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Indexing your non-fiction book

Do I really need an index?

A book is more usable and marketable if it is well indexed. 

“All nonfiction books should have an index to enable 
readers to find information quickly and easily. Indexes 
are tools of accessibility. If they are poorly made and 
cannot do the job for which they are intended, they 
frustrate the readers.  

— Barbara Horn, The Effective Editor’s Handbook
(1997) 
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Who would use an index to my book?
People who have read it 

Have read it or are in the middle of it– want to revisit something they 
know is there but don’t remember where. Or look up a specific term 
they saw earlier in the book, e.g. William Shirley is mentioned briefly 
several times through the book.

People who have not read it
Have not read it yet– deciding to purchase, want to know if it covers 
certain topics. Especially important with textbooks.

E.g. Heroes of the Acadian Resistance (Formac, 2011). 
Say I’m interested in the role of the Catholic church…
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Heroes of the Acadian 
Resistance tells the unique 
and little-known story of two 
young men who became 
leaders of guerilla fighters 
who resisted the British 
authorities in Nova Scotia. 

They fought to prevent the 
destruction of Acadian 
homes and farms and the 
forcible deportation of 
thousands of men, women 
and children. This book 
offers a fresh perspective on 
the tragic well-known story of 
the 1755 Expulsion of the 
Acadians. 
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Indexing your non-fiction book         From Heroes of the Acadian Resistance

Catholic priests, anti-British sentiment, See also LeLoutre, Jean-Louis, Abbé
Daudin, 109, 112, 116
LeLoutre, 29, 30–34, 41–42, 51–53, 56, 82, 85, 88, 106–107
Maillard, 55–56, 162, 164

Catholic religion, right to practice, 9, 17, 43, 73, 185–186, 190–191, 196
…
LeLoutre, Jean-Louis, Abbé, 30–33, 41–42, 73, 77, 79–80. See also Catholic priests

abandonment of Beaubassin, 87–88
arrival in Nova Scotia, 28–29, 72
attack on Dartmouth, 98–100
Battle of Louisbourg, 49–53
at Beauséjour, 115–122
at Chibouctou, 56–62
and Natives, 31, 82–83, 96–97, 106, 108
returns to France 1746, 62
returns to France 1752, 102
treatment of Acadians, 85–86, 101, 104–109
treaty proposal to English, 112–113
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Is my book ready to be indexed?

• Indexing usually starts when the page numbers have 
stabilized. It may be done concurrently with some other 
editing tasks that don’t affect page numbers. 

• Specialized indexing software can accommodate some 
page changes after indexing starts.

• Indexing is usually done on a tight deadline.
• Chapter summaries can be started earlier.
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What are the steps?

The following steps assume 

• you are a novice indexer, 
• working from PDF proofs and 
• you do not have dedicated indexing software.  

This process uses both Excel and Word to create an index 
that will be automatically sorted in alphabetical order and 
can be submitted to your editor as a Word document.

If you are indexing in Indesign or using Word’s embedded 
function, your steps will be different.
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What are the steps?

1. Review indexes in similar books – similarities and differences.

2. Discuss with the editor – style, length, deadline.
3. Make a chapter summary (point form) for each chapter.

4. Go through the book first, highlighting terms to index. Note page spreads, 
preferred terms. Use Advanced Search in Acrobat to be sure you have 
picked up all indexable mentions of the term.

5. Enter your terms into Excel (illustration next slide), using your chapter 
summaries to help you index just the main points and important terms.

6. Use the Sort feature in Excel to sort your index into alphabetical order.

7. Copy and paste the index into Word. It is now a Table and you can 
convert it to comma-delimited text. See the steps on Slides 37-41

8. Proofread, proofread, proofread.
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LeLoutre, 85

Shubenacadie parish, 85
Girard, Jacques, Abbé, 85–86
LeLoutre, Jean-Louis, Abbé

treatment of Acadians, 85–86
Cornwallis, Edward, 85–93

25-26
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Complete the index in Excel and sort it alphabetically, then cut and 
paste the entire index into Word. Use a series of Word functions
(Slides 37-41) to turn it into this:

Armstrong, Lawrence, 24–26
Broussard, Joseph "Beausoleil",

and Father LeLoutre, 29
paternity suit, 23-24

Catholic priests, anti-British sentiment, 
LeLoutre, 29

De Breslay, Abbé, 26
LeLoutre, Jean-Louis, Abbé, 

arrival in Nova Scotia, 28–29

Maillard, Pierre, Abbé, 28–29
Natives,

and Acadians/French, 29
Shubenacadie parish, 29

Oath of allegiance to Britain, 
Armstrong, 24-27

Phillips, Richard, 26
Surette, Pierre II, 

Fort Anne attacks, 26-27
Missaguash Creek, 26-27
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What will I put in my index?

1. Whatever you want the reader to find. 
Depends partly on how dense the index should be

1. Nothing that wastes the reader’s time. 
2. The index should reflect the “story” of the 

book.
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What will I put in my index?

1. Whatever you want the reader to find. Terms that a reader would 
want to look up. And alsoಹ

Terms the reader might use even if the author didnಬt. 
A See reference directs the reader to the authorಬs preferred term.

ದ Catholic Church. See Roman Catholic Church
ದ French and Indian War. See Seven Yearsಬ War
ದ Jobs, Steve (entry with multiple page numbers… See also Apple, Inc. 
ದ Harper, Stephen. See Conservative Criminal Justice Agenda

ವ Reflect the Table of Contents and text subheadings if useful. For 
textbooks or manuals, include book features such as ಯPractice 
exercises.ರ
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What will I put in my index?

