these abstracts are worth that much
more a year?
yes
74
97.4%
no
1
1.3%
no view
1
1.3%
76
100.0%
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23S. If either CAB or CAIN worth getting ask: If you had had to
Pay the full price for the service you have been receiving, would
you:
have been able to get hold of the money
.
46
62.1%
easily enough
189%
had some problems
12 2%
had great problems
or would you almost certainly have been
6 8%
unable to do so
_
JQÖTÖÏ"
Q37. Finally has taking part in this experiment changed your in
formation habits in any way?
^
61 6%
n°

28

38.4%

yeS

73

100.0%
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8

Costs and prices

There are three aspects to any consideration of the cost of a
Current Awareness Service:
(1) What is the cost to the user?
(2) Is the user prepared to pay for the service?
(3) What are the comparative real costs of operating a service
using these two databases?
8.1

Cost to the user

The prices charged by PUDOC for a year's subscription to a current
awareness service based on these two databases for 1978 were:

CAB Abstracts
AGRICOLA
Both databases
Animal or Food Section of CAB Abstracts
Animal or Food Section of AGRICOLA
Animal Sections of both databases
* Based on 4 Dfl = £1.00

Dfl
650
500
850
380
350
430

£*

162.50
125.00
212.50
95.00
87.50
107.50

Although by British standards these figures are considered quite
high there is no organisation operating a batch processing Current
Awareness Service on these databases in this country. Thus these
are the only figures on which any discussion can take place.
If these figures are broken down into the cost per relevant
reference retrieved the cost does not appear to be quite so enor
mous. On average each user received 147.6 new relevant references
each year from CAB Abstracts and 105.6 new relevant references
from AGRICOLA.
Thus the cost per new relevant reference is:
212.50
= 84p/reference
The cost per new important relevant reference (i.e. this assumes
the user is only interested in those references classified into
the 'A' category) is:
212.50
.
_,n
= £3.01/reference
/U •o
To put these figures into perspective: if we assume that a
British scientist costs £8/hour (the cost of a Principal Scientific
Officer in the Civil Service including overheads) this scientist
would need to find 10 new relevant references per hour for 25.32
hours a year to equal the performance of the Current Awareness
Service. Alternatively he would need to find 2.5 new important
relevant references per hour for 20.8 hours a year to equal the
performance of the Current Awareness Service.
These figures only apply to a British situation, Dutch salaries
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and presumably overheads are much higher than the British and
although the cost per reference remains the same it is obviously a
smaller proportion of the overall cost of Dutch scientist's time.
8*2

is the user prepared to pay?

On the whole the Dutch users are prepared to pay for this type of
service. The British are far more sceptical and many are not pre
pared to pay. There are many factors which affect the user's de
cision about 'ability to pay' for these services. It soon became
°bvious that the major factor affecting the decision was the source
°f the finance.
The prices charged by PUDOC are relatively lower for the Dutch
than the British but even so there was some doubt about paying in
certain institutions. Industrial users felt that they could obtain
the money if they could make a reasonable case. Many other users
saicj the same thing but users from the Agricultural University at
Wageningen had no hesitation in saying that they could pay because
the Agricultural University has a central fund for these services
hence obtaining funds was no problem. Users from Research Institutes
ar^d the British University were most sceptical about their ability
to obtain funds. The cost was too much to come out of their own
Pockets and with severe monetary restriction they could not see
the money coming from departmental budgets. Until some decision is
^ade in these institutions about the source of money for the
Setvices, very little use will be made of computerized information
Se£vices.
8

• T a p e processing costs

The

prices charged for these services depend to a large extent on
computing costs faced by organisations such as PUDOC. The com
peting costs are composed of two major elements: (1) the cost of
database in magnetic tape format, and (2) the actual computer
Processing costs. In this case CAB Abstracts is the more expensive
database for both elements. The cost of a subscription to the who e
Abstracts database for 1 year is £4500 or US$8100, compared
with the cost of the AGRICOLA tapes which is $540 per year. This
tape is rather expensive however CAB are selling the tapes as
a commercial venture whilst the NAL only charges the cost of re
Producing or copying the tape for sale. The cost of producing t e
taPe is borne by the NAL itself.
_
The computer processing costs for CAB must also be higher.
ere
more entry points in the CAB tape and hence more processing
ime is needed. Abstracts also present higher processing costs.
Partly just because of their presence but also because they use
m°re stationery.
PUDOC has calculated that the cost of running CAB Abstracts,
^oth computer processing costs and tape subscription costs, is 2.0
times the cost of running AGRICOLA. This figure is based on 200
Profiles and the cost is calculated as the cost per profile per
Year (16a).
the
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It has to be borne in m. nd that the total computing costs con
sist of a database dependent part and a database independent part.
The cost per profile per run were, in 1J77
Databas »
Database
independent
dependent
CAB Abstracts
Dfl. 8
Dfl. 33
AGRICOLA
Dfl. 8
Dfl. 16.50
In general the users have stated that the abstracts are worth
the extra cost they have been asked to pay i.e. they feel that the
abstracts are worth the extra £37.50 per year. This difference by
no means represents the real difference in running costs. It would
be interesting to know whether the users would be prepared to pay
the real difference in cost for the abstract.
For a discussion of the cost of making an incorrect relevant
judgement compared with cost of an inter-library loan see page 70 .
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9

