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Taxonomies help people find information.

Gale Academic Onefile

PLOS One

Enterprise Knowledge
website
knowledge
base
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Taxonomy definition:

a collection of controlled vocabulary terms organized into a hierarchical structure

– ISO 25964-1:2025 Thesauri and interoperability with other vocabularies — Part 1:
Thesauri for information retrieval, management, and use. Section 3 Terms and definitions

What is a taxonomy not?
§ Not a navigation scheme

§ Not just any metadata or tags

§ Not a classification scheme

§ Not business glossary

Introduction to Taxonomies
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Ø For searching, not just browsing

Ø Needs to be controlled, structured, related

Ø For tagging, not classifying

Ø For finding, not defining
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How taxonomies compare to other knowledge organization systems
Compared to Classification Systems:
§ Taxonomies resemble classification systems with their hierarchy.
§ Taxonomies don’t have “miscellaneous” or “other” categories.
§ Information taxonomies comprise “concepts,” not actual things, and are digital.
§ A concept can be in more than one hierarchy (subclass to more than one class).
§ Content can be tagged with more than on concept.

Compared to Thesauri:
§ The required associative (related term) relationship is less common in taxonomies.
§ Taxonomies have an over-arching hierarchical structure, but many thesauri do not.
§ There are published standards for thesauri, but taxonomies are less strict.

Compared to Subject Heading Schemes:
§ Subject heading schemes have evolved to have more features of thesauri.
§ Taxonomies and thesauri do not support structured indexing/cataloguing of

heading + subdivision combinations (e.g. Accounting — Law and legislation)
7
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Introduction to Taxonomies
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

Career Level
• Student
• Entry Level
• Experienced
• Manager
• Director
• Executive

Function
• Customer Service & Support
• Delivery
• Engineering
• Finance
• General Management
• Legal & Regulatory Affairs
• Marketing & Advertising

[more]

Industry
• Agriculture
• Apparel & Fashion
• Automotive
• Aviation & Aerospace
• Banking
• Biotechnology
• Broadcast Media
• Chemicals

[more]

Faceted
Taxonomy
Example

Hierarchical
Taxonomy
Example

Taxonomy
Structural Types



Two major approaches to (or features of) taxonomies
1. A hierarchy of terms/topics/categories arranged with narrower topics/subcategories

displayed under their broader/parent categories.
Ø To guide users to find the desired topic (and its linked content of pages or

documents)
Ø Similar to website navigation, but more topical, not just based on page titles
Ø Similar to a classification system, but allows multiple classifications

2. A controlled vocabulary of metadata tags/labels to apply to pages, posts, or
documents, so that they can be more precisely and comprehensively retrieved (than
by search algorithms alone on keywords in text).

Ø Implemented as search suggestion terms, search refinement filters, or related
topics and searches

© 2026 Hedden Information Management

Features of Taxonomies
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Taxonomy focused on controlled Taxonomy focused on organized

Features of Taxonomies



© 2026 Hedden Information Management

Organized Controlled

Organized
Controlled

Semaphore

PoolParty

Controlled and organized in taxonomy
management systems

Features of Taxonomies
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1. Controlled vocabulary feature
Brings together different wordings (synonyms) for the same concept (for tagging).
➢ Helps people search for information by different names

2. Classification and organized structure feature
Organizes information into a logical structure.
➢ Helps people browse for information
➢ Provides context and meaning for concepts, to support indexing/tagging,

retrieval, and AI applications

Helps improve search results
§ Retrieving only correct results
§ Retrieving all relevant results
§ Provides consistency to retrieve across different, separate content repositories

Features and Uses of Taxonomies
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What you can do with a taxonomy
§ Search: find content about…. (search string matches taxonomy concepts)

§ Topic browse: explore subjects arranged in a hierarchy and then content on the subject

§ Faceted (filtering/refining) search: find content meeting a combination of basic criteria

§ Tagging: index content consistently so that retrieval is comprehensive and accurate

§ Discovery: find other content tagged with same concepts as tagged to found content;
explore broader, narrower, and (sometimes) related taxonomy topics

§ Content curation: create feeds or alerts based on user profile (personalization) and
taxonomy concepts tagged

§ Metadata management: for retrieval, identification, comparison, analysis, etc.

§ Knowledge graph development: when combined with an ontology, to retrieve data and
content across different repositories

Uses of Taxonomies



What is a taxonomy for?
§ Concepts/terms are used to tag/index/categorize pages or content to make them easier

to be found and retrieved

Ø supporting better findability than search alone

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

§ The taxonomy should suit the context of the users and the content.

