
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theresa Putkey 

Founder and Principal Consultant 

© 2020 

Taxonomy 101 

An introduction to taxonomy and how to build one 



Key Pointe Consulting © 2020                Page  2 

 

Contents 

Introduction ............................................................................................................ 3 

Business Case for Taxonomy .............................................................................. 3 

What is Taxonomy? .............................................................................................. 4 

Taxonomy Uses ..................................................................................................... 8 

Definitions .............................................................................................................. 9 

Examples of Taxonomy ...................................................................................... 12 

Taxonomy Development In Context ............................................................... 12 

Different Types of Taxonomies ....................................................................... 14 

Sources for Taxonomy Terms ........................................................................... 17 

Steps to Building a Taxonomy .......................................................................... 18 

Taxonomy in Design ........................................................................................... 23 

Taxonomy and Search ........................................................................................ 24 

Taxonomy Governance ...................................................................................... 25 

Thanks! .................................................................................................................. 26 

About Key Pointe ................................................................................................ 27 

References ............................................................................................................ 27 

 

 

  



Key Pointe Consulting © 2020                Page  3 

Introduction 

A taxonomy is a list of terms you use to categorize and find your 

information again, without having to look through every file, image, 

document, or web page. It’s a way to group files together so you can see 

what is relevant to a certain category.  

Using a taxonomy in a corporate, government, or organizational 

environment allows you to find and re-use content, helps your users 

search and browse for information, and supports enterprise-wide 

reporting and analytics. 

Business Case for Taxonomy 

Building a business case for taxonomy requires identification of problems 

and how taxonomy can solve those problems. It’s a strategic approach to 

taxonomy that will help you develop the right taxonomy, implement it 

appropriately across the organization, and ensure the right people are 

involved in the development and maintenance of the taxonomy.  

UX professionals are excellent at researching problems, identifying user 

needs, and designing solutions to problems. In this way, we’re well 

positioned to be strategic about our taxonomy work.  

Building a business case is about selling a vision, or a solution to a 

problem. Here’s an example from a project: 

We started a UX/IA project for a website redesign. We were lined up to 

do some user research and a new site map. However, after the Discovery 

process, given the problems with content on this recent project, we knew 

a new site map wasn’t a comprehensive solution to the site structure 

problems.  

We spoke with the project manager and gave him a vision of what his 

website could do for him. From our discovery, we knew he wanted to: 
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• Reduce manual curation of the website (such as hand-building 

links) 

• Create a more scalable approach to how content was structured 

on the site  

• Streamline work between teams 

• Improve search 

We explained how taxonomy works, how it’s created, and how it’s used 

on a website. Instead of selling him on “a list of tags,” we sold him on a 

vision with an explanation like: 

“With taxonomy, you can tag your content with different categories, 

such as topics, departments, services. Instead of building a page by 

hand with hard-coded URLs to each page, you can build it with terms 

from the taxonomy or with the page structure, and the links can be 

automatically updated.  

Instead of different teams creating the same content because they 

don’t know what exists, they can look up content by different topics 

in order to re-use or reference content. Turnover in staff will have less 

of an impact on content re-use, because everyone will be able to find 

content using the taxonomy. 

Instead of users getting 1000 strange search results, they’ll get results 

relevant to their keyword search and be able to filter these results to 

make them more applicable.” 

After we explained this, using an example, he simply said, “That’s what I 

want.” When we finished the project, he said, “It’s a modern, up-to-date 

website built with a scalable structure. It’s exactly what we needed.” 

What is Taxonomy? 

Taxonomy is, at the very root, a way to label things so we can find them 

again.  
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If we think about trying to find a book in a library, if those books were in 

a big pile, you’d have a really hard time finding James Clear’s book called 

Atomic Habits. Once we have the Dewey Decimal System, we know that 

non-fiction, self-help books can be found under call number 158. We 

know which stack to go to in order to get that book.  

In a digital space, we’re trying to do the same thing, without decimal 

classification. We use categorization to tell us what something is and 

what it’s about.  

Is-ness 

 

Is-ness simply refers to what a 

thing is. This thing is a car (or a 

picture of a car, more precisely). 

In a CMS, we use content types 

to tell us what things are.  

In a Digital Asset Management 

system (DAM), things are 

photos, videos, images, logos, 

etc.  
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About-ness 

 

About-ness tells us more 

about an object, such as this 

car:  

• Brand: Toyota 

• Model: Corolla 

• Colour: Silver 

• Size: Subcompact 

• Attributes: Cloth seats, 

2 litre engine, 112 

horsepower, power 

steering 

If we want to categorize this photo in a DAM, we could have the 

categories of brands, models, colours, sizes, attributes. We’d also have 

the asset or content type. We’d be able to find this image again if we 

looked under one of these categories, or filtered a list for one of these 

values.   

