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

 Continuing education online workshop instructor, Simmons College 
School of Library and Information Science

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

 Part-time freelance back-of-the-book indexer

 American Society for Indexing – Board member, previous Taxonomies 
& Controlled Vocabularies SIG manager and Web & Electronic 
Indexing SIG manager

 SLA Taxonomy Division – Membership committee chair

Previously

 Taxonomy consultant

 Periodical article/reference database indexer 
(Information Access Company/Predicasts/Gale)
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Definitions and Types

Definitions and Types

Controlled vocabulary (CV)

- The most general, broadest concept for all applications

 An authoritative, restricted list of terms (words or phrases) 

mainly used for indexing/tagging content to support retrieval

 Controlled in who and when new terms can be added

 Usually makes use of equivalent non-preferred terms 

(synonyms, etc.) to point to the correct, preferred terms

 May or may not have structured relationships between terms
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Definitions and Types

Controlled Vocabulary types

 Simple term list/pick list

 Synonym ring (search-support “thesaurus”)

 Authority file (controlled list with variants; no hierarchy)

 Taxonomy

‒ Hierarchical taxonomy

‒ Faceted taxonomy

 Thesaurus

 Ontology
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Definitions and Types

Term List

 A simple list of terms

 Usually alphabetical, but could be 

in other logical order

 Lacking synonyms, it is usually 

short enough for quick browsing

 Can appear in drop-down scroll 

boxes

 May be used for various metadata 

values

 Part of a larger set of controlled 

vocabularies
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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”

Software

ProgramsApps

Applications

Definitions and Types
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Definitions and Types

Taxonomy

A controlled vocabulary with broader/narrower (parent/child) term 

relationships that include all terms to create a hierarchical 

structure

 With focus for categorizing and organization concepts

 May or may not have equivalent non-preferred terms 

(synonyms, etc.) to point to the correct, preferred terms

 May comprise several hierarchies or facets

(A facet can be considered a hierarchy.)
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Definitions and Types

Hierarchical 

Taxonomy

Example

Faceted 

Taxonomy 

Example

Taxonomy

Examples

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



Thesaurus

 A controlled vocabulary that has standard structured 

relationships between terms

─ Hierarchical: broader term/narrower term (BT/NT)

─ Associative: related terms (RT)

─ Equivalence: preferred term (“use for” or “used for”)/non-

preferred term (use)  (USE/UF)

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

needed.

 Created in accordance with standards, such as ANSI/NISO 

Z39.19 Guidelines for Construction, Format, and 

Management of Monolingual Controlled Vocabularies. 

 “Thesaurus” is most often the kind of controlled vocabulary 

used in indexing periodical literature.
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Thesaurus entry examples
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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

Definitions and Types



Ontology

 A complex thesaurus-type of controlled vocabulary, in which 

terms have specified attributes and relationships are further 

specified

 Relationships contain meaning, are “semantic”

 A form of “knowledge representation” 

 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 is not just for indexing. It is often an end itself in 

representing a domain of information.
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Taxonomies

 All terms belong to a limited 
number of major hierarchies (or 
facets)

 May bend ANSI/NISO 
hierarchical rules.

 Supports classification, 
categorization, and concept 
organization.
(Like Linnaean taxonomy)

 Approach is a top-down 
navigation.

 Especially serving end-users 
when browsing. 

Thesauri

 All terms have relationships, but 
“hierarchies” can comprise as few 
as 2 terms.  

 ANSI/NISO rules are strictly 
followed. 

 Supports concept scoping, 
disambiguation, and relationships 
with similar concepts.
(Like looking up in Roget’s) 

 Approach is term-centered and 
what terms are linked to/from it.

 Especially serving indexers/ 
indexing. 

Definitions and Types
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Taxonomies, for:

 Content/terms that naturally 

can be categorized

 A subject area with defined 

scope and limits

 Browsable hierarchical 

displays

 Non-expert users, who benefit 

from guidance of hierarchies 

 Relatively small collections of 

terms

 Somewhat broad categories

Thesauri, for:

 Content/terms that are not easily 

categorized 

 Multiple, overlapping subject areas or 

domains with diverse content.

