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What is Information Architecture?

 Organizing, labeling, classifying information on
a web site

 Providing appropriate navigation to get to that
information

 Making sure the structure of the site helps
users complete their tasks successfully
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Organizing Things in the Real World
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1) Assess What You Have

 Content inventory

 Make a list - Each item of content on a separate line

 Add columns to indicate status, owner, section, page style, etc.
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1) Assess What You Have

 Tips for speeding this up:

 List groups of content rather than individual pages of content

 Sampling of content (representative content), not all content

 Inventory only a specific section

 Narrow the focus to identifying:

• How much content is there?

• What can you cut back / throw away?

 If possible, ask different people to review different content areas

Quick
Easy&
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2) Think “Supply and Demand”

Supply

Demand

Author User

Author User

Do you know what
information you want to
provide on the web site?

Do you know what
information your users are
looking for, and what
situations will bring them to
the web site?
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2) Think “Supply and Demand”

 Brainstorm a list of user
groups, and the top
questions of each group.

 Look at web metrics to
identify top questions.

 See if your web site
answers those questions.

 Highlight questions it
doesn’t answer, but should.

 Set expectations: if your
site doesn’t have some of
the information they are
looking for, let them know
gracefully and point them
to other resources.

Quick
Easy&
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3) Organize Content in Familiar Ways

 Find out how users expect the content to be organized

 Typical approaches:

 User interviews

 Card sorting

 Competitive analysis

(to Users)
^

Get input from people who have
contact with your users.

Put yourself in your users’ shoes and
imagine coming to the site from their
perspective.

Try remote card sorting.

Sort the topics yourself (IF you are
not too close to the content!)

Look at a few web sites with similar
types of content, to see what
categorization schemes they use.

Shortcuts
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3) Organize Content in Familiar Ways

 Think about what goes together:

 What is the purpose of this information?

 Who is the audience for this information?

 In what situation would this information be used?

 Are there other pages on the same topic?

 Would people looking for this information also need
information that is on another page?

(to Users)
^
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3) Organize Content in Familiar Ways

 Look for ways to harmonize categories across sections of
the web site

(to Users)
^

Regulatory Guidance Guidance Documents

Federal Register Documents,
Code of Federal Regulations

Guidance Documents

Laws & Regulations

Compliance & Surveillance

Industry Guidance

Laws, Regulations
& Performance Standards

Product Type A: Product Type B: Product Type C:

Product Type D: Product Type E:

Guidance, Compliance & Regulatory Information

New category to be used across all product types:
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3) Organize Content in Familiar Ways

 Consider using multiple categorization schemes

(to Users)
^

Primary topic
categories

Alternative path:
by user group

Alternative path:
site index

Alternative path:
timely

information
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3) Organize Content in Familiar Ways

 Consider using multiple categorization schemes

(to Users)
^

Product category

Narrow down by
Brand

Narrow down by
Price Range

Narrow down by
Megapixels

Narrow down by
Special Offers
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3) Organize Content in Familiar Ways

 Consider breadth vs depth

 How many items at each “level” of the IA hierarchy?

 Broad is usually better (more items at each level)

 Suggest between 5 and 15 items at each level

(to Users)
^

Quick
Easy&

Broad Structure Deep Structure
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3) Organize Content in Familiar Ways

 Use common patterns of organization:

 by task

 by phases in a process

 by year or chronology (e.g. for old newsletters)

 by audience group

 by geographical location

 by topic

• this is one of the most useful but also the most challenging

 in whatever way it is organized in real life

• e.g. stores are organized by product type, travel information
by mode of travel or by destination

(to Users)
^

Quick
Easy&
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3) Organize Content in Familiar Ways

 Avoid organizing by:

 alphabetical order

• unless users know specific names of items (e.g. drug name),
or no other reasonable alternative is available

 internal departments of your organization

• this may seem quick and easy, but is a bad idea from a
usability perspective

 the source or format of the information

(to Users)
^

Quick
Easy&
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3) Organize Content in Familiar Ways
(to Users)

^

Quick
Easy&

The outline
feature in

Microsoft Word
can help you
visualize the

structure of the
site
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4) Organize Content in Familiar Ways

 To ensure that the site is maintainable, authors
must understand the structure and categories

 Make a checklist for the author to use when
deciding where the content should go

 Is this primarily for User Group A or User Group B?

