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Taxonomy Made Easy

An Introduction to Taxonomies
for the Accidental Taxonomist

By Heather Hedden
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Heather Hedden’s Background

• Taxonomy Consultant, Earley & Associates
• Freelance Indexer, Hedden Information Management
• Continuing Education Instructor, “Taxobomies & Controlled 

Vocabularies,” Simmons College Graduate School of Library & 
Information Science

• Previously taxonomist with Viziant Corporation; senior vocabulary 
editor with Thomson Gale (now Cengage Learning)

• Author, The Accidental Taxonomist (Information Today Inc., 2010, 
www.accidental-taxonomist.com)

• Path to taxonomist: periodical database indexer
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Introduction to Taxonomies

Differences among taxonomies:
• Different terminology/nomenclature
• Different applications & usage
• Different methods of indexing
• Different software/system implementations
• Different backgrounds of taxonomists

What’s in common:
• Serving information “findability,” content retrieval, and organization
• Formerly paper-based, now mostly electronic
• Multidisciplinary team involvement
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Introduction to Taxonomies

• Solo librarians are likely candidates for accidental 
taxonomists

• Taxonomists are often solo taxonomists within their 
organizations
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Definitions

Broad designations:
• Controlled Vocabularies
• Knowledge Organization 

Systems
• Taxonomies

Specific types:
• Term Lists
• Synonym Rings
• Authority Files
• Taxonomies
• Thesauri
• Ontologies
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Definitions: Broad Designations

Controlled vocabulary, knowledge organization 
system, taxonomy

• An authoritative, restricted list of terms (words or phrases)
• Each term for a single unambiguous concept 

(synonyms/nonpreferred terms, as cross-references, may be 
included)

• May or may not have structured relationships between terms
• Policies/control for who, when, and how new terms can be added
• Usually to support indexing/tagging/metadata management of 

content to facilitate retrieval
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Definitions: Broad Designations

Controlled Vocabulary (CV)
• Designation commonly used libraries, museums, archives
• Also in corporate digital asset management, records management
• Especially in indexing contexts
• Includes various types: 

– Term lists (pick lists)
– Synonym rings
– Authority Files
– (Hierarchical) taxonomies
– Thesauri
(but not usually ontologies)
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Definitions: Broad Designations

Knowledge Organization System (KOS)
• Designation commonly used in scholarly discourse, library school

courses
• Collectively includes all types: 

– Term lists (including glossaries, gazetteers)
– Authority files
– Categorization and classification schemes
– Hierarchical taxonomies
– Thesauri
– Ontologies and other semantic networks
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Definitions: Broad Designations

Taxonomy
• Designation commonly used in corporate/enterprise applications and 

public web sites
• Includes various types: 

– Term lists (pick lists)
– Synonym rings
– Authority files
– (Hierarchical) taxonomies
– Hierarchical taxonomies
– Ontologies
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Definitions

Specific types:
• Term List
• Synonym Ring
• Authority File
• Taxonomy
• Thesaurus
• Ontology
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Definitions: Specific Types

Term List
• A simple list of terms
• Usually alphabetical, but could be other logical order
• Lacking synonyms, it is usually short for quick browse
• Can appear in drop-down scroll boxes
• May be used for various metadata values (document 

types, format types, job functions, source, department, 
etc.)
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Definitions: Specific Types

Synonym Ring
• A controlled vocabulary with synonyms or near-

synonyms for each concept
• No designated “preferred” term: All terms are equal and 

point to each other, as in a ring.
• Usually just called a “controlled vocabulary”
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Definitions: Specific Types

Synonym ring example

Software

Tools

Applications

Computer
programs
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Definitions: Specific Types

Authority File
• A controlled vocabulary with synonyms  (non-preferred 

terms) as cross-references pointing to preferred terms
• Typically also includes “authority” reference to source for 

each term
• Does not necessarily have any additional structure/ 

relationships among terms
• A designation often used for named entity (proper noun) 

controlled vocabularies, but may also be used for 
subjects
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Definitions: Specific Types

