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Introduction: The Need for Information Architects 

According to the authors, Morville & Rosenfeld (2006) of Information Architecture for 
the World Wide Web, a new field of work emerged back in 1994 with the advent of 
Internet industry entitled Information Architecture and commonly abbreviated as ÒIA.Ó 
While Information Architecture is a relatively young profession, the professional practice 
of Information Architecture is continually developing and emerging.  

That means thinking about user-centered design: designing navigational systems 
and search functions to help end users effectively use Websites. Organizing information 
to support wayfinding and usability in the digital landscape defines what an Information 
Architect practitioner does in his practice. This white paper does not include a complete 
discussion or description of every job task an Information Architect practitioner might do 
in his practice, but a brief discussion about this new and emerging profession (source: 
http://www.usability.gov).  

Many corporations realize that they have a need to make usability assessments for 
Websites, Intranets, interaction designs, and do research prior to implementation of any 
digital design products. That means performing a needs assessment (commonly referred 
to as a competitive analysis). Doing Information Architecture research and implementing 
user-centered design into every design product should provide meaningful online 
experiences for end users who use distance educational programs online or Websites.  

Because end users should be able to use design products with ease, following an 
Information Architecture model is a way of ensuring that user-centered design is 
incorporated into design plansÑ in final design products prior to final implementation. 
Another good reason to follow a model: it helps to know where one is at in his project. 
Documentation enables team members to effectively communicate about projects, 
keeping track of milestones and deliverables. 

 

What is Information Architecture? 

Since Information Architecture is such a young profession, it is difficult to know exactly 
how to define what Information Architecture is or is not. The other problem with defining 
the professional practice of Information Architecture is that many universities or colleges 
do not offer any specialized degrees in Information Architecture, though. During the last 
decade, because Information Architecture is an emerging profession, a few universities 
currently offer Information Architecture or interaction design in graduate-level programs.  
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Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Information_architecture) gives this 
definition for Information ArchitectureÑ  

The Information Architecture Institute (http://iainstitute.org/en) gives this 
definition for Information Architecture as: 

1.  The structural design of shared information environments. 

2.  The art and science of organizing and labeling Websites, Intranets, 
online communities and softwareÑ to support usability and findability. 

3.  An emerging community of practice focused on bringing principles of 
design and architecture to the digital landscape. 

The term Information Architecture describes a specialized skill set, 
which relates to the interpretation of information and expression of 
distinctions between signs and systems of signs. It has some degree of 
origin in the library sciences. Many library schools [and graphic design 
schools] teach Information Architecture. 

Per Dick & Carey, et al., The Systematic Design of Instruction (2005), regarding 
ISD Models, Information Architects or clients may not follow a model (similar to what 
instructional designers use, referring to The ADDIE Model or other ISD Models). Critics 
may inquire, ponder, or remark: Why should an Information Architect follow  
The IA model?  

The answer to that question isÑ if Information Architecture is not implemented 
into all design products prior to building Websites or other design productsÑ design 
products may be seriously defective because end users cannot effectively use them. These 
design products may lack in structure, overall consistency, or search functionality. If 
usability testing is not done prior to final implementation of a Website, sites may lack in 
user-centered design or navigational systems and may not be fully integrated  
and unusable.  

 

The Creative Information Architecture Model (The IA Model) 

Information Architects must educate, teach, and inform clients about what a good model 
is for using a standardized system to develop high-quality Websites. While instructional 
designers use The ADDIE Model or other ISD Models, Information Architects use The 
Creative Information Architecture Model. The IA Model one might imagine and speak 
about, should be used, is cited from Wikipedia. The manual and guidelines on usability 
standards from the U.S. Government Printing Office  (2006), Research-Based Web 
Design & Usability Guidelines insinuate that The IA Model should be used in the 
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Information Architecture profession. Since it helps to regulate the industry, it 
incorporates user-centered design into digital design products.  

Following a standardized systematic approach provides Information Architects 
and instructional designers with a better way to document their researched findings in 
detailed reports. A systematic approach is an iterative process and incorporates high-
quality designs or well thought out conceptual ideas into design products. Another good 
reason for using an Information Architecture model is that it gives one a way to more 
readily and easily communicate with stakeholders as well as with team members.  

The IA Model provides a systematic approach for doing specific Information 
Architecture design research, and it helps in an iterative design process to communicate 
to others and do high-quality work. If a good model and systematic approach is followed, 
it provides a solid framework for every person on the team. In addition, using a model is 
an excellent way to communicate and document conceptual ideas. It enables researchers 
to do brainstorming and create good designs. Let us talk about The IA Model: 

1. Design Research.  

The process whereby Information Architects do research, writing specific case 
studies: interviewing stakeholders, end users, and doing a competitive analysis. An 
Information Architect interviews and observes end users to figure out how they intend to 
use a Website before it is designed, doing card sorting with participates or setting up 
focus groups to gather research for design plan. The rationale for doing Information 
Architecture research prior to designing and building a Website: it may save corporations 
money in the long run.  

