
 
 
 

 

Abstract 

Development of enterprise taxonomy requires the careful coordination 
and cooperation of departments within your organization. Once the 
taxonomy is created, it needs to be managed. There is no such thing as 
“finished taxonomy”. Taxonomy needs to be revisited and revised 
periodically. Why? Business changes, new content is created, old content 
is archived. Thus the need for taxonomy governance. 
 
This white paper describes taxonomy key aspects, key factors in taxonomy 
development, taxonomy development process, and taxonomy 
governance. 
 

 
 
 

What is taxonomy? 
 
Taxonomy is a hierarchical structure for the classification and/or organization of data. In content 
management and information architecture, taxonomy is used as a tool for organizing content. Taxonomy is 
very important in content management. It ensures that search and navigation work properly and that content 
is accessible and can be found via two access points: searching and browsing. 
 
The two key aspects of taxonomy are taxonomy structure and taxonomy view. Taxonomy structure provides a 
classification schema for categorizing content within the content management process. Taxonomy view is a 
conceptual model illustrating the types of information, ideas, and requirements to be presented on the Web. 
It represents the logical grouping of content visible to a site visitor and serves as input for Web site design and 
search engineering. Together, these concepts can guide your Web development efforts to maximize return on 
investment. 
 
There are the three key factors of taxonomy development: business context, users, and content. 
 
These factors reflect the fundamental business requirements for most taxonomy projects. Strategically, they 
provide a "trinity compass" for the road of taxonomy development. 
 
Here's a description of each factor: 
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"Business context" is the business environment for the taxonomy efforts in terms of business objectives, Web 
applications where taxonomy will be used, corporate culture, past or current taxonomy initiatives, and 
artifacts within the organization and across the industry. 
 
"Users" refers to the target audience for the taxonomy, user profiles, and user characteristics in terms of 
information usage patterns. 
 
"Content" is the type of information that will be covered by the taxonomy or that the taxonomy will be built 
upon. 
 

Taxonomy Development 
 
The steps in taxonomy development are: assemble a team, define a scope, create, implement, test, maintain. 
 
Assemble a team 
 
Successful taxonomy development requires both taxonomy expertise and in-depth knowledge of the 
corporate culture and content. Therefore a taxonomy team should include subject matter experts or content 
experts from the business community who have in-depth knowledge of corporate culture and content. For 
small projects, the group may simply be part of a user focus group that is concentrating on the taxonomy task. 
Taxonomy interrelates with several aspects of web development, including website design, content 
management, and web search. So, these roles should be included in the taxonomy team. Common 
considerations are overall project scope, target audience, existing organizational taxonomy initiatives, and 
corporate culture. 
 
Define scope 

 
Answering the following questions would help to define the scope of taxonomy: 

 
Business context 
 

1. What is the purpose of the taxonomy? 
2. How is the taxonomy going to be used? 

 
Content 
 

3. What is the content scope? (Possibilities include company-wide, within an organizational unit, etc.) 
4. What content sources will the taxonomy be built upon? (Specifically, the locations of the content to 

be covered in the taxonomy.) 
 
User 
 

5. Who will be using the taxonomy? (Possibilities include employees, customers, partners, etc.) 
6. What are the user profiles? 

 
This step should also define metrics for measuring the taxonomy values. For websites, baselines should be 
established for later comparison with the new site. An example would be the number of clicks it takes a site 
visitor to locate certain information. 
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Create taxonomy 
 
Taxonomy creation can either be manual, automated, or a combination of both. It involves analyzing context, 
content, and users within the defined scope. The analysis results serve as input for the taxonomy design, 
including both taxonomy structure and taxonomy view. The taxonomy development team is responsible for 
the actual mechanics of taxonomy design, whereas the taxonomy interest group is responsible for providing 
consultation on content inclusion, nomenclature, and labeling. 
 
The design of the taxonomy structure and taxonomy view may run in tandem, depending on the resources 
available and project time frame. All concepts presented through the taxonomy view need to be categorized 
properly according to the taxonomy structure. This will ensure that every content item is organized centrally 
through the same classification schema. 
 
Along with taxonomy structure and taxonomy view, standards and guidelines must be defined. There should 
be a categorizing rule for each category in taxonomy view and taxonomy structure. In short, you must define 
what type of content should go under any given category. Content managers can then refer to these rules 
when categorizing content. If an automated tool is used for content tagging, these rules can be fed to the 
tagging application. Standards and guidelines help ensure classification consistency, an important attribute of 
a quality content management system and search engineering process. 
 
Implement the taxonomy 
 
The next step includes setting up the taxonomy and tagging content against it. This is often referred to as 
"populating" the taxonomy. Similar to taxonomy creation, implementation can be manual, automated, or a 
combination of both. The goal here is to implement the taxonomy into the website design, search 
engineering, and content management. 
 
