Folksonomy Folktales
As I reviewed recent and previous writings on folksonomies and taxonomies, I found that not much had changed.  There were some interesting experiments in combining taxonomies and folksonomies, but mostly it was article after article repeating the same myths, folktales, and misconceptions.

Before we get into specific myths and misconceptions, I’d like to first take a look at a fundamental flaw in the vast majority of articles on folksonomies and taxonomies which is the almost universal use of the Dewey Decimal system (or Library of Congress Subject Headings) as the example taxonomy.  Using the Dewey Decimal system as your example taxonomy says to me that you have no understanding of taxonomy creation and use in today’s world. 
It’s as if you did an analysis of boats and you pick as your example – the Titanic. It’s really big and cumbersome and made of brittle steel held together with bad rivets and it costs too much and it’s too hard to build and it’s slow and hard to steer and runs into icebergs and kills lots of people.  

But wait, sail boats are boats too – and they are much smaller, cheaper, easier to build, and lots of fun.  And you know what – there are lots of taxonomies that are smaller than the Dewey decimal system, easier to construct and use, less rigid, have built in revision procedures and user input capabilities, and generally don’t suffer from all those “characteristics” of taxonomies that folksonomy advocates love to list.

There is more to taxonomy than the Dewey Decimal System.

Another overall impression I got from a review of new and old articles on folksonomies is that most of the articles are guilty of a rather massive overhype showing a great deal of enthusiasm but not so much careful thought.  For example let’s take a look at the opening of an often cited article:  The Hive Mind:  Folksonomies and User-Based Tagging:
“There is a revolution happening on the Internet ...The wisdom of crowds, the hive mind, and the collective intelligence are doing what heretofore only expert catalogers, information architects and website authors have done. …. No longer do the experts have the monopoly on this domain; in this new age users have been empowered to determine their own cataloging needs. Metadata is now in the realm of the Everyman. “

I have to admit that my first reaction was, “Oh no, not another revolution!  Didn’t we just have one last year and a couple the year before?”  Maybe I’m getting jaded, but I really think that we should be a bit more careful to not cheapen a very good word.  The printing press was a revolution.  The Industrial Revolution was a revolution.  The Internet is an ongoing revolution.  But Folksonomies?  I think not.

Aside from the revolutionary fervor, this quote also exemplifies some of the standard general folktales about folksonomies.  

Folktale One:  Folksonomies are examples of the wisdom of crowds.

Actually folksonomies are the exact opposite of the wisdom of crowds.  If you read James Surowiecki’s book, The Wisdom of Crowds, the key characteristic of situations in which you get a wisdom of crowds effect is that no one can be aware of what anyone else is doing.  The reason that a crowd of amateurs can guess the weight of a bull better than an expert is that every guess is completely independent of what the crowd is doing.  If you publish the guesses as they are being made, what you get is not the wisdom of crowds, but the madness of crowds – the bandwagon effect.  

Of course, you’re free to use the phrase, Wisdom of Crowds, to mean something else – perhaps that throwing a lot of people at a problem, regardless of how you set it up, will inevitably lead to a good outcome, but in that case, I would suggest that you read some history starting with Tulip Mania and going through to our current financial bust.   

FolktalesTwo:  Folksonomies are building bottom-up classification systems.

First of all, folksonomies are not a classification system, they are an unordered, flat set of keywords that are ranked by popularity.  Ranking words by their popularity can tell you a great deal about how groups of people are thinking and that information can be extremely useful, but it does not tell you much of anything about the relationships between words or concepts.  In other words, there is no “onomy” in folksonomy.  

Anti-Taxonomy Myths

Let’s shift from our general folktales to more specific claims and myths about taxonomies and folksonomies.  To start let’s look at another frequently cited article on folksonomies that is a good source for the standard myths about the drawbacks of taxonomies: Folksonomies: power to the people by Emanuele Quintarelli.  In the article there are 8 drawbacks of taxonomies listed.  

This is a well organized and often repeated list of taxonomy drawbacks.  There is just one problem:  Pretty much every single one of these is wrong, misleading or overstated, or a known issue for which taxonomists have worked out methods to overcome over years of practice.  

For a more complete analysis of this list, see the web article.  There are two key myths however.

 “Hierarchies are rigid, conservative, and centralized.  In a word, inflexible.”  No they aren’t.  Flat out wrong.  Some are, many are not.  Virtually every taxonomy that I or a number of friendly competitors have developed are designed to be flexible (offering alternatives), progressive (built in maintenance plans to reflect change in users and/or corpus), and are hybrid models that include both a central team and constant input from users.  

“ Hierarchies require predictions on the future to be stable over time (fortune telling).”  False and misleading.  Note the derogatory “fortune telling”.  Taxonomies only need to reflect the past and present and include a mechanism to handle change and novelty.  This is something that all good taxonomists do, but which seems not to have occurred to too many folksonomy enthusiasts.

