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In the era of information overflow, where the volume of intellectual output is increasing at an 
unprecedented rate, simply collecting and storing information is no longer sufficient. The 
crucial aspect is how to make this information discoverable and retrievable effectively. This is 
where indexing and abstracting emerge as indispensable tools for unlocking the treasures of 
knowledge and facilitating beneficiaries' access to the precise intellectual content they need. 

1. Why Do We Need Indexing and Abstracting? The Challenge of Precise Search 

In a world where the pace of information production (whether books, scientific articles, 
reports, or various digital sources) is accelerating, researchers face a significant challenge in 
finding information relevant to their needs. Traditional cataloging, which describes the entire 
physical item (author, title, publisher), is no longer sufficient to access the actual content 
within the item. This is where the importance of indexing and abstracting becomes evident. 

Shortcomings of Traditional Search Tools: 

 Cataloging alone is not enough: The Online Public Access Catalog (OPAC) allows 
searching for books and periodicals based on author, title, or general subject. However, if 
a researcher wants to find a specific article within a periodical, or a particular chapter in 
a book, cataloging does not provide this level of detail to meet the needs of a specialized 
researcher. Imagine searching for a specific study on "the impact of climate change on 
palm cultivation in the Arabian Gulf region"; searching with general keywords might not 
lead you to the specific results you are looking for. 

 Full-text keyword searching: Despite the ease of accessing full texts of many digital 
materials, searching within them often leads to a huge number of inaccurate or 
irrelevant results. Searching for the word "cultivation" might yield results on hair 
transplantation, organ transplantation, plant cultivation, or even "cultivation" of ideas, 
requiring significant effort and valuable time to filter results and reach what is truly 
useful. 

The Role of Indexing and Abstracting: 

 Improving retrieval accuracy: They provide additional access points to information at 
the content level, not just at the item level. They focus on the intellectual essence of the 
material. 
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 Saving time and effort: They significantly reduce the time researchers spend Browse 
irrelevant materials. Instead of reading entire articles to determine their relevance, an 
abstract and index can provide a quick and accurate idea. 

 Uncovering hidden information: They highlight important parts of a document that may 
not appear in the title, original abstract, or automatic keywords. 

 Facilitating access to information not available in full text: Often, the full text may not 
be easily available due to copyright restrictions or cost. In such cases, the abstract and 
index provide enough information to assess the material's relevance and decide whether 
to obtain the full text. 

Indexing: The Key to Content Access  

Indexing is the process of analyzing the intellectual content of a document and identifying the 
words, phrases, or terms that represent the main topics covered in the document. These terms 
are called index terms or descriptors. The goal is to create an organized list of these terms with 
references or pointers to the location of the relevant information within the document (such as 
page number, article number, or precise digital link). It's like putting smart bookmarks inside a 
book to make it easier to find specific information. 

Practical Tasks of Indexing: 

1. Content Analysis: Carefully and meticulously reading the document to understand its 
main topics, central ideas, and important aspects it covers. This requires a deep 
understanding of the subject matter of the document. 

2. Selection of Index Terms: Identifying words or phrases that accurately and 
comprehensively express these topics. These terms can be:  

o Free Keywords: Words extracted directly from the text without vocabulary 
control. They are easy and quick to apply, but may cause problems with 
standardization and synonymy (e.g., "library," "libraries," and "e-library" may be 
indexed as separate terms, which disperses the search). 

o Controlled Vocabulary/Descriptors: Standardized and unified terms (such as a 
thesaurus or a subject heading list). This ensures consistency and helps gather all 
materials dealing with the same topic under one unified term, regardless of the 
actual words used in the original text. For example, "digital preservation" might be 
used instead of "digital archiving" or "digital maintenance" to unify the access 
point. 
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3. Assignment of References: Linking each term to the exact location of the information 
within the document. These references can be page numbers, paragraph numbers, or 
even hyperlinks in digital documents. 

4. Index Construction: Organizing the terms, usually alphabetically, with their references. 
The index can also include "see also" references for related terms or "see from" 
references to direct users from non-preferred terms to preferred ones. 

Common Types of Indexes: 

 Subject Indexes: The most common and widely used, focusing on the document's topics 
and basic concepts. 

 Author Indexes: List the names of authors contributing to a set of documents. 

 Title Indexes: List the titles of documents and are useful when a researcher remembers 
part of the title. 

