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1. INTRODUCTION

Zeng169

1. This paper and the presentation are based on the article IIAchieving Compatibility of Indexing Languages,"
which is published in A. Kent, ed., Encyclopedia o/Library andInformation Science Vol. SO, 1992, with some
updating and revising.

With the increase of cross-database searching and inter-system operation and the involvement of
patron searching, compatibility of indexing languages is becoming an issue of great practical
impact and is experiencing renewed interest. An indication of this increasing concern is the current
projects being carried out by the national libraries and other national and international
organizations such as the Unified Medical Language System (NLM), Universal Agricultural
Thesaurus (NAL, CABI, and NAO), and Integrated Multilingual Thesaurus for Social Science
(Unesco).

The controlled vocabularies used for subject indexing are as many and as varied as the materials
they index and the audiences they serve. Most thesauri have been developed independently for
specialized catalog, index, or information services since the early 1960s, when differences among
their vocabularies did not appear to pose a problem for their users. For today's world of online
access, however, the multiplicity of thesauri creates complications significantly affecting at least
two types of information services. In the first instance, it affects online bibliography services such
as DIALOG which offers hundreds diverse databases through a single interface. Second, it affects
integrated library systems such as NOnS which provides subject authority control for more than
one logically separated subject vocabulary. In an automated environment, the absence of
compatibility can add substantially to the costs of time, intelligence, and money, while it can bring
unsatisfied search results to end users.
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Compatibility of Indexing Languages in an Online Access Environment:
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As early as in 1964, the Sixth Institute on Information Storage and Retrieval, held by The American
University, had the theme "Systems Compatibility for Scientific and Technical Information".
Compatibility, Convenibility, Cooperation and Standardization constituted the principal concepts
around which the institute was planned (Newman 1965). In 1971, Unesco published its UNISIST
Study Report on the Feasibi/iry ofa World Science Information System. One of the major
recommendations pointed out that "The attention of scientists, learned societies and information
science associations should be drawn to the need for joint efforts in developing better tools for the
control and conversion of natural and indexing languages in science and technology" (Unesco
1971, 97). Several international conferences have since focused discussion on compatibility
concerns since then including "Ordering Systems for Global Information Networks" (1975 The
Third International Study Conference on Classification Research), "Overcoming the Language
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