Jumping on the embedded indexing
bandwagon – or should I?
Lucie Haskins
Do you need to master embedded indexing before your clients ask for it? And what are the pros, cons and
practicalities of doing so? Lucie Haskins, who teaches and practices embedded indexing, offers an authoritative
overview.
The seeds for this article came from an indexer’s email
inquiry on the importance of learning how to index in
InDesign (a popular desktop publishing program). Because
I felt her question needed a thoughtful and comprehensive
answer, I responded from the more global perspective of
getting on the embedded indexing bandwagon (and all that
involved) while also recognizing and addressing the ‘why
bother now’ aspect. (This response also provided the basis
of my 2015 presentation to ISC/SCI conference attendees.)

What’s the big deal with digital publishing?
There has been a lot of talk about digital publishing in the
past few years. We hear the market is exploding for ebooks.
That they will overtake print books and bookstores will go
out of business. That libraries will go the way of the dinosaurs. That indexes (and indexers) are no longer needed
because online search does the job so much better.
Who and what are we indexers to believe? Is there any
hope for us or should we all be looking for careers outside
of publishing? Is there any way we can prepare for the
changing times or have we already missed the boat?
It’s definitely a scary time if we listen to all the hype. But
as far as I have observed, while digital publishing has gained
momentum, it has not replaced print publishing. Nor do I
expect it to.
However, it’s always a good practice to reflect on how
we might want to sharpen or augment our services and skill
sets. And this changing environment provides us with a great
opportunity to reflect on where we each might fit in this
brave new world.

Why should I bother with embedded indexing
now? Will I be left behind if I don’t?
Have clients expressed an interest in digital publishing?
Does any of this interest you?
If you didn’t answer yes, then consider the importance of
understanding this emerging arena in order to guide your
clients when they come to you with questions. Even if you
are not interested in learning embedded indexing yourself,
wouldn’t it be helpful to have enough knowledge about it to
point your clients to others who can help them?
I have been working with embedded indexing products
(FrameMaker, Word, InDesign, HTML and XML) since I
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began indexing back in 2000. The majority of my embedded
indexing work has been for computer book publishers, with
a few outlier clients in other specialty areas. I also do a lot of
back-of-the-book (BOB) indexing. My BOB indexing clients
provide me with projects in business, cookbooks, math,
economics, statistics, travel, memoirs and history.
Whenever I hear about the trend toward ebooks and
the need to jump on the embedded indexing bandwagon, I
think of my long-term BOB indexing clients and try to visualize them moving toward ebooks and embedded indexing.
I already have them as a BOB client, so it would be an easy
transition for them. They would already be comfortable
with my indexing abilities and professional competence. We
would just be changing to a different indexing process and
delivery system.
But even with that relationship securely in place, I can’t
imagine it, at least in the near term. These clients of mine
are so established with their processes that it would take a
major shakeup to get them out of their comfort zone. That
shakeup may be coming but they aren’t budging right now.
I know that learning new software and adapting work
methods to fit new software constraints can be quite
involved. So, I can understand why people would say ‘Why
bother now?’ Perhaps the writing is on the wall and those
who don’t learn will be left by the wayside. But there are so
many hurdles to overcome when entering this arena that the
decision to do so should not be made lightly.
I think indexers should only learn embedded indexing
methods if they have clients who are making those grumbling
noises and asking questions. One of the difficulties in learning
something like embedded indexing is that the knowledge and
training rapidly leaves us unless it is practiced regularly and
consistently. If there are no clients on the immediate horizon,
it seems like you are doing the right thing but prematurely.
So why purchase an expensive product and attend timeconsuming training when it might not pay off for a while?
At the same time I recognize that we are entering a new
era and that ebooks will only grow in market saturation. And
market saturation and consumer demand will drive more and
more attention to ebooks and all things related to them. I
hope that as things progress and evolve, the path will become
clearer on how all this is going to shake out and what role
embedded indexing will have in all this. But right now this still
looks like the Wild Wild West to me, with so many formats
and so many processes and so many solutions out there. How
are we to untangle them and make sense of it all?
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My Microsoft TIM (Tagging and Indexing
Tool) indexing experience closely mimicked the
embedded indexing issues we currently face. My
clients didn’t understand what they needed to do
to provide their materials in the proper format.
They didn’t know what to do with the output I
delivered. And they didn’t know what they were
responsible for and what I was responsible for
in the process. In fact, they didn’t understand
the process at all. And because I was new to the
TIM process for those first few projects, I didn’t
have a clear understanding of all of that either.
It frightened me that my clients looked to me as
the expert with all the answers when I was struggling just as much as they were. It took a lot of
persistence and research to figure out how the Figure 2 The back-of-the-book indexing process
whole process worked, what they contributed to
the process, and my role in it. And I didn’t have
any experts to call on because Microsoft had
disbanded its TIM team. Those exasperating
experiences taught me the importance of gaining
critical foundational knowledge, and the importance of understanding all aspects of the process,
because clients often don’t and their ignorance
can cause serious complications.

