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Information Architecture:
From wireframes to business strategy 

About me

• How did I get to where I am?
– BGSU Computer science > Research > Human-computer interaction 

> Hypertext > Web usability > Information architecture

• Argus Associates, 1999-2001
– “I am not a librarian, but …”

• IBM, 2001-
– ibm.com User Experience Design team

• User experience professional
– SIGCHI, Usable Web, UXnet, …
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How did I get here?

About this presentation

• What is information architecture and how do 
you do it?

• Examples of IA in action: wireframes and 
other work products

• Stories about how I navigate corporate culture 
to help companies deliver a quality user 
experience

• Discuss IA &: usability, accessibility, …
• (Questions along the way please)
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Not why I am here (#1)

Not why I am here (#2)
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Not why I am here (#3)

Not why I am here (#4)
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How an Information Architect thinks at home…

Ok, I like these Thomas bed sheets – what else do they make?
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Home fashions for kids

Home fashions for kids > Preschool & educational
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Home fashions for kids > Preschool & educational > Thomas 
& friends

There it is!
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Brands, Sports, Just girls, All boys, Preschool & educational

Girls vs. Boys Scooby-Doo
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Scooby-Doo: By gender

Yes10. Springtime
Yes9. Sweetheart

Yes8. Day Dream’n (Toddler)
Yes7. Scooby-Doo’s Bold Adventure
Yes6. Sports Legend

YesYes5. What’s up Scooby-Doo?
YesYes4. Nostalgic
YesYes3. Silhouettes
YesYes2. Scooby-do
YesYes1. Thumbprints
Just GirlsAll BoysProduct

Dan River Home Fashions for Kids: Classification scheme

(3)3Bob the Builder

1 (B)(3)3Thomas Tank Engine

1010Barbie

1 (G)55Powerpuff Girls

11Diva Starz

22GI Joe

1 (B)22Spiderman

1618Looney Tunes

1 (B)52310Scooby-Doo

(1)1NCAA

(6)6NASCAR

(2)2NHL

(3)3MLB

(4)4NFL

(1)(1)2Casual Kids

(2)(3)(6)11Olive Kids

(2)2Tonka

(2)2Young at heart

ToddlerNeutralGirlBoyTotalType
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Wireframe

We have 77 Home Fashion for Kids products. Select what matters most to you to find exactly 
what you are looking for.

Gender suitability: Just for boys (38), Just for girls (30), For both (9)

Bed size: Twin (73), Toddler (4), Full (50)

Styles: Young at heart (2), Olive kids (11), Casual kids (2)

Sports: NFL (4), MLB (3), NHL (2), NASCAR (6), NCAA (1)

Characters: Barbie (10), Bob the Builder (3), Diva Starz (1), GI Joe (2), 
Looney Tunes (8), Powerpuff Girls (5), Scooby-Doo (10), Spiderman (2), 
Thomas the Tank Engine (3), Tonka (2)

Accessories: Drapes & valances (60), Canopies (22), Blankets (25), 
Bedskirts (75), Pillows (66)

Logo Home | About the company | Home Fashions | 
Apparel Fabrics | Engineered Products | Search

Image1 Image2 Image3 Image4 Image5

Image6 Image7 Image8 Image9 Image10

Wireframe

There are 6 Home Fashion for Kids products that match your criteria:

Gender suitability: Just for girls, Character: Looney Tunes

Bed size: Twin (6), Full (4)

Accessories: Drapes & valances (5), Canopies (1), Blankets (2), 
Bedskirts (6), Pillows (6)

Logo Home | About the company | Home Fashions | 
Apparel Fabrics | Engineered Products | Search

Image1 Image2 Image3

Image4 Image5 Image6
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Information Architecture: By (buy) the book(s)

Definition of IA (from aifia.org)

• The structural design of shared information 
environments. 

• The art and science of organizing and labeling 
web sites, intranets, online communities and 
software to support usability and findability. 

• An emerging community of practice focused 
on bringing principles of design and 
architecture to the digital landscape. 
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What does an IA do?

• Wireframes
– Conceptual
– Design

• Blueprints
– Structure
– Flow

• User interface design
• Library science
• Business / IA strategy
• (Broad vs. narrow roles)
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Conceptual wireframes

“Flow” diagrams (Egreetings.com)
Hom e
Page

Thum bnail
Pages

1
Step 1. Users 
search and browse 
for  the right type 
of card.

Choose another View  Card
D etails

C ustom ize
Card

C ancel

B lank C ard

2
Step 2. Examine 
and customize 
individual cards.

View  Card
Details

Custom ize
Card

Card Sent
(Confirm )

Preview , Send Error

Cancel
Custom ized
Card

Cancel/Choose another

Send
3

4Step 3-4.  Preview 
and/or attempt to 
send card.
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Conceptual wireframes (Egreetings.com)

Logo Banner Ad or
Internal

Prom otion

Cards Gift ShopInvitations

Home | Help | Login/Signout
Search | Site Index

My CardshopGift Certificates Promotions

partner ad/offer space

Reasons to Send
Birthday
  Subchannel | Subchannel |
Subchannel
  Subchannel | Subchannel | m ore...

