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Questions for speakers - Questions will be taken after the presentations have 
finished. Please use the “Questions/Q&A” box to submit your question to the 
organisers at any time. Or the Chat box.

Recording - This event is being recorded for BIC to use in its marketing and to allow 
people who are unable to attend this session today to still enjoy the event later. 
Attendees will not be identified in the recording.

BIC is a neutral members organization.                     

#bicbrunch @bic1uk.bsky.social 
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12 noon  Welcome and Introductions
  Karina Urquhart, Executive Director, BIC 
  
12.05pm Speakers 
   Jeremy Neate, Head of Research and International  
   Development at NielsenIQ BookScan
   Kieron Smith, Ecommerce Director, Waterstones

12.50 pm Question &  Answer Session 

1.30 pm Wrap up and Close 



A bit about us
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BIC (Book Industry Communication Ltd) is at the heart of the book industry, 
creating standards, delivering best practice and improving margin. 

Our Vision
We make the UK book supply chain more efficient and sustainable by 
developing standards and encouraging their adoption. We define best 
practice and connect experts and stakeholders to enable measurable 

innovation.

If you are in the book industry supply chain, you need to be a member of BIC.

www.bic.org.uk  

http://www.bic.org.uk/
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Head of Research and International Development
Jeremy Neate

What they are and where to find them and why 
to use them.

The benefits of using 
Thema Qualifiers

Post Graduate Intern for Nielsen Book
Carlos Marfil
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Agenda

Intro – 6 Bite sized chunks for easier digestion

1 – Bibs - A Potted History

2 – What is Thema

3 – Regional Travel Guides

4 – Regional Cuisine

5 – Regional History 

6 – Galapagos or Gibraltar

A Final Summary – hopefully in 30 minutes or less
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From compiled publisher catalogues in 1858 to the 
current online access of over 50 million ISBNs and 
growing.

PART I

A Bit of Metadata history
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Joseph Whitaker

1820 - 1895

From Joseph Whitaker to Nielsen BookData

David Whitaker

1931 - 2021

Two pioneers in the book industry, Joseph by launching the Trade Magazine, The Bookseller in 1858. Charles Dickens ‘Reading Tours’

David a 4th generation Editor of The Bookseller for driving through Industry Initiatives, not least the ISBN. And a fine judge of character!

Today’s Book 

Industry

Charles Dickens

1812 - 1870
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1902 The Reference Catalogue of Current Literature
With 140k references across 183 Publishers Catalogues and running to 2 sizeable Volumes A – H  and I to Z 

Charles Dickens titles appear as does Aesop’s Fables

Self Appointed Archivist
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1995 - 550k titles – 20k Publishers

2001 – 1m titles – 40k Publishers 

20th Century Publications 

The weekly trade magazine, The Bookseller, had a section called Publications of the Week – often running to 20 
pages and listing the newly released titles, sorted alphabetically by Author within one of 139 ‘Whitaker Categories’.
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Book Data Evolution 1970s - Now

Online Access

2000s – 50m + images
CD-Roms

1980s - Global
Microfiche

1970s – 100k ‘pages’
As more and more books 
were published paper 
turned into microfiche.

After few years,
at the start of the ‘80s 
Microfiche was replaced 
by CD-ROM

Global books in print sourced bibliographic data from the UK, the US, Canada, Australia, South Africa , etc.

And in turn, the CD-ROM/DVD was replaced by 
Online access.

TODAY
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BDOL – Using Thema to find a specific Christmas Book

The more complete the record on the database,  the more sales of the book are made.
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37 Product Groups 
broken down into

247 Product Classes

Books can only have one Product Class

Subject Groups

Confidential and proprietary © 2025 Nielsen Consumer LLC. All Rights Reserved.

Introduced in early 2000’s to replace 

139 Whitaker Categories
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How and Why do we use them:

NielsenIQ Product Classes in Detail

BROAD SUBJECT GROUPS

3 of the 37 PRODUCT GROUPS
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PART II

What is Thema
'Thema is the single unified standard for the Global Book Trade and is the 

primary subject classification scheme preferred and used by BookData. 
Updated every two years, Thema provides the richest and most flexible 
means of book subject categorisation and is specifically designed to replace 
legacy national schemes such as BIC for every purpose and application.'