For website design, taxonomy view provides the initial design for the site structure and interface. The focus is 
on the concepts and groupings, not so much on nomenclature, labeling, or graphics. There may be a need to 
go through multiple iterations, moving from general to specific in defining levels of detail for the content. 
Types of taxonomy view include site diagrams, navigation maps, content schemes, and wire frames. The final 
site layout is built by applying graphical treatment to the last iteration of taxonomy view. 
 
For search engineering, implementation can be accomplished in various ways. Taxonomy structure as a 
classification schema can be fed into a search engine for training purposes or integrated with the search 
engine for a combination of category browsing and searching. In the latter case, the exposed taxonomy 
structure is essentially a type of taxonomy view. One of the most challenging aspects of taxonomy 
implementation is the synchronization between the search engine and the taxonomy, especially for search 
engines that do not take taxonomic content tagging in the indexing process. In such cases, a site visitor may 
receive different results from searching and browsing the same category, which could prove confusing. 
 
Taxonomy structure needs to be integrated within the content management process. Content categorization 
should be one of the steps within the content management workflow, just like review and approval. If a 
content management tool is available, the taxonomy structure is loaded into the tool, either through a 
manual setup process, or imported from a taxonomy created externally. Through the content management 
process, content is tagged manually or automatically against the taxonomy. In other words, the taxonomy is 
populated with content. 
 
Test 
 
The goal of testing is to identify errors and discrepancies. The test results are then used to refine the 
taxonomy design. The testing should be incorporated into the usability testing process for the entire web 
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application, including back-end content management testing and front-end site visitor testing. Here is a 
sample checklist of testing topics: 
 
Given specific information topics, can the site visitors find what they need easily, in terms of coverage and 
relevancy? Given specific information topics, how many clicks does it take before a site visitor arrives at the 
desired information? Given specific tasks, can the site visitors accomplish them within a reasonable time 
frame? Do the labels convey the concepts clearly or is there ambiguity? Are the content priorities in sync with 
the site visitors' needs? Does the structure allow content managers to categorize content easily? 
 
Testing results are recorded and can later be compared with the baseline statistics to derive the 
measurements of improvements. 
 
Maintain 
 
Taxonomy design and fine-tuning is an ongoing process similar to content management. As an organization 
grows or evolves, its business context, content, and users change. New concepts, nomenclature, and 
information need to be incorporated into the taxonomy. A change management process is critical to ensure 
consistency and currency. 
 

Taxonomy Governance 
 
Development of enterprise taxonomy requires the careful coordination and cooperation of departments 
within your organization.  Once the taxonomy is created, it needs to be managed. There is no such thing as 
finished taxonomy. Taxonomy needs to be revisited and revised periodically. Why? Business changes, new 
content is created, old content is archived. Thus the need for taxonomy governance. 
 
Taxonomy governance consists of the policies, procedures and documentation required for management and 
use of taxonomies within an organization. Successful taxonomy governance establishes long-term ownership 
and responsibility for taxonomy, responds to feedback from taxonomy users and assures the sustainable 
evolution of taxonomy in response to changes in user and business needs. Taxonomy is never “finished.” 
Rather, it is a living system that grows and evolves with the business. Taxonomy governance ensures that 
growth happens in a managed, predictable way. 
 
The goal of governance is to create a repeatable, accountable, visible and predictable process for managing 
taxonomy changes. 
 
Taxonomy governance answers the following questions: 
 

 Who are the taxonomy stakeholders? 
 What are their respective responsibilities? 
 Who is responsible for making changes? 
 What is the process for making changes? 
 How are prospective changes evaluated and prioritized? 
 When are changes made? 
 When are processes reviewed and updated? 

The goals of taxonomy governance are similar across organizations but it is important to remember that there 
is no universal taxonomy governance solution. Successful governance works within the context of the 
organization. Many of the principles and goals of taxonomy governance are shared with information and data 
governance. A good first step when developing taxonomy governance policies is to examine related 
governance policies that already exist and are in use within an organization. Repurposing familiar policies and 
systems makes both adoption and compliance easier for taxonomy stakeholders. The best governance 
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policies take advantage of existing structure, workflows and management processes while accounting for 
human and technical resources and constraints. 

Ongoing maintenance and development of taxonomy is best achieved by a formal organization with well-
defined and clearly documented roles, responsibilities, and processes. The Taxonomy Management 
Organization is responsible for both strategic direction and routine administration of taxonomy operations. 
As such it should include high-level sponsors and decision-makers in addition to trained taxonomists and 
technical support personnel. End users of the taxonomy should also be represented in the Taxonomy 
Management Organization. 
 
In general, the strategic and operational responsibilities of the Taxonomy Management Organization are 
separated with strategic oversight provided by a Taxonomy Governance Team while a Taxonomy 
Management Team manages taxonomy administration and development. As with governance policies in 
general, the specific makeup and divisions between teams as well as the terminology used to describe them 
will vary depending on the particulars of organizational structure, history and goals.  
 
Strategic oversight 
 
At the strategic level, taxonomy governance focuses on strategic goals and company-wide policies for 
taxonomy management and use as well as levels of responsibility for different taxonomy stakeholders. These 
goals and policies are developed by the Taxonomy Governance Team. 

