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Why you need an index
A good book or journal deserves a well-crafted index 
produced by a skilled professional with the appropriate level 
of subject expertise. A poorly constructed index will impair 
the publication’s usefulness and frustrate its readers, while 
the absence of an index will leave them trying to search for 
specific pieces of information from the contents list.   

Indexes versus full-text searching
Although many journals have chosen to discontinue 
indexing, relying instead on full-text searching, this is a poor 
substitute for a good analytical index in terms of retrieval. 
Full-text searching picks out far too much information to 
be usable, but at the same time far too little to be reliable. 
There are no quick fixes for the kind of intellectual analysis 
required to extract meaning and significance from the text, 
to identify complex concepts, or to recognize different ways 
of expressing similar ideas. An indexer knows, for example, 
that tigers aren’t always tigers – they may also be referred 
to as “big cats”, “endangered species”, “man-eaters”, “top 
predators”, “Panthera tigris” and “poaching targets”. And a 
good indexer, unlike keyword-based systems, will ignore 
such phrases as “unlike tigers” and distinguish between 
Sumatran and Siberian species. 

Why you need an indexer 
Although the author, editor or proof reader may sometimes 
be asked to create the index for all but the simplest name 
index, it is generally preferable to engage a professional 
indexer (although authors and editors have occasionally 
produced award-winning indexes). Indexing is far from 
a clerical or mechanical task, and requires a high level of 
intellectual input. A professional indexer will be able to do 
the job more efficiently, not only through having the relevant 
training, skills and experience but also through using 
specialized software. A professionally trained indexer will:
•	 analyse the meaning and significance of the entire 

text, identifying significant terms and concepts, and 
representing them with appropriate index terms;

•	 identify with the proposed readership, considering 
the terms readers are likely to use and relating them 
to the language chosen by the author with a web of 
cross-references; this is so nothing is missed, no matter 
where the reader begins to search;

•	 organize multiple references into helpful subheading 
sequences, making retrieval faster and more specific, 
and preventing readers from having to wade through 
long strings of page numbers;

•	 distinguish between material in footnotes, illustrations 
and tables;
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•	 make sure the index is clear, comprehensive and 
internally consistent;

•	 tailor the index to fit the available space and conform 
to the publisher’s house style; and

•	 recognize non-significant references to a subject that 
lead the reader nowhere.

Finding an indexer 
Engaging an indexer early in the production schedule 
(and certainly before the page proofs come back from the 
typesetter) will allow time:
•	 to find a good indexer, particularly one with an 

appropriate level of specialist subject knowledge;
•	 for the indexer to schedule the work adequately. 
It is important to keep the indexer informed of any 
subsequent changes to the schedule.

There are professional indexing bodies in several 
countries, notably English-speaking ones, which produce 
registers of freelance indexers, with information about their 
qualifications, skills, experience, and subject specialisms. 
Many indexers have held senior posts in their particular 
field, or in publishing, or library/information work, before 
choosing to go freelance, and have a high level of specialist 
knowledge.

Scheduling the work and negotiating the fee

How long does it take to compile an index? 
For particularly complex texts it may be difficult to index 
more than 2–3 pages per hour. More straightforward 
material can be indexed more quickly, but the indexer 
will still need to set aside time to edit the draft index into 
an efficient finding tool. Since freelance indexers may be 
working on several projects at a time, ideally, two or three 
weeks should be allowed for the average book of, say, 
200–300 pages. Factors that may increase the time (and 
therefore the cost) include:
•	 reference and research texts requiring indexes equal in 

importance to the textual content;
•	 detailed indexing of figures, tables and footnotes;
•	 poorly written or edited texts where the indexer has 

to raise queries about apparent inaccuracies and 
inconsistencies, or where it is difficult to follow the 
author’s argument;

•	 proofs received out of sequential order;
•	 late amendments to proofs (see below);
•	 non-standard index style or presentation;
•	 embedding of index entries into the Word or XML file 

(see below).
It is also worth noting that if there is only space for a 
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shorter-than-ideal index, it is not necessarily quicker for 
the indexer to prepare this, since decisions have to be made 
about what to leave out.