Thema is Latin for Topic which in turn has Ancient Greek origins.
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Birth of Thema – some early press releases

Being adopted in many 
countries but UK and US 

2015 

Structure 1.0 design in 
place

2013 

Global Standard 
Announcement

2012 

Today’s 
Webinar

2025 

A few of early press releases introducing Thema
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THEMA 

System 

Sneak-Peak

Click here to roll the video

Thema Subject Categories: https://ns.editeur.org/thema/en
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1 - Place and 2 - Language Qualifiers

Thema Qualifiers

1 – Travel Guides, Regional  Cuisine, Sci Fi

2 - Linguistics, phrase books and sign
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Thema Qualifiers:
3 - Time and 4 - Educational Purpose Qualifiers

3- History, Fantasy etc.

4 – Pre school, textbooks, key 
stage, Study & home learning
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Thema Qualifiers:

…..

5 - Interest and 6 - Style Qualifiers

5 – Festive events Christmas &Ramadan

Graphic novels with explicit material

6 – Art, Antiques, Music

Thema Subject Categories: https://ns.editeur.org/thema/en
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PART III

A Trip around the World 

with 
Travel Guides coded to Thema 1 - Place qualifiers- a case study.
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How to get from 581k active 
ISBNs in October to the Top 5 
Travel Guides in London

(using NielsenIQ Product 
Classes + Thema Qualifiers)

NIQ Product Classes

T – TRADE NON-FICTION

T14 – Atlases, Maps & Travel

T14.3 – Travel & Holiday Guides: General

Thema Qualifier

& Deeper Levels

1 - PLACE

1D - EUROPE

1DD – WESTERN EUROPE

1DDU – UK

1DDU-GB-E – ENGLAND

1DDU-GB-ES – S+SE

1DDU-GB-ESL – LONDON

LONDON

581,002

278,382

12,206

4,902

2,874

1,347

948

761

265

204

TOP 5

ISBNs

5,782

All Books

LONDON

The Full Journey
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14.3 Travel & Holiday Guides: TCM YTD 2025 1-40
ISBN Counts per Thema Place Qualifier 1. Almost 13k active ISBNs, of which 3k had no Qualifiers.

Thema Qualifiers: Travel Guides

3%

64%

10%

4%

16%

3%

WORLD EUROPE ASIA AFRICA THE AMERICAS AUSTRALASIA
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Drilling into 1D - Europe

Thema Qualifiers: Travel Guides
Due to the Thema coding you can now drill down to see where specifically in Europe the 
guides are aimed at.

54%

7%

31%

8%

WESTERN EU NOTRHERN EU SOUTHERN EU SOUTHEAST EU
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Drilling into 1DD – Western Europe

Thema Qualifiers: Travel Guides
Dividing Western Europe  by Country

2%

18%

3%

5%

72%

BELGIUM FRANCE NETHERLANDS IRELAND UK
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Drilling into 1DDU – United Kingdom, Great Britain

Drilling into 1DDU-GB-E - England

Thema Qualifiers: Travel Guides

70%
1%

24%

4%1%0%

ENGLAND NORTHERN IR SCOTLAND

WALES CHANNEL ISL ISLE OF MAN

5%
4%

12%

46%

23%

10%

EAST ANGLIA MIDLANDS NW ENGLAND

S/SE ENGLAND SW ENGLAND N/NE ENGLAND
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Drilling into 1DDU-GB-ES – South and South East England

Drilling into 1DDU-GB-ESL – London, Greater London

Thema Qualifiers: Travel Guides
8%

2%

77%

2%
7%

4%

Oxfordshire Kent London, Greater
Isle of Wight Sussex S/SE: Places of

57%
43%

Central LDN City of LDN
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Product Class T14.3 - Travel 
Guides in London 

THEMA QUALIFIERS CENTRAL 
LONDON/GREATER LONDON

Thema

Qualifiers: 

Travel Guides
1 2 3 4 5

Bestsellers YTD 2025 in 1DDU-GB-ESL, 1DDU-GB-ESLC



© 2025 Nielsen Consumer LLC. All Rights Reserved.Confidential and proprietary 25

(An opiniated Guide to) London Bookshops by Hoxton Mini Press is a better example of the size 
of the MicroFiche Wallet (containing 100k pages) than my earlier comparison using Pearls, Girls & 
Monty Bodkin by PG Wodehouse! And they have London Pubs in the ‘opinionated’ series!
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NIQ Product Classes

