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When users find the answers they are looking for, t he investment in technical
documentation gets a chance to pay off. In large vo lumes of technical information,
just finding the answer can be half the battle. Mic rosoft found that users of its
intranet were spending an average of 2.5 hours per day online - 50% of that being
searching1.

This article was written as part of an experimental  online workshop with the
MITWA (Mentors, Indexers, Technical Writers & Assoc iates) discussion group
(http://groups.yahoo.com/group/MITWA/). The article  retains the workshop
format including learning assignments.

Lesson 1: Index Terms
How appropriate are the index terms for the audience—
relevance, clarity, accuracy?

Relevance: Do the terms or concepts make a
difference to the reader? Is this a term that someone
would look up?

Clarity : Are terms unambiguous? Do the terms
have alternative meanings? Could the terms have
different meanings or implications depending upon
the context?

Accuracy: When the reader follows the reference
to the text, will the reader be happy with what he
or she finds? Does the index heading truly reflect
what the text is?
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1 Rosenfeld, Louis and Morville, Peter. 2002. Information Architecture
for the World Wide Web (2nd edition). O'Reilly. p. 384.

In this interactive workshop, we examine what indexes,
navigation aids and online search need to accomplish
in order to be effective user interfaces. We take

established principles from back-of-the book indexing and
extend them into the online world. How do users go about
finding answers? What helps or hinders their search? What
strategies will bring your users to the gold at the end of the
rainbow?

The workshop is composed of five lessons:
1. IndexTerms
2. Depth of Indexing
3. Independence of Subheadings
4. Gathering References Together
5. Multiple Access Points
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Example 1.1: The New North American
Trout Fishing
The terms employed in the index to The New North
American Trout Fishing reflect terminology used by anglers
for topics they would find of interest:

  brook trout
  bucktail fly
  canoes
  creeks
  curve casting
  cutthroat trout
  dams
  double surgeon’s knot
  fly casting
  Habitat Quality Index
  hats
  history of fly fishing
  leaders
  Quill Gordon, fly pattern
  multiple-fly casts
  scud, fly pattern
  South Platte River, Colorado
  social interactions of trout
  spawning trout
  sulphur mayflies
  Taper, principles of
  taxonomy and classification
  temperature
  tippet dispenser
  women, fly fishing and
  Zug Bug fly pattern

Note that many of the terms, such as “double surgeon’s
knot”, “Quill Gordon” and “tippet dispenser” would likely
be known only to serious anglers. Other terms such as
“canoes”, “dams” and “temperature” would be familiar to
the general public. Thus you need to know your audience
and the subject matter, in order to select terminology that
the readers would look up in the index. Often the audience
may be broader than you might initially think—so you need
to include terminology that meets the needs of a variety of
readers.

Example 1.2: Linux Documentation Project
(LDP)

LDP organizes its HOWTO’s into categories (http://
www. t l dp .o rg /HOWTO/HOWTO- INDEX/
categories.html)

The audience would range from newbies to
experienced hackers. Note that the terminology is
simple enough for newbies to understand while specific
enough to allow experienced Linux users to focus in
on their area of interest. Some terms such as "Bridging"
require specific computer knowledge while some other

terms, such as "X Window System" require only a basic
Linux/Unix background.

Example 1.3: The American Prospect archive

The American Prospect (http://www.prospect.org/web/
index.ww) is a magazine about political and social issues.
Its archive demonstrates how titles can act as index
headings. Let us look at the archive for the topic 'Urban
and Rural Issues' (http://www.prospect.org/web/
page.ww?name=View+Subject&section=root&id=94).

Assignment 1: Identify Terms

Find terms used in printed material (books or
documentation), online help or web sites. Discuss how well
they work in terms of relevancy, clarity and accuracy.
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Lesson 2: Depth of Indexing
The amount of detail we break topics into represents the
depth of indexing. The greater the depth of indexing, the
greater will be the number of entries in the index-and the
greater the effort required to create the index. As a document
designer, you need to decide what level of detail is
appropriate to the needs of your audience. Think in terms
of tasks your users are performing or problems they are
solving (for example, balancing accounts, designing
buildings, or composing music)

- objects worked with (for example, ledgers,
architectural drawings, or musical scores)

- concepts (for example, accounting principles,
perspective, or musical theory)

- reference information (for example, tax laws,
building codes, or rhythm patterns)

