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The Great Search Engine Debate - Tracey §1;gnlgx. compates Alta Vista and Lycos (comparison done at
. the end of February/start of March 1996),

Introduction

earching for information on the World Wide Web (WWW) can often be a long and tedious task,
s The WWW has grown phenomenally since its origin as a small-scale resource for sharing

information and finding the information you need amongst this huge collection of resources can
be very difficult without effective tools.

As the WWW has grown it has become necessary to provide a qulck and easy method of rapidly
searching webspace, and search tools ~ often known as search engines - have been developed which can

perform this activity, Search engines provide a front end to a database of indexed WWW resources, into
which search keywords can be typed.

I-Iowever the number of seatch englines avaitable on the WWW has also grown quickly over a very

recent pemod and this has posed new problems for WWW users. There are now a bewildering variety of

seatch englnes available - each offering different features and interfaces, Many are linked to sizeable
e catelopues-of WWW-resources, and-some-claim to-offer & comprehensive index of the entire WWW.,

Given the problem with choosing a search engine from the range of tools on offer; this artiole
concentrates on two particular tools - Lycos (http://www.lycos.com) and Alta Vista
(hitp:/fwww.altavista.digital.com). These two search engines have been chosen because they offer two
of the largest databases of WWW documents - at the last count Lycos claimed to have indexed 10
million WWW documents, and Alta Vista olaims to have a database of over 21 million documents. They
also offer a number of falrly sophisticated searching features, This article will attempt to compare the
performance of these two tools in order to provide some recommendations for their use,

‘Which has the best interface?

Alta Vista||Lxcos||

Ablllty to restrict a search by dateI‘Yes INo _]
Refevancy Ranking - No Yes |
Adjecency indicatots _No Yes

Ability torefinea search [ Yes _|[Yes ||
"Help" docurnents lves  |Yes

Simple keyword searching [yes  lves |
Abstracts provided of "hits” ___ |[Yes [ives |

“WWW interfaces to search engines generally consist of a form which appeats on a WWW page.
Keywords can be typed into the form and a button is provided which can be clicked on with a mouse in
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order to activate the search, Other features such as small menus for selecting Boolean operators may
also be present.

Both of these search engines effectively have two interfaces - one for simple keyword searching and
anothet for mote advanced queries using Boolean operators, Simple keyword search interfaces are
located on the home page of each search engine, so these are the first interfaces that the user sees, and
many users tend to use these by default rather than exploring the other options available, These
interfaces generally provide a fast and easy to use tool for very simple WWW seatching, but their vse
may be problematic given the size of the WWW and the generally diverse nature of material available.

Alta Vista offers its Advanced Query mode under its olickable fogo at the top of the home page. Lycos

offers its advanced search form under & hypertext link from the home page called Enhance your seatch,
For the purpose of this atticle I've concentrated largely on features offered by the advanced searching .
options of these tools, as I feel that the extended features they offer are of considerably more use than

simple keyword tools in searching a largs and disparate database like the WWW.

Figure 1, below, displays the Alta Vista Advanced Query Interface,

:z\l'l..".\ VI‘)U\ i 'J";"j,lrf.'“" -m
iy HREIARY

EIRIE
Search - and Display the Results [In Standerd Fovm

Selection Criteria: Use only Advanced Query Syntax with AND, OR, NOT and NEAR.
Simple Query Syntax will not workl

'Results Ranking Lriteria documents contammg thesewords will be hsted first,
Ifieft blank, the matching documents will not be sotted,

e.g 21Mar/96

Alta Vista provide a facility to search both the WWW and Usenet News from their interface, and these
optlons oan be seleoted by clicking on the 'down' arrow to sslect from the Search menu. Another menu
gives you the option of choosing how you would like yout results displayed. Standard Form gives a
short abstraot of each doocument tetrieved, Detailed Fottn can be used to display information on the
publication dates of documents, On-line help in using the search interface can be accessed by clicking
on the hypertext links - these point to a standard help file. A query can be typed into the Selection
Criteria box, and relevancy ranking can be activated by typing keywords which have a high priority in
the query into the Results Ranking Criteria box. Boxes are also provided which enable you to set a date
threshold for your search. Onoe a query has been formulated the search oan be initiated by clicking on
the Submit Advanced Query button,
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Figure 2, below, displays the Lycos enhanced seatch interface.

