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Abstract. This poster explores certain anomalous patterns that appear to be common in 
social tagging data, in which seemingly similar tags are used quite differently. We ana-
lyzed data from an enterprise social-tagging service, exploring the resources, tags, and 
users associated with tags that show these peculiar patterns of usage. We show that the 
anomalous patterns of these seemingly similar tags may be evidence of communities 
among users, with clear implications for design choices in tagging services.  

Kipp and Campbell (2006) reported an anomalous pattern among social-tagging 
data from an internet service. Using multidimensional scaling (MDS) on tag co-
occurrence data, they showed that similar tags did not always occupy adjacent 
positions in the two-dimensional MDS outcomes. Examples included the tags "tv" 
and "television", and a pair of tags that differed by a single punctuation character, 
"socialbookmarking" and "social_bookmarking". It is well-known that users tend 
to use a diversity of terms for the same concept (Furnas, 1987), and that at least a 
subset of these issues occurs in social tagging data (Golder and Huberman, 2006; 
Muller, 2007). Some have argued that only the author of a tag is likely to be able 
to make sense of that tag (for review, see Hammond et al., 2005). These anoma-
lies would reduce the value of tagged data as a shared knowledge resource. 

We analyzed data from Dogear, an enterprise social-tagging service used by 
thousands of IBM employees to share bookmarks on internet and intranet web-
pages and documents (Millen et al., 2006). MDS analyses revealed many sets of 
tags with an anomalous pattern similar to that of Kipp and Campbell. We focused 
our analyses on three pairs of tags that differed only in capitalization: Set1: 
“Java”/“java” (264 users); Set2: “RSS”/“rss” (183 users); and Set3: “Soft-
ware”/“software” (250 users). We also examined a set of four tags with the same 
root word: Set4: “blog”/“blogs”/“blogging”/“Blogs” (342 users). 

Within each Set, we examined bookmarks that contained these tags. As antici-
pated, there was a strong tendency for different resources to be associated with 
each tag-variant. There was a strong tendency for different subsets of users to be 
associated with each of the tags in these four sets. The mean pairwise overlaps of 
users were 37% for Sets1, 2, and 3, and 46% for Set 4. There were similar low 
overlaps among the resources described by the tags, and among the additional 
tags that co-occurred with the tag-variants under study. Thus, in all four Sets, 
each of the tag-variants was used differently, by different users, to tag different 



resources, in relation to different co-occurring tags. The anomalous data associ-
ated with apparently similar tags appears to be evidence of unsuspected commu-
nities of practice or other emergent user networks. 

What kinds of communities? Because of the large number of users in the sam-
ple, we looked for formal, online data that could explain the distinctive choices of 
different tag variants. We looked at all the “official” data fields in the users’ 
online directory entries, and we also obtained exhaustive lists of the self-
subscriptions to IBM internal communities (827 communities with a total of 
108,181 unique members, about a third of IBM’s employees). Chi-square and dis-
criminant analysis have so far not shown a relationship between formally-
recorded employee attributes and the emergent communities that we found in 
these data. We continue to search for such distinctive, explanatory attributes. 

How should tags be managed with regard to these user communities? Our re-
sults highlight the importance of tags as community-distinctive vocabularies. 
Contemporary tagging technology may affect the ability to form community tag-
ging vocabularies. As is well-known, communities develop their own distinctive 
resources, including shared languages (e.g., Lave & Wenger, 1991). Sen et al. 
(2006) showed that tag-suggestions (i.e., type-ahead auto-completions when users 
are entering tags) can have powerful influences on a group’s developing tag vo-
cabulary. Thus, providers of tagging services have a choice: (a) Auto-suggest a 
single, common tagging vocabulary, which will enhance overall consistency but 
weaken the formation of community-specific vocabularies; vs. (b) Avoid auto-
suggestion, thus enhancing the ability of communities to specialize their own vo-
cabularies, but weakening overall consistency across all users. Our results can 
help organizations to make informed choices among these courses of action.  
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