Defining Our View of the World 

An important point to make here is that there’s no “right” way to 

categorize the things you want to categorize. You should do it in a way 

that is driven by business, user, and author needs. Most taxonomy on the 

web serves the purpose of the website. If we take, for example, news 

outlets that publish content for sports, we’ll see there are even a variety 

of taxonomies within sports. 
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BBC has sports like hurling, cricket, rugby L, rugby U, and gaelic games. 

 

 

CBC has sports like the NHL, curling, and Olympics (under which I found women’s sports). 
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ESPN has sports like NCAAM, NCAAW, and F1. 

 

These websites have defined the domain of sports in a way that makes 

sense to them.  

Taxonomy Uses 

When we think about using taxonomy to categorize and find things 

again, we can apply this principle to many uses on the web and in the 

organization. Taxonomy can help us:  

• Find content in a large CMS or DAM, especially content created 

by other people or teams, so you can reference it or reuse it 

• Support dynamic content display and content personalization and 

customization through the use of taxonomy to filter and display 

content 

• Improve search results by using taxonomy to disambiguate search 

terms, suggest content based on tags 

• Support reporting and analytics by allowing reporting to be built 

based off taxonomy values (it’s easier to filter information into a 

report than to hand build a report based on searching for 

different records) 
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• Run workflows based on taxonomy values 

Definitions 

As with any field or subject, taxonomy has its own jargon and definitions.  

• Controlled list, authority file, picklist: Single level set of terms 

that are agreed upon and controlled (as opposed to being 

editable) 

• Controlled vocabulary or taxonomy: One or more levels of terms 

that are agreed upon and controlled, have broader and narrower 

relationships, synonyms, and keywords. No numbering system 

means it’s not a classification system. 

• Metadata: Fields in a content management system, digital asset 

management system, or database, that provide information about 

content or assets.  

• Metadata schema: The plan for metadata fields in the CMS or 

DAM, that includes the taxonomy. Note that taxonomy fields are 

themselves metadata. 

• Content model: The plan for metadata fields in the CMS. This is a 

more specific term that is typically used for a CMS, whereas 

metadata schema can be used for both a CMS and DAM or other 

types of systems. 

• Classification: Taxonomy plus a numbering scheme.   

• Thesaurus: Taxonomy plus associative relationships 

• Terms: Known more precisely as preferred terms, these are the 

actual terms in the taxonomy facet. They are also called “tags.” In 

a hierarchical facet, there are also broader terms and narrower 

terms, also called parent/child terms. Terms at the same level are 

sibling terms. Terms related to the preferred term, that typically 
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have a strong connection to the preferred term but are not a 

sibling term, are associative terms or related terms. 

 

• Ontology and knowledge graph: Taxonomy on steroids that 

shows relationships between different types of entities. 

Instantiated through RDF or OWL. 

• Content taxonomy: Taxonomy used on content, normally a 

faceted taxonomy.  

• Ecommerce taxonomy: Taxonomy used on products, includes a 

faceted taxonomy and a list of attributes that a product does or 

does not have. These attributes can then be used as specific 

filters on ecommerce sites. 

• Facets: Different categories in the taxonomy 

• Scope note and definition: Further notes for how to use the term 

and the definition for the term. Usage and definitions can be very 
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important when dealing with a subject matter with many similar 

terms. 

• Synonyms: Different words that mean the same thing 

• Keywords/Use For: Words that are not preferred terms but can 

be useful to help authors tag content or for users to search on 

content. You use the preferred term for (or instead of) the 

keyword. 

• Pre-coordinated taxonomy: Taxonomy that is hierarchical with 

relationships predefined, then terms applied to content or assets. 

For example, Library of Congress Subject Headings. The terms are 

exhaustive in and of themselves. 

 

• Post-coordinated taxonomy: A taxonomy where the content or 

asset is tagged with different terms in different facets. The values 

can be any combination and are not predefined. Browsing 

through the terms would reveal all content or assets that fit the 

set of filters. 

• Polyhierarchy: A hierarchy where one child term has more than 

one parent term. 
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Examples of Taxonomy 

In understanding taxonomy, a few examples of client problems can help: 

• A not-for-profit had a lot of files related to their product 

offerings. The files were a mess across several network drives and 

personal hard drives. They needed to implement a digital asset 

management (DAM) system to keep track of the files and they 

needed a taxonomy to help them categorize and find these files. 

