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• Traditionally, client participation in web-based repositories of information has been largely 

reactive: Clients can search for and select items from these repositories, but have little ability 

to organize and categorize these items in a way that reflects their own needs and language. 

• Digital document repositories such as library catalogues and bibliographic databases index 

the subject of their contents with keywords or subject headings. Traditionally, such indexing is 

performed either by an authority, such as a librarian or a professional indexer, or else is 

derived from the authors of the documents. 

The traditional metadata landscape



In recent years, significant developments have occurred in the creation of customizable user 

features in a wide variety of websites. 

These features offer users the opportunity to customize and store items of interest to them, such 

as wish lists or records of items to read, watch, or listen to; collections of photographs; blog 

posts; wikis, and so forth. 

Users can organize and categorize these items by adding their own keywords; further, in many 

cases, they can add further metadata in the form of ratings and reviews.

User generated metadata



Social tagging and folksonomies



• A tag is a non-hierarchical keyword or term assigned to a piece of information (e.g., a website, 
digital image, ebook, etc.). Tags are assigned by the creator of the information, or the person 
viewing it.

• User-generated metadata such as tags and categories go back to the late 1990s with the 
growth of blogs, where authors assigned categories and tags to individual blog posts.  The 
crucial element here is that this type of tagging is purely individualized; only the author can 
assign categories and tags, so it’s not much different from author-assigned keywords in 
bibliographic databases.

Tagging



• The social aspect of assigning tags was popularized in 2004 by social bookmarking sites such as 
Delicious, CiteULike, and Connotea (discontinued this year), as well as social image sites like Flickr.  
The point of these sites is not just to control what information is posted, but to share that information, 
and its metadata, with a fellow community of users. 

• Delicious is often considered the parent of social tagging.  Although Delicious has lost some of its 
popularity recently, since people are using Twitter increasingly to follow sites of interest, it presented a 
novel and important way of keeping track of, and organizing, links to websites of interests that are 
independent of any computer; it was, in fact, an instance of cloud computing before that term meant 
anything. 

Social tagging

https://delicious.com/
http://www.citeulike.org/
http://www.connotea.org/
http://www.flickr.com/


• You can add the URLs of websites of interest to you in a cloud environment; when you do so, 
the system prompts you to add tags of your choosing (no limit on the number).  

• If you choose to make these links public, anyone who follows your account can see all the 
tags you have assigned, as well as the bundles, or categories, under which these tags are 
organized.

• One of the innovative features of Delicious is its recommender feature:  When you add a URL 
to your collection, you are provided with a suggestion of tags that others have assigned to the 
URL

Delicious and social tagging, 1



• This recommender system leads to the crowdsourcing, or social aspect of tagging. 

• In my own blog, for example, I have total control over the tags and categories I create.  In 

Delicious, I can use the wisdom (or folly) of the crowd:  The more often I used the 

recommended tags, the more I am contributing to a relatively standard set of tags, so it’s 

possible to form some kind of standardized vocabulary with a recommender system. 

Delicious and social tagging, 2



Examples of my Delicious tag bundles and 

tags



• Folksonomies is a term used to describe the social aspect of tagging. The term folksonomy 
was created by Thomas Vander Val in a discussion on an online information architecture site, 
and represents a merging of the terms folk and taxonomy. 

• In a folksonomy the set of terms is a flat namespace; there are no clearly defined relations 
between and among the terms in the vocabulary, unlike formal taxonomies and classification 
schemes, where there are multiple kinds of explicit relationships (e.g., broader, narrower, and 
related terms) between and among terms. Folksonomies are simply the set of terms that a 
group of users tagged content with; they are not a predetermined set of classification terms or 
labels.

Folksonomies



• The growing popularity of social tagging can be attributed to:

o An increasing need to exert control over the mass of digital information that we 

accumulate on a daily basis

o A desire to democratize the way in which digital information is described and organized by 

using categories and terminology that reflect the views and needs of the actual end users, 

rather than those of an external organization or body.

Popularity of social tagging



• Perhaps the most important strength of social tagging is that it allows users to organize 

resources in a way that reflects directly their own vocabulary and needs. 

• Social tagging represents a fundamental shift in that it is derived not from professionals or 

content creators, but from the users of information and documents. 

• Folksonomies can adapt very quickly to changes in user needs and vocabulary, and adding 

new terms to a folksonomy incurs virtually no cost for either the user or the system.

Perceived need for social tagging



• Ambiguity (e.g., Ant  has been used for Actor Network Theory, and Apache Ant, a Java programming 
tool)

• Polysemy (Port:  Wine; Computer port; left side of a ship; where ships unload, etc.)

• Synonymy (cataloguing/cataloging; flower/flowers)

• Variations in levels of specificity (e.g., Vegetarian versus ovo-lacto vegetarian, ovo vegetarian, lacto 
vegetarian, fruitarian, pescetarian, etc.)

Limitations of social tagging, 1



• Folksonomies provide no guidelines for the use of compound headings, punctuation, word 

order, and so forth; for example, should one use the tag vegan cooking or cooking, vegan, 

vegancooking, or vegan_cooking? Finally, and not insignificantly, the terms could be applied 

incorrectly.

Limitations of social tagging, 2



Examples of inconsistent tagging

No standard 

citation order

No standard 

structure for 
compound nouns



• Users are willing to tolerate the shortcomings of social tagging because ultimately they lower 
barriers to cooperation. 

• Users do not have to agree upon a hierarchy of tags; they strive to achieve a degree of 
consensus over the general meaning of tags. 

• In recommender systems, as a URL receives more and more bookmarks, the set of tags used 
in those bookmarks becomes stable across different users. From my experience, for example, 
I am more likely to choose a recommended tag than create my own.

