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Website indexing
Mary Coe
Website indexing may be done using multiple methods and tools, but the basic art of indexing still applies. As
websites are often organic and constantly changing, the work of the web indexer is never done. In fact, the need
for website indexing may only increase in the near future as new initiatives for collating and linking data appear.
Web indexing includes the use of search engines and
metadata, the organization of web links, and the creation of
website indexes (Browne and Jermey, 2004: 136). While all
of these features can be considered separately, they often
work together, with the common aim of helping users to find
online information. This article considers indexing within
individual websites, not how large search engines, such as
Google, trawl the World Wide Web.
There are several methods of website indexing:

index entries with subheadings and cross-references.’ They
argue that BOB-style indexes on websites offer the user the
advantage of direct access to specific subjects of interest
and the ability to browse for a quick coverage of the content
on a website. They also note that such indexes are in a
format that is familiar to most users (Browne and Jermey,
2004: 3–4). In most cases, entries in this type of index are

• creation of back-of-book (BOB)-style indexes (often
called A–Z indexes) within websites
• application of keywords to metadata fields in web pages
• construction of thesauri or taxonomies for various uses in
websites.

Back-of-book style indexes
Browne and Jermey (2004: 126) define BOB-style indexing
as the ‘creation of a website index that looks and functions
like a back-of-book index. It will usually be alphabetically
organised, give detailed access to information, and contain
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Figure 1 From the ASI website index
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Figure 2 A variety of search tools on the Australian Tax Office website
hyperlinked to webpages. An example of a BOB-style index
that is presented in a traditional format can be found on the
ASI website (www.asindexing.org/a-z-index/). A section
of this index is shown in Figure 1.
BOB-style indexes on websites might also include site
maps, which are defined as an ‘overview of the navigational
structure of a website, acting like a Table of Contents, and
used to orient users and show them the scope of the site’
(Browne and Jermey, 2004: 134). These indexes can be used
in conjunction with site-specific search engines to enable
users to access information in different ways. Hedden (2004)
states that ‘A–Z indexes are more accurate than search
engines for searching the content of a website’, but it should
be noted that users may prefer to use search engines as well
as indexes. Offering both choices could provide complementary ways of finding information (Browne and Jermey,
2004: 4). Large sites may offer multiple search tools, such as
an A–Z index, a site map and a site-specific search engine.
For example, the Australian Tax Office (ATO) website (www.
ato.gov.au) offers all three of these options (see Figure 2).

Metadata web indexing
Metadata is defined as ‘structured data about data, which
may include information about the author, title and subject
of web resources’ (Browne and Jermey, 2004: 131). Metadata
is not displayed on a webpage, it is ‘hidden’ in the page code.
In some cases, it is used by a site-specific search engine
to assist users in finding information. For example, if you
were to view the page source for a webpage about fatigue
on the NPS MedicineWise site (www.nps.org.au/topics/
signs-and-symptoms/fatigue/for-individuals/what-itis), you would see the metadata shown in Figure 3, which
includes information about the title of the page and the
subject content. This metadata is applied by human indexers
and is then used by the website’s internal search engine,
Funnelback, to answer search queries from users.
This type of indexing does not result in a traditionally
formatted index, such as the BOB-style index, and users
are not often aware of it. However, it is similar to BOBstyle indexing in that it groups content, provides synonyms
or cross-references, and is created by human indexers who
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are considering concepts rather than simply pulling words
from text on the page. ‘Keyword’ is a term that is often
used to describe subject terms applied as metadata. In the
example shown, the keywords can be seen in the ‘Subject’
content section and include the terms ‘fatigue’ and ‘signs
and symptoms.’

