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Agenda

1. Comparisons of Taxonomies and Thesauri

▪ Definitions, examples, and comparisons

▪ Comparisons of suitability

▪ When it’s a compromise / in-between

2. Cengage Learning case of thesaurus and taxonomies

▪ Why we have both a thesaurus and taxonomies

▪ How our taxonomy has thesaurus features (is in-between)

▪ Benefits of discipline taxonomies

Taxonomy, Thesaurus, or Something in Between
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Classic Comparison of Taxonomies and Thesauri



Taxonomy

A taxonomy is a controlled vocabulary consisting of preferred 

terms, all of which are connected in a hierarchy or polyhierarchy. 

Thesaurus

A thesaurus is a controlled vocabulary arranged in a known order 

and structured so that the various relationships among terms are 

displayed clearly and identified by standardized relationship 

indicators.  

Its purpose is to promote consistency in the indexing of content 

objects…

Sections 4.1 Definitions, 5.4.3 Taxonomy, and 5.4.4  Thesaurus

Definitions – ANSI/NISO Z39.19-2005



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. 

Further Comparisons



Display Examples

Taxonomy excerpt example Thesaurus entry example

Politics & Government

.   Domestic policy

.  .   Agricultural policy

.  .   Economic policy

.  .  . Fiscal policy

.  .  .   Monetary policy

.  .   Energy policy

.  .   Health policy

.  .   Social policy

.   Foreign policy

.  .   Appeasement

.  .   Bilateralism

.  .   Foreign assistance

.  .  .   Foreign military assistance

.  .   Foreign intervention

Economic policy

SN Actions that governments 

take in the economics field.

UF Finance policy

Public policy (Economic)

BT Domestic policy

NT Fiscal policy

Monetary policy

RT Economic conditions

Economic reform

Energy policy

Macroeconomics



Taxonomies for:

➢ Content/terms that naturally 

can be categorized

➢ A subject area with defined 

scope and limits

➢ Browse navigations

➢ Non-expert users, who benefit 

from guidance of hierarchies 

➢ Relatively small collections of 

terms

Thesauri for:

➢ Content/terms that are not easily 

categorized 

➢ Multiple, overlapping subject areas or 

domains with diverse content.

➢ Highly specific terms for detailed 

indexing

➢ Users who are subject-matter experts 

and will likely look for specific terms

➢ Large and/or constantly changing 

vocabulary

Comparisons: Suitability of a Taxonomy



“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 (synonym rings)

Different Definitions – In use



Compromises: Something in Between / Hybrid

1. You want features of both taxonomies and thesauri.

Ex. Structured as hierarchies or facets and

also related term (RT) relationships.

2. Issues of suitability are a mix.

3. Stakeholders or users prefer to call it one thing, even 

though the other is needed.

Ex. Users referring to a “taxonomy” for research content 

that needs a thesaurus: varied and broad in scope and 

manually indexed.

And “thesaurus management” software is for both/either.



1. "Controlled vocabularies" for research/library products 
(Gale), comprising both:

• Multiple name authority files

• A Subject thesaurus, complies with ANSI/NISO standards. 

2. "Taxonomies" for academic learning products 

Why the difference?

What’s the difference? 

Cengage Learning Case
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Cengage Learning Case: Research Products



Cengage Learning Case: Learning Products



Cengage Learning Case: Learning Products



1. One controlled vocabulary or two?

2. Taxonomy with thesaurus features 

3. Benefits of discipline taxonomies

Cengage Learning Case



Our subject thesaurus for research products:

▪ Multiple, overlapping subject areas.

▪ Hierarchical (NT, BT) and Related Term (RT) relationships 

important for communicating meaning and disambiguation. 

▪ Terms can be broad because "sub-headings" are applied to 

focus meaning.

▪ Developed and tuned for use by trained indexers, with plenty of 

RTs and cross references.

▪ Vocabulary is very large and growing.

Cengage Learning Case: Choices
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Discipline taxonomies for learning content:

▪ Separate taxonomies for each discipline (subject area).

▪ Term choice/form reflects the discipline.

▪ Each relatively small (1,000 - 2,000 preferred terms).

▪ A single hierarchy for each discipline.

▪ Once built and tested, vocabularies will be slow-growing.

▪ Easier use for subject-matter experts &  product 
developers.

▪ Could be implemented in an end-user browse interface.

Cengage Learning Case: Why Build New



▪ Thesaurus-like:

➢Have all standard thesaurus relationships
• Broader Term (BT)/Narrower Term (NT)

• Related Terms (RT) (but not as extensive)

• Nonpreferred Terms (UF)

• Scope Notes (SN)

▪ Taxonomy-like:

➢Each has a single top term and a limited number of second-

level terms.

➢Sometimes bending ANSI/NISO hierarchical relationship 

rules at the top levels.

Cengage Learning Case: Hybrid model



Health Insurance term in the 
Subject thesaurus

Health Insurance term in the 
Health discipline taxonomy
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Cengage Learning Case: What’s the Difference

4 UFs

14 direct NTs

(16 NTs total)

up to 2 levels deep

36 RTs (below line)

3 UFs

13 direct NTs

(58 NTs total)

up to 4 levels deep

5 RTs (below line)



Hierarchical structure of the taxonomies for learning 

disciplines:

▪ Single hierarchy encourages focus on topics within the 

discipline.

▪ Easier to understand and review by non-taxonomist subject-

matter experts. 

▪ Gaps more easily identified.

▪ Enables inclusion of the very granular terms that can be 

typical in instructional material.

Cengage Learning Case: Additional Benefits



Taxonomy, Thesaurus, or Something in Between

Questions?

Heather Hedden
Senior Vocabulary Editor

Cengage Learning

20 Channel Center St., Boston, MA 02210

heather.hedden@cengage.com

www.accidental-taxonomist.com

Patricia Parsons
Vocabulary  Editor

Cengage Learning

500 Terry Francois Blvd, San Francisco, CA 94158

patricia.parsons@cengage.com

www.cengage.com
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