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ELAN

ELAN is a software tool for the (manual) creation of textual 
annotations to audio and or video files. 
The main, general characteristics are:

•written in the Java programming language

•stores its transcriptions in an XML format (.eaf)

•is available for Windows, Mac OS X, Linux 

•its sources are available for non commercial use

•the current version 3.6.0
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Main window

The image below shows how a typical ELAN window could 
look like. In the top left corner resides the video recording 
that is being annotated. In this example a .wav (audio) file 
has been extracted from the video and its waveform is 
visualized in the vertical center of the screen. 
Beneath the video is a rich set of controls for the media 
playback. In addition to the common start, stop and jump 
to begin or end of the file functions, there are controls for 
navigating through the media with different step sizes 
(frame, second, “page” etc).
There are several synchronized viewers available for the 
annotations that have been created, on multiple layers.
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Main window
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Synchronized viewers

There are several synchronized viewers available for the 
annotations that have been created. Each viewer has its 
own way of indicating where the media playhead currently 
is, relative to the media timeline and/or the existing 
annotations. All viewers visualize the selected time 
segment and the selected, active annotation.
Annotations can be created on multiple layers, called tiers.
Some viewers show the annotations of a single tier, others 
show the annotations of multiple tiers.
All viewers are also editors.
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Synchronized viewers
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Multiple videos

It is possible to associate up to six video files with a single 
annotation document, useful for multi-camera recordings. 
Four of them can be displayed  simultaneously in the main 
window. Through a menu that  lists all associated videos it 
is possible to change the combination of displayed videos.
Each video can be detached from the main window. 
Ideally the video files are all correctly synchronized outside 
ELAN; if this is not the case there is the option to 
synchronize the files in ELAN’s media synchronization 
mode.
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Multiple videos 
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• display of up to 4 
(detachable) videos

offset • synchronize media;
determine an offset 
per video



Key concepts
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An annotation in its most basic form is a piece of text associated 
with a segment of the media, identified by a begin and an end 
time. Furthermore, annotations can be associated with other 
pre-existing annotations, thus building tree-like structures of 
annotations. Annotations are contained in tiers.

• a tier logically groups annotations that share the same 
constraints on structure, content and / or time alignment 
characteristics

• tiers can be part of a tier hierarchy, i.e. a tier can have a 
parent tier and dependent tiers

• The constraints on the relations between tiers and annotations 
are stored in so called linguistic type objects



Inter-tier relations
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• “Time Subdivision”
Time aligned subdivision of 
parent interval, no gaps

• “Symbolic Subdivision”
Ordered, symbolic subdivision of 
parent interval

• “Included In”
Time aligned subdivision of 
parent interval, gaps are allowed

• “Symbolic Association”
One-to-one association with the 
parent annotation



Controlled Vocabularies
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Controlled Vocabularies are user definable lists of annotation 
values that can be applied to annotations on tiers that are 
associated with a Controlled Vocabulary. 

Any number of Controlled Vocabularies can be created. In this 
way it is possible to define a complete coding scheme by 
creating a Controlled Vocabulary for each type of feature or 
events that needs to be annotated.

The entries in a Controlled Vocabulary consist of a value or label 
and optionally a short description. The entries are listed in 
ELAN’s user interface the moment an annotation is created or 
edited on a tier that is associated with the Controlled 
Vocabulary. 



Controlled Vocabularies

Measuring Behavior 2008

• user definable lists of possible annotation values

import a CV

CV name

CV entries

select an entry 
from the list



Templates
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In general a new document is created by selecting one or more 
media files to transcribe and then defining linguistic types, 
tiers and eventually controlled vocabularies. The most 
common way to create annotations is to identify a segment 
where something of interest occurs, create a selection of this 
segment, e.g. by dragging with the mouse, and then choose 
“New annotation here” on the tier of choice.  

It is possible to save a document as a template.
Template documents contain the complete document setup, i.e. 

all defined linguistic types, tiers and controlled vocabularies.
New documents based on a template can be created by 
selecting the media file(s) and the template file in the “File -> 
New” window.



Editing
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• multiple undo / redo

• copy, duplicate, paste annotations

• many keyboard shortcuts

• special annotation 
creation modes
– tokenizing
– filtering
– semi automatic 

segmentation
– annotations from overlaps



Search
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ELAN provides several search options. First of all there is a 
search function that only searches the currently opened file. 
The query is based on the structure of the transcription, i.e. it 
can take relations between tiers as well as between 
annotations on the same or on related tiers into account.

The multiple file search functions execute the query in all 
documents that have been added to a domain by the user.  
Complex queries can be created based on temporal relations 
between annotations or the position of an annotation in a 
sequence of annotations. 

The results can be exported to a tabular format for further 
(statistical) analysis.

ELAN can also produce and export some basic statistics for all
tiers in a transcription file.



Single file search
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• create complex search queries

• combination of temporal and structural constraints

• use of regular expressions

• save and load queries

• export result to 
tab-delimited text

• search and replace



Multiple file search
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• add ELAN files to a ‘basket’

• simple and structured search: 
several matching types, 
in selected set of tiers

• concordance and frequency 
view

• export results to 
tab-delimited text file

• open a file by a 
click on a result



Statistics
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• basic statistics for the annotations of a selected tier or 
for all tiers in the transcription

• save as tab-delimited text file



Import / export
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For compatibility with some other transcription tools import and
export functions have been implemented for their file formats.

The export to tab-delimited text files is often used to transfer 
information to spreadsheet applications, like Excel, for further
processing.

For presentation of the annotation data outside of ELAN the html
export can be used and for the creation of subtitled videos 
there is the export to several subtitle text formats.



Import / export
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format import export

Shoebox/Toolbox (.txt) ✓ ✓

Transcriber (.trs) ✓ ✓

Chat (.cha) ✓ ✓

Praat (.TextGrid) ✓ ✓

CSV/tab-delimited text ✓ ✓

Interlinear text ✓

HTML ✓

Wordlist ✓

Subtitles (SMIL, QT, SubRip) ✓
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