
1

Licensing Controlled Vocabularies

SLA Taxonomy Division Webinar
February 20, 2019

Presented by

Heather Hedden
Senior Vocabulary Editor

Gale, A Cengage Company



 Controlled vocabulary editor at a library database vendor, Gale, 
a Cengage company, 1996 – 2004, 2014 – present

 Taxonomy consultant

 Author, The Accidental Taxonomist (Information Today, Inc.)

 Instructor, 5-week online course in taxonomy creation

 ISO and NISO index/controlling vocabulary working group member

 North American representative for BARTOC (Basel Register of Thesauri, Ontologies 
& Classifications)

 SLA Taxonomy Division former chair of Mentoring Committee and Membership 
Committee. 
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 Subscription databases to libraries: GVRL ebooks, In Context, Academic OneFile, 
Business Collection, Literature Resource Center, etc.

 Web products to the public: Questia, Books & Authors, HighBeam Research, 
Encyclopedia.com

 Gale Research reference books, directories, and other book imprints (Greenhaven, 
Thorndike, St. James Press, etc.)

 Primary Source Media digital archives (Artemis)

 Legacy library database vendor companies: Information Access Company, Predicasts

About Gale, A Cengage Company
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Controlled vocabularies include:

• Term lists

• Name authority files

• Hierarchical taxonomies

• Classification schemes

• Terminologies

• Thesauri

• Ontologies

Licensed Vocabulary Uses
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Controlled vocabularies support:

• Consistent tagging or indexing, manual or 
automated

• Category browsing by users

• Filtering by users

• Search (matching search strings to concepts)

• Discovery (related concept links or contents 
sharing the same concepts)

• Content management workflow (rights, 
audience, retention, etc.)

Background



Generally, a custom-created controlled vocabulary/taxonomy is best.

• Customized to the particular set of content

• Customized to the  particular set of users

A licensed vocabulary may be considered:

• As a starting point, to be developed and customized further

• For indexing external content in certain subjects

• A term list for a single metadata field or facet (filter) in a faceted taxonomy

Licensed Vocabulary Uses
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As a starting point
When you need a large (perhaps 500+ terms), detailed taxonomy/thesaurus quickly

Examples: news topics, health topics, information technology topics

Conditions

• A good controlled vocabulary exists 

• in the subject domain

• of the desired controlled vocabulary type

• of a sufficient size (e.g. at least 50% of the desired size)

• The license allows unrestricted modification/enhancement

• You have software that manages the controlled vocabulary

• You have skills to update end edit the controlled vocabulary

Licensing is to save time, not substitute for expertise

Licensed Vocabulary Uses
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For indexing external content 

 When content comes from multiple sources, there is no need to customized the 
controlled vocabulary for a particular content set.

 Practical, if there exists a thesaurus for license in the particular subject 
domain/discipline (e.g. MeSH for medicine, ERIC for education)

 Such suitable vocabularies exist usually just for academic disciplines

 Suitable for subject-matter-expert users who may already be familiar with the 
thesaurus.

 Vocabularies may be published by international or nongovernmental organizations, 
trade or professional organizations

 Would not necessarily require any editing/modification.

Licensed Vocabulary Uses
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For a single metadata field or facet in a faceted taxonomy

When you need a generic controlled vocabulary, part of a larger taxonomy set.

 Could be for one or more of:
Geographic places, Industry types, Product categories, Genres, etc.

 Controlled vocabularies of other facets can be custom created.

 Modification of licensed vocabulary will still be needed, but usually just of adding 
or deleting terms

 More often the controlled vocabulary will need editing down

Licensed Vocabulary Uses
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Licensed Vocabulary Issues
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Type Easy to modify likely to use

Term lists yes yes

Name authority files yes no

Hierarchical taxonomies depends yes

Classification schemes cannot in certain domains

Terminologies yes in certain domains

Thesauri depends yes

Ontologies no in certain domains



Licensing vocabulary suitability conditions

• Vocabularies for license may not exist for specific subject domains

• Free/open-source nonprofit published vocabularies tend to prohibit commercial 
reuse or modification

• A vocabulary may be too large or too small

Licensing vocabulary editing issues

• If a controlled vocabulary is not large, it’s less effort to create one from scratch than 
to edit down a licensed vocabulary

Licensed Vocabulary Issues
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Formats for import

"Format" can mean multiple things:

 Different file format extension types; .docx, .xlsx, .txt, .csv, .xml, .html, etc.

 Different format methods for designating data - markup tagged (XML or 
HTML and variations) or columns (CSV, Excel, comma separated in text file)

 Different data modeling types: RDF/SKOS and RDF/OWL (usually in XML)

Consider obtaining two different formats:

1. for initial viewing/previewing/evaluating: HTML, Word, Excel, etc.

