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First, a little History...



Suppose your editor wanted you to compile a retrospective of John 
Quincy Adams on the 10th anniversary of his death (February 28, 
1858).  

You would need some way to identify the relevant material…

Metadata!





Where would this metadata lead you?...

The Morgue

(No, not that kind of morgue)











Rigorous quality checks originate from the Index, 
a role that was treated as an apprenticeship.

The New York Times Index (1913-2017)
“The Paper of Record”







The Present



● A controlled vocabulary based off the original Index terms
○ Named entities (over a million)

■ People, Places, Organizations, Titles

○ Subjects (~4,500) 
■ Semantic Relationships: Broad, Narrow and Related Terms + Scope Notes
■ Includes News Events

● Assigned to all published assets
○ Articles, videos, slide shows, interactives, podcast episode pages

● Rule-based Software
○ Entity extraction: normalization, disambiguation
○ Categorization: frequency, proximity, placement

What are Times Tags? 



Normalization
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Rule-based Entity Extraction
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Disambiguation

Michael Jackson

{(OR,"album","albums","Apollo Theater","Billie Jean","Dan Reed","Debbie Rowe","Jackson 5","Jackson 
Five","Janet Jackson","King of Pop","La Toya","LaToya","moonwalk","Neverland","pop star","pop 
superstar","Rock and Roll Hall of Fame","Safechuck","This Is It","Wade Robson")}

{(AND,"Bush","Homeland Security",(OR,"deputy director","director"))}

Giants,@COND:"Baseball" → San Francisco Giants

Giants,@COND:"Football" → New York Giants

Rule-based Entity Extraction



(SENT,

(OR,"air traffic 
control","airline","airbus","aircraft","aircrafts","airline","airlines","airliner","airplane","airplanes","airship","airships","
boeing","dirigible","dirigibles","flight","helicopter","helicopters","hindenburg","jet","jetliner","landing 
gear","mu-2b","plane","planes","pilot","zeppelin","zeppelins"),

(OR,"blast","blast of laser light","blew up","body parts","bodies","bomb","bomb threat","broke apart","broke into 
pieces","careered","collided","collision","crash","crashed","crashing","dead","debris","disaster","disasters","destru
ction","destroy@","distress call","distress calls","engine failure","fell","flash-blindness","hit","injured","killed","laser 
pointing","laser strike","laser strikes","lost control","lost radar","mangled","mechanical failure","out of 
control","plummeted","plummeting","point lasers at","pointed a laser at","pointed lasers at","pointing lasers 
at","safety record","sank","skidded","slammed into","smashed","struck","sunk","survivor","survivors","tipped 
over","vanish","vanishing","vanished","veered","victim","victims","went down","wreckage","wreck"))

Rule-based Categorization



Rule-based Categorization

Byline: Manhola Dargis → Movies

Kicker: Hungry City → Restaurants

Layout_desk: Obits → Deaths (Obituaries)



Times Tags and CMS  Scoop (Oak & Classic UI), Blackbeard



Times Tags and CMS  Scoop (Oak & Classic UI), Blackbeard



● "Aboutness"/Semantic Meaning
○ Tag only the focus

■ We don't tag: figurative language, historical references, metonyms, spokespeople/people quoted

○ Strict guidelines, some examples:
■ For a crime, the type of crime, the victims/suspects and location
■ For an election, the type of election, the candidates and location
■ For legislation, the bill authors/sponsors, legislative body
■ For an obit, the deceased and subject of his/her legacy
■ For a restaurant review, the name of the restaurant, the location and the term Restaurants.
■ For a trial, the plaintiff/defendants, and the criminal charges

● Quality control measures ensure accuracy
○ Software suggests > Newsroom selects > Taxonomists check
○ Daily report summarizes
○ 7 days a week, 365 days a year

What’s special about them?



Software Suggests → Humans Verify



Tagging 
Guides



Harvest Terms



Daily
Newsletter

Taxonomists 
publish a daily 
report to the 
newsroom:

Standout 
Tagging: What 
was tagged well.