T – TRADE NON-FICTION

T14 – Atlases, Maps & Travel

T14.3 – Travel & Holiday Guides: General

Thema Qualifier

& Deeper Levels

1 - PLACE

1D - EUROPE

1DD – WESTERN EUROPE

1DDU – UK

1DDU-GB-E – ENGLAND

1DDU-GB-ES – S+SE

1DDU-GB-ESL – LONDON

LONDON

581,002

278,382

12,206

4,902

2,874

1,347

948

761

265

204

TOP 5

ISBNs

5,782

581,002All Books

T – TRADE NON-FICTION

T16 – Food & Drinks

T16.1 – National & Regional Cuisine

1 - PLACE

1F - ASIA

1FP – EAST/FAR EAST ASIA

1FPJ – JAPAN

1FPC – CHINA

278,382

11,135

1,799

1,600

553

197

1FPK – KOREA

92

70

35

LONDON

1FPK – KOREA

ISBNs
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PART IV

Sushi, Kimchi or Chow 
Mein 
using Thema to measure  the appetite for Far Eastern Recipe 
Books.
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T16.1  National & Regional Cuisine 

UK year to year of Asian Regional cuisine books

Thema Qualifiers: Regional Cuisine

0.0%

10.0%

20.0%

30.0%

40.0%

50.0%

60.0%

2022 2023 2024 2025

China East Asia Hong Kong Japan Korea Others

15,112 

10,961 

12,016 

14,428 

6,829 
11,612 8,957 8,285 

3,312 
3,579 

4,413 5,961 

VOL

VOL

VOL
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T16.1  National & Regional Cuisine 

Australia year to year of Asian Regional cuisine books

Thema Qualifiers: Regional Cuisine

0.0%

10.0%

20.0%

30.0%

40.0%

50.0%

60.0%

70.0%

2022 2023 2024 2025

China East Asia Hong Kong Japan Korea Others

9,744 

2,521

3,897 

7,935 6,572 7,894 

3,291

1,503 

905 

1,491 

2,968 

4,906 

VOL

VOL

VOL



© 2025 Nielsen Consumer LLC. All Rights Reserved.Confidential and proprietary 30

T16.1  National & Regional Cuisine 

South Africa year to year of Asian Regional cuisine books

Thema Qualifiers: Regional Cuisine

0.0%

10.0%

20.0%

30.0%

40.0%

50.0%

60.0%

2022 2023 2024 2025
China East Asia Hong Kong Japan Korea Others

VOL

VOL

VOL

187 
163 

157 

172 

127 

87 

85 

95 

24

45 

92 

65 
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Best selling Japanese 

Cookbooks

2022 was a 
great year 

for 
Himalayan 
cookbooks. 

They haven’t 
been back in 
the top 10’s 
since then
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PART V

There’s a time and place 
for everything 

Regional History titles with MULTIPLE Thema Qualifiers.
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Regional History

NIQ Product Classes

T – TRADE NON-FICTION

T5 – HISTORY

T5.2 – Regional History

Thema Qualifier

& Deeper Levels

1 - PLACE

1D - EUROPE

1DD – WESTERN EUROPE

1DDU – UK

1DDU-GB-E – ENGLAND

1DDU-GB-ES – S+SE

1DDU-GB-ESL – LONDON

LONDON

581,002

278,382

34,148

6,840

3,832

2,392

1,909

961

102

74

ISBNs

8,693

All BooksThe Full Journey
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T5.2 - Regional History – PLACE - LONDON – 1DDU-GB-ESL
TIME –VICTORIAN PERIOD – 3MNQ-GB-V

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

1485-1603 (Tudor period)
16th century
17th century

1808 to c 2000 (Spanish Modern and Contemporary period)
1837-1901 (Victorian period)

18th century
19th century
20th century

21st century, c. 2000 to c. 2100
c 1860 to c 1869
c 1900 to c 1909

c 1914 to c 1918 (World War One period)
c 1919 to c 1939 (Inter-war period)

c 1938 to c 1946 (World War Two period)
c 1940 to c 1949
c 1960 to c 1969

c 43 BCE to c 410 CE (period of Roman Britain / Britannia)
Early modern period (c. 1500 to c. 1800)

General History
Later 19th century, c. 1850 to c. 1899

Later 20th century c 1950 to c 1999
Prehistory

Count of ISBN per Thema TIME Qualifier 
in London
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T5.2 - Regional History –
1 - Place Qualifier London  3 - Time Qualifier Victorian

CHARLES DICKENS at his writing desk 
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PART VI

If you have any trips 
coming up… 

examples with our readers in mind, especially if they are travelling to

The Galapagos or Gibraltar.