Efficient taxonomy management is facilitated by formally designating team members’ level of participation 
and responsibilities. 

Identify Success Metrics 

Governance policies should also be developed that define taxonomy success, performance and quality. 
Metrics should validate the quality of a taxonomy implementation through quantifiable, direct measurement 
of taxonomy performance. Regular assessment ensures that the taxonomy meets business and user needs 
over the long term. 

Directly linking taxonomy performance to end business goals can be challenging. However, it is often possible 
to use surrogate metrics. The ability to share data across systems, improved quality of search results, 
improved user experience of websites and regulatory compliance resulting from effective record keeping and 
document management are all examples of benefits that can result from effective taxonomy implementation 
and management. A goal of governance should be to identify and document benefits of this type that are 
relevant to the specific organization. 

Taxonomy operations and maintenance 

Ongoing maintenance is the most costly aspect of any taxonomy project. Taxonomy must be continually 
updated to reflect changes in content, competition, and business goals. In the absence of maintenance, 
taxonomy atrophy and the value it provides is greatly diminished. Organizations must anticipate the 
resources needed to maintain the taxonomy and develop effective management processes to realize the 
maximum value from their taxonomy investment. At this level governance is primarily focused on operational 
details. It provides the framework for taxonomy operations in the form of guidelines, processes, 
documentation and a defined organizational structure. 
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Taxonomy operations are typically performed by personnel with specialized training in library science or 
information management. The specific tasks performed as part of taxonomy maintenance consist of a wide 
range of large and small-scale changes to the taxonomy. This staff is also typically responsible for providing 
training, preparing documentation materials, interacting with IT groups to ensure smooth operation of 
taxonomy systems and providing expert advice and feedback to business leaders to inform strategic decision-
making. 

The Taxonomy Change Process 

One of the most important purposes of taxonomy governance is to define the organizational taxonomy 
change process. Governance policies define and document specific taxonomy changes and provide guidance 
to taxonomy administrators on making those changes. It is especially important to provide guidance on 
decision-making authority and escalation processes. Defining and documenting different change types allows 
rational decisions to be made as to which changes can be routinely handled at the discretion of taxonomy 
administrators and which changes require higher-level consensus and approval. 

Change Request Process 

Typical sources of taxonomy change requests are user feedback, routine maintenance by taxonomy 
administrators and new business needs. User feedback is usually the largest and most important source of 
small-scale taxonomy change requests. Governance policies should address these needs with a well-defined 
communications plan. 

It is also common for business events to have an impact on the taxonomy. Marketing campaigns, product 
updates, new products, company reorganizations and mergers are a few examples of events that could lead 
to taxonomy changes. Changes of this type can be significant in terms of scale but they can usually be 
handled as a routine part of taxonomy maintenance. These events should be identified and relevant change 
and communication policies developed. 

In contrast to small-scale changes, large-scale changes tend to be infrequent and are typically driven by 
strategic business needs. Major expansions in scope requiring the creation of large numbers of new terms and 
implementation of significant new systems or technologies are examples of large-scale taxonomy changes 
that may be encountered. 

It should be emphasized that the difficulty and scale of taxonomy changes is highly dependent on the specific 
details of implementation. Management of the taxonomy with a dedicated taxonomy tool versus within a 
content management system, the capabilities of the tool being used, the number and complexity of 
taxonomy use cases and the number and characteristics of consuming systems are a few variables that will 
influence the change process.  

Conclusion 
 
Collecting statistics on change requests and taxonomy use should be part of taxonomy administrator’s 
routine responsibilities. This data is reported to the governance team and used to inform strategic decision-
making. In the same way decisions made at the strategic level will impact the prioritization and performance 
of day-to-day tasks.  
 

Taxonomies exist to support business processes and the associated organizational goals. A well-managed 
taxonomy provides the structure needed to manage content across multiple internal systems and gives users 
options and flexibility for how content is accessed and displayed. Taxonomy governance plans ensure that the 
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taxonomies are maintained in a way that satisfies current and future needs and provides the maximum return 
on investment. 
 
Effective governance achieves an important set of general goals while recognizing the unique features of an 
organization. 

 

 
About Galaxy Consulting  

 

 
Galaxy Consulting provides services in business analysis and usability, content and knowledge management, 
records management, information architecture, enterprise search, taxonomy development and management, 
document control, and information governance. 
 
Galaxy Consulting was founded with the mission and vision of helping organizations to manage their valuable 
information assets. Many of our clients, both large and small, have dramatically improved efficiency and 
reduced unnecessary labor hours through efficient methods, processes, and solutions we created. 
 
Galaxy Consulting believes in partnerships with our clients. We are committed to working with you and to 
helping you transform your business. We will increase efficiency and productivity, maintain regulatory and 
legal compliance, improve collaboration, enhance innovation, and reduce costs through effective information 
management!  
 

Call us TODAY to schedule a free, no obligation consultation! 
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