Index length
There is no ideal length for an index; length depends on the 
type of book and the intended readership, but in general, 
you should allow around 3–5 per cent of the book’s length 
(that is 7–12 pages for a 250-page book). Some reference or 
scholarly texts may need much longer and more detailed 
indexes. If there are space constraints, these should 
be discussed with the indexer so that the index can be 
prepared to fit the space available. Liaison with the designer 
or typesetter over type sizes may be necessary.

Indexing fees
Guidance on fees (hourly, page and word rates) is provided 
by some indexing societies, such as the Society of Indexers 
in the UK, and these should form the starting point for 
negotiation. Higher rates should apply to:
•	 more experienced indexers,
•	 complex texts requiring a high level of specialist 

knowledge, and the ability to disentangle convoluted 
arguments,

•	 urgent jobs with tight deadlines that mean the indexer 
has to work unsocial hours,

•	 embedding of index entries in the document,
In the case of ongoing journal indexes, a monthly fee may 
be agreed to cover the indexing of each issue, together with 
an end-of-volume sum to cover the final editing and index 
submission stages. However, for a large cumulative journal 
index (or indeed any large project lasting several months), 
interim payments may be negotiated.

Most indexers prefer to negotiate a fee after seeing the 
proofs, or at least a sample chapter or several issues of a 
journal. At the very least, the indexer needs to know: 
•	 production schedule and deadlines,
•	 book length and format,
•	 readership level,
•	 any length/space constraints,
•	 whether certain sections of the text do not need 

indexing. Although this should normally be a matter 
for the indexer’s professional judgement, in the case 
of journal indexes, certain sections of the journal may 
be excluded (e.g., letters, news, entertainment items or 
fillers),

•	 format in which the index is required.
The fee may have to be re-negotiated if unexpected 
complications arise once the job is in progress. 

Queries
It is important that the indexer knows who to contact 
with queries that arise when indexing: for example, about 
different spellings of names, inaccurate information in text. 

Proofs
The indexer will need a complete set of final page proofs, 
if possible, via an email attachment or an FTP site. If the 
pagination changes after the index has been completed 

(due, perhaps, to extensive proof corrections), the indexer 
will also have to update the index and will need revised 
proofs (see below). If the indexer is supplied with printed 
proofs, A4 sheets are much easier to work with than A3 or 
larger.

Journal indexes
Journal indexers expect to receive each issue as it is 
published in order to update the ongoing volume index 
with the entries for each new issue, ensuring that the 
wording is compatible with entries from previous issues (or 
adjusting the phrasing of previous entries) and including 
appropriate cross-references. Indexers should be notified 
well in advance of the date when page proofs of the final 
issue of the volume are scheduled. If the index is to be 
incorporated into this final issue, scheduling is inevitably 
tight. At this stage, the indexer not only has to index this 
issue, but also edit and check the whole index for accuracy, 
consistency and style. Weekly publications present 
unique problems of scheduling, and this final stage can be 
particularly time-consuming.

Contracts
The indexer may be required to sign a contract. A letter that 
clearly stipulates all conditions, obligations and duties may 
be sufficient. It is important to agree the fee and any expenses 
– not only how much, but also when they are paid (that is, 
when the index is supplied, normally within four weeks), 
and by what means (cheque, electronic transfer, etc.).  

New production techniques: XML and beyond
The development of new production techniques and the 
increasing importance of e-books pose both challenges and 
opportunities for indexing. As explained above, relying 
on full-text searching is no substitute for a proper index 
in which the index entries must be hyperlinked to the 
relevant section of text. This requires the index entries to 
be embedded into the XML file from which the publication 
is produced. Although it is beyond the scope of this chapter 
to explain how this is achieved (especially in a fast-moving 
area like publishing technology), there are implications 
for scheduling, since the indexing may sometimes be 
undertaken at an earlier stage in the process, before the 
document is typeset. At the time of writing, a variety of 
techniques are in use, the precise role of the indexer varying 
from one publisher to another.

Briefing the indexer 

Authors’ and editors’ involvement
Authors and (academic) editors should tactfully be 
dissuaded from interfering in the indexing process and 
reminded that the indexer is a professional. However, 
if they have views on what is required, these should 
be respected and discussed with the indexer. Authors 
sometimes provide (or offer to provide) lists of terms they 
think should be included in the index. These are rarely 
very helpful; the final choice of entries and the structure of 
the index should be a matter for the indexer’s professional 

judgement. Depending on the personalities involved, it 
may be useful for the indexer to contact the author or editor 
directly to resolve queries more speedily and avoid possible 
misunderstandings about the purpose of the index.

