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The feasibility of creating fulltext electronic journals and the
associated services that publishers began to offer from their Home
Pages, seemed to have sounded the death knell for the secondary
information services, and the organisations that offered them. What
has emerged quite clearly however, is that the proliferation of
information available electronically has enhanced the value and
importance of this secondary information, and subscription agents
and other intermediaries have been quick to offer services that
support the secondary publishers and provide a vital link between
the electronic primary information now being delivered by
publishers.
The objectives of this paper will therefore be as follows:

-

to establish exactly what we mean by secondary information
and to look at how such services have evolved;

-

to look at how libraries are using secondary information;

-

to consider some recent developments that span the secondary
and primary information divide;

-

to offer some general observations and conclusions.

to illustrate what intermediaries have been doing to meet the
needs of their customers in this area;

I am indebted to a book that has been sitting on the shelf in my
office for as long as I can remember, for the supply of a quote and a
couple of definitions. The book in question is: 'The Periodicals
Collection' by Donald Davinson, and in answer to the question,
what is secondary information? he offers the following:
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A n abstract: the summary of a publication or article
accompanied by an adequate bibliographical description to
enable the publication or article to be traced (eg Chemical
Abstracts)
A n index: a systematically arranged list giving enough
information about each item to enable it to be identified and
traced (eg Wilson Indexes)
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Abstracting and Indexing became shortened to
A and I, and this is still how secondary
information services are sometimes referred to
today. A classic example would be Index Medicus,
which became MEDLARS when an automated
version emerged, which in turn became Medline
(one of the first CD-ROM products), and is now
available in multiple formats on the Internet.
Some of the other early examples were the dial-up
services offered by Dialog and BRS in the late
1970s.
The quote Davinson offers in the same book
refers to events 200 years ago when he says:

