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Abstract: Traditional knowledge organization approaches struggle to make large user-generated col-
lections navigable, especially when these collections are quickly growing, in which currency is of  par-
ticular concern, for which professional classification design is too costly. Many of  these collections 
use folksonomies for labelling and organization as a low-cost but flawed knowledge organization approach. While several 
computational approaches offer ways to ameliorate the worst flaws of  folksonomies, some user-generated collections have 
implemented a human judgment-centered alternative to produce structured folksonomies. An analysis of  three such imple-
mentations reveals design differences within the space. This approach, termed “curated folksonomy,” presents a new object 
of  study for knowledge organization and represents one answer to the tension between scalability and the value of  human 
judgment. 
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1.0 Introduction 
 
Large, user-generated collections increasingly pose prob-
lems for knowledge organization. For platforms such as 
YouTube and Wikipedia, the collections’ speed of  growth 
outpaces that of  traditional organizing schemas, creating 
collections in which a wealth of  content is available and 
relevant and yet could be functionally invisible (Thornton 
and McDonald 2012). In designing knowledge organiza-
tion schemas for large and growing user-generated collec-
tions such as these, we accept trade-offs among a method’s 
organizing functions, its scalability, and its ethical impacts. 

These trade-offs become clear as we consider con-
trolled vocabularies, folksonomies, and computational ap-
proaches, each of  which gives more or less weight to or-
ganizing functions, scalability, and ethical impacts. Con-
trolled vocabularies are the gold standard of  knowledge 

organization approaches but require costly expert design 
and trained indexing labor. They also respond slowly to 
major changes in the collection, making them ill-suited for 
rapidly growing, user-generated collections (Yi and Mai 
Chan 2009; Hoffman 2009; Olson 1998). In contrast, 
scholars in the field (Furner 2009; Munk and Mørk 2007; 
Mai 2011; Golder and Huberman 2006) recognize folk-
sonomies as being deeply-flawed systems that nevertheless 
make effective use of  the distributed, low-effort actions of  
independent users.  

As the aggregate of  the “personomies” of  tag sets users 
create for largely self-directed purposes (Munk and Mørk 
2007), folksonomies represent the diversity of  user per-
spectives (Bates and Rowley 2011), but have many flaws 
such as ambiguity, variation in granularity, and synonymy 
(Trant 2009; Golder and Huberman 2006). Attempts to 
create hybrid systems of  “structured folksonomies” (Yoo 
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et al. 2013) that retain the scalability of  folksonomies while 
ameliorating their flaws include linking folksonomy terms 
to existing controlled vocabularies (Yi and Mai Chan 
2009), filtering tags using metrics of  consensus (Syn and 
Spring 2013), and automated mapping into ontologies 
(Dotsika 2009). These hybrid, computational approaches, 
although scalable, are not widely implemented (Dotsika 
2009) and carry risks such as deferring accountability for 
harmful outputs to the algorithm or the corpus rather than 
a designer (Crawford 2016) and further marginalizing mi-
nority interpretations by enforcing majority views (Rieder 
2016; Aroyo and Welty 2015). Although computational ap-
proaches offer means to transform messy folksonomies 
without expert curation (Zhitomirsky-Geffet et al. 2016), 
they fail as a solution to dealing with unwieldy collections, 
because they sacrifice human judgment for expediency.  

The universe of  organizing solutions for user generated 
collections is not limited to the computational approaches 
the field has tried so hard to implement. User communities 
are aware of  the flaws of  folksonomies and engage in con-
trolled vocabulary design for their own collections. This al-
ternate approach, which I refer to here as a “curated folk-
sonomy,” following the terminology of  one particular im-
plementation (Johnson 2014), retains the human judgment 
of  expert controlled vocabulary design while approaching 
the scalability of  computational processes. Curated folk-
sonomies present a possibility for implementing the human 
judgment of  expert controlled vocabulary design at scale by 
giving users the opportunity to review and revise the folk-
sonomy, interpreting tags as synonymous or related. The 
same processes that produce large, user-generated collec-
tions and their messy folksonomies can also produce con-
trolled vocabularies, given particular system design choices. 