2. Concept Generation.  

After research has been completed, Information Architects and their team 
members all come together to participate in brainstorming activities, numerous 
discussions, deciding on the best way to move forward with their intended design 
products. At this point in the process, an Information Architect produces numerous flow 
charts and various schematics to show the structure of a Website, developing draft 
concepts of wire frame mockups. This is a way to brainstorm and think on paper by 
drawing out conceptual ideas, completing other pieces of relevant design research. 

3. User Scenarios.  

User scenarios help Information Architects and stakeholders to understand who 
intended audiences will be, as well as how an intended audience could use a Website, 
including how end users might use current computing technology devices and 
navigational systems. This helps Information Architects make determinations if computer 



Relevance of Informa tion  Arc hitectureÑ The IA Mode l                                5 

 

programmers can actually do required computer programming for a proposed Website. 
Great conceptual ideas may be well thought out. Can they realistically be designed and 
implemented in the digital landscape?  

Another consideration that must be taken into account is what computing devices 
or what software programs an end user might use or not use. End users may not have a 
high-speed Internet connection or large computer screens to view a Website. 
Understanding who the end users will be gives us insights about how to design a Website 
for its intended audiences. Other design issues concerning usability have to be taken into 
account: compliance with Section 508 of the Disabilities Act (requirements for specific 
Websites and intended audiences in online communities). 

4. Wire Frame Mockups (Annotated).  

These mockups help an Information Architect to clearly design and draw out what 
a Website might look like prior to developing it via code. By drawing up wire frame 
mockups, it saves a company spending a lot of money to develop a Website because it 
costs a lot of money to pay an programmer and computer programmer to actually write 
code. Wire frame mockups can also be used to communicate Information Architecture 
design conceptual ideas to clients as well as to computer programmers.  

By doing annotated wire frame mockups, enable other team members to view and 
read any wire frame mockup. Wire frame mockups include written technical 
specifications about functionality and rationale for a design. These drawings provide 
detailed technical specifications for everyone on a team. Wire frame mockups help 
Information Architects to communicate their conceptual ideas to computer programmers, 
and it prevents developing unrealistic design concepts that may never be able to  
be implemented. 

5. Prototyping.  

Information Architects work with other team members to create Òexperience 
prototypes.Ó Working prototypes are developed quickly. End users can also be tested to 
see if they can easily use a prototype. Another inexpensive way to do prototyping is to 
use wire frame mockups to test end users. One might consider doing a focus group and 
recording or videotaping the sessions to provide Information Architects and clients with 
additional research documentation. 

6. Usability Testing.  

An Information Architect write and develop a usability test plan since it provides 
a structured way in which to test end users. Most likely, an Information Architect requires 
two other team members to assist with usability testing. The Information Architect leads 
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end user in the taking the usability test; a note taker jots down notes. The other team 
members observe end users. End users may be video taped for future references.  

7. Implementation.  

The final design product or Website is produced and implemented. Additional 
changes may have to be made. It is an iterative process. Leading up to the final 
development of an intended design product, per an Information ArchitectÕs design plan. 

8. System Testing.  

The final stage of development is where tests are run on a Website to see if it 
works, and catch any bugs or code errors prior to launching a design product or Website. 
Load tests are performed on a Website to see if it works. When numerous end users use 
it, tests are performed to see if the Website works. As required, further usability testing is 
done to make sure the final product is good and works for end users. 

 

Information Architecture Curriculum in Education at Universities 

Information Architect practitioners are increasingly sought after to collaborate on 
designing meaningful online learning experiences. While Instructional Designers design 
curriculum plans, Information Architects intelligently create plans that enable Websites 
to work for end users. Distance educational experiences and virtual classrooms that better 
incorporate user-centered design into overall designs for Websites tend to work better for 
end users. To date, many accredited universities and colleges are offering specialized 
Information Architecture and interaction design programs. These programs are usually 
offered in Library Science and Information or Graphic Design Departments. 

Jakob Nielsen, usability expert, recounts that critics may not understand the value 
of Information Architecture. Nielsen said (cited from Morville & Rosenfeld, 2006): ÒI am 
a great believer in having professional Information Architects design the structure of 
professional information projects such as corporate web sites and intranets.Ó He thinks 
eventually Information Architecture will be taught at the elementary level in schools. I 
believe Information Architecture will eventually be taught at all the major universities. 