Discussion of results

9-1

Service performance

The results show that from a technical point of view there is very
little difference between the performance of the two databases.
Certainly AGRICOLA did produce a statistically significant higher
Percentage of new references and relevant references. The query
ratio was higher for AGRICOLA than CAB Abstracts. However, in con
trast, the actual number of new relevant references produced was
higher from CAB Abstracts than AGRICOLA. The overlap figures show
that it is relatively low but there is considerable variation in
overlap between different profiles. The recall figures especially
when broken down by subject groups are fairly equivocal.
Any consideration of these databases in terms of their construc
tion and stated information content shows that there are consider
ate differences between them. Users clearly preferred one data
base over the other.
The question arises: Why were these differences not detected by
*-he technical measurements? This situation may arise from the fact
that the technical measurements are not accurate enough to measure
any differences between the two databases or that there are no
r®al differences between them or that the system under which the
Profiles were written and run did not enable the differences to be
Measured. Some of these problems have been discussed earlier but
*t should be emphasised that the results have to be seen in the
^•ight of the limitations of the experiment. It should also be em
phasised that in some cases i.e. in the problem of recall these
limitations are severe.
If the reason for the lack of detection of the difference is
because of the limitations of the system under which the experiment
was carried out, one must doubt the usefulness of these types of
e*Periments. If it is because of the limitations of the technica
measures perhaps the usefulness of these measures under these
°ircumstances must be reconsidered.
°ne of the technical factors which must be considered xs the
tx»e element in these experiments. This experiment took two years
just to carry out the practical side of the experiment. More time
Was necessary to plan and organise the project. During this time
ffiaior changes occurred in the content of CAB Abstracts and some
changes in AGRICOLA. As most of this time was necessary to collect
information for the technical measures, while the users had de
cided their response in 2 or 3 months, it is doubtful whether a
current awareness service like this is the best way to carry out
sUch a comparison. Perhaps a comparison based on retrospective
searches may be more useful given the fact that a considerable
"^er of searches could be carried out in a quite short time.
is would improve the timeliness of the results of such experi
ments.
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9.2

User attitudes

The overwhelming opinion expressed by the users was that CAB Ab
stracts performs much better than AGRICOLA. And the most popular
reason for this was that the abstract contained the information
necessary to make an accurate relevance judgement. Most users de
cided this early in the experiment and were consistent in their
replies to questions on this matter. For example, in the question
on misleading titles, a considerable number said that this was
more of a problem with AGRICOLA than CAB Abstracts. Also in the
question of how a relevance decision is made, the abstract is al
most invariably regarded as very important.
Obviously the abstract is of prime importance to the user and
this importance must be discussed. There are some other areas which
need discussion, e.g. the problem of recall and overlap, the users
attitudes to timeliness, and the problems of those users with very
broad subject interests, and the relationship of these databases
as sources of information with other sources of information.
9.2.1

Abstracts

Abstracts are valuable to the user for a number of reasons (a) as
a substitute for the original article, (b) as help in making a
relevance judgement and (c) they have a browsing facility built
into them which the users enjoy.
(a) CAB feel that abstracts can act as a substitute for the origi
nal article. None of the users specifically mentioned this fact as
a potentially valuable use of abstracts, however it was mentioned
indirectly by a number of users. Abstracts can act as a substitute
for the original article but only in a limited way. For all the
important references retrieved, the A's and AN's, any user will try
to obtain the original article. The user will not rely on the ab
stract, because given the importance of the article he must be
certain that the facts are correct and usually the discussion
section is important. Most users would agree that abstracts vary
in quality and although some are very good they cannot necessarily
be relied on. For those references which are initially regarded as
marginal, i.e. the B's, the user may use the abstract as a substi
tute for the original article. However, if this reference becomes
important at a later date, he will almost certainly try to obtain
and read the original article. There are occasions on which the
abstract may be used as a genuine substitute for the original
article. Lecturers, specialist advisers and some journal editors
may just read the abstract to have some idea of what is going on
in the field without ever wanting to read the original article.
These are users with a need for a broad general coverage of a
field. Those users with a detailed knowledge of one subject would
almost certainly look at the original articles.
(b) Abstracts can help in making a relevance decision. Titles are
misleading for a number of reasons, they may be quite inaccurate
or more commonly, they represent the material found in the article
kut it turns out that the quality is below expectations, or no new
information is contained in the article, or the level of the
66