(Hierarchical) Taxonomy
• A controlled vocabulary with broader term/narrower 

term relationships that include all terms to create a 
hierarchical structure

• An emphasis on categories and classification
• May or may not have associative term relationships or 

non-preferred terms
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Definitions: Specific Types

Taxonomy 
example 1:
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Definitions: Specific Types

Top Level Headings

• Business and industry
• Economics and finance
• Education and skills
• Employment, jobs and careers
• Environment
• Government, politics and public 

administration
• Health, well-being and care
• Housing
• Information and communication
• International affairs and defence
• Leisure and culture
• Life in the community
• People and organisations
• Public order, justice and rights
• Science, technology and innovation
• Transport and infrastructure

Leisure and culture
.    Arts and entertainment venues
.    .    Museums and galleries
.    Children's activities
.    Culture and creativity
.    .    Architecture
.    .    Crafts
.    .    Heritage
.    .    Literature
.    .    Music
.    .    Performing arts
.    .    Visual arts
.    Entertainment and events
.    Gambling and lotteries
.    Hobbies and interests
.    Parks and gardens
.    Sports and recreation
.    .    Team sports
.    .    .    Cricket
.    .    .    Football
.    .    .    Rugby
.    .    Water sports
.    .    Winter sports
.    Sports and recreation facilities
.    Tourism
.    .    Passports and visas
.    Young people's activities

Taxonomy example 2:
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Definitions: Specific Types

Thesaurus
• A controlled vocabulary that has standard structured 

relationships between terms
– Equivalence: preferred term (“use for” or “used 

for”)/non-preferred term (use)  (USE/UF)
– Hierarchical: broader term/narrower term (BT/NT)
– Associative: related terms (RT)

• Also supports notes, such as scope notes (SN), for 
terms, as needed

• “Thesaurus” is most often used for controlled 
vocabularies used in indexing periodical literature
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Definitions: Specific Types

Thesaurus
Created according to standards:
• ANSI/NISO Z39.19 (2005) Guidelines for Construction, 

Format, and Management of Monolingual Controlled 
Vocabularies. 

• ISO 2788 (1986) Guidelines for the Establishment and 
Development of Monolingual Thesauri

• ISO 5964 (1985) Guidelines for the Establishment and 
Development of Multilingual Thesauri
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Definitions: Specific Types

Thesaurus entry example 1:
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Definitions: Specific Types

Thesaurus entry example 2:

materials acquisitions
UF acquisitions (of materials)

library acquisitions
BT collection development
NT accessions

approval plans
gifts and exchanges
materials claims
materials orders
subscriptions

RT book vendors
jobbers
subscription agencies
subscription cancellations
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Definitions: Specific Types

Ontology
• A complex thesaurus-type of controlled vocabulary, in 

which terms have specified attributes and relationships 
are further specified

• Relationships have meaning, are “semantic”
• Relationship types depend on the “classes” to which 

terms are assigned
• A form of “knowledge representation” Not just for 

indexing. It is often an end itself in representing a 
domain of information.
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Definitions: Specific Types

Ontology
• Created according to W3C guidelines:

OWL Web Ontology Language Guide
W3C Recommendation 10 February 2004
http://www.w3.org/TR/2004/REC-owl-guide-20040210

• “An ontology defines a set of representational primitives 
with which to model a domain of knowledge or 
discourse... ontology can be viewed as a level of 
abstraction of data models, analogous to hierarchical 
and relational models” -- Tom Gruber
http://tomgruber.org/writing/ontology-definition-2007.htm
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Definitions: Specific Types

Ontology 
example 1
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Definitions: Specific Types

Ontology 
example 2
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Ambiguity 
control
Synonym 
control
Hierarchical 
Relationships
Associative 
Relationships

Thesaurus

Ambiguity 
control
Synonym 
control
Semantic 
Relationships
Classes

Ontology

Synonym 
control

Synonym 
Ring
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Definitions: Summary
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Purposes & Benefits

1. Controlled vocabulary (CV):
Brings together different wordings (synonyms) for the same 
concept and disambiguates terms

Helps people search for information by different names
Helps people retrieve matching concepts, not just words

2. Hierarchical taxonomy or thesaurus:
Organizes information into a logical structure

Helps people browse or navigate for information
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Purposes & Benefits: Controlled Vocabulary

Helps people search for information by different 
names

• There are multiple ways to describe the same thing.
• A controlled vocabulary gathers synonyms, acronyms, variant 

spellings, etc.
• Without a controlled vocabulary keyword searches would miss 

some relevant documents, due to:
– Use of different words (e.g. Automobiles, instead of Cars)
– User does not knowing the spelling of unusual names (e.g. 