Channel
  Subchannel | Subchannel |
Subchannel
  Subchannel | Subchannel | m ore...

Welcome, Tim!  Dad's Day is June 18th.
Send a card for free.

Card
Thumbnail

Card
Thumbnail

Card
Thumbnail

title:  text text
More Father's
Day Cards

title:  text text
More Summer
Cards

title:  text text
More Music
Cards

Calendar              full calendar

date Holiday
     date    editorial holiday
     date    editorial holiday
     date    editorial holiday
     date    editorial holiday
     date    editorial holiday
date Holiday
     date    editorial holiday
     date    editorial holiday
     date    editorial holiday
     date    editorial holiday
     date...

Collections
Music
TV
Movies
Stationery
Teen Lounge
African Am erican
Spanishl
Religious

Search Assistant

 Don't know where to
 start?  I can help you SEARCH

Promo
Image

(Music)

New  Cards | Most Popular | Highest Rated

Banner Ad or
Internal

Prom otion

Search
Assistant

Image

learn more | about us | investor relations | advertise with us | privacy policy
job opportunities | contact us | terms of service

Header navigation for
site-wide functions.

Tabs represent major
categories of services

Primary card
classification scheme.

Expand level two
channels as much as

possible.

Promote searching
using the wizard on
home.  Position to

catch users not
satisfied by channels.

Weather.com (1999 project)

• Weather.com was #1 but feeling pain: organic 
growth, content management, keeping up with 
the business strategy (scaling)

• Stakeholder interviews, business analysis
• Content analysis
• Competitive reviews (experts, users)
• User research (card sorting, usability testing)
• Developed the IA strategy – how the 

organization of information supports both the 
business strategy & the user experience
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Weather.com – Information Architecture Strategy

• Local weather “home pages”, both 
weather data and life-style information

• Syndicate Weather Channel brand for 
“convenience” users

• Personalization to stay ahead of the 
competition (a model - http://argus-
acia.com/white_papers/personalization.html)

Previous Weather.com User Experience

Weather.com
Home Page

Weather
information

Lifestyle
information

Golf Skiing Allergies …Local weather
information

Local Golf Local Skiing Local Allergies …
“You can’t get there from here”
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IA Strategy diagram

Weather.com – Contextual Local Page
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Weather.com - Syndication

Ernst & Young (1999)

• Global “branding” problem
• Each country had its own web site, its own 

design, its own content
• An “international” site made it all worse

• Assumption: the business will be integrated
• Task: How to integrate the content to make a 

good experience (promote the global brand)
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Strategic / Conceptual Blueprint

Current Global
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Current USA

Current Finland
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More examples of what IAs worry about:
Navigation

Global

Local
Content

Local & 
Contextual

Contextual

Global

Breadcrumb

Breadcrumb Navigation

• Location: A page always has the same 
breadcrumb no matter how you get 
there (“you are here”)

• Path: Breadcrumb differs based on how 
you got there

• Attribute: A page has many 
breadcrumbs, each representing a 
characteristic
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Location Breadcrumbs

From:

Directory > Business and Economy > Shopping and Services > Sports > Hockey Ice Hockey

Directory > Recreation > Sports > Hockey > Ice Hockey Shopping and Services

Path Breadcrumbs
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Attribute Breadcrumbs

Example: Faceted browse (LIS + UI)
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Preparation method = Microwave

Selecting a Course/meal is next
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Course / meal = Main dish

Scanning the 12 items so far
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Chicken main dishes you can prepare in the 
microwave

Part of a trend: Filtering instead of Hierarchies

• Old days (danriver.com): Click-click-click on categories 
and finally get to the goodies at the leaf nodes

• Trend: One click, get a sample of results (“1-10 of 
149”), select a category to get fewer results
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Pieces of the user interface

Results

Facet history
Facet selection

Item count

Flamenco – 3 elephants
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Why IA is like business strategy

Company
Division / 

Department / 
Unit

Company
Division / 

Department / 
Unit

Company
Division / 

Department / 
Unit

How customers need to do business with the company
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“Uphill” and “downhill” IA

“Big IA”

Strategic IA

Helping the business get its act together

End result:  Projects, Requirements

Audience: Business

“Little IA”

Tactical/Design IA

Helping the business execute on the plan

End result:  Functional & design specs

Audience: Technical

The umbrella
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UXnet.org

• Opportunities for cooperation and 
collaboration among UX-related 
organizations and individuals

• Professional organizations
• Local chapters (ambassadors)
• Calendar of events
• (Public policy)

Discussion, questions, throw tomatoes, etc.
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Thanks for putting up with me!

instone@user-experience.org


