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Everyone monitors their business environment in an ad 
hoc manner, but monitoring only becomes intelligence when 
it is applied and used systematically. A structured approach 
to intelligence information makes collection, analysis, and 
distribution faster and more efficient. 

One way of structuring your intelligence is with topic 
taxonomies. Taxonomies provide a broad but personalized 
approach to intelligence organizing and allow you to reflect 
the intelligence needs of the entire organization. With 
this approach, everyone in your organization can find 
the information that is relevant to them, increasing their 
motivation to participate in the competitive intelligence (CI) 
process. An often overlooked, but very positive, side effect 
of a well-constructed taxonomy is encouraging many more 
people to become “intelligence explorers” by creating a shared 
intelligence map.

KITS IN RELATION TO TAXONOMIES
In the competitive intelligence community, key 

intelligence topics (KITs) organize and structure clients’ 
intelligence needs and provide a way to identify and prioritize 
top management’s intelligence needs.  KITs are more of a 
strategic tool, representing top management’s perspective. 
However, a trend in competitive intelligence has been toward 
wider participation, inviting all employees (and many times 
also external colleagues such as suppliers, partners, and 
customers) to take an active part in the company’s CI efforts: 
“CI for all” — in true wikinomic style (see Sidebar 1). 

Everyone is encouraged to participate. But when 
you task them with gathering information to support top 
management–focused KITs, employees can feel that you are 

not considering their own intelligence needs. If you fail to 
engage your colleagues, you will probably not deliver the best 
KIT insight to top management. “What’s in it for me?” is a 
very strong motivator to gather and exchange information. 

Topic taxonomies structure your intelligence to allow 
everyone to participate and share intelligence, one of the 
greatest challenges for any competitive intelligence function 
with limited resources. You must be able to answer the 
crucial question ”What’s in it for me?” or you cannot take 
full advantage of your organization’s internal intelligence. 
KITs can be part of the taxonomy, but taxonomy is a much 
broader concept. It provides a bottom-up perspective on the 
intelligence structure, encompassing the intelligence needs of 
the whole organization.

WHAT ARE TAXONOMIES? 
The word taxonomy comes from the Greek taxis, “order,” 

and nomos, “law” or ”science.” Taxonomies are present 
in almost all aspects of our business and private lives. It’s 
inherent in human nature to apply structure and create order 
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out of chaos. The library is probably the most visible and 
obvious example of hierarchical and topical structuring.

When applied to intelligence and intelligence software, 
taxonomies provide a way for users to navigate through 
information using predefined topics (sometimes referred to 
as categories or subjects).  Defined by rules or keywords, 
these topics classify content, either manually or automatically. 
Taxonomy is a hierarchical classification system — a 
standardized and controlled set of topics, terms, and phrases. 
(See Sidebar 1 for the benefits of taxonomies.)

browse versus Search
Some believe that browsing taxonomies to find 

information is obsolete when there are perfectly good, 
free text search engines. But browsing is a complement to 
text searching. Even if you only have two users for your 
competitive intelligence system, they will have quite different 
search behaviors. Some people prefer free text search, others 
prefer to browse the taxonomy. In a Yahoo! market research 
project, 75 percent of the people preferred browsing to 
searching. Your users should have as many search options as 
possible to suit their individual preferences.

A taxonomy consists of several predefined topics, 
including a set of rules for each topic. These key words and 
rules can help your users obtain faster and better search 
results. How? The taxonomy includes common acronyms and 
synonyms to simplify search queries and improve user results. 
It can even incorporate frequent misspellings and language 
variations, as well as exclude words from the query.

Top-down versus bottom- up
In a way, taxonomies are like KITs — a strategic tool 

that visualizes the company’s strategic topics of interest for a 
top-down perspective. It is not a matter of working with either 
KITs or taxonomies, but both. You can easily include KITs in 

your taxonomy and break them down into key intelligence 
questions (KIQs) to structure the information and intelligence. 

When properly designed, a taxonomy also represents 
a bottom-up perspective by accommodating the users’ 
information needs and requirements. This is the real 
advantage of working with taxonomies versus KITs. 
Taxonomies can be a more democratic tool as they include 
topics relevant to all intelligence users. 

build versus buy versus Automate
Taxonomies are increasingly used in business contexts, 

and pre-built as well as automatically generated taxonomies 
provide alternatives to building your own customized 
taxonomy. These taxonomies have a specific role to play, 
especially when you are starting to build a new customized 
taxonomy. But these off-the-shelf taxonomies will rarely fully 
meet your organization’s specific requirements. 

Pre-built taxonomies can provide a launching point for 
developing a customized taxonomy. Many content providers 
such as Factiva and Lexis Nexis already classify their content 
by topics and embed them in the content feeds as meta data. 
Automatically generated taxonomies are faster and more 
consistent than manually developed ones. But people can 
detect patterns and understand subtle nuances in a text that 
the programs cannot. (See Table 1 for some common pros 
and cons.)

For pre-built and automated taxonomies to work 
properly, they need substantial customization and manual 
refinement. Unless you’re building an immensely detailed 
and large taxonomy, you can probably create your taxonomy 
internally. Use existing structures such as shared folder servers 
and ask corporate librarians and information architects for 
help. For external help, check out The Taxonomy Warehouse 
(a database with a large number of taxonomies, some free) or 
ask your software provider for taxonomy guidelines.

Competitive intelligence taxonomies:
•	 Create	a	common	language	in	the	competitive	
intelligence	community.

•	 Represent	and	visualize	a	shared	map	of	your	
intelligence	needs.

•	 Include	both	a	top-down	and	a	bottom-up	perspective	
of	key	areas	to	monitor.

•	 Speed	up	and	improve	“findability”	of	both	documents	
and	expertise.

