
B y G E O R G E S. B O N N 

Relative Usefulness of Indexing 
and Abstracting Services 

Mr. Bonn is librar ian, Technological In-
stitute, Northwestern University. 

INDEX a n d a b s t r a c t services are , w i t h o u t 
ques t ion , a m o n g t h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t bib-

l i o g r a p h i c devices ava i lab le to t he scient i f ic 
l i b r a r y f o r t r a c k i n g d o w n c u r r e n t l y pub -
l ished i n f o r m a t i o n . B u t t hey have the i r 
l i m i t a t i o n s a n d the i r i n d i v i d u a l pecul ia r i t ies , 
the i r lapses a n d the i r lags. W h e t h e r or 
n o t these l i m i t a t i o n s m a k e a n y d i f f e r ence 
to t he l i b r a r y d e p e n d s u p o n the a c t u a l use 
to w h i c h the indexes a n d abs t r ac t s a r e p u t 
by t he l i b r a r y a n d its p a t r o n s . 

T h e l i b r a r y staff of t h e T e c h n o l o g i c a l 
I n s t i t u t e , N o r t h w e s t e r n U n i v e r s i t y , has j u s t 
c o m p l e t e d a s t u d y of severa l s t a n d a r d cu r -
r e n t i ndex a n d a b s t r a c t services to f ind o u t 
j u s t w h a t can be expec ted f r o m t h e m as 
a ids in p r e p a r i n g b ib l iog raph ies of r e l a t ive ly 
c u r r e n t l i t e r a t u r e , a n d h o w they c o m p a r e 
w i t h each o t h e r in t he s u b j e c t f ie lds of m o s t 
i n t e r e s t to th is l i b r a r y . Since t he T e c h n o -
logical I n s t i t u t e conce rns itself a l m o s t en-
t i r e ly w i t h chemis t ry , physics, a n d civil , 
chemica l , e lec t r ica l a n d m e c h a n i c a l engi-
n e e r i n g , t he s t u d y w a s m a d e u s i n g those 
services of m o s t i n t e re s t a n d use in these 
p a r t i c u l a r f ields. 

T h e pub l i ca t ions s tud i ed w e r e Engineer-
ing Index Service ( o n ca rds , d a i l y ) , Indus-
trial Arts Index, Chemical Abstracts, Science 
Abstracts A and B, British Abstracts and 
Nuclear Science Abstracts. No foreign-
l a n g u a g e i ndex or a b s t r a c t service w a s su r -
veyed, m a i n l y because n o n e w a s ava i l ab le 

f o r t he m o n t h s d u r i n g w h i c h the s t u d y w a s 
m a d e . Since in t e re s t w a s c e n t e r e d in t he 
services t h a t a re s t r i c t ly i n d e x i n g o r ab-
s t r a c t i n g in n a t u r e , n o i ndex or a b s t r a c t 
sect ion of any per iod ica l w a s used . 

T h e f o l l o w i n g ques t ions w e r e ra ised : ( I ) 
H o w m u c h of a n y des i red b i b l i o g r a p h y can 
be ob t a ined by us ing any one of t he s t a n d -
a r d services? ( 2 ) H o w m u c h of any 
b ib l i og raphy w o u l d be missed by not u s ing 
any one of t he services? I n o t h e r w o r d s , 
h o w m a n y u n i q u e r e fe rences a re picked u p 
by a n y one of t he services? ( 3 ) H o w w e l l 
a re f o r e i g n sources c o v e r e d ? ( 4 ) H o w 
t h o r o u g h l y does t he service cover those 
j o u r n a l s i t says it c o v e r s ? ( 5 ) H o w 
comple t e ly does t h e service cover t he 
j o u r n a l s in t he f i e ld? ( 6 ) H o w p r o m p t l y 
does t h e service do its j o b of i n d e x i n g o r 
a b s t r a c t i n g ? O r , p u t a n o t h e r w a y , w h a t is 
t he t i m e l a g b e t w e e n the da t e the o r ig ina l 
a r t i c l e a p p e a r e d a n d the d a t e t he i ndex 
r e f e r e n c e or a b s t r a c t a p p e a r e d ? 

