INFORMATION ARCHITECTURE

DEFINITION:

Information Architecture is the art and science of organizing information and interfaces to help information seekers solve their information needs efficiently and effectively, primarily within networked and web-based environments. 

OVERVIEW: 
Given a particular information user population, there are many information structures that could be deployed to provide efficient and easy access to information or information sources. 

Information Architecture has two interrelated aspects: (1) the use of graphic or multimedia design to facilitate communication; and (2) the use of intellectual technologies, such as site and content organization, needs analysis, usability studies, metadata application, and programming to make an information interface or source easy to locate, comprehend, navigate and use. 

According to Argus Associates, Information Architecture "involves the design of organization, labeling, navigation, and indexing systems to support both browsing and searching. It plays a central role in determining whether users can easily find the information they need." 

Richard Saul Wurman, a philosopher of information and communication, invented the phrase “Information Architecture”. He characterized it as the practice of making information understandable and delivering it in a manner that conveys the intended meaning. He saw it as a way of alleviating "information anxiety," the state in which the information seeker has information undersupply or overload or finds it difficult to cope during the process of solving his or her information needs.

	USERS (have)

	CONTENT (has)
	CONTEXT (derived from)

	Needs, behaviors
	Structure, meaning
	Culture, technology


Components of IA

1. Organization Systems: the grouping/categorization of content

2. Labeling Systems: How you label those categories

3. Navigation Systems (canned finding): Present users with a predetermined set of paths to help them find their way through a site

4. Search Systems (automated finding): Allow the entry of a user-defined query and present users with a customized set of results that match their query

5. Invisible Components: run in the background (users never see them); often feed other components; i.e. metadata, controlled vocabularies, etc

6. Content & Tasks: Although these are the user’s ultimate destination, content and tasks have embedded architectural aspects (layout, structure, meaning)

Organization Systems (2 types)

1. Exact Organization Schemes (e.g., white pages)

a. Everything has a place (one right answer)

b. Easy to create and maintain

c. Great for known-item searches

2. Ambiguous Organization Schemes (e.g. yellow pages, CDMS, NAVSEA City)

a. Messy and full of overlap

b. Hard to create and maintain

c. Great for subject searches and associative learning

Labeling Systems

· Common varieties

· Captions

· Link labels

· Heading systems

· Authority tables/lookup lists

· Controlled vocabularies

· Goals of labeling

· Strive for clarity, consistency, and render as a system (Bad labels are cute or clever names, marketing-induced names, company-specific names, & unfamiliar technical names or acronyms)

· Accommodate language of both users and content

· The labels (names) of things are always on a continuum somewhere between “obvious to everybody” and “truly obscure” and there will always be tradeoffs involved.


	< OBVIOUS
	
	REQUIRES THOUGHT >

	
Jobs

(users thinks “Jobs!, click)
	
Employment Opportunities

(hmm. Milliseconds of thought. Jobs. Click)

	
Job-o-Rama

(hmm. Could be jobs. But its sounds like something more. Should I click or keep looking?)


Navigation Systems

Physical spaces like cities and buildings (and even information spaces like books and magazines) have their own navigation systems, with conventions that have evolved over time like street signs, page numbers, and chapter titles. These conventions specify (loosely) the appearance and location of these navigation elements so we know what to look for and where to look when we need them. Putting them in a standard place lets us locate them quickly, with a minimum of effort; standardizing their appearance makes it easy to distinguish them from other things.

Navigation conventions for the web have emerged quickly, adapted mostly from print conventions. They are continuing to evolve, but for now these are the standard conventions:

· Primary Navigation

· Site-wide (global) navigation – these are links to the main sections of a website: top level of a site’s hierarchy.

· Local navigation – these are links to subsections

· Supplementary Navigation

· Site maps/ table of contents

· Site indices

· Site guides

· Site wizards

· Contextual Navigation

· Embedded

	Site-Wide Navigation


	 Local Navigation

	Content is here with contextual navigation embedded or separate



	
	Where am I?

 What’s Nearby?

What’s here?

What’s related to what’s here?




Search Systems

· Finding = Searching + Browsing + Asking

· Integrated hybrid of these three often best meet users’ needs

· Proper sequencing of the three can result in a “no dead ends” experience


[image: image1.wmf]Search Interface

Search Engine

Content

Results

?

User's Query

Users Will Ask, Browse or Search

Until They Succeed or Give Up

Query

Language

Query

Builders

Metadata

Controlled

Vocabulary

Ranking &

Clustering

Interface

Design


According to Jacob Nielsen, famed web usability guru, slightly more than 50% of all users are search dominant, about one-fifth of users are link dominant, and the rest exhibit mixed behavior. His studies further demonstrate the importance of both good search capabilities and an intuitive navigation interface. 

“Invisible” Components

· Authority tables (e.g., authors)

· Lookup lists (e.g., state abbreviation)

· Controlled vocabularies and thesauri

· Rule bases/ expert systems

· Knowledge transfer

· Training

· Documentation

· Policies & procedures

Content and Tasks

· These have structure and convey meaning:

· Headings

· Embedded links

· Embedded metadata (hidden)

· Menus/Lists

· Content Chunks 

· Sequential aids (for tasks like create content)

· Identifiers (e.g., logos)
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