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1. Introduction

Champons of social classificaton praiseits flexible and collaborative nature,in contrad to the
rigidity and authoritarianism that they see in tradtional classifi cafive structures(such asKroski,
2005; Shirky, 2005c; Merholz, 2004). In the view of these writers social classificaion
applications such asthe photo storage Website Flickr and the Web bookmarks manager
del.icio.us are both democratic, incorporating the participation of all Webusers and emergert,
changing rapidly in regonse to new contert. On the other hand, tradtional methods for
organzing information, particularly those thatinvolve hierarcly, are seenasexclusive, because
they may not represert all usersOviewpoints, and imprecise, because they camot be easly

adapedfor the rapd paceof contert developmert engenderedby Web publishing.

Two claimsappea to underlie these decriptions of social classificaion. One, thatthe goal of
classificaton isto idertify and locat itemsbased on a personal sernse of appropriate
caegorizaton, and two, that, if enough other usersindex (or tag) itemsaccording to their own
personal ideasof appropriate categorizaion, thenall possibilitieswill be represnted, and both

seaching and browsing will be faciitated

This paper will evaluate these claims, particularly in regards to the role and nature of authority in
orgarnizaional schemes and the intersection of authority with anorgan zational schemeOs
purpose.| consider these issuesfor threeservicesoften associated with social classification
systems

¥ Indexing of personal collecions.

¥ Sharing of indexed personal collecions.

¥ Merging of personal collectionsinto a group-indexed aggregate callecion.
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The bookmarks manager del.icio.us is the primary example of a social classificaton systemused

throughout this paper.

2. Indexing of Personal Collections

Indexing of personal callectons, while afeatre of social classification systems isa personal
informaion managemert problem, and not in itself social. However, personal indexing providesa
strong mativation for using a social classifi cation system, and these systemsarepred catedon the
assumption thatif enough peagple index resourcesusing termsthat are useful to them, that the
aggregation of these termswill be useful to others Golderand Hubermanassert, for example,
Ohat usersbookmark primarily for their own good, not for the callecive good, but [this acivity]

may nevertheless constitute a useful public goodO(Golder and Hubermar 2005).

Certainly it seansgiventhatthe user of aservicelike del.icio.us will assign indextemmsthat are
personally familiar and that accurately describe some aspectof the contert, basedon the
indexerOparticular perpecive. However, the usefulness of assignedindex terms for personall
informaton managemert may diminish asthe userOsollecion increagsin size and asthe
purpose for which the resource wasoriginally callecied varies The gereral purpose associated
with personal information maragemert on the Webis keepng and refinding idertifiedresources
(or, accading to Bruce, Jones and Dumais, 2004, keepng found things found). However, the
gereral category of refinding aresource may encompass a variety of specifi c purposes such as
the following for Web bookmarks:
¥ Keepng frequenly usedresourceshardy (for examgde, bus schedulesfor routesoften
taken).
Grouping resourcesneeced for a particular project (such asplaming a vacation).
Identifying potertially interesting but non-critical resources(anarticle on climate change,
for examge).
¥ Locating occasonally used resourcesthat are diffi cult to recall (such asthe mailing list
archve for the SIG-CR).

The oftendynamic nature of specific purposeswithin the general reaim of refinding can affect the
utility of assignedindex temms asthe context changes(for example, asa poterntially interesing

issue evolvesinto anactive project and thento a completedone). In termsof personal indexing,
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for examde, the term Obreaddis only useful until the idertifieddocumert is actually read and
the term QwishlistOonly until the longed-for item is obtained At that point, for maximum utility
regardng the individual userOpersonal cadllecton, index termsshould reflect the currert status of

the resource (or, if the resource is no longer of intereg, it should be removedfrom the callecion).