T h e s t u d y w a s m a d e on a p u r e l y p rac t i ca l 
basis. T h a t is, b ib l iograph ies w e r e p r e p a r e d 
on sub jec t s in ( o r ac ross ) t h e f ie lds of in-
te res t m e n t i o n e d above u s i n g t h e i ndex a n d 
a b s t r a c t services l is ted, j u s t as one w o u l d 
d o in p r e p a r i n g a n y r e q u i r e d b ib l i og raphy 
f o r a course , f o r pub l i ca t ion , o r f o r f u r t h e r 
s t u d y . F o r c o n t r o l pu rposes on ly those in-
dexes d a t e d J a n u a r y t h r o u g h J u l y , 1949 , 
w e r e used, b u t (because of t he u n a v o i d a b l e 
t i m e l a g in r ece iv ing these pub l i ca t i ons in 
th is c o u n t r y , Science Abstracts A a n d B 
w e r e ava i l ab l e on ly t h r o u g h J u n e w h i l e 
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British Abstracts A w e r e ava i l ab l e only 
t h r o u g h A p r i l (B t h r o u g h M a y ) . 

Phys ics is r e p r e s e n t e d by a b i b l i o g r a p h y 
of 4 4 r e f e r e n c e s on e l ec t ron acce le ra to r s , 
B i b l i o g r a p h y A in t he a c c o m p a n y i n g t a b l e s ; 
chemis t ry , chemica l eng inee r ing , a n d civil 
e n g i n e e r i n g a r e r e p r e s e n t e d by a b ib l iogra -
p h y of 16 r e f e r e n c e s on ch lo r ine -d iox ide a n d 
o z o n e usage in w a t e r t r e a t m e n t , Bib l iog-
r a p h y B in t h e t a b l e s ; e lec t r i ca l e n g i n e e r i n g 
by an 18- i tem b i b l i o g r a p h y on t e l e m e t e r i n g , 
C in t he t a b l e s ; a n d m e c h a n i c a l e n g i n e e r i n g 
by a 3 8 - i t e m b i b l i o g r a p h y on supe r son ic 
a e r o d y n a m i c s , D in the tab les . T h e s e sub-
j ec t s w e r e sugges ted by pe r sons a c t u a l l y 
n e e d i n g b ib l iograph ies in these a reas . T h e 
t i m e l imi t s w e r e set by t he l i b r a r y staff 
to b r i n g the sea rch to a h a l t s o m e w h e r e 
w h i l e e m p h a s i z i n g c u r r e n c y . Since the 
b ib l iog raph ies w e r e p r e p a r e d as a p r a c t i c a l 
r o u t i n e service, since r a t h e r n a r r o w t i m e 
l imi t s w e r e p laced on the i r scope, a n d since 
on ly r e l a t i ve ( r a t h e r t h a n a b s o l u t e ) an-
s w e r s w e r e w a n t e d to t he ques t ions ou t -
l ined, n o g r e a t conce rn w a s fe l t because of 
t he l e n g t h s of t he r e s u l t i n g b ib l iograph ies . 
N o r w a s t h e r e a n y c o n c e r n f e l t because the 
B r i t i s h pub l i ca t i ons w e r e n o t ye t a v a i l a b l e ; 
u n d e r r e g u l a r w o r k i n g cond i t i ons t h e r e is 
no choice b u t t o t ake t h i n g s as they come. 
I n c i d e n t a l l y , British Abstracts A f o r M a y 
a r r i v e d O c t o b e r 10, J u n e a r r i v e d N o v e m b e r 
28 , a n d J u l y , D e c e m b e r 14. British Ab-
stracts B f o r J u n e a r r i v e d S e p t e m b e r 9 ( J u l y 
a r r i v e d O c t o b e r 2 5 ) ; the J u l y Science Ab-
stracts w a s received A u g u s t 31 . 