article is wrong. All these problems were mentioned by the users.
It is a typical problem of the article not meeting the user's ex
pectation, especially if a considerable amount of effort has gone
into obtaining the original article. To some extent an abstract
can overcome this problem, they do list the data found and the
conclusions drawn. But the abstract usually gives little indica
tion of the quality of the article or the level at which it has
heen written. A quality judgement can sometimes be made on the
basis of other information e.g. journal title or author affiliation.
It is obviously important to the user to get the judgement of rele
vance right. However there were only 4% of occasions on which they
found it impossible to classify the references into any of the
relevance categories. This implies that users have little difficul
ty classifying the references. It also implies that they are often
wrong in their classification so that the frustration level men
tioned above rises. Alternatively it could show that the type of
relevance measure used in this experiment is not the same as that
used intuitively by the users.
(c) Another reason for liking abstracts is the fact that they make
interesting and pleasant reading. It could be regarded as a form
°f browsing. The users enjoy reading those peculiar or unusual
references which always seem to be retrieved. They also enjoy
reading some of the abstracts in subjects which they find inter
esting but which are not necessarily related to their specific
subject interest. Curiosity must be a characteristic of most scien
tists, it is not surprising then that they are drawn to read all
s°rts of abstracts.
One factor which must be taken into account when considering the
User's attitudes to abstracts, is the general lack of sophistica
tion in the users as far as information systems are concerned. Some
users found that the only way they could distinguish between the
two databases was that one contained abstracts while the other one
did not. in other words, the abstract has an even greater importance because it is the only major difference between the two data
sses. This could have affected the users attitudes and overemphasised the value of the abstracts.
9 o
•'•2

Recall and overlap

°sers hold what superficially appears to be a contradictory atti
tudes on the importance of recall. When asked a direct question
they said that recall was more important than relevance. In other
Words they would prefer to try to retrieve all possible relevant
articl
es and were willing to accept irrelevant references, rather
than miss some relevant items. However they were generally not
«ware of any references which had been missed. This is partly beCause of the problem of time lags which makes it difficult to
remember whether some articles have been missed. In general they
*fre fairly philosophical about references which had been missed,
felt that they usually picked up the most important articles
"rough their usual sources. The less important material could
**ait. They would probably pick up this through citations found in
literature.
67

Similarly the users found the overlap between the databases and
within CAB Abstracts to be a nuisance occasionally but not a real
problem. As an aside, the only users who complained about overlap
were those with some sort of 'persecution conplex'. They thought
that the duplicate references had been deliberately placed in the
printout to check whether they were consistent in their coding of
the references!
This can be put into context by the fact that 54% of users feel
that to satisfy their information needs adequately they would need
to scan other sources even if they had both databases. Most users
said that they would like to receive information from a wide range
of sources, if this was possible. In other words each user is used
to drawing his information from a variety of sources and in doing
so receiving some redundant or useless information and perhaps
receiving the same information on a number of occasions. Each user
is quite used to putting the emphasis on recall from a variety of
sources and accepting a certain amount of overlap from these
sources in his normal manual methods of information gathering. It
seems logical that the same should apply to computerised systems
and that indeed the computerised system should be regarded as just
another source of information.
9.2.3

Time

One of the surprising facts to appear from this questionnaire was
the user's attitude to time. It has always been said that one of
the advantages of computerized current awareness service was the
fact that it is faster, both in terms of the user searching for
information and in comparison with other information retrieval
methods. However most users in this experiment said-that on the
whole time was of very little importance to them. It did not matter
that the Current Awareness Service provided information before the
printed abstract or index journal. It also did not matter how long
after publication it took for a reference to appear in the print
out. The importance of time varies from user to user and with the
work the user is carrying out. If the user is about to submit a
paper for publication it is essential for the user to receive the
most up to date information available. However if the user is in
the middle of 5 year field trial then time is of little importance.
This lack of importance of time is also shown by the respective
questions on the value of retrospective searches and current aware
ness searches. More users thought that retrospective searches
would be highly desirable than current awareness searches. Retro
spective searches were thought to be more useful at the beginning
of a new project, however some users felt that a retrospective
search each year would be most useful than a monthly current aware
ness search. In other words they do not mind if the information is
at least 12 months and perhaps 18 months out of date.
9.2.4