The existence of  this alternative model indicates a space 
in knowledge organization for heteromation—a technolog-
ical approach in which users rather than computers make 
the critical decisions (Ekbia and Nardi 2014). This model 
extends and concretizes recurrent ideas in the knowledge 
organization literature such as democratic indexing (Hidder-
ley and Rafferty 1997), tag gardening (Peters and Weller 
2008), and structured folksonomies (Yoo et al. 2013), with a 
particular emphasis on human decision making in the final 
form of  the knowledge organization system. Exploring the 
curated folksonomy approach opens up new ways of  under-
standing the concerns and goals of  the field of  knowledge 
organization, including notions of  power, accountability, 
and the possibility to represent a plurality of  voices. 

To introduce this non-computational, hybrid approach, I 
analyze the design of  three sites with current instantiations 
of  curated folksonomies: 1) Stack Overflow, a question and 
answer site for computer programming; 2) LibraryThing, a 
social book-cataloging site; and, 3) Archive of  Our Own, a 
fanwork collection. I examine these curated folksonomies 

through the lens of  traditional knowledge organization cri-
teria of  precision, recall, equivalency, hierarchy, and fidelity. 
My analysis reveals key design choices within the curated 
folksonomy space that allow for greater complexity of  
structure or simple solutions to synonymy. 

To understand why user communities are adopting cu-
rated folksonomies as a knowledge organization approach, 
and how they differ from computational approaches, it is 
necessary to explore in more detail how—and how well—
folksonomies function. As the raw materials from which 
curated folksonomies are made, it is important to under-
stand what it is that folksonomies do and how they have 
illuminated established knowledge organization concerns 
and concepts. To ground my discussion, I turn to the liter-
ature on folksonomies to explain their popularity as 
knowledge organization systems, their fundamental draw-
backs, and the latent conversation in the knowledge organ-
ization literature on ways to ameliorate such flaws. 
 
2.0 Literature Review 
 
Among knowledge organization systems, the folksonomy 
is notable for its lack of  control. In its earliest treatment in 
this journal, Noruzi (2006) termed the folksonomy an 
“(un)controlled vocabulary,” and defined it as (199) “an In-
ternet-based information retrieval methodology consisting 
of  collaboratively generated, open-ended labels that cate-
gorize content such as web resources, online photographs, 
and web links.” Two elements of  this definition are key to 
distinguishing folksonomies from other modes of  know- 
edge organization: collaborative generation and open-
ended labelling. While traditional knowledge organization 
design often involves elements of  collaboration and team-
work, folksonomies begin with the premise that description 
and retrieval are the cumulative work of  a large, distributed 
set of  individuals. Similarly, while some elements of  tradi-
tional knowledge organization systems account for the in-
evitability of  open-ended fields, this is the premise of  a tag-
ging system: that the user will not consult or be limited by 
a set of  predefined terms. These two elements mark out a 
contrasting space from the dominant paradigm of  
knowledge organization; Noruzi’s final element, the obser-
vation that folksonomies are often used to categorize digital 
content such as online photographs, begins to explain why 
these systems have become so ubiquitous in the intervening 
twelve years. Many contemporary digital collections are 
user-generated and their size and the speed of  their growth 
defy traditional knowledge organization paradigms. 

Folksonomies are ubiquitous across contemporary dig-
ital collections, but common wisdom and extensive re-
search reveal a few glaring shortcomings (Lee and Schleyer 
2012). First, folksonomies suffer from user error, so that 
misspellings divide otherwise identical tags in retrieval. 
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Second, folksonomies suffer from diversity of  user per-
spectives, so that small differences in grammar (“truck” in-
stead of  “trucks”), specificity (“Ford F150” and “truck”), 
and language (“color” instead of  “colour”) produce differ-
ent retrieval sets. Conversely, folksonomies suffer from 
convergence through homographs, so that “orange” 
(color) and “orange” (fruit) are conflated in retrieval. 
Third, research has found that folksonomies are over-
whelmingly populated by self-directed tags, such as “to 
read,” producing aggregate sets that serve little function 
beyond the individual’s collection (Golder and Huberman 
2006; Munk and Mørk 2007). Despite these contributors 
to poor precision and recall, folksonomies improve re-
trieval capability beyond that of  full-text searching (Hey-
mann, Koutrika, and Garcia-Molina 2008). They do this by 
harnessing the energy and interest of  users in managing 
their own objects in instances where more intentional or 
top-down organization is not feasible.  

