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ABSTRACT
This book outlines the basic principles of creation and maintenance of taxonomies and thesauri. 
It also provides step by step instructions for building a taxonomy or thesaurus and discusses the 
various ways to get started on a taxonomy construction project. 

Often, the first step is to get management and budgetary approval, so I start this book with 
a discussion of reasons to embark on the taxonomy journey. From there I move on to a discussion 
of metadata and how taxonomies and metadata are related, and then consider how, where, and why 
taxonomies are used.

Information architecture has its cornerstone in taxonomies and metadata. While a good dis-
cussion of information architecture is beyond the scope of this work, I do provide a brief discussion 
of the interrelationships among taxonomies, metadata, and information architecture. 

Moving on to the central focus of this book, I introduce the basics of taxonomies, including 
a definition of vocabulary control and why it is so important, how indexing and tagging relate to 
taxonomies, a few of the types of tagging, and a definition and discussion of post- and pre-coor-
dinate indexing. After that I present the concept of a hierarchical structure for vocabularies and 
discuss the differences among various kinds of controlled vocabularies, such as taxonomies, thesauri, 
authority files, and ontologies.

Once you have a green light for your project, what is the next step? Here I present a few op-
tions for the first phase of taxonomy construction and then a more detailed discussion of metadata 
and markup languages. I believe that it is important to understand the markup languages (SGML 
and XML specifically, and HTML to a lesser extent) in relation to information structure, and how 
taxonomies and metadata feed into that structure. After that, I present the steps required to build a 
taxonomy, from defining the focus, collecting and organizing terms, analyzing your vocabulary for 
even coverage over subject areas, filling in gaps, creating relationships between terms, and applying 
those terms to your content. Here I offer a cautionary note: don’t believe that your taxonomy is 
“done!” Regular, scheduled maintenance is an important—critical, really—component of taxonomy 
construction projects.

After you’ve worked through the steps in this book, you will be ready to move on to integrat-
ing your taxonomy into the workflow of your organization. This is covered in Book 3 of this series.

KEYWORDS
taxonomy, thesaurus, controlled vocabulary, search, retrieval, ontology, knowledge organization, 
classification, theory of knowledge, metadata
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Preface 
Most of us are keenly—personally—aware that over the past several years, information on the 
Internet has been rapidly expanding, with a flood of information pouring out of computer screens 
to people everywhere. In 1998, Google reported 3.6 million searches for the year. In 2012, they 
reported an average of over five billion searches every day. That’s an increase of over 52 million per-
cent! They claim 67% of the search market, so there remains another 33% of the market of searches 
to add to that five billion. 

We use search often. We use search so often that “Google” has become a verb, at least in 
practice. “Google it” has become an everyday phrase. Early in my career, searching the Internet (or 
its precursor, DARPAnet) was the purview of professionals with special training, special access, 
and special equipment. We were an elite group of gatekeepers, in a way, with access to a corpus of 
knowledge desirable to researchers but inaccessible except through professional searchers.

In response to our search queries—when we “just Google” something—the search engines 
like Google, Yahoo, Ask, and others return millions of hits within milliseconds, but how many of 
those millions of hits does the searcher actually need… or want? How often do you find that the 
site you seek is at the top of the search results page? How often do you find that the search results 
don’t include what you seek, or that it is buried ten pages down? How often do you look through 
ten pages of search results to see if your desired site is listed at all? How do we contend with this 
exploding flood of information and find what we actually need? Search needs help!

A parallel expansion—or explosion—has been occurring in intranets, where individual orga-
nizational and enterprise information resides. Organizations are eagerly adopting technologies that 
can locate and sort out the information that is wanted and needed. In this environment, as Jean 
Graef of the Montague Institute put it shortly after the turn of the millennium, “Taxonomies have 
recently emerged from the quiet backwaters of biology, book indexing, and library science into the 
corporate limelight.” Corporate librarians, information technology specialists, and others involved 
in information storage and retrieval recognize and acknowledge the value of taxonomies. However, 
these people often lack an understanding of taxonomies and of how they are created, maintained, 
and implemented. 