2. Nothing that will waste the reader’s time.  AKA “passing mentions.”

From an index entry on binoculars, I looked up a page reference  to: 

“As astronomical objects the zodiacal light and the 
gegenschein are unusual in that they can be seen only with the 
unaided eye. Because of their large angular sizes and indistinct
borders, both are invisible in binocularsor a telescope.”
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3.  The index should reflect the “story” of the book.
E.g. Mad Like Tesla, by Tyler Hamilton (ECW Press, 2011)

Electrical energy storage unit (EESU). See also EEStor; Weir, Dick

commercialization, 190–191

product claims/features, 176, 185, 197–198

proposed for body armor, 194

release schedules, 189–190, 195–198

skepticism, 190–191, 195, 202, 229
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Do Mi’s Rules for Indexing

1. If you’re going to pick it up, pick it up! 
2. Subheadings are needed only when the 

main entry has too many page 
references!

Source: Facing the Text, by DoMi Stauber
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Subheadings are needed when the main entry has too many page 
references…Individual pages or ranges.  

From Twitter Power by Joel Comm, 2009, John Wiley & Sons
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Do I need 
sub-entries?

Index entry for George Bush 
in the British edition of 
“A Journey,”
Tony Blair’s memoir.

Hutchinson, 
Random House,
London, 2010

Note the “run-in” style.
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Do I need 
sub-entries?

Index entry for George Bush 
in the American edition 
of “A Journey”, 
Tony Blair’s memoir.

Alfred A. Knopf, 
Random House
New York, 
2010

While not illegal,
professional indexers
consider it immoral.
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How do I index my metatopic?

• Implicit – no index entry for “Blair, Tony”. It may be 
assumed all the index entries relate to him somehow.

• Explicit – A long entry for “Blair, Tony”, including things 
relating to him personally.  
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How will I know when I am finished my index?
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How will I know when I am finished my index? 
Editing and Proofreading

1. You have covered the book all the way through.
2. You have used Advanced Search to ensure you have picked 

up all indexable instances of the main topics.
3. Reviewed your subheadings and condensed them where 

needed, or added subheadings when you have too many page 
locations for one term (ask your editor, this varies).

4. Added See and See also references where needed.
5. Spell-checked.
6. Lather, rinse and repeat until the water runs clean.
7. inspected the page references/ ranges in painstaking detail.
8. Spot checked page references.
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Software for Indexing

• Dedicated indexing software – Cindex, Macrex, SKY Index
– About $500, though student demo versions offering a limited quantity of 

records are available for less

• Word and Excel – as shown here, good for small/simple jobs, has 
limitations

• Embedded Indexing – in Word, Indesign or other package. 



23-Sep-11 25

Indexing your non-fiction book

Resources
Software

To use the indexing feature in MS Word 
http://office.microsoft.com/en-us/word-help/create-an-index-HP005189283.aspx

Specialized Indexing Software

Cindex http://indexres.com/soft.php

Macrex http://www.macrex.com/

SKY Index http://www.sky-software.com/
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Resources
Books

• Indexing Books, by Nancy Mulvany, University of Chicago Press
• Facing the Text, by DoMi Stauber, Cedar Row Press 
• Chicago Manual of Style, Chapter 18 “Indexes”
• Indexing for Editors and Authors: A Practical Guide to Understanding 

Indexes, (American Society of Indexers) by Fred Leise, Kate 
Mertes, and Nan Badgett  

Websites

http://taxonomist.tripod.com/indexing/
http://www.indexers.org.uk/pub_docs/Com0809_p54-55.pdf
http://www.indexers.ca/resources.html
http://chronicle.com/blogs/profhacker/how-to-index-your-book-and-why-i
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Resources

Courses

Indexing: Theory and Application University of California at Berkeley 
Extension  http://extension.berkeley.edu/cat/course394.html

Indexing for Books, Journals, and Reports Ryerson University –
online http://bit.ly/nOlvfC

Basic Indexing , EDIT7360C, The Graduate School. Distance
Education  http://bit.ly/o2qGlm
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Happy 
Indexing!
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Converting your Excel index into a properly styled index in Word
Slide 1 of 5
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Converting your Excel index into a properly styled index in Word
Slide 2 of 5

Your index is currently a Word Table in alphabetical order.
Go to Table… Select Table , then once it is selected, 

Table, Convert, Table to Text,… when you get the dialog box, 
Separate text with {click Other, put a comma in the box) and click OK…
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Converting your Excel index into a properly styled index in Word
Slide 3 of 5

It’s been converted to text and…Aww! It’s not perfect yet! 
First, use Spell check to fix the spacing on the commas.
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Converting your Excel index into a properly styled index in Word
Slide 4 of 5

After spellchecking it looks better. All the commas have a space
after them… But not perfect yet!



23-Sep-11 33

Indexing your non-fiction book

Converting your Excel index into a properly styled index in Word
Slide 5 of 5

Now go through the subheadings, and move them under their main heading. 
Use Tab to indent; ask your editor how much  – I used 0.25” here. 

Proofread carefully. 
(revisit Slide 30)
It’s perfect now!
Send to your editor.
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Vision of an E-book Index
source: Jan Wright, new interfacing ideas http://dl.dropbox.com/u/2248375/interface.tiff


