ELAG workshop report – Workshop 4: Automatic vs. manual indexing

Workshop discussion focused on the indexing problems raised by two application areas represented in the group: construction of an index to periodical articles where the full text of some of the articles were available in digital form, and construction of a gateway to selected internet resources.  We first raised the issue of whether “automatic vs. manual” is a relevant problem at all, since automatic indexing methods seem to predominate increasingly in systems where there is access to full text in digital form, as in internet-based search engines.  Our contention that even in these systems some manual indexing effort is desirable, was underpinned by a couple of experimental full text searches in the periodical index, which rendered an impossible amount of irrelevant material.

We then discussed what kind of manual indexing we need in situations where systems allow such indexing to be supplemented by automated full text searching.  We looked at the problems of manual indexing, such as
–cost, which is prohibitively high

–indexer capacity

–the possibly overrated belief in the consistency and quality of  indexers

–mapping between different indexing systems, classification schemes etc.

–construction and maintenance of indexing vocabularies
We also discussed the apparent shift in user search behaviour with the advent of hyperlinked retrieval systems, from searching towards browsing.  This may call for an accompanying shift in indexing practice, towards providing a rather simple, hierarchical entry vocabulary to assist the user to start the browsing process.

In the light of this perceived indexing need and the capacity and consistency problems of manual indexing, we looked at various ways in which manual indexing could supplement automatic methods and vice versa.  For the indexing of internet resources in particular there may be promise in automatic categorisation.  A number of systems are under development where the machine learns from previously indexed material to place incoming documents in relatively broadly defined categories. Such categorisation, revised and supplemented by manual indexers, may supply the necessary entry vocabulary for browsing.  A problem with applying automatic categorisation- or indeed any automatic indexing, to internet resource collections, is the question of which text to present to the automatic process, - an internet resource rarely consists of pages of plain, indexable text.

In the case of creating an index of electronic periodical or newspaper articles, automatic processes may well supply the basic indexing.  The manual effort may be most profitably employed in creating a structure of related terms, synonyms, hierarchies etc. which the automatically extracted terms may link to, and which can be applied to the user’s search terms in order to resolve ambiguity, extend or restrict the search, etc.  There are retrieval systems which allow the creation of “topics” – networks of related terms, with weights and specified relations, which are activated when one of the terms in the network is entered by the user.  The main problem in his case is the amount of work needed to create such networks, particularly when the collection is general and not centred around specific subject areas.

We also spent some time discussing the shift in focus, caused by automatic indexing, from the actual retrieval of the documents towards the ranking of the retrieved documents.