 Alphabetical displays (indexes), or 

type-ahead display excerpts

 Users who are subject-matter experts 

and will likely look for specific terms

 Large and/or constantly changing 

vocabulary

 Highly specific terms for detailed 

indexing

Definitions and Types
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“Taxonomy”

Any kind of controlled vocabulary, in a/an…

 enterprise, corporate setting

 content management system

 website navigation (e.g. ecommerce site)

“Thesaurus”

Any kind of controlled vocabulary…

 for indexing articles / literature retrieval databases

 used by librarians, indexers, or other information 

professionals

 that includes nonpreferred terms (even if just synonym rings)

Definitions and Types
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Applications and Uses

Controlled vocabulary applications and uses

1. Indexing support (and secondarily, retrieval)

2. Retrieval support

a) Search 

b) Hierarchical browse

c) Faceted search/browse



18

Applications and Uses

1. Indexing Support

 As a structured list of agreed-upon terms for indexing 

multiple documents and/or by multiple indexers,

to ensure consistency.

 Typically for database/open indexing of periodical articles, 

database records, digital asset collections, etc. 

Also for multi-volume works.

 Example:

─ Medical Subject Headings (MeSH)
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/mesh/MBrowser.html

http://www.nlm.nih.gov/mesh/MBrowser.html
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Applications and Uses

2. Retrieval Support

b. Hierarchical browse

Categorization scheme for information organization, 

classification, guided search

 For web site structural design, online information 
services, intranet content organization, corporate 
content management

 Examples of web site navigational taxonomies:

─ Information Architecture Institute
http://iainstitute.org/en/site-map.php

─ MyFlorida.com State of Florida site map
http://www.myflorida.com/taxonomy

http://iainstitute.org/en/site-map.php
http://www.myflorida.com/taxonomy
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Applications and Uses

Indexing Support

Example:

Cengage Learning 

Gale Subject 

Thesaurus: Internal 

indexer alphabetical 

browse view
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Applications and Uses

2. Retrieval Support

a) Search

Controlled list of terms and their synonyms/equivalents 

to aid online retrieval

 For website or intranet search engines, online 

databases, online directories, enterprise search

 Might be displayed as type-ahead auto-suggest 

terms, or might not be displayed at all.

 May be used for automated indexing / auto-tagging
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Applications and Uses



23

Applications and Uses

2. Retrieval Support

b) Hierarchical browse

Categorization scheme for information organization, 

classification, guided search

 For web site structural design, online information 
services, intranet content organization, corporate 
content management

 Examples of web site navigational taxonomies:

─ Amazon.com (shop by department)
www.amazon.com/gp/site-directory/ref=nav_shopall_btn

─ Books and Authors
http://books.wiseto.com/bna/

http://www.amazon.com/gp/site-directory/ref=nav_shopall_btn
http://books.wiseto.com/bna/
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Applications and Uses

2. Retrieval Support

b. Hierarchical browse

Categorization scheme for information organization, 

classification, guided search

 For web site structural design, online information 
services, intranet content organization, corporate 
content management

 Examples of web site navigational taxonomies:

─ Information Architecture Institute
http://iainstitute.org/en/site-map.php

─ MyFlorida.com State of Florida site map
http://www.myflorida.com/taxonomy

http://iainstitute.org/en/site-map.php
http://www.myflorida.com/taxonomy
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Applications and Uses

2. Retrieval Support

c) Faceted search/browse

Multiple term lists of different types, also called 

facets/filters/refinements, for the user to search on in 

combination

 For online databases, catalogs, e-commerce sites

 Usually does not have synonyms or term hierarchies

 Examples:

– NCSU Libraries catalog (browse new titles)
www.lib.ncsu.edu/catalog

– Internet Movie Database (advanced title search)
www.imdb.com/search/title

http://www.lib.ncsu.edu/catalog/
http://www.imdb.com/search/title
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Benefits of taxonomies/controlled vocabularies

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

concept

 Helps people search for information by different names

2. Classification and structure:
Organizes information into a logical structure

 Helps people browse or navigate for information

Benefits
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A controlled vocabulary gathers synonyms, acronyms, 
variant spellings, etc.