Tips: What was 
retagged.

Updates: Newly 
added terms.



How are tags being leveraged today?



Collections/Topics

28

https://www.nytimes.com/news-event/ferguso
n-michael-brown

https://www.nytimes.com/news-event/ferguson-michael-brown
https://www.nytimes.com/news-event/ferguson-michael-brown


Collections/Topics
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news_desk:"Climate" OR subject:("Acid Rain" "Air Pollution" "Algae" "Alternative and Renewable Energy" "Animal 
Migration" "Biodiversity" "Biofuels" "Birdwatching" "Carbon Capture and Sequestration" "Carbon Dioxide" "Coal" 
"Coast Erosion" "Compost" "Conservation of Resources" "Coral" "Drilling and Boring" "Eco-Tourism" "Electric and 
Hybrid Vehicles" "Electric Light and Power" "Endangered and Extinct Species" "Energy and Power" "Energy Efficiency" 
"Environment" "Federal Lands" "Fish and Other Marine Life" "Fuel Efficiency" "Fuel Emissions (Transportation)" 
"Geothermal Power" "Global Warming" "Green New Deal" "Greenhouse Gas Emissions" "Greenhouse Effect" 
"Hazardous and Toxic Substances" "Hydroelectric Power" "Hurricanes and Tropical Storms" "Keystone Pipeline" "Land 
Use Policies" "Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED)" "Light-Emitting Diodes" "Local Food" "Nuclear 
Energy" "Oil (Petroleum) and Gasoline" "Plastic Bags" "Pipelines" "Recycling of Waste Materials" "Reefs" "Solar Energy" 
"Sustainable Living" "Tidal and Wave Power" "United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change" "Water 
Pollution" "Wetlands" "Wilderness Areas" "Wildfires" "Wildlife Sanctuaries and Nature Reserves" "Wind Power") OR 
subject.contains:("Hurricane") OR organizations.contains:("Energy Department" "Environmental Protection Agency" 
"Koch Industries") OR persons:("Perry, Rick" "Pruitt, Scott" "Wheeler, Andrew R")



● Each term contains a "vernacular" 
variant for SEO

● Example:
○ Canonical = "Patient Protection 

and Affordable Care Act"
○ Vernacular = "ACA"
○ Vernacular = "Obamacare"

SEO Variants / Vernaculars



Tags send assets to For You:

● Mobile channels
● Daily email recommendations

For You



Select terms will trigger Story 
treatments on the site:

● Sub-nav
● Inline info boxes

Story



TAFI (Twitter and Facebook Interface)
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News Services/Syndicate
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Advertising

● Contextual Targeting
● Brand Security

Search

● Site Search Relevancy: Big improvement in user click through after "boosting" 
on Times Tags

● Collection/Topics pages powered by search are promoted to the first result in 
site search

● Bruce Lambert Hot Dogs
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TimesMachine
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Archive Discovery



Package Mapper
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● Each circle 
represents 
an article, 
sized by 
how much 
traffic the 
article is 
getting

● Lines in 
between tell 
what an 
article is  
linked to.  

● Something 
in the 
middle is 
well linked 
to other 
assets, 
something 
out at the 
edge is not.  



Slackbots/Newsroom Alerts
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Newsroom Desk Dashboards
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Challenges
● Production is labor intensive

○ Taxonomists spend a large portion of the day dealing with newsroom 
requests and checking tagging

○ 3 people cover 7 days/week 365 days of year

● Training
○ A lot of time invested in training
○ Some newsroom folks respond better to tagging than others

● Software
○ We are about to start a migration to new, more intelligent rules-based 

classification software
○ We are hoping that this migration will allow us to decrease the number of 

manual tasks by allowing us the freedom to build more custom tooling and 
possibly employ some machine learning



Email: jennifer.parrucci@nytimes.com

Questions?