What is embedded indexing?
Dictionary definitions state that to embed is to
fix into, to insert into. As in inserting (or embedding) an index entry into the book content itself.
Embedded indexing describes the concept of
embedding index entries into the book content.
This is the ‘umbrella’ that includes all the Figure 3 The embedded indexing process
various methods and formats that it supports.
Additional discussion requires that we drill
down into the specifics of deliverable formats (FM, INDD,
How is embedded indexing different from
RTF/DOC, XML, HTML and so on) and programs/mechanisms (FrameMaker, InDesign, XML editors and the like) back-of-book indexing?
used to provide those deliverables to our clients. (See Figure In the BOB indexing process (Figure 2), the indexing
1.)
process is completely separate from the book’s content.

Figure 1 The embedded indexing ‘umbrella’
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We never receive the actual files containing the book’s
content. Instead we receive hard copy or PDF files and use
those materials to index from. We use proprietary indexing
software to create the index. And the final deliverable (the
index) is transmitted to the client as a standalone RTF or
DOC file. We do not return the client’s hard copy/PDF files.
Compare that with the embedded indexing process
(Figure 3) where the client sends us the LIVE unindexed
files containing the book’s content. Depending on the
embedding indexing program/mechanism required, we used
that program/mechanism to modify the client files as we
build the index and embed the index entries directly into the
file. We return the modified files (which now contain the
index entries) to the client.
Table 1 compares the differences between the BOB and
the embedded indexing processes.
Note that the embedded indexing process can have two
variations:
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• Software dependent embedded indexing
requires the indexer to use the same desktop
publishing program as the client. Figure 4
contains examples in this category.
• Software independent embedded indexing
(such as HTML and XML formats) allows
indexers to use XML editors or HTML
editors of their choice. Figure 5 contains
examples in this category.
Desktop publishing (DTP) indexing modules
lack many features we enjoy with our dedicated
indexing software we used for BOB projects,
but the benefits they provide are the reason
they continue to gain ground. Table 2 lists these
limitations and benefits in more detail.
Various third-party developers have
correctly evaluated the need for tools to
enhance DTP indexing module inadequacies,
and have provided solutions for select DTPs.
Table 3 provides additional information about
some of these third-party utilities.

Figure 4 Software-dependent examples

Practices specific to embedded
indexing
Because embedded indexing requires manipulating the client files, additional work practices
must be in place to ensure proper file handling.
We need to be vigilant in what we do. We are
working with the LIVE files here and if we
damage files, it can be difficult to remedy.
Access control and time constraints
• Hot potato (golden file)
With all embedded indexing projects, clients
entrust their live files to us so we can embed
the index entries within them. That means
we have the most recent version of everything they have done within the files: all

Figure 5 Software-independent examples

Table 1 Indexing process comparisons
Process used

Back-of-the-book

Embedded indexing
(software dependent)

Embedded indexing
(software independent)

Client materials
needed

Printouts or PDFs

Client files formatted as
FM (FrameMaker), RTF (Word),
INDD (InDesign),
etc. as appropriate.

Client files in HTML or XML format

Software used for
indexing

Indexer’s dedicated indexing
software (CINDEX, Macrex,
Sky, etc.)

FrameMaker, Word,
InDesign, etc. desktop publishing
programs as appropriate

XML Editor of choice for XML files
(oXygen, XMLMind, etc.)
HTML editor of choice for HTML files
(TextPad, etc.)

Index format delivered
to client

Standalone RTF or DOC files

Updated client files in FM, RTF,
INDD, etc. format as appropriate.

Updated client files in XML or HTML
format as appropriate

Materials modified and
returned to client

Not necessary

Client files modified and returned in
same file format originally provided
by client.