While they did use a file structure, not everyone understood the 

file naming or structure and they needed a different way to find 

files. 

• A technology company was re-doing their Support website and 

needed to categorize their information by subject. They had 

different products, services, and topics and wanted to allow users 

to access these topics in different ways.  

• An investment company was re-doing their intranet site. Content 

was created by different teams about the same topic. They 

wanted to make sure the intranet users could find all content 

about the same topic, regardless of which team created it or 

where it was saved on the intranet.  

• An ecommerce company wanted users to find a needle in a 

haystack. With tens of thousands of products, customers needed 

to narrow down the selection by type of product, use, or product 

attributes. 

Taxonomy Development In Context 

Taxonomy can be developed on its own or as part of a website redesign. 

If we’re working on a website redesign, the process we typically follow is:  

1. User research 
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2. Content strategy that recommends metadata and taxonomy 

3. Information architecture with site maps and content models. 

This content model indicates the taxonomy fields that will be 

used: 

 

4. Taxonomy framework that details out how the recommended 

facets will be created. 

 



Key Pointe Consulting © 2020                Page  14 

5. Taxonomy development pulls from all the available resources to 

develop the terms in each facet. 

Different Types of Taxonomies 

Hierarchical Taxonomies 

Hierarchical taxonomies are best suited to things where the relationship 

is well known. The classic example is Linnaeus’ animal kingdom 

taxonomy. The taxonomy has parent child relationships and can be 

multiple levels.  

In an organization, hierarchical relationships are well known with product 

hierarchies or organizational hierarchies (the org chart).  
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Faceted Taxonomies 

You can use a faceted taxonomy when multiple, similar values can be 

applied to dissimilar items. Different facets (or categories) represent 

different aspect of what you want, to fully describe content. 

A faceted taxonomy is used when attributes are more important than 

hierarchy. Each facet in the taxonomy is mutually exclusive. Jointly, the 

facets are exhaustive of everything you want to describe. 

A facets taxonomy tends to focus on is-ness and about-ness (as 

discussed above) and lend themselves well to topics or subjects, content 

types, languages, and locations.  

 

Different Ways to Structure Taxonomies 

• Genius/species: Hierarchical where the child term is a more 

specific type of the parent term. All the relationships get 

narrower and narrower the further down the hierarchy, but 

everything in hierarchy is all still part of the same group. For 

example, if we have the hierarchy:  
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Computer 

• Desktop 

• Laptop 

• 2-in-1 

All these child terms are types of 

computers 

Shoes 

• High heels 

• Flats 

• Boots 

• Slippers 

All these child terms are types of 

shoes 

• Whole/part: Hierarchical relationship where the child term makes 

up part of the parent term. For example, we have the hierarchies:  

Car 

• Engine 

• Chassis 

• Body 

• Drivetrain 

All these car parts make up a car. 

Computer 

• Hard drive 

• Processor 

• Memory 

• Fan 

All these computer parts make up a 

computer 

• Instance: Hierarchical relationship where the child term is a 

particular thing. Genius/species relationships can end in an 

instance. 
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Computer 

• Desktop 

o Dell Inspiron 

Gaming Desktop 

o XPS Tower 

• Laptop 

o Lenovo ThinkPad 

X1 

o Apple Macbook 

• 2-in-1 

o Asus VivoBook 

o Microsoft 

Surface 

All the 3rd level items are 

instances of the parent 

items. 

Sources for Taxonomy Terms 

Taxonomy terms can come from a variety of sources. These sources act 

as inspiration for the facets you will create. Sources include:  

• Existing taxonomies 

• Existing controlled lists within a website or the organization 

• On-site search terms (from your Analytics tool) 

• Targeted SEO keywords 

• Content audit keywords 

• Interviews with stakeholders and users 

• Other taxonomies publicly available (such as on a 

competitor/comparative website or one published for a domain 

like MeSH) 
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These taxonomy terms can be gathered at the start of a project and used 

in the steps for building a taxonomy. 

You might also hear these terms for term sources:  

• Literary warrant: Terms pulled from the content or assets and 

added to the taxonomy. The terms appear in the content, so they 

indicate the about-ness of the content and can be part of the 

taxonomy. Literary warrant is covered when we do the content 

audit, evaluate existing taxonomies, and look at SEO keywords. 

• User warrant: Terms pulled from user terminology and added to 

the taxonomy. User warrant is covered when we look at on-site 

search terms, do interviews, and look at SEO keywords. 

• Structural warrant: Terms in the taxonomy needed to support the 

structure, such as content types. Structural warrant is covered 

when we ensure the taxonomy has the values needed to support 

the structure in the CMS or DAM. 