Reverse engineering – an alternative case study
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Starting a search from Thema

Looking at Galapagos…

…and Gibraltar
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Shipped & Darwin’s Dragons

Galapagos
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Killing Rock  and A Delicate Truth

Gibraltar
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Final Summary

The Book Trade have remained
at the Cutting Edge of technology

Paper, Fiche, CD Rom – On Line

ISBN - Prod Class - Thema Coding

2 Hrs more to present would have 
worked



How Better Metadata Drives 
Book Discovery – The Power 

of Thema
December 2025

Kieron Smith



Agenda

• What are we working on?
• How do these data look now?
• What works best?
• Why this will become even more important



Your power to merchandise



Brands & 
Customers
- The more data we have access to, the 

greater we can tailor the experience 
across brands

- We’re working on new browse 
hierarchies, hand in hand with the 
planned use of qualifiers within search 
filtering 

- Examples include different use of 
category entry points 

- Getting the balance right – browsing a 
bookshop that makes sense

- Getting the balance between offering 
granularity and maintaining authority



Data scorecard

- Expanding the top-level category 
mapping significantly – (here taking 
inspiration from the Broad Street shop 
directory for example).

- Focusing on Thema today – but always 
worth a reminder that dimension data, 
jackets, country of manufacture, 
format etc are all equally important.





Data scorecard

- We won’t show a filter if it has fewer 
than 200 titles 

- History, Travel and Children’s have the 
most use of qualifiers – we’ve had to 
clean up and not use age qualifiers for 
adult categories

- Interest qualifiers are very lumpy some 
with significant use – others none or 
very little. This must be logical to book 
browsers.



Qualifiers

Image by freepik

https://url.uk.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/iPnFCvlBYCLvxGoUQfRuQa-nf?domain=freepik.com


The underused power of 
interest qualifiers (5*)

- The cultural context has 
changed, we’re now in a world 
where purely hierarchical 
product classifications are not 
sufficient to meet the demands 
of the audience – themes, 
niches and identities are core 
to how we experience content 
and how we engage in 
discovery. 



Example of progress

•  "thema_qual": "East Germany, 
DDR|Later 20th century c 1950 to c 
1999",

•   "thema_qual_code": 
"1QBDL|3MPQ",

•   "thema_subject": "European 
history|The Cold War|Marxism & 
Communism",

•   "thema_subject_code": 
"NHD|NHTW|JPFC",



Problems & 
exceptions
- FHD: Espionage and spy thriller

NHTW: Cold wars and proxy 
conflicts
FF: Crime and / or mystery 
fiction

- KJM: Management and 
management techniques
KJMB: Management: leadership 
and motivation
KNTX: Information technology 
industries
FB: Fiction: literary and general 
non-genre







What’s your 
lens?

AK: Design, Industrial and 
commercial arts, illustration
TNK: Building construction and 
materials
UGB: Web graphics and design
UYZG: User interface design and 
usability

5PM anyone?



How many?

Find the right balance for the 
number of subject codes you 
include for each title. 

One subject code may be 
appropriate for some titles. Try 
to aim for a maximum of four 
subject codes per title and use 
excess choice of codes to 
improve descriptive texts or 
keywords. 

Aim to add qualifiers 
whenever appropriate. Think 
about the target audience.



Move from browsers to agents.
Important role of facets in answering questions, moving from literal search keywords to 
semantic+natural language / conversational conversion.
Fight AI slop with detail.

This will become (even more) important



Much more to come… thank you



Q & A Session
(Please put any questions you may have 

in the “Questions” box)
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BIC’s YouTube channel:
www.youtube.com/@bookindustrycommunicationl7842 

has a dedicated Thema Playlist featuring sessions on the following: 

Adult Fiction 
Diversity, Equity & Inclusion 

Children, Teenage and Educational Material 
Popular Non-Fiction

Academic Titles 
Comics and Manga 

and more…

http://www.youtube.com/@bookindustrycommunicationl7842


Stay in touch via our mailing list: 
www.bic.org.uk/mailing-lists/ 

www.bic.org.uk
@bic1uk.bsky.social    #bicbrunch

Thank you for attending today
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