Familiarity

Another factor which may have affected user's attitudes is their
familiarity with the CAB Abstracts Journals. Most of the users in
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this experiment are familiar with at least one of the printed CAB
journals. Very few are familiar with the Bibliography of Agricul
ture and only one user has said that she relies on the Bibliography
of Agriculture. Those who do use the Bibliography of Agriculture
commented on the fact that it is difficult to use. This is proba
bly one reason why it is not used more often. Therefore there is
an element of the known versus the unknown or familiarity with one
particular source of information. This almost certainly affects
user's attitudes to some extent. Burton (9) also commented on this
fact. Although the situation was reversed, most of the users in
her study chose BIOSIS Previews and CAIN while CAB Abstracts were
searched by less than a third of the users. 'Perhaps this lack of
recognition of what the CAB database really was and/or lack of
knowledge of its availability were the reasons so few people in
cluded it. It was extremely productive for those who did use it'.
Like most people users are happy with the situation they know
best.
9.2.5

Broad subject interests

Users generally have a range of subjects in which they are inter
ested. This subject may have a fairly small core in which the user
is particularly interested but often the broader ramifications of
the subject area of interest. However for some users a general view
of a broad subject area is more important than a specialised inter
est in a narrow subject field.
The national subject specialist advisors in the U.K. Ministry
of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food are an example of this. One of
the advisors who took part in this experiment was interested in
everything to do with glasshouse crops. In other words he was
interested in the plants grown under glass, new plant varieties
and new methods of culture, disease control, but also methods of
construction of glasshouses, methods of heating glasshouses as
well as the economics of glasshouse crop production. This is a
very general subject, the user must be aware of new trends and
ideas and have a good knowledge of where the detailed work is being
carried out.
And this is one need which, with the present methods of data
base construction, is impossible to satisfy properly. An indepth view of a narrow subject can be handled with relative ease.
There is no satisfactory way of providing a few general articles
on a general subject. Quite a few users and certainly many poten
tial users would fall into this category of users with very general
needs. It would be useful if the database producers could tag more
general articles in some way so that they could be retrieved more
easily.
9.3

Costs and prices

The overwhelming reason for the users preferring CAB Abstracts was
the presence of the abstracts. The overwhelming reason mentioned
for preferring abstracts was that they helped to make a relevance
decision easier.
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From a financial point of vie', there are two aspects to this
preference for abstracts (1) whether the users are prepared to pay
for abstracts and (2) whether the abstracts are cost effective in
terms erf the increased ability to make a correct relevance judge
ment.
Almost all users felt that the abstracts were worth an extra
£35/year. Some stated that they would be prepared to pay even more
for the abstracts. It is apparent that most of the users would be
prepared to pay more but it is difficult to know how much more. It
is perhaps doubtful whether they would be prepared to pay the full
cost. The only way to find out how much they would be prepared to
pay is to keep raising the price until some users refuse to pay
the extra amount. It was found that users have no idea of the real
costs of these services.
The second factor, the cost effectiveness of abstracts, is
interesting although a little tenuous. Each user was asked to give
an indication of those references he found impossible to classify
into any of the relevance categories, this has been called the
query ratio. As might be expected the query ratio was higher for
AGRICOLA than CAB Abstracts. If we assume the percentage for
AGRICOLA, 4%, as being about the correct level for a database with
out abstracts, we can determine the number of references in which
an incorrect decision could be made. This is a somewhat tenuous
argument as it is possible that some of the references were in
correctly classified into their relevant categories. However, this
4% gives us some idea of a figure where it is certain that the
users would have found difficulty in making a correct relevance
decision. The number of references involved is only 10 new relevant
references per year.
If we assume that the maximum cost in making an Imcorrect rele
vance judgement is the cost of obtaining an unnecessary interlibrary loan. And if we assume a cost of £3.00 per inter-library
loan (this is a Wye College estimate which includes staff time)
then the cost of making a mistake in a relevance decision is
£30.00 per year. This figure is not very different from the extra
£35.00 per year for the abstracts. Obviously if the full cost of
the abstracts was included in the price then there would be little
or no saving in the cost of making an incorrect relevance judge
ment.
It must be emphasised that these figures give an indication of
real costs but because of the assumptions involved they cannot be
considered as completely accurate figures.
There is another factor which has been mentioned briefly in the
chapter on costs and prices which should be discussed in more
depth. This is the problem of who pays for these services. Where
the source of funding is known to the user and when this source is
known not to be his own pocket or departmental funds, the user is
much more prepared to pay.
In many institutions no decision has been made on the source of
money for information services. Traditionally library services have
been considered as an organisational overhead and were available
equally to all members of the organisation. Books could usually be
obtained through the library or failing this, they could be bought
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out of departmental funds. Now, however, these services are being
offered to individuals at a price which the individual cannot
afford and which is probably too large to come from already
stretched departmental budgets. These information services are not
the kind of services which libraries, with perhaps the exception
of industrial libraries, have traditionally offered. £200 per year
for each member of staff would also be a high percentage of the
total library budget. Libraries, then, are not rushing to provide
this kind of service unless they can be sure of obtaining addition
al funds.
It can be argued that these services are services to individuals
and therefore should come from an individual's budget. However,
this can only be justified if the individual can claim the appro
priate amount from some kind of research grant. In some cases this
may be possible although as a new piece of expenditure it would
certainly be carefully scrutinised. Under the present British
system, it is almost certain that such grant funding bodies as the
SRC, MRC and SSRC would not give money for information services.
Because of the two tier grant systems it is almost certain that
these funds should come from UGC grants. However, in the present
British economic climate it is difficult to see the UGC regarding
these services as being part of general running costs.
This source of confusion surrounding the source of funds for
computerised information services must be removed before these
services can become of any use to British agriculturalists in re
search institutes and universities.
9.4