Lycos Search

Query:

B lloose mateh IE

[standard results i)

sga;mn‘ Options: |mntcb any term [OR)

Display Options: lill resulls per page |¥ _
* Search language help
* Formless Interface

Lycos provides a small query box into which search keywords can be typed. The Search Options meny
enables the user to chooss and and or Baolean operators (the not operator can be implemented by
placing a dash () in front of a keyword). Various levels of maiching can also be chosen - a loose match
on the keyword computer would also retrieve the plural computers, The user can also determine the
format of the results they rettieve, so that Standard Results will give a title and brief absttact of a
document whereas Detailed Results will give information on indexing keywords and date of publication,
Help is provided through a hypertext link to Search Language Help, Once a search has been constructed
It can be initlated by clicking on the Search button,

Lycos provides a feature known as relevancy and adjacency ranking; and this is implemented when it
sorts your search hits, Documents which contain a high incidence of your particular choice of keywords,
and a high incidence of your keywords appeating close together within a document will score higher
than those which don't and so appear higher up your list of hits. Alta Vista only performs relevancy

ificaily-ask it to by specifying keywords inthe Resuits Ranking Criteria

box.

WWW search engines generally seem to go through a process of more or less constant upgrade to their
interfaces, and this oan be very annoying for usets who have spent time beooming familiar with an
interface only to find that it has changed when they next want to use it. The Lycos interface has gone
through numerous incarnations over the last year or so, and it seems likely that Alta Vista will also
follow this pattern. The Alta Vista interface is cusrently & test version, and upgrades will be made once
the developers have evaluated user responses, '

Both Alta Vista and Lycos provide the ability to refine your search once the results of an initial search
have been posted on scresn, Alta Vista provides the full search form at the top of a list of hits so that a
uset can immediately refine a search if necessary. This form also retains the query structure of the
previous search so that it can be quickly modified, Lycos, however, defaults automatically to its simple
search form which meens that a number of the enhanced features are lost.

Which has the best query language?

Alta Vista||[Lycos
Phrase searching : Yes No
Full Boolean searching Yos No
Wildeard Yes No |
él)_ility to restrict search to a particular field (e title)(|Yes No
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Alta Vista supports a number of options which Lycos doesn't have, and this increases its functionality
greatly. Phrase searching can be implemented by placing quotation matks around a phrase to ensure that
Alta Vista only retrieves documents which contain the keywords in direct proximity to each other,

Its also possible to use a wildoard when searching Alta Vista to ensure that a number of possible
variations on a word are included in search results, The wildcard symbol is ¥,

Alts Vista also enables a user to restrict their search to particular fields of 2 document, The fields
available are the title of a document, the URL, the host (a page's server) and the links contained within a
document. These features can be implemented by typing -for example - title: direotly infront of a
keyword,

Alta Vista also supports full Boolean searching, and it is possible to use and, or, not and near to expand
or constrict a search. Parentheses can also be used to control nesting.

Which gives the best results?

The best way to illustiate the features of these two tool, and their diffetences, i isto conduct a few
searches and measure how they perform against each other.

To test the capabilities of the two search engines I performed a number of searches, aimed at testing how
foatures such as phrase searching and use of wildeards can actually influence the results of a search. The
aim was, wherever possible, to compare like with like, so I performed paralle! searches on the same days
in both Lycos and Alta Vista using the different features they offer, and compared my results,

The first search I performed was to seatch for information on the Communications Decency Act. As 1
anticipated that there would be a Jot of material on this patticular topic I decided to narrow my search by
restricting it tosources which contained the phrase 'freedom of information',

I first performed the search using Alta Vista's Advanced Quety tool. This enabled me to performa
phrase search by typing my query as “"Communications Decency Act” and “freedom of information”,

This search teturned 173 hits. 1 then decided to further refine my query by introducing a date restriction,
and searched again, limifing the date to material published between 1 January 96 and 23 February 96
(the date on which I performed the search). This gave me 6 documents, All of this material looked
relevant to my subj ect; there were documents from the Electronic Freedom Foundation on ‘oensorship
and free expression’ and a number of resources devoted directly to the disoussion of the
Communications Decenoy Act. It was interesting to note, however, that all of the documents listed had
been pubhshad in January 1996, and there was no material available for February. I felt this was
incongruous given that one of the key features of the WWW is that material is often available which is
extremely current and up to date. At the time of performing my search the Communications Decency

Act was a hot topic on many American newsgroups and mailing lists, and I felt that thete should be
some very recent matetlal available on the WWW.

. This led me to question how up to date the Alts Vista database actually is, Alta Vista don't provide any
information in theit ‘help’ files about how often the database is updated with new material,

1 then performed a search on Lycos on the subject of the Communications Decency Act. I used the

‘enhanced search’ option in Lycos and typed the keywords communications decency act fieedom
Information, seiting the search options menu to 5 wotds to enable Boolean and. Lycos doesn't enable

http:/fwww.ariadne.ac.uk/issue2/engines/ PM@%%I
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phease searching so I was unable to specify phrases in my query. Lycos also ignotes word of less than
three characters in length, such as of} so I had to leave this word out of my query.