Steps to Building a Taxonomy 

Investigate Problems with the Current Taxonomy 

When starting a taxonomy project, usually some issues have been 

identified with information structure. Sometimes people will know that 

they need a taxonomy; sometimes they won’t have any idea and through 

your research you realize that a taxonomy would help solve a problem. 

Sometimes there’s an existing taxonomy that’s not working, out of date, 

or not being used.  

Other times there’s no taxonomy and the web team doesn’t understand 

how a taxonomy can be used on a website. It’s important to investigate 

these problems by interviewing the project team and stakeholders, then 

articulate these problems without solving them. 
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As always, during the discovery and investigation, we stay away from 

solving problems. We remain open to all comments and not just the ones 

that conform to what we want to hear. Taxonomy is a tactic that helps 

realize a strategy and solve a problem.  

You should first identify the problem, create the strategy, and use 

taxonomy appropriately. Once you identify that taxonomy is needed, you 

can carry on to the next steps. 

Consider How the Taxonomy Will Be Used  

There are a lot of questions to answer to develop the appropriate 

taxonomy: 

• Is the taxonomy for a website or enterprise wide application?  

• What kind of internal audiences will be applying the taxonomy 

(such as writer or editors)? How? 

• What kind of internal audiences will be consuming the taxonomy 

(such as developers or business leaders)? How? 

• What external audiences will be consuming the taxonomy (such 

as website users)? How?  

• How does taxonomy need to support search?  

• Does the taxonomy need to support filtering or dynamic content 

display?  

Considering the taxonomy uses will help you build out the right kind of 

taxonomy. 

Look at Existing Resources 

When starting a taxonomy project, there are invariably lists of keywords, 

search analytics, or user testing results that are useful to inform a 

taxonomy. (See above for a list of sources.) Look for these resources to 
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help build out a taxonomy. Once you have all these resources, you can 

start amalgamating them into different categories and themes.  

Normally, we look at the existing resources, amalgamate them into some 

sort of categories and this gives us a good feel for the taxonomy 

framework. We write up the taxonomy framework, then loop back into 

building the taxonomy by continuing to improve the categories into 

facets, synonyms, keywords, and more.  

Create a Taxonomy Strategy 

With every taxonomy project, I create a taxonomy strategy which 

outlines such things as: the problems heard in the investigation or 

discovery phase, the solutions to those problems, the potential facets in 

the taxonomy, and any barriers to developing the taxonomy. It also 

covers use cases for the taxonomy.  

A taxonomy strategy can also be called a taxonomy framework or 

taxonomy findings and recommendations. We prefer to use the term 

strategy because it sounds more strategic.  

See Error! Reference source not found.. 

Build the Taxonomy 

To build a taxonomy, you do an audit of all the content (or a 

representative selection) you have, come up with a list of terms, and then 

consolidate these terms. You choose preferred terms or the official term 

you’re going to use. You’ll then list out similar terms as synonyms or 

keywords. 

It may seem like there should be more to it than simply grouping terms 

into different facets then listing out synonyms and keywords. 

Mechanically speaking, there’s not much more to it than this. The tricky 

part is considering how the taxonomy will be used, which you’ve done in 

your taxonomy framework.  
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Once you develop your facets, then you need to review it with other 

people. That can also be confusing and tricky, but as with anything we 

design, we work through iterations. 

Review with Subject Matter Experts 

Subject matter experts (SMEs) should be included when building out a 

taxonomy. It is best to include SMEs once the first draft of the taxonomy 

is ready. Once you’ve culled your terms, selected preferred terms, 

synonyms, and keywords, you should start getting it reviewed. There’s no 

point in continuing to churn on the taxonomy without more input from 

SMEs and stakeholders. 

However, when we review with SMEs, we’re not simply letting them tell 

us how the taxonomy should be structured. As the taxonomist, we bring 

the skill of knowing how to organize the terms and have a thorough 

understanding of how the taxonomy will be used in a CMS, DAM, or 

within the organization. The subject matter expert brings the skill of 

knowing the domain. Together we combine our knowledge to create a 

great taxonomy.  

If you’re new to taxonomy, approaching the SME reviews in small groups 

(1-2 SMEs per review session) is a good way to handle all the feedback. 

Sometimes reviewing in a larger group is unavoidable and you may feel 

overwhelmed by all the feedback.  

That’s ok: review sessions are for review and feedback. It’s ok to feel 

confused; it lets you see you have more you need to sort through and 

you can learn from the experience. While you may try to solve problems 

in the review, you should always reserve the right to think about it before 

pronouncing a design as final.   