§ Taxonomy design should take into consideration the users and the content.
UsersContent Taxonomy

© 2026 Hedden Information Management

Uses of Taxonomies
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Generic (Traditional) Taxonomy Design
Bottom Up

1. Identify the specific concepts needed for tagging the content.
2. Then group the concepts into categories and then broader

categories, which form the hierarchies and/or facets.

Top Down
1. Identify the top concepts/terms, hierarchies and/or facets needed to cover

the subject domain.
2. Then add narrower concepts, and further narrower concepts to build out

the hierarchies to the level of detail desired.

Taxonomy Creation Approaches
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They can be undertaken simultaneously.
In combination, they can meet (and overlap) in the middle.
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Modern “Business” Taxonomy Design: Content and User-Focused
Bottom-Up Methods Focus on:
§ The concepts, terms, entities within the content that will be searched for

and retrieved with the taxonomy
§ Content analysis, tagging/indexing
§ The back end

Top-Down Methods Focus on:
§ Users, use cases, the application, the subject domain scope
§ Information architecture, user experience, taxonomy displays
§ The front end

Taxonomy Creation Approaches
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Both approaches are needed in combination.
Methods for creating a new taxonomy or expanding an existing one

16



Value of Business Taxonomy Design Approaches
Value of Bottom-Up Methods:
§ Alignment - Taxonomy concepts are reflected and accurately distributed

across content.
§ Completeness - The taxonomy concepts are applicable to the complete

set of content across the system.

Value of Top-Down Methods:
§ Usability - The structure and language of the taxonomy resonate with and

are intuitive to end users.

Taxonomy Creation Approaches
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To ensure that the taxonomy is applicable to relevant content and data
sources and meets standards.

Content-Focused Methods
§ Manual content analysis/survey
§ Automated term extraction
§ Column headers from data in spreadsheets
§ Extracted list of document titles

Content Management-Focused methods (content managers, taggers)
§ Review of existing controlled vocabularies and glossaries
§ Term lists suggested by content creators/editors
§ Keyword tagging analysis

Bottom-Up Taxonomy Creation

© 2026 Hedden Information Management 18
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Manual survey of sample content
§ From a representative sample of the content  to be tagged with the taxonomy
§ Of different types, sources, file formats, etc.
§ Look for terms especially within titles,  section headings, lead paragraphs.
§ Look for main idea terms, as if you were indexing or categorizing the content.
§ Keep it general for the content item/document/page as a whole
§ Consider desired search strings to retrieve the content item.
§ Consider different aspects: activity, location, event, person type,

Ø Manual survey can often get the main idea more reliably than
automated methods.

Bottom-Up Content-Focused Methods
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Source for Taxonomy Terms: Content

20

Identified terms then grouped into
types for developing the Berklee
Music & Health taxonomy
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Automatic term extraction
Methods:
§ Using text analytics technologies, such as natural language processing (NLP)

and statistical analysis
§ The system considers combinations of general frequency, frequency within

a document, and multiple word co-occurrences.
§ All extracted terms are suggestions only and should be reviewed for inclusion.
Issues:
§ Term extraction, intended for auto-tagging, is usually too specific/granular for most

taxonomy development. Too many terms will be extracted.
§ Candidate term extraction is most practical when the tool is integrated into taxonomy

management software.
§ Useful for enriching a taxonomy already started from manual identification of terms.

Bottom-Up Content-Focused Methods
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Term extraction for candidate
taxonomy concepts in PoolParty
taxonomy/thesaurus
management tool.
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Data ingested from spreadsheets
§ Column headers tend to be metadata types, which could become:

taxonomy concepts schemes, top concepts, ontology classes, the basis for
ontology relations, or attributes

§ Values in cells are metadata values, which could become:
taxonomy concepts or attribute values (ontology literals).

23© 2026 Hedden Information Management 23
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Document titles extract/download and analysis

§ Content management systems/SharePoint allow downloading
of all content page titles into a spreadsheet.

§ Sort alphabetically to group some similar pages together
§ Use AI, such as Copilot with Excel files, for initial quick analysis.

