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The accidental leak of the news that Yahoo! was considering retiring the popular social 

bookmarking site, Delicious, prompted a careful review of a smaller bookmarking site, Pinboard, 

as an alternative. Considerations include the potential effect a smaller community of users has on 

discovering consumer health information, the role librarians and tagging play in promoting 

health literacy, and the impact of fees on bookmarking services and user expectations. 
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INTRODUCTION 

     Established in 2003, Delicious is not the first social bookmarking site although it does credit 

itself with putting the “social” in social bookmarking (Green 2010, 4; Redden 2010, 220). Other 

similar services have come and gone: Furl, Trunk.ly, and Elsevier’s 2collab. Some social 

bookmarking sites are niche services, such as CiteULike, Connotea, and Bibsonomy, which cater 

to the needs of science, technology, and medical researchers (Reher and Haustein 2010), while 

others serve as social news aggregators, like Digg and Reddit, platforms on which users vote for 

posted items to determine what is good information. Still others allow users to annotate, 

highlight, and/or archive web pages, in the case of Diigo, historious, and Evernote. What all 

these web applications have in common is the ability to store, access, and tag web content. Even 

flickr, a popular photo-sharing site, is included in articles about social bookmarking. It seems 

that with the explosion of tagging—the assignation of user-determined keywords to content—

across multitudes of web applications, the scope of social bookmarking has greatly expanded. If, 

according to Redden, “Social bookmarking is a phrase generally used interchangeably with 

social tagging” (2010, 219), what impact does this conflation have on users seeking health 

information? “Eight in ten internet users look online for health information, making it the third 

most popular online pursuit among of all those tracked by the Pew Internet Project, following 

email and using a search engine” (Fox 2011). Storing and discovering consumer health 

information can present some privacy conundrums when using social bookmarking sites. What 

service best matches the needs of someone who wants to store his or her bookmarks without 

wading through stacks on Delicious and votes on Reddit, or who neither desires nor needs 

annotation capabilities? 



3 

     Begun as a side project, Pinboard is a creation of Maciej Ceglowski that launched in July 

2009 as a paid bookmarking service,
 
the price to join increasing by a fraction of a penny with 

each new user that registers (Dell 2011). Despite the availability of many free alternatives, 

Pinboard did gain some traction in the social bookmarking market in December 2010, when the 

leak of a Yahoo! decision to retire Delicious resulted in an influx of new, paying customers for 

the relatively small bookmarking site (F. 2011). Although Delicious survived to be purchased by 

Avos five months later (Arthur 2011), and the number of unique visitors to Pinboard has leveled 

out since that spike (see Figure 1), Pinboard remains a more bookmark-centric site, even billing 

itself as “Social Bookmarking for Introverts” (<http://pinboard.in/>). 

[PLACE FIGURE 1 HERE] 

Text for Figure 1: FIGURE 1. Pinboard unique visitors, December 2010-December 2011. (Graph 

courtesy of Site Analytics powered by Compete.) 

     Modeled on the first version of the Delicious application programming interface (API), 

Pinboard is a no-frills site that “has 25,000 registered users with about 18,000 active ones each 

month” (Dell 2011), but with 27 million bookmarks (Ceglowski 2011) and an emphasis on 

privacy, it can be an effective storage and discovery tool for consumer health information on the 

Web. Understanding the features particular to a social bookmarking site is critical to both 

determining if it will meet a user’s needs, and if so, leveraging those features to fully exploit the 

site for those needs. 

 

FEATURES 

Organizing and Storing Bookmarks 
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     Like most social bookmarking sites, Pinboard allows a user to save a bookmark, assign 

desired tags to it, enter a description, and select a privacy setting. Tags are separated by white 

space, not commas, and unlike some sites, descriptions have no limits on length. The site 

provides the usual bookmarklets, snippets of code users drag to the bookmarks toolbar of their 

Internet browser. Options include a simple save bookmarklet that opens a new dialog window 

(see Figure 2), a save that includes a tag cloud, an inline save bookmarklet (for those who prefer 

to see the page they are saving as they tag it). Of note is the “read later” bookmarklet that 

conveniently adds a site to a user’s account, bypassing any dialog window for tagging, and 

marking it in red text in the user’s unread bookmarks. 