The appropriateness of index terms may also change asthe size of acollecion increagsand asa
user becanesmore knowledgeahl e about a subjectand requiresmore distinctions in organzing
those resources For examgde, one might initially index resourceswith the general term
OmaetdataCand then proceedto distinguish betweenitems about the Semartic Web, the Dublin
Core standard, social classifi cation systems and so on. The user hastwo options here: either
assign only more specifi c termsto new resources or assign more specifi c termsin addition to the
previously used gereralterm (OnetadataQ. If the index termsfor older resourcesare not edted
(and in del.icio.us, re-indexing for multiple termsis relatively oneraus), thenin the first situation,
the older and newer resourceson the sametopic are effecively separated (for examge, older
resourceson the Semartic Webremain indexed by OnetadataOnewer onesare indexed by
OsmarticwebO) In the second situation, older resources, aswell asmore gereral resourcesfor
which more specific terms arenot idertified, becane more diffi cult to locate asthe number of
resourcesindexed by OnetadataQincreases On its own, the usefulness of the initial index term
OmaeatdataOmarkedy decreases While this may be true for arny postcoordinate indexing system,
arnd one canervision workarounds for it, any solution would require either re-indexing,

signifi cart forethought, or both. Pat of the appeal of tagging, however, is the low overhead
associatedwith it (Shirky, 2005b).

Although the utility of initial index termsmay degrade for personal information maragemert
purposes the effecton users of the aggregated systemis more complex. In the cas of termsthat
may expire for the initial indexer (tovisit, wishlist, etc.), another user may still be interegedin
placesthat somelondy once wantedto visit or itemsthat somebody once wantedto buy. But the
systemthenbecomesasmuch archedogical ascurrert. In addition, while the diffi culty of
browsing resourcesindexed with single, gereraltermsincreagsmore rapdly when considering
the aggregate callecton, the power associated with seaiching combinations of terms may
increa®. Then, however, the system becomesseach-focused, and the agpect of Ogrendipitous
browsi ngOoften associated with social classifi cafion decreags Quintarelli writes for examge,
that Gtarting from a tag (proposed by the user or others) it is possible to discover all items, from

all users that match that same tagsimply with a clickO(Quintarelli, 2005). However, in
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del.icio.us, popular, gereraltermssuch asOpavaOand GlesgnOareassignedto hundreds of
thousands of disparat resources making it almost impossible to browse productively without
additional refinemert. While Guy and Tonkin assert that Ohe consersus amang those in the
folksonomy community is that extra tags are always better Oit seemsthat there aredefinite
tradedfs in such anapproach. (Guy and Tonkin, 2006). While it is more likely that anitem |
might wart will be indexedwith aterm thatl might use, it isalso less likely that | canlocat that

itemin the extremely large set of reaults, and mary of the results may not be interesing to me.

3. Sharing of Indexed Personal Collections

Users of systemssuch asdel.icio.us canview the sets of bookmarks and associatedindex terms
colleciedby other users While this sharing may be regarded asOscial,Othe orgarization ard
composition of resourcesis still amater of anindividual userOgersonal authority. The

experierceis rather like looking through someaneOsookshelves

However, while one usespersonal index termsto refind collecied items, one usessomeae elseOs
termsto discover new itemsof potertial intered. The behavior hereis similar to the concept of
chaining asde<cribed by Ellis, where information seelers follow chains of citations to locae
potertially useful documerts (Ellis, 1989). The differenceis thatinsteadof using a seed
documert to identify additional documerts or authors for invedigation, one usesa seeddocumert
to find people who indexedthe documert similarly, and thento explore the other documents that

person collecedand organzed

However, egecially giventhe ineffi cienciesassociated with browsing tags, evenfor anindividual
userOsoallecion, this canbe a time-consuming process. Just asin citation chaining, whenseekers
learnto identify trusted authors or publications and to use those distinctions to prioritizeresources
to consider further, usersof social classifi cation systems may be reluctart to inved the timein
exploring too mary collecions from unknown users AsLiz Lawley states OldonOtwvart to know
what the average eight-yea-old callsanimage. | wart to know what my friends and colleagies
call animage. Or alink. Or a photoO(Lawley, 2005b). If other determinarts of authority areto
complemert personal acquaintance asa motivation in exploring othersCcallectons, then perhaps
systemssuch asdel.icio.us should consider mears through which userscangain reputations for

their calecing and indexing, or mears through which userscanproclaim relevan expertise or
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other information that might help informaion seekersdetermine which personal collections are

most likely to be of intereg.