E v e r y r e f e r e n c e f o u n d in a n y one of t h e 
services w a s sea rched f o r in each of t he o t h e r 
services, n o t on ly in those d a t e d d u r i n g 
t h e s e v e n - m o n t h pe r iod of t he s t u d y b u t 
a lso in those d a t e d one, t w o , a n d t h r e e 
m o n t h s b e f o r e J a n u a r y 1949 , a n d in those 
d a t e d A u g u s t a n d S e p t e m b e r 1949, if t hey 
w e r e ava i lab le , in an a t t e m p t to m a k e al-
l o w a n c e f o r those services t h a t a r e e i the r 

m o r e or less p r o m p t t h a n ave rage , a n d 
a l l o w i n g c o m p a r i s o n to be m a d e a m o n g the 
severa l services on the ques t ions o r i g i n a l l y 
posed. T h e n u m b e r of r e f e r e n c e s f o u n d 
in each i ndex or a b s t r a c t service f o r each 
b i b l i o g r a p h y w e r e t h e n c r o s s - t a b u l a t e d 
aga ins t the six ques t ions a n d a p p r o p r i a t e 
t a b u l a t i o n s w e r e m a d e f o r each service on 
each ques t i on . 

F o r ease of c o m p a r i s o n a m o n g the serv-
ices, a r a n k - o r d e r l i s t ing w a s m a d e of the 
severa l pub l i ca t i ons by ( 1 ) pe r cen t of to t a l 
r e f e r e n c e s f o u n d in each b ib l i og raphy , ( 2 ) 
pe r cen t of u n i q u e r e fe rences , ( 3 ) per cen t 
of to t a l f o r e i g n r e f e r ences f o u n d in each 
b ib l iog raphy , ( 4 ) t h o r o u g h n e s s of cove rage 
of j o u r n a l s u s u a l l y i ndexed , ( 5 ) comple t e -
ness of c o v e r a g e of j o u r n a l s in t h e f ields con-
c e r n e d , a n d ( 6 ) speed of g e t t i n g the 
r e f e r e n c e s i n d e x e d ; and , f o r comple teness , a 
compos i t e of t he o t h e r six. T h e s e r e l a t i ve 
r a n k - o r d e r l ists a r e g iven he re as F i g u r e 1 ; 
t h e compos i t e l ist is F i g u r e 2 . 

T h e t e c h n i q u e sugges ted can be used in 
m a k i n g s imi l a r su rveys in a n y s u b j e c t f ield 
a n d f o r a n y g r o u p of i ndex or a b s t r a c t 
services. I t has t h e a d v a n t a g e s of b e i n g a 
t h o r o u g h l y p r ac t i c a l m e t h o d u s i n g e v e r y d a y 
o p e r a t i n g p r o c e d u r e s ; of c o m i n g o u t w i t h 
u s e f u l a n d usab le b i b l i o g r a p h i e s ; of flexi-
b i l i ty in se lect ion of s u b j e c t f ield, ques t ions , 
a n d i n d e x se rv ices ; of l o w , l i t t l e , o r n o 
e x t r a cost s ince t he r e s u l t i n g b i b l i o g r a p h y 
w i l l be or can be a p a r t of t he l i b r a r y ' s 
r o u t i n e service f u n c t i o n to a d e p a r t m e n t or 
to a p a t r o n . T h i s m e t h o d w i l l a lso g ive 
t he l i b r a r i a n some idea of the u se fu lne s s of 
the c u r r e n t indexes a n d a b s t r a c t s t o t h e 
p a r t i c u l a r l i b r a r y in r e l a t i o n to t h e k i n d of 
r e f e r e n c e w o r k p e r f o r m e d . T h e r e su l t s re-
p o r t e d a r e based on on ly one s t u d y . H o w -
ever , n o app rec i ab l e v a r i a t i o n in r e su l t s has 
been f o u n d on such s u b j e c t s as cou ld be 
spot checked . T h e posi t ion of Chemical 
A bstracts in t h e f ield of physics is no te -
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F I G U R E I 

Rank-order Lists of Index and A b s t r a c t Services for E a c h Bibliography 

( i) B y each service's portion of the total number of references found in each bibliography: 

Bibliography A 

(Electron Acceler-

ators: Physics) 

Bibliography B 
(Chlorine-Dioxide and 
Ozone Usage in W a t e r 
T r e a t m e n t : Civi l and 

C h e m . E n g g . and C h e m . ) 

Bibliography C 

(Telemetering: 

Elec. E n g g . ) 

Bibliography D 
(Supersonic Aero-
dynamics: M e c h . 

