
Faceted classification as the basis of all 
information retrieval

A view from the twenty-first century



The Classification Research Group Agenda:

•in the 1950s the Classification Research Group was formed to investigate the 
problems of managing (particularly) scientific information 

•a group of practising librarians, academics, and researchers, they were generally 
admirers of the work of S. R. Ranganathan and the principles of faceted 
classification

•they developed a form of faceted classification that advanced the original theory 
of Ranganathan, and is particularly British in flavour

•in 1955 they published what has been regarded as the CRG manifesto with the 
objective: ‘the need for a faceted classification as the basis of all information 
retrieval’. 



The view from sixty years on:

•to what extent has this objective been met?

•what do we understand faceted classification to be?

•is it just part of a general trend towards more structured information systems?

•what is the relationship between classification and information retrieval?

•is faceted classification just a method of building knowledge organization 
systems?

•or is there a sound theory underpinning that methodology?

•if so, where does the theory sit in scientific terms?



The pervasiveness of the faceted approach:

•although it would be bold to say that faceted systems underpin all information 
retrieval, there is certainly evidence of the widespread impact of facet analysis

•Hjorland has called it ‘probably the dominant approach to knowledge 
organization in the twentieth century’

•it is clearly influential in the design of classifications per se, and other managed 
knowledge organization systems

•a version of faceted classification can be seen in the organization and search tools 
of many websites, particularly in e-commerce

•the theory as developed by the CRG ‘school of thought’ has also contributed to 
semantic web work



Faceted influence on subject heading lists:





Faceted browsing:
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The versions of faceted classification:

•there are several different models of faceted ‘classification’

•what might be called the ‘classical’  Ranganathanian or (modified) CRG version

•the CRG did not have a single model (Farradane’s approach was somewhat 
different)

•Spiteri has produced a model that reconciles the differences between these two 
essentially similar approaches

•the e-commerce version is simpler and flatter in terms of the facet structure, and 
although there is a body of commentary, there is not much theoretical basis

•‘faceted browse’ as used in discovery tools is very similar in nature to 
e-commerce

•the web enabled model managed in SKOS has more difficulty in representing the 
nuances of the fully fledged ‘classical’ model



What was novel about faceted classification?

•classification theory in the early twentieth century  (ignoring Otlet and the UDC)

•based on practical needs of collections and users

•philosophical and conceptual basis is in pragmatism (Bliss after John Dewey) 

•much use is made of traditional logic to establish class relationships

•notions such as sub- and super-ordination, class membership based on attributes

•relationships are very precisely addressed, but they tend to concentrate on 
hierarchies  



The faceted classification:

•the faceted classification is more structured in design

•there is a more scientific and mathematical feel about it

•there is a greater sense of regularity in the structure

•it avoids pre-coordination

•there is an underlying theory/methodology that provides a model for building 
classifications in a standard manner

•this can be applied to all subject domains

•there is some sense of a general theory of library or information science that is 
independent of the specific needs of users or collections in subject domains

•overall it is less context dependent and less pragmatic in approach

•it has all the appearance of a general theory



What did the CRG think the faceted classification had to offer?

According to the manifesto: 



Why would we think the faceted classification is particularly good for 
information retrieval?

•In the late 1990s there was a tranche of papers promoting faceted classification 
as the answer to search and retrieval on the world wide web

•what aspects of faceted systems did they promote?

•largely design and construction features

•rigorous analysis

•logic of the structure

•management of hierarchical relationships



What would we regard today as advantages of the faceted approach?

•largely end-user features

•providing a map of the domain

•to a good degree intuitive to use

•the capacity to manage complex content

•to visualise complex content in a way that supports browse and search

•it makes a very good basis for a visual display

•support for query formulation

•support for query modification

•compatibility with automatic search



Classification and information retrieval: what did the CRG understand 
the relationship to be?