Style and layout 
Skilled indexers will use their professional judgement or 
follow the guidelines in the international standard (BS ISO 
999, 1996) to deliver an index with the most appropriate 
content and stylistic features, for both the document in 
question and its intended users. However, if a house or 
series style must be followed, the indexer should be supplied 
with a style sheet (or another index in the required style). 
Journal indexers will refer to the previous year’s index and 
a few issues of the journal to establish the level of indexing 
required and the stylistic conventions, though it may be 
necessary to update these from time to time.

Style guides might cover:
•	 capitalization of first letter of entry (lower-case initial 

letters except for proper names is normally preferred);
•	 alphabetization (word by word, or letter by letter – see 

examples below);
•	 subheading arrangement (alphabetical or 

chronological order);
•	 typeface style differences for references to illustrations, 

tables, appendices, etc. (e.g. bold or italic);
•	 punctuation (if required) after headings, before page 

numbers, etc.;
•	 form of location references (e.g. page numbers, 

volume/page numbers, or paragraph/clause/section  
numbers, and annotation for different sections of a 
journal such as (C) for correspondence);

•	 page range style – full (e.g. 123–124), maximum elided 
(e.g. 123–4), or something in between;

•	 whether illustrations should be indexed even if they 
appear on the same page as the associated text;

•	 position of see also cross-references (after the last 
subheading in a sequence, or after the main heading);

•	 subheading style (set-out or run-on) and number of 
subheading levels. Set-out subheadings are easier to 
follow than run-on, but the run-on style will occupy 
less space (see examples below).

If last-minute stylistic changes are required once the index 
has been completed, it is usually a simple matter for a 
professional indexer to make these and they should not be 
attempted in-house.

Cumulative indexes to a sequence of journals may or may 
not follow the style currently in use for the annual or regular 
index. For a particularly long sequence, the style is likely to 
have changed over the years, with changes of editor and 
indexer. Discussion with the indexer is needed to determine 
a suitable and consistent style for the cumulative index. 

Format
The indexer will also need to know:
•	 preferred file format for the index (e.g., RTF, Word doc);
•	 how indents (for subheadings) should be formatted 

(e.g., tabs or Word styles);
•	 how the index should be delivered, for example, as an 

email attachment or uploaded to an FTP site.
To avoid problems, it is well worth checking file formats 
and compatibility with the typesetter. 

If index entries are to be embedded into the Word 
document or the XML file to enable the publication to 
be produced in both printed and electronic formats, the 
indexer will need full and clear instructions on the method 
to be used. 

One index or many?
It is generally preferable to have one single index of 
authors/names and subjects, the practice adopted in most 
books. Some journals have separate sequences for authors 
(sometimes including article titles) and subjects, and 
sometimes also for particular features such as book reviews. 
Whether or not there is more than one index, consistency 
in the presentation of subjects and authors’ names is vital. 

Author/name indexes
However names appear in the text, it is important that they 
are presented consistently in the index (e.g., full forenames 
or just initials), and that ambiguities are resolved (for 
example, are Bob Smith, B Smith, R Smith, RE Smith or 
REM Smith one and the same person?). This may be more 
of a problem in journal indexes and the indexer may need 
to raise queries with the editor. 

Decisions must also be made on the style of names for 
different nationalities: 
•	 whether or not to use accents such as Spanish ñ;
•	 whether Far Eastern names should be inverted, as when 

academics move to the West, with consequent consistency 
problems (e.g. Wong H-L and Hu-Ling Wong);

•	 order of sorting for Mac/Mc and Saint/St;
•	 sorting of prefixes such as van, von, de and di.

Subject indexes (journals)
All indexers should be aware of ongoing developments 
in their specialist subjects, but this applies particularly to 
journal indexers in the fast-moving sciences.

 A straightforward, relatively simple index can be 
constructed using terms from the article title, abstract, and 
author’s keywords for guidance. However, author-supplied 
keywords (unless based on a thesaurus of subject headings) 
are generally an unreliable basis for a subject index. Most 
indexers develop a list of subject headings for a particular 
journal, ensuring they are used consistently, and that they 
are reviewed and updated as terminology evolves. They will 
also consult relevant thesauri. A more detailed index can be 
constructed using major terms relating to each section or 
paragraph of the articles, more in the style of a book index. 
This tends to be used for review or seminar-style journals.