Condoleezza Rice)
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Purposes & Benefits: Controlled Vocabulary
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Purposes & Benefits: Controlled Vocabulary

Helps people retrieve matching concepts, not 
just words

• A single term may have multiple meanings.
• Controlled vocabulary terms can be clarified/ disambiguated.
• Without a controlled vocabulary, too many irrelevant documents 

would be retrieved.
• A search restricted on the controlled vocabulary retrieves concepts 

not just words.
– Excludes document with mere text-string matches (e.g. 

monitors for computers, not the verb “observes”)
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Purposes & Benefits: Hierarchical Taxonomy or Thesaurus 

A hierarchical 
taxonomy provides 
guided search.

- Users can browse and 
locate narrower (more 
specific) subjects of 
interest.
- Users find out what is 
included and what is not.
-Users may find related 
subjects of interest.

Taxonomies reflect natural 
categories.
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Applications & Examples

Various applications, all to serve “findability”
1. Indexing/tagging support 

(and secondarily, retrieval support)
2. Information retrieval support
3. Organization and navigation support
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Applications & Examples

1. Indexing Support
• Manual/human:

– Controlled vocabulary to support consistent
indexing/tagging by multiple indexers who are 
indexing multiple different documents or records.

– Often in a thesaurus display to support indexer 
browsing and finding the best term quickly.

• Automatic:
– Uses synonym rings with additional “rules” and 

algorithms
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Applications & Examples

Examples of human-indexing-support controlled 
vocabularies:
– Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH)

http://authorities.loc.gov
– Medical Subject Headings (MeSH)

http://www.nlm.nih.gov/mesh/MBrowser.html
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Applications & Examples

2. Information Retrieval Support
• Displayed taxonomies

As browsabale hierarchies 
As facets

• Non-displayed taxonomies
Synonym rings match user entered terms to 
taxonomy terms
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Applications & Examples

Displayed hierarchical taxonomy examples:
– Verizon Superpages

http://www.superpages.com/yellowpages
– Amazon.com book subject categories

http://www.amazon.com/gp/homepage.html
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Applications & Examples

Displayed faceted taxonomy examples:
– Microbial Life Educational Resources

http://serc.carleton.edu/microbelife/resources
– Shoebuy.com - advanced search

http://www.shoebuy.com/s.jsp/r_as
– My recipes

http://search.myrecipes.com
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Applications & Examples

3. Organization and Navigation Support
• Categorical organization of a web site, intranet, portal 

structure, CMS areas
• Multi-level navigation menu labels
• Site maps (of topics, not just page titles)
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Applications & Examples

Organizational/navigational taxonomy examples
– Digital Web Magazine topics

http://www.digital-web.com/topics
– Information Architecture Institute

http://iainstitute.org/en/site-map.php
– MyFlorida.com State of Florida site map

http://www.myflorida.com/taxonomy
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Creating & Wording of Terms

Variously Called:
• Terms   - generic, common designation

• Nodes   - in hierarchical “trees”

• Concepts - term + synonyms, attributes, relationships, etc.

