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Abstract 
The volumes of information created, generated and stored are immense that 

without adequate knowledge of information retrieval methods, the retrieval 

process for an information user would be cumbersome and frustrating. 

Studies have further revealed that information retrieval methods are essential 

in information centers for storage and retrieval of information. The paper 

discusses the concept of Information retrieval, the various information 

retrieval methods. It examines the users of these information methods and 

their information behavior. The conclusion emphasizes the need for a 

continuous evaluation of the information retrieval methods to make for and 

effective and efficient information retrieval system  

Key Words: Information Retrieval, Libraries, Information Centers. 

Introduction 
For Centuries libraries have been organizing reading materials on shelves for 
easy access. However, systematic methods that have been widely adopted for 



Copyright © IAARR 2011: www.afrrevjo.com  109 

Indexed African Journals Online: www.ajol.info 

the organization of library materials and their recordings for use by readers 
came into being a little more than a century ago. 

Today’s information professionals should know and be conversant with the 
traditional information retrieval tools and methods like classification, 
cataloguing, and vocabulary control as well as the traditional manual 
indexing systems. This is because these traditional methods show the process 
of evolution of information retrieval and most importantly, many recent 
developments in information retrieval in web and digital library 
environments have their roots in these traditional tools and methods. 

Different measures are currently taken for informing users about various 
materials accessible through a given digital or hybrid library. 

The concept of information retrieval 
According to Spack and Willet (1997), the term Information retrieval was 
coined in 1952 and gain popularity in the research communities from 1961. 
At that time, Information retrieval’s organizing function was seen as a major 
advance in libraries that were no longer just storehouses of books, but as 
places where information was catalogued and indexed. 

The concept of information retrieval presupposes that there are some 
documents or records containing information that have been organized in an 
order suitable for easy retrieval. 

An information retrieval system is designed to retrieve the documents or 
information required by the user community. It should make the right 
information available to the right user. Thus, an information retrieval system 
aims at collecting and organizing information in one or more subject areas in 
order to provide it to the user as soon as it is asked for. 

Lancaster (1968) comments in Chowdhury (1999) that an information 
retrieval system does not inform i.e change the knowledge of the user on the 
subject of his enquiry; it merely informs him of the existence or nonexistence 
and whereabouts of documents relating to his request. 

The information retrieval system serves as a bridge between the world of 
creators or generation of information and the users of that information. Two 
broad categories of information retrieval have been identified: 

• In-house Information retrieval  

• Online  Information retrieval   
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In-house Information retrieval systems are set up by a particular library or 
information centre to serve mainly the users within the organization. An 
example of an in-house database is the library catalogue. Online public 
access catalogue (OPAC) provides facilities for library users to carry out 
online catalogue searches, and then check the availability of the item 
required. 

By online information retrieval systems, we mean those that have been 
designed to provide access to remote databases to a variety of users. Such 
services are available mostly on commercial basis, and there are a number of 
vendors that handle this sort of service. 

Writers in times past have suggested that an effective and reliable 
information retrieval system must have provision for:  

• Prompt dissemination of information 

• Filtering of information  

• The right amount of information at the right time 

• Browsing, 

• Getting information in an economical way 

• Current literature 

• Interpersonal communication and  

• Personal help. 

In a typical library environment there are two categories of users, the library 
and information personnel and the end users. Library and information 
personnel often act as intermediaries and they may also act as end users 
seeking for information for their own use or for decision making.  

All information retrieval systems should be user oriented. As such the 
interest of every user should be given due importance at every point of 
information storage and retrieval. 

Information retrieval methods 
Libraries have been in existence since the beginning of writing and have 
served as a repository of the intellectual wealth of society. As such, libraries 
have always been concerned with storing and retrieving information in the 
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media it is created on. As the quantities of information grew exponentially, 
libraries were forced to make maximum use of information retrieval methods 
to facilitate the storage and retrieval process. 

Cataloguing and metadata 
In 1876 Melvin Dewey developed a systematic scheme of library 
classification, which became a unique tool for organizing library materials on 
the shelves. In the same year Charles A. Cutter brought out rules for a 
dictionary catalog, which enabled librarians to record systematically the 
library holdings in the form of catalogue entries that could be consulted 
easily by the user community.  

Since then a number of schemes of library classification and catalogue codes 
have been developed to aid the process of organizing library materials 
systematically and to make for easy retrieval of information materials. 

Svenonius (2000) lists the following major objectives of a catalogue, 
identified by cutter, as being: 

 To enable a person find a book by: 

• Author 

• Title 

• Subject 

To show what the library has: 

• By a given author 

• On a given subject 

• In a given literature 

To assist in the choice of a book 

• By edition  

• By character 

But the above objectives as stated by Cutter were slightly modified by 
Lubetzky and then formally adopted at an International Conference on 
Cataloguing Principles held in Paris in 1961. In 1997, the objectives of a 
catalogue were reformulated as follows by an IFLA (International Federation 
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of Library Associations and Institutions) study group to suit the automated 
cataloguing environments. 