2. for actual importing into your system: CSV, XML, JSON, etc.

Licensed Vocabulary Issues
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Formats for import

Too many options
(BARTOC - Basel Register of Thesauri, 
Ontologies & Classification) 

Licensed Vocabulary Issues
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Formats for import: selecting

 If using commercial taxonomy/thesaurus/ontology management software, 
consider the formats accepted for input (options from menu).

 If using proprietary taxonomy/thesaurus/ontology management, check with 
your system’s developers.

 CSV is simpler and should work. May require administrator access to 
import.

 XML will require more work, perhaps scripting for conversion, but can 
enable additional data models (RDF, SKOS, OWL).

CSV is standard. XML has customized tags, so there are multiple standards.

Licensed Vocabulary Issues
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 Vocabulary publishers

 WAND www.wandinc.com

 Government agencies

 Associations, nonprofits, nongovernmental organizations

 Indexed content publishers 

 Taxonomy software vendors

 Both open source vocabularies and licensed partner vocabularies

Licensed Vocabulary Sources
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Government agencies with vocabularies available for download include:

 NAL Agricultural Thesaurus agclass.nal.usda.gov/download.shtml (XML, SKOS-XML Word, MARC)

 DTIC (Defense Technical Information Center) Thesaurus discover.dtic.mil/thesaurus/

(Excel, HTML, TXT, XML, SKOS TTL)

 NASA Thesaurus www.sti.nasa.gov/nasa-thesaurus/ (SKOS, OWL, ZThes, CSV/Text)

 USGS Thesaurus www2.usgs.gov/science/about/ (RDF-XML, SQLite) 

 NLM Medical Subject Headings (MeSH) www.nlm.nih.gov/databases/download/mesh.html

(XML, ASCII, MARC 21, RDF) 

 ERIC Thesaurus (Education Resources Information Center, U.S. Dept. of Education) 

eric.ed.gov/?download (XML) 

(Listed at https://www.cendi.gov/projects/proj_terminology.html)

Licensed Vocabulary Sources
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Governmental agencies: rights

“As a work of the U.S. Government, the NAL Agricultural Thesaurus and Glossary are in the public 
domain within the United States. Additionally, the U.S. Government waives copyright and related rights in 
this work worldwide through the CC0 1.0 Universal Public Domain Dedication.”

“The DTIC Thesaurus is not copyrighted. No license is needed to use it.”

"NASA does not grant exclusive use rights with respect to this product or the data contained therein. This 
product or the data contained therein are intended for the sole use of the customer. The data may not be 
installed on any system with public access. The customer may not reproduce the data for the distribution 
to any third party.“

“USGS-authored or produced data and information are considered to be in the U.S. Public Domain. When 
using information from USGS information products, publications, or websites, we ask that proper credit 
be given”

“Government information at NLM Web sites is in the public domain. Public domain information may be 
freely distributed and copied, but it is requested that in any subsequent use the National Library of 
Medicine (NLM) be given appropriate acknowledgement.”

“The ERIC thesaurus and ERIC database are available for use by the general public.”

Licensed Vocabulary Sources
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Government agencies - Library of Congress:

 Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH)
http://id.loc.gov/authorities/subjects.html

 Library of Congress Children's Subject Headings
http://id.loc.gov/authorities/childrensSubjects.html

 Library of Congress Genre/Form Terms (LCGFT)
http://id.loc.gov/authorities/genreForms.html

 Thesaurus for Graphic Materials
http://id.loc.gov/vocabulary/graphicMaterials.html

Licensed Vocabulary Sources
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Non-profit and non-governmental organizations:

 Getty Vocabularies (Art & Architecture, Geographic Names, Cultural Objects Name 
Authority, Iconography Authority, Union List of Artist Names 
www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies (JSON, RDF, N3/Turtle, N-Triples, XML)

 American Economic Association: JEL (Journal of Economic Literature) Classification 
system www.aeaweb.org/econlit/jelCodes.php (XML)

 ACM Computing Classification www.acm.org/publications/class-2012
(SKOS XML, Word, HTML)

 Unified Astronomy Thesaurus, American Astronomical Society astrothesaurus.org
(CSV, JSON, RDF)

 UNESCO Thesaurus vocabularies.unesco.org (RDF, SKOS-LX RDF, TTL)

 World Bank Thesaurus vocabulary.worldbank.org/thesaurus.html (TTL, RDF/XML, TriG)

Licensed Vocabulary Sources
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Indexed content publishers:

 Gale www.gale.com/license/partners/taxonomies-and-vocabularies (CSV, Excel)

 Associated Press developer.ap.org/ap-metadata-services (RDF/XML, RDF/TTL, HTML)

 PLOS github.com/PLOS/plos-thesaurus (XML, Excel)