• Objects   - same as concept, in object-oriented databases

• Descriptors   - preferred term, excludes non-preferred

• Preferred terms   - excludes non-preferred terms

• Topics   - preferred term, not a named entity

• Categories   - preferred term, not a named entity, for 
classification in hierarchies
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Creating & Wording of Terms

Deciding whether a concept should be a term
1. Is it within the subject-area scope of the CV?
2. Is it important, likely to be looked up
3. Is there enough information (or sufficient anticipated 

information)
4. Do users want and expect it?
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Creating & Wording of Terms

Deciding which should be the preferred term
• Choosing between two synonyms:

– Doctors vs. Physicians
– Movies vs. Motion pictures
– Cars vs. Automobiles

Consider:
1. Wording of terms most  likely looked up by the intended 

users/audience, especially in browsed CV
2. Enforcing organizational/enterprise controlled vocabulary
3. Conforming to academic or professional standards
4. Consistency in style throughout the CV
5. Wording with in the documents/content indexed
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Creating & Wording of Terms

Term format
• Lower case or initial caps, consistently; not title caps
• Single words or multi-word phrases
• Nouns or noun phrases
• Common nouns or proper nouns

• Adjectives alone can be terms in special circumstances and where
noun is obvious from context.

• Countable nouns are usually plural.
• Parenthetical qualifiers may be used for disambiguation, not 

modification.
• Avoid term inversions.
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Creating & Wording of Terms:
Term Notes

• Terms may have notes.
• If included, not all terms need notes.
• May have multiple types/purposes of notes
• For searcher, indexer, or both
• Basic standard note is: Scope Note (SN)

1. To restrict or expand the application of a term
2. To distinguish between terms of overlapping meaning (may have 

reciprocal notes)
3. To provide advice on term usage
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Creating & Wording of Terms:
Term Notes: Examples

ProQuest Controlled Vocabulary

Occupational health
SN: Employer activities designed to protect and promote the health and 

safety of employees on the job

Inequality
SN: Socioeconomic disparity stemming from racial, cultural, or social bias

Medical Subject Headings (MeSH)

Nonverbal Communication
Annotation: human only; for animals use ANIMAL COMMUNICATION or 

VOCALIZATION, ANIMAL



Copyright © 2010 Earley & Associates Inc. All Rights Reserved.

Outline

1. Introduction
2. Definitions
3. Purposes & Benefits
4. Applications & Examples
5. Creating & Wording of Terms
6. Non-preferred Terms
7. Hierarchical Relationships
8. Associative Relationships
9. Indexing, Metadata, and Folksonomies
10. Resources



Copyright © 2010 Earley & Associates Inc. All Rights Reserved.

Non-preferred Terms

• Terms for which a 
designated preferred 
term should be used 
instead.

• Have various designations:

• Variants
• Non-preferred terms
• Non-postable terms
• NPT
• Nondescriptors
• Equivalent terms
• Equivalency relationship
• Alternate terms
• Entry terms
• Used for terms
• Use for terms
• See references
• Use references
• Cross-references
• Synonyms
• Aliases
• Keywords
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Non-preferred Terms

• Standard thesaurus notation: USE / UF
• Examples:

– Public procurement USE Government purchasing
– Dress design USE Costume design
– Eskimos USE Inuit
– Inundations USE Floods

• Sometimes instead: See
• Also considered a kind of “Relationship”: Equivalency
• Relationship is reciprocal: Use and Used from

– Inundations USE Floods
– Floods UF Inundations
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Non-preferred Terms

Depending on the search/retrieval system, often a non-preferred term 
may point to only one preferred term. Usually no “multiple USE”
references

Many-to-one,
rather than one-to-
many
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Creating Term Relationships

1. Equivalence: Use (USE) / UF Used for)
2. Hierarchical: Broader term (BT) / Narrower term (NT)
3. Associative: Related term (RT)
4. Semantic: More specific types of USE/UF, BT/NT or RT 

Relationships are reciprocal between terms.
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Hierarchical (Broader/Narrower) Relationships

Asymmetrical reciprocal relationships

Broader term

SOME ALL

Narrower term

Fruits NT Apples    Apples BT Fruits

Three types:
1. Generic - Specific
2. Common noun - Proper noun (instance)
3. Whole – Part
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Hierarchical (Broader/Narrower) Relationships

1. Generic - Specific:

Category or class
– members
– more specific types

• Narrower term “is a” broader 
term

• Standard notation:
BTG / NTG

Examples:

Plants
NT Trees

Financial services
NT Investment services

Romance languages
NT Italian
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Hierarchical (Broader/Narrower) Relationships

2. Instance:

Common noun
– Proper noun

• Narrower term “is a” broader 
term

• Standard notation:
BTI / NTI

Examples:

National parks
NT Grand Canyon

Children’s writers
NT Rowling, J.K.

