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Abstract: Specialized reference works operate as catalysts and organizers of the terminological processes involved
in the evolution of specialized concepts. This research aims to identify the term knowledge organization system’
records and its synonymous or similar expressions in dictionaries, glossaries, vocabularies, and encyclopedias spe-
cialized in KO published over time. The research is qualitative and constitutes a study of punctual terminology,
which introduces the perspective of dictionarization studies. The results yield fourteen terms representing more or
less the same concept registered in the twelve reference works found. Among other conclusions, it is assumed that
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1.0 Introduction

Knowledge organization system is a generic term that com-
bines a set of vocabularies and classifications, universal or spe-
cialized in scope. As Mazzocchi (2018, 54) points out, “they
are characterized by different specific structures and func-
tions, varied ways of relating to technology, and used in a plu-
rality of contexts by diverse communities”, but they all have
in common “that they have been designed to support the or-
ganization of knowledge and information to make their man-
agement and retrieval easier” (Mazzocchi 2018, 54).

In the English literature on knowledge organization (KO)
until the end of the twentieth century, various expressions
(such as indexing language, documentary language, con-
trolled vocabulary, structured vocabulary, and classification
system, among others) competed to assume the semantic rep-
resentation of the set of systems or controlled languages, cre-
ated to sustain conceptual structures for general classification
and/or indexing of documents and information.

It was not until 1998 that the term ‘knowledge organiza-
tion system’ (henceforth, KOS) appeared in the title of a Con-
ference held in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: ‘Networked
Knowledge Organization Systems (NKOS)’. In 2000, Hodge
used it and provided the first systematization of its concept.
However, San Segundo (1996) had already used the term in
Spanish (sistema de organizacion del conocimiento), although
restricting its scope to classification systems.

Contemporary terminology that seeks to specify or pro-
vide new approaches to studying KOS begins to appear. For
example, Zang and Mayr (2019, 3) use the expression LOD
KOS “as an umbrella term to refer to all value vocabularies
and lightweight ontologies within the Semantic Web frame-
work”.

There is no unanimous opinion regarding the types of
systems that can be considered KOS. Hodge (2000) estab-
lished three KOS categories, each one with its specific types:
lists (authority files, glossaries, dictionaries, gazetteers); clas-
sifications and categories (subject headings, classification
schemes, taxonomies, categorization schemes); and rela-
tionship lists (thesauri, semantic networks, and ontologies).

The North American standard (National Information
Standards Organization 2005) only mentions four types of
KOS: lists, synonym rings, taxonomies, and thesauri. In the
keywords that he introduces to his work, Soergel (2009) lists
the following: ontologies, metadata schema, taxonomies,
classifications, web directory structures, filing plans, the-
saurus / thesauri, dictionaries, folksonomies, authority files,
gazetteers, faceted classifications, and subject headings.
Later, when classifying the KOS by generic function, by
content and structure, and by origin and editorial control,
this author adds to the previous enumeration authority
lists, coding schemes, lists of synonym rings, glossaries, con-
cept maps, mind maps, semantic networks, RDF graphs,

and topic maps (Soergel 2009, 5-6). Finally, Abbas (2010,
99-131) distinguishes between metadata structures and
content creation standards (machine-readable cataloging
and other metadata schemas), controlled vocabularies (sub-
ject headings lists and thesauri), and classification schemes
(Dewey Decimal Classification, Library of Congress Classi-
fication, Colon Classification Scheme and others).

Beyond these divergences, the common point is that all

KOS

[..] are used by people to find information and make
sense of it; KOS must support people in their quest
for meaning; they must present meaningful struc-
tures of concepts. KOS are also used by computer
programs to reason about data; KOS must represent
formal knowledge about concepts (Soergel 2009, 3).

Specialized reference works (dictionaries, glossaries, ency-
clopedias, vocabularies of different types and dimensions)
operate as catalysts and organizers of the terminological pro-
cesses involved in evolving specialized concepts. In these ref-
erence works, the dictionarization processes of each term are
recorded, as well as the different conceptions that terminol-
ogists capture in the graphic form of the terms, in their
choice of preferred terms, and their definitions.