Thesauri or taxonomies
A thesaurus or taxonomy may also be used with websites. A
thesaurus is ‘a structured list of approved subject headings
(preferred terms) showing the relationships between them’,
and a taxonomy is a ‘controlled vocabulary used primarily for
the creation of navigation structures for websites’ (Browne
and Jermey, 2004: 135). A thesaurus is usually more hierarchical or structured than a taxonomy. It may also include
terms that are not to be used for indexing (non-preferred
terms) with cross-references to the preferred terms.
<!-- Metadata for Funnelback search //
-->
<meta name=‘Title.page’ content=‘What
is fatigue?’ />
<meta name=‘Title.HP’ content=‘‘ />
<meta name=‘HP.only’ content=‘No’ />
<meta name=‘Description.internal’
content=‘Fatigue is a feeling of
constant tiredness or weakness that is
not relieved with rest; it can affect
anyone. Find out more.’ />
<meta name=‘Stream.keyword’ content=‘‘
/>
<meta name=‘Content.type’
content=‘Topic’ />
<meta name=‘Date.revised’
content=‘2014-09-02 00:00:00’ />
<meta name=‘Content.section’
content=‘Health topic’ />
<meta name=‘Subject’
content=‘fatigue|signs and symptoms|’ />
Figure 3 Metadata for the NPS MedicineWise site
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Figure 4 A sample entry from the NPS thesaurus
Figure 4 is an example of an entry for the preferred term
‘high blood pressure’ from the NPS thesaurus. Note that it
includes a non-preferred term (synonym or cross-reference)
and that its place in the hierarchy of the controlled vocabulary is indicated by broader terms and related terms (which
could also be described as cross-references). While an
indexer might see the non-preferred term ‘hypertension’ in
webpage content, they would need to apply the preferred
term ‘high blood pressure’ as a keyword in metadata. In this
way, all content on the topic of ‘high blood pressure’ (or
‘hypertension’) will be grouped on the site.
Hedden (2010: 15) states that controlled vocabularies
may be used for the following purposes:
• indexing support
• retrieval support
• organization and navigation support.
Indexing support
A thesaurus or taxonomy can assist indexers by ensuring
consistency of indexing. This is important for websites that
are maintained by multiple indexers, contain large numbers
of pages, and/or require indexing over a long period of time
(Hedden, 2010: 15).
In some cases, a thesaurus is displayed on a website so
that it can be used by others to assist with indexing their
own collections. For example, the Australian Thesaurus of
Education Descriptors (ATED) is used to index several databases and the ACER library catalogue, and is also displayed
online, so that anyone can use it (http://cunningham.acer.
edu.au/multites2007/index.html). A similar example is
the US National Library of Medicine’s Medical Subject
Headings (MeSH) thesaurus. The MeSH thesaurus is used
by the library to index articles from biomedical journals for
the MEDLINE/PubMED database, but it is also displayed
online (https://www.nlm.nih.gov/mesh/MBrowser.html).

If a search retrieves one hundred documents of
which ninety-five are very relevant, that search
has high precision’ (Browne and Jermey, 2004:
132). Recall is ‘the proportion of relevant information that is retrieved by a search. If a search
only retrieves one hundred relevant documents
out of three thousand that are available, that
search has low recall. If it retrieves all the available documents on the topic, it has high recall’
(Browne and Jermey, 2004: 133). If indexers
apply keywords from a thesaurus as metadata
to a website, and the website’s internal search
engine uses this metadata to provide search
results, a user is more likely to be presented with
all of the relevant content on that topic. In this
case, the thesaurus is likely to remain ‘behind the
scenes’ and users are not generally aware that it has been
used to guide indexing.
For example, keywords applied as metadata on the
NPS MedicineWise website (www.nps.org.au/) must be
chosen from the NPS thesaurus, which is not visible to
external users. Searching for, say, the term ‘GORD’ on
the NPS MedicineWise website will reveal content on
‘gastro-oesophageal reflux disease’, ‘GERD’, ‘heartburn’
and ‘reflux’. By grouping all content on this topic in one
place using metadata and providing synonyms that users
can access from the search box, the indexer has provided
the user with better recall and precision than they would
achieve from a simple free text search on the term ‘GERD’.
A section of the search results page for this query can be
seen in Figure 5.
Note that the reader has been advised that their search
query has been expanded to ‘heartburn and reflux’ and that
they are given the option to conduct a free text search of the
website, if they chose to do so. One advantage of the online
environment is the ability to give the user a choice of search
tools.