Example 2.1: Foods that harm, foods that
heal

Foods that harm, foods that heal assists consumers in
getting greater benefit from the food they eat and avoid
any possible dangers. The index provides headings for
different types of foods, medical conditions, and particular
food nutrients or other components.

blood pressure
  antidepressants and MAO inhibitors
  beans and MAO inhibitors

  cheese and MAO inhibitors
  dates and MAO inhibitors
  garlic
  and heart disease
  obesity
  onion
  potassium aid
  salt and sodium
  stroke
...
caffeine
  diarrhea and
  headache
  and hyperactivity
  intolerance
  migraines
  and mood disorders
  palpitations
  schizophrenia
  soft drinks
  tea
  thyroid problems
  underweight
...
diabetes
  artificial sweeteners
  blood pressure
  carbohydrates
  and cystic fibrosis
  epilepsy
  and eye disorders
  fiber
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  heart disease
  hypoglycemia
  impotence and
  insulin-dependent
  leg pain
  oat bran as aid
  obesity
  oral thrush
  vaginitis

The main headings in the index are broken down into
subheadings that detail different aspects of the topic
expressed in the main heading. Subheadings allow the user
to drill down to finer details about a topic. Details may
include particular characteristics, sub-classifications or
closely related concepts.

Example 2.2: d'Art online art gallery

The "d'Art" online art gallery (http://www.fine-art.com/)
helps art lovers, critiques and researchers gain access to
the works of artists from around the globe. The site has
organized its index terms into five "facets":

• market place (having to do with special sales, new
listings, etc.)

• type of work (such as original paintings, drawings,
and sculpture)

• genre (such as abstract, figurative, and realism)
• subject (such as landscapes, floral, and fantasy)
• price

The index terms within a facet are fairly broad, giving the
user room to browse a large number or works. Given that
art is very subjective with many characteristics that are
difficult to define, using facets simplifies the complexity,
allowing users to orient themselves. Then, once within a

facet, the index terms allow users to focus on a topic of
interest.

Example 2.3: Environmental Protection
Agency

The Environmental Protection Agency of Queensland,
Australia (http://www.epa.qld.gov.au/),  "strives to protect
Queensland's natural and cultural heritage, promote
sustainable use of its natural capital and ensure a clean
environment. Key functions of the organization are
environmental planning, environmental policy, management
of parks, forestry and wildlife, environmental operations,
sustainable industries, environmental and technical services,
corporate affairs, and corporate development."

Its award winning site index (http://www.epa.qld.gov.au/
site_information/site_index/) supports the broad functions
of the agency. The index headings link to topic pages, for
example, "quolls" (http://www.epa.qld.gov.au/
n a t u r e _ c o n s e r v a t i o n / w i l d l i f e /
t h rea tened_p lan ts_and_an ima ls /endange red /
queenslands_quolls/). The topic page contains its own list
of index headings and "See also" cross-references. The topic
pages permit a greater depth of indexing than is evident
from only looking at the main index.

Assignment 2: Assess a Publication
Select a publication—printed material (books or
documentation), online help or web site. Define the
appropriate depth of indexing by looking at the audience
requirements in terms of tasks, objects, concepts and
reference information. Assess the depth of indexing used
in the publication.
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Some possible sites to look at are

· Milton Ulladulla Local and Family History
Site (http://www.ulladulla.info/history/)

· European Commission (http://ec.europa.eu/
index_en.htm)

· Linus Pauling Research Notebooks(http://
osulibrary.orst.edu/specialcollections/rnb/)

· Consumer Reports (http://
www.consumerreports.org/cro/index.htm)

· U.S. Census Bureau (http://
www.census.gov/)

Lesson 3: Independence of
Subheadings
Subheadings should be distinct or independent of each
other. In a back-of-the-book index, when subheadings
overlap in meaning, they will often share some of the same
page references.