The term ‘dictionarization’ was coined by Nunes with
the scope of “description and instrumentalization of the
language based on the dictionary” (Nunes 2002, 99). Nunes
himself further specified the concept by pointing out that
“the study of dictionarization implies making explicit the
historical processes that lead to the formation of [the dic-
tionaries], as well as showing the appearance and transfor-
mations of the practices that allow its construction” (Nunes
2006, 45).

The specificity of dictionarization studies appears in the
exclusive use of dictionaries and other reference works as an
object of terminological study. They are based on the fact
that the reference works have a specific date of publication,
which makes it possible to analyze the historical record of
the terminology.

Dictionary studies help to identify the traceability of
terms and their concepts. Traceability is understood as the
process that begins with the coining and continues in the
study of use, documentation, and the eventual modifica-
tion or extinction of the terms.

The choice of terms to be incorporated into a specialized
reference work may be based on various criteria, the con-
sistent application of which favors the internal coherence of
the work: i) the criterion of use, which favors the selection
of terms actually used by specialists and other members of a
discourse community; ii) the criterion of specificity, which
focuses only on terms that are seen as proper and exclusive
to the domain; and, iii) the documentation criterion, that is,



Knowl. Org. 51(2024)No.5

357

M. Barité, V. Parentelli, and M. Rauch. Knowledge Organization Systems in Reference Works Specialized in Knowledge Organization

the appearance of specialized terms in prototypical docu-
mentary types of the area, such as journals, proceedings,
manuals, educational and popularization texts, as well as
other reference works.

The three criteria mentioned (usage, specificity, docu-
mentation) largely correspond to user warrant (Lancaster
1977), academic warrant (Svenonius 2003), and literary
warrant (Beghtol 1986), respectively. The consistent use of
one warrant or another to include or exclude the terms reg-
istered in specialized dictionaries contributes to reasonable
and balanced thematic coverage.

Even so, any comparison between dictionaries of the
same domain will reveal differences in length, depth, the
number of terms chosen, or how they formalize their termi-
nology. This should be interpreted as a normal situation.
Lukasik (2017, 4-5) identifies a dozen differentiation fac-
tors in the content of reference works in the same domain,
among which stand out: “culture-dependent terminology”,
regional variants, “various degrees of formality and informa-
tional density”, “different styles of reasoning”, “the exist-
ence of idiosyncratic terminological/conceptual systems”,
“some new terms entering the lexicon, and — most im-
portantly — some terms changing their definition, scope or
applicability.”

In terminology, studies of punctual terminology -focus-
ing on various linguistic, grammatical, terminological, and
translation aspects of one term or a small number of related
terms- are usual. The studies of punctual terminology col-
laborate methodologically in the dictionarization analyses.
In this work, a study of specific terminology will be articu-
lated with a study of dictionarization, focused on the term
‘knowledge organization system’ and its related terms.

2.0 Objectives

This research aims to identify the scope and exhaustiveness
with which the term ‘knowledge organization system’, its
acronym (KOS), and its synonymous or similar expressions
have been registered in dictionaries, glossaries, vocabularies,
and specialized encyclopedias in published KOS over time.
This objective is intended to determine the traceability of
the generic terms used in the area to refer to the systems with
greater or lesser vocabulary control.

The following specific objectives are also established: a)
promote the development of terminological studies in KO,
not only from the perspective of domain analysis but also,
as in this case, from punctual terminology approaches; b)
bring dictionarization studies closer to KO, considering the
interdisciplinary nature of both fields; c) contribute to the
study of the evolution of the concepts of KO.

3.0 Methodology

The approach carried out for this work is qualitative and
constitutes a study of punctual terminology. Punctual ter-
minological research consists of “a technique for investigat-
ing a term or a restricted group of terms belonging to any
field of human activity, with a view to satisfying an imme-
diate need expressed by a user” (Célestin et al. 1984, 17). As
mentioned by Barité and Rauch (2022, 6),

[...] these authors also establish a typology of punc-
tual research, which includes the analysis of the mean-
ing of a term, the most appropriate term to represent
a new concept, the certification or validation of the
use of a term, or the search for an exact or approxi-
mate equivalence in another language.

Generally, punctual terminology studies are used to solve
problems of designation, conceptualization, translation,
and historical or etymological precedence, continuously
presented by neologisms. The demands and urgencies posed
by the avalanche of neologisms to translators, communica-
tors, journalists, and information professionals make punc-
tual research helpful for selecting terms in target languages
or descriptors or indexing terms for retrieving information
in native languages.

