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Abstract 

This paper looks at multilingual search capabilities and compares the ease of searching for non-

English language items in a social tagging system versus and controlled vocabularies system. To 

compare these systems, a series of searches were conducted on the social website Goodreads and 

using the Douglas County Libraries OPAC. Spanish language materials were sought due to the 

prevalence of this language in the United States and the fact that Goodreads and the Douglas 

County Libraries are both based in the U.S. Analysis of both systems shows that Spanish 

language search capabilities are clearly lacking and could use further development. Neither 

folksonomies nor controlled vocabularies are particularly suited to multilingual searching and 

both tend to be heavily reliant on English, at the expense international collaboration. 
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Multilingual Search Capabilities: 

A comparison of Goodreads social tagging and the Douglas County Libraries OPAC 

 This paper will compare Goodreads, to analyze a social tagging system, with a Colorado 

library OPAC that uses controlled vocabularies, the Douglas County Libraries catalog. While a 

fair amount of research has been done on the differences between folksonomies and controlled 

vocabularies, there is relatively little information on multilingual options in either of these 

structures. To further investigate the language capabilities of Goodreads and the selected library 

catalog, I have evaluated the ease of searching for Spanish language items in both systems. I 

chose to conduct these searches in Spanish for several reasons, including my own familiarity 

with the language and its prevalence both worldwide and in the United States. In terms of native 

speakers, Spanish is more prevalent worldwide with an estimated 79 million more native 

speakers than English, making Spanish the second largest language in the world (Lewis, Simons 

& Fennig, 2014). In the United States, the US Census Bureau report Language Use in the United 

States (2011) reports that the percentage of Spanish speakers in the United States has continued 

to increase over the past five years. This means that although Goodreads and the Colorado 

library search functions are both developed in the United States, there is a large population of 

Spanish speakers most likely using these tools. 

 Goodreads, founded in 2006, is a social website allowing users to browse their database 

of books and organize these into shelves. The Goodreads bookshelves, also referred to as tags, 

offer a tool for organizing books according to a folksonomy. Users can create and name 

bookshelves which can then be viewed or searched by others. Also, in the individual book 

entries, these shelves (listed as tags or genres in this case) are shown in order of the most used. 
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Although Goodreads only features an English language interface, the site does feature editions of 

books in various languages and there is no language control on the social tagging feature. 

 The Douglas County Libraries are part of a public library system located in Colorado, 

just south of the Denver metro area. Although the Douglas County Libraries do not offer the 

largest foreign language collection in the state, their Spanish language collection continues to 

grow as the Hispanic population in Douglas County also increases. Like Goodreads, the Douglas 

County Libraries website only offers an English language interface, but parts of the catalog 

interface can be translated into Spanish, with varying degrees of accuracy. 

 Using the Goodreads search function and the Douglas County Libraries OPAC, I 

completed a series of searches for materials in Spanish. I chose searches that would likely be 

available in both systems and represent common searches by Spanish speakers. More 

specifically, I searched for La casa de los espíritus by Isabel Allende, which is a classic work of 

magical realism originally written in Spanish and studied in many Spanish literature courses. I 

also looked for La sombra del viento by Carlos Ruiz Zafón as an example of a current and 

widely popular novel by a Spanish author. Finally, I conducted a search for the Spanish edition of 

Harry Potter by J.K. Rowling, which is a popular book not only in English, but also in 

translation. 

 I started my search on the Goodreads website, simply entering La casa de los espíritus 

into the search bar at the top of the page. While the first result is an edition of the novel I 

searched for, it appears to have relatively few ratings compared to most books on the Goodreads 

site, only 152 (see Figure 1). The third result is also an entry for Allende’s novel and in 

comparison to the first result has 106,585 ratings. In general all the editions of a book on 
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Goodreads are linked together as a single entry, including editions in multiple languages. The 

third result on my Goodreads search was tied to 186 other editions of the novel. The first entry 

on my list of search results, on the other hand, was not linked to any other editions and is most 

likely a user-created entry made without the knowledge that La casa de los espíritus already had 

an entry on the website. The main entry for the novel was the only one with shelves, or tags, and 

so this was the entry I looked at for the purposes of this paper.  

