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Outline

▸ Introduction
▹ What is SharePoint and what is it for
▹ Search issues
▹ Taxonomy solution and benefits

▸ Taxonomy use and management in SharePoint
▹ SharePoint capabilities and weaknesses

▸ Improving taxonomy management for SharePoint
▹ Challenges & solutions of managed metadata/taxonomies
▹ Taxonomy management system integration
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Introduction:
 What is SharePoint
 Search issues & taxonomy benefits
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Introduction to SharePoint

▸ Since 2001, software from Microsoft for shared document management 
and collaboration

▸ Major past versions: 2003, 2010, 2013, 2016, 2019
▸ On-premise or online (included in Microsoft 365 for business)
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What is SharePoint

What is SharePoint used for?
▸ Intranet platform
▸ Content and document management - uploaded files
▸ Collaboration, including workflow, in team sites
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Introduction to SharePoint

▸ Visitors - readers: need to search for content, such as the Intranet
▸ Members - contributors: can create pages and upload and tag content
▸ Owners - administrators: can create sites and edit metadata/taxonomies
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SharePoint general user types

SharePointʼs search and metadata features
▸ Default search engine
▸ Search refinements/filters
▸ Column type metadata, for sorting and filtering tables of documents
▸ “Content type” metadata, since 2003
▸ Hierarchical taxonomy management “Term Store,” since 2010
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Search Issues

Default search in SharePoint (or in general) is useful, but insufficient.

▸ What are the issues?
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Search Issues

▸ Finding the right information quickly
▸ Finding sufficient information
▸ Discovering related relevant information not known to search for
▸ Being confident that the information is complete
▸ Being able to expand and limit the search
▸ Having results that can be trusted and are explainable
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User Objectives

User Expectations
▸ Getting search results like web search results
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Search Issues

▸ Saved time through efficient  search
▸ Knowledge discovery 
▸ Cost savings through content reuse 
▸ Better decisions from complete information 
▸ Improved competitiveness through better information
▸ Improved employee and customer satisfaction 
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Organization Objectives
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Search Issues

▸ Retrieving too many inappropriate search results
▹ Wasting time reading through irrelevant information
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Internal Search User Pain Points

▸ Not confident that that all relevant information was retrieved
▹ Not finding content believed to exist
▹ Not knowing if the desired information exists

▸ Repeating searches in different, unconnected content repositories
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Solution: Controlled Metadata & Taxonomies

11

SharePoint 
Term store for 
managing 
metadata/ 
taxonomies
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Solution: Controlled Metadata & Taxonomies
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In SharePoint Description

Metadata Column type
Content type

Organized data about 
data/content, grouped into 
consistent types/elements/ 
properties/fields/columns, 
filled with a specific value for each 
content item.

Taxonomy Taxonomy/
Managed metadata/
Term group

Metadata type that uses a 
controlled vocabulary and is 
structured into subsets and/or 
hierarchies

A taxonomy is a source of values for a metadata type (e.g. “managed metadata”). 
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What is a Taxonomy?
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▸ A taxonomy is a controlled vocabulary organized into a hierarchical structure.
▸ Concepts/terms are used to tag/index/categorize content to make it easier to be found 

and retrieved
▹ supporting better findability than search alone

▸ The taxonomy is an intermediary that links the user to the desired content.

▸ Terms are based on unambiguous concepts, rather than using text strings.
▸ “Things, not strings.”

Content Taxonomy Users
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What is a Taxonomy?

   Controlled and organized

1. Controlled:
A kind of controlled vocabulary or 
knowledge organization system, 
based on unambiguous concepts, 
not just words:  
things, not strings

2. Organized:
Concepts are arranged in a 
structure of hierarchies, 
categories, or facets to organize 
them.

14

organizedcontrolled
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Benefits of Taxonomies

1. Controlled vocabulary aspect
Brings together different wordings (synonyms) for the same concept
▹ Helps people search for information by different names

2. Classification and structure aspect
Organizes information into a logical structure
▹ Helps people browse or navigate for information
▹ Provides context and meaning for concepts for indexing and retrieval

15
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Benefits of Taxonomies
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Controlled:
PoolParty product Help
https://help.poolparty.biz

Organized:
Semantic Web Company 
Knowledge Hub Topics

https://help.poolparty.biz
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Bringing together synonyms for the same term

▸ Retrieves content containing 
different synonyms for the 
same thing.