Retrieval support
Use of a thesaurus or taxonomy can support retrieval by
providing greater recall and precision. Precision is ‘the
relevance to the searcher of the items that are retrieved.
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Figure 5 Search results on the NPS website
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Organization and navigation support

Figure 6 Categories for searching on the NPS website

Figure 7 Search results for aspirin on the NPS website

A controlled vocabulary can be used to support
information architecture, which is the ‘design of
the structure of information systems, particularly
websites and intranets, including labelling and navigation schemes’ (Browne and Jermey, 2004: 130).
Files in websites are often arranged into directories and subdirectories that are
based on navigational structure
and that group related content
based on a taxonomy (Browne
and Jermey, 2004: 59–61).
For example, content on the
NPS MedicineWise website
(www.nps.org.au/) is grouped
into the following categories:
Medicines, Conditions, Health
Topics, and Medical tests. These
categories can be easily seen in
the site structure and may be
used for navigation within the
site (see Figure 6).
On the NPS MedicineWise
website, the thesaurus is used
to provide other navigational
functionality. A user looking for
information about aspirin on
the site will find suggestions for
related search terms, including
broader and narrower terms,
that are derived from the NPS
thesaurus (Figure 7).
This functionality is not
limited to the search results page.
It can be found on any page
of the website. For example, a
user landing on the aspirin page
will see also see related search
suggestions and a ‘stream’ of
search results on the same topic
(Figure 8). All of these functions
are driven by the application of
keywords from the thesaurus as
metadata.
Metadata can also be used
for faceted classification within
websites. Faceted metadata classification is defined as ‘breaking
subjects into standard component parts (facets) and presenting
these to users as search options’
(Browne and Jermey, 2004: 129).
An example of faceted classification can be found on the
Choosing Wisely website (www.
choosingwisely.org.au/)
(Figure 9).

Figure 8 Search suggestions and results for aspirin on the main page for the item
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new information architecture and new
keywords for metadata. Before the new
content was added, there was a thesaurus
entry that looked like this:
indigestion and stomach ulcer medicines
UF: antacids
BT: digestive system
Adding new concepts for specific classes
of drugs in this category changed both the
Figure 9 Faceted classification on the Choosing Wisely website
hierarchy and terms used in this section of the thesaurus to
this:

Web indexers’ skills and roles

As mentioned earlier, the advantage of the online environment is the ability to provide the user with multiple search
tools. Including several types of indexing on a website can be
a good thing. Some users may prefer to browse a BOB-style
index or site map, others may want to navigate using the site
hierarchy, and there are some who prefer to use a search
box (hoping for results refined by application of metadata!).
Browne (2007) commented that BOB-style website
indexes satisfy general design principles for usability in that
they offer recognition rather than recall (they are browsable and do not require the user to consider spelling or
word formatting), are a familiar tool for book users, give
the user control and freedom (they can move through the
index as they wish), and help users to recognize or recover
from errors (by providing cross-references and parenthetical qualifiers). These usability heuristics could also be
applied to metadata indexing using controlled vocabularies.
Providing different access points to information with use
of both preferred and non-preferred terms (synonyms or
cross-references) from a thesaurus in a search tool and the
ability to browse using a hierarchical navigational structure
are some of the usability features offered by this method.
The key point for both methods is the grouping of similar
content by the indexer. This is where the traditional skill of
indexing transcends the boundary between print publications and the online environment of websites. Browne and
Jermey state that:
web indexers need traditional indexing skills such as the
ability to analyse the subject of documents, to describe that
subject in appropriate language for an index, to think of
alternative access points (that is, other ways of describing
a topic), and to create references to or from headings.
(Browne and Jermey, 2004: 18)
The indexer’s skill in providing access points for multiple
audiences is also important. For example, the NPS MedicineWise website contains information for both consumers
and health professionals. Constructing the NPS thesaurus
so that it will provide keywords that can be used by both
audiences can be challenging. The fact that the website
is constantly changing, with new content added regularly,
means that the thesaurus must also constantly change. For
example, addition of new content to the NPS MedicineWise
website on drugs that treat indigestion and stomach ulcers
required major adjustments to the thesaurus to provide both
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indigestion, reflux and stomach ulcer medicines
BT: digestive system
NT: antacids
NT: heartburn and reflux medicines
NT: histamine H2 antagonists
NT: other medicines for indigestion, reflux and stomach
ulcers
After adjustments were made to the thesaurus, metadata
on existing pages on the website had to be adjusted and
metadata applied to the new pages to reflect the changes.
Changes like this happen constantly. Indexing for websites
like this is never ‘finished’, it is a ‘work in progress’.
Although professional indexers maintain the NPS
thesaurus, metadata on the NPS MedicineWise website is
applied by multiple users. This could be described as ‘distributed indexing’ (Browne and Jermey, 2004: 129). Indexing
done by multiple indexers, some of them novices, can create
problems with consistency. In cases like this, professional
indexers must provide quality control and/or mentor others
in the art of indexing. Helping novice indexers to get the
granularity or ‘level of detail at which information is viewed
or described’ (Browne and Jermey, 2004: 129) right can be
difficult. In most cases, web indexes are linked to webpages
rather than to specific paragraphs, lines or words, so it is a
case of determining the level of detail for indexing from a
full webpage. If indexers have input into the creation of the
webpage, specifically the length and content of the page,
they can often influence the ‘findability’ of the page. For
example, an indexer may suggest to a content creator that
breaking a large webpage with multiple concepts on it into
smaller pages covering each concept would allow more
accurate and specific application of metadata. And, again,
the indexer’s skill in considering multiple audiences can help
with this task. Involvement of indexers from an early stage
of website production, both in determining information
architecture and in considering possible search terms, can
be of great benefit.

