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This is the text of a posting to the DELTA Software Discussion List (DELTA-L) on 26 June 2000. At 
Theile’s request, it was placed on the Web and linked to the document being discussed. 

For the response by Dallwitz (also posted on DELTA-L), see below. 

Mike Dallwitz recently published a document (Dallwitz 2000) comparing seven interactive-key 
programs. Two of the programs compared were Mike’s Intkey (Dallwitz, Paine and Zurcher 1995) and 
the Lucid Player (Anonymous 1999). 

Mike’s comparison is based on a partial list of essential, desirable and undesirable features of interactive 
keys, with the programs scored as to whether or not the feature is implemented and whether 
implementation is, in Mike’s opinion, satisfactory or unsatisfactory. The scores are then used to produce 
a global, weighted score for each program that purports to show the order of relative merit of the 
programs. 

Recent conversations show that Mike’s document is being read by some people as a serious and 
objective comparison. This is a worry, and a short response becomes necessary. 

Mike is the principal designer of Intkey, one of the programs being compared. In this circumstance it’s 
no surprise that the comparison is not objective, any more than if one vacuum-cleaner salesman were to 
assess the products of another. It will be impossible in this short communication to point out all the flaws 
in the comparison, but hopefully a few will suffice to show that it should be taken with a grain of salt, 
and people should either seek independent assessments from someone with extensive experience of 
several programs but close links to none, or better still, compare the main programs themselves. 

There are four principal areas of bias with Mike’s analysis. 

Firstly, and most simply, he is very accurate for the features that Intkey supports, but not very accurate 
for the other programs (and this inaccuracy always works to the other program’s disadvantage). This is 
understandable, and trivial. 

Example: Mike reports that Lucid does not support ‘Fixing character values’. It does (through the ‘Save 
Session’ command). Further, Lucid has the advantage that it can save these fixed values from one session 
to the next so that, for instance, every time a key is started it answers one or more predefined characters. 
Intkey may be deficient in this respect (I haven’t checked - my knowledge of Intkey is about on a par 
with Mike’s of Lucid). 

Secondly, Mike’s list is not a list of all desirable features of a good interactive key program. A quick 
scan of the scores for Intkey in the table shows that Intkey supports virtually all of the listed features: 
only 6 of the 71 items are not implemented in Intkey. This does not mean that Intkey is by far the best 
program, as asserted, just that the list used is principally a list of Intkey features (with a few extra items 
thrown in to give the impression of objectivity). Given this, it’s hardly surprising that Intkey ranks best. 

Example: Lucid has a powerful feature called ‘Prune Redundants’. This comes into useful play after 
several character states have been chosen and the list of taxa remaining has been narrowed. In this 
circumstance, some or many characters and character states become redundant (a state becomes 
redundant if choosing it would return all taxa or none; a character becomes redundant if all its states are 
redundant). This command, as the name suggests, prunes these characters and states from the list of 
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