•	 Facilitate	both	manual	and	automatic	classification	of	
documents.

•	 Are	flexible	and	easily	adapted	to	changes.
•	 Reduce	double	work.

SIDEbAR 1: bENEFITS OF TAXONOMIES

Figure 2: Example of a taxonomy

organizing intelligence requires more than key intelligence topics
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SEVEN STEPS TOWARD A SUccESSFUL 
TAXONOMY

Based on my experience, I have identified seven steps for 
developing a useful taxonomy. The length of each step will 
vary depending on your taxonomy’s scope and its intended 
target group. A useful rule is the better the initial needs 
analysis, the quicker the steps will be completed.

Step 1: Planning and Research
The success of your taxonomy project comes down 

to how well you did your planning and research. The best 
way to start is with an intelligence needs analysis, similar 
to identifying KITs. Expand your interviews beyond top 
management to include several of your colleagues. If you have 
a large and disparate target group, interview representatives 
from all the different parts of the group to discover their 
specific needs:

• How many people will use the competitive intelligence 
software and what are their roles? 

• Do they share a common interest or are their 
information needs very different? 

• What decisions do they face in the near future? 
• What information is needed for them to make those 

decisions?

Also identify any existing information structures on 
shared servers or the intranet you can use as a starting point 
to define what information you want to integrate in the 
competitive intelligence software (both internal and external). 
If you have external content providers, check if they have 
taxonomies or meta data you can use. Also remember to 
check for any available (free) pre-built taxonomies that could 
jump-start your project. 

Step 2: First-Level Topics 
The needs analysis provides an initial insight into the 

topics relevant to your competitive intelligence users. Fairly 

broad and general business-related topics such as companies, 
countries, products, industry, and technology can often be 
top-level topics. Competitive intelligence–related topics such 
as analysis models and trends are also frequently used as first-
level topics.

Use a workshop with several representatives of your 
targeted users to identify, prioritize, and select your top-level 
topics. The facilitator should start with a list of potential 
topics derived from your needs analysis. For usability sake, 
create a maximum of 10 to 15 top-level topics.

Step 3: Lower-Level Topics
Now define the lower levels. Preferably, topic experts 

do this work. These topic experts are normally internal 
colleagues, specialists within their respective areas such as a 
specific product, market, or technique.

Figure 3: Seven steps to create taxonomies

TAbLE 1: bUILD, bUY, OR AUTOMATE TAXONOMIES: SOME PROS AND cONS

Pro Con

Build •		Customized	from	scratch
•		Uses	corporate	language
•		Creates	a	shared	view	of	the	business	environment

•		Resources	required

Buy	
(prebuilt)

•		Avoids	duplicate	work
•		Builds	on	industry	best	practice

•		License	cost
•		Requires	customization
•		Not	flexible	to	update

Automate •		Fast	and	consistent •		Imprecise	and	uses	machine	logic
•		License	cost
•		Requires	large	set	of	training	documents
•		Requires	substantial	manual	refinement
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The taxonomy project manager aggregates all the 
taxonomy entries and ensures that they meet the target users’ 
needs. Remember that the taxonomy is not intended to 
contain all topics all users might want, but a cross-selection of 
the most used and requested topics. 

Step 4: Sanity check
At this point, let someone new to the process review the 

taxonomy. This person could belong to the target user group 
but was not involved in the actual taxonomy generation. 
Gather all possible feedback on potentially ambiguous topic 
definitions and ensure that the taxonomy is perceived as 
logical and easy to understand.

Step 5: Assign Rules and Key Words
After the taxonomy topics have been selected, assign 

rules to each of them. These rules are usually not visible to 
the taxonomy users when they are browsing for information 
or categorizing their articles. Typical rules and key words 
include the following:

• Synonyms (“Great Britain” and “United Kingdom”)
• Acronyms (“BT” for British Telecom)
• Centrally related terms (Gordon Brown could be linked 

to country topic “UK”)

Also define filters to make your classification as precise as 
possible. For example, you may combine two key words with 
AND or even tell the classification engine to exclude articles 
containing particular key words that are irrelevant to your 
users.

Step 6: Implement and Test
You must set aside appropriate resources to develop a 

robust taxonomy, but also know when to stop the development 
effort. At some point you have to determine that what you have 
is good enough to start with. Implement and test the taxonomy 
in real situations, and refine terms as you go.

 
Step 7: continuous Updates

A competitive intelligence taxonomy is very dynamic 
and changes over time. As the business environment and 
the company’s strategy and focus changes, the users’ needs 
change. The taxonomy should reflect these changes. 

IN SUMMARY
Over the years, I have learned some lessons about what 

works and doesn’t work regarding intelligence taxonomy 
projects. Here are my five main lessons. 

Remember your target group. Stick to the seven-step 
approach and never compromise on planning your taxonomy 
project. Identify your target users and their needs — and 
keep them in mind during the whole project.

Involve your users. Creating an effective taxonomy is the 
result of team work between topic experts and representatives 
of the target user community. Team members should be 
familiar with the user community’s working process, internal 
language, and areas of interest. 

Don’t dig too deep. Settle for a three- or four-level 
taxonomy. This makes the taxonomy detailed enough to 
include a relevant division of the first-level topics but serves 
the users’ needs by not requiring them to click their way 
down a very detailed structure. 

Create faceted taxonomies. Faceted classification is a 
taxonomy structuring technique. Instead of building one 
huge tree, you create multiple smaller trees, known as facets. 
The topics in the different facets can either stand alone (you 
browse only one topic) or be used in combination with other 
topics (creating a more precise browse). 

Keep it clean. Although there are no technical barriers 
to having the same topic appear in different parts of your 
taxonomy, it may confuse your users. Try to make your 
taxonomy as simple, logical, and “clean” as possible. 
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