Cumulative journal indexes cannot be compiled by simply 
amalgamating the separate volume indexes, however good 
each one is individually. Not only is the depth of indexing 
likely to have varied, but inconsistent terminology is also 
a particular problem where usage may have changed over 
time. It is often preferable to start afresh, using consistent 
terms, omitting irrelevant information, and ensuring that all 
issues are indexed in the same level of detail. 
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Receiving the index: what to look for 
A professional indexer should deliver an index tailored to 
the needs of the reader, conforming to any agreed stylistic 
conventions; it should also have an appropriate length and 
follow the agreed format. There should be no need for any 
editorial intervention, since even minor alterations can 
affect the structure of a carefully prepared index. Using 
specialized software, the indexer will have automatically 
checked that the index is accurate in terms of 
•	 alphabetization;
•	 capitalization;
•	 subheading style (consistent use of set-out or run-on),
•	 cross-referencing (there should be no see references 

that lead the reader round in circles);
•	 matching double entries;
•	 consistent elision of page ranges.
If the index has been produced by the author, however, or 
by an editor lacking both indexing skills and specialized 
software, the above points will need to be checked more 
carefully. It is also worth spot-checking the accuracy of 
locators (page numbers) by checking both from index to 
text and text to index, while also remembering that passing 
mentions of a subject in the text should not be indexed. 

In addition, looking at the index from the perspective of the 
potential reader, the editor should check the points listed below.
•	 Are all the major topics covered adequately? (The main 

index headings should be checked against the contents 
list or author’s summary.)

•	 Is there an introductory note to the index? Is it helpful? 
•	 Are the subheadings logical and not so brief as to be 

confusing? Are they grammatically consistent? Are 
they redundant? 

•	 Have any foreign names been correctly indexed? (The 
typesetter will also need a list of any special sorts.)

•	 Has the indexer avoided long “strings” of page 
references? These are annoying to readers and should 
generally be avoided; more subheadings may be needed. 

Author’s involvement
If the index has been prepared by a professional indexer, the 
author should be discouraged from making changes. The 
index is a tool for the reader, prepared by an expert; even 
minor changes can destroy its carefully designed structure. 
Sometimes it is necessary to explain to authors that the 
index is not a list of word occurrences, and that it is not 
usually necessary to index every name mentioned in the 
text. An index is a key to significant treatments of subjects, 
requiring harmonization of vocabulary and collocation 
of topics described differently, especially in multi-author 
works. It also has to supplement the author’s terminology 
to accommodate the language in which the reader may 
formulate questions. 

Design and typesetting
Everyone involved in the preparation of indexes should be 
familiar with the purpose and accepted standard layouts of 
indexes:
•	 Indents (for subheadings) are usually in multiples of 1 

or 2 ems.

•	 Turnovers should be indented further than the deepest 
subheading. 

•	 “Continued” statements (replication of main heading) 
are useful when a series of subheadings is split between 
two pages, especially over recto/verso breaks.

Dealing with proof corrections and last-minute 
changes
Whatever changes are needed, indexers with their 
specialized software and familiarity with the text will 
be in the best position to do the job efficiently and avoid 
introducing errors. 

Shortening the index 
Decisions on size should normally have been made at the 
outset and the index tailored to fit the space available. If an 
index is slightly too long, the simplest option is to 
•	 change from a set-out style to a run-on style (especially 

if there is only one level of subheading) and/or
•	 reduce the type size and/or increase the number of 

columns per page. (But narrow columns with many 
turnover lines may confuse the index user.)

If shortening the index is unavoidable, it may be necessary 
to amalgamate subentries, subsume specific entries under 
more general headings and replace multiple postings 
with more cross-references – all of which reduce index 
usability. It is essential that such changes are done by the 
indexer, whose moral right not to have their work subject 
to “derogatory treatment” should be respected. An index 
is a complex structure, and any changes to one section are 
likely to have repercussions in others. 

