The del.icio.us folksonomy as an ontology

Overview

del.icio.us is a popular collaborative bookmarking site.   People 'tag' items they find on the web with string labels to make them easier to find again.   The del.icio.us site aggregates these tag assertions, which produces an emergent vocabulary.  One can find all items tagged with a given label, or other tags for a given item, or other combinations of the tagger/item/label relation.  The emergent data of these associations is called a folksonomy, and has been compared with taxonomies as a way to organize information.  Folksonomy tools like del.icio.us are in an extreme position in the dimensional ontology space, since they are built, used, and structured with very little influence by ontology designers.  

Level of structure/formality

There is very little structure in a folksonomy.  There is no attempt by its creators (the community of taggers) to give any global coherence to what tags mean or how tagged items are labeled.  In del.icio.us, multiword tag labels are 'collapsed' into a single word and compared as strings.  (Note: One can recognize patterns and infer relationships in the folksonomy data, such as all things that two people tag in common.  However, when viewing a folksonomy as an ontology, these relationships are not part of the data and therefore contribute no structure/formality. These collapsed terms and terms that use punctuation as spaces (e.g. social.network) form groups of understanding around them, where groups will with certain beliefs or perspectives will stake out a variation of a term using it as their gathering point (e.g. the social.network is a different discipline from social_network).

Expressiveness of representation

Viewed as an ontology the representation of a folksonomy is essentially a single relation.  The only constraint on the types of things that can tag, be tagged, and be used as labels is implicit in the matching algorithms used by the web site to show aggregate data and offer pivot points.  Thus, to express a folksonomy one only needs a relational data model with no constraints except primitive data types - URI identifiers (strings) for tagger and tagged item, and just strings for labels.

Representational granularity
A folksonomy is a very course representation; it does not model anything beyond word associations.  Some sources may include information about the co-occurrence of tags by a single person in time, more information about the person's identity, and so forth.  But a conventional folksonomy such as the del.icio.us data is as coarse as it gets: There is no detail other than the single relation.  

Intended Use

As a bookmarking tool, the del.icio.us folksonomy is a technique for remembering how to find things previously discovered.  As a community service, the folksonomy offers ways to find aggregate or popular associations among people, tag labels, and tagged items.  It is used to discover 'related' items, people, and tag labels.  It can also be used as a corpus for natural language research and as a source of terminology to augment the development of controlled vocabularies. 

A by-product of folksonomies is their ability to validate a taxonomy, as well as identify gaps in a taxonomy, and provide the terms to be entered into a taxonomy.  The folksonomy and taxonomy have the objects (which are tagged in a folksonomy) as their point of reference.  The folksonomy will show the trending of terms being used. These may validate the taxonomy has used appropriate terms, but will likely also identify terms that have not been included in the taxonomy.  Having the identity of the people tagging with a term it becomes relatively easy to see trends and consistency develop (or not). But when verification is desired, it is also possible to contact the person (or people) through their identity to follow-up with questions about usage, if desired or appropriate.

Role of automated reasoning
Here are the kinds of computations supported by a folksonomy

· find items given a label, labels given an item, and people given an item or a tag

· find the most popular items and labels, or the most prolific taggers

· identify changes in term trends over time

· monitor and notify when something is tagged

· find 'related' people, labels, objects using heuristics or statistical pattern recognition

Descriptive vs. prescriptive
It is hard to make sense of this dimension for a folksonomy.  It is clearly not prescriptive, but it is not really descriptive either.  Perhaps we need a value of 'neither'.

Design methodology

No design at all.  Folksonomies emerge from local contributions, either done for personal information management or as part of a social process.  There is no design goal or objective function.  Like natural selection, the process by which popular tags survive is based on the dynamics of the feedback provided by the web site.  Some sites (such as Digg) give a huge amount of influence to a small, early user group.  The design in del.icio.us can reinforce tags that are popular, popular things that are tagged, and other trends. 