If you do multiple review sessions, you’ll need to work through all the 

feedback you get. Take the feedback and comb through it all, coming up 

with the best revised design given all the feedback you’ve received. 
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Iterate on Your Design 

Once you’ve done a first draft and review with a variety of SMEs, you 

can revise the taxonomy. If changes are substantial, it should be reviewed 

again with SMEs. 

Testing a Taxonomy 

Taxonomy can be tested with card sorting and task testing. We use the 

same approach to testing the taxonomy as we do to testing the IA. 

However, when testing the taxonomy, we most likely can only choose 

one facet to test. Typically, we will test the Topics or Subjects facet 

because it is the largest, most subjective, and easiest to test out of 

context.  

Once you get in the test results, see what changes need to be made. If 

the changes are substantial, you may need to review the changes with a 

SME and possibly test the structure again. 

Implement Your First Version 

Eventually you’ll come to your first version of the taxonomy. It can be 

implemented in a CMS or DAM, or any software application that needs 

taxonomy. Once you implement it, the CMS or DAM can become the 

system of record.  

But it doesn’t stop there! Taxonomies are living things that need to be 

revised as content is added or removed. You’ll need governance for your 

taxonomy that includes a taxonomist, subject matter experts, and 

programmers. If you want to use it somewhere on a website, you may 

need the help of a programmer to determine how the change will be 

made on the website. 
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Taxonomy in Design 

Taxonomy can be used in related content, dynamic content display, and 

search filtering. Once a taxonomy exists, you can use it in wireframes, 

prototypes, and on a website.  

Good examples of taxonomy use in design is looking at many content-

heavy websites, such as support.apple.com or gov.uk.  

 

 

These sites immediately show their taxonomies to the user and ask them 

to browse to content. They also allow users to search and narrow the 

search results. 
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Taxonomy and Search 

Taxonomy can improve search in a number of ways, including improving 

the search results displayed and allowing filtering of results. 

 

• Synonyms and keywords allow the search engine to return more 

relevant results even when the user doesn’t type the preferred 

term. If the user types a synonym, search can return results for a 

page or item tagged with the preferred term, using the synonym 

as the link. 

• Tags elevate results: If a page is tagged with a certain term, and 

the user searches for that term or its related synonyms or 
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keywords, the search engine can know that the page tagged with 

the term is more about that term than pages not tagged with that 

term. 

• Search can allow users to filter the results by taxonomy facets, 

allowing users to narrow down the results. 

For search capabilities, you’ll need to know what search the website is 

using and how it can accommodate taxonomy, synonyms, and keywords; 

how it ranks relevance on files; and how it allows filtering on results. 

Working with a developer is the best way to get this information. 

On many websites, search is an afterthought, or people think search will 

“just work.” But this is a myth. Read this Key Pointe article for more 

detail:  

Why We’re Too Casual with Search and How to Be More Purposeful 

https://www.keypointe.com/why-were-too-casual-with-search-and-

how-to-be-more-purposeful/  

Taxonomy Governance 

You might find that you’re consistently adding a term as a keyword, but 

you think it should be used in the taxonomy. Once you start to get a lot 

of content with a specific keyword, you will want to make it easier to find 

all the items with this keyword. Adding this keyword as a taxonomy term 

helps people find all the content. 

Even though you want to add a new term to the taxonomy, you still need 

to ask others if they agree. It’s simply a matter of discussing it with the 

team and asking a few questions: 

• Do we use this keyword a lot? 

• If we added the keyword as a taxonomy term, would it return 

enough results? 

https://www.keypointe.com/why-were-too-casual-with-search-and-how-to-be-more-purposeful/
https://www.keypointe.com/why-were-too-casual-with-search-and-how-to-be-more-purposeful/
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• If we added the keyword as a taxonomy term, could we then pull 

this content into other pages on the site or not? Would we use it 

elsewhere besides the search results? 

• Is there another word in the taxonomy that is close enough that 

we can list this new keyword as a synonym? 

• Are we splitting hairs or not? 

Based on this discussion, you can add the term as a preferred term, 

synonym, or keyword. 

Thanks! 

We hope you found this guide valuable. Let us know if you have any 

other questions. 
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About Key Pointe 

Key Pointe provides content strategy consulting services to enable 

medium and large organizations to find, manage, and scale content more 

easily. We’re known for working on large, disorganized websites, 

especially intranets and extranets, and for training internal teams. We use 

proven methodologies to create evidence-based solutions grounded in 

business goals and user needs. 

We offer structural content strategy, information architecture, and 

taxonomy consulting and training. 

Get in touch. 

www.keypointe.com 

604-649-2401 

tputkey@keypointe.com  
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