Design choices in implementing folksonomies can influ-
ence these characteristics. For example, the distribution of  
tags in folksonomies tend to follow “power law” or a long-
tail distribution in which some tags are very widely used 
while the majority of  tags have few uses (Munk and Mørk 
2007; Golder and Huberman 2006). The tags which do in-
dicate consensus—those on the higher end of  the power 
law distribution—tend to be so superficial and general as to 
be meaningless in retrieval (Munk and Mørk 2007). Interface 
design for folksonomies to alleviate expected problems such 
as synonymy and misspellings, such as producing auto-com-
plete suggestions from the existing folksonomy, risk exacer-
bating this tendency towards imitation over thoughtfulness 
(Munk and Mørk 2007). Other design choices, such as com-
putationally deriving suggestions for tags from the items 
themselves (Razikin et al. 2011) aim to direct taggers to tags 
more impactful for precision and recall and to reduce the 
effort of  identifying such tags. 

Despite the agreed-upon shortcomings of  folk-
sonomies, cultural heritage institutions such as libraries, 
museums, and archives have repeatedly looked to harness 
their output for retrieval and engagement (Trant 2009; Yi 
and Mai Chan 2009; Lu, Park, and Hu 2010). Harnessing 
the output of  a folksonomy does not entail “fixing” the 
folksonomy but instead recognizing what uses and impacts 
it has beyond those of  an expertly created controlled vo-
cabulary. An exemplar of  this approach is Adler’s (2014) 
study of  users’ tags for transgender-themed books in 
which Adler noted the importance of  open-ended label-
ling as an empowering discursive practice for individuals 
and communities historically marginalized and harmed by 
labelling conventions. Ideally, as user-driven knowledge or- 
ganization systems, folksonomies provide an opportunity 
for a community to negotiate terms, express dissent from 
the dominant terminology, and otherwise resist and work 

around more static terminology imposed from the top 
down.  

While we might look to folksonomies as offering some-
thing inherently different than traditional knowledge or-
ganization systems, the inverse approach is to use existing 
controlled vocabularies to provide structure and predicta-
bility where folksonomies are in need (Yi and Mai Chan 
2009; Golub, Lykke, and Tudhope 2014; Dotsika 2009; 
Matthews et al. 2010). Such approaches recognize the 
strengths of  controlled vocabularies such as their structure 
and reliability to improve the function of  folksonomies to 
provide access to items. For example, Yi and Chan (2009) 
mapped the Library of  Congress Subject Headings to the Deli-
cious folksonomy. The long-term outcome of  this map-
ping would be to use a controlled vocabulary to enhance 
information retrieval within a particular folksonomy and 
across folksonomy collections that have, as a common ref-
erence, a relatively stable referent such as LCSH. Similarly, 
Golub, Lykke, and Tudhope (2014) examined the impact 
on social tagging decisions when users had suggestions 
from the Dewey Decimal Classification as they tagged, finding 
that the influence of  the controlled vocabulary was to fo-
cus users and lead them to more consistent tags that would 
better serve the aims of  precision and recall.  