[PLACE FIGURE 2 HERE] 

Text for Figure 2: FIGURE 2. Pinboard basic save dialog window. 

     In addition to the bookmarklets, users have the option of activating e-mail saves in their 

account settings; they then have a private Pinboard e-mail address to which they can send links 

to be added to their accounts. The format of the e-mail allows the same functionality as the 

bookmarklets: designation of title, tags, description, privacy, and read status. Users can choose to 

activate privacy as the default for all new adds in their account settings and simply uncheck 

“private” in any of the save dialog windows if they want to make the bookmark public. Any 

bookmarks added via the “read later” bookmarklet, however, will use the account’s default 

privacy setting. When logged in, the user’s private bookmarks appear in gray boxes (see Figure 

3). 

[PLACE FIGURE 3 HERE] 

Text for Figure 3: FIGURE 3. Pinboard account page, both private and public bookmarks. 
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     Bookmarks are not the only items Pinboard saves, however. With the “add note” link in the 

menu at the top of each page in Pinboard, a user can enter a text note, title, and tag it. Pinboard 

saves the note as a web page with its own URL and bookmarks it (see Figure 4). 

[PLACE FIGURE 4 HERE] 

Text for Figure 4: FIGURE 4. Pinboard note. 

     There are two levels of Pinboard accounts, standard and archival, and these levels have 

different price points, as well as different storage capacities. The standard account requires a 

one-time fee ($9.61 as of January 2012) and stores all the bookmarks, notes, tags, and 

descriptions a user adds. Upgrading to an archival account has an annual charge of $25.00, but 

whatever a user paid to register his or her initial standard account is deducted from the first 

year’s fee for an archival account. The archival account downloads and stores copies of the web 

pages bookmarked and all associated files so the copies display nearly, if not exactly, as they 

display live. Depending on a user’s needs, this can be particularly useful for web resources that 

move or cease to exist. 

     Similar to other web applications, Pinboard offers a variety of import and export features, 

including simple instructions for importing from various browsers (Mozilla Firefox, Google 

Chrome, and Safari), as well as other services (Google Reader, Delicious, and Diigo). Export 

formats include XML, HTML, and JSON, which allow users to back up their bookmarks 

periodically or take them elsewhere on the Web to import into other services. 

Access 

     Once users save their bookmarks, they have a few options to access them: the Pinboard web 

site, mobile web site, mobile apps, and private RSS feeds. On the Pinboard site, clicking on 

“private,” “public,” “unread,” and “untagged” provides single-faceted views, or a user can click 
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on one tag in his or her tag cloud and then select up to two additional tags to add to the tag filter. 

Alternatively, the URL can be manually entered in the following format to achieve the same 

result if a user knows the desired tag combination and does not want to scan a large tag cloud 

and manually select them with the mouse: <http://pinboard.in/u:username/t:first/t:second/ 

t:third/>. One can simply delete the username directory in the URL syntax above to achieve the 

same tag filter for global bookmarks on Pinboard. The mobile site for Pinboard, 

<http://m.pinboard.in>, offers the critical features of the full site, the absence of the tag cloud in 

the page views being the primary difference. Besides the web site access, there are several third-

party apps suitable for both iPhones and Android smart phones listed on the resources page of 

the full site, including a full Pinboard mobile client, Pindroid, and various other apps that work 

with the Pinboard API. Finally, there are private RSS feeds for users to access their private or 

unread bookmarks in their favorite feed reader. 

