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An	Evaluation	of	Controlled	Vocabularies	and	Research	Efficiency		

In	a	society	that	is	heavily	focused	on	the	pursuit	of	knowledge,	current	

research	is	at	the	forefront	of	concerns	for	many	educational	institutions	and	

companies.	This	occurs	in	order	to	maintain	updated	levels	of	education	in	medical,	

science	and	other	fields.	Without	a	base	of	information	that	is	consistent	and	

updated	frequently,	it	is	unlikely	that	the	state	of	technology	and	medicine	that	is	

currently	existent	would	be	as	advanced	and	safe	as	it	is	today.	With	a	large	amount	

of	new	articles	and	other	literature	being	created,	it	is	necessarily	that	a	method	of	

organization	be	created	in	order	to	properly	organize	everything	for	easy	future	use.	

As	a	part	of	this	organization	process	necessary	for	competent	work,	databases	

were	created	and	further	improved	with	the	creation	of	controlled	vocabularies	to	

streamline	the	search	process.	Controlled	vocabularies	are	predetermined	terms	

assigned	to	a	range	of	subjects	in	order	to	minimize	the	number	of	results	that	a	

researcher	may	find	in	their	search	by	adhering	to	one	set	of	words	that	hopes	to	

distinguish	subjects	from	one	another	on	a	more	finite	level.	Over	time,	however,	it	

has	become	clear	that	the	implementation	of	controlled	vocabularies	may	not	lead	

to	the	most	efficient	results	during	research	due	to	their	limited	range	in	addition	to	

the	implementation	of	terms	that	may	not	be	clear	or	politically	correct	in	relation	

to	a	subject.	

To	create	a	research	process	that	was	streamlined	in	the	favor	of	the	

researcher	finding	the	information	and	articles	they	seek	in	a	timely	and	concise	

manner,	controlled	vocabularies	were	created	and	implemented	to	narrow	down	
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search	terms.	These	terms	were	created	with	the	goal	that	researchers	could	use	a	

set	structure	when	describing	the	information	they	seek	by	using	pre-set	vocabulary	

words.	The	vocabulary	words,	preselected	by	another	group,	would	narrow	down	

the	search	results	to	only	relevant	information	that	applies	to	the	researchers	target.		

In	his	article,	“What	is	a	controlled	vocabulary?”	Fred	Leise	(2002)	explains	that	“a	

controlled	vocabulary	is	a	way	to	insert	an	interpretive	layer	of	semantics	between	

the	term	entered	by	the	user	and	the	underlying	database	to	better	represent	the	

original	intention	of	the	terms	of	the	user.”	These	vocabulary	words	are	also	known	

as	“subject	headings,	index	terms	or	descriptors,”	are	put	into	place	to	follow	a	set	

structure	meant	to	creator	order	by	“describing	the	subject	of	a	document	

regardless	of	the	words	used	by	the	author”	(Knapp,	1998).	The	use	of	these	

vocabulary	words	has	been	implemented	across	the	majority	of	educational	and	

research	institutions	as	well	as	the	databases	that	supply	the	resources	for	these	

centers.	

However,	it	is	important	to	note	that	the	use	of	controlled	vocabularies	is	not	

directly	aligned	with	the	way	humans	approach	searching	for	information.	Since	

human	language	and	communication	is	reliant	on	a	complex	backlog	of	words	to	

pull	from	when	explaining	or	describing	a	subject,	the	narrowing	of	this	pool	of	

words	may	often	cause	confusion	and	other	additional	problems.	Pace	(2005)	

explains	that	“Keyword	search	algorithms,”	which	are	of	direct	relation	to	controlled	

vocabularies,	“no	matter	how	sophisticated	their	‘relevance	ranking’	capabilities	

cannot	turn	exactly	specified	words	into	conceptual	categories,”	as	the	use	of	

controlled	vocabularies,	and	the	reliance	on	technology,	is	in	direct	contrast	with	
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natural	language.		Instead,	natural	language	is	the	complex	form	of	English,	or	any	

other	language	that	a	person	chooses	to	speak.	When	using	natural	language,	words	

and	their	synonyms	can	be	freely	exchanged	and	many	descriptors	can	be	added	to	

a	word	in	order	to	enhance	it’s	meaning.		

