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Summary of key issues

What is a taxonomy for?
Is it worth the bother?
Multilingual versus monolingual
Coping with different user needs
What’s involved in building and 
maintenance



1. What is a taxonomy for?

A few examples:
Yahoo  www.yahoo.com
Wordmap  www.wordmap.com
Northern Light www.northernlight.com

http://www.yahoo.com/
http://www.yahoo.com/
http://www.wordmap.com/
http://www.wordmap.com/
http://www.northernlight.com/










































Classification and Taxonomy
An extract from Northern 
Light’s taxonomy showing 
three levels of specificity 
under ‘Health care industry’





What is a taxonomy for?

Browse/navigation/drill-down
Hierarchical
Lateral

Search
Filtering

A combination
Something else?



Taxonomy: worth the effort?

Building/maintaining the taxonomy
Indexing/tagging 
Quality control to achieve consistency
Training the indexers
Training the users?
And if there is more than one taxonomy?
With mapping between them?



Worth the effort?
Indexing with a controlled vocabulary “is strictly 

based on past knowledge and experience. 
Aspects of documents which might prove 
useful in the light of future enquiry are 
therefore liable to be made inaccessible.”

H.P.Luhn (1961) The automatic derivation of 
information retrieval encodements from 
machine-readable texts. In A. Kent (Ed) 
Information retrieval and machine translation. 
Vol 3, Pt 2, pp 1021-1028. New York: 
Interscience Publication.



Worth the effort?

“There is some research - and many anecdotes 
- that shows that the best retrieval situation 
is a mix of human indexing using a controlled 
vocabulary and the ability to search full text.  
But there appears to be no work that will 
assist the index designer in deciding how 
much expensive human effort is really 
warranted.”

Jessica L Milstead (1994)



Multilingual v monolingual

Multilingual taxonomies can be much 
more useful than monolingual
But also much harder to build and 
maintain … very much harder



Coping with different user 
needs

Are they different?
Why?
Possible approaches to diversity



What’s involved in building 
and maintenance

Decide what it is for
Involve everybody
Assign responsibilities 
Organise a good budget
Plan for sustainability
Choose software and understand operational 
environment
Get on with it!   …  And keep it up!
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