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Introduction  
 
Library indexing and classification is the traditional staple of subject representation for the 
library field. Tags and terms for print, non-print and digital materials are created and assigned by 
librarians. Currently, the introduction of social tagging by general users has revolutionized 
different ways to explore approaches to subject representation. “Social tags are words or short 
phrases that users add as annotations to Web-content [and] can also be helpful search and 
retrieval” (Golbeck, Koepfler and Emmerling, 2011). Library indexing, classification and social 
tagging provide positives and negatives characteristics for professionals and users to understand 
when tags and terms are created for materials.  
 

Pros of Library Indexing and Classification by Professionals 

With appropriate indexing accomplished through usage of controlled vocabularies, patrons can 
access records that describe specific items in the library catalog. “A controlled vocabulary is a 
restricted list of words or terms typically used for descriptive cataloging, tagging or indexing” 
(Hedden, 2010). These standards provide methods for patrons to locate needed items. One 
positive standard of library indexing and classification is consistency of records through name-
authority files, and that is a “controlled vocabulary which includes synonyms or variants for each 
term” (Hedden, 2010). Authority files allow consistency as how terms are assigned so users can 
distinguish one term from another (Hedden, 2010). When there are millions of items entered into 
a database or online catalog, consistency is vital to access correct records a patron needs. If 
patrons must sift through multiple records, the search becomes difficult. A name-authority file is 
supplies user-friendly results for patrons. If a record has a standardized tag or term, patrons 
search for the record without professional help. Headings are another positive option for library 
indexing and classification. They allow patrons to access what materials they need, and discard 
materials that do not match the search. Indexing and classification allow patrons to easily 
retrieve materials from the catalog. This control yields successful search results because 
materials are labeled under a specific term or tag (Hedden, 2010).  

Cons of Library Indexing and Classification by Professionals 

Though controlled-vocabulary terms provide standardized words for librarians and patrons, 
understanding and assigning these terms present a challenge. A recent report of the Library of 
Congress Subject Headings (LCSH) summarized that “it takes too long to train anyone to 
correctly apply the complex rules associated with LCSH pre-coordinated subject strings,” and 
“that the specific terms and text strings are not understood by end-users or perhaps even 
reference librarians or catalogers themselves” (Cataloging Policy and Support Office, 2007). 
Catalogers follow a detailed system when they assign subject headings and vocabularies to new 
materials. This process is a specialty not all librarians know, and they cannot simply assign any 
word, but must analyze and understand the aboutness of materials. Catalog librarians require 
training for library indexing and classification, and this training demands effort and money. 
Some libraries do not have the money or time to allow training because of budget cuts and loss 
of jobs in the field. Next, terms can be over-restricted and difficult to understand by patrons, and 
even librarians not trained in cataloging. (Cataloging Policy and Support Office, 2007). 
Specifically, patrons are not familiar with complex terms, and this creates difficulties to retrieve 
wanted materials. Searches must be user-friendly to address the needs and wants of patrons.   
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Pros of Social Tagging by Users 

 
Unlike controlled online library catalogs or databases, social tagging allows patrons to interact 
with library materials using Web 2.0 tools and enhances patrons’ experiences and knowledge 
(Rethlefsen, 2007). This interaction is important to the 21st century patron who uses Web 2.0 
social-media tools; there needs to be a space for patrons to generate content and receive and 
provide information with other users. Ultimately, social-tagging websites organize data. “Users 
organize their own or other's data in the public sphere and the social, or community, aspects arise 
from there as users share and seek out like-minded individuals” (Stephens, 2007). Social tagging 
“lowers barriers for participation, both for library patrons and staff” (Rethlefsen, 2007). It allows 
more than one individual to insert tags or terms about library collections, instead of relying on 
one professional to index every item (Rethlefsen, 2007). Next, it is simple to locate information 
through social tagging. Users click on a tag in the cloud, and lists of resources with the same tag 
upload on the website (Rethlefsen, 2007). A tag cloud is a collection of tags that are showcased 
as lists, and the extent of the words represent the number of materials that display that tag 
(Stephens, 2007). Now, patrons have access to resources for recreational or educational needs. 
Social tagging sites, such as LibraryThing, provide extra incentives for patrons, too: “For every 
book entered into LibraryThing, the display shows top tags in a tag cloud, book ratings as rated 
by LibraryThing members and recommended books based on similarly tagged items and ratings” 
(Rethlefsen, 2007). 

Cons of Social Tagging by Users 
 
Though social tagging allows users to generate tags and terms for materials, there are not 
universal guidelines for this process. “Tagging is often controversial among librarians, largely 
because adding keywords to resources lacks authority control” (Rethlefsen, 2007). Lack of 
controlled vocabulary creates disorganized and redundant terms for objects. “Groups of tags 
created by the users of a certain collection of data are called folksonomies [which] means simply 
that the tags are a collection of words assigned by folks-everyday people, not librarians” 
(Stephens, 2007). At times, there is no set limit for the number of tags or terms created on social-
tagging sites. Users may not consider how the tag relates to the item described (Golbeck, 
Koepfler and Emmerling, 2007). Patrons may become discouraged because lack of a controlled 
vocabulary does not yield needed search results. Also, the website location of social tagging is 
another factor to consider for subject representation. Rethlefsen writes that patrons are more 
motivated to tag materials in a social-network site, such as LibraryThing, rather than the local 
library’s online catalog. Some librarians are hesitant to tag in catalogs and databases because it is 
controlled, and does not allow flexibility for unstructured tag systems.  
    

Conclusion 

Though library indexing and classification has been the standard practice for librarians, social 
tagging by generic users is becoming more popular in the 21st century. Instead of relying on 
controlled vocabularies to search for materials, users create generic tags. Both traditional 
indexing and social tagging have positives and negatives for catalogers and users. To meet the 
changing needs of patrons and ways libraries are used today, new standards must be developed 
that incorporate the strong characteristics of each process.   
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