Holidays
NT Thanksgiving
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Hierarchical (Broader/Narrower) Relationships

3. Whole - Part:

Concept or Entity
– part
– subentity

• Narrower term “is in” broader 
term

• Standard notation:
BTP / NTP

Examples:

U.S. Congress
NT U.S. Senate

Colorado
NT Denver

Digestive system
NT Stomach

Engineering
NT Electrical engineering
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Hierarchical (Broader/Narrower) Relationships

Polyhierarchies

Sometimes a term can have two 
or more broader terms. Online ServicesBanking

Online Banking
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Hierarchical (Broader/Narrower) Relationships

Polyhierarchies

• Based on different means of 
categorizing

• Based on generic relationship

TrucksCars

Light trucks

UtahLakes

Great Salt Lake

Motor vehicles
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Associated Term Relationships

• Suggestions to the user of possible related terms of interest
• Not used in simple hierarchical taxonomies
• Required feature of standard thesauri
• Standard designation of RT
• Default is symmetrically bi-directional relationship
• Between terms within the same hierarchy or in different 

hierarchies
• Called: 

– Related terms
– Associated terms
– See also
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Associated Term Relationships

Between terms within the same hierarchy

1. Having a shared broader term 
(siblings) and overlapping 
meaning

Required RT links, according to 
the standards

Example:

Taxes

Local taxes Property taxes



Copyright © 2010 Earley & Associates Inc. All Rights Reserved.

Associated Term Relationships

• Siblings with overlapping meaning: examples
– Boats – Ships
– Children’s books – Picture books
– Taxonomists – Librarians
– Middle East – North Africa
– Telecommunications industry – Media industry

Remember: In some CVs, concepts with overlapping meanings 
might be combined into a single term for simplification.
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Associated Term Relationships

Between terms within the same hierarchy

2. Siblings without overlapping 
meaning (mutually exclusive 
terms)

Optional, and usually not 
done.
Not incorrect, but better left 
out.

Example:

Consumer Electronics

Radios TV sets
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Associated Term Relationships

Between terms in different hierarchies

• As with non-preferred terms, if a search box exists, don’t assume 
user relies on A-Z browse. Include alphabetically neighboring 
relationships.

Engineering Engineers

Services People



Copyright © 2010 Earley & Associates Inc. All Rights Reserved.

Outline

1. Introduction
2. Definitions
3. Purposes & Benefits
4. Applications & Examples
5. Creating & Wording of Terms
6. Non-preferred Terms
7. Hierarchical Relationships
8. Associative Relationships
9. Indexing, Metadata, and Folksonomies
10. Resources



Copyright © 2010 Earley & Associates Inc. All Rights Reserved.

Indexing & Controlled Vocabularies

Controlled vocabularies (especially thesauri) are used for:
• Indexing by indexers
• Cataloging by catalogers
• Tagging by taggers
• Classifying by editors

Whatever you call it/them, these people need continued 
support:

• Communicating new terms
• Improving indexing quality and consistency
• Indexing/tagging/cataloging software usability
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Automated indexing & CVs

Search engines
• Not as accurate as human indexing, but more efficient for large 

volumes of frequently updated data.
• Some search engines integrate controlled vocabularies, and some 

do not.
• CV, at least of the synonym ring type, matches user-entered terms 

with words in texts.
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Metadata & Controlled Vocabularies

• Metadata is data about data (like information on cards in 
a card catalog)

• Metadata can include: subject(s), author, title, date, 
source, document type, format, approval status, 
ownership, audience, purpose, brief description, etc.

