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Ab s t r a c t
Due to the proliferation of information, today’s
users should be able to receive the most contents
in a short time. Because of this, the art of writ
ing the scientific documents is to write the most
contents with the least words. Despite this fact,
this factor has been not considered in evaluating
published documents. The number of index
terms for a document can be counted as an indic
ator of the amount of contents that a document
bears. The amount of index terms versus the
length of documents will prepare the possibility
to evaluate the appropriateness of the documents
lengths.
The problem in this way is the lack of indic
ators or standards to evaluate the appropriateness
of the documents lengths. To find a norm for the
evaluating the length of a document versus its
contents, the relatedness between the length of
documents and their index terms has been stud
ied.
About one million medical journal articles in
English that were indexed in MEDLINE between
the years 1965 and 2005 were selected. The art
icles longer than thirty pages were eliminated.
Two parameters of remained articles were noted
by a program written in Delphi: 1. number of
pages of articles and, 2. the number of MeSH
headings of the articles.
The efforts were to find out the average num
ber of MeSH headings for articles considering
their lengths. We wanted to see how many
MeSH headings had the articles with one page
on average, how many with two pages, and so
on. The other effort was determining the length
of articles with the number of their types and
*

tokens. In this case, nine full text documents
with different lengths in page were selected. The
number of their types and tokens were counted.
The results showed that the relationship between
the number of pages and Average number of
MeSH headings is always logarithmic. The other
result revealed that this function is not applic
able for the articles longer than ten pages. It
means a journal article longer than ten pages has
not necessarily more contents.Here the text of
the abstract of your paper has to be ﬁlled in.
Please note, that the ﬁgures, references, and data
used below are only dummies which serve as il
lustrations of formats.

1 Introduction
The exponential growth of information offers a
huge number of documents to the users. It
makes them difficult finding the appropriate
ones to their information needs. Information
specialists and systems try to ease this task. One
function of abstracts or indexterms, as example,
is to provide the users a fast way to scan the
texts contents and to evaluate the relatedness
between the corresponded texts and their needs.
Consequently, the users select those documents
that seem to fulfil their needs.
The other problem is the high number of ap
propriate documents that one retrieves during a
search process or the plenty of documents
around a subject. It causes that the readers not
be able to study all of existing documents. Thus,
the art of writing scientific documents is to offer
the users the most content with fewer words. It
provides the users the opportunity to be able to
read more texts in less time.
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There are not common standards for determ
ining the documents length. There are only lim
its on the number of papers submitted to a con
ference or to a journal. Other limitation is the
number of words used in writing an abstract. The
limits don’t take other factors into consideration.
They show only the maximum number of pages.
In the case of abstracts, we see some systems let
the certain kinds of abstracts exceed the limits of
words to a maximum. NLM, for example, per
mits the maximum length of abstracts in MED
LINE for records created after the year 2000 up
to 10,000 characters. The original policy on in
clusion of abstracts set a limit of 250 words for
acceptance by NLM. In 1984, two changes were
made in the policy: 1) the limit of words was
raised to 400 words for articles of more than ten
pages in the core journals identified by National
Cancer Institute, and 2) abstracts exceeding the
250 or 400word limit were to be included in
truncated form at the end of the sentence closest
to the word limit.1
However, we can assume that the document
length can be affected by the amount of subjects
that it contains. It means, by increasing the num
ber of subjects within a document, its length in
creases as well. If it is so, the number of subjects
describing a document determines its length. To
test this hypothesis we should study the related
ness between the document length and the num
ber of descriptor that they have received.
Descriptors can be counted as the representative
of documents’ subjects.

2 Method
To test the hypothesis we need to describe the
existing relationship between the length of docu
ments and the number of descriptors they have
received. The randomly selected records from
MEDLINE prepared the possibility to find the
mentioned relationship. In the following we will
see the steps of selecting records and processing
them:
PubMed makes it possible to search in MED
LINE. Using it, two keywords were queried by
1

See “MEDLINE®/PubMed® Data Element (Field) Descrip
tions” in References section.

“AND” operator. They were “HUMAN” and
“MEDICINE”. The search returned about
1,000,000 records. Besides querying the key
words mentioned above, the search was limited
to the “Entrez Date” between the years 1965 and
2005, “Journal Articles” AND “English”. Fol
lowing to save the retrieved records in text
format, they were processed by a computer pro
gram written in Delphi. The concentration was
on two fields of records: “MeSH Headings”
(MH) and “Number of Pages”. The process was
as follows:
1. Check tags were excluded from them. It
means they were not considered as real
descriptors.
2. The qualifiers (Subheadings) were also
excluded.
3. Articles longer than thirty pages were eli
minated from the research.
4. The rest were divided into thirty groups
based on their number of pages. It means,
documents with one page were inserted in
group one, with two pages in group two,
…, and with thirty pages in group thirty.
5. The total MeSH Headings received the
documents in every group was determined
and divided by the number of documents
of that group. This process helped to de
termine the average number of descriptors
that documents with different lengths re
ceived.
As the length can be determined by the number
of words of a text, other concentration was on
their tokens and types. In this case, nine fulltext
articles of different lengths were downloaded
and their tokens and types were determined.