Example 3.1: New Art of Dog Training
The subheadings in the index to NewArt of Dog Training
express distinct aspects of the main heading.

  correction, 102-5, 108-13, See also
punishment after the fact; reprimands
    appropriate, 109-12
    inappropriate, 109
    leash, 111,170
    levels of, 110-11
    physical, 110-11
    power of, 112-13
  ...
  punishment after the fact 103-4, 109,
114, 156

  ...
  puppies, 29-40
    development of, 30
    dirty, 22, 127, 152
    holding, 137-38
    parenting, 39
    proper diet for, 135
    test for, 30-33, 40
    when to get, 29
  ...
  reprimands, 98-99. See also  correction
    for barking, 201
    from children, 132
    in the crate, 128-9
    instructive, 104-5, 112, 114, 171-72

  socialization, 71-93
    by breeder, 25
    car rides and, 83, 86
    crashing parties and, 82
    defined, 72
    delayed, 75-76
    immunization vs., 76-78, 92-93
    importance of, 72-74
    littermates and, 90-92
    nature vs. nurture in, 88
    as ongoing process, 76
    problems and misconceptions, 88-92
    puppy parties and, 79-81
    of puppy vs. older dog, 89-90
    with resident vs. strange dogs, 90
    walks and, 81-82
    when to begin, 74-78
  ...
  training theory, 97-115
    author’s school of, 101-13
    new school of, 100-1
    old school of, 99-100
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A few of the subheadings may be worth a closer look. Under
the heading “correction”, the page ranges for “levels of”
and “physical” are contained within the page range for
“appropriate”. Also, the two subheadings, “levels of” and
“appropriate” share exactly the same page range. In order
to decide what to do, if anything, one needs to analyze the
content of the pages in question.

Example 3.2: Open Directory Project

The Open Directory Project is “the largest, most
comprehensive human-edited directory of the Web.” When
we look at the “Arts” section (http://dmoz.org/Arts/), we
see the challenges of creating independent subheadings in
a field of increasing convergence. The boundaries between
“Television”, “Movies” and “Music” are being blurred by
video and the Internet. Also, the “Entertainment” page
(http://dmoz.org/Arts/) contains its own headings for
“Literature”, “Movies” and “Museums”, which also appear
as subheadings under “Arts”. And remember, too, that the
Open Directory Project dates from 1998 (as NewHoo).

Assignment 3: Edit a Back-of-the-book
Index

Review the index to Debian GNU/Linux: Guide to
Installation and Usage(http://www.gutenberg.org/dirs/
etext04/dguid10pdf.pdf). Look for repeated page numbers
in the subheadings and sub-subheadings for a given main
heading. Some main headings to look at are: “applications”,
“configuration”, “connections”, “dselect”, “files”, and “X
windows system”. Try editing the index to correct any
problems found.

Lesson 4: Gathering References
Together
The table of contents to a book or a main menu in a website
organizes information in one particular way. Often,
discussion of specific topics can be spread out in many
different locations in an information product. The same
topic may even be discussed using different terminology,
especially if multiple authors are involved. By browsing
the references and subheadings under a main heading, the
user can tell what the information product covers about a
topic—and what it doesn’t.

Example 4.1: Index to Cosmos

The index to Cosmos (by Carl Sagan) gathers together
references to such broad topics as “life on other worlds”.

  Extraterrestrial visitors, 292, 307
    possible explorations by, 307-8, 311

See also  Life on other worlds

  ...
  Life on other worlds, 11, 24, 238, 270,
284-5, 298-302, 307-8, 310-11, 313-15
    Arecibo Interstellar Message to,
illus.  290
    attempts to communicate with, 296-302,
illus.  297, 300-1
    chemical composition of, 128
    estimated number of advanced technical
civilizations, 298-302
    Huygen’s opinion of, 147, 162 n.
    hypothetical computer summaries of
advanced civilizations, illus.  298-302
    intelligence, 284-5
    possible life forms on Jupiter-like
planet, 40-1, illus.  42-3
    radio communications with, 285-7, 297-
8, illus.  290, 297
    science and mathematics as a common
language, 296-7
    television transmission to, 286-7, 289
    on Titan, suggested, 162
    Voyager spacecraft carries recorded
messages to, 287, 289, illus.  288

See also  extraterrestrial visitors;
Mars
  ...
  Mars, 11, 57, 60, 99, 105-35, illus.  106
    atmosphere, 79, 112, 113, 117
    biological studies, 119, 112-23, 125,
128
    canals, 107-12, 134-5, 151, illus.
107, 109
    craters, 83, 86 n., 87, illus. 91, 92,
121
    crescent, illus.  130
    dust storms, 117, 125
    environment, simulated, 113
    first photographs from surface, 121,
illus.  131
    future investigations of, 129-35
    Huygen’s studies of, 145
    Kasei Vallis, illus. 121
    life on, possible, 106-10, 112, 121-2,
126, 128, 132-3, 300
    Lowell’s studies of, 108-12
  ...