Benefits of Folksonomies

So if the majority of anti-taxonomy myths are false or overstated, what about the other side of the story, the perceived benefits of folksonomies in general and in comparison with taxonomies?
Folksonomies are easy to use.  
It certainly seems on the face of it that just picking a word is a cognitively easier task than reading through a complex taxonomy and deciding which term to apply.  However, there are a number of problems with this.  First, picking from a simple taxonomy is at least as easy as thinking up a keyword.  Second, there are ways to make it easier to select from a taxonomy such as auto-categorization software that automatically suggests terms from the taxonomy.   In that case, the cognitive task of agreeing with the suggestion or not is much easier than trying to think up a term.  

Lack of a central authority

Being out from under the thumb of those dictatorial librarians seems to be something that folksonomy advocates very devoutly wish for.  I’m not sure why advocates hate the central authority of librarians so much, but there are good reasons for not taking this claim at face value.  Number one is that folksonomy sites do have a central authority, and it is the most oppressive and most dangerous type of central authority there is, the authority of the majority.  Against the will of the people, there is no recourse, no way of insuring the rights of the minority.  

For example, the tag “design” has been in the top 25 most popular tags for the last three years.  If you examine the sites that have been tagged with “design”, you find that 99.9% of them refer to computer or software design.  Pity the poor user that wants to use “design” to refer to interior design – you won’t be able to find your own bookmarks much less uncover a community of interior designers. [Image 1 – Delicious]
It seems to me that having a system in which there was a central group of authorities or librarians that you, as a minority can appeal to might work a bit better than letting the collaboratively emergent dictatorial majority unconsciously ride roughshod over the minorities.

Revolution?  Limits of Folksonomies

For something that is touted as revolutionary, folksonomies have a number of major limitations which severely restrict their impact both in terms of the kinds of uses that can be made of them and the types of web sites and environments that they are useful on.  

The first limit is scale – sites like Delicious are already reaching millions of hits per tag.  And a second scale limit is that according to one study, people will only tag if they have 200 or more items to keep track of. [Note – Amazon-LibraryThing]  Less than that and there was no reason to tag for personal benefit and without a personal benefit, very few people bothered to tag much of anything.  These two scale limits severely restrict the types of sites where folksonomies can be successful.
What are folksonomies good for?

Does all of the above anti-folksonomy rant mean that I think that folksonomies are completely useless?  No, not at all.  For certain limited areas and applications they are a useful and even exciting but hardly revolutionary addition.  

Within the limits discussed above, folksonomies can be a very useful mechanism for their core strength – discovery of other people who have similar interests.  For discovering and exploring other people with similar interests and sharing the bookmarks that they have added and thereby greatly expanding your resources in those areas of interest is very cool and an exciting way to learn and connect to people.  

The real value of folksonomies or at least user-generated tags can best be realized, however, by combining them with taxonomies and using them as part of a more sophisticated information infrastructure. 

First, folksonomies can be combined with taxonomies in a number of ways from treating them as suggested terms to be added to a taxonomy to offering user tags as additional options for browsing.  My own feeling is that folksonomy terms as suggestions will be more useful, but more research needs to be done here both on enterprise intranets and public sites like Factiva which includes user generated tags with taxonomies and facets. [Image 2]
The second way that folksonomies can be extremely useful is as a research resource into the interests and language of users and communities.  It would be similar to search log analysis but user generated tags represent a level of categorization higher than simple search terms.  
One particularly powerful example is using user generated tags for developing faceted navigation schemas.  For example, close to 80% of tags on sites like Flickr fall into one of a few facets – thing, place, event, and people being the most common.
Conclusion 

First and foremost is that Folksonomy should never have been compared with taxonomy, thesauri, or ontologies.  The comparison is essentially bogus in that folksonomies are not a classification system at all.  Popularity is not a semantic structure – to repeat, there is no onomy in Folksonomy.  I give the creator of the term, Thomas Vander Wal, full marks for creativity and marketing acumen, but failing marks for accuracy.

Perhaps the most fundamental limit of folksonomies for future “revolutionary” impacts is that there is really no mechanism for improving the quality of the individual tags that is consistent with their most powerful characteristic, ease of use.  I just don’t see flocks of users going back and re-tagging, in fact many sites don’t allow it.  
And so, the second conclusion is that folksonomies are interesting but not really very revolutionary.  User tagging has been around for a long time and the relationship between free keyword tagging and classification schema or taxonomies has been and will continue to be a dialogue in which hybrid systems will almost always be the best answer.  

So, in my opinion, the future of folksonomies lies not with the revolutionary rhetoric which actually detracts from the real value of folksonomies but with a range of new and interesting ways to combine user-generated tags and taxonomies.  True, these new hybrid systems of taxonomy/classification schema and folksonomy won’t satisfy the anti-authoritarian strain of thought that runs through folksonomy literature, but I predict that they will ultimately deliver much more value to many more people in many more environments than pure folksonomy applications ever will.

To get an idea of what is going on in the hybrid world, and to see more on folksonomy and taxonomy myths, take a look at the larger article on the web:  [Link to full article]