A third and contrasting approach to either recognizing 
what folksonomies can add to controlled vocabularies or 
vice versa is to create hybrid forms in which folksonomies 
are transformed into structured vocabulary. These ap-
proaches go beyond design choices meant to steer users 
toward more consistent or useful tags (Razikin et al. 2011) 
but seek to process the folksonomy into a new form. Such 
approaches might have as their goal a more functional 
knowledge organization system (Sen et al. 2007; Tsui et al. 
2010; Yoo et al. 2013) or, more conservatively, a filter by 
which expert knowledge organization designers can review 
folksonomies for relevant suggestions for item description 
(Syn and Spring 2013). “Democratic indexing” (Brown et 
al. 1996; Hidderley and Rafferty 1997) was an early version 
of  this approach in which the first pass of  user-generated 
descriptors (roughly equivalent to tags) would undergo a 
process of  “reconciliation” into a public, aggregate view 
based on computation of  the number of  times individuals 
had used a given descriptor for a given item. Thinking of  
a folksonomy as raw material from which we might derive 
a structured knowledge organization system continues to 
be taken up as a computational problem. In Dotskia’s 
(2009) and Tsui, Wang, Cheung, and Lau’s (2010) reviews 
of  this space, folksonomies are seen as amenable to com-
putational approaches such as clustering (Specia & Motta, 
2007), matching algorithms (Angeletou et. al, 2007), apply- 
ing machine-readable dictionaries (Alves, Pereira, & Car- 
doso, 2002; Rajaraman & Ah-Hwee Tan., 2002), and cre-
ating tag networks by a combination of  merging and filter- 
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ing algorithms (Lux & Dosinger, 2007) that can transform 
a folksonomy into structured systems such as taxonomies 
and ontologies. 

Computational approaches are promising for their scala-
bility; automation reduces the need for ongoing expert la-
bor and many approaches grow more effective with large 
corpuses and ongoing user interactions (Zhitomirsky-Gef- 
fet et al. 2016). However, these approaches carry risks in-
creasingly obvious for computational processing of  social 
tasks and collections; they may defer blame for harmful 
outputs of  the process to the algorithm or the corpus ra-
ther than an accountable, human designer (Crawford 2016), 
and they are likely to further marginalize minorities in favor 
of  enforcing majority views (Aroyo and Welty 2015). 
Whereas knowledge organization systems are vulnerable to 
instantiating and reproducing social harms such as discrim-
ination and bias against the less powerful among us (Olson 
and Schlegl 2002; Berman 1971; Mai 2010), computational 
approaches may exacerbate these harms, especially where 
the method is black-boxed or inherently inaccessible to au-
diting (Ananny and Crawford 2018; Garfinkel et al. 2017; 
Burrell 2016), and where the machine is entrusted to make 
the final decision as an objective judge of  otherwise messy 
human processes (Angwin et al. 2016; Noble 2018). For 
these reasons, it is reasonable for users to be wary of  com-
putational approaches to interpreting and reorganizing 
folksonomies, especially where the community of  users is 
particularly familiar with the flaws of  knowledge organiza-
tion and computational systems. 

Here I wish to take up a possibility suggested (Peters 
and Weller 2008) but not adequately explored in the 
knowledge organization literature; that the major flaws of  
a folksonomy might be addressed using the human judg-
ment of  users directly and not through the re-creation of  
human choices and logic through computational methods. 
Undoubtedly, folksonomies require some attention given 
their ubiquity and flaws. Folksonomies are a popular mode 
of  low-cost organization and access for large and other-
wise unmanageable user-generation collections that are, in 
comparison to controlled vocabularies, seriously flawed in 
their ability to facilitate retrieval across the collection. To 
be specific, rather than entrusting clustering or algorithmic 
methods to extract from a folksonomy a sense of  term re-
lationships, it is possible to ask users to map these relation-
ships themselves, building off  of  the work of  their tagging 
to further indicate the structure and equivalencies among 
the aggregate set of  tags. Despite not being a focus of  
scholarship in this area, this human-focused approach has 
been adopted and implemented in various forms in online 
communities. In the next section I will define curated folk- 
sonomy as such an approach and detail three such imple-
mentations. 

