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Subject searching today
From promise to reality



The promise of digital

• Everything we need is just a click away

• Talking 

• Gazing



Reality: search results too few, too many, too fuzzy



Online subject searching
• Common but challenging

1. Formulating search queries with insufficient knowledge of the subject matter

2. Insufficient knowledge of information searching

3. Semantic ambiguities inherent to natural language 

• Polysemy (à retrieval of irrelevant results, too many results to review 
manually)

• Homonymy (à false positives)
• Synonymy (à placing the burden on the searcher to include all possible 

synonyms)

 à Need for assigned indexing from controlled vocabularies



Controlled vocabularies help subject searching

• Subject headings systems, thesauri and classification systems to help the user:
1. Select a more specific concept to increase precision
2. Select a broader concept or related concepts to increase recall
3. Disambiguate between homonyms
4. Discover which term is best used to name a concept

5. Also, hierarchical browsing of classification schemes and other systems 
with hierarchical structures could help the user:
• Improve their understanding of their information needs
• Formulate their queries more accurately



9

à

à

Example 1: Google disambiguation



Example 2: E-Bay



Discovery services

• Subject access in Swedish discovery services is way under optimal 
• In spite the fact that individual collections have been indexed with 

controlled vocabularies (Golub 2018)

• Throughout the world, discovery services are criticized for 
• Lack of transparency on the processes behind the scenes
• Lack of mappings between metadata elements and values thereof
• Overwhelming number of results
• Post-search facets are complex and confusing 

à Providing widened search in loosely-controlled discovery services as opposed 
to traditional library catalogues or individual databases of journal articles is 
not necessarily an advantage
• May work for know-item searching, but not for subject searching



Scopus

• Basic search: keywords (Help: both author and indexed keywords)
• Advanced search: author keywords (“AUTHKEY”), indexed keywords 

(“INDEXTERMS”), or both (“KEY”); field code ‘SUBJAREA’ allows 
narrowing the search down based on broad fields, such as Arts and 
Humanities

• Scopus’ indexing policy: “team of professional indexers… manually add 
index terms for 80% of the titles included in Scopus” 
• But no controlled vocabularies for arts and humanities
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Searching for LGBTQI 
fiction



Queerlit project (2021-2023)

• Fiction: language that is often intentionally 
indirect and metaphorical, themes and concepts 
may be abstract rather than explicit 
• Exacerbated in lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, queer, and intersex (LGBTQI) 
fiction (due to stigma)

• A dedicated database with an advanced search 
interface and an information retrieval thesaurus 
to support the subject searching of Swedish 
LGBTQI fiction
• https://www.gu.se/en/research/queerlit-data-

base

• For the researcher and the general public

https://www.gu.se/en/research/queerlit-data-base
https://www.gu.se/en/research/queerlit-data-base


Fiction indexing

• Usually limited to genre, complemented with facets of time and place 

• Users’ complex information needs often cover “a combination of 
different aspects, such as specific genres or plot elements, 
engagement or novelty” (Bogers and Petras, 2017)
• Not addressed well by widely used controlled vocabularies 
• Need to address more subjective aspects of literary fiction known 

as “appeal characteristics” (Saricks and Wyatt, 2019)
• Pacing, characterization, storyline, frame/setting, tone, and 

language/style

• Complementary approaches: social tagging (Rafferty 2018)

LibraryThing tag cloud 
with 25 tags for “Pride and 
Prejudice” 



Swedish LGBTQI fiction indexing

• LGBTQI literary fiction is too sparingly thematically described 
• SAO LGBTQI terms are lacking in specificity

• SAO: 40,000 terms 
• Rather few and general LGBTQI
• Fiction records: 3.7 terms per work on average

• Children’s Subject Heading List
• Also rather few and general: “asexuality,” “bisexuality,” 

“homosexuality,” “homosexual parents,” “non-binary,” “coming out,” 
“queer,” “rainbow families,” “transgender persons”