Example prompt:
The attached spreadsheet contains page titles for the Intranet of an X organization. I would
like to create a taxonomy of concepts to tag these  pages to support retrieval. The taxonomy
shall have four facets: Document Type, Audience, Activities, and Topics. An example of a
term in each facet is [examples].  The Document Type and the Audience facets should be
comprehensive to include all such terms mentioned, and they should be flat lists. The Topics
and Activities facets should each comprise hierarchies of 2-3 levels, and they should each
group multiple pages so don’t need to include specific terms from all of them. Insert the
generated taxonomy into the second worksheet with just one term per row…

24
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Glossaries
§ Purpose of glossaries is different from taxonomies/controlled vocabularies
§ Terms needed to be defined might not be appropriate for tagging, search,

and retrieval
§ Some terms may be too specific. Useful broader terms may be missing.

© 2026 Hedden Information Management 25

Existing controlled vocabularies and term lists
§ Important to find and review
§ Sources may include siloed taxonomies in current or legacy systems:

CMSs for documentation or marketing, DAM systems, Web CMS,
SharePoint term store, metadata stored in spreadsheet files.

§ If created for a different purpose (use case), their usefulness may be limited.
§ Consider them as a source for only some terms.

Don’t take all of the legacy terms

Bottom-Up Content Management-Focused Methods
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Requested terms from content creators/editors
§ Usually from subject matter experts (SMEs)
§ In spreadsheets, allowing columns for

narrower terms, synonyms, notes, and comments
§ Define the scope to a very specific subject domain.
§ Provide example terms to SMEs.
§ Provide instructions, guidance, and clarify specificity:
Ø number range of terms, such as 10-50
Ø need terms for tagging and search: common topics the content is about
Ø do not need a classification scheme, do not need terminology/glossary

§ Meet to review, discuss, and clarify suggestions
§ Taxonomist edits suggestions and sends back to SME for approval
§ Possible multiple iterations

Bottom-Up Content Management-Focused Methods
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Keyword tag logs

§ A very useful source for terms to add to the taxonomy
• More useful source than search logs

§ Many content management systems support uncontrolled tagging.
§ Find out if and to what extent uncontrolled tagging has been done.
§ Methods:

• Obtain system tagging reports for a period, such as 6-12 months.
• Sort by numeric count in descending order to focus on high-frequency terms
• Identify and group synonymous tags.
• Edit tags into proper concept label format.

27
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To ensure that the taxonomy is applicable to relevant to the users’ needs, their
terminology, and their use cases

Methods
§ Brainstorming workshops
§ Interviews
§ Questionnaires
§ Review of AI-generated taxonomy ideas

Sample users or stakeholders should review the draft taxonomy.

Top-Down Methods - Involving Users

© 2026 Hedden Information Management 28
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Gather input from:
§ Brainstorming sessions of stakeholders

‒ For designating vocabularies and facets; gathering top and sample terms

§ Interviews of sample users and stakeholders
‒ For scoping, developing user cases, designating vocabularies and facets, and

obtaining some sample terms.

§ Requested lists of search terms from subject-matter expert end-users

− For gathering more detailed terms

Top-Down Methods - Involving Users
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Brainstorming for user input
1. Identify and name things
2. Consolidate duplicates
3. Remove outliers
4. Group them into categories or facets
Using whiteboards/sticky notes or virtual collaborate tools (e.g. Miro or Mural)

Workshops
§ Larger number (6-15), usually in a room together with a facilitator
§ Good for intranet/enterprise taxonomies with representatives from different teams
§ Often a component of a longer, taxonomy training/introduction workshops

Brainstorming sessions
§ Smaller number (3-8) in-person or remote
§ Suitable for a taxonomy for any purpose

Top-Down Methods - Involving Users
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Interviews for user input
§ Interviews of sample users are for multiple purposes:

§ To obtain use cases to better design the taxonomy and its UX
§ To obtain use cases to use later test the taxonomy
§ To identify taxonomy facets and scope
§ To collect some terms for the taxonomy

§ From different functions that deal with the content
§ 1-2 people at once (if from the same function), in person, phone, or video call
§ Have prepared sets of questions sent to stakeholders in advance
§ Different sets of questions for information users and for information curators (uploading/tagging)
§ For information users, different question about how they:

§ find/discover information
§ find desired content items

§ For information curators, questions about decisions and issues for tagging/categorizing content

Top-Down Methods - Involving Users
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Questions asked in Berklee Music & Health taxonomy project of sample potential users
1. If you were to search a music and health database collection of articles, what kind of research would you do?
2. What kind of topics might you look for?
3. What would be any specific keywords you might search?
4. Given the different aspects of research studies in music & health, which of the following would you most likely

initially want to search (enter into a search box) on?
· Specific music therapy method, musical technique, or medical music intervention
· Who is providing the musical intervention (physician, nurse, music therapist, etc.)
· Who is  choosing the music (patient, medical provider, music therapist)
· Music type
· Patient population/type
· Health issue, disease, condition
· Medical procedure, intervention, or care type
· Objective, outcome, or target (pain reduction, anxiety reduction, quality of life, etc.)
· Test type (Visual analog scale, Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale, etc.)