In	terms	of	natural	language	and	research,	the	difference	is	vast.	Knapp	

(1998)	notes	that	“free-text	searching	refers	to	the	use	of	any	terms	that	the	

searcher	thinks	may	have	been	used	in	the	database...	Free-text	terms	may	be	

searched	in	several	fields	including	the	descriptor	field	as	well	as	the	title	and	

abstract	fields	and,	in	some	cases,	the	full-text	articles.”	With	this	search	approach,	

the	researcher	is	able	to	use	the	language	that	comes	to	their	mind	that	they	find	to	

be	most	fitting	to	their	subject.	Their	search	results	will	vary	with	how	specific	they	

get	with	their	personally	selected	search	terms,	but	they	are	at	least	given	the	

opportunity	to	guide	their	own	search	with	keywords	they	have	selected.	As	the	aim	

of	inventions	like	databases	and	controlled	vocabularies	is	to	aid	the	researcher	in	

his	work	by	offering	a	tool	that	narrows	results,	the	problems	that	exist	when	the	

vocabularies	put	into	place	do	not	meld	with	the	language	used	naturally	by	

researchers	can	cause	sizable	complications.		

The	current	problems	that	are	associated	with	controlled	vocabularies	must	

be	overcome	in	order	to	ensure	that	the	research	process	can	be	further	improved	

and	remain	at	a	high	standard.	One	of	the	major	problems	that	exist	with	the	use	of	

controlled	vocabularies	is	the	fact	that	the	indexers	who	create	the	subject	headings	

for	the	may	not	always	be	on	the	same	page	when	deciding	which	terms	to	use.	In	a	

very	simplified	illustration,	certain	people	may	use	choose	to	use	the	term	“dog”	
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rather	than	“canine”	when	selecting	the	terms	that	will	inevitably	bring	up	the	

article	when	someone	searches	for	it.		As	Baca	(2003)	mentions	in	her	article,	

“Practical	Issues	in	Applying	Metadata	Schemas	and	Controlled	Vocabularies	to	

Cultural	Heritage	Information,”	there	is	a	gap	that	occurs	because	“something	that	

people	whose	task	is	to	build	information	resources	tend	to	forget	or	ignore	is	that	

there	is	no	‘one-size-fits-all’	metadata	scheme.”	Therefore,	searchers	may	have	a	

harder	time	if	they	are	searching	for	an	article	that	an	indexer	has	assigned	to	a	

particular	term	that	may	not	be	as	obviously	related	as	they,	perhaps	an	outsider	to	

the	field	the	article	focuses	on,	believed	it	to	be.		

Additionally,	the	creation	of	a	universal	vocabulary	used	to	describe	all	

possible	topics	is	an	almost	impossible	task.	By	eliminating	the	versatility	that	

natural	language	affords	researchers,	the	use	of	set,	wide-reaching	vocabularies	

becomes	a	hindrance.	Since	the	information	that	exists	in	the	world	is	so	diverse,	

narrowing	all	information	down	into	a	hypothetical	range	of	500	subject	headings	

would	be	a	difficult	task	that	would	result	in	a	great	deal	of	accidental	overlap	or	

exclusion.	This	grey	area	causes	a	lack	of	specificity	in	which	subjects	may	not	be	

easily	found	even	though	that	is	exactly	what	controlled	vocabularies	were	created	

to	do.		Furthermore,	according	to	a	study	done	by	Gross	and	Taylor	(2014),	“35.9%	

of	keyword	searches	do	not	have	the	keywords	in	the	records	except	in	the	subject	

headings,”	lending	a	data-backed	claim	that	the	use	of	subject	headings	does	not	

always	lead	to	a	relevant	search	result.		