Client files modified and returned in
same file format originally provided by
client
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Table 2 Limitations and benefits of DTP indexing modules
Limitations

Benefits

Creating index terms:
No index preview
No autocomplete of index entries
Tiny marker box size
May be difficult or impossible to handle special strings (page range,
italics, bold)
Cross-reference restrictions

Creating index terms:
Autogeneration of entries possible with some DTPs
(from key words, paragraph tags, character tags,
permuting/rotating marker text)

Editing terms:
Limited or no change propagation within index entries
No index preview
No display/viewing index entries within content
No temporary grouping of index entries
Work process:
Requires 50–100% more time than BOB indexing
File access needs to be controlled
Index must be regenerated in separate step to recognize changes

the content, formatting and images. They trust us to
complete our task and to return the files without damage
or inadvertent modifications. This is a huge responsibility
and needs to be recognized accordingly.
• Version control systems
To ensure that our changes don’t get overlaid by others’
work, clients use version control systems to lock out
other users and to handle file merges appropriately.
Each client has procedures customized to their environment. It is up to us to learn those procedures and follow
them to the letter. Because the procedures can be difficult to remember, I create cheat sheets to exhaustively
document each step of the client process for handling
files. Cheat sheets are life- and time-savers.
• Time restrictions
We have the hot potato: the LIVE files. That means
everyone else is unable to work on the files while we have
them. Time is precious. We need to stay on task and to
meet the index deadlines. What else is new?

Work process:
Can start indexing before final pages
Concurrent proofreading
Potential reuse in future editions
Potential reuse in other formats
• Proofreading concurrently
There’s always pressure to shorten the publishing cycle,
so many clients schedule proofreading at the same time
as indexing. The proofreaders work from hard copy and
simply notate the errors (capitalization, wording, typos)
until they regain access to the files. That means I typically
find a lot more inconsistencies in the unproofed files than
with BOB indexing projects.
File breakout for FrameMaker or InDesign projects
Is the book’s content combined into one huge file? Or are
book chapters broken out as separate files?
Separate files are better than one combined file. In the
multiple years I have been indexing in InDesign, I have
only had two or three clients who had one huge INDD file
for me to index from. That’s a dangerous game to play, as
file corruption is something that is much more difficult to
recover from if the entire book – rather than one chapter
file – becomes corrupted.

Table 3 Third-party utilities augmenting indexing functionality
Format/DTP

Third-party plugin(s)

Additional information

FrameMaker

IXgen

Frank Stearns Associates
www.fsatools.com/

Microsoft Word

DEXembed

The Editorium (Jack Lyon)
www.editorium.com/dexembed.htm

WordEmbed

James A. Lamb
www.jalamb.com/wordembed.html

Kerntiff Publishing System
(KPS plugins)

www.kerntiff.co.uk/products-4-indesign/indexutilities

IXMLembedder
(in development)

Leverage Technologies
www.levtechinc.com/publishing-indexing-products/utilities/
IXMLembedder.asp

InDesign
HTML
XML
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Figure 6 Considerations when the client and indexer have
mismatched versions of InDesign
Software versions for FrameMaker or InDesign projects
Knowing which version of the program the client is using is
essential. InDesign is InDesign and FrameMaker is FrameMaker – except when your client has one version and you
have another.
InDesign and FrameMaker don’t play nicely between
versions, so issues arise when version mismatches occur.
There are ways to hand off files between versions but they
come with some risks and extra effort for your client. (See
Figure 6 for an InDesign example. FrameMaker mismatched
version issues are similar to InDesign issues.) But why would
a client agree to extra file manipulation if they could easily
get another indexer who has the version needed for the
project?
File downloading/uploading
DTP files occupy megabytes and typically exceed email
attachment size allowances. The following file-sharing solutions are more effective and efficient for distributing files
for these projects:
• FTP (FileZilla, PuTTY, etc.)
• client repositories (SharePoint, Egnyte, OneDrive,
Microsoft SkyDrive, etc.)
• web-based file-sharing sites (Dropbox, etc.)
• proprietary client systems.
Version control and compliance is a serious responsibility.
It bears repeating that these files are the hot potato. And it
says a lot that the clients trust you to do what you need to
do. Just follow your client’s procedures. They will lay them
out for you. Create that cheat sheet.
Client guidelines
Clients might have guidelines on how to handle:
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• Index entry placement:
		 • Not at the beginning of paragraphs
(where formatting marks might
exist).
 	• 
Not within figures or notes or
sidebars (as they can become
distanced from content and
page ranges would be adversely
impacted).
 	• 
Not in tables (which might not
handle index entries correctly).
• 
File name changes to easily distinguish indexed files from unindexed
files.
• Page ranges:
 	
• 
Just for the starting page of
discussion
 	• Only if discussion is at least three
pages.
 	• Force adjacent pages (but noncontiguous discussion) to show as
page range.
• Markup for bold/italics: InDesign does not handle italics
or bolding. For clients who need italicized entries, I
mark up the affected entries and send the highlighted
list to the client to apply manually.

What work is there for embedded indexers?
From my perspective, the market continues to evolve and
the potential is unlimited. Computer book publishers have
occupied this arena for decades, but there are publishers in
other specialties who already produce books in InDesign or
FrameMaker or Word. They have been content with standalone BOB indexes and have not seen the need to switch
to embedded indexes. These clients would be the easiest
starting point to find opportunities to expand in embedded
indexing arenas.