Search 

     Titles of bookmarks, tags, and descriptions are all searchable by keyword. There are no 

advanced search or Boolean options, but there is auto-truncation, as well as an automatic AND 

operation for multiple search terms entered into the search box. Bookmarks are indexed in a 

matter of minutes, making searches near live. 

     For archival users of Pinboard, full-text search of the downloaded copy of their bookmarks is 

available, in addition to the titles, tags, and descriptions. This index, however, takes place 

nightly. 

Integration with Other Services 

     One of the more unique features of Pinboard is its extensive compatibility with other web 

applications. Fans of Delicious, Twitter, Instapaper, Read It Later, and Readability can auto-post, 
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or cross-post, from those services to their Pinboard accounts and set these posts to auto-mark as 

“read” or “unread.” In fact, one can add up to three Twitter accounts under the Twitter tab in 

account settings, and both the links and the actual tweets from those Twitter accounts will save 

to Pinboard. Users can also auto-post from Pinboard out to Tumblr and WordPress. 

     The above integration of services is possible because of calls to the Pinboard API; these 

mashups are convenient for both individuals who use these other services and the many libraries 

that use Twitter and WordPress for institutional outreach and marketing. With a bit more 

development, libraries and other institutions can create branded interfaces for the content they 

save in Pinboard, which aids in the display of simple link lists or even subject guides and 

pathfinders that are branded skins on top of Pinboard back ends (see Figures 5 and 6). 

[PLACE FIGURE 5 HERE] 

Text for Figure 5: FIGURE 5. Ithaca College Library’s Pinboard page. 

[PLACE FIGURE 6 HERE] 

Text for Figure 6: FIGURE 6. Ithaca College Library’s research guide fed by Pinboard. 

This querying of social bookmarking sites’ APIs for content management purposes is neither 

new nor is it a unique capability of Pinboard. However, because Pinboard has been 

independently operated by the same person since its inception, the API has remained consistent. 

When web applications are bought and sold, API redesigns are not uncommon, as in the case of 

Delicious. These alterations in the API can cause custom queries to that API to break (Kennedy 

2011, 30; Arthur 2011). 

Sharing 

     Social bookmarking sites are “‘social’ because users can share these collections of online 

bookmarks with others via their account” (Stearns 2010, 18). Even though there is no capability 
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to push one’s bookmarks to another user, and creating a viewable profile was just added as a 

feature in November 2011, Pinboard is still a social site because users can share their bookmarks 

via the same link syntax that allows them to access their own bookmarks with tag filters, or with 

the code for tag clouds and linkrolls supplied on the resources page. Pinboard’s version of 

“following” is “subscribing,” and one can subscribe to other users’ accounts and access those 

bookmarks in the “network” view. True to its tagline (“Social Bookmarking for Introverts”), 

Pinboard’s default setting for subscribing to other Pinboard users is to do so anonymously. A 

user can change this to public in account settings. If only interested in following bookmarks with 

a specific tag or tags on another user’s account, a person can click on the orange RSS link at the 

top of that page in Pinboard and add the feed to a reader. Similar to the Ithaca College Library 

example above, an individual user can also share their bookmarks with custom displays using 

calls to the API if something beyond a canned tag cloud or linkroll will have more impact on an 

individual’s web site. 

 

DISCOVERY 

     Being able to see which users are saving a particular source can lead to discovery of new 

information. This is a social feature so it must be activated in the account settings of Pinboard. 

Because Pinboard is bookmark-centric and designed for users who primarily want a fast, lean 

site to store their bookmarks, it lends itself well to users who want to store consumer health 

information that they may not want to make public. Susannah Fox and the Pew Internet Project 

report the leading motives behind seeking health information on the Internet: 

 Adults who, in the past 12 months, have provided unpaid care for a loved one are among 

 the most likely people to have looked online for health information of all kinds . . . 
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 Caregivers are not only often in need of health information but have the means to obtain 

 it online: eight in ten have access to the internet. 