However, in an older article, Lucker (1988) mentions that the use of controlled 

vocabularies has been slightly improved with a move away from institution-specific 
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vocabularies, which she describes as being “more often than not the norm.” Furthermore, 

she explains that, “with the advent of shared databases, and the use of major utilities for 

cataloging and indexing, institution-specific subject terms became a much less viable 

option” (Lucker, 2008).  In order for controlled vocabularies to further their 

improvement, it is necessary for the vocabularies to be able to tie in the complexity of 

natural language with the search results that the user will get whilst searching. In the 

analysis of controlled vocabularies done by Gross (2014), she notes: “using controlled 

vocabularies such as LCSH and MeSH [Medical Subject Headings] for topical subjects is 

no longer as necessary or valuable. Given our limited cataloging resources, we should 

apply subject analysis only to material that is not self-discoverable through textual 

searching.” If such a method were to be used, it would successfully meld the benefits of 

both types of searching in order to allow people to find information relevant to their 

search without having to narrow down the topic into a pre-set vocabulary word while 

simultaneously still giving researchers the option to use controlled vocabularies if they 

choose. 

To further outline the complications that controlled vocabularies may cause, 

Emily Drabinski (2013) details the ways that this method of searching can be destructive 

in her article “Queering the Catalog: Queer Theory and the Politics of Correction.” She 

states that “libraries are spaces where language really matters,” implying that the freedom 

to select what terms best describe the topic one is researching is an important factor 

necessary to conducting effective research (Drabinski, 2013). As a part of her study, 

Drabinski focuses on the way that controlled vocabularies not only fail to properly 

describe the wide breadth of subjects in existence, but that they also lend themselves well 



	 	 6	

to systems of racisms, sexism and other offensive issues. For example, Drabinski (2013) 

states that “Libraries have convincingly made the case that Library of Congress 

Classification (LCC) and Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH) fail to 

accurately and respectfully organize library materials about social groups and identifies 

that lack social and political power.”  

The idea that controlled vocabularies may not successfully represented the words, 

information and usage that the term instills in relation to the person, subject or area where 

the word may be used in a search is a complex problem not easily solved by the addition 

of new words to the vocabularies. For example, Drabinski paints a picture of the 

differences in vocabulary terms and their meanings through two examples. In the first 

example, Drabinski states that “while kafirs” is simply descriptive in the US context to 

US catalogers, it was virulently racist in Zambia” (2013). Futhermore, she explains that 

“even when subject headings are updated to reflect current usage – for example, the 

inclusion of Lesbian as a heading n 1976 concurrent with the rise in lesbian visibility – 

they do not account for all of the other words users might use to describe themselves” 

(Drabinski, 2013). In order to allow users to identify with the words they choose and 

avoid the circumstance of catalogers unknowingly implementing an offensive word as a 

descriptor for an entire category of information, it may be necessary to review the process 

used in creating controlled vocabularies and perhaps allow for further integration of 

personally selected, wide ranging search terms. 

The advent and use of controlled vocabularies as a method to better the process of 

research was a success in many ways – allowing users to streamline their search process 

by narrowing down the information that they would receive after pressing the “search” 
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button. However, as time has progressed it has become clear that the use of controlled 

vocabularies is also linked to many complications that also bungle the search process by 

perhaps over simplifying the information that exists into wide-reaching terms that the 

searcher may or may not be aware of. In order to rectify this situation, it is suggested that 

the use of natural language as a part of the search process be implemented perhaps more 

heavily than the use of controlled vocabularies. By choosing this route, the user will have 

to describe their subject with more words that will naturally narrow down the search 

results to their desired outcome without the problems caused by using a predetermined 

vocabulary. Furthermore, the use of natural language could avoid the destructive and 

offensive consequences brought on by words carrying different meanings in various 

contexts.  
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