E n g g . ) 

N u c l e a r Sci 56.8 

C h e m A b s t 4 5 . 4 

Ind A r t s 4 3 . 2 

S c i A b B 3 6 . 3 

E n g g Ind 2 0 . 4 

Sci A b A 1 5 . 9 

C h e m - A b s t 6 8 . 7 

Ind A r t s 3 7 . 5 

E n g g Ind 3 7 . 5 

Brit A b s t 2 5 . 0 

Ind A r t s 83.3 

E n g g Ind 7 7 . 7 

S c i A b B 3 8 . 8 

E n g g Ind 7 3 . 6 

Ind A r t s 5 5 . 3 

(a) B y each service's unique references as a per cent of the total bibliography: 

Ind A r t s 

Nuclear Sci 

C h e m A b s t 

E n g g Ind 

Sci A b B 

Sci A b A 

1 5 . 9 

" • 3 

2-3 
2.1 
o 

C h e m A b s t 

Brit A b s t 

E n g g Ind 

Ind A r t s 

3 1 . 2 

1 2 . 5 

1 2 . 5 

6 . 2 

Ind A r t s 

E n g g Ind 

Sci A b B 

2 2 . 2 

1 6 . 6 

E n g g Ind 

Ind A r t s 

(3) B y each service's foreign references as a per cent of the total references in each bibliography: 

Nuclear Sci 

C h e m A b s t 

Sci A b B 

E n g g Ind 

Ind A r t s 

Sci A b A 

7 2 . 2 

6 1 . 6 

38.8 
11.1 

5 - 5 

5 - 5 

C h e m A b s t 

Brit A b s t 

E n g g Ind 

Ind A r t s 

80.0 
4 0 . 0 
4 0 . 0 
2 0 . 0 

E n g g Ind 
Ind A r t s 
Sci A b B 

80.0 
4 0 . 0 
2 0 . 0 

E n g g Ind 

Ind A r t s 
92-3 

7 - 7 

(4) B y the thoroughness of the coverage of the journals usually indexed (numbers indicate references 
missed or not missed): 

Ind A r t s 6 Ind A r t s 0 Ind A r t s 0 Ind A r t s 0 
Nuclear Sci 15 C h e m A b s t 3 E n g g Ind 4 E n g g Ind 10 

Sci A b B 21 Brit A b s t 3 Sci A b B 7 

E n g g Ind 

C h d m A b s t 22 E n g g Ind 3 
E n g g Ind 27 

E n g g Ind 

Sci A b A 3 i 

(5) B y the completeness of the coverage of the journals in the field (numbers indicate references 
missed in journals not usually indexed): 

C h e m A b s t 1 C h e m A b s t 2 E n g g I n d 0 E n g g Ind 0 

N u c l e a r Sci 4 E n g g Ind 7 Ind A r t s 3 Ind A r t s 
Sci A b A 6 Brit A b s t 9 Sci A b B 4 
Sci A b B 7 Ind A r t s 10 
E n g g Ind 8 
Ind A r t s 19 

(6) B y promptness of gett ing references indexed or abstracted (numbers indicate time lag in months 

between article and index dates): 

Ind Arts 1 . 8 Ind A r t s 1 . 1 Ind A r t s 1 . 1 Ind A r t s 1 . 8 

Nuclear Sci 3 - 9 E n g g Ind 3 - i E n g g Ind 1 . 9 E n g g Ind 5 - 7 
E n g g Ind 4 - 4 C h e m A b s t 7 . 8 S c i A b B 5 . 3 

Sci A b B 5 - 9 Brit A b s t 1 9 - 5 

S c i A b B 5 . 3 

C h e m A b s t 6 - 5 
1 9 - 5 

Sci A b A 7 . 0 
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F I G U R E II 

Composite rank-order list of index and abstract services for each bibliography determined by relative 
positions in the other six lists (numbers indicate composites of ranks in other six lists): 

Bibliography A 
(Electron Acceler-

ators: Physics) 

Bibliography B 
(Chlorine-Dioxide and 
Ozone Usage in Water 
Treatment: Civil and 

Chem. Engg. and Chem.) 

Bibliography C 
(Telemetering: 

Elec. Engg.) 

Bibliography D 
(Supersonic Aero-
dynamics: Mech. 

Engg.) 