 

 Another group with reason to seek health information online are people who faced a 

 serious medical emergency or crisis in the past year, either their own or that of someone 

 close them. (2011) 

Clearly a site such as Pinboard that assumes privacy would benefit caregivers and patients who 

may want to collect, store, and discover health information relevant to the conditions impacting 

their daily lives, but who may not want to share, or publicize, everything they are reading. One 

could argue that the smaller user base of Pinboard inhibits discovery, when compared to larger 

social bookmarking sites like Delicious. Indeed, Beth DeFrancis Sun points out the following 

about the larger site: “Although the del.icio.us site can be a worthwhile tool for personal users of 

health and medical information, it is the social aspect that elevates the URL’s potential as a 

public health source” (2008, 122). However, the distinction Sun makes between “personal users” 

and “public health” is an important one when considering the health information seeking motives 

revealed above. Personal users of a site like Pinboard can actually benefit from the smaller user 

base because there is less information noise and spam, both results of a paid service. Users have 

a site founded on speed and privacy that has features they can utilize, should they decide to use 

the site as a discovery tool as well. 

     Clicking through the global bookmarks on Pinboard is one way of discovering new health 

information. Another way is with “subs,” or subscriptions to tags. Because tags are user-

determined and can vary greatly, subscribing to several tags can lead to more discoveries about 

the same topic. On Pinboard subscribing to “health,” “consumer-health,” “consumerhealth,” and 
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“health_consumers” widens the net for capturing new consumer health information. An 

alternative to “subs” is an RSS feed for a tag-filtered view of Pinboard, such as 

<http://feeds.pinboard.in/rss/t:health>. 

 

HEALTH LITERACY IMPACT 

     Medical librarians are uniquely positioned to have a positive impact on health literacy by 

participating in saving and tagging consumer health information on social bookmarking sites 

because they bring a discipline-informed terminology to their tagging. Stumbling onto a 

librarian’s tags can lead to discovery of new health information, but the tags themselves can 

inform users’ searches elsewhere on the Web. Conversely, librarians can learn how information 

seekers tag consumer health information and add those tags to their own bookmarks. This 

reciprocation is what can build more health literacy over time, but librarians need to be 

embedded on smaller niche sites like Pinboard, not because they can impact the most people, but 

because they can more readily see the ripples of their presence in a smaller pool. 

 

CONCLUSION 

     For both librarians and non-librarian users, Pinboard is another tool for the collection and 

curation of health information. It need not replace larger social bookmarking sites; in fact, many 

users mirror their Delicious accounts in their Pinboard accounts. But why should librarians 

expend any effort or time on paid web services, even ones that cost as little as Pinboard does? 

Why should any personal users, librarians or not, select a paid bookmarking site when there are 

so many free ones from which to choose? Free services often have ads and spam which can 

distract users or clog search results, but more importantly, users who register with free web 
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applications are never the customers, always the products (Thompson 2011). Free services must 

make money in order to stay afloat. Avos bought Delicious and more recently Trunk.ly. Diigo 

bought Furl. Users of any of these sites can complain about the changes that inevitably follow 

the buying and selling of these “free” commodities, and they do, but they are not actually 

customers of any of these service providers. When a web service charges a fee before one can 

become a registered user, that transaction establishes an important relationship: that service does 

not need to sell the user’s clicks or information seeking habits because it is creating revenue from 

its service. The wide availability of free alternatives, at least for the time being, ensures some 

competition from smaller, more sustainable sites like Pinboard, quietly chugging along, 

siphoning off disgruntled users who want to become satisfied customers. Considering the 

proliferation of free social web applications in recent years and the expectations regarding speed 

and convenience this boon has created, paid services stand poised at the tipping points of quality 

and customer service. In the interests of anticipating information seeking needs, and considering 

how popular searching for health information is among Internet users, medical librarians should 

watch the paid service trend as it develops. 
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