Accommodating proof corrections 
If the indexer has not been working from final proofs, 
author’s and proof reader’s corrections may mean adding 
or deleting index entries and adjusting page numbers. 
Again, these changes must be done by the indexer, who will 
be alert to their implications for the structure of the whole 
index. The indexer will need revised proofs, preferably 
with changes highlighted. Some pagination changes (e.g. 
chapters in a different order, whole pages added/removed) 
can easily be dealt with using indexing software. 

Making stylistic changes
The temptation to adjust the index layout, capitalisation, 
punctuation, alphabetisation and page-range elision 
should be avoided. Using specialised indexing software (see 
below), the indexer can usually make such stylistic changes 
(and more) quickly and accurately and then output the 
index in the required format. 

Indexing software 
Indexing programs such as CINDEX, MACREX and 
SKY Index help indexers to produce, sort and manipulate 
entries, establish subheading sequences, re-style and 
amend entries, check for consistency in cross-referencing, 
record what has been indexed where, etc. They also enable 
them to index book chapters or journal articles before the 
final order is known using dummy numbers, which can 

save time at the final stage of production. 
However, the intellectual and analytical work of indexing 

is the task of the human brain; it is not yet possible to feed 
a text into a computer program and expect a usable index 
to be produced. Similarly, the indexing add-ons provided 
by word processors are of little use in making a serious 
index, though specialized software designed to work with 
indexing software has been developed (WordEmbed and 
DexEmbed) to embed index entries into Word documents.

Proofs 
Like anything else, when the index has been typeset, it 
should be proof read, preferably by the indexer. Electronic 
delivery of PDF proofs should ensure that there is little delay 
to the schedule. At this stage it is important to check that: 
•	 the complete index has been typeset;
•	 any missing location references or personal name 

initials or forenames are supplied;
•	 the first page number of the index matches that in the 

contents list;
•	 “continuation” lines are included if subheadings 

straddle a page or column;
•	 subheadings have the correct indentation;
•	 indentation of all turnover lines is greater than that of 

the deepest level of subheading;
•	 bold and italic text are clearly indicated. 

Some indexers like to be identified as the author of the 
index, while others prefer anonymity. An indexer’s name 
may be credited in the index or in the prelims. The indexer 
may appreciate a complimentary copy of the book, or the 
opportunity to purchase it at a discount. A journal indexer 
will need a copy of the printed index of a journal for use as 
reference for the following volume (usually automatic if a 
subscription has been set up for the indexer).

Moral rights 
An indexer is entitled to assert moral and/or economic 
rights in accordance with copyright legislation. Legislation 
varies from country to country, but indexers should not 
have their work subjected to derogatory treatment. 
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Glossary and examples

Alphabetization: there are two alternative systems:
word-by-word letter-by-letter 
amino acids amino acids
amino esters aminoacyl-RNA
amino ketones amino esters
amino nitriles aminoglycosides
aminoacyl-RNA amino ketones
aminoglycosides amino nitriles 

cross-references: see references do not contain information 
themselves, but direct the reader to an entry that does; 
see also references direct the reader to additional entries 
containing related information.

double entries: two (or three or more) entries for the 
same topic (as opposed to a cross-reference), providing 
alternative access points for readers. May be used for 
synonyms, for example:

inert gases   2, 10, 230
noble gases  2, 10, 230

and for inverted terms, for example:
endangered species, conservation  23, 39, 51–5
conservation, endangered species  23, 39, 51–5

location references: numbers that identify the location of 
text. They may or may not include volume numbers, and 
may refer to paragraphs, clauses or sections other than pages.

page ranges: indicate full extent of pages over which a topic 
is covered. Full page ranges use the complete numbers. 
Hart’s rules specify the least number of figures possible. 
Chicago manual of style uses a combination of full and 
elided page numbers.

full: bacteria 223–225
maximum elided: bacteria 223–5 

run-on style: subheading style where entries continue on 
the same line, with punctuation to indicate subordination, 
for example:

primates: conservation research grants  77; great 
ape reclassification  243; habitat fragmentation  93; 
mixed-species groups  247–8 

set-out style: subheading style where each entry starts on 
a new line, indented to show subordination, for example;

primates
conservation research grants  77
great ape reclassification  243
habitat fragmentation  93
mixed-species groups  247–8 

subheadings: secondary entries appearing under the main 
entry (see above).