• To find entities that corresponds to the user’s search criteria 

• To identify an entity 

• To select an entity that is appropriate to the user’s needs 

• To enquire or obtain access to the entity described.  

In the works of Su (1994), Large and Behesti(1997), Online public 
catalogues(OPAC) were first used in mid 1970s, it was only at the beginning 
of the next decade that a significant number of libraries switched from card 
catalogues to automated catalogues. However, those first catalogues were 
usually modules linked to the automated circulation system and had brief 
catalogue records and very limited functionality. 

Online public catalogues (OPACs) are the interfaces that help users 
communicate with the collection(s) of a library. Typically OPACs allow 
users to search the library’s catalogue, and also provide other facilities, such 
as checking borrower records, reserving reading materials, library news 
bulletins, and so on. Several changes have taken place and OPACs have 
improved significantly since then. 

Internet resources vary significantly in terms of their content (text, numeric, 
audio, image video, etc), file format, availability, URL (uniform resource 
locator) or the address of a web page and so on. Some new rules and 
guidelines are required to help cataloguers make information retrieval easy 
and effective. 

Metadata 
Schwartz (2001) mentions that the term metadata, thus far used primarily in 
the field of database management, began to appear in LIS literature in the 
mid- 1990s. However, within a short period the topic became very popular 
area of research concentration, giving rise to several hundred publications. 

 Metadata has been classified into five categories on basis of their use: 

• administrative metadata used in managing and administering 
information resources 

• descriptive metadata used to describe or identify information 
resources 
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• preservation metadata related to the preservation management of 
information resources 

• use metadata related to the level and types of use of information 
resources 

Metadata supports a variety of operations and the users of the metadata may 
be human beings or computer programs. The primary functions of metadata 
are to facilitate the identification, location, retrieval, manipulation and use of 
digital objects in a networked area.  

Metadata has become an important issue for information organization since 
the advent of the internet and the web. Digital Libraries have led to an 
increased awareness of the need for metadata for diverse categories of items 
available in digital format.  

Classification 
The first library classification Scheme was developed by Melvil Dewey 
in1876.Universal Decimal Classification (UDC) was the second major 
classification scheme to appear. The Library of Congress Classification 
Scheme (LC) is another classification scheme; it is an example of a semi 
enumerative scheme of classification which provides a long list of all the 
classes in the universe of subjects. 

Although classification schemes were mainly designed for organizing 
bibliographic items on the library shelves, many librarians and information 
professionals have also used library classification schemes for organizing 
information resources electronically. Typical examples are: 

BUBL LINK: which provides access to catalogue of over 11,000 selected 
internet resources is catalogued according to DDC  on all academic sources. 
Users can search the catalogue by selecting a Dewy class for example, 300 
Social Sciences or by selecting a term /phrase from the alphabetical index. 
Thus a user can gain access to the digital resources by a classified list or 
through an alphabetical list of subjects 

CYBERDEWEY: Is another example of the use of DDC in organizing digital 
information resources and dates from 1995 when David Mundie used DDC to 
organize internet information. The Cyber Dewey has similar features like the 
Bubllink where the user can select a specific Dewy class or term or phase 
from the alphabetical index to search the catalogue. 
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EEVL: Enhanced and Evaluated Virtual Library uses the EI Classification 
Scheme. 

It is created and coordinated by a team of information specialists from a 
number of universities and institutions to provide access to digital 
information in engineering, mathematics and computing. From the main 
webpage of EEVL, Users can select a subject and once a subject is chosen a 
list of subclasses appears; the user can go down the hierarchy and finally get 
a list of items on a specific class or topic. 

Indexing 
Xin Lu (1990) writes that in the ideal document retrieval environment, a 
document or query statement is represented by a group of distinct index 
terms as well as the semantic relationships between these terms, so that 
retrieval could be based on a structure of semantic relationship. 

Macleod (1990) also adds that documents are retrieved on the basis of the 
correspondence between search terms expressed in the query and the index 
terms in the document. 

Indexing systems designed to assist in the retrieval of documents operate by 
assigning index terms to the analyzed subject of each document either 
manually or automatically. 

The most difficult part of indexing is that phase where two different indexers 
analyze the content of a given document in two different ways resulting in 
two different index entries. 

On the other hand, it has been observed by information retrieval experts that 
indexing tends to be more consistent when the vocabulary used is controlled, 
because indexers are more likely to agree on the terms needed to describe a 
particular topic if they are selected from a pre established list than if a free 
hand is given.  And it is also easier on the users/ searchers part to identify the 
terms appropriate to the information need if the terms must be selected from 
a definitive list. 

Both subject heading list and thesauri contain alphabetically arranged terms 
with necessary cross references and notes that can be used for indexing or 
searching n an information retrieval environment. 