In a word, I agree with his contention since the professional practice of 
Information Architecture gives a designer a means to an end. It is a process and a way to 
structure information, incorporating user-centered design principles or Òbest practicesÓ 
into every digital design product. Why shouldnÕt Information Architecture be taught at 
the lower levels in schools! When it is taught at the elementary school level and in high 
school, it will help prepare future Information Architects for college programs and 
advanced-level graduate programs. 
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The main issue is that end users are confronted with vast amounts of information 
on the Internet. Since no Information Architect or usability specialist can completely 
predict what an end user will do or will not do online, this is why research is done prior to 
designing and implementing Websites. Information Architects do research pretending to 
be an end userÑ surfing on a Website to gather research and collect meaningful dataÑ to 
therefore design a usable Website.  

In practicing Information Architecture professionally, we can only do so much 
research, and we make Òinformed decisionsÓ about how to best serve end users, meeting 
business requirements for clients. Information Architecture is a way of structuring 
information to make it more manageable for end users. To this end, this includes 
incorporating findability options into Websites since this helps end users to find what 
they need to find online while surfing. On the other hand, a Website that works right for 
end users helps a corporation to enjoy and achieve higher profit margins. 

This includes developing fully integrated navigational systems for Websites. It 
also means designing for consistency in documents and Websites. That includes 
navigational systems and search functions help to guide an end user through a Website. 
These conditions make for increased findability, sense-making, and wayfinding on 
Websites for end users.   

Per Nielsen, et al., (1994), end users often remark they cannot find what they are 
looking for online or design products lack in user-centered design. Information Architects 
and Usability Experts ask: Can an end user get at the information and find it while surfing 
online? During usability testing sessions, intelligent end users demonstrate they cannot 
use a particular design product. Usability testers have to explain to end users, simply 
because a design product does not work, it does not mean end users lack in intelligence or 
computing technology skills. Many times end users really cannot use a Website. Every 
Website has different specific requirements. Websites are unique design products, 
requiring Information Architecture pertinent to the true goals and objectives for its 
intended audiences.  

As one may imagine, Information Architecture and incorporating user-centered 
design into products enable end users to use them. Because we have to be able to use 
these online products and to keep environments safe, the practice of Information 
Architecture and implementation of user-centered design help protect end users. 

According to the authors of Cool Stuff 2.0 and How It Works (2007), many design 
products are unique. End users cannot always successfully use these products and 
products must pass governmental standards for usability to comply with safety 
regulations, for example:  

¥ High-tech toilets,  
¥ User interface screen designs that super markets want end users to use,  
¥ Watches to alarm clocks,  
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¥ E-voting,  
¥ A petcam device,  
¥ Aircraft HUD,  
¥ Robotical navigational systems used in robotics to navigate,  
¥ Second Life,  
¥ A hawk-eye device,  
¥ A sandstorm navigational device,  
¥ Navigational systems for a Mars rover,  
¥ SpaceShipOne,  
¥ A space station in outer space,  
¥ A neutrino tank,  
¥ A reactor vessel,  
¥ A Falkirk wheel,  
¥ A computerized monitoring deviceÑ a mass damper,  
¥ Airport security devices,  
¥ X-ray machines,  
¥ Stealth military technology,  
¥ Simulators,  
¥ Silent flight technologies,  
¥ Tsunami alert systems,  
¥ Many computerized design products used in the military,  
¥ Many computerized devices used in health care, and 
¥ Other computerized devices used to protect and keep the public safe.  

Per Fleming (1998), Information Architects can design integrated navigational 
systems specific to the need of any distance learning online training program for their 
Website.  If Information Architecture is practiced professionally, when excellent 
conceptual designs (in all aspects of Information Architecture) are incorporated into the 
overall structures of Websites or other design products, it makes for more meaningful 
online experiences for end users.  

That means incorporating user-centered design practices into the structure of a 
Website before having a coder build out a Website. Websites used to deliver learning 
materials to end users do work better as well as provide relevant structure, helping end 
users to get the information quickly. Wayfinding and sense-making on Websites are then 
significantly increased for end users or learners. 

A few years ago, the author did extensive, specific research on navigational systems 
and how, when, or why navigational systems are designed for specific Websites. 
Navigational systems should be included in wire frame mockups for a Website. Per 
Heitman (2000) http://www.stevenheitman-ia.com/html/IA_MAIA/html/maia_IA_1.html, 
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the author found these basic seven navigational systems comprise most integrated 
navigational systems:  

Seven navigational systems, in myriad combinations, are used in 
Websites for navigating by end users. Navigational systems are naturally 
integrated together in Information Architecture design concepts. 

For effective navigation within a Website, navigational systems are 
integrated togetherÑ research revealed these seven commonly used 
navigational systems to be:  

1. Hierarchical navigational systems  
2. Global navigational systems  
3. Local navigational systems  
4. Integrated navigational systems  
5. Remote navigational systems  
6. Ad hoc navigational systems  
7. Search engines in Websites 
 

How Do You Research and Develop Information Architecture for a Website? 