 Goodreads lists the user-generated tags down the side of a specific book entry as ‘genres’ 

based on the shelves they have been placed on by users. For La casa de los espíritus, I noted that 

none of the top shelves were in Spanish, despite my search for a classic, Spanish language novel 

(see Figure 2). I clicked on the link to see more of the top shelves and found the first Spanish 

language tag fairly far down the second column of entries, with only 36 users choosing the tag 

‘español’ to describe La casa de los espíritus (See Figure 3). After this search, I continued using 

Goodreads to find the books La sombra del viento as well as Harry Potter y la piedra filosofal.  

 My following Goodreads investigations led to similar results as the first search for Isabel 

Allende’s novel. When I entered La sombra del viento into the search bar, the novel I was 

looking for was the third result retrieved. Upon opening the book entry, I once again found only 

English language terms in the top shelves. Similarly to La casa de los espíritus, the first Spanish 

language shelf I found on the extended list was titled with the tag ‘español’, but this time did not 

appear until the end of the first page of tags (See Figure 4). Carlos Ruiz Zafón’s novel has also 

become very popular with English language readers and because this edition (The Shadow of the 

Wind) is tied to the Spanish language entry I viewed, I was not surprised to see even more tags in 

English than I found in my first Goodreads search. Finally, I completed my analysis of the 
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Goodreads website by searching for a work in translation, the first novel in the Harry Potter 

series. 

 Out of curiosity I began with a simple search for simply Harry Potter, rather than the full 

title, to see if any Spanish editions would be returned. Admittedly, I was not surprised to find 

only English language entries and also noted that Goodreads does not offer any sort of option to 

filter results by language. When searching for Harry Potter y la piedra filosofal,though, the 

translation I sought was listed in the results. As most readers are adding the original, English 

language edition of this book to their Goodreads profile, there were almost no shelf tags in 

Spanish. The first page of extended shelves yielded no results in my search for a Spanish 

language tag and in the first five pages of shelves, I found only two entries in Spanish. While 

searches on Goodreads will return Spanish language editions, the interface is not ideal for 

Spanish speakers. 

 As previously mentioned, multiple editions of a single title on Goodreads are all linked to 

one entry. Translations of a book are included in alternate editions, as opposed to separate 

entries. Also, Goodreads has no option to change the interface language and is primarily used by 

English speakers. This means that the majority of shelf tags are created in English and 

overwhelm tags in any other languages. It is interesting, though, that the entry for La casa de los 

espíritus, a book originally published in Spanish and not as frequently read in translation as other 

works, still returned primary English language shelf tags. Nevertheless, literature on the subject 

of multilingual folksonomies has found that, “users tag in languages which are different from 

their native languages and different from the object they are annotating” (Stiller, Gäde & Petras, 
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2011, p. 422). This information suggests that, even if Goodreads were to list multiple languages 

of books as separate entries, English language tags would likely still be fairly prevalent. 

 After my analysis of Goodreads, I completed the same set of searches using the Douglas 

County Libraries catalog. Once again, I began my search with La casa de los espíritus, which 

returned no results either with or without the accent mark in the title. As my initial search was 

unsuccessful, I instead entered the name of the author, Isabel Allende, into the search bar. This 

returned La casa de los espíritus as the thirty-first entry. The third entry under Isabel Allende was 

the English translation of the novel, so I tried to use the ‘Other Formats and Languages’ feature 

in the Douglas County Libraries OPAC (see Figure 5). As I had already found the Spanish 

language edition of the book I was searching for, I expected to be linked to this record, but 

instead encountered a message informing me there are no other editions in the Douglas County 

Libraries system. I was pleased to note that, although controlled vocabularies are often not as 

diverse as social tags, the entry for La casa de los espíritus does have the subject heading 

‘Novela chilena — Siglo XX’ (See Figure 6). Unfortunately, unlike other subject headings, this 

does not link to any other records. 