3 Results
The first effort was to determine the relationship
between the number of pages of documents and
number of their descriptors. It will show us if
there is any relationship between these two vari
ables. Figure 1 reveals the relationship between
them.
The figure shows there is a logarithmic rela
tionship between the two variables only if the
lengths of journal articles don’t exceed from 10
pages. The number of descriptors received by
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Number of Descriptors Received

Relationship between N. of Pages and
Text Tokens
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articles longer than ten pages remains around
nine. The cutting point states that the least
descriptors received by articles in an indexing
system with a level of indepth indexing like
MEDLINE are four. It means articles should
cover at least four subjects if the specificity of
terms within corresponded controlled vocabular
ies is like MeSH.
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Figure 2: Relationship between the number of
pages and text tokens.
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Figure 3: Relationship between the number of
pages and the text types.
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Figure 1: Relationship between number of pages
of documents and the number of index terms
they have received.
Table 1: Reduction of the types per page rate in
relation to larger articles.
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Figure 4: Relationship between the number of
pages and types per page.
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To find out why such a relationship exists
between length of articles and their received
descriptors we can refer to the number of text
words and vocabularies used for creating that
text. We call the number of words within a text
“tokens” and vocabularies used within it as its
“types”. Besides we should take the relationship
between tokens and types with the number of
pages. The data in Table 1 is the result of analys
is nine full text articles in the field of medicine.
Determining the correlation between the data
in the table above give us a best sight to know
why there is such a relationship in Figure 1.
As the Figure 2 shows, it is a linear relation
ship between the number of pages of articles and
their tokens. It means by enlarging a text one
page, 843 words will add to it on average.
On other hand, the relationship between the
number of pages of an article and its types is
power law (Figure 3). It means, in an article with
one page one half of words are types on average.
But in a one with thirty pages, the number of
types is only one tenth of tokens. This is due to
exponent of function that is ~0.58. Figure 4
shows this fact better.

4 Discussion
The effect of the text length on the several vari
ables has been studied by researchers like Ander
son, M. D. (1971) and Wellisch, H. H. (1991) on
the size of book index, Abt, H. A. and Garfield,
E. (2002) on the number of references of an art
icle, TavakolizadehRavari, M (2007) on the
depth of indexing. But their emphasis is not on
how evaluate the appropriateness of the docu
ments lengths.
Is there any way to see if the length of a doc
ument is appropriate to the amount of contents
and information that a text is going to present? Is
its length appropriate or it could be fewer? Res
ults of the current research show how the amount
of subjects within a text can relate to the appro
priateness of its length. The data and numbers
yielded in this research can’t be generated to
evaluate every kind of documents. Thus, how
many subjects an article with a certain length
should have relates to the indexing method and
the specificity of the terms used for its indexing.

Thus, the current results yield a norm for evalu
ating the appropriateness of the lengths of art
icles indexed in an indexing system such MED
LINE with a controlled vocabulary such MeSH
in special and for documents indexed in other in
dexing systems in general. They tell us if a docu
ment receives fewer subjects than a norm, they
can’t be counted as a good one at all. In our ex
ample, the least expected subjects for a medical
journal article is four (except for check tags).
Enlarging documents without any increase in the
amount of their subjects makes them poor ones
from the current point of view. From this point
of view, adding one more page to a text should
increase the number of subjects logarithmic.
Relationship of tokens and types can answer
why such a relationship exists between the docu
ment length and its index terms. Being more
types in a text increase the chance of emerging
new subjects. For example a text with 1000
tokens having 500 types has more probability of
having content bearing words than a text with
the same amount of tokens but fewer types. In
other words, increasing the lengths of docu
ments causes an increase in text tokens, and
therefore an increase of tokens brings an in
crease in types. On the other hand, the types per
page decrease gradually through the enlarge
ment of articles. As a result of this gradual re
duction, when the lengths of articles grow, the
function of the relationship between number of
pages of articles and average number of their in
dex terms becomes logarithmic.
We saw that the index terms of articles
longer than ten pages remained around nine. It
means such articles have not necessarily more
subject. They may only have more figures or
tables or other explainable features.
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