Conclusion
Website indexing may be done using multiple methods and
tools, but the basic art of indexing still applies. As websites
are often organic and constantly changing, the work of the
web indexer is never done. In fact, the need for website
indexing may only increase in the near future as new
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initiatives for collating and linking data appear. For example,
the development of the semantic web, schema for use
of microdata, and the Dublin Core Metadata Initiative
(DCMI) may all require the skills of human indexers.
Indexers’ skills are needed in the digital realm.
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Enhancing a subject vocabulary for Australian
education
Philip Hider, Barbara Spiller, Pru Mitchell, Robert Parkes and
Raylee Macaulay
This article presents a case study focusing on the process of improving subject access to a collection of resources
for teachers in the higher education sector. It describes how existing controlled indexing vocabularies in the education field were evaluated and how the Australian Thesaurus of Education Descriptors (ATED) was selected as the
closest to the requirements. However as a general education vocabulary it lacked some of the specificity needed
to describe higher education resources, so a process of incorporating further terms followed. The study highlights
how established vocabularies can not only be used in different environments, but can themselves be strengthened
through the process.

Background
The Australian Government Office for Learning and
Teaching (OLT) has provided considerable amounts of
funding ($57.1 million in 2012–15; OLT, 2014) to projects
investigating higher education learning and teaching practices in Australia. Its online Resource Library (www.olt.
gov.au/resource-library) is a key means of disseminating
the outcomes of these projects.
Presently, in 2015, the Resource Library houses resources
from over 600 projects, funded not only by the OLT, but
also by its predecessor organizations, including the Australian Learning and Teaching Council (ALTC, 2009–11) and
the Carrick Institute for Learning and Teaching in Higher
Education (2004–09).
In order to find these resources and apply the recom-
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mendations emanating from these projects, it is vital that
educators and other stakeholders are aware of, and effectively able to use, the Resource Library. However, anecdotal
evidence indicated a lack of awareness of the Resource
Library among Australian academics, and problems with
consistently being able to find and retrieve relevant resources
from the database. This situation prompted the OLT to
commission a project in 2014 to redesign the Resource
Library, in order to improve access and usability.
The project, conducted by a team of academics and
librarians from Charles Sturt University, the University of
Wollongong and the Australian Council for Educational
Research (ACER), was completed in 2015. It aimed to
deliver a new, re-indexed database for the OLT, which
provides improved access to the content of the Resource
Library for end users.
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