
O perationalizations:

An ontology is  an im plicit specification of a conceptualization (Gruber 19 9 3) - a form alized 

w ay of reasoning about th e  w orld.

A taxonom y, by contrast, is  an im plem entation of a clas s ification system  th at organize s  term s  

(taxa) into h ie rarch y th at strongly im ply relations h ips  (proce eding from  m ore  general to m ore  

specific) betw e en contained term s .

A m etadata sch em e , typically, is  an im plem entation of an ontological and taxonom ic sch em e  

th at allow s  for flexible application and de scription of docum ents  or artifacts .

A folk sonom y, in th is  context, is  an applied categorical m etadata sch em e  th at allow s  end-

us e rs  to generate  fre e -form  clas s ifications  by adding “tags ” - effectively, taxa –  to entitie s  (or 

th e  repre s entations  of th os e  entitie s) or social artifacts .

Disruptive Classification Tech nologie s

Folk sonom y, alternately k now n as  “folk  clas s ification”, or socioclas s ification, or 

eth noclas s ification, is  a us e r-driven system  of collaboratively generating categorie s  or of 

sorting item s  into clas s e s .

Folk sonom y is  also th e  output of such  a collaborative proce s s  –  th e  s et of tags , labels, or taxa 

generated by collaborative or socio- or eth no- clas s ification.

Re s earch  on folk sonom ie s  is  a natural fit w ith  oth er w ork  on inform ation organization; 

becaus e  folk sonom y is  overs im plified and break s  “th e  rules ” th at w e  typically load 

clas s ification or categorization w ith , it force s  us  to re -exam ine  our as sum ptions  about th e  

proce s s , legitim ate inputs  to th e  proce s s , or legitim ate outcom e s  from  a categorization or 

clas s ification proce s s .

Repre s entations  of aggregate input –  driven by e ith e r unstructured or tag-bas ed system s  –  are  

increas ingly popular in W eb system s .  W e m ay not be  able to m ak e  us e  of th e  data provided 

by 300 individual us ers , but w e  m ay be  able to do very intere sting th ings  w ith  th e  fact th at 

people prefer to tag a com m on re source  in a s im ilar m anner.
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Abstract

Th is  poster capture s  early-stage  re s earch  into th e  m ech anics  of folk sonom ie s , alternately k now n as  eth noclas s ification, 

socioclas s ification (Star), or folk  clas s ification (Van der Wal). Th e  ch art, below , extends  w ork  by Jacob, 2004, in an attem pt to s ituate 

folk sonom ic organization in relation to m ore  traditional ideas  of categorization and clas s ification.

Com parison at a glance: Categorization, Classification, and Folk sonom y

Points to ponder about folk sonom y

Work s  eas ily and flexibly w ith  loos e  conceptual categorie s

Pre specification (of clas s e s , propertie s) is  not nece s sary

Allow s precis ion w ith out re q uiring it

Structure  of categorie s/clas s e s  is  em ergent, bas ed on available data

Individual categorical/conceptual bias  is  reduced, but collective bias  is  retained




