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Have you ever wondered how the mind of indexer works? What is the thinking process which allows them to turn text into a thematically useful index structure allowing reader to access the text information and locate the author’s themes and messages conveyed in the text?

Thematic thinking is the key to indexing*

There is some evidence that good indexing requires a specific ability to identify and conceptualize using a thematic approach. This type of conceptualization is common among children and is probably related to their language development. However, a study by Lin and Murphy found that most adults have adopted a classification approach to conceptualization and that only a very few continue to use the thematic approach. I believe that these few adults who continue to use a thematic approach to conceptualization are the so-called “natural indexers.”
When we conceptualize, we form concepts. Concepts, as defined by Webster's New World Dictionary, are general notions or ideas. According to a study by Lin and Murphy (2001), concepts may be organized by similarities -- a kind of classification they describe as "forming a kind." Animal species and genus classifications are examples of this type of organization. Or, as Lin and Murphy found, concepts may be organized by external relations within scenes or events. This second type of organization uses thematic relationships. 

Lin, Emilie L.; Murphy, Gregory L. (2001). Thematic Relations in Adults' Concept. Journal of Experimental Psychology Vol 130(1): 3-28; 2001. 

As an example of the differences between classification and thematic relations, let us use the word "cake." In terms of classification, "cake" could be conceptualized as a dessert, along with pies, cupcakes, puddings, and so forth. However, in terms of thematic relations, "cake" could be conceptualized as part of a birthday scheme, including presents, party, candles, and birthday.
Lin and Murphy determined that while children readily think in terms of thematic relations, most adults think in terms of classification schemes. But they found that when adults use thematic relations, there is significant impact on the abilities to construct meaning and perform inductive reasoning. The authors' conclusions are that the use of thematic relations by adults strongly influences their conceptual representations. 
*Adapted from "Application of Cognitive Skills to Term Selection" (The Indexer, April 2002) by Sylvia Coates, 2003