"-.the person who could cope with four
hundred periodicals a year could be
reasonably assured of keeping up to date with
new developments over the whole of science
and technology"
Consider now the database of any selfrespecting subscription agent, with its file of active
periodicals numbering over 100,000, and the way
science and technology has evolved into so many
highly specialist areas. The prospect of keeping in
touch in the manner described by Davinson is just
not possible.
It was at the same time as I was preparing this
paper and consulting Davinson's text, that lis-elib
exploded into life with an animated debate that
originated with the emotive title, 'sex and the
search engine!' I won't go into the details here, but
the upshot was that a search on a common Web
search engine yielded results that were not only
unmanageable in terms of the number of results,
but that also pulled in subjects that were totally
unrelated to the query statement. Apart from the
vigorous debate that followed (that ranged from
the role of the librarian in undertaking quality
searches to the quality of information on the
Intemet), it illustrated that with a growing
amount of data being made available
electronically, quality filtering services are needed
to guide the searcher (be they librarian or enduser) to the information they are seeking.
Subscription agents are market-driven
organisations, and have a solid reputation for
delivering products and services in response to
developments in their marketplace. Before looking
at the types of services they have introduced over
recent years, it is important to establish the
underlying trends that they have used to model
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their services on, and here I will draw largely from
experiences in UK higher education:
The flagship in this respect is undoubtedly the
BIDS/ISI service that established the concept of
secondary information being made available to
the UK higher education community free at the
point of use and available from the desktop of the
individual user. The other principles established
here, were the idea of a centrally negotiated deal,
with data loaded and 'spun' at one point. There
are very few people working in, or supplying to,
UK Higher Education, who have not seen the
graph illustrating the dramatic growth of BIDS/
IS1 login sessions in the years since the service was
introduced.
From BIDS/ISI, came the emergence of other
datacentres (EDINA and MIDAS), each offering
centrally available data, and the creation of a
datasets policy on behalf of the Joint Information
Systems Committee (JISC).For those foresighted
individuals who conceived the whole concept was
the firm conviction that those graduating from UK
universities would demand these types of services
from their new employers in industry and
commerce. Bringing us right up-to-date, the
importance of secondary information can also be
seen in the specification for the Managing Agent
of the NESLI initiative, wiih a clear and
unambiguous brief to link the fulltext that will be
available within NESLI to established A and I
services.
At local level, librarians have been using their
own initiatives and those of the suppliers of
library management systems, to impose some
order on the chaotic electronic environment. The
development of the Web OPAC as part of a new
generation of library systems has enabled Links to
be made to resources not held locally, and the
development of resource discovery tools is a clear
attempt to establish order and control over
growing volumes of electronic information.
Finally, with the available resources better
organised, the oft quoted but little understood
239.50 protocol, offers a real chance to search
more widely than ever before.
Subscription agents began handling CD-ROM
subscriptions to secondary information products
in the late 1980s. Once the initial fascination had
worn off, libraries were happy to place these
orders with their agent of choice and benefit from
the same advantages that accrue from placing
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paper subscriptions under 'one roof'. At the same
time, a new competitor for the agents was
emerging: a smaller, leaner animal with a different
set of skills for an electronic environment,
equipped to supply the hardware that was needed
to support the growing number of CD-ROM
products as well as the technical support that
librarians felt they needed. MicroInfo, with offices
in Alton, Hampshire, has proved to be one of the
most enduring of these new companies.
Many have argued that the response from the
big subscription agents was a slow one, since it
was not really until the mid-'90s that they began
developing services to rival the smaller,
technically-biased companies. The agents
themselves will undoubtedly argue that the
introduction of branded, packaged services for
CD-ROM supply came as a result of good
marketing. The more cynical will suggest that it
was side-swipes made by librarians about
unadventurous and technically limited agents,
and pressure brought to bear by secondary
publishers that made them move more quickly.
Swets with its CD PROMPT package, and
Blackwell's with CD COMPLETE introduced
elements of technical support and advice, along
with assistance for licenses and other
administrative issues surrounding CD-ROM
supply.
The migration of many of these secondary
services onto the Web, and the emerging
limitations of large-scale networking of CD-ROMs
opened-up another area of opportunity for the
agents: selling Internet subscriptions from
databases mounted on servers located in their
own offices. EBSCO will clearly lay claim to
having been the leader in this field with its
Licensed Database Collection and Reference
Database Collection having been part of their
secondary service portfolio for several years.
Swets became the first subscription agent to
mount a server dedicated to Silverplatter ERL
databases, and Blackwell's have taken the whole
initiative a stage further with the development of
their ESP (ElectronicSubscription Provider)
service, taking CD-ROM products available on
any platform and making them available from
their own servers. At the same time, a new.
generation of technical companies have emerged,
aligning themselves closely with some of the
major secondary publishers, and developing
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further the technical support element to include
the installation and maintenance of local, regional
and consortia-wide servers.
All of this activity in the area of secondary
information, suggests anything but a dying
market. On the contrary, this whole area is
witnessing as much turbulence as the emergence
of online journals with a wide-range of
intermediaries offering competing services to sell a
growing number of databases that can be
seemingly loaded anywhere, yet which are
searchable using exciting new technology.
The other main area where subscription agents
have invested considerable time and resource over
recent years has been that of current awareness;
another form of secondary information. Anyone
who attended the 1993UK Serials Group
Conference could be forgiven for thinking that the
major agents had abandoned their core business,
as in one product review after another, they
announced new CASIAS (Current Awareness
Service Individual Article Supply) services in
response to the emerging holdings versus access
debate beginning to grip the library world.
If anyone needed reminding of the marketresponsiveness of the subscription agents, then
these services offer further proof. Indeed, most of
them came as a result of specific alliances or
discussions with specific libraries or consortia.
Blackwell's announced an alliance with the
already well-established Colorado Alliance of
Research Libraries (CARL)offering Uncover as a
current awareness and document delivery service.
The development of SwetScan from Swets and
Zeitlinger was a result of discussions between that
Company and PICA in the Netherlands. For
EBSCO, it was an agreement with the British
Library that provided the content for their service,
and the Faxon offering, Finder, was a result of
extensive discussion with the library community
through Faxon Research Services.
Interestingly, none of the services heralded the
document delivery breakthrough that some
envisaged. Instead, they continued to grow in
terms of the number of titles they offered, the
formats and carriers available, and the
enhancements available. Migration onto the Web
has only served to enhance their appeal, and the
range of uses they are put to. In some parts of the
world, they offer a current awareness service for a
whole country, in others, companies use the data
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to keep researchers in touch with the journals
taken in the library.
With agents working hard to market secondary
information to their customers (be it their own or
on behalf of secondary publishers), and having
established their intent to compete in the delivery
of electronic fulltext, they are now well-placed to
commence work on the most important service of
all in the electronic environment: linking. The
ability to create links between bibliographical
references in secondary services and electronic
fulltext will enhance the product offerings of the
secondary publishers and may persuade more
publishers to enter the gateway services being
offered by the agents. It is the kind of 'valueadded' that may in time distinguish one service
from another, as they battle for initial supremacy.
The reality is, that despite its name, secondary
information is anything but secondary in
importance. A large number of organisations are
competing to sell electronic secondary information
to libraries, and this competition is leading to
creativity and innovation in the products on offer.
End-users have indicated that their route to
electronic fulltext will continue to be via the
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established secondary services they have become
used to. Subscription agents and other
intermediaries are well-placed to promote the
electronic secondary and fulltext services on offer
by publishers, not only because they are in close
contact with them, but because they are
increasingly becoming content holders in their
own right and providers of systems and services
that can deliver the data.
The development of the Digital Object Identifier
(DOI)will enable content owners to permanently
record the location of a digital object, and to put a
value on digital material no matter how small.
New technologies like the DOI, linking and 239.50
will enhance the value of secondary information
as the most reliable and effective way of accessing
the growing volume of electronic fulltext that will
be available over the next few years. In providing
services that meet the needs of both primary and
secondary publishers and the library and
information community, subscriptions agents are
not only adding significant value to the
information chain, but proving that there is clearly
a role for the intermediary in an electronic
landscape.