4. Merging of Personal Collections into a Group-Indexed Aggregate Collection

The reault of mergng personally indexed callectionsis where much of the interes in social
classificaion seemsto fall, asthisis where the O@macraticOand GemergertOqualitiesbecane

most saliert.

The Ofive mind,Qalso referred to asOhe wisdom of crowdsO(from a book by the finarcial
journalist JamesSurowieck) or Gzalleciveintelligernce,Ois oftenvalorizedby social
classificaion erthusiags. The hive mind formsthe bass for claimsof O@maracyO(for example,
in Kroski, 2005). The essence of the hive mind ideais that the combined knowledge of a group of
peaple will be more accurate thanthe knowledge of any individual, evenanexpert individual.
While the edtor of acontrolledvocakulary may miss a termthat a particular user might associate
with a concept, a wide user base constantly adding and applying termswill be more likely to
includeit. In addition, this broad user base will add new termsto the system quickly, bypassing

the lagassociated with formal vocabulary developmert (this is the emergent quality).

While some, such asGolder and Huberman (2005), describe social classifi caion systemsas
Ocdtlaborative Othe cluster of index termsthat is gereratedfor a particular resourceisrealy an
aggregate of individual decisions, not a cohesve collaboration. In contrad to some other
applicatons of callectiveintelligence,individual knowledge is not actively synthesgzedin social
classification systems For example, proponerts of the hive mind often cite examgessuch asthe
ahlity to accuately egimate weights and measiresby averagng a group of individual guesses
(thisistheinitial aneccbte in SurowieckO$ook). Another examge is the use of wikisto creae
collaborative documerts, where userscan edt othergOwork (thearetically, to correctand improve

it) and discuss changes Sccial classificaion systemsprovide no equivalent mears of synthess.

While Golder and Hubemrmando demonstrate that the index termsassignedto a particular
resourcein del.icio.us converge on arelatively stable set of core tags, this stalde aggregation does
not represert Ocasersus,Oasthey describe it (Golder and Huberman, 2005). Consersus, asa
form of decision making for groups, requiresnegotiated agreemen and compromise amangst

those involved aswell asa mears to define the group and its values and thereis no mears to
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achewethisin currert social classificaion systems While social classificaion systemsmay be
demccratic in termsof being opento all participarts, this characterization doesnot extend to any
serse of the community coming together to determine how resourcesshould be indexed, evenby
voting (although recanmerdations of OppularQtags at the point of initial indexing, asdel.icio.us
does mayrepresent thisto anextert). If any political characerizaion of auhority is accuate,

social classificaion is more like libertarianism, where everyoneOsvhims are allowedto fl ourish.

The libertarian agpectof social classificaion eraldesits Obng tail.O(Those acquainted with
informaton retrieval research will recognizethe long tail asthe right side of the Zipf
distribution.) Whilethelong tail is afamiliar concep in statistics, it wasrecertly popularizedby
Chris Anderson of Wired magazine to describe an ecanomic strategy for Interret businesses with
theideathat the market for alarge number of not-so-popularitems(the long tail of the demard
curve)isthe sameor greaer asthe market for asmal number of popularitems(Anderson, 2004).
Amazm derivesagood deal of its salesfrom the long tail, for example: although only a few
peaple may buy anunpopular book, thereare mary such transacionsin aggregate. For social
classificaton, thelong tail comprisesthose idiosyncratc termsthat few users apply to aresource.
The long tail makesit more likely thatatermwill be usedin the system ard thatit will be
assignedto anitem in the same way that a particular searcter would useit. This may be true;
however, asthereis no way to determine the semartics behind the way aterm isused an
informaion seeler might not be akde to take advantage of this property. For example, | could not
find resourcesassociated with social classificaton in del.icio.us by using the term Ondexing,0
because the term OndexingOhasbeenusedin too mary different situations, and there were too
mary false drops. (Appropriate resourcesmay or may not be tagged with OndexingO;the point is

that | lookedthrough pagesof reaults and gave up before | found any.)

