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Abstract
The condition of “information overload” is a common complaint among people unfamiliar with the electronic landscape of the Internet.  There is much out there, and some attempts to sift through it all, but still too much to avoid feeling overwhelmed.  The most common avenue users turn to for help is the search tool.  This paper will discuss four such tools using the case study example of Sam Beckett who is looking for information for a screenplay.

Search:
A case study comparison of the different 
electronic search tools available
The Internet is the most powerful communications invention since the printing press.  It has revolutionized the way people think of the world.  Distance and time between two countries has become almost negligible.  The potential to get information to those who need it is enormous.  However, along with this power and benefits comes the great sense of information overload.  A person looking for a specific bit of information on the Internet can sometimes take hours or even days conducting the search.  Thus, some companies and non-profit organizations have taken it upon themselves to create programs designed to help users find the information they are seeking.  Also, some of these programs help the process by limiting the search to a pre-set collection of databases of tried and trusted information sources.  In this paper, Sam Beckett, a struggling screenwriter, enlists the help of an information professional to help him dig up information on space legislature regarding the colonization of Mars.  The information professional used four search tools to yield results.  This paper will evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of each.

Sam’s Search Topic
Sam’s play is on the colonization of Mars.  He needs material pertaining to what laws are already in existence and how they affect who can own land on other planets and who has the right to launch probes and ships into outer space.  He knows that such laws do exist, but he’s not quite sure of when they were passed, how they may have been modified since, or what the exact nature of the legislation was.
Overview of the Tools
The four tools the information professional used to help Sam were:  Dialog, First Search, CARL UnCover, and Hot Bot.  Dialog is a company that has collected many hundred informational databases of a professional or scholarly nature.  The databases are tried and tested reliable sources of data.  First Search is a company that, in addition to providing nationwide library catalogs, also offers an extensive periodicals index.  CARL UnCover is a magazine and journal article index that offers document delivery for a fee.  Hot Bot is an Internet search engine that works similarly to other search engines such as Yahoo!, Alta Vista, and Infoseek.

Dialog
Dialog’s database collection is expansive.  Subjects covered range from business to chemistry, architecture to medicine, arts and humanities to law.  Dialog’s main function is to help users sift through all the databases.  For the purposes of Sam’s search, the telnet version of the search engine was used, although there is also a web-based version available.
The strengths of Dialog lie in its powerful search language.  Not only is Boolean logic employed, but the user can also use proximity operators to specify how close to each other the terms should appear.  Additionally, the user can search on indexes such as journal name, publication date, and language.  Also, the user can employ truncation to allow for different forms of root words.  For example, education, educators, and educate would all be found with the truncation “educa?”.  Using these strategies, combined with limiting the databases in which the search is conducted, the user can quickly and efficiently find precise matches.
The main drawbacks to Dialog lie mainly in appearance, time, and cost.  For those uninitiated to telnet procedures, the all text navigation can be quite intimidating.  Additionally, the one-screen only display does not allow for easy “scrolling” of information if one needs to see what was displayed a few minutes ago.  The time factor involved for learning the Dialog search language is quite high.  Because the command language is so precise and extensive, it takes quite a while to become accustomed to operator order, syntax, and simply which commands do what.  This can become a major drawback when combined with the high costs associated with subscribing to Dialog.  However, since the searches can be saved for future use, once the command language is learned, and frequent searches saved, navigation has the potential to be very swift and eloquent.
In Sam’s case, the information turned up at Dialog was sketchy.  Because his need straddled the science and law areas, it was difficult to know in advance which databases would yield the most information.  Many preliminary feelers had to be introduced before actual results could even be viewed.  And, because of the display limitations described above, it was difficult to view summaries of the results in any easily manageable fashion.  Additionally, most of the results seemed to be abstracts of articles that would require further seeking if the “meat” of the article were to be available.  Finally, the Dialog inexperience of the information professional helping Sam with his search contributed to an overall lack of concrete, usable results from the Dialog database.

First Search
First Search’s strengths lie in its web-based navigation and expansive source base for the index.  Like Dialog, First Search also has Boolean logic operators and index limitations, though not on as many indices as Dialog.  Additionally, the truncation used for pluralizing words is limited to the adding of an s when a “+” is employed in the search, but does not even allow for the y to ies conversion.
First Search’s results were in a neat, scrollable list that sketched out the most basic information about each article.  Clicking on each article title will lead to a full publication data screen.  From this point, the user can send an email of the record, select forms of document delivery, or check out which libraries might have the item.  For users more accustomed to the Internet than telnetting, First Search has a more familiar “feel” to it.  And, because databases don’t have to be pre-selected for the search, the user spends less time doing preliminary work on the search and produces results much faster.
Sam’s results seemed much more relevant at First Search than at Dialog, however, this could have been due to the poor search execution at Dialog.  

CARL’s UnCover
This database, like First Search, is a searchable index of magazine and journal articles.  Like Dialog, it is a telnet site.  However, the commands at UnCover seemed far friendlier than those at Dialog.  One of the factors in this was the fact that the commands that would work on a given screen were displayed right on the screen.  Also, the command language was much less involved, this of course being a benefit to the new user, but a drawback to a searcher used to more powerful limitations.  One of the nice features of UnCover is the automatic word stemming that stands in lieu of the Dialog truncating feature.  Also, after the initial Boolean search, other limiting options become available, such as adding additional words or limiting by library name.    Another positive feature of UnCover is that results are listed a screen at a time in concise bibliographic format.  Document delivery is on an article, by article basis but is not available for all the articles in the database.
Sam’s search ferreted out some very relevant results here, but only after a little work.  Words such as “space” and “law” occurred too often for the database to work with them as the first word in a string.  But, as limiting phrases on other words, they worked very nicely.

Hot Bot
This Internet search engine is one of the more powerful ones with lots of options on searching.  In addition to Boolean logic, the engine employs proximity operators, automatic word stemming (if requested), page depth limit, date limit, and result format options.  For the user very familiar with Internet browsing, this is a great site.  All the commands are on pull down menus and radio buttons.  This search engine is very exacting on its results, and ranks results in order of relevance listed as a percentage.  Since it is searching Internet sites rather than magazine articles, the comparisons between Hot Bot and Dialog are not really applicable.  However, it should be noted that the functions of Hot Bot to search web sites are very similar to those on Dialog that search for articles.
Sam’s search yielded some relevant results, but context of the words “space” and “law” made many of the results relevant to those two words but irrelevant to the search.  “Legislation” turned up more relevant results as did employing the word stemming option.  Also, not having the search pool already limited to professional and scholarly works seemed to hinder the process as well.  Some sites that were listed as relevant seemed to be completely unrelated to either of the terms.

Concluding Remarks
As with any other tools available to information professionals, the usefulness of these electronic searching tools depends largely on the needs of the user.  In Sam’s case, the best results came from UnCover.  This seems to be an ideal search tool for the casual user who needs scholarly information.  It is free and easy to use.  However, it is limited when more vigorous searches are required.  For those, Dialog seems to be clear winner for command language, but it is very expensive.  First Search would seem to be a nice balance between the two.  Hot Bot is a very powerful search engine, but like any other Internet engine, it is limited by the sites that are submitted to it.  Using it as a jumping point and crossing results with another engine such as Alta Vista would yield better results.  Also, the “citation pearl growing” strategy seems ideally suited for the Internet.  Finding one solid web site on Hot Bot that offered links to similarly themed sites would seem to be the best approach.  Of course, there is no substitute for the human condition, and as was shown here, the search is only as good as the skill of the searcher.