 

3.0 Curated Folksonomies 
 
I use the term “curated folksonomies” here to collect a few 
knowledge organization systems currently in use for de-
scription and retrieval in large and successful user-gener-
ated content sites. Here I will outline the defining charac-
teristics of  this form of  knowledge organization and ex-
plore some of  its variant implementations and design 
choices with particular attention to three instantiations: Li-
braryThing (librarything.com), Stack Overflow (stackover-
flow.com), and Archive of  Our Own (archiveofourown. 
org). 

In contrast to classic or unregulated folksonomies, cu-
rated folksonomies take the aggregate tags produced by 
users as a starting point and use expert or collective deci-
sion making to identify and alleviate problems with synon-
ymy and homographs. The basic tenets of  a curated folk-
sonomy are as follows: 
 
 1) Users create tags 
 2) Some intentional agent combines synonymous tags 

and/or differentiates homographic tags 
 3) Recall and precision are improved 
 
Curated folksonomies are primarily reactive; unlike tradi-
tional, top-down controlled vocabulary approaches, most of  
the terms in a curated folksonomy are driven by user activity, 
and intentional knowledge organization design follows user 
action. Curated folksonomies are particularly popular for 
user-generated collections that are quickly growing, in which 
currency is of  particular concern, for which professional 
classification design is too costly, and in which users are par-
ticularly motivated and suited to engage in organizing work.  

Three notable examples of  curated folksonomy illustrate 
these elements. LibraryThing, a user-generated database of  
books, uses a curated folksonomy to manage tags applied to 
books, often indicating content (“animals”), genre (“satire”), 
or personal relevance (“summer reading”). In Library-
Thing’s system of  “Tag combining,” all interested users can 
identify synonymous tags for combining, identify wrongly 
combined tags for separating, and vote in both types of  de-
cisions. The tag combining system is notably strict and fol-
lows a relatively narrow sense of  synonymy: 
 
 Tag combination is driven by a single basic rule: Tags 

should be combined only when they are the same in 
both meaning and usage on LibraryThing. 
 Examples: 
– There is no discernible difference in either the use or 

meaning when it comes to terms like “wwii,” “ww2” 
and “world war two.” 

– While some might claim they are synonyms, tags like 
LGBT and GLBT have very different top books. It’s 
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likely they encode differences in perspective or iden-
tity.1  

 
In LibraryThing, plurals are not equated to singular ver-
sions nor are all abbreviations equated to full terms, in ex-
pectation that in some cases these variants actually indicate 
different meanings. Tags that are “combined” on Library-
Thing redirect to the page for the preferred version of  the 
term. This page displays the collected combined terms and 
all books tagged with any variant of  the term. Usages of  
variant versions of  the tag remain unchanged on book and 
user pages; combining decisions only affect site-wide re-
trieval. This design choice keeps intact users’ own organ-
izing schemas within their collections, particularly im-
portant for tag variants in other languages (e.g., “ciencia 
ficcion” and “science fiction”). 

The second notable example of  an active, curated folk-
sonomy is Stack Overflow, a question and answer site for 
computer programming. All Stack Overflow questions in-
clude one or more tags. Tags are used in retrieval of  related 
questions and have information pages (similar to scope 
notes from traditional controlled vocabulary systems) that 
give background information. Stack Overflow invites users 
to “help tame the tag folksonomy.”2 Users with higher al-
gorithmic “reputation” on the site can edit tag information 
pages, can identify tags that are synonymous to “master” 
tags and vote for or against these connections. That is, 
Stack Overflow limits the users who can manage the sys-
tem to those who other users have judged to be good con-
tributors to the community. Tags made synonymous with 
“master” tags are “automatically and silently remapped” to 
their master tags; the synonymous forms of  tags are 
changed to the preferred form throughout the site. 

