
Ineffective Bibliographic Search Engines?

Authors: ATKINSON, E. E., and CUNNINGHAM, HEATHER V.

Source: BioScience, 55(11) : 924

Published By: American Institute of Biological Sciences

URL: https://doi.org/10.1641/0006-3568(2005)055[0924:IBSE]2.0.CO;2

BioOne Complete (complete.BioOne.org) is a full-text database of 200 subscribed and open-access titles
in the biological, ecological, and environmental sciences published by nonprofit societies, associations,
museums, institutions, and presses.

Your use of this PDF, the BioOne Complete website, and all posted and associated content indicates your
acceptance of BioOne’s Terms of Use, available at www.bioone.org/terms-of-use.

Usage of BioOne Complete content is strictly limited to personal, educational, and non - commercial use.
Commercial inquiries or rights and permissions requests should be directed to the individual publisher as
copyright holder.

BioOne sees sustainable scholarly publishing as an inherently collaborative enterprise connecting authors, nonprofit
publishers, academic institutions, research libraries, and research funders in the common goal of maximizing access to
critical research.

Downloaded From: https://bioone.org/journals/BioScience on 23 Apr 2024
Terms of Use: https://bioone.org/terms-of-use



924 BioScience  •  November 2005 / Vol. 55 No. 11

Letters

Ivan Valiela and Paulina Martinetto cor-
rectly point out the increasing volume

of academic literature published yearly
and the challenges involved in keeping up
to date (BioScience 55: 688–692). It is,
however, disturbing to learn only an av-
erage of 36 percent of known publications
were retrieved from online bibliographic
databases. As science librarians, we feel
their strategy and findings warrant a re-
sponse since our knowledge of database
search and retrieval may explain their
results.

First, ASFA and Biological Sciences
provide good coverage of aquatic sci-
ences; however, the choice of databases
in the group column in table 1 is prob-
lematic since it was based upon what
was available as opposed to their subject
coverage. Better results may have been
achieved if subject-relevant databases
had been included such as BIOSIS 
Previews, Wildlife & Fisheries World-
wide, or Selected Water Resources Ab-
stracts, instead of GeoRef, MEDLINE,
PsycINFO, and TOXLINE.

Second, the variability within data-
bases occurs for several reasons. Data-
bases employ indexing practices which
may involve core indexing (full content)
or selective indexing (less than 50 per-
cent of the content) of journals. Valiela
and Martinetto did not state whether
they had verified the level of indexing
and coverage of journals by ASFA or
Biological Sciences, or if they had veri-
fied whether journal titles of unfound
publications were indexed at all by the
databases. Moreover, the lack of avail-
ability of publications prior to 1970
would be expected, considering that
ASFA and Biological Sciences were first
published in 1971 and 1982, respectively.
Given the extensive date range of pub-
lications used in the study, the authors
could have made the study format in-
dependent (i.e., print or electronic) for
the publications dating back to the
1940s. This could include the print in-
dexes Biological Abstracts or Zoological

Record, as their coverage began in 1926
and 1864, respectively.

Finally, commercial databases are not
constructed in the same way as Internet
search engines such as Google or Yahoo
and should not be expected to perform
in a similar manner. Although the dig-
ital platform allows for keyword search-
ing, a certain level of skill is still required.
It is for this reason that librarians con-
tinue to provide formal instruction on
the use of bibliographic databases to
teach the finer points of searching and
how to manage differences in indexing
practices.

As the importance of these databases
continues to grow within academia, it
becomes increasingly crucial for re-
searchers and students to gain an un-
derstanding of the intricacies of
commercial resources. The Internet has
overwhelmed society and given the il-
lusion that one can find anything, any-
time, anywhere. However, in reality, this
is not the case. Online searching is an
evolving technology, and the practice
of supplementing with traditional re-
search methods, as suggested by Valiela
and Martinetto, is recommended. For
more than a century, librarians have de-
veloped their expertise in literature
searching, and a partnership with these
professionals should be an integral part
of any scholar’s research practice.
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University of Toronto
Toronto, Ontario

Canada

Response from Martinetto 
and Valiela

Using search engines available in our 
library, we reported surprisingly in-

adequate recovery in test searches for lists
of known references. Atkinson and Cun-
ningham suggest that better results could
have been obtained had we used BIOSIS
Previews: perhaps, but BIOSIS Previews in-
dexes more than 5000 serials, whereas
CSA’s Biological Sciences indexes more
than 6000 serials. Regardless, the problem
was not missed journals but inadequate
coverage of the contents of journals. Atkin-
son and Cunningham also recommend
Wildlife & Fisheries Worldwide, an engine
that we cannot find, even in their own li-
brary; perhaps the reference is to Fish and
Fisheries Worldwide (which contains a
subset of ASFA, one of the engines we used).
A third suggested alternative, Selected Wa-
ter Resources Abstracts, is a subset of CSA,
which we used in our searches.

We do not expect that use of the sug-
gested alternatives would improve results;
there was, in fact a very excellent match 
between the subject matter of the work in
aquatic sciences in our list of known pub-
lications and the subjects covered by the
search engines we used. Atkinson and Cun-
ningham also point out that ASFA and
Biological Sciences began work in 1971
and 1982; this does not explain why the in-
adequacy of the record was as prominent
post-1970, nor why some papers published
before 1970 appeared in our search. Atkin-
son and Cunningham also suggest that we
should have added print indexes to our
search, but our aim was not in a complete
search, but rather on what normal work-
ing scientists would find in computer
searches.

We reported a remarkable level of in-
consistency, and below-par performance
in tools that we all depend on every day.
Atkinson and Cunningham try to explain
the remarkable inconsistencies among data-
bases as the result of different levels of full
or selective indexing applied to different
journals, and that commercial and other
sorts of search engines differ in construction
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and serial selection. These may be the kinds

of procedures that need review.

We have welcomed the attention that

professional librarians have given to our ar-

ticle, as evident in many e-mails and in

Atkinson and Cunningham’s letter. We

would like, however, that our results reach

those who use citation indexes, searches,

and related statistics to make decisions

that matter to people’s careers and lives.

Such judgments need to be made, consid-

ering the current inadequacy of these ever

more important tools.
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