▸ Supports searchers using 
different synonymous 
search strings find the 
same relevant content.
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Benefits of Taxonomies
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Benefits of Taxonomies
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Benefits over search alone
▸ Tagging and retrieval based on concepts, not just words/phrases, for 

better precision (accuracy) and recall (comprehensiveness)
▸ Grouping terms by type, for search refinement filters (facets)
▸ Organizing terms into guiding hierarchies
▸ Supporting retrieval of tagged non-text content
▸ Enabling discover of related content tagged with the same concepts
▸ Supporting term definitions
▸ Supporting multilingual concepts
▸ Potential to link to other taxonomies and thus other content/data



Taxonomy Use and 
Management in SharePoint
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Taxonomy Use in SharePoint

SharePoint can make use of taxonomies various ways
1. Search support and as facets or post-search refinement/filters

2. Metadata terms for filtering or sorting columns of content items 
(documents, images, etc.) in document libraries

3. Implemented in navigation as menu labels, headers, and page URL names

4. Also informally, as a hierarchical model for naming and organizing libraries 
and multi-level folders

20
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Taxonomies in SharePoint

Taxonomy hierarchy in the 
SharePoint Term Store
and in a dedicated 
taxonomy management 
system (PoolParty)

21
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Taxonomies in SharePoint

▸ Departments and teams can create their own sites.
▸ Access to sites can be shared or not (usually shared).
▸ Different user access allows some to edit and more to view.
▸ Editing users can create taxonomies to organize their teamʼs content.
▸ Additional, uncontrolled keywords can be shared across the enterprise 

for reuse.
▸ Search can be executed at

the site or enterprise level.

22

Advantages of SharePoint
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Taxonomies in SharePoint

▸ Different departments have their own term sets for 
tagging
▹ Term sets in different sites use different terms for the 

same concept, and the same term for different 
concepts.

▹ Search across the enterprise thus cannot leverage a 
taxonomy.

▸ Search refinement filters are only the default (file type, 
creator, date, etc.) and not based on taxonomy facets

23

Disadvantages of SharePoint
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Taxonomy Management in SharePoint

24

Term Store

Group
Term Set

Term

Group - set of terms 
with shared users

Term set - controlled 
vocabulary or facet, 
can be used as a filter
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SharePoint Term Store Capabilities

Supporting term definitions/notes for clarification

25
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SharePoint Term Store Capabilities

Taxonomy management in SharePoint Term Store features

26

▸ Multiple taxonomies or multiple facets
▸ Unique identifiers on terms
▸ Hierarchical taxonomies, many levels deep
▸ Synonyms, also called “Other labels,” in support of tagging
▸ Scope notes or definitions in a “Description” field
▸ Type-ahead search on taxonomy terms and on synonyms for those tagging
▸ Broader categories, which are not terms for tagging, to group terms
▸ Customizable sort order of terms at the same level
▸ Term store reports (with added Syntex license)
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SharePoint Term Store Weaknesses

Taxonomy features, which the SharePoint Term Store lacks

27

▸ Synonyms supported in search (not only in tagging)
▸ Polyhierarchy: more than one broader in same term set
▸ Associative (non-hierarchical) relationships
▸ Thesaurus quality standards (ANSI/NISO Z39.19)

▹ e.g. preventing duplicates, circular references
▸ Additional notes and attributes on concepts
▸ SKOS interoperability, SKOS export (only  SKOS import with added Syntex 

license)



Improving Taxonomy 
Management in SharePoint
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Challenges with Metadata & Taxonomies

1. Poorly designed and managed metadata and taxonomies
2. Poorly applied metadata or taxonomy tagging
3. Taxonomies and metadata residing within separate applications, siloed

29
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Challenges with Metadata & Taxonomies

1.  Poorly designed and managed metadata and taxonomies
▹ Metadata or taxonomy terms vague or not clearly distinguished
▹ Taxonomies too specific or too general
▹ Too many, or too few metadata columns or term sets
▹ Incorrect hierarchies
▹ Too many or too few synonyms for terms