These forms of  curated folksonomy share the same 
basic tenets—that users drive the creation of  new tags and 
that synonymous tags are made equivalent for retrieval—
while the philosophy of  the folksonomies differ. At Li-
braryThing, tagging is incentivized as a self-directed, per-
sonal information management tool: “Once you have a 

hundred books or so, you need some way to organize 
them.”3 In this case, the folksonomy is truly “a function of  
the total sum of  persononmies” (Munk and Mørk 2007) 
or individual tag sets created for the organization and ma-
terial of  a personal collection. Especially with the aug-
mented functionality conferred by the curated folkson-
omy, the aggregate has the secondary function of  support-
ing retrieval and discovery across the entire site. In con- 
trast, Stack Overflow, as question and answer site, is pri-
marily outward-facing, and tags are intended to help po-
tential answerers monitor questions in their areas of  ex-
pertise. The curated folksonomy furthers questioners’ ef-
forts to have their tags seen by relevant answerers by align-
ing variant tags with expert-preferred synonyms. 

The third form of  curated folksonomy, from Archive 
of  our Own (AO3), falls in-between the examples of  Li-
braryThing and Stack Overflow. As with LibraryThing, the 
tagged objects are primarily textual works and the curated 
folksonomy actions do not change user-chosen variants, 
only equate terms in retrieval. As with Stack Overflow, the 
primary activity of  the site is outward-facing—authors to 
readers—and the nominal purpose of  tagging and the cu-
rated folksonomy is to increase the visibility of  user-gen-
erated content to relevant readers. Of  the three, AO3 is 
arguably the most selective with regards to which users 
participate in curated folksonomy design; whereas Library-
Thing allows all users to nominate and vote, and Stack 
Overflow allows established users to nominate and vote, 
AO3 has a small (~200) team of  volunteers who complete 
a recruitment and training process before receiving access 
and permissions to the curated folksonomy interface.4 Vol-
unteers do not nominate and vote on decisions within the 
curated folksonomy, rather, each volunteer is responsible 
for a section of  the site and makes the changes to the folk-
sonomy with substantial autonomy. 

Table 1 summarizes the variant attributes among classic 
folksonomies and the systems instantiated within Stack 
Overflow, LibraryThing, and Archive of  Our Own. These 
attributes represent a starting point for the establishment 

  Classic folksonomy Stack Overflow LibraryThing Archive of  Our Own

Manual indexing Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Natural language Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Indexing expertise No No No Training 

Voting No Yes Yes No 

Open participation Yes Reputation thresholds Yes Application process 

Synonymous term relationships No Yes Yes Yes 

Differentiate homographs No No No Yes 

Hierarchical term relationships No No No Yes 

Preserves user variants Yes No Yes Yes 

Table 1. Attributes of  curated folksonomy instantiations.
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of  curated folksonomies as an object of  study within 
knowledge organization. 

In combination, these attributes address the major 
flaws of  folksonomies that impede precision and retrieval. 
Only one of  these versions provides a mechanism to dis-
criminate between homographs while all of  the curated 
folksonomy versions take as their focus the ability to 
equate synonyms. Indicating a more substantial alternative 
to the complex computational approaches that create tax-
onomic or ontological structures (as in Zeng 2008), the in-
stantiation at Archive of  Our Own also creates hierarchical 
relationships among terms. Noting the existence of  cu-
rated folksonomies as a variant knowledge organization 
approach is a preliminary step. In the following section, I 
suggest productive avenues of  inquiry for knowledge or-
ganization research. 
 
4.0 Next Steps 
 
Two broad categories of  response follow from the exist-
ence and the arguable success of  curated folksonomies in 
addressing the major shortcomings of  folksonomies and 
providing organization and retrieval within large, user-gen-
erated collections. The first is how we might study the cu-
rated folksonomy as a variant form of  knowledge organi-
zation. The second is what the existence of  curated folk-
sonomies and their place among knowledge organization 
forms suggests are meaningful questions within 
knowledge organization more broadly. 
 
