
Developing a common 
language
How a single taxonomy can serve an 
entire organisation
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At Cancer Research UK, we're implementing a single taxonomy across both our external web and our internally-held documents in SharePoint to help users find what they're looking for.  Here, I'll be talking about the challenges and successes we've had doing this



Who am I?

Tom Alexander
Taxonomy Manager, 
Cancer Research UK
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I'm Tom Alexander, in the Technology team at Cancer Research UK.  I've been the Taxonomy Manager for 8 years, after having worked previously at Getty Images and Debenhams on their taxonomy and internal site search respectively



Agenda

1. Cancer Research UK – our goals
2. Website taxonomy
3. SharePoint taxonomy
4. Testing our terms
5. Looking forward



Cancer Research 
UK
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Here we are at a recent standup of the first tranche of content that used our CRUK taxonomy – our Science Research Hub



• 3,500 staff

• 10,000 pages of content

• 160m page views p.a.
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We’re a large organisation
Our website is an important part of our business
We want it to serve our users’ needs
10,000 pages that are individually-built and rely on our reusable taxonomy to be found and consumed
They cover many areas of content – health info, engaging with supporters, getting ppl to an event, etc



Science
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We’re involved in science



Research
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Research



Statistics
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Statistics



Policy
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And policy
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All of which we do to defeat cancer



The same term 

used with 

diverse content

Web 
taxonomy
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Out website taxonomy already serves much diverse content



Melanoma

Press release

Blog post

Clinical trial

Statistics
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Our taxonomy is reusable, so users can access the full range of relevant content from one term



The same term 

used with 

diverse content

Internal 
taxonomy
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This diversity of content is starting to extend to internal-facing materials held on SharePoint



Melanoma

Knowledge 
management

Research hub

Supporter 
experience

Insights
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Some of the terms we use across different types of content on our external web are now starting to be used across a range of internal-facing content on SharePoint
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With this work, we've had some challenges and successes I'd like to share with you
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Working with a taxonomy is essentially working within a conflict of interests



Taxonomy 
terms

Sharable

Flexible
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Terms within the structure have to be at once sharable across all relevant content, so we avoid duplication and siloing
At the same time, these terms have to be flexible enough to meet the needs of all users and across a variety of site sections representing the vast range of activities Cancer Research UK is engaged in as part of our work to beat cancer
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How have we done this?  We're going to look at the category of 'cancer subject', which is used extensively across the charity's digital space



869 terms
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When in the document library of a SharePoint space, if we brought the whole of our 'cancer subject' category over, we end up with a long list.  It is 869 terms.  What if we don’t want all of them?



15 terms
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In our Insights Hub, we don’t want all the cancer subjects.  In fact, we only want a fraction of them.  But we don’t want to create brand new terms under Cancer Subject if they're the same kind of concept as existing terms being used elsewhere in the charity, as that would mean we would no longer have a single system taxonomy. It would introduce needless duplication and move away from our CRUK common language.  So what did we do to achieve this?



Reuse terms 
function
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We have used the 'Reuse terms' function, which is proving to be an excellent way to ensure you always use existing terms that are relevant to your content where possible, but where you can also control the number of terms you have available in a SharePoint site section.  We have found that this gives us the flexibility to ensure our common language is represented wherever possible throughout areas of content on SharePoint.  It's also important for us to ensure referential integrity, which the 'reuse terms' function allows, as the function brings any child terms of a reused term to the new area the terms are being employed.
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Our common language can now live across internal and external-facing areas of our digital space, which is extremely important due to the sheer amount of content we produce, and the need to preserve accuracy and reduce reputational risk through having a consistent controlled vocabulary
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In this last section we'll look at some testing we've been carrying out on some internal-facing taxonomy terms
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We use an IT servicedesk product called ServiceNow, which allows us to capture and action issues raised to the helpdesk.  The outgoing version has a taxonomy structure that is basic and a bit difficult to understand, so we've been user testing a new taxonomy.  It is part of our overall CRUK common language, and it's been a great showcase for collaboration, test and learn and how iterating both your taxonomy and your approach yield great results
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We took the terms currently in use and reviewed the types of call that are placed with the helpdesk.  We made some changes and validated them using an online validation tool called Treejack.  You ask participants to look for a particular page and the program tracks which path they take to get to that page via the taxonomic structure.  We set a minimum pass rate of 90% as acceptance criteria for keeping a taxonomy 'pathway' as it is.  If fewer than 90% of participants went through that pathway, we reviewed the taxonomy and made changes, and tested it again.



65% 86%
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The first round of testing found that 65% of participants found what they were looking for.  With amendments to the labelling and structure, the second round improved this to 86% of all participants.  Seeing this improvement shows the value in test and learn, and iterating your taxonomy
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With a few more items to clear up, we did some guerrilla testing around the office and cleared up the remaining terms, which are now ready to go into the finished product
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We've managed to make order out of the chaos and have an IT helpdesk system that is far more fit for purpose – because items in the system appear in a place that users expect to find them



External
web

Internal 
documentation

IT helpdesk

CRUK 
taxonomy
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In summary, then, we've been building a taxonomy from a single structure to serve user need for finding content across external web, internal knowledge management and our new IT servicedesk product.  Testing, collaborating, iterating and testing again is yielding good results, and we're well on the way to implementing our CRUK common language!



Does anyone have any questions?
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Questions?



Thanks!
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Thanks!
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