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Editing the Index: Putting on the Finishing Touch 
 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The index, especially for academic texts is a selling tool. A well-written and 

edited index is much like a fine accessory to an outfit. It is the editor’s role to 

ensure that the finished product is free of spelling and grammatical errors. Are 

there too many page numbers without subheadings; mismatched page 

numbers for the same entries used as main and subheadings? There are lots of 

things an editor needs to check for when editing an index, so do not assume 

that the index requires limited editing.  

As an editor, you would have or should expect at some point to edit an index in 

the manuscript you are working on. Many of the rules of editing apply to 

editing the index, however, there are some nuances that are important.  

 

WHAT TO LOOK OUT FOR AS AN EDITOR 

Some of the regular things you look for when editing a manuscript, you will 

also need to do for the index, namely: 

1. Checking Spelling  

2. Checking Grammar  

This can be a little tricky when checking subheadings especially since 

full sentences are not used, but the phrases used should still make 

sense. E.g.: 

     term choices 
           appropriate material for, 190 

 

3. The Use of US and British English Interchangeably 

This is especially common as many academic books are published in 

both the USA and the UK (and other Commonwealth countries that use 

UK English). The last book I indexed, a medical book, had many such 

variants. The editor must decide which version will be used. To mix the 

spellings will lead to many entries being alphabetized separately, when 

they could be easily combined for a more attractive and useful index.  
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4. Fonts  

All headings should use the same font and size, so the editor needs to 

check the fonts used throughout the index 

 

Review Each Entry 

When editing the index do not be tempted to do a random check, make sure to 

review every line/entry. It is your job to make sure that it is useful so the 

reader will understand.   

In some cases, indexes are created from unedited manuscripts. These are 

known as embedded indexes and this means many errors can make their way 

into the index. When editing such an index, it is even more important to take a 

detailed approach. 

 

SPECIFIC THINGS TO LOOK FOR WHEN EDITING AN INDEX 

The editor does not have to be an indexer to be able to edit an index. However, 

knowing some of the main areas of an index is helpful. The main areas of focus 

include: 

 

5. Headings and Subheadings 

a. Subheadings (and usefulness) 

Check if subheadings are necessary. In many cases these are not needed 

as they add little to the meaning of the main heading. (Most style guides 

recommend using subheading after 10 pages (locators). 

 

6. Alphabetical Order of Entries 

It is necessary to check if the entries are in the correct alphabetical 

order. Indexes normally use “word-by-word’ or “letter-by-letter” 

alphabetic order. The editor needs to check that just one method is used 

throughout.  
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7. Undifferentiated page numbers 

A long string of page numbers add very little to an index and does not serve the 
reader. Unfortunately, some writers request that every mention of a term be 
indexed. E.g.:   

 

           asthma, 30, 53, 82, 109, 288, 332, 348, 455–57, 458, 463–64, 468,  
              471–72, 478, 547, 615, 673 

 

Subheadings would have been useful here. While it is not the editor’s job to fix 

this, having an understanding of indexing standards will make it possible for 

the editor to point this out and have it corrected.   

With subheadings, this entry could have been made more useful: 

    asthma, 30, 109, 332, 455-57, 463-64, 468, 673 

          risk factors for, 53, 82, 348, 458, 472-72, 547 

                            use of inhalers for, 53, 288, 455-57, 478, 615 

 

8. Cross References and Circular entries 

 

The editor should check that cross references lead to additional 

information on the terms/phrases. Too aggressive use of cross references 

can lead to needless circular entries, that is, entries that lead back to 

another unnecessarily. An example of a circular cross reference entry is, 

“stovetops see ovens” and “ovens see stovetops”. 

 

9. Page Numbers 

One bane of editing an index is checking the page numbers. Checking all 

the locators for an index prepared by someone else can be a chore, so doing 

a random check is a good idea. 

However, when editing the index, the editor needs to check for false 

locators, e.g. 245-45, 1023-25 (a book with only 300 pages), etc.  

10. Punctuation Marks 

 

Commas, colons, en dashes and other punctuation marks must be 

used correctly.  

 

11. Trimming the index 
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Quite often, there are space limitations so it is important that the 

index is concise. The editor should be willing to trim the index by 

tightening up headings and subheadings where this will not affect 

the clarity of the index. 

 

 

12. Look out for indexer bias 

Sometimes the biases of the indexer (or even the author) may come 

across in the index based on the terms and phrases used. The 

indexer (or editor) should bring any glaring biases or entries that 

could be deemed appropriate to the client or publisher.  

 

MANAGING AUTHOR’S EXPECTIONS 

Before getting into the details, I need to state that you have to learn how to 

manage the author (the client’s) expectations. This can be a difficult bridge to 

cross. Some authors want the index to be a replica of the table of contents, 

while others do not care about indexing standards.  

If you are editing an index created by an indexer, you may have many 

questions as some entries may not ‘sit well’ with you. In many cases, if you 

speak to the indexer, these entries are “demanded’ by the client.  

 

The rules of a good index:  

When the indexer is editing the work there are some points that MUST be kept 

in mind, and these all relate to what makes a good index. An editor, even if not 

an indexer should be aware of these as well.  

• Choosing terms/phrases 

The terms and phrases used should be related to the material being 

indexed. The terms/phrases must be ones that the user of the index will be 

more likely to look for when searching. This can be challenge, however, the 

indexer must be mindful not to put their own biases into term selection.  

NB:  Index terms should ideally be nouns, and the use of adjectives is 

strongly discouraged unless it is important to the subject matter.  

• Use of cross entries 

Cross references serve to link related terms.  

• Differentiating between text and images 
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A good index uses a note to guide users to which locators refer to 

‘figures/pictures’ or text. In most cases, the note will read: Locators in 

“bold” or “Italics” refer to pictures and tables respectively.  

• Formatting for readability and space 

When I am indexing, I try to set aside the index for a few days before I start the 

editing process. I may even move on to something else to give myself time to 

disassociate from the work. I find that errors will be more evident after a break.  

NOTE: Sometimes, the indexer will index a term or phrase that is meant to be a 

joke. A good editor will spot this and let it be! 

 

EXAMPLE OF A GOOD INDEX (Sample - Chicago Manual of Style – 16th 

edition) 

abbreviations 
    alphabetizing of, 18.38–39, 18.62, 18.91 
    discouraged, 18.12 
   Jr., Sr., III, and such, 18.41 
   Saint, St., and such, 18.42, 18.73, 18.91 
academic degrees and affiliations, 18.40 
acknowledgments, 18.109 
acronyms, 18.46 
alphabetizing 
     abbreviations, 18.38–39, 18.62, 18.91 
    basic rule of, 18.55 
    cross-references, 18.16 
    letter-by-letter vs. word-by-word, 18.56– 
       57, 18.59, 18.125, 18.148–49 
    names: abbreviations, 18.46, 18.62; initials 
    vs. spelled-out, 18.61, 18.115; 
    same for person, place, or thing, 
     18.60. See also names, personal; 
    names, proper 
    numerals, 18.63–64 
appendixes, 18.109 
Arabic names, 18.74 
article 
     first lines beginning with, 18.148 
     foreign names with, 18.74, 18.90 
     place-names with, 18.89–90 
     subentries with, 18.66, 18.131 
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