 Documents not missed due to use of different words (e.g. 
Automobiles, instead of Cars)

 User does not need to guess the spelling of unusual or foreign 
names (e.g. Condoleezza Rice)

A search restricted on the controlled vocabulary retrieves 
concepts not just words.

 Documents excluded for mere text-string matches (e.g. monitors
for computers, not the verb “observes”)

Benefits
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Text may contain:

Oil and gas industry

Oil companies

Big oil

Oil producers

Oil industry

Oil & gas industry

Oil and gas industry

Oil & gas industries

Oil and gas industries

Petroleum industry

Oil companies

Big oil

Oil producers

Petroleum companies

Users may enter:

Oil industry

Oil & gas industry

Oil & gas industries

Petroleum industry

Benefits

Controlled Vocabulary 

contains all synonyms:

Example: users researching indexed articles on the oil industry
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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 can reflect natural 

categories.

Benefits



Deciding whether a concept should be a term

 Is it within the subject-area scope of the CV?

 Is it important, likely to be looked up

 Is there enough information 
(or sufficient anticipated information)

 Do users want and expect it?
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1. Choosing the preferred term

Doctors vs. Physicians

Movies vs. Motion pictures

Cars vs. Automobiles

2. Creating nonpreferred terms
(for search or alphabetical browse, not for navigation)

Cars 

UF Automobiles

UF Autos

Terms in Controlled Vocabularies
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Sources of Terms

1. People as sources

2. Content/material to be indexed as sources

3. External sources

 Sources for concepts

 Sources for preferred wordings and non-preferred terms

Terms in Controlled Vocabularies
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Relationships between terms

Between preferred and nonpreferred terms:

1. Equivalence: Use (USE) / Used for (UF)

Between preferred terms:

2. Hierarchical: Broader term (BT) / Narrower term (NT)

3. Associative: Related term (RT)

4. Customized relationships
(more specific types of BT/NT or RT)

Relationships are reciprocal between terms.
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Hierarchical Relationships

Reciprocal (bi-directional) relationships, but asymmetrical

Broader term (BT) Fruits

SOME ALL SOME ALL

Narrower term (NT) Oranges

Fruits NT Oranges Oranges BT Fruits

Types:

1. Generic – Specific: narrower term is a kind of broader term

1.b Common noun – Proper noun: narrower term is an instance of broader

2. Whole – Part: narrower term is an integral part of broader term
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American Society for Indexing http://www.asindexing.org/about-indexing/thesauri

ANSI/NISO Z39.19-2005 (R2010) Guidelines for the Construction, Format, and 

Management of Monolingual Controlled Vocabularies

http://www.niso.org/apps/group_public/download.php/12591/z39-19-2005r2010.pdf

“Practical Taxonomy Creation” ASI Online Learning 3-part webinar course

http://www.asindexing.org/online-learning/taxonomy-hedden

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

Taxonomy Boot Camp conference, November 14-15, 2016, Washington, DC

http://www.taxonomybootcamp.com

Construction of Controlled Vocabularies: A Primer

http://marciazeng.slis.kent.edu/Z3919/index.htm

Thesaurus Construction tutorial by Tim Craven

http://publish.uwo.ca/~craven/677/thesaur/main00.htm

Hedden, Heather. The Accidental Taxonomist. Information Today, Inc. (2010, 2016) 

http://books.infotoday.com/books/Accidental-Taxonomist-2nd-Edition.shtml
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Further Reading or Training

http://www.asindexing.org/about-indexing/thesauri
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http://www.asindexing.org/online-learning/taxonomy-hedden
http://accidental-taxonomist.blogspot.com/
http://www.taxonomybootcamp.com/
http://marciazeng.slis.kent.edu/Z3919/index.htm
http://publish.uwo.ca/~craven/677/thesaur/main00.htm
http://books.infotoday.com/books/Accidental-Taxonomist-2nd-Edition.shtml
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