4.1 Studying curated folksonomies 
 
The first set of  questions we might ask of  curated folk-
sonomies and their variant forms is whether they work, 
within the set of  evaluative criteria established as meaning-
ful within knowledge organization. That is, do they facili-
tate precision and recall in retrieval (Spärck Jones 2005)? 
This might be asked and answered in at least two ways: do 
they achieve a measurable improvement over classic folk-
sonomies in this regard, and do they approach anything 
like the standard established by controlled vocabularies? 
Do they create a set of  terms and term-object relation-
ships consistent with the values of  the community (Bullard 
2017; Feinberg 2007; Mai 2010)? Is the resulting system 
ethically sound and defensible within a recognized ethical 
paradigm (Fox and Reece 2012)? Are the equivalency and 
hierarchical relationships upon which users arrive logically 
sound (Frické 2016; Furner 2012)? The answers to these 
questions will differ across variants of  the form and ac-
cording to the needs and values of  the communities and 
collections to which they are applied. Given that the 
strength of  the curated folksonomy approach is its ap-
plicability to large and growing user-generated collections, 

one particularly relevant evaluative criterion is the sustain-
ability of  these systems over time and at scale (Ibekwe-
Sanjuan and Bowker 2017). Notably, each of  three exam-
ples I have chosen to illustrate the curated folksonomy ap-
proach come from communities that self-select for indi-
viduals interested in manipulating specialized vocabularies, 
organizing items, or creating new relationships among 
works, leaving open the possibility that their success might 
not be as easily reproduced in community collections with-
out such relevant characteristics. 

Alongside these questions of  how curated folk-
sonomies might fare in our evaluative constructs is how 
this form of  knowledge organization takes up, modifies, 
and possibly complicates established theories and pro-
cesses from knowledge organization theory. As a primarily 
reactive design method, contrasting most sharply with tra-
ditional top-down and expert-driven knowledge organiza-
tion design, curated folksonomies may invite a different 
mode of  evaluation. Rather than focusing on the product, 
that is, the resulting system, its characteristics and function, 
curated folksonomies may be particularly appropriate for 
evaluative methods focusing on process. That is, are the 
methods of  voting, negotiation, or authority in transform-
ing the folksonomy into a set of  term relationships con-
sistent with prescriptive models of  knowledge organiza-
tion, such as the correct application of  hierarchical rela-
tionships? Would some variants of  the curated folkson-
omy form actually be more appropriately “democratic” in 
politics as opposed to the libertarian nature of  classic folk-
sonomies (Feinberg 2006)? 

Finally, we might turn the analysis from the functions 
within these systems to the function they play in context 
of  communities and collections. In summarizing the cur-
rent state of  folksonomies and scholarly responses to their 
function and prevalence, I argued that discomfort with 
computational approaches over issues of  accountability 
and transparency are sufficient for users to be wary over 
their application to the construction of  controlled vocab-
ularies. I base this claim on contemporary critiques of  al-
gorithmic systems and the established vulnerability of  
knowledge organization systems to perpetuating discrimi-
nation and bias. This explanation for the adoption of  more 
human-focused methods such as curated folksonomies re-
quires further interrogation and testing. The three commu-
nities with notable curated folksonomy instantiations are 
particularly aware of  these vulnerabilities: LibraryThing as 
a contrast to traditional library systems and the colonial 
and imperialistic histories of  the Library of  Congress and 
Dewey systems, Stack Overflow as a community based on 
the fact that programming is inevitably full of  errors, and 
Archive of  Our Own as an explicitly intersectional femi-
nist community accustomed to being mislabeled by domi-
nant cultures (Fiesler, Morrison, and Bruckman 2016). It 
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is worth asking whether these qualities, particular to these 
three communities, are related to the adoption of  a hu-
man-focused system and whether other motivations and 
causes are at play in the choice to take on additional human 
labor as an alternative to keeping a classic folksonomy or 
implementing a computational remedy. 
 