Lycos wasn't able to find any documents which matched my query so 1 broadened my search and tried

again with just the keywords communications decency act. Lycos found 94 documents, and displayed
the first ten of these.

All of these 10 dosuments contained my three keywords, and one document - entitled 'Stop the
Communications Decency Act' - wes dated 10th February 96.

So in this case, Alta Vista was able to retrieve many more documents than Lycos and it was extremely
useful to be able to qualify my search using phrases and date restrictions. However, Lycos did find a

document which was more up to date then anything which appeared to be in the Alta Vista database at
the time of writing.

My second search was on the subject of dyslexia or special needs education, 1 first performed this search
in Alta Vista, using the Advanced Query option, and I decided to test the Boolean searching capabilities
by including parentheses in my search. My ssarch was structured as follows: (dyslexia or “special
needs”) and education. This search retrieved over 40000 documents - obviously far too much
information to wade through. The fitst hit which Alta Vista posted on the soreen was an advertisement
for an American gift shop which contained the line 'we provide gifts selection for clients who have
special needs'l 1 concluded from this that T would need to further refine my seatch in order to retrieve
more useful information. I decided to use the title tag to qualify my seatch, and I structured it as follows:
(iitle:dyslexia or title: "special needs”) and education. This restricted the information refrieved to only
— those-documents which contained the words dyslexia or special needs in their titles, rather than

anywhere it the entire document.

This second search retrieved 183 doouments, and all of my first 10 hits were relevant to my query,

However, 1 again had the problem that all of my first 10 hits were dated from before January 1996, so 1
would need to refine my search again to discover very up to date material. :

1 then performed a search on this topic using Lyocos. The keywords dyslexia spectal needs education
wete used and 1 set the seatch option to match 2 terms in order to implement Boolean or; this gave me
294 hits. Al of my fitst 10 results were relevant to my query, and five of these results were dated
February 1996, The keywords special needs, special education or dyslexia appeared in the titles of all of
the ten documents, Lyeos doesn't support use of a title tag to restrict queries, although it has a much
narrower indexing policy than Alta Vista so this may explain why the search results appear to be more

efficient.
Conclusion
[ _ Cri_t’::;ia : __I]_'I"‘_llelWinnerq
The most frequently updated databas_e"L_ycos
[The best quety language lAlte Vista
fThe best interface [|A draw
The best search results [lA draw .

Overall, both of these tools can potentially be extremely useful in searching the WWW, and they both
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provide a number of options which are invaluable in helping the user to retriove relovant information.
However, there ate a number of issues which this article raises which need to be addressed before these
tools can be wholcheartedly recommended.

Alta Vista seems to have a significant problem with updates to its databass; it may be that their hardware -
* and software is having difficulty with keeping up with the tapid growth of the WWW, and that database
updates are lagging behind as a result, However, Lycos update their entire database every month, and
new pages are added on a weekly basis so at present it seems to have the lead over Alta Vista as regards
“up to the minute information. :

As Alta Vista has such a big database it is very important to qualify a seatch as much as possible in
order to retrieve information which may be relevant to your query. As demonstrated in the searches I
performed, it is often necessary to make uge of features such as field gearching in order to maxirnise the
effectiveness and acoutacy of your search, For the user who is unaware of these features it could be
fairly difficult to get good results using Alta Vista,

In meny oases single keyword searching isn't really effective when searching such a huge and diverse
database as the WWW, and I find it worrying that both of these search englnes seem to bs promoting
single keyword searches through the layout of their pages. Users are encouraged to use the basic search
forms which appear on the home pages of Lycos and Alta Vista and it isn't really made cleer that using
the advances or enhanced query options will result in more efficient searches, Lycos even hides away
the foute to its enhanced seatch form under a rather vague ‘enhance your search’ link.

1t's also worth noting that the Lycos simple search form has the Boolean 'or' operator set as a defanlt.
— Thigcanbegonfusing forusers who.are irying to perform a search. For example, its quite common fora

user to want to perform a search on a phrase such as wser education, and it would seem logical for a user
10 type these keywords into the simpie search form in order to retrieve information on this topic.
However, the default setting results in a search on user or education. At the time of writing, this search
would reitieve over 36000 documents from Lycos!

It's important to point out to usets the drawbacks of using the simple search options, and iry to
encourage them to use the othet options available in crder to enhance theit searches, However both of
these tools provide help files which are very limited in their scope and usets are often confused by the

query syntax available, Neither of these tools can therefore offet an idea! solution to searching the
WWW, '
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