Licensed Vocabulary Sources
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Directories and repositories of controlled vocabularies

Comprehensive:
 Taxonomy Warehouse www.taxonomywarehouse.com
 TaxoBank www.taxobank.org
 BARTOC (Basel Register of Thesauri, Ontologies & Classification) bartoc.org
 Research Vocabularies Australia https://vocabs.ands.org.au
 Open Metadata Registry http://metadataregistry.org/vocabulary/list.html

Domain-specific (examples):
 NCBO BioPortal – biomedical ontologies bioportal.bioontology.org/ontologies
 Open Biological and Biomedical Ontology (OBO) Foundry www.obofoundry.org
 VEST Directory of AIMS (Agricultural Information Management Standards) portal of the FAO 

aims.fao.org/vest-registry/vocabularies
 Heritage Data (UK cultural heritage) www.heritagedata.org/blog/vocabularies-provided/

Blog post: “Directories and Databases of Published Controlled Vocabularies” 
accidental-taxonomist.blogspot.com/2016/09/directories-and-databases-of-published.html

Licensed Vocabulary Sources
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Would you more likely:

 Pay a premium to license a controlled vocabulary, to have no restrictions on 
modification, reuse, creation of derivative works, external/public publishing, etc.

 Pay less to license a controlled vocabulary, but have restrictions on use and 
modification

 Only license a controlled vocabulary if it is free, but be prohibited from 
commercial use and modification

 Don't know or none of the above, because there are no plans to license a 
controlled vocabulary

Attendee Poll
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Considerations

 License type

 Price, if not free, and price modeling

 Updates to clients, if not to be modified

 Formats to be available

 Marketing (in addition to vocabulary directories) and partnering

Guidelines for vocabulary reuse:

 Discussed within “Issues in Vocabulary Management, Technical Report (TR-06-
2017) published by the National Information Standards Organization (NISO)
https://www.niso.org/publications/tr-06-2017-issues-vocabulary-management

Licensing Out a Vocabulary
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“Taxonomy Licensing Interest Survey”

 Survey to gauge interest in licensing taxonomies and other controlled vocabularies

 Survey URL:  https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/DWQW5TY

 Still open

 Opened at Taxonomy Boot Camp, November 5, 2018

 Will stay open through SLA, June 18, 2019

Licensed Vocabulary Survey
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Questions

1. Would you consider licensing controlled vocabularies/taxonomies/thesauri?

2. If no, why not?

3. What is the status of considering taxonomies for license?

4. What are your concerns about taxonomy for license?

5. What type of controlled vocabulary are you most interested in licensing?

6. What subject area(s) of a controlled vocabulary might you be interested in 
licensing?

7. What purpose(s) would a licensed vocabulary for you serve?

8. If you were to license a vocabulary, what size would you be interested in?

9. What is your industry?

10. In what format(s) would you most likely want to license a controlled vocabulary?

Licensed Vocabulary Survey
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Preliminary results (survey is still open)

1. Would you consider licensing controlled vocabularies/taxonomies/thesauri?

2. If no, why not?

Licensed Vocabulary Survey
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Preliminary results

3. What is the status of considering taxonomies for license?

Licensed Vocabulary Survey
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Preliminary results

4. What are your concerns about taxonomy for license?

Licensed Vocabulary Survey
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Preliminary results

5. What type of controlled vocabulary are you most interested in licensing?

Licensed Vocabulary Survey
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Preliminary results

6. What subject area(s) of a controlled vocabulary might you be interested in 
licensing?

Licensed Vocabulary Survey
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Preliminary results

7. What purpose(s) would a licensed vocabulary for you serve?

Licensed Vocabulary Survey
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Preliminary results

8. If you were to license a vocabulary, what size would you be interested in?

Licensed Vocabulary Survey

37



Preliminary results

9. What is your industry?

Licensed Vocabulary Survey
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Preliminary results

10. In what format(s) would you most likely want to license a controlled 
vocabulary?

Licensed Vocabulary Survey
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Preliminary conclusions

 Concerns around licensing are shared, and there is no dominant single concern.

 Hierarchical taxonomies and vocabularies for facets of faceted taxonomies are the 
types most of interest.

 The subject area of greatest interest is business/management/enterprise functions

 Internal content is the leading purpose for controlled licensing

 Size of vocabularies of interest includes all but the mid-rage dominates

 Industries interested in vocabulary licensing vary; none dominates

 XML and CSV/Excel or the formats of greatest interest, but a significant number are 
unsure of format desired.

Licensed Vocabulary Survey
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It’s not a simply build vs. buy question

You may build some of your vocabularies and buy/license others

 For different facets, metadata properties

 Internal vs. external use

 You may license vocabularies and then modify them

 You may license for a temporary period, while you build your own (if license 
precludes modification)

Conclusions
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