Nuclear Sci 10 
Chem A b s t 17 
Ind Arts 17 
Sci A b B 23 
E n g g Ind 26 
Sci A b B 33 

Chem A b s t 9 
E n g g Ind 12 
Ind Arts 14 
Brit A b s t 16 

Ind Arts 8 
E n g g Ind 10 
Sci A b B 18 

Engg Ind 8 

Ind Arts 10 

w o r t h y in v i e w of t he i m p o r t a n c e of the 
l i t e r a t u r e of physics to t he chemis t , a n d of 
chemica l l i t e r a t u r e to t h e physic is t . 1 Chemi-
cal Abstracts w a s f o u n d to be m o s t n e a r l y 
c o m p l e t e in cove rage of the f ield, a n d second 
only to Nuclear Science Abstracts in per 
cen t of to t a l a n d f o r e i g n r e fe rences . 

A su rvey ( t o u c h i n g in p a r t on some of 
t he topics covered in th i s s t u d y ) of a b s t r a c t -
i ng services has been in p rog re s s u n d e r t h e 
d i r ec t ion of t he A m e r i c a n I n s t i t u t e of 
Phys ics s ince O c t o b e r , 1948 . 2 A p re l imi -
n a r y r e p o r t w a s m a d e by V e r n e r W . C l a p p , 
chief ass i s tan t l i b r a r i a n of C o n g r e s s , in a 
p a p e r p r e sen t ed b e f o r e t he Ser ia ls R o u n d 
T a b l e a t t he 1 9 5 0 M i d w i n t e r M e e t i n g of 

1 Fussier, Herman. "Character ist ics of the Research 
Literature Used by Chemists and Physicists in the 
United States ." Library Quarterly, 19:19-35, January 
1949, and 19:119-43, Apr i l 1949. 

2 B r a y , Robert S. " T h e Phys ics Abstract ing Study 
of the American Institute of P h y s i c s . " Special Li-
braries, V o l . 40, No. 7, p. 248-50, September 1949. 

t he A m e r i c a n L i b r a r y Assoc ia t ion in C h i -
cago. C l a p p r e p o r t e d t h a t t h e su rvey 
s h o w e d t h a t 47 per cen t of physics r e f e r -
ences w e r e c a u g h t by Chemical Abstracts 
a n d t h a t t h e a v e r a g e t i m e l a g b e t w e e n t h e 
da t e s of the o r ig ina l a r t i c l e a n d t h e a b s t r a c t 
o r i ndex r e f e r e n c e is e i the r a b o u t f o u r 
f o u r m o n t h s or m o r e t h a n a yea r . C o m -
p a r a b l e r e su l t s w e r e i nd i ca t ed in th i s s t u d y . 

U n e s c o , As l ib , T h e R o y a l Socie ty of 
L o n d o n , a n d m a n y o t h e r o r g a n i z a t i o n s a r e 
d e v o t i n g m o r e a n d m o r e t i m e a n d pub l i ca -
t ion space to th is ve ry p res s ing p r o b l e m of 
d o c u m e n t a t i o n of r e sea rch , so t h e r e shou ld 
be a n u m b e r of v a l u a b l e r e p o r t s in f o r t h -
c o m i n g l i b r a r y l i t e r a t u r e . A n d each l i b r a r y 
can , in its o w n w a y a n d f o r i ts o w n special 
purposes , a d d i ts o w n bit t o the g e n e r a l 
k n o w l e d g e of th i s r a p i d l y - g r o w i n g field of 
i nves t i ga t ion . 

Library of Congress Sesquicentennial 
T h e 150th anniversary of the es tabl ishment of the L i b r a r y of Congress on Apr . 24, 1800, will 

be c o m m e m o r a t e d wi th a Sesquicentennial Exhibi t ion which opened wi th a reception on M o n -
day, Apr i l 24, in the G r e a t H a l l of the L ib ra ry . M a n y p rominen t l ibrar ians , gove rnmen t 
officials, member s of Congress , educa tors and members of learned societies a t tended. T h e 
Exhibi t ion, to be shown on the G r o u n d F l o o r Ga l l e ry unti l December 31, will p o r t r a y the 
progress of the L i b r a r y du r ing the last cen tury and a half t h rough changing displays of m a n u -
scripts, books, and pho tographs of the L ib r a ry ' s collections. 
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