Yes, but ….



• Given the ease of creating and using tags, nearly any member of the Internet community can 

make use of this tool. Although interaction through social networking is one of the primary 

uses of tagging, the process offers benefits for the solitary user as well, namely, the 

opportunity to access  bookmarks online from any computer (e.g., Delicious), to impose 

structure on written works (e.g., blog posts), academic research and file sharing (e.g., 

CiteULike), multimedia sites (e.g., Flickr, Photobucket, and YouTube), reading collections 

(e.g., GoodReads), etc. 

Ubiquity of social tagging







Edmonton Public Library





How does social tagging affect indexers?

• Tagging is not going away.  When you see the success of sites like GoodReads  and 

LibraryThing, it’s evident that people like contributing their own data (in the form also of 

reviews).  

• People follow each other on sites like GoodReads and LibraryThing to see what their site 

friends are reading.  These sites therefore act as recommender sites for other items you might 

wish to read, and so forth.  Tagging is not going away, so it’s best to embrace it.



• The ideal scenario is to have a system that includes both controlled vocabularies and tags.  
Take blogs, for example.  The categories are more rigidly controlled; when you create a blog 
post, you are prompted to assign it at least one category.  These categories can be firmly 
controlled, i.e., outside users cannot add, delete, or modify the categories.  You can use the 
categories for directory-style browsing, which can get a little time consuming if the blog has a 
lot of posts. 

• In a corporate environment, the creation and maintenance of these categories can be 
assigned to 1-2 administrators.  You can add value to the blog by allowing the authors of the 
posts to add their own tags, in addition to choosing from the assigned categories. 

Ideal indexing scenario: Combine controlled 

vocabulary with tags.



• Blog platforms do not generally have tag recommenders, since each post is unique, rather 

than a common URL.  What will happen, however, is that as you are typing a tag, if a similar 

tag has been assigned, it will be shown as a recommender tag.  It has to be an almost exact 

match for this to happen, however, e.g., If I type in veg, it will prompt me with vegan, since I’ve 

used this tag before.

Blogs, continued



• With systems like library catalogues and bibliographic databases, there is merit to allowing 

users to add their own tags.  The original metadata record (e.g., the MARC record) can’t be 

tampered with and the controlled vocabulary stays intact.  In this case, the tags add as a 

supplement or complement to the controlled vocabulary.  

• User tags may reflect more accurately current information, since it takes a while to update 

thesauri and subject headings; these tags can reflect more idiomatic language, rather than the 

more formal language that is typical of controlled vocabularies

Information retrieval systems, 1



• In multi-cultural environments, users can add tags in their own language (restricted to roman alphabet), 
which can add to make the bibliographic items more retrievable and relevant to the client.  

• Because tags could be associated with an individual (depending on the system), I can connect to like-
minded readers, researchers, and so forth, via their tags, which is not something that can be done via 
controlled vocabularies.  

• User tags help us monitor changes in language and can help us update our thesauri and subject 
heading lists to reflect the language of our clients.

Information retrieval systems, 2



Note: no subject headings have been assigned





Newer forms of social tagging

• Newer variations of social tagging can be found in hashtags used in Twitter, Tumblr, 

Instagram, and so forth. Hashtags are a quick way to follow a stream of tweets assuming, of 

course, that people use the same hashtag consistently.

• It’s not uncommon for the same thread to be distributed across variations of the same 

hashtag, e.g., ASIST13; ASIST2013, ASISTCONF, and so forth.



• A hashtag can be used by any person, which means that conference attendees, for example, can 
create various hashtags for the same conference, depending on who follows whom, and how many 
different attendees created hashtags for the same event.  

• Hashtags suffer from the same problems as tags and any other uncontrolled vocabularies, as 
discussed earlier. 

• In a corporate environment, you can create controlled hashtags to limit the amount of “noise;” it is 
increasingly common for hashtags to be created officially for public events so that everyone uses the 
same hashtags.

Hashtags, 1



• Hashtags are not registered or controlled by any one user or group of users

• Hashtags cannot be retired from public usage, which means that hashtags can be used in 

theoretical perpetuity depending upon the longevity of the word or set of characters in a 

written language. 

• Hashtags do not contain any set definitions, meaning that a single hashtag can be used for 

any number of purposes determined by their users.

Hashtags, 2



• Hashtags are also used informally to express context around a given message, with no intent 

to actually categorize the message for later searching, sharing, or other reasons, e.g., “the 

Leafs blew it again #disappointed, #shouldbeusedtoit, #maybenexttime. 

• As you can see, there is much potential for the overuse of hashtags, and they can quickly lose 

their usefulness or appeal.  

• Facebook is supposed to be incorporating hashtags soon.

Hashtags, 3





Geotags, 1

• Geotags are another innovative use of social tagging.  GeoTagging is the process of adding 

geographic metadata to images, e.g., in Flickr, QR codes, RSS feeds, and so forth.  

• Geotags may consist of latitude and longitude coordinates, altitude, distance, place names, 

etc. 

• Because of the numerical nature of many geotags, you are more likely to find consistency in 

the tags.



• Geotagging-enabled information services can be used to find location-based news, websites, 
or other resources. 

• Geotagging can tell users the location of the content of a given picture or other media.

• With most smartphones, geotags are assigned automatically by the phone; this means that 
when you post your pictures publicly, this information can be available to anyone.  This does 
raise some privacy concerns, as geotagging can serve as a form of tracking. You have the 
option to disable this feature, but the default is that it will run in the background.

Geotags, 2



Example from Panoramio



• How does social tagging impact what you do?  

• How do you plan to work with social tagging?  



Questions?

Louise Spiteri

Louise.Spiteri@dal.ca
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