In response, we have developed this guide to taxonomy creation, development, maintenance, 
and implementation. We will progress rapidly from theory to practice because both are critical for 
a comprehensive knowledge. The guide is intended to cover the full spectrum from the original 
scoping of the work through its use in tagging (indexing with keywords from the taxonomy), web-
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site navigation, search, author and affiliation/organization disambiguation, identification of peer 
reviewers, recommendation systems, data mashups, and a myriad of other applications.

In Book 1 of this three-part series, I introduce the very foundations of classification, starting 
with the ancient Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle, as well as Theophrastus and the Roman 
Pliny the Elder. They were first in a line of distinguished philosophers and other thinkers to pon-
der the organization of the world around them and attempt to apply a structure to that world. I 
continue by discussing the works and theories of several other philosophers from medieval and 
Renaissance times, all the way through to notable modern library science figures, including Saints 
Aquinas and Augustine, William of Occam, Andrea Cesalpino, Carl Linnaeus, Rene Descartes, 
John Locke, Immanuel Kant, James Frederick Ferrier, Charles Ammi Cutter, and Melvil Dewey. 
Part 8 covers the contributions of Shiyali Ramamrita Ranganathan, who is considered by many to 
be the “father of modern library science.” He created the concept of faceted vocabularies, which are 
widely used—even if they are not well understood—on many e-commerce websites.

I believe that it is important to understand the history of knowledge organization and the 
differing viewpoints of various philosophers—even if that understanding is only that the differing 
viewpoints simply exist. Knowing the differing viewpoints will help answer one fundamental ques-
tion: why do we want to build taxonomies?

With that understanding the process will go much faster. Taxonomists must think in a differ-
ent way from the normal subject matter expert way of thinking. Taxonomy thinking is thinking in 
interconnected outlines. It is not the strictly linear thinking shown in a single taxonomy or hierar-
chical view of a taxonomy—that list with its increasing levels of specificity, but rather thinking for 
many people taking many approaches to a subject. Those who can sit in an ivory tower and pursue 
a single thread of thought to eventually developing a full outline of knowledge from their point of 
view will only sever their single point of view. They will have converts to their way of thinking, but 
they will not support an interconnected search world with each individual looking in from their 
own unique perspective. But you know how that works from the first volume, so let’s really get to 
the hands-on work. 

In Book 2, I suggest reasons for creating a taxonomy and how it can be used to advantage in 
an organization. I present and describe various forms of controlled vocabularies, including taxono-
mies, thesauri, and ontologies, and include methods for constructing taxonomies—or other kinds of 
controlled vocabularies. Standards, especially information standards, are near and dear to my heart, 
and I have served on several committees and review boards for many of the information standards 
published by NISO and other standards-forming organizations. Therefore, Chapter 7 of Book 2 
provides an abbreviated list of the specific standards that I feel are most important to knowledge 
and information professionals, brief descriptions of some of the standards-forming organizations, 
and the process that they go through in creating these standards or guidelines. While standards 
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might sound like a dry subject best used to cure insomnia, I suggest that they will provide you with 
an excellent framework for your taxonomy construction project.

Book 3 covers putting your taxonomy into use. It’s all well and good to create a beautiful tax-
onomy that classifies The World as We Know It, that conforms to all of the appropriate standards, 
and is practically perfect in every way, but what good does it do? In order to get back your invest-
ment, you have to integrate your taxonomy into whatever workflow or system your organization 
employs. In Book 3 we discuss the various ways in which you can apply, implement, and integrate 
your taxonomy into that workflow, with an emphasis on integrating a taxonomy into search. Lastly, 
I ponder the future of knowledge management. I don’t know exactly where we are going, but I have 
some good guesses based on where we have been and the trends I see in requests from my clients. 
Based on my guesses, I provide a few suggestions about areas in which you might start to prepare.

While I can’t truly predict the future, I am quite certain that the volume of information 
coming at us isn’t going to go away, lessen in intensity, or slow down. The information explosion is 
going to continue, and we all need to find ways to make sense of it—to improve retrieval, to refine 
analysis, to pull out the real value of information so that the people who need it, get it.

I hope that you will find this series practical and useful, and perhaps these volumes will 
become part of your desktop reference collection. Throughout this series, I attempt to include 
information that will help you to make a business case for your taxonomy construction project, as 
well as simple to use, step-by-step instructions for creating a taxonomy and leveraging it in multiple 
ways throughout your organization.
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