Of equal concern, the libertarian characteristics of social classificaion, in addition to eraling the
long tall, create a hive mind that, insteadof being without bias asdescribed by Kroski (2005), let
all biasesthrive simultarecusly and yet without clea articulation. For examge, the OpularO
resourcesindexed with GeminismOin del.icio.us include anarticle on how Geminizeddeducaion
shortchangesboys ard one on how Oeminism hasdegroyedthe realmenOAs afeminist, thisis
not what | expect, or wart, to seewhen| use thisterm, but | carOtimit my seachto exclude
those semarticsthat | donOtcare about or donOtagreewith. The OmpularOresourcesindexed with
the OaixonomyOtaginclude mary documerts about folksonomies(social classification systemg

someof which arecritical of taxonomies and some of which mertion taxonomies only
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tangentially. It may certainly be worthwhile to have a wide range of opinions on various subjecis
appearthrough anorganizatonal scheme; however, it placesa burdenon the informaion seeker
to determine if eachitemexplains how to use taxonomies or is critical of taxonomies or isreally

about a subjectrelatedto taxonomies and so on.

Clay Shirky, a vociferous advocate for social classification, posits that the use of different
vocahlulariesitself will mark certain communitiesin the midst of the hive (Shirky, 2005c). He
claimsthat peaple who use the tag OchemaOwould prefer to be separae from peaple who use the
tag OmeiesOfor example. However, asnotedby Peer Merholz and others thereislittle to
support such anassumption (Merholz, 2005). The fact that some peaple use the term QnoviesD
and some use OcnemaQOmay meanlittle more thanthat, or it may indicate acompletely diff erert
pergecive such asthat which Shirky describes More likely, it mayindicate both atonce, asa
variety of differert usesof the terms areindiscriminately mixedtogether. Current
implemertations of social classificaion lack mechansmsto make the expression of acommunity
pergpecive explicit (for examde, amears by which userscould precisely defi ne the semartics of
termssuch asOmeieDard Ochemad).This missing agiectis amalogous to Patick WilsonOsdea
of the skepticallibrarian, who, while not presuming to judge betweenauhorities is nonetheless
albetoidertify and explicate them, in order for the user to make a better judgmert (Wilson,
1983). A similarideais expressedin Tuominen, Talja, and Sawlainend$2003) proposal for
multipergpecive digital libraries Accarding to Tuominen, Talja, and Savolainen, collectons of
resourcesshould display relationships betweenpergectiveson a subject, the authors present an
exampe that shows differernt reurcesasageeng with, conteging the validity of, or

repreening analternate approachto the subjectof chiropracic.

However, while anexplicaton of vocalulary semarticsis not the same ascontrolling vocahulary,
itOsinclearhow this could be done without exerting somesort of control. Evento say Ofa some
peaple, the term @lassifi caionCappearsto indicate X. For somepeaple, it appearsto indicaie Y,0
isto delimit the concept space and apply a certain judgmert. Evenif anyone could contribute to
such explications, how would disputesbe resolved? Whatif the way that anindex term was
assignedwasarguedto be demonstrally wrong, for example?On what bass would such a
determination be made, and what would be done about it? One could claim that to even attempt
such Ochrifi caionOwould go against the very nature of social classificaton, thatthe role of
skeptical librarianrequiresa certain authority that goesagainst its ideal of libertarianfreecbm.

