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What do you do over the holidays?



Over the holidays, I do feral research

In 1996, I spent my holiday 
in a university book store, 
looking at annotations in 
млллǎ ƻŦ ǳǎŜŘ ǘŜȄǘōƻƻƪǎΧ



ƛƴ мффтΣ L ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ ŀƴƴƻǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ōȅ 
comparing different copies of the same used textbook

so usually 
these projects 
are time-
consuming, 
compulsive, 
off-topic...



Three years ago, I had a yen.
I wanted to put the folksonomyquestion to rest.
That is, I wanted to answer the loaded question

Do folksonomieswork?

I was skeptical about the value of public tags
&

I wanted to convince others to be skeptical too.



about then Luis van Ehnintroduced the ESP Gameto show how 
crowdsourcing+ tags can be rolled up into a game to solve the image 
ǊŜǘǊƛŜǾŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿǎΧ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǎƭƛŎŜŘ ōǊŜŀŘΧ 

http://www.espgame.org/gwap/gamesPreview/espgame/


from my blog, 4 May 2006
IŜǊŜΩǎ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǘŀƎƎŜŘ girl when we got there. 
We added pinkΦ ²ƘŜƴ ƛƴ ŘƻǳōǘΣ ŀŘŘ ŀ ŎƻƭƻǊΦ Χ 5ƻƴϥǘ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ōŜ 
too specific about the color though: you'll never match on 
aqua, only blueand green. And no matter how little red there 
is, go for it: it's a very popular tag.

!ƘΣ ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƻƴŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿǎΦ {ƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƘƻǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
helpful descriptor manΦ IŜΩǎ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ǇŀƴƛǎƘ-speaking world, 
ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ŀ ǎƻŎŎŜǊ ǎǘŀǊΦ Χ .ǳǘ ǘƻ ǳǎΣ ƘŜΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ Ƴŀƴ ǿƛǘƘ hair. Yep. Hair 
ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƭƛŜƴǘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ǿŜ ǇƛŎƪŜŘ ƻǳǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ƎǳȅΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩƭƭ ƘŜƭǇ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ 
ǿƘƻΩǎ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ōŀƭŘΦ

²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ ǘƘƛǎ Ǝǳȅ ŜƛǘƘŜǊΦ IŜΩǎ ŀ ¢± ƴŜǿǎƳŀƴ ƻƴ 
a{b./Φ IŜΩǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǘŀƎƎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ man old grayΦ IŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƭƻƻƪ 
that old to me, but then again, we know this kind of thing is 
relative. He obviously looks old to some of my [ESP Game] 
compatriots ... My partner and I add smileto the list. 

ñ

ò

http://ccmarshall.blogspot.com/
http://ccmarshall.blogspot.com/2006/05/ouija-bored.html
http://photos1.blogger.com/blogger/334/2631/1600/espgame-tag1.0.jpg
http://photos1.blogger.com/blogger/334/2631/1600/espgame-tag1.0.jpg
http://photos1.blogger.com/blogger/334/2631/1600/espgame-tag3.0.jpg


but just blogging about the ESP game 
ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƳ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ŏǳǘ ƛǘΦ

Sure, it was snarky,
but ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ convincing

I was missing a good lens through 
which to look at tags



around that time, the Daily Show alerted me to 
ŀ ǿŜƛǊŘ ŀƴŘ ǘŀǎǘŜƭŜǎǎ ǇƻǇ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŦŀŘΧ

A bit of research on 
the Internet told me 

they were called 
ά.ǳƳǇŜǊ bǳǘǎέ

http://www.flickr.com/photos/purpletwinkie/364137709/


aȅ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ Ψōǳƭƭ ōŀƭƭǎΩ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǳǇ 
ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜΧ

http://www.flickr.com/photos/mahmood/2951565368/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/maximus83/516396157/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/flowermoon/3068933748/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/gryts/508443781/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/mahmood/2951565574/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/vanz/2707199923/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/darkin/3242133938/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/lilmoonies/268849090/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/liliut/1426756538/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/abuja/482705432/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/aaannnaaa/2875192471/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/alanpm/2903991495/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/alanpm/2904836932/


in an aha! moment,

I realized Flickrgave me an opportunity to 
ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ƭƻǘǎ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎΩ ǘŀƎǎ ƻŦ 

the same image

http://www.flickr.com/search/?q=bull+balls+milan&z=t


so in 2007, over the xmasholidays,
I did an informal study of how people 
had tagged their photos of the bull 

ƳƻǎŀƛŎΧ



so I puttered around

http://www.tekka.net/10/tags.html


that was pretty satisfying, but really I 
wanted to publish a more rigorous 

argumentbased on a case study of the 
ōǳƭƭ ƳƻǎŀƛŎΧ

My holiday project for 2008!

http://research.microsoft.com/apps/pubs/default.aspx?id=80591
http://research.microsoft.com/apps/pubs/default.aspx?id=80591
http://research.microsoft.com/apps/pubs/default.aspx?id=80591


assemble a dataset and answer 3 
simple questions about tags

ÅAre tags effective* 
especially as compared with 
other kinds of metadata?

ÅHow are tags different from 
other kinds of metadata?

ÅAny chance of improving 
tags by using the results of 
this study?



First, assemble the dataset
(this time recording the process and 

rationale)



DƻƻŘ ǘƘƛƴƎ LΩƳ όŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜύ h/5Χ



Find as many qualified photos as 
ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǳǎƛƴƎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎΧ

ÅUsing queries
ï34119 candidates

ï540 new qualified

ÅBrowsing photostreams
ï4250 candidates

ï62 new qualified

ÅUsing geotags
ï2555 candidates

ï1 new qualified





relevance criteria

ÅUnambiguously correct 
subject (the bull mosaic)

ÅMosaic covers 20% of 
height and 75% of width

ÅMosaic is centered 
horizontally

ÅMetadata alone is 
insufficient to establish 
relevanceτidentification 
must be visual

100%

30%



Using those criteria
and brute force gathering methods

I found 603photos of the Milanese 

bull mosaic

a sufficientlylarge a number for a 
case study



Åperson (306 photos)

Åmosaic (186 photos)

Åaction (111 photos)



I recorded user metadata for each



next, build a profile of this dataset:

how does it compare with its larger kin?

what kinds of conclusions can we draw 
about the different types of metadata?



Photos with each type of metadata

type # with tags with a title with a caption

action
111 80 (72%) 109 (98%) 58 (52%)

mosaic
186 139 (75%) 182 (98%) 114 (61%)

person
306 193 (63%) 304 (99%) 189 (62%)

total
603 412 (68%)

593 (98%)

501 (83%)
361 (60%)