 Citation Indexes: Record relationships between documents based on bibliographic 
citations, such as those seen in databases like Scopus, Web of Science, or Google Scholar. 
This type of index helps track research impact and identify related studies. 

 Full-text Indexes: Automatically built by search engines, where every word in the text is 
indexed. Although they provide broad search capabilities, they can, as mentioned, lead 
to many inaccurate results and require researcher skill to narrow them down. 

Indexing Assistance Tools: 

 Thesauri: Thesauri are invaluable vocabulary control tools. These tools show semantic 
relationships between terms (such as synonyms, broader terms, narrower terms, related 
terms). They are used to ensure consistency and accuracy in selecting descriptors, which 
prevents dispersion of search results. (Examples: UNESCO Thesaurus, Medical Subject 
Headings (MeSH), Business Management Thesaurus). 

 Subject Heading Lists: Such as Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH) used in 
subject cataloging, which can be adapted and effectively used in indexing articles and 
chapters. 

 Automated Indexing Software: Many software tools have evolved that use complex 
algorithms (such as natural language processing techniques) to create full-text indexes or 
suggest index terms based on text analysis. These tools significantly increase efficiency 
but still require careful human review to ensure quality and conceptual accuracy. 
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Abstracting: The Essence of Information at a Glance  

Abstracting is the process of preparing a concise, brief, and accurate summary of the 
intellectual content of an original document. The abstract aims to provide the reader with a 
clear and comprehensive idea of the document's content without needing to read it in full, 
helping them determine whether the document is relevant to their research or information 
needs. A good abstract is like an "invitation card" or an "executive summary" of the original 
material. 

Practical Tasks of Abstracting: 

1. Analytical Reading: Reading the original document deeply and focusedly to understand 
its objectives, methodology (especially in research), main results, and conclusions. This 
requires a critical understanding of the content. 

2. Identifying Essential Elements: Extracting the core information that should be included 
in the abstract. These elements vary slightly depending on the type of abstract but 
usually include:  

o Purpose: Why was this document prepared? What problem does it try to solve or 
what question does it try to answer?  

o Methodology: How was the objective achieved? (e.g., case study, survey, 
experiment, content analysis)  

o Key Findings: What are the most prominent results achieved by the document? 
(Main data or discoveries)  

o Conclusions/Recommendations: What can be concluded from the results? What 
are the implications of these results? And what are the future recommendations?  

3. Drafting: Writing the abstract in clear and concise language, avoiding ambiguity or 
complex terms that are incomprehensible to the general public (unless the abstract is 
aimed at a highly specialized audience). The abstract must be self-contained, meaning it 
can be understood without referring to the original document. 

4. Proofreading and Review: Ensuring the accuracy of the abstract and its conformity to 
the original content, its freedom from spelling or grammatical errors, and its adherence 
to the maximum allowed word count (usually between 150-300 words for academic 
abstracts). 

Common Types of Abstracts: 
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1. Indicative/Descriptive Abstract:  

o Describes what the document contains without going into details of results or 
conclusions. It tells the reader "what is in" the document. 

o Answers the question: "What is in this document?" or "What does this document 
cover?"  

o Suitable for reviews, introductions, or long and complex documents where the 
goal is merely to guide the reader. 

o Example: "This article discusses the challenges facing university libraries in the 
digital transformation, highlights opportunities available to enhance their services, 
with reference to case studies from international libraries."  

2. Informative/Content Abstract:  

o Provides a comprehensive description of the document, including objectives, 
methodology, key findings, and conclusions. It tells the reader "what happened" 
or "what the document discovered". 

o More detailed than an indicative abstract, and typically used in scientific journals, 
bibliographic databases, and research abstracts. This type of abstract is most 
useful for researchers as it provides sufficient information to decide whether to 
obtain the full text. 

o Example: "This study aimed to evaluate the impact of information literacy 
programs on the research skills of first-year students at Baghdad University during 
the academic year 2023/2024. Using a descriptive-analytical survey methodology 
and applying specially prepared questionnaires to a random sample of 500 
students, the results showed a significant statistical improvement in students' 
ability to identify reliable sources and formulate effective research inquiries after 
participating in the program. The study concludes that effective information 
literacy programs are essential for enhancing students' information competency 
and recommends integrating them into university curricula." 

3. Critical Abstract:  

o In addition to summarizing the content, a critical abstract provides an evaluation 
or critique of the document, highlighting its strengths and weaknesses. 
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o It is not typically used in general bibliographic databases but in literary reviews, 
critical studies, or for peer review purposes. 

