MATERIAL MATTERS

When is Enough
Too Much?

Elton N. Kaufmann

Or to put it another way, just how many
information sources can a topic tolerate
before saturation sets in? Coverage of the
activities surrounding the new high tem-
perature ceramic-oxide superconductors
may help provide an answer. There is a
flood of scientific and technical informa-
tion which properly reflects the frenzied
activity in laboratories around the world.
Existing media, originally intended for
communication between scientists, have
been hard pressed to keep pace. Special
“high T.” sections or complete issues
have been offered by regular journals. So-
ciety meetings*as well as other normally
recurring topical conferences have run
special sessions which have been over-
subscribed and very exciting. In the face
of this onslaught of technical reporting,
editors and organizers have implemented
expediting measures to handle the vol-
ume and the pace while attempting to
maintain reasonable reviewing stand-
ards. Ad hoc technical meetings have also
been popping up—some with narrow fo-
cus and some more general. To the extent
that the field is moving rapidly and gaps
between regular meetings need filling,
these have been useful. To the extent that
a small meeting or workshop serves a par-
ticular local audience most of whom
would otherwise remain uninformed,
these too make sense. The meetings pro-
duce abstracts and proceedings volumes
which can be useful references for a short
time. But the combined effect of this del-
uge of meetings and publications fills our
shelves and calendars, making it difficult
to stay abreast of the field and to discrimi-
nate among the myriad information op-
tions.

In the midst of the technical barrage,
another vacuum didn’t wait long to be
filled. Enter the venture capitalists, the
entrepreneurs, the economic, science and
technology policy makers and analysts—
and new heights are being reached by the
stacks of newsletters and conference an-
nouncements on our desks. The focus of a
great many of the corresponding meet-
ings and publications is toward commer-
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cialization, forecasting trends for the
benefit of business, translating technical
advances into investors’ terms, and so
forth. These interests pursue the most ac-
tive and prominent scientists in the field.
Coupled with the technical events, the
speaking circuit is so active that one won-
ders who's watching the lab.

From a cursory reading of the last four
1987 issues of High T, Update published at
Ames National Laboratory one can count:
at least 14 new newsletters and maga-
zines focused on the new materials;' 11
more preexisting, more general, newslet-
ters now covering this field too;* over 15
special reports, studies, surveys, tran-
scripts, reprint collections, and direc-
tories;® one new and one existing elec-
tronic data base;* three new journals and
two new journal sections;® three new
membership organizations;* and four
stand-alone conferences devoted to a
nontechnical commercialization focus.”
This list would go on if it included printed
and videotaped proceedings, materials
kits for young and old, etc.

Quality must suffer with so many try-
ing to do so much so fast. Among the rash
of technical articles, many have rushed to
press in apparent attempts to capture
early receipt dates. These have frequently
provided inadequate detail to support
results. However, a maturing has been
discernible lately wherein more complete
reproducible work is being reported. It’s
also time for some self-leveling to occur in
the nontechnical sphere. Newsletter
prices on a per-character basis are orders
of magnitude greater than for technical
journals, and registration fees at market-
oriented meetings are three to ten times
greater than is typical for a technical meet-
ing. Of course the target audience is used
to paying high prices—which will eventu-
ally be passed along to a customer—but
this market can bear only so much. A
shaking out will undoubtedly occur and it
would serve these ventures well if less
hype and fluff and more substance were
to appear between their margins and
within their sessions.
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Surrounding the nuggets of useful in-
formation in the nontechnical reports and
newsletters is forecasting largely based on
concatenation of excerpts from interviews
and speeches given by technical and busi-
ness experts (although areas of expertise
seem to get confused at times). In search
of copy to fill the page, these publications
string together opinions without helping
the reader evaluate. As concluded above,
many of these new-entry publications
will disappear. That forecast is one they
ought to emphasize to their subscribers.
For now the overall effect of the indiscrim-
inate flood from the purveyors of “high T,
news” combined with the large amount of
substantive data arriving from a multi-
tude of sources is dizzying indeed.
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