
Information 
Architecture 
Help users meet their goals 
by making your content 
findable and 
understandable. 



What this is: 
� This workshop is a brief educational 

presentation that focuses on design 
concepts and skills. 

� We will focus on a discussion of best 
practices, rather than hands-on tutorials. 

� Please contact me (Dawn Pedersen) for 
one-on-one, hands-on training specific to 
your needs. 



What is  
Information Architecture? 
“The organization, search, and navigation 
systems that help people to complete tasks, 
find what they need, and understand what 
they’ve found.”  
– Peter Morville  



What is  
Information Architecture? 
“An information architect will look at the 
business’s needs, the end user’s habits, 
what technology has to offer, and then 
create a blueprint for how to organize the 
Web site so that it will meet all these needs.”  
– Information Architecture:  
Blueprints for the Web (2009) 
by Christina Wodtke and  
Austin Govella 



What is  
Information Architecture? 
IA is first and foremost about findability—the 
quality of a system or object that makes it 
easy for people to find it when they need it.  



Purpose 
Ask yourself:  
� Why does this website need to exist?  
� What do we have of value to the user?  
 
The answers to these questions will inform 
your IA design choices. 



The IA Mindset 
Information Architecture is driven by 
empathy for the user. 



The IA Mindset 
IA designers consider not just page layout, 
but: 
� Systems: how the parts relate to the whole 
� The user’s frame of reference 
� How to create understanding  



Wayfinding 
Wayfinding is how people learn: 
� Where they are. 
� Where the things are that they are looking 

for. 
� How they can get to  

those things.  



Wayfinding 
Let’s say you parachuted into an unfamiliar 
city, unequipped with a GPS device.  
 
How would you find out  
where you were, and  
what your next options  
are?  



Wayfinding 
Falling into the middle of a site from a 
Google search or Facebook link is kind of 
like parachuting into a city.  



Wayfinding 
How can we tell where we are when we fall 
into a website?  
� Site id 
� Breadcrumbs 
� Page and  

section titles 
� Highlighted  

menu items  



Wayfinding 
How can we tell where the things are that we’re 
looking for? 
�  Navigation menus  

�  Above banner 
�  Below banner 
�  Sidebar menus/collections of links 
�  Footer 

�  Links within the content 
�  Steps in a sequence, such as a multi-page 

form 
�  Search  



Wayfinding 
Think in terms both of what site visitors are 
likely to seek, and what you want them to 
find easily. 



Wayfinding 
How do we get there? 
� Links should look clickable 
� Links should have clear labels that  

set accurate expectations 
� Links are grouped with similar options,  

their meaning grasped via context 



Site Navigation Strategies 

1

2

2

3 4

1 Primary navigation bar 
2 Secondary navigation bars 
3 Search 
4 Display mini-cart on hover/jump to cart 



Site Navigation Strategies 

Megamenu 



Site Navigation Strategies 

Ancillary navigation 



Site Navigation Strategies 

Filter results 



Site Navigation Strategies 

Image gallery 



Site Navigation Strategies 

Dashboard 



Site Navigation Strategies 

Related items, or prev/next in sequence 



Expectations and  
Feedback Loops  
Set expectations for the user at every click, 
and clearly present results of those actions. 



Expectations and  
Feedback Loops  
Consider the feedback loop in the 
dashboard and controls for a car.  



Expectations and  
Feedback Loops  
� Use accurate link labeling. 
� Make sure the destination matches the 

link label. 



Expectations and  
Feedback Loops  
�  In multi-step actions such as forms or 

slideshows, let the user know:  
�  Where they are in the sequence 
�  How long the sequence is 



Expectations and  
Feedback Loops  
� Upon form submit, don’t simply tell the 

user thank you. Let them know what will 
happen next. 
� Will they receive an email  

or phone call? 
� What else might  

happen? 
� Where should they  

go now?  



WordPress Taxonomy 
� How pages are organized: 

�  Parents 
�  Children 
�  Grandchildren, etc. 



WordPress Taxonomy 
� How menus are  

organized. 



WordPress Taxonomy 
� How posts/events taxonomy  

differs from pages: 
�  Tags 
�  Categories 



Consistency 
Users come to our site with some prior 
experience of how websites work.  



Consistency 
� Make your site work in familiar ways. 
� Arrange content with familiar 

organizational systems. 



Consistency 
� Use terms that users see on other sites. 



Consistency 
� Use consistent labels for the same site 

feature. 



Consistency 
� Employ best practices for site navigation. 

Best practices may change over time. 
� Use navigation styles that are consistent 

with other parts of the site. 



Consistency 
� As much as possible, keep sidebars 

consistent from page to page. 
�  Interfaces that remain consistent can 

fade into the background and not require 
new learning on every page. 



Consistency 
� Recognize that users rarely use a site in a 

linear fashion—they are accustomed to 
jumping from spot to spot in their own 
sequence.  