Future studies

As a result of this project, various other aspects of this type of
project have been brought out which should be considered in future
projects.
Careful thought needs to be given to the actual purpose of
these experiments and the methods used. The ostensible aim was to
compare the performance of the two databases. What is the reason
for wanting to compare these databases? If it is to see what in
formation is contained in these databases, a short investigation
into the overall structure of the databases and their information
content would be appropriate. A more detailed look could be taken
of those subject areas which appear to be problems. If the purpose
of such projects is a user education programme, then it is essen
tial that the research officer maintains very close contact with
the users so that their individual needs can be attended to. This
is obviously difficult to do when the users are scattered over a
wide number of organisations and also scattered geographically. If
the aim of these projects is to build up information on the tech
nical side of these databases, a shorter project based on retro
spective searches should provide the necessary data for statisti
cally significant results.
The dichotomy between the technical results and the user atti
tudes was quite amazing. As information services are basically a
service to the users obviously their attitudes are of prime im
portance. if the technical measures do not reflect user attitudes,
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the emphasis should be placed on -tn accurate assessment of user
attitudes rather than on the technical measures. As many users
said they had made up their minds after 2 or
months it should be
possible to cut down the time period of these experiments. The use
of the interview technique should be explored to a greater extent
in this type of study. It.is possible to understand the user's
requirements better with an interview. As well it is possible to
explain the benefits and limitations of these systems so that their
expectations are reasonable. This is of prime importance in ex
periments where new services are being tried out.
The questionnaire design for this project was certainly not
optimal although on the whole the results showed that it was suc
cessful. More effort should be put into trying to design some basic
rules for questionnaires and improving questionnaire design so that
users attitudes can be accurately and quickly assessed.
It should also be remembered that many information officers
have accurate ideas on the effectiveness of these databases. Per
haps a survey of appropriate information officers should be part
of a comparative project such as this.
With the rapid growth of computerised services a far more so
phisticated group of information users now exists. More sophisti
cated experiments to determine exactly how the users needs can
best be met. This also involves changes in database construction
to meet these needs. At long last the technology of information
science has become sophisticated enough to allow for far more flex
ibility in assessing user needs and determining the best means of
meeting these needs.
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Summary and general conclusions