Some works don’t get subject headings

First Swedish novel 
about being transgender, 
written by a transgender 
author in 1983



Queerlit thesaurus

• Selected terms from Homosaurus translated to Swedish
• Of the 1186 Homosaurus terms in 2021, selected those that had been 

used to index at least one work of fiction in databases using Homosaurus

• Further adapted for works of fiction
• Further adapted to reflect the Scandinavian context

– Adding terms for the indigenous Sami people
– Adjusting judicial terms to reflect Swedish legislation
– Adding terms suggested by end-users in the project’s 

workshops
– Adding common symbolic concepts in queer fiction such as 

“rainbows” (in picture books)

• 822 terms of which 67 are unique to Queerlit, while the remaining 755 
have exact or close matches in the Homosaurus



Example: term “Bisexuals” 

SAO: https://id.kb.se/term/sao/Bisexuella 
Preferred label: Bisexuals
Broader: LGBTQ people – SAO

Narrower: Bisexual parents – SAO
Bisexual women – SAO
Bisexual men – SAO
Coming out process - SAO

Related: Bisexuality – SAO

Close match: Bisexuals – LCSH

QLIT:
Preferred label: Bisexuals
Broader: LGBTQI people
Narrower: Bisexual children, Bisexual 

parents, Bisexual women, Bisexual men, 
Bisexual couples, Newly out bisexuals, 
Bisexuals in prostitution, Young 
bisexuals, Older bisexuals

Related: Allosexuality, Persecution of 
bisexuals, Parents of bisexuals, Biphobia, 
Partners of bisexuals, Pansexuals, 
Bisexual communities, Bisexuality, 
Bisexual families

Scope note: Used for portraits of people with 
the ability to feel sexual and romantic 
attraction to people regardless of their sex 
or gender.

https://id.kb.se/term/sao/Bisexuella




Involving end users

• Advisory Board

• Pride festivals around Sweden

• Web-based questionnaires 
• End users
• Librarians



Reasons for search failures…

Too few books with LGBTQI keywords:
– “Books with LGBTQI themes that I know of don’t get retrieved”
– “Few identified LGBTQI works in library catalog, unless the main theme 

obvious from title or review, it won’t be classified as such”
– “Older literature and non-Swedish literature can be difficult to identify”

Too shallow indexing:
– “Subtler themes or supporting characters are not indexed”
– “I tried to find fiction about lesbian / queer divorces and did not find a 

good search, the same with queer literature where friendship is in focus, 
and about queer families with a different type of narrative than the usual 
‘have children’ or ‘be rainbow family / star family ’[star family is a word 
play of the Swedish term for nuclear family, where the star family in 
comparison is a family with step parents, step siblings or other family 
members] in a heteronormative environment”.



…Reasons for search failures

• Too general LGBTQI index terms:

• “Too general subject keywords (LGBTQI) and especially no more 
unusual subjects like poly, asexuality, intersex”

• “Little help from LGBTQ+ tags – LGBTQ+ tags don't tell me anything. 
If I want a romance between queer women, a search for LGBTQ+ or 
queer or romance will usually give me results with for example gay 
men”.



Desired search functionalities

• Broader / related search terms for broader results 87% 
• Narrower terms for more specific results 70% 
• Browsing by hierarchically arranged subjects 60%
• Word-sense disambiguation 48%
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Search functionalities
Based on literature review discussed by Golub (2003, 2018), 
Golub et al. 2021

https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/JD-05-2021-0094/full/html
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/JD-05-2021-0094/full/html


1. Browsing by subject access points (from controlled vocabularies)
– Hierarchical and/or alphabetic

2. Browsing by facets, aspects and individual concepts from controlled 
vocabularies, such as individual terms from subject headings, as well as 
captions and notations representing individual concepts from synthesized 
classmarks (e.g, in Universal Decimal Classification)

3. Searching by subject access points 
4. Searching by any combination of individual concepts and facets (as above)
5. Searching by major and minor themes represented by controlled 

vocabularies, if supported by the indexing policy

6. Presenting and browsing excerpts of concept hierarchies (e.g., a classification 
scheme, a thesaurus), matching words and phrases from search terms, to help 
with disambiguation, narrow, broader and related term searching



7. Auto-completing search terms once the user begins typing.
8. Auto-suggesting of authorized controlled versions of entered search terms, 

presenting all the relationships and allowing further choice on browsing or 
searching the controlled vocabularies.