Characteristics of a Good Abstract: 

 Conciseness: As brief as possible without compromising the essential meaning of the 
document. 

 Accuracy: Reflects the original content faithfully and objectively, without adding new 
information or distortion. 

 Clarity: Understandable, written in good language, and free of linguistic errors. 

 Comprehensiveness (for informative abstracts): Covers all essential aspects of the 
document in a balanced manner. 

 Objectivity: Avoids personal opinions or evaluation (except for critical abstracts). 

4. Indexing and Abstracting in Modern Libraries: Practical Applications 

Indexing and abstracting are integral parts of the essential services provided by university and 
specialized libraries. They form the foundation upon which specialized bibliographic databases 
and effective search engines are built. They enhance the value of library collections and make 
them more useful for beneficiaries. 

Key Applications of Indexing and Abstracting in Libraries: 

1. Building Specialized Bibliographic Databases: Libraries, especially specialized and 
academic ones, create and maintain their own databases for articles published in 
periodicals, master's and doctoral theses, internal reports, or even chapters within 
books. The content of these materials is accurately indexed and abstracted to enable 
precise search at the content level. Example: A medical college library may index and 
abstract articles published in medical journals it subscribes to, or research produced by 
faculty members in the college, to facilitate quick and specific access for researchers and 
doctors. 

2. Current Awareness Services (CAS): Libraries provide regular lists (often via email or on 
the library portal) of the latest articles or books added to their collections, accompanied 
by abstracts and index terms. The goal is to keep beneficiaries up-to-date with the latest 
developments in their research or professional fields of interest. 

3. Selective Dissemination of Information (SDI): SDI is an advanced step beyond current 
awareness. Beneficiaries create "interest profiles" that define their precise research 
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topics and interests. The library periodically scans databases and sends them abstracts 
and references only for new materials relevant to their specific interests, saving them 
the effort of continuous searching. 

4. Digital Repositories: University digital repositories that include master's theses, doctoral 
dissertations, faculty research, and digital lectures heavily rely on metadata, which 
typically includes abstracts and keywords or index terms, to increase the discoverability 
of these works locally and globally via search engines. 

5. Assistance in Reference Search and Bibliographic Guidance: When beneficiaries request 
assistance in searching for a specific topic, information specialists use their indexing and 
abstracting skills to identify the most suitable databases, formulate search queries using 
the correct index terms, and quickly analyze abstracts to assess the relevance of results 
before presenting them to the researcher. This ensures the provision of accurate and 
relevant sources. 

5. Indexing and Abstracting in the Digital Age: Challenges and Opportunities 

With the information explosion in the digital age, indexing and abstracting processes face 
unprecedented challenges, but also benefit from tremendous opportunities offered by modern 
technology. 

Challenges in the Digital Environment: 

 Information Overload: The difficulty of manual indexing and abstracting for this ever-
increasing volume of digital content. This requires enormous human resources and 
unlimited time. 

 Diversity of Languages and Specializations: The increasing content in multiple languages 
and highly specialized fields requires extensive linguistic and subject matter expertise 
from indexers and abstractors. 

 Quality of Terms and Consistency: Maintaining consistency and accuracy in selecting 
index terms and abstracts in a constantly changing environment with new terms 
emerging daily. 

 Dynamic Resources: Dealing with constantly changing digital sources such as websites, 
live databases, and streaming content, where it is difficult to index and abstract them 
once. 

Opportunities and Future Prospects: 
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 Automatic Indexing & Abstracting: Software has developed that uses natural language 
processing (NLP) and machine learning (ML) techniques to analyze texts, extract 
keywords, and automatically generate abstracts. Although these techniques still require 
human review in many cases to ensure accuracy and context, they significantly increase 
efficiency and reduce manual burden. 

 Semantic Indexing: This approach goes beyond mere keyword matching and uses 
ontologies and semantic networks to understand the meaning of content and 
relationships between concepts. This leads to smarter search, where the system can 
understand the researcher's intent and provide relevant results even if the exact words 
were not used. 

 Rich Metadata: Integrating index terms and abstracts within standard metadata fields 
like MARC 21 and Dublin Core to enhance discoverability on the web and in databases, 
and to make information machine-readable. 

 Linked Data: The shift towards linked data will enhance the ability of search systems to 
connect terms and concepts across different databases, making indexing more powerful 
and comprehensive. 

 