30

▸ Addressed by:
▹ Elevate taxonomy development to a funded project or role
▹ Obtain taxonomy training and/or contract a taxonomy consultant
▹ Manage taxonomies in a full-featured taxonomy management system, 

connected to SharePoint and other applications
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Challenges with Metadata & Taxonomies

2.  Poorly applied metadata or taxonomy tagging
▹ Insufficient tagging - content cannot be found
▹ Over-tagging - taxonomy terms retrieve too many irrelevant results
▹ Inconsistent tagging - search results arenʼt comprehensive

31

▸ Addressed by training and auto-tagging
▹ For more comprehensive, consistent, and faster tagging
▹ Auto-tagging technologies: text mining, NLP, NER
▹ Auto-tagging with human review to identify improvements
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Challenges with Metadata & Taxonomies

3.  Siloed taxonomies and metadata in separate sites and applications
▹ Separate taxonomies for separate SharePoint sites
▹ Separate taxonomies for each CMS or other application
▹ Taxonomies managed by different groups 
▹ Lack of central taxonomy governance

32

▸ Addressed by:
▹ Centrally managing taxonomy and metadata in dedicated taxonomy 

management system, as middleware, connected to other systems
▹ Documentation and following a taxonomy governance plan to manage 

taxonomy change
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Taxonomy System Integration with SharePoint
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Centrally managed taxonomies in an integrated dedicated taxonomy 
management system

Benefits
▸ Full taxonomy features
▸ Consolidation and alignment of enterprise-wide taxonomies
▸ SKOS and ANSI/NISO compliant taxonomies
▸ Superior taxonomy management features and UI

Additional possible options:
▸ Semantic auto-tagging
▸ Semantic search and UI enhancements
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Superior Taxonomy Management Features

What can be built on top of SharePoint to extend Term Store functionality
in dedicated taxonomy management middleware: 

34

▸ Synonyms supported in search in addition to tagging
▸ Supporting thesaurus quality standards (preventing duplicates, circular references, same 

terms as both preferred and synonyms)
▸ Managing multiple linked taxonomies
▸ Supporting associative (non-hierarchical relationships)
▸ Supporting the display of hierarchy within facets.
▸ Supporting polyhierarchy
▸ Supporting additional attributes for terms
▸ Full compliance with W3C standards for vocabularies (SKOS) for import/export 

interoperability
▸ Link to content tagged in different systems (other than SharePoint), with a central frontend
▸ Optimized taxonomy management UI
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Superior Taxonomy Management Features and UI

35
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“Optimizing Your Taxonomy in SharePoint Online: Search Filters” Mergan Salerno, Enterprise 
Knowledge White Paper (September 2022)
https://enterprise-knowledge.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Optimizing_Your_Taxonomy_i
n_SharePoint_Online_Search_Filters.pdf

“How to Manage Term Stores in SharePoint Online”
https://www.mrsharepoint.guru/term-store-sharepoint/

“Term Store: Introduction to Management Metadata” Microsoft Learn
https://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/sharepoint/managed-metadata

“Taxonomies in SharePoint,” Heather Hedden, Accidental Taxonomist Blog (August, 2017)
http://accidental-taxonomist.blogspot.com/2017/08/taxonomies-in-sharepoint.html

The Accidental Taxonomist, 3rd edition, Heather Hedden (2022)
https://accidental-taxonomist.com

Resources

https://enterprise-knowledge.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Optimizing_Your_Taxonomy_in_SharePoint_Online_Search_Filters.pdf
https://enterprise-knowledge.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Optimizing_Your_Taxonomy_in_SharePoint_Online_Search_Filters.pdf
https://www.mrsharepoint.guru/term-store-sharepoint/
https://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/sharepoint/managed-metadata
http://accidental-taxonomist.blogspot.com/2017/08/taxonomies-in-sharepoint.html
https://accidental-taxonomist.com
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Questions/Contact

37

Heather Hedden
Knowledge Manager
Semantic Web Company Inc.
One Boston Place, Suite 2600
Boston, MA 02108
857-400-0183
heather.hedden@semantic-web.com
www.linkedin.com/in/hedden
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