The different kinds of vocabulary control tools include subject heading list, 
thesauri and the thesaurofacet . 
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Rowley (1992) defines a thesaurus as a compilation of words and phases 
showing synonyms and hierarchical and other relationships and 
dependencies, the function of which is to provide a standardized vocabulary 
for information systems. The function of the thesaurus is to exert terminology 
control in indexing and to aid in searching by alerting the searcher to the 
index terms that have been applied. 

The thesaurofacet is a specialized kind of retrieval language with both a 
thesaurus type and classification type each containing some unique item to 
itself and not found in the other. The obvious advantage of a thesaurofacet is 
that it is used for arranging books on the shelves of a special Library as well 
as for indexing the terms in a database. 

Some of these tools especially the subject heading list in catalogues have also 
been used to organize internet resources like the Infomine, Biome, Sosig etc.  

With the development of technology, an automatic indexing is when the 
assignment of content identifiers is done with the aid of modern computer 
facilities. In automatic indexing environment; the lack of human expertise 
can be overcome by intelligent use of frequent vocabularies in stored records 
and information request. 

Other advantages of automatic indexing are the maintenance of consistency 
in indexing, indexing time is saved, index entries are produced at a lower cost 
and better retrieval effectiveness is achieved. 

Abstracting  
A lot of authors have defined the abstract from different points of view. 
Lancaster (2003) defines an abstract as a brief but accurate representation of 
the contents of a document and he opines that an abstract is different from an 
extract, an annotation or summary  

Rowley (1996 ) defines an abstract as a concise and accurate representation 
of the content of a document in a style similar to that of the original 
document. She adds that an abstract covers all the main points made in the 
original document and usually follows the style and the arrangement of the 
parent document. 

Abstracts as documentary products always take the form of short texts either 
accompanying the original document or included in its surrogate. 

Different criteria have been used by other information scientist to categorize 
the different kinds of abstracts and they are: 
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• Abstract by writer: these are abstracts written by authors, subject 
experts, or by professional abstractors. 

• Abstracts by purpose are written to serve different purposes for 
example informative abstract, indicative abstracts, critical and 
special purpose abstract. 

• Abstract by form is another different kind of abstract and can be 
differentiated as structured abstract, mini abstract and telegraphic 
abstract. 

With the rapid increase in the availability of full text and multimedia 
information in digital form, the need for automatic abstracts or summaries as 
filtering tool is becoming extremely important. Craven (2000) in his works 
proposes a hybrid abstracting system in which some task are performed by 
human abstractors and others by an abstractors assistance software. 

Users of information retrieval methods 
The user is the focal point of all information retrieval systems because the 
sole objective of any information storage and retrieval is to transfer 
information from the source to the user. This makes it very necessary that the 
information manager should have an understanding of the nature and number 
of users, their activities (information requirements, information seeking 
behavior) etc. 

The term “user” is quite ambiguous; there are several types of users of an 
information system. Within the context of an organization there could be the 
actual users, potential users, expected user etc. 

Users may be limited by the organization they work for, by the nature of their 
work or profession, by age, sex or other social groups. On the other hand user 
categories may be identified by the nature of the libraries they use: 

For an academic library, the primary users are students, teachers, researchers, 
administrators etc. 

For special or research libraries, the primary users may be categorized as 
researchers, planners, policymakers, scientists and so on. 

In the public Library environment, anyone can be a user (members of the 
general public) Children, students, housewives, the literate, neo-literate etc. 
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Information seeking behaviour of users 
Information Seeking behavior or the pattern of using information retrieval 
systems depends on a number of factors. Some of the general points that 
affect the information seeking behavior of the user are:  

• the users’ awareness of, and ability to access other sources of 
information 

• the users relationship with the information unit concerned 

• the information unit’s ease of accessibility 

• the users working conditions  

• the time available to the user for consulting information systems 

• the amount of competition that exist in the user’s field of activities 

• the users past experience or knowledge 

• how easily the user gets on with other people 

• how friendly, knowledgeable, and efficient are the members of the 
information unit. 

• the various products and services of the information 

Various methods have been employed in user studies over the past decades, 
for example Wilson (1994) and Gorman and Clayton (1997) have discussed 
some such as: 

• Questionnaires, interviews, case studies etc. 

• Observation of events, reviews if diaries etc and 

• Study of internal processes. 

Users Studies are very essential for prescription, improvement and efficiency 
of information services. 

Conclusion 
According to Chowdhury (1999), an evaluation is basically a judgment of 
worth. The two basic parameters for measuring an information retrieval 
system are the Effectiveness and the Efficiency.  
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The effectiveness may be a measure of how far it can retrieve relevant 
information while withholding non-relevant information. By Efficiency, it is 
how economically the system is achieving its objective. 

An evaluation study investigates the degree to which the proposed goals and 
expectations have been achieved or the degree to which these can be 
achieved. 

From time to time the information retrieval methods of an information centre 
should be reviewed and evaluated. 
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