This work, as said, also introduces the perspective of dic-
tionarization studies to the extent that the research is carried
out using specialized dictionaries, encyclopedias, and glos-
saries as the object of study.

For this work, the following methodological phases were
fulfilled:

i) Formation of the corpus. It was integrated with all spe-
cialized KO dictionaries, encyclopedias, and glossaries pub-
lished to date in various parts of the world and different lan-
guages. Reference works partially overlapping with other ar-
eas, such as organization and information processing, were
included as long as the thematic predominance is KO. Gen-
eral reference works from Information Science, Library Sci-
ence, or Documentation and specialized reference works
only in Classification (former name of the KO domain)
were excluded. Works specialized in KO subdisciplines,
such as indexing, or related areas, such as information re-
trieval, were also excluded, especially since these do not in-
clude terms on KOS but on processes and information re-
trieval. From the search carried out in different databases,
twelve (12) specialized works on KO published between
1997 and 2023 were identified and distributed as follows:
an encyclopedia (Hjerland and Gnoli 2017), two dictionar-
ies (Satija 2004; Barité et al. 2015), and nine glossaries. Of
the latter, four glossaries are autonomous (Barité 1997;
Wellisch 2000; Gnoli et al. 2006; Bonotto 2007), three are
glossaries attached to standards (NISO 2005; BSI 2005-
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2008;ISO 2011-2013), and two are classification system an-
nexes (Bliss 2016; OCLC 2023).

11) Compilation of terms. All dictionaries and glossaries
have a main alphabetical organization, while the encyclope-
dia has a systematic organization and an auxiliary alphabet-
ical index. The technique used was to go through the alpha-
betic structures from beginning to end, compiling generic
terms that responded to the contemporary notion of a
knowledge organization system. The definitions were read
in all cases to ensure the meanings correspond to the con-
cept studied. Preferred terms (identified by having a defini-
tion) and non-preferred terms (presented without defini-
tion and with a reference to the preferred term as input)
were collected.

iii) Indication of the terms registered by each source.

iv) Distribution of the terms according to the number of
times they appear in the sources and the years of publication of
these sources to establish the traceability of said terms.

4.0 Results

Table 1 orders the sources chronologically and indicates the
terms found in each. Expressions from works published in
Spanish, Portuguese, and Italian were translated into Eng-
lish, preferably using the equivalence provided in the same
works. Terms not preferred by the authors of the reference
works are indicated in parentheses.

As shown in Table 1, fourteen (14) generic terms reason-
ably associated or equivalent to the current concept of
knowledge organization system were found. The diversity
of denominations for the same concept or very close con-
cepts is significantly high. In one of the sources, up to eight
generic terms are mentioned, and in another, only one.

In all the reference works, terms relevant to the research
were found, which should not be surprising, considering
that according to Hjerland (2008) the conceptual structure
of KO is organized around two main axes, one of which is
knowledge organization systems.

Regarding the particular analysis of some terms, ‘classifi-
cation scheme’ and ‘schedule’ (whose conceptual scope is
not unanimously accepted) were included because at least
one of the authors assigns a broader generality than the ref-
erence to classification systems.

The terms ‘controlled vocabulary’ and ‘indexing lan-
guage’ appear mentioned throughout the entire period cov-
ered by the works. If the research were to be expanded, they
might appear mentioned in dictionaries and other reference
works on Information Science since the 1960s onwards.

For its part, ‘documentary language’ is a more or less lit-
eral translation of the French ‘langage documentaire , surely
derived from Documentation, as a name for Library Science
studies in France. The first record of the term in English ref-
erence works that has been found is almost fifty years old
(Wersig and Neveling 1976, 67). However, it seems to have

Sources Generic terms for KOS
Barité (1997) Controlled vocabulary. Documentary language. Indexing language. Indexing system.
Wellisch (2000) Classification scheme. Controlled vocabulary. Indexing language. Schedule.
Satija (2004) Classification scheme. Controlled vocabulary. Documentary language. Index language. (Indexing

language). Schedule.

BSI (2005-2008)

Classification scheme. Controlled vocabulary. Schedule. Structured vocabulary.

NISO (2005)

Classification scheme. Controlled vocabulary. Indexing language.