Example 4.2: World Bank

The World Bank (http://www.worldbank.org/) uses “topic
pages” to gather website resources together. Its index (http:/
/ w e b . w o r l d b a n k . o rg / W B S I T E / E X T E R N A L /
0,,contentMDK:20130466~pagePK:50016803~piPK:50016805
~theSitePK:13,00.html), consists solely of main headings.
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documentation?

Lesson 5: Multiple Access Points
Providing multiple paths to locating information greatly
increases the usability of an index or other navigation aid.

People can think about their problem in
terms of the task they are doing or the
objects they are using. For example,
balancing a checkbook can be thought
of as “balancing” or as “working with a
checkbook”. Many synonyms or near
synonyms can exist for the same topic,
such as “stairs” and “steps” in the index
example 5.1.

Example 5.1: Index to
Outdoor Projects 1-2-3

In the index to Outdoor Projects 1-2-3,
we can locate information about brick
steps when starting from five different
main headings.

  bricks, 162
    ...
    patterns

      ...
      for steps, 291
  ...
  stairs, 134-137, 140. See also  steps
  ...
  steps, 256-258, 284-292. See also
stairs; walks
    brick steps, 290-291
    cleaning, 298

Assignment 4: Explore Wikipedia

Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page) uses
portals to gather references together (http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Portal:Browse). Try browsing portals
in which you have some subject expertise. How well do
these portals work? Could they be adapted to technical

Each heading is linked to a “topic page” that acts as a
collection of sub-headings. For example, the main heading
“Agriculture & Rural Development” links to the topic page
(h t tp : / / lnweb18.wor ldbank.org /essd/essd.ns f /
ruraldevelopment/portal). This page lists its links under four
headings: key issues, resources, development community,
features, and projects and policies.
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    concrete steps, 288-289
      repairing, 464
    laying out 284-285
    materials, 298-301
    riser/tread ratios, 284
    stone steps, 292
    timber-and-paver steps, 286-287
    timber step, 287
  ...
  tools. See specific tools or projects
  ...
  walks, 256-301. See also  steps
    ...

Example 5.2: AI Topics website

A variety of navigation aids also expand the number of
possible paths a user can take to find information. The AI
Topics website (http://www.aaai.org/AITopics/html/
welcome.html) helps students, teachers, and journalists
explore what artificial intelligence is and what AI scientists
do.

The site provides a topics list, an A-Z index, and a search
engine amongst other tools. Let us look at how many ways
there are to find the “Neural Networks & Connectionist
Systems” page (http://www.aaai.org/AITopics/html/
neural.html).

1. On the home page page, select “Machine Learning”
from “The Topics” drop-down list. The “Machine

Learning” page (http://www.aaai.org/AITopics/
html/machine.html) has a hypertext link to the
“Neural Networks & Connectionist Systems” page
listed under “Related Pages”.

2. Look in the A-Z Index (http://www.aaai.org/
AITopics/html/a2z.html) under the following
headings:

- ANN (artificial neural network)

- Connectionist Systems

- Networks, Neural

- Neural Networks

3. The Site Map (http://www.aaai.org/AITopics/html/
sitemap.html) lists “Neural Networks &
Connectionist Systems” under the heading
“Machine Learning”.

4. The AAAI Web Site Search (http://www.aaai.org/
Organization/search.php) will find “Neural
Networks & Connectionist Systems” using any of
the following search terms: connectionist, neural,
network, systems. The search term “learning”
would take you to the “Machine Learning” page
which has a hypertext link to the “Neural Networks
& Connectionist Systems page”.
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Doubtlessly, many more paths exist beyond those listed
above. See for yourself.

Assignment 5: Usability Test

Select an information product such a book, website or CD-
ROM. Then,

1. Review your information product and define
several tasks the users may wish to do.

2. List the information, both conceptual and
procedural, that you need to know to complete these
tasks.

3. See if you can find the information through the
index or other navigation aid.

How many ways did you discover for locating the desired
information? What factors helped or hindered your search?

Wrap-up
Whether you’re looking at a classic back-of-the-book index,
a website directory or a smart search facility, try evaluating
it using the five criteria discussed in this workshop. You
may be surprised by what you discover.


