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Abstract 

Specificity and exhaustivity are a set of indexing rules that aid in determining which terms, and how many, will be assigned to a record. While separate attributes, both indexing criteria can affect the efficacy of a working index. As these indexing criteria relate to cataloging, one can look at exhaustivity in terms of subject analysis and specificity in terms of vocabulary control. Subject analysis involves identifying and describing both what a resource is and what it is about. A controlled vocabulary pertains to language under authority control. These words are standardized and are comprised of preferred phrases and terms provided by a thesaurus. Decisions about exhaustivity are made at the time the index terms are entered into the record and specificity rules are determined at the time the controlled vocabulary is established.
Introduction 

This briefing enables the reader to: 1) delineate between the indexing rules of exhaustivity and specificity, 2) understand how they are derived, 3) learn their affects on information retrieval, and 4) identify any problems and pitfalls.

Definition 

Specificity is the exactitude to which we describe a document. The number of index terms reflects the specificity. Specificity is partially dependent on the accurate complexity of terms in the subject area.
Exhaustivity is the number of overall terms in a language. It is the number of concepts that will be considered when examining documents for subject content. Many terms or concepts for indexing would be considered highly exhaustive. If only a few terms exist, it would be low exhaustivity. The objective is to figure out how many terms are allowed per record. 

Purpose and implications 

Exhaustivity and specificity are two indexing characteristics that affect retrieval. Jones describes “exhaustivity [as] a property of index descriptions, and specificity one of index terms” (2004, p.493). She further elucidates: “exhaustivity is the degree to which one recognizes the different concepts or notions in a document” (p.495). In order for a system to become more user-focused, a broader-term approach with greater exhaustivity would benefit more general users. For specialized or more technical user groups, narrower terms with more specificity would apply. 

Specificity is term precision contained in a subject authority file, or the thesaurus. This granularity can be broad or it can be detailed. A thesaurus in the context of information systems is an authoritative list of terms and the relationships that exist between those terms. The thesaurus exists to help both indexer and searcher find the same selected terms that represent a subject. It also provides a standardized controlled vocabulary for information storage and retrieval systems. Soergel (1994) maintains “an entity being indexed is relevant, in varying degrees, to a number of concepts” (p. 591) and the exhaustivity of indexing is “the extent to which these concepts are covered by the descriptors assigned to the entity” (p.591). 
Challenges and Implications of Exhaustivity and Specificity

While specificity and exhaustivity are helpful indexing criteria, they can also be problematic, especially when dealing with consistency and its impact on retrieval effectiveness. An end-user focused information retrieval system must include an indexing policy that outlines both the depth of the indexing and the degree of how general or specific concepts will be. Consistency in indexing is paramount, and it is typically influenced by both a user’s needs and their search queries. There is an optimum level of indexing exhaustivity and specificity for any given user population (Jones, 1973). As discussed, specificity relates to terms, and how narrow or broad the terms are. When broad terms are utilized in indexing, the search engine will return many documents to the searcher. However, there is a possibility for some of these documents to be superfluous and therefore not relevant to the user. Furthermore, broad terms are unable to discriminate between what is relevant and what is not. A more limited term choice will correspond with a return of fewer documents and of these, there will be a much greater probability of relevance.
Examples 

1: Young children want to search in a school library system. These users will be seeking more general types of information, such as searching for the narrow term heading Dogs. The level of sematic depth in the controlled vocabulary need not be as extensive and the level of specificity will be low. This term heading does not have the high specificity language like longhaired dachshunds and will suffice for this population. 
2: A med student wants to conduct a review of breast cancers. At low exhaustivity, a search of breast cancer might yield most of what she would need with good recall. An index with low exhaustivity contains many terms for each document. However, an oncology researcher who wants to review the latest literature for all advancements in the treatment of breast cancer, would miss most of what she needs; low exhaustivity will only contain the main theme or topic or features of a document. If breast cancer were treated with high exhaustivity, the researcher would retrieve more documents at better recall and discrimination.
3: Specificity and exhaustivity affect information retrieval while working in tandem. A combination of low specificity/high exhaustivity will result in many broad terms. For example, all plants would be indexed in a botany text. Low specificity/low exhaustivity is perfect combination for those with low domain knowledge, such as children. High specificity/low exhaustivity results in select highly specific terms. High specificity/high exhaustivity matches with users with high domain knowledge and includes detailed topics. In this instance, a student of veterinary science may want to search for canine anesthesia. Here the indexer uses high exhaustivity and the specificity is high.
Conclusion 

While exhaustivity and specificity are both considered rules of indexing, they diverge in their derivation. Exhaustivity decisions occur at the time the index terms are entered into the record and specificity is determined at the time the controlled vocabulary is established. Both types of indexing rules have affects on information retrieval. Each indexing criteria affects the recall and precision of a system. Exhaustivity and specificity continue to remain relevant because each can affect the efficiency of a working index.
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