 What task will the user be doing?

 Is this content time-sensitive?

 Make a few examples for the content authors

(to Authors)
^
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5) Use Familiar Terminology

 Do you want the terminology to be familiar to:

 Scientists? Specialists? The general public?

 Find out what terminology is familiar to your
target audience:

 Use common labels that are frequently used on the
Web: e.g. “About Us,” “News”

 Search logs – what terms are they searching for on
your site now?

 Look up terms from your web site on other web sites,
like Amazon and Wikipedia, and see what terms and
topics are related

Quick
Easy&
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6) Use Structured Vocabulary

 Taxonomy can be useful but also time consuming to
create

 Think globally, act locally:

 Think about the use of vocabulary in the organization, how
much does it change, where would it add value if there was
a structured vocabulary

 Pick one or two places where structured vocabulary would
help

 Ask yourself, “How little can you get away with?”

(only if you need it)
^
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7) Match “Top Down” and “Bottom Up”

 Make sure there are visible starting points for the users’
questions

 Walk through the path that users would take to get to
the answers

Your content

User questions
and tasks

Question

Category Category

Content ContentContent

Category Category

Content ContentContent
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7) Match “Top Down” and “Bottom Up”

 If the user arrives at a lower level page from a search:

 “Where am I?”

 “Where can I go from here?”

User lands
hereContent

ContentContent

Category Category

Content ContentContent

Content

ContentContent
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8) Get Quick and Easy User Feedback

 “Where would you go to find…” exerciseQuick
Easy&
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8) Get Quick and Easy User Feedback

 “Where would you go to find…” exercise with
screen shots

Quick
Easy&

Where would you go to find…?

1) The requirements for becoming
a community health center

2) A list of job openings at clinics
in your state
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Example of results
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9) Map Content to Page Styles

 Define page styles or templates for consistency

 Decide where the different types of navigation
should go:

 Global navigation (site-wide)

 Local navigation (within the current section)

 Related links (cross references between related
content areas)

 Illustrate the items from the content outline on
some sample wireframes, to show what it will
look like
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9) Map Content to Page Styles

This is a
Level 2 page in

the IA

Clicking on
a left nav
link takes
you to a
Level 3
page
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9) Map Content to Page Styles

This is a
Level 3 page in

the IA

Left nav
links to
Level 4
topics
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9) Map Content to Page Styles

From the
Level 2 page,

there are some
deep links that

go to lower levels
of the IA
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9) Map Content to Page Styles

This is a Level 5
page in the IA

Level 4
topics

Level 3
topics

Level 5
topics

Clicking a
Related Link in

the sidebar takes
you to a page in
another section

of the IA
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9) Map Content to Page Styles

This is a Level 6
page in the IA



Slide 31

© Lisa Battle, 2008

10) Clean Up the Content

 Huge pages

 Break them up into smaller pages

 Pages that cover multiple topics

 Consider breaking them up to one page per topic

 Pages with lots of paragraphs

 Cut back the text

 Convert to bullets or tables

 Add subheadings, etc.
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Summary

1) Assess What You Have

2) Think “Supply and Demand”

3) Organize Content in Familiar Ways (to users)

4) Organize Content in Familiar Ways (to authors)

5) Use Familiar Terminology

6) Use Structured Vocabulary (only if you need it)

7) Match “Top Down” and “Bottom Up”

8) Get Quick and Easy User Feedback

9) Map Content to Page Styles

10) Clean Up the Content

Next steps:

Content editing
and authoring

Graphic design

More detailed
wireframes

Usability testing
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Questions & Discussion

Lisa Battle

Principal Consultant, Design for Context

lisa@designforcontext.com

202-271-3035