� How can they do this without getting lost?  



Provide Contextual Help 
� Offer the right help at the right moment in 

the most unobtrusive way possible. 
� Place information in clearly labeled 

locations where it is most likely needed, 
rather than grouping it  
all under a generic  
Help section.  



Make the User Feel Safe 
Many of our visitors enter our site 
somewhere other than on our official 
homepage, frequently from  
Google or some other  
source. 



Make the User Feel Safe 
Since any page could be the visitor’s 
landing page, do the following on every 
page of your site: 
� Assure visitors they’re in the right place. 
� Make it easy for visitors  

to find what they are  
looking for. 

� Let visitors know what  
their options are.  



User Targeting and Testing  
� Discover who the target user is. 
� Talk to the target user. What are their 

goals? Why are they using your site? 
� Design the site for the  

target user. Help them  
meet their goals so  
you can meet yours. 



User Targeting and Testing  
� Test a prototype of the site with the target 

user. This can be a paper prototype or 
low-fi digital. Give them a task to do and 
see if the interface causes confusion. 

� Test the final site with the  
target user. Can all users  
access the site and meet  
their goals?  



4 Ways to Learn How People 
Think About Your Content 
1.  Are there real-world analogs of your 

content, such as books or physical 
locations?  

�  Can you make use of the familiar way they 
are organized?  

�  How might those ways not  
quite be appropriate on the  
web? 



4 Ways to Learn How People 
Think About Your Content 
2.  Visit other college sites. 

�  How do they organize their information?  
�  Why did they make the choices they did?  
�  What do you feel is working, and what is not 

working? 



4 Ways to Learn How People 
Think About Your Content 
3.  If your site already exists, take a look at 

its analytics.  
�  Where are people actually coming from 

and landing?  
�  What are they  

searching for?  
�  How are they moving  

through the site? 



4 Ways to Learn How People 
Think About Your Content 
4.  Do a card sort. 



Card Sort 
A card sort is an activity that helps you 
explore ways to organize your content. 



Card Sort 
1.  Write down all the pieces of content 

onto index cards, one concept per card. 
Number the cards on the back in a 
random way. 

2.  Shuffle the cards well. 
3.  Spread out the  

cards, content-up. 



Card Sort 
4.  Start sifting through the cards, grouping 

them as you go. Put them in a bunch of 
little piles. 

5.  When you are done sorting, use sticky 
notes to name each pile. 

6.  On a sheet of paper, record  
the group names and which  
card numbers went into  
each group. 



Card Sort 
7.  Throw away the sticky notes and 

reshuffle the cards. 
8.  Have someone else do the same activity 

with the cards. Record their results.  
9.  Do this several times with different 

people, if you have time. The  
more results, the better. 



Using the Card Sort Results 
Compare the groupings various people 
came up with. 
� What is the dominant organization 

theme? Typically, one will emerge. 
� Are there supporting,  

alternate ways to  
organize the content? 



Using the Card Sort Results 
� Are there odd categories that don’t 

match a scheme? If several people 
identified this odd grouping, perhaps 
you’ll need a Feature box of some kind. 

�  If there are a lot of oddball categories, 
maybe you can incorporate a special 
navigational feature that will 
accommodate them.  



Using the Card Sort Results 
Time to refine your results: 
� Do the group labels match in phrasing? 
�  Is there more than one piece of content 

in each category? 
�  Is one category too big, indicating a 

need to further divide it? 



Using the Card Sort Results 
� Come to a final sensible way to assign 

content to categories. What you have 
now is a form of taxonomy. 

� Other taxonomies may support the same 
collection of content, which might lend 
themselves to “related content” forms of 
navigation. 

� Will your new taxonomy/ies allow for 
additional categories as the site grows? 



Using the Card Sort Results 
Ultimately, you will really need to know your 
content well in order to devise the best 
methods to navigate it.  



Considerations for Mobile 
� Touch screens 
� Smaller dimensions, larger targets 
� Bandwidth and connectivity 
� High use frequency 
� Environmental distractions 
� Downloads 
� Videos 



Best Practices for Our  
SCC Websites 
� Don’t organize your site according to your 

org chart. Organize the site to fit how your 
users will look for things. The first way is 
easy. The second way is harder, but vital 
to the user. 



Best Practices for Our  
SCC Websites 
� Do write link labels according to user 

goals. Verbs are great link-starters. 



Best Practices for Our  
SCC Websites 
� Don’t include “click here” in a link label.  

� What can the user actually accomplish by 
clicking on the link? Write that instead, in 
1-5 words. 



Best Practices for Our  
SCC Websites 
� Do indicate if a destination is a file/

download rather than a page (for PDFs, 
DOC, PPTX, etc.) 



Best Practices for Our  
SCC Websites 
� Do link to related content so that no page 

is a dead end (not even a 404 error).  



Thank you. 
Dawn Pedersen 

LRC-107 
x2482 