How much will it cost?
• Consider the time investment for learning
• new software
• indexing processes
• client practices.
• Consider the money investment for
•	new software (DTP packages, XML/HTML editors,
third-party plugins)
• software version upgrades
•	
potential equipment upgrades to handle more
sophisticated programs and larger files: memory and
processor upgrades, larger/multiple monitors, reliable/
fast Internet connections.

How will you learn?
Comprehensive training can a challenge to find and might
involve online research. Some starting points to consider:
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• the ASI website (asindexing.org):
• A three-part online webinar on Indexing in InDesign
(full disclosure: I’m the instructor).
• DTTF (Digital Trends Task Force) maintains a plethora
of information on trends in digital publishing.
• Various chapter/regional/national conferences
occasionally provide embedded indexing workshops.
• UC Berkeley had an Embedded Indexing course (but its
status is unknown at this time).
• Resources pages on my (and other indexers’) website
provide step-by-step articles on indexing in FrameMaker,
Word, or various plugins.
• SI embedded indexing course at www.indexers.org.uk/
index.php?id=557
• Individual indexers known for their expertise might be
amenable to providing one-on-one tutoring (it never
hurts to ask!).

Conclusion
Remember, knowledge is power. I hope that now that
you have more information, you can answer my original
question: Should I jump on the embedded indexing
bandwagon?
What do you think? Should you?
Lucie Haskins became an indexer in 2000 after a long career in
corporate America, with roles spanning the computer industry and
management consulting. She specializes in embedded indexing
and in computer- and business-related topics, and has presented
workshops on various indexing topics, instructed for UC Berkeley’s
online indexing course, and served ASI in chapter and national positions as well as on its webmaster team. Email: luciehaskins@
gmail.com Website: luciehaskins.com

Does embedded indexing have a future?
Cheryl Landes
Cheryl Landes, an indexer who specializes in working with new technologies, discusses the ways in which indexing
tools and techniques have changed over the years, and suggests, on the basis of her recent experience with clients,
that traditional embedded indexing may be becoming a thing of the past.
While the concepts behind the craft of indexing have
remained the same over the years, the techniques and tools
we have to create indexes are changing. The advent of
ebooks in the publishing industry accelerated this change.
At the same time, the growing popularity of ebooks has
forced publishers to look at new ways to produce books and
indexes in an efficient, cost-effective manner. Embedded
indexing is an effective way to tag content from an original
source and create books in various formats that can be read
on a variety of devices or in print. Single-sourcing content
like this reduces labor and production costs and increases
profits for the publisher.
Traditional embedded indexing meant tagging content
in a word processing program, such as Microsoft Word, or
a desktop publishing package, such as Adobe InDesign,
QuarkXpress and Adobe PageMaker. However, when
publishers want to single-source content, all of these
programs are limited in their abilities to create the different
types of formats readers want. As a result, publishers are
turning to new, often custom, methods of creating and
producing content, and indexers are also using different
methods to create entries.
This article focuses on the future of embedded indexing,
based on my experiences and observations as an indexer
who works with new technologies. My primary indexing
target market is technical materials, but I have also indexed
hundreds of trade books since 1991, the year I started
indexing. On the technical side, the majority of my work
is embedded indexing, creating keywords for online help
systems and web-based content, and optimizing content
for search. In the 1990s and early to mid-2000s, my non-
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technical (trade book) clients provided hard-copy (printed)
manuscripts or PDFs, and I used my dedicated indexing
software (Macrex) to create the indexes. I delivered my final
indexes in either Microsoft Word or rich text format, and a
graphic designer laid out the index in a desktop publishing
program.
When ebooks became popular, my non-technical
publishing clients began asking me to create embedded
indexes in InDesign. They sent me the original manuscript
files, created in InDesign, and I would insert the index
entries in the files with InDesign’s tagging features. When
I finished, I would return the tagged files to the graphic
designer, who would check the layout of each of the files
in InDesign, make adjustments as necessary, and regenerate the index in InDesign before the files went to final
production.
During the past five years, however, I have noticed a
sharp decline in my clients requesting traditional embedded
indexing. They are switching to content management systems,
where the layout for the books is created separately from
the content through templates, more commonly known as
stylesheets. These stylesheets are applied when the content
is ready to publish. With this process, the publisher receives
the manuscript from the author in a word processing or text
file, or more commonly during the past couple of years, the
author enters the text directly into the content management system. Then the publisher tags the content with the
appropriate style names to match the stylesheet, such as
the book’s title, main headings, subheadings, paragraphs,
bulleted lists and other layout elements. Some of the newer
content management systems I use have the tags set up so
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