9. Suggesting corrected versions of mistypes.

10. Searching by words from various metadata elements and full-text.
11. Combining controlled subject searching with searching by other bibliographic 

fields.
12. Highlighting search terms in retrieved metadata and resources.

13. Advanced searching by Boolean and proximity operators, truncation, 
wildcard.

14. Linking each subject access point to its resources.
15. Linking subject access points from one controlled vocabulary to 

corresponding concepts in others.



16. Combining previous search formulations
17. Adding, browsing and searching end-user tags
18. Help on searching

Image-related functionalities:
19. Searching by image related features -- e.g., 
retrieve only records with an image or certain image 
size
20. Searching by Content-Based Image Retrieval 
(CBIR) methods (e.g., query by example image)
21. Features related to implementation of the 
International Image Interoperability Framework 
(IIIF) open standards for enhanced user experience 
concerned with interoperability and user experience 
(e.g., deep zoom viewing, comparing, manipulating 
and annotating images)



Subject browsing interface in the Queerlit database https://queerlit.dh.gu.se 

https://queerlit.dh.gu.se/


Browsing by individual concepts from controlled terms

Searching on ‘bisexuell’ (bisexual) offers the user to choose from subject terms 
that contain that term. First row (in QLIT): ‘mothers to bisexuals’, ‘young 

bisexuals’, ‘bisexual men’ with more. Second row (in SAO): ‘bisexual parents’, 
‘bisexual women’, ‘bisexual men’ with more.



Searching by 
synonyms

Searching by synonyms (top) and the corresponding thesaurus term entry (below). 
The latter comprises preferred term (flickor – girls) and lists synonymous non-

preferred term (tjejer – girls).



QLIT: An excerpt of alphabetically listed descriptors, each accompanied 
by a scope note.

Scope notes for indexing consistency



Major and minor themes

 Representation of major (bigger font, dark orange) and minor 
themes (smaller font, light orange) for work titled “Sodomsäpplet” by 

Bengt Martin



Linking subject access points from one controlled 
vocabulary to corresponding concepts in others

Mappings of QLIT descriptors to relevant controlled vocabularies for the 
term ‘transpersoner’ (https://queerlit.dh.gu.se/qlit/v1/wj27lv47). The 
term has an exact match (‘motsvarar’) in Swedish Children’s Subject 
Headings (Barnämnesord), Homosaurus, LCSH and SAO.

https://queerlit.dh.gu.se/qlit/v1/wj27lv47
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Concluding remarks



Problems with controlled vocabularies

• Slow to update

• Hard to change major structures (e.g., DDC)

• Bias
• E.g., Vietnam War introduced to LCSH only in 2006, until then 

Vietnamese War
• Western bias…



Complementary approaches

• Collaborative tagging by end users
• Question of motivation
• Good to use controlled vocabularies 

• Automatic methods
• Do not work well beyond text 
• May not work as well on humanities resources

• E.g., identifying LGBTQ themes in fiction
• Even for text, huge evaluation problems



Concluding remarks

• Calling for a future in which (D)H and KO research is even more 
interdisciplinary, cutting across KO, IR, HCI, IB and other related fields 
and disciplines

• International action (IFLA, ISKO…?) with DH partnerships (ADHO, EADH, 
DARIAH…?)

• The time is now – let’s seize the opportunity



Thank you for listening!

• Questions?

• Suggestions?
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