• Controlled vocabularies can/should be used for most of 
these elements (excluding title, date, description)
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CV/Taxonomy Governance

• Maintenance
• Policy creation and enforcement
• Metadata specification

• Concerns the CV and associated materials
– Editorial Style Guide
– Taxonomy Training Materials
– Metadata Standard
– Team rules and procedures (subject to exec. review)
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Social tagging/Folksonomies

• Also called collaborative tagging, social classification, social indexing
• Use of non-controlled or only semi-controlled vocabularies
• Indexing (called tagging) done by content creators and by the 

users/consumers, not by indexers
• Dynamic
• Popular on the Web since 2004: Flickr, del.icio.us, LibraryThing
• Now moving into enterprises
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Social tagging/Folksonomies

• Advantages
– Reflects trends, up-to-date, can monitor change and popularity
– Cheaper and quicker than building and maintaining a taxonomy
– Facilitate workplace democracy and the distribution of 

management tasks
– Responsive to user needs

• Disadvantages
– Inconsistent – serious precision & recall deficiencies
– Biased
– Requires critical mass of involvement to be useful

• Solutions/trends:
– Some degree of vocabulary control
– Applicable to certain areas of content, not all
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Resources: Books

• ANSI/NISO Z39.19 (2005) Guidelines for Construction, Format, and 
Management of Monolingual Controlled Vocabularies. Bethesda, MD: NISO 
Press.

• Harping, Patricia. (2010) Introduction to Controlled Vocabularies: 
Terminology for Art, Architecture, and Other Cultural Works. Los Angeles: 
Getty Research Institute.

• Hedden, Heather. (2010). The Accidental Taxonomist. Medford, NJ: 
Information Today Inc.

• Lambe, Patrick. (2007). Organising Knowledge: Taxonomies, Knowledge 
and Organisational Effectiveness. Oxford, England: Chandos Publishing. 

• Stewart, Darin L. (2008) Building Enterprise Taxonomies. Portland, OR: 
Mokita Press.
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Resources: Organizations

• Special Libraries Association (SLA): Taxonomy Division
http://wiki.sla.org/display/SLATAX/Taxonomy+Home

• American Society for Indexing: Taxonomies & Controlled 
Vocabularies Special Interest Group
http://www.taxonomies-sig.org

• Information Architecture Institute
http://iainstitute.org

• American Society of Information Science & Technology
http://www.asis.org
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Resources: Discussion Groups

• Taxonomy Community of Practice
http://finance.groups.yahoo.com/group/TaxoCoP

• Taxonomies & Controlled Vocabularies SIG, ASI
http://finance.groups.yahoo.com/group/taxonomies

• Metadatalibrarians
http://metadatalibrarians.monarchos.com
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Resources: Workshops, Seminars

• Taxonomy Community of Practice Webinar phone calls
– $50 each. Occasionally free vendor-sponsored calls.
– Usually first Wednesday of the month, 1:00-2:00 pm EST
– www.earley.com/TaxoCoP.asp

• "Taxonomies and Controlled Vocabularies"
Simmons College Graduate School of Library and Information Science 
Continuing Education Program
– 5 weeks long. $250. Next open session is October, 2010.
– www.simmons.edu/gslis/continuinged/workshops

• Taxonomy Boot Camp conference
– Information Today Inc.
– Next: Next: November 15-16, 2010, Washington, DC 
– www.taxonomybootcamp.com 
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Resources: Web Sites

• Taxonomy Community of Practice Wikispace
http://taxocop.wikispaces.com

• Taxonomy Guide, Faculty of Information Studies, University of Toronto
http://plc.fis.utoronto.ca/tgdemo/default.asp

• Construction of Controlled Vocabularies: A Primer
http://www.slis.kent.edu/%7Emzeng/Z3919/index.htm

• Thesaurus Construction tutorial by Tim Craven
http://publish.uwo.ca/~craven/677/thesaur/main00.htm

• Willpower Information: Publications on thesaurus construction and use
http://www.willpowerinfo.co.uk/thesbibl.htm

• Taxonomy Watch Blog by Linda Farmer, http://taxonomy2watch.blogspot.com

• Earley & Associates http://www.earley.com
• Taxonomy Strategies http:// www.taxonomystrategies.com
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Questions

Heather Hedden
Taxonomy Consultant
Earley & Associates
heatherh@earley.com
Concord, MA