The aim of this experiment was to compare the SDI performance of
two of the world's major agricultural databases namely, AGRICOLA
and CAB Abstracts. 100 users, 50 Dutch and 50 British, from a
variety of organizations and with differing subject needs were offerred a current awareness service for 9 months. Their attitudes
to the two databases were assessed by means of interviews at the
beginning and end of the experiment. One set of references marked
with relevance judgements were returned to the research officer.
These provided figures for precision, recall and novelty ratios.
CAB Abstracts consistently produced more references than AGRICOLA and this ensured that the number of relevant references re
trieved by CAB Abstracts was higher than AGRICOLA. Similarly the
number of new relevant references retrieved was greater for CAB
Abstracts than AGRICOLA. CAB Abstracts showed a higher relative
recall ratio than AGRICOLA. Although on these technical measures
CAB Abstracts performed better than AGRICOLA there was not an
enormous difference in the performance of the two databases. How
ever, when the user's attitudes were measured the difference
between the two databases became obvious.
Most users preferred CAB Abstracts to AGRICOLA because of the
presence of the abstracts. Abstracts were thought to be useful in
making a relevance decision. On the whole the users were prepared
to pay more for the abstracts, although exactly how much more was
not determined.
These results present a number of general conclusions. One is
that technical measures such as precision and recall are only use
ful when they are considered in conjunction with the user's stated
attitude to the database(s) in question. Although the user wants
to retrieve references relevant to his needs and although he wants
to retrieve as many relevant references as possible, these are not
the only factors affecting his judgement of a database. In this
case the abstract was of prime importance in making such a judge
ment. This fact should be taken into account when databases are
being produced e.g. the future format of AGRICOLA or AGRIS.
This fact should also be considered when similar experiments
are being planned. It was necessary, for the sake of the recall,
precision and novelty ratios, that this experiment took nearly two
years. However, the users stated that after a couple of months of
the service they had decided which database they preferred i.e.
the presence of the abstracts over-ruled the value of the relevant
references. Thus the timeliness of experiments such as this could
be dramatically improved.
One other interesting fact produced was that over 50% of users
thought they would need to scan sources, other than the information
provided by the two databases, to find all the information they
need. This implies that the databases are not providing the infor
mation needed by agriculturists. One group of agriculturists whose
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needs are not provided for, is t ie advisors. A number of specialist
advisors were included in this experiment and for many the service
was not adequate. Some of the information they require is present
in the databases however it is swamped by a great deal of detailed
scientific material. There is a need for a system of indexing or
tagging for advisory material so that this could be retrieved
without all the detailed research-oriented papers.
These results all lead to the general conclusion that more re
search is needed into user attitudes to information. The databases
and access to them are becoming increasingly sophisticated. Users,
however, are not so sophisticated in defining their needs. Any
further research in this area needs to make use of sophisticated
market research techniques, such as conjoint analysis, combined
with discussions with information officers/librarians to determine
accurately user needs and attitudes.
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Appendix 1. CAB/CAIN evaluation project: initial questionnaire.
NAME

DATE

ORGANISATION
UNIVERSITY

MAFF
MAFF/EXTENSION

ARC/
ARC/
ARC/
ARC/
INDUSTRY/
INDUSTRY/
INDUSTRY/
INDUSTRY/
1(a) BACKGROUND
Could you briefly describe your current project including its ex
pected applications?

In what way do you expect this search to be of use to you?
- Saving time
- Duplication avoided
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Appendix 1. Continuation 1.
2(a) MANUAL SEARCHING
Please list up to 10 primary journals which you see regularly.
1.
2.

3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
9.
10.

INITIAL QUESTIONNAIRE
(b) Do you use Bibliography of Agriculture? Yes/No
(c) If Yes - Do you use it for (i)
(ii)

Current Awareness (CA)
Reprospective Searching
(RS)
Do you think the journal coverage is adequate?

(d) Any other comments:
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Appendix 1. Continuation 2.
(e) Do you use any of the follow .ng CAB journals?
1. Animal Breeding Abstracts
2. Bulletin of Entomological Research
3. Dairy Science Abstracts
4. Field Crop Abstracts
5. Forestry Abstracts
6. Helminthological Abstracts
Series A. Animal and Human Helminthology
Series B. Plant Nematology
7. Herbage Abstracts
8. Horticultural Abstracts
9. Nutrition Abstracts & Reviews
10. Plant Breeding Abstracts
11. Review of Applied Entomology
Series A. Agricultural
Series B. Medical & Veterinary
12. Review of Plant Pathology
13. Review of Medical & Veterinary Mycology
14. Soils & Fertilizers
15. Veterinary Bulletin
16. Weed Abstracts
17. World Agricultural Economics and Rural
Sociology Abstracts
(f) 18. Other CAB publications - please list.
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CA

RS

Appendix 1. Continuation 3.
(g) Do you think coverage is adequate?

(h) Any other comments?

INITIAL QUESTIONNAIRE
(i) Do you use any other sources of literature?
Review serials
e.g. Patents
Once-off bibliographies
Reports i.e. Government reports/EEC reports
Translations
Current contents
Other abstracting services - please list:
Trade literature
Thesis literature

3. COMPUTERISED SEARCHING
Have you used any other computerised services? e.g. MEDLARS, UKCIS,
BA Previews, Mrs. Vickery, your own information departments or
libraries, PUDOC.
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Appendix 1. Continuation 4.
4. INFORMATION GATHERING HABITS
If you need information on a par'.icular topic where do you go to
find it?
Personal files
Colleagues
Library
Journals or other material in your own office
Other - please define

5. LIBRARY USE
How much use do you make of the library?

If not, why not?
Too far away
Inefficient service
Material you want not available
Other
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Appendix 2. CAB/CAIN evaluation project. Final questionnaire/
interview.
Classification data
Profile number

