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Introduction and Overview

The design of an information system assumes that the
system has one or more users who will search for infor-
mation, using keys appropriate to that system. Although
the technologies to process information have become in-
finitely more sophisticated in the latter part of this cen-
tury, recognition that indexing is critical to the efficient
operation of systems is not new. Early- to mid-20th cen-
tury systems concentrated on various techniques such as
metalanguages and codes to characterize documents and
to make them amenable to systems then available, such
as punched cards.

Keys in one form or another are still needed, and new
kinds are called for because technologies today make it
possible to process and store many more forms of infor-
mation than text or numeric data. These new forms—
such as images; photographs; video, still and motion;
multimedia; and sound—pose new challenges to index-
ing. Academicians as well as several commercial compa-
nies have recognized many of these challenges and are
conducting research or offering systems that index auto-
matically, use bar code, OCR/ICR (Optical Character
Recognition/Intelligent Character Recognition), mark-
sense boxes, and use neural net processing, pattern rec-
ognition, and, of course, full text with varying combina-
tions of human and automated indexing.

This issue of Perspectives takes a first step to look at
the intellectual or cognitive aspects of indexes of text and
images from which researchers and system designers
may derive new principles or refine those in use. It ex-
plores ways to think about the new needs and new capa-
bilities. The rapidly developing Internet and the increas-
ing number of databases worldwide emphasize the im-
portance of good indexing as well as the growing
complexity and difficulties in that analysis. Examples of
these complexities are systems to index e-mail messages
that administrations must by law save, and authentica-
tion of documents in digital form to verify the original or
indicate a modification. While technologies ranging
from smart cards to supercomputers and software with
gophers appear to receive the most attention at confer-
ences and in publications, the heart—indeed the soul—
of many systems is the indexing, whether automated or
human.

A recurring motif in this issue of Perspectives is the
need to consider user needs in indexing theory and prac-
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tice. The first article “User-Centered Indexing” by Raya
Fidel sets the scene. It briefly describes the place of user-
centered approaches in research about indexing and
shows the position of each article published in this issue
within a research framework. Using a different angle, Jes-
sica Milstead creates a new framework in her article,
“Needs for Research in Indexing,” when she answers
what research practicing indexers need to support their
work. She uncovers issues that require scientific investi-
gations in the areas of cognitive processes of both the in-
dex creator and user, vocabulary control, and structure
and layout of indexes.

Two articles address specific aspects of indexing. Sara
Shatford Layne focuses on groupings of images in her
article, “Some Issues in the Indexing of Images.”” She first
defines four distinct categories of image attributes—bio-
graphical, subject, exemplified, and relationship—and
then explains why it is important to provide access to
useful groupings of images, rather than to individual im-
ages, and the issues involved in creating such groupings.
In his article, “Indexing and Retrieval Performance: The
Logical Evidence,” Dagobert Soergel addresses a topic
whose popularity faded at the end of the 1970s: How
does indexing affect retrieval performance? Pointing to
the complexity involved and the difficulty in achieving
reliable results in empirical studies, he first defines index-
ing characteristics that might affect performance and
then examines in detail, using logical evidence, their
effect on retrieval.

Three articles examine indexing of specific materials.
“Access to Nonbook Materials: The Limits of Subject
Indexing for Visual and Aural Languages” is the title of
Elaine Svenonius’s contribution. She uses an aboutness
model of indexing to examine some materials with non-
textual information. She concludes that there are in-
stances that defy subject indexing, not because of the na-
ture of the medium per se, but because 1t is being used
for nondocumentary purposes. Helen Tibbo’s article is
entitled “Indexing for the Humanities.” She demon-
strates that there are two major reasons to require new
controlled vocabularies and indexing framework for the
humanities: (a) humanists use a wide variety of textual,
graphic, and aural materials in their research; and (b) in-
dexing and surrogating models from the sciences are not
adequate to meet the information access needs of hu-
manists,

The seventh article, by Hans Wellisch, examines the
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difference between indexing different types of materials.
In “Book and Periodical Indexing,” Wellisch develops a
typology of units of verbal texts, starting from books
written by a single author to articles in periodicals. He
discusses problems in indexing each type, and at the
same time emphasizes that indexing of a// types must ful-
fill certain basic functions. These functions are pre-
scribed by indexing standards. Concluding this issue is
James Anderson’s article “Standards for Indexing: Re-
vising the American National Standard Guidelines
Z739.4.” He describes the nature of standards in general,
and of the current draft of the Standard Guidelines, and
the practical and intellectual work that was required for
the creation of the new standard.

Although this issue covers several aspects of indexing,
including reference to automated indexing, space has
limited its scope to these articles. It is planned to include
other aspects, such as specifics of automated indexing, in
alater issue.

Lois F. Lunin
Raya Fidel
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