Guy and Tonkin (2006) warnthat atemps to Otdy upOtags may run counter to Qrery hook,
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attracion, or esserce of folksonomiesOThe same bind bedevils Wikipeda, the reliakility of
which hasbeenmuch debated Criticsof Wikipeda argue that quality isuneven, particularly in
specializedtopics and that alack of regectfor expertise in the Wikipeda authoring and edting
procesis partly to blamefor this (see for examgde, Lanier, 2006 and associated commerts,
Sarger, 2004 and associated commerts, and Schff, 2006). While such critics contend that
Wikipedawill never becane a credble source until its policieschange to give greaer weight to
the opinions of experts, othersrebut that such ideasgo against the nature of wikis, wherethe goal
is to encourage wide participation (Shirky, 2005a). In WikipedaOsase, power in its community
of encyclopedstsis accardedto those with the time and ernthusiasm to not only write articlesbut
to regond to the edts of others If a social classification systemwereto contemplate some means
of explicating semartics, thought would needto be givenasto how such explanations would be

constructed and who would have the power to do so.

5. Conclusion

Sccial classifi cation systemshave signifi cart advarntages not lead of which isthe erthusiagn that
they engernder: userssee a berefit to providing metadata, and the proces is simple enough that
they actually do so. But current implemertations of social classificaion systemsalso have
significart drawbacks that limit their use, some of which areoutlinedin this paper. One line of
resaich that might proceedfrom this situation isto improve social classificaion systemswithout
sacrifi cing their cham, a challenge outlined by Guy and Tonkin (2006). Another approachis for
knowledge organization resarchersto take advantage of the current erthusiasn for social
classificaton to better explicate current views of OtadtionalOclassifi caion and its benefits, and
to show how other typesof knowledge organzaion schemesmay complement use of social

classificaton systems

Differen kinds of knowledge organizaion schemesare appropriate in differert situations. For
examgde, one view isthatthe diversity of index termsand of term usage in social classificaion
systemspromotesthe discovery of unarticipated but useful or intereding documerts (Kroski,
2005). However, giventhe unclearsemarticsfor common index tems, the type of discovery
ermabledby asocial classification is more blindly sererdipitous thanthateradedby a

classifi cation scheme with clearly defined concegds and relationships. In contrag, a well-defined
classifi cation scheme may be thought of asanargumert in service of a particular purpose

(accading to the philosopher of classifi caion Broadi eld, Ochssificaion only becomespossible
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when| decide whatto do with it, and asingle defi nite purpose emergesO)(Broadi eld, 1949, p.
87). Whenthisisthe case, the classificaton scheme also promotesdiscovery of unarticipated
documerts, but in away thatilluminatesa specifi c interpretation of those documerts. One may
come upon new and intereging documerts via social classificaion, but it is much more difficult

to determine coherert meanng from the structure itself; thereis no situating context.

In anarticle thattakesClay Shrky to ta for ignoring the relative utility of different typesof
knowledge organizaton schemes the information architectPetr Merholz pausesin the midst of
praising facetd classificaions and thesaui to state that, like Shirky, he doesOpetty much loathe
hierarclyO(Merholz, 2005). As researchers and educaiors, we should do more to undergard the
mativation behind suchinitially puzzling statemers and to better articulate the situations in
which hierarchy is a preferalde strategy, asin Kwasik, 1999 (and, inciderntally, to clarify how
faceedclassificaions and thesauri may also make good use of hieraichy). As a broader goal,
along the linesof Jack AndersenO£2006) examination of information literacyasa complex
pheromeron inextricaldy linkedto peapleOsicivitieswith documerts, perhaps we needto
consider what it mears to be OlteraeQin the creation of knowledge organizaion schemes
beyond Osardards, techiques or pracical frameworks,OasAndersensays. What do peaple need
to know to be able to effectively use and creat systems of organzedknowledge, both
individually and collaboratively? For example, if, asAndersenclaims, information seekersneed
Ogrre ard acivity knowledgeOof both documerts and of their bibliographic records, do they
also needequivalent knowledge regardng the organization sysens themselves asstructured
argumerts similarto documerts? And if so, what doesthis meanin termsof creaing good
informaion organzation systems Such quedions may promote interesing and useful areasof

furtherresach.
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