Name
Organization

Occupation
Status Job title

Information officer

Yes
No

Age

less than 25
25 - 34
35 - 44
45 - 64
65+

Previous experience with computerized information services
Yes
No

Appendix 2. Continuation 1.
Questions about the experiment.
1. Was the total number of references provide! for you in the ex
periment?
about what you expected
1
or more than you expected
2
or less than you expected
3
no expectations
0
2. Did the total number of references provided cause any problems
for you?
No problems
1
Yes (state)

3. The references were sent to you on cards. Paper is the alterna
tive form of output. Which of these forms of output would you
prefer?
Cards preferred
1
No preference
2
Paper preferred
3
4. Do you feel that the layout and readability of the cards is
satisfactory?
Yes
No (any suggestions)

1

5. Now let's turn to the relevant references, that is those that
you coded either A or B, was the number of these relevant refer
ences
about what you expected
or more than you expected
.
or less than you expected
no expectation

1
2
3
0

6. Did you try to obtain any of the original papers?
Yes
No

1
2

7. If Yes to Q6, did you have any problems getting hold of them?
No problems
1
Yes (describe problems)

8. If No to Q6, why did you not try to obtain them?
Language difficulties
Too many relevant references
Haven't attempted to as yet but will do
Other
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4

Appendix 2. Continuation 2.
* Collect list of relevant references missed, if available.
Ask ALL:
9. What about the irrelevant references, that is those you coded
C. Were these irrelevant references
about what you expected
1
or more than you expected
2
or less than you expected
3
no expectation
0
10. Did the number of irrelevant references provided cause any
problems for you?
no problems
Yes (state)

11. Were there any references which at first you thought were
relevant, but which turned out not to be when you consulted
the full text?
Yes
No

1

1
2

12. If yes to Qll, in what way were you mislead by the
reference?

Questions comparing data bases:
13. On the basis of your experience on this experiment, which
of the two data bases met your needs better?
CAB much better
CAB a little better
no difference (to Q12)
CAIN a little better
CAIN much better

1
2
3
4
5

If any preference expressed in Q13 ask:
14. What were the main reasons which led you to prefer?
15. Had you already formed that view before you got my letter
asking you to look back over the cards?
Yes - before
No - as a result of looking back
Ask ALL:
16. If your objective was to meet your information needs ade
quately (even if not perfectly) could you:
do it with CAB on its own
do it with CAIN on its own
do it with both together
or would you also need to scan elsewhere even if you had
both
(N.B. Multiple codes possible)

1
2

1
2
3

4
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Appendix 2. Continuation 3.
17. Is there any particular type of reference or any particular
type of source that you think is inadequately covered?
(a) in CAB (state)
(b) in CAIN (state)

Show informant CARD A, and ask:
18. On this card there are listed some of the features of a
current awareness service such as you have been receiving
for the last 9 months. Would you please read it through.
Now would you please tell me, for each feature, whether you
regard it as very important, fairly important, not part
icularly important, or quite unimportant.
Feature
Currency
Relevance
Novelty
Recall
Subject coverage
Information
contained

v.i.

f.i.

n.p.i.

q.u. don

1
1
1
1
1

2
2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3
3

4
4
4
4
4

0
0
0
0
0

1

2

3

4

0

Questions about services in general
Show Card B and ask:
19. I'm interested in exactly what it is that makes you say
of one reference 'This is relevant1 and of another 'This is
not relevant'. On this card are a number of items which ap
pear in the printout. Would you say for each one, whether it
is very important, fairly important, not particularly im
portant or quite unimportant to you in deciding about relevancy.
v.i.
Author
Title
Author aff.
Journal
Index terms
Cat. codes
Geog. area
Abstracts
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f.i.

n.p.i.

q.u. don11 know
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

Appendix 2. Continuation 4.
20. Do you feel that your ability to make a relevance judge
ment would have been improved by a detailed explanation of
the items contained in the printout e.g. index terms and
category codes?
No
Yes (why)

2

21. At the end of each reference in the printout there are a
series of index terms. Did you notice them?
Yes
No

2

22. If Yes to Q21, did you use them in anyway?
No
Yes (in what way)
23. Are there any other pieces of information you'd like to
see included?
No
Yes (state)

24. Some of the references are in foreign languages. Did this
provide any problems for you?
No refs. in foreign lang.
Foreign refs. but no problem
Yes - problem (state nature of problem)