•it’s clear that from the outset, some CRG members regarded the two as 
synonymous

•papers published by Vickery and Foskett conflate the two ideas

•in a pre-machine age faceted classification had several advantages over an 
enumerative scheme

•complex content could be more easily expressed

•citation order provided a way of dealing with the placing of that content more 
consistently and predictably

•but mechanised information retrieval offered alternatives to linear arrangement



Use of classification in mechanized retrieval systems:

•In other environments classification was being used in conjunction with the 
development of mechanized systems

•Seminars on UDC in mechanized retrieval  (1969, 1970.1976)

•Vickery’s 1958 international conference paper also compares the CRG work with 
some other retrieval tools



The division between classification and information retrieval:

•it seems that some members of CRG did not see the necessary connection 
between faceted classification and retrieval in an electronic context

•there was a bifurcation between what might be loosely described as the ‘library 
scientists’ and the ‘information scientists’

•at a fairly early stage Vickery left the Group, and the emphasis on that electronic 
dimension diminished 

•the library scientists continued to explore the theory of faceted classification with 
the broad objective of creating a ‘new British classification scheme’

•interestingly, a similar split occurred in the United States



Facet analysis as a tool building methodology:

•this is the area of greatest influence

•introducing better (i.e. more logical) structure to a whole range of conventional 
information management tools

•improves user understanding in terms of consistency and predictability

•a tested and proven methodology

•a generalised methodology that can be applied equally well to different domains, 
subject or otherwise

•a generalised methodology that can produce different kinds of KOS

•a methodology that is included in the international standard for structured 
vocabularies

•the model of a faceted KOS that we have nowadays is more sophisticated than 
the originals



How reliable is the theory attached to that methodology? 

•conventionally, facet analysis has been regarded as rationalist in approach

•its claims of intellectual and logical rigour would tend to reinforce that view

•with hindsight it’s quite crude and remarkably full of holes ….

•Ranganathan does not introduce the idea of fundamental categories at all until 
Edition 3 of the Colon Classification

•(although there is a rudimentary sense of facets of different subjects)

•he never gives an adequate exposition of the categories, and adopts them more 
or less intuitively (Foskett)

•he is never able to clearly define P, which is ‘too elusive’ and ‘ineffable’







CRG style faceted classification

•there’s no single coherent statement of CRG theory

•the nearest equivalents are the CŀŎŜǘŜŘ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ΧΧseries, and the 
Introduction to the Second Edition of Bliss’s Bibliographic Classification (BC2)

•BC2 is the most comprehensive in scope

•close scrutiny shows that does not include much that is conceptual

•it’s really a detailed account of the methodology

•like the early papers on the CRG approach, it tells you how facet analysis works, 

but not why

•It would be fair to say that the work concentrated on developing the 
methodology rather than testing the theory



Bliss’s Bibliographic Classification 2nd edition

•apart from CC, BC2 is the only existing general faceted classification scheme

•it is the manifestation of CRG style facet analysis

•like CC, the early drafts show lots of anomalies



BC2 draft schedule for Music and its source, British Catalogue of Music



Categories as the basis of content analysis and modelling:

•the use of categories as an analytical method predates Ranganathan by some 
decades (Brown, Kaiser)

•categories are also a common feature of other modelling methodologies

•soft systems theory

•grounded theory

•many information retrieval systems of the mid-twentieth century (faceted ad 
otherwise) use a very wide variety of categories



Vickery’s comparison of categories:



Categories in soft systems theory:



Categorization as a theory building methodology:

•categorization is very typical of content analysis methodologies developed from 
the 1960s onwards

•grounded theory is perhaps the most advanced of these

•it was developed to give a proper ‘scientific’ foundation to qualitative research 
methodologies

•the principle feature of grounded theory is that the evidence base and analysis 
precedes the theory 

•it is a ‘theory building’ methodology



Facet analysis as theory building:

•it is suggested that the theory of faceted classification emerges from the practice 
of designing classifications, rather than the reverse

•both Ranganathan and the CRG were slow to develop a complete theory

•the model faceted classification comes quite late on in the history

•consequently, facet analysis can be regarded as a more flexible approach than is 
sometimes perceived

•facets can be continually discovered and re-discovered from the analysis of the 
domain if that is regarded as a text

•this may well be what is happening on a more intuitive basis with many recent 
manifestations of faceted KOS



Some conclusions:

•facet analysis is very influential on all kinds of current knowledge organization and 
retrieval tools

•there are quite different models of what constitutes a faceted system 

•the role of classification in information retrieval is also differently understood

•in broad terms, facet analysis provides a sound methodology for building a KOS

•the general idea of categorical analysis predates Ranganathan and the CRG 

•what they did was innovative in its day, but now seems poorly formulated

•the ideas about why faceted classification is useful change over time

•the conceptual framework for facet analysis can also shift

•facet analysis is an evolving approach to knowledge organization