4.2 Implications for knowledge organization 
 
As with any expansion of  the scholarly space, to fit curated 
folksonomies into knowledge organization not only pro-
vides a set of  questions to ask of  this new form but suggests 
activities to readjust the space itself  in response. Particularly 
because this form of  knowledge organization originates 
from outside the established professional community, this 
opportunity comes years after these systems have been in 
implementation. Here I suggest a few questions we might 
have opportunity to revisit in the process of  integrating cu-
rated folksonomies among the various characteristics of  
knowledge organization systems. First, as an intersection of  
bottom-up and top-down design methods, curated folk-
sonomies suggest new ways to understand the convergence 
and divergence between the philosophies of  these two ex-
tremes (Mai 2011; Feinberg 2006; Furner 2009). Second, as 
an alternative to computational approaches, curated folk-
sonomies embody a validation of  human judgment and do-
main expertise, suggesting a possible alignment with 
knowledge organization approaches that value the human as 
an instrument of  analysis, interpretation, and accountability 
(Hjørland and Albrechtsen 1995; Feinberg 2011). Similarly, 
curated folksonomies might be counted among other indi-
cators that knowledge organization—particularly forms 
centering human as opposed to machine judgment—is on 
its pendulum swing away from universal, totalizing systems 
and back toward local and specialized systems (Smiraglia 
2002; Augusto et al. 2016). Finally, the reactive design of  cu-
rated folksonomies invites a shift in focus from the initial 
design and implementation of  knowledge organization sys-
tems to maintenance and revision as central practices. While 
the adaptation of  existing knowledge organization systems 
is a matter of  perennial interest (Olson 1998; Nero 2006), 
and hospitality to expansion is a fundamental characteristic 
of  many knowledge organization forms, maintenance and 
revision are seldom presented as typical or central modes of  
knowledge organization work (Soergel 1974; Park 2008). 

Additionally, considering new forms of  knowledge or-
ganization such as curated folksonomies invites us to look 
outward at cognate fields and applications. Given that cu-
rated folksonomies are inherently collaborative forms with 
particular technological needs around participation and re-
sponsiveness between the folksonomy and its revisions, the 
study of  this form requires connections with the scholarship 
of  computer-supported cooperative work, crowdsourcing, 

and participatory design. As a contrast to computational  
approaches, this form also suggests a growing space for 
knowledge organization scholars within the contemporary 
discussion of  heteromation (Ekbia and Nardi 2014) and re-
sistance to automation and algorithmic governance (Zarsky 
2016; Noble 2018). 
 
5.0 Conclusion 
 
Large online collections pose challenges for knowledge or-
ganization. Ceding the ground to folksonomies is an easy 
out that leaves these collections and their users with the 
bare minimum of  precision and recall capabilities. Improv-
ing folksonomies through computational approaches that 
harness the size and growth of  the vocabulary set is an 
appealing approach under investigation within knowledge 
organization and computer science scholarship. Here I 
presented an alternative approach implemented by three 
popular user-generated collections that instantiates theo-
ries and recommendations latent in the knowledge organ-
ization literature. In particular, the curated folksonomy ap-
proach emphasizes human judgment in the contemporary 
context in which vulnerable communities are wary of  
computational decision making. 

Curated folksonomies appear to have grown “wild” out-
side of  the traditional, professional domain of  knowledge 
organization. Bringing curated folksonomies within this 
scholarly domain can improve the systems themselves; the 
design variations among the three implementations here in-
dicate a possible range of  choices that can impact the sys-
tems’ accuracy, functionality, and scalability. As with any 
knowledge organization approach, curated folksonomies 
are subject to analysis and evaluation with regards to estab-
lished attributes such as precision and recall, logic, and rep-
resentation. Bringing curated folksonomies within our do-
main also means making space for solutions developed in 
the wild in possible opposition to established and dominant 
trends within knowledge organization: distributed rather 
than centralized design, user rather than professional con-
trol, and human rather than computational processing. 
 
Notes 
 
1.  https://wiki.librarything.com/index.php/Tag_com 
 bining. Wiki page last edited August 4, 2018, accessed 

November 9, 2018. 
2.  https://stackoverflow.blog/2010/08/01/tag-folkson 
 omy-and-tag-synonyms/. Blog post August 1, 2010, ac-

cessed November 9, 2018. 
3.  http://www.librarything.com/concepts#what. Undated 

webpage, accessed November 9, 2018. 
4.  https://archiveofourown.org/faq/tags?language_id= 
 en. Undated webpage, accessed November 9, 2018. 
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