 My subsequent search for La sombra del viento was more successful and the first 

returned record was the entry for the novel I wanted. As in my previous search, the entry 

included one Spanish language subject heading, not connected to any other records. There were 

also no other formats or languages reported, although separate searches in the OPAC reveal that 

the library has not only the English translation, but also audio and ebook formats of the novel in 

multiple languages. Unfortunately, my final search for the first Harry Potter novel was the least 

successful of all my inquiries in the Douglas County Libraries catalog. 
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 Entering the complete title, Harry Potter y la piedra filosofal, into the search bar returned 

no results. Unlike Goodreads, the Douglas County Libraries OPAC does offer an option to filter 

results by language. I tried entering simply ‘Harry Potter’ and filtering the results to find only 

Spanish language entries. Rather than leading me to the Spanish translations, I instead found a 

list of the Harry Potter movies (see Figure 7). In a last attempt to find the library record for 

Harry Potter y la piedra filosofal, I looked through all 194 records for ‘Harry Potter’ as well the 

68 records returned for ‘J.K. Rowling’. Two of the Spanish translations, for the second and 

fourth book in the series, appeared in the results. Despite these findings, I have checked out all 

seven Harry Potter novels in Spanish from the Douglas County Libraries. So while the libraries 

do own these books, there appears to be no record of them in the catalog. Steinhagen and 

Mueller (2003) in their article on Multilingual WorldCat records mention the possibility for more 

“typographical and description errors” if the people entering foreign language titles are not 

familiar with those languages. This could offer a potential reason for the missing Harry Potter 

records. 

 Neither Goodreads nor the Douglas County Libraries OPAC were especially useful for 

locating Spanish language materials. While my searches on Goodreads did generally return the 

title I was looking for in the top results, there were very few bookshelf tags in Spanish. One 

possible explanation for the lack of Spanish language tags is that Goodreads is an English 

language site, with no other interface options, and attracts primarily English speaking users. 

Research into social tagging has shown that over time users will “synchronize their habits to the 

style of the folksonomy and in turn contribute more tags to the emerging style” (Sen & Riedl, 

2011, p. 98). The prevalence of English that has already been established on Goodreads could 
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very well be influencing new users and dissuading the use of multilingual tags on the site. 

Another study of social tagging among non-native English speakers conducted by Vuorikari, 

Ochoa, and Duval (2007)  found that “these users had chosen to tag in English, even if they used 

the interface in some other language, most likely to be able to share tags with users from other 

countries” (p. 11). Without multilingual capabilities built into currently existing folksonomies 

and no easy way to translate tags, many users will default to English language tags. Similarly, 

records using controlled vocabularies are also defaulting to English. 

 In my analysis of the Douglas County Libraries OPAC, the majority of subject headings 

on Spanish language materials were still in English. The few Spanish language subject headings 

I encountered were not linked to any other records in the catalog and so were not useful to find 

similar items. Not only are many OCLC libraries deficient in multilingual subject headings, 

many are foregoing the use of other languages altogether. An article by Steinhagen and Mueller 

(2003) mentions an email from Jay Weitz, the OCLC Senior Consulting Database Specialist, 

authorizing libraries to recatalog any foreign language entries found in WorldCat with the 

appropriate fields changed to English (p. 37). Rather than encouraging international cooperation, 

this protocol would erase any multilingual contributions to World Cat and discourage 

international libraries from sharing their records. 

 Clearly both social tagging and controlled vocabulary systems could benefit from more 

research into multilingual capabilities. Currently folskonomies and OPAC records are heavily 

reliant on English language entries, regardless of the original material language. Neither of these 

systems have implemented a way to translate entries that would enable users to search and 

retrieve records in a variety of languages. Not only does this make searching for foreign 
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language items difficult, but also inhibits international collaboration between information science 

organizations.  
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Figures 

Figure 1. Repeat entries of La case de los espíritus on Goodreads. 

  

Figure 2. Top genres, or bookshelf tags, for La casa de los espíritus. 
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Figure 3. Extended shelf tags for La casa de los espíritus, with the first Spanish language tag.   

  



MULTILINGUAL SEARCH CAPABILITIES �14

Figure 4. Extended shelf tags for La sombra del viento, with the first Spanish language tag. 

   

Figure 5. The ‘Other Formats and Languages’ feature in the Douglas County OPAC. 
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Figure 6. Spanish language subject heading for La casa de los espíritus. 

Figure 7. Search results for ‘Harry Potter’ filtered by language: Spanish.