Gnoli et al. (2006)

Classification scheme. Controlled vocabulary. Indexing language. Knowledge organization system.
(KOS). Schedule.

Bonotto (2007)

(Classification scheme). Controlled language. Controlled vocabulary. Documentary language. (In-

dexing language).

ISO (2011-2013)

Controlled vocabulary. Structured vocabulary

Barité ez al. (2015)

Controlled vocabulary. (Controlled language). Documentary language. Indexing language. Knowl-
edge organization system. (Knowledge organization and representation system). (KOS). (KORS).

Bliss (2016)

Classification scheme. Controlled index language. Schedule.

Hjerland and Gnoli, (2017-...)

Knowledge organization systems (KOS).

OCLC (2023)

Schedule.

Table 1. Terms in KO reference works.
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been used more in countries with a Latin culture (France,
Spain, Latin America) for its equivalents in French, Spanish,
and Portuguese, as arises from the regional origin of the ref-
erence works studied.

The term ‘uncontrolled vocabulary’ appeared in a work
(Wellisch 2000), but it was not considered because the most
widespread idea is that KOS have, to a greater or lesser ex-
tent, forms of vocabulary control (although this may be de-
batable).

Table 2 presents the fourteen (14) terms compiled in al-
phabetical order, indicating the number of entries in the
dictionaries and the year of registration in the sources. The
years that appear in parentheses correspond to the registra-
tion of each expression as a non-preferred term.

A predominance of the term ‘controlled vocabulary’ is
clearly visualized throughout the entire period, with 9 rec-
ords out of a total of 12 works (75%). Classification scheme
and Indexing language, for their part, appear in 7 works
(58.3%) and Schedule in 6 (50%). On the other hand, two
acronyms were identified (KOS, KORS), which in their
four records are considered non-preferred terms.

It is worth mentioning that 6 of the 14 terms only appear
once, which could indicate little recognition within the do-
main or the existence of relatively new terms that have not
yet been consolidated in the area.

The set of results could be contrasted with studies of sim-
ilar specific terminology that, based on these lists, take into
account other segments of the specialized literature on KO,

such as journal articles, communications in proceedings,
books, or manuals.

5.0 Conclusions

The terminological construction, modification, and decon-
struction processes entail the sudden incorporation of new
terms and the obsolescence of old ones, especially in areas
that are developing with certain dynamism, such as KO. In
the flow of these processes, the authors try to establish con-
sensus, mark their conceptual differences, and even propose
new terminology that better reflects the essence of their
ideas.

When several specialized dictionaries and glossaries are
available in a domain, it is quickly discovered that they are
all different in terms of the terminology they select, record,
and explain. Implicitly, this means that the authors have
constructed different interpretations of the domain’s termi-
nological structure.

The criteria chosen to select terms are important in ad-
ministering these differences. However, the decisions made
regarding the domain map also impact the notional struc-
ture configured from the relationships between the selected
terms.

In the case of KOs reference works, still few, perhaps due
to the relative youth of the field, the study of expressions
more or less equivalent to the contemporary ‘knowledge or-
ganization system’ shows a large (and even excessive) deploy-

Terms Entries Years of sources
Controlled vocabulary 9 1997, 2000, 2004, 2005, 2005-2008, 2006, 2007, 2011-2013, 2015
Classification scheme 7 2000, 2004, 2005, 2005-2008, 2006, (2007), 2016
Indexing language 7 1997, 2000, (2004), 2005, 2006, (2007), 2015
Schedule 6 2000, (2004), 2005, 2006, 2016, 2017
Documentary language 4 1997, 2004, 2007, 2015
Knowledge organization system 3 2006, 2015, 2017
KOS 3 (2006), (2007), (2017)
Structured vocabulary 2 2005-2008, 2011-2013
Controlled index language 1 2016
Index language 1 2004
Indexing system 1 1997
Controlled language 1 2007
Knowledge organization & representation system 1 (2015)
KORS 1 (2015)

Table 2. Generic Terms for KOS.
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ment of terms to represent more or less the same idea, as well
as divergences in their conceptual delimitation.

These difficulties herald that some of these equivalent
expressions will continue to be used interchangeably for
some time because they carry their own history behind
them. Meanwhile, the process towards terminological uni-
fication around the expression ‘knowledge organization sys-
tem’ and its literal translations into other languages may ad-
vance.
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