25. There is a theory that a users attitude towards a service
such as this is determined by the absolute number of irrel
evant references seen rather than the ratio of irrelevant
to relevant references e.g. it is acceptable to see 9
irrelevant references out of 10 but it is a nuisance to see
90 irrelevant references out of 100. Was it a nuisance to
you to see as many irrelevant references as you did?
Yes
No

1

1

1

1

1
2

1
2

26. If Yes to Q25, can you give me some idea of the cut off
point as far as you are concerned, i.e. how many irrelevant
references are you prepared to see before it becomes a
nuisance to do so.
27. Within the CAB database some of the titles are duplicated.
Did you find this a problem?
No
Yes

1
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Appendix 2. Continuation 5.
28. Was the time gap between thi5 date of publication and your
receiving the references:
satisfactory
or was it too long
29. Now a rather technical question. These references evenally appear in printed form in Abstracts or Indexing
Journals, but some while after you would get them from a
current awareness service. Is this saving in time (say
about 2 months on average):
of considerable importance to you
of some importance
of little importance
or is it unimportant

1
2

1
2

3
4

30. One of the advantages of a current awareness service is
that the references are deposited on your desk each month
without the need for you to go to the library. Conversely
you perhaps miss out on the advantages of browsing. Where
do you feel the balance lies in this situation?

31. On your experience over the last few months, would you
say that a current awareness service was (or could become):
a highly desirable element in your work
useful, but not critical
of marginal use only
of very little use
32. Quite apart from informing you about current material,
computerised data bases can provide retrospective searches,
that is, provide information over past years on a subject
and not simply the latest papers. On your experience, would
you say that a service like this was (or could become):
a highly desirable element in your work
useful, but not critical
of marginal use only
of very little use
Questions about costs
33. Show CARD C and ask: On this card are the present costs
which are charged for a current awareness service
based on CAIN, for one based on CAB, for both together or
for sections of either database. Thinking purely in terms
of value for money, would you feel it to have been worth
while to have had a year's service of the kind you have
been getting.
CAB worth getting
CAIN worth getting
A section of CAB worth getting
A section of CAIN worth getting
None of them worth getting
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1
2

3
4

1
2

3
4

1
2

'3
4
5

Appendix 2. Continuation 6.
34. If none ask: How much do you feel it would be worth
for CAIN
for CAB
for a section of CAIN
for a section of CAB
for both databases
for both sections
Ask ALL:
35. The difference of £35 (Dfl. 150) between CAB and CAIN
is mainly due to the fact that the CA3 references contain
abstracts or summaries. Do you think these abstracts are
woth that much more a year?
Yes
No
No view

1
2
3

36. If either CAB or CAIN worth getting, ask: If you had
had to pay the full price for the service you have been
receiving, would you:
have been able to get hold of the money easily enough
had some problems
had great problems
or would you almost certainly have been unable to do so

1
2
3
4

Ask ALL:
37. Finally, has taking part in this experiment changed
your information habits in any way?
No
Yes (state)

1

38. Do you have any other comments you would like to make?
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Appendix 3. CARD A.
CURRENCY:

That the time lag between the publication of a
journal and its appearance on the cards should
be as short as possible.

RELEVANCE:

That a fairly high proportion of the references in
the output are relevant to you needs, with only a
few irrelevant references, even if this means you
miss a few relevant references.

NOVELTY:

That most of the references in output are new to you
and you wouldn't have seen them in the course of
your normal scanning.

RECALL:

That as many as possible of the relevant references
have been retrieved even though many irrelevant
references may also be retrieved.

SUBJECT
COVERAGE:

That your subject interest is covered in depth in

INFORMATION
CONTAINED

That additional information such as author addresses
.
.
,
„
,
is given, summary languages are noted, and geo-

REFERENCE:

graphic areas listed in the reference.
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the database.

Appendix 4. CARD B.
AUTHOR
TITLE

AUTHOR AFFILIATION: i.e. the organization at which the author was
working when the article was written.
JOURNAL:

i.e. the journal in which the article was
published.

INDEXING TERMS:

In the CAIN data base these are the words
added in brackets to the title.
In the CAB database these are the words which
appear in the line beneath the title.

CATEGORY CODES:

In the CAB database these consist of a letter
followed by a series of digits.
In the CAIN database these are 6 digit codes.

GEOGRAPHIC AREA:

The country or countries in which the subject
matter is based.

ABSTRACTS:

The summaries which appear at the end of each
reference.
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Appendix 5. CARD C.

The present costs for a current awareness service for one year are:
CAIN

Dfl. 500

£116

CAB

. fl. 650

£151

CAB + CAIN
together

Dfl. 800

£186

Animal Science or Food
Section of CAIN

Dfl. 350

£ 80

Animal Science or Food
Section of CAB

Dfl. 380

£ 96
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