5. For the aspects above that you initially search on, how specific would you want to search?
6. How would you look up “patient population/type” for your purposes (if at all)? By medical condition, setting

(inpatient/outpatient), demographic, etc.?
7. When searching a database of articles, are you more likely to start with basic search or got to advanced search?

Top-Down Methods - Involving Users
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Sources for Concepts: Users

33
© 2021 Heather Hedden

Notes from sample users for
taxonomy terms from interviews:
Berklee Music & Health taxonomy
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Search Logs
§ Usually available for website, intranets, content management systems, etc.
§ Options of date ranges. Most recent 6-12 months is usually sufficient.
§ Reveals what users look for and what they call it.

Search Log Analysis Benefits/Goals:
§ Identify patterns of types things searched for which can suggest facets or top-term

categories, broader terms
• Search terms tend to be too specific to serve as concepts in faceted taxonomy facets.
• Concepts in a faceted taxonomy are intended to filter/limit search results.
• Concepts in a faceted taxonomy should not simply mirror the search strings driving

search results.

§ Identify different names for the same thing which can become alternative labels.

34
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Creating taxonomy concepts and alternative labels
based on search log search strings
§ Sort by numeric count in descending order to focus on high-use search strings.
§ Identify and group synonymous search strings.

• Choose the higher use or preferred organizational name as the preferred label.
• Lower count terms should be examined for synonyms.

§ Edit search strings in proper concept label format.
• Convert verbs to nouns/noun phrases.
• Convert singular countable nouns into plural.

§ Omit vague search strings that cannot be determined.
§ Omit highly specific search strings, if the taxonomy is intended to be faceted for filtering

search results.
§ Use AI (such as Copilot in Excel) to assist with analysis of very large logs.

35
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Top-Down Methods - Involving Users Indirectly

Search log search terms – international organization employee intranet



© 2026 Hedden Information Management

Conclusions

Different design methods have value.

Bottom-Up Methods
§ Ensures the taxonomy is relevant for the content.

• An appropriate number of search results are returned upon selection
of a taxonomy concept (not too few or too many).

• Content is not missed due to lack of taxonomy concepts.

Top-Down Methods
§ Ensures the taxonomy meets the user needs and expectations.

• Improving results, so they can do their job better, saving time
• Improving user satisfaction

§ Engages stakeholders, keeping them committed to supporting and improving the
taxonomy.
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Conclusions

Building a taxonomy based on…
§ Analysis of the actual content
§ Input from users

This context results in:
§ A more suitable, customized taxonomy based on context.
§ Greater engagement, commitment, and support for the ongoing use, maintenance,

and expansion of the taxonomy by its users and other stakeholders.
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Taxonomy Resources

§ ISO 25964 Information and documentation — Thesauri and interoperability with other
vocabularies. Part 1: ISO 25964-1: 2011 Thesauri for information retrieval
https://www.iso.org/standard/53657.html

§ ANSI/NISO Z39.19-2005 (2010) Guidelines for Construction, Format, and Management
of Monolingual Controlled Vocabularies
www.niso.org/publications/ansiniso-z3919-2005-r2010

§ The Accidental Taxonomist Blog
http://accidental-taxonomist.blogspot.com

§ Accidental Taxonomist book websites
www.hedden-information.com/accidental-taxonomist/websites

§ Hedden Information Management past presentations
www.hedden-information.com/presentations

§ Hedden Information Management taxonomy training
www.hedden-information.com/courses-workshops

§ Taxonomy Talk, taxonomists community on Discord
https://discord.com/invite/3qyMVYCAsw
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Upcoming Taxonomy Events

§ Bite-Sized Taxonomy Boot Camp virtual half-day event
7 October 2026 online
www.taxonomybootcamp.com/Bite-Sized

§ Taxonomy Boot Camp Conference
16 - 17 November 2026, Washington, DC, USA
www.taxonomybootcamp.com

§ Taxonomy Boot Camp London Conference
13 - 14 April 2027, London, UK
www.taxonomybootcamp.com/London/2027
(Call for speaker deadline is 9 October.)
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Heather Hedden
Taxonomy/Ontology Consultant
Hedden Information Management
Carlisle, MA USA
www.hedden-information.com
accidental-taxonomist.blogspot.com
www.linkedin.com/in/hedden
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