The Information Architect does research, usually accomplished by first doing a needs 
assessment or competitive analysis, using methods-of-design research and procedures. 
These documents should include: specific research and a design plan, a competitive 
analysis, wire frame mockups, flow chart, schematics, and supporting documentation.  

In other words, the Information Architect consults closely with a client or 
corporation to determine what their needs will be prior to designing and implementing a 
Website. Who has to use all of these online products? The answer to that question is 
clear: human beings use Websites. The Information Architect meets with clients or 
stakeholders and interviews subject matter expertsÑ to get at what the real need is for a 
clientÕs business requirements and for end users. This means developing a viable design 
plan and solution prior to implementation of digital design products.  

Understanding requirements for design plans are helpful to instructional designers 
that desire to produce high-quality Websites. In the long run, end users do benefit from 
user-centered design. Since the information is then appropriately structured and 
navigational systems developed, end users can more effectively use a Website and then 
concentrate on learning. Information Architects use a variety of software programs to 
produce required documentation.  

An Information Architect uses Visio to do flow charts as well as to draw wire 
frame mockups (because Visio is a software program with extended capabilities more 
specific to an Information ArchitectÕs work for drafting up extensive architectural 
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drawings and blueprints). An Information Architect might develop a few working 
prototypes using Photoshop, ImageReady, and Dreamweaver, then experienced computer 
programmers make code refinements. The Information Architect is primarily concerned 
with the conceptual design part-of-the-project, incorporating user-centered design into 
every design product.  

Adobe Creative Suite 3 (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adobe_Creative_Suite), 
Visio, and Inspiration are examples of software programs used by Information Architects 
to develop and produce Information Architecture documentation and Information 
Architecture design plans. It is an individualÕs choice and decision to use software 
programs that best serve their particular professional goals. 

 

Conclusion: Implementation of Information Architecture Increases Productivity  

In conclusion, developing distance educational online training programs can benefit from 
having the Information Architecture done prior to designing a Website or other design 
products. That also means doing usability testing and continuously making evaluations to 
see if Websites really workÑ or do not work. In the long run, doing Information 
Architecture prior to implementing a final version of a Website may save a corporation a 
lot of money and time. If the Website is designed to work right and more usable, end 
users will desire to use the Website. If end users get frustrated when online, they may not 
be able to quickly find the information they want to get at and say: Òforget it.Ó The 
Information ArchitectÕs goal is to create meaningful experiences for end users makes 
using online products easier. That means incorporating user-centered design and Òbest 
practicesÓ in all design products! 

Information Architecture is a complicated subject matter, and Information 
Architecture cannot be fully elucidated in a brief white paper. Many Information 
Architects have completed in-depth graduate-level programs to specialize in  
Information Architecture.  

This enables them to specialize in Information Architecture, designing 
navigational systemsÑ fully integrated navigational systems and search functions for 
design products. Other aspects include: interaction design, and developing and 
performing usability tests after productionÑ prior to implementation. Because 
Information Architecture is such a specialized arena, now universities are beginning to 
develop and offer advanced degree programs.  

The value of doing Information Architecture, in the long run, reduces usability 
issuesÑ lack of user-centered design. It can save corporations money. It increases 
productivity for their work force and raises a return on their investment because end users 
and employees are better able to use Websites or other design products. While a few 
critics may interject they feel it is not worth spending extra money for an Information 
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Architect, viable research demonstrates oneÕs money is well spent on Information 
Architects and usability expertsÑ for increased profit margins and higher productivity 
for end users.  

According to Jakob Nielsen, usability expert, (cited from Morville & Rosenfeld, 
2006): ÒI estimate that low intranet usability costs the world economy $100 billion per 
year in lost employee productivity. This may not be the most important problem facing 
the planet, but itÕs not a trifling issue either.Ó  

Per Horton (1994), Nielsen, et al., (1994), substantial documented research speaks 
directly to these issues. That statistical information demonstrates an Information 
Architect provides meaningful and relevant services to clientsÑ adds value and integrity 
to Websites. Spending additional funding to make use of Information Architects to 
achieve user-centered design is worth it! Because in the long run, consulting with 
Information Architects saves corporations a lot of money, time, and significantly 
increases productivity for end users. 



Relevance of Informa tion  Arc hitectureÑ The IA Mode l                                12 

 

Bibliography 
BooksÑ Sources ConsultedÑ Cited 

Dick, W., Carey, L., & Carey, J. (2005). The Systematic Design of Instruction. (6th ed.). 
Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon. 

 
Fleming, J. (1998). Web Navigation Designing the User Experience. Sebastopol, CA: 

OÕReilly Media, Inc. 
 
Horton, W. (1994). Designing and Writing Online Documentation: Hypermedia for Self-

Supporting Products. New York, NY: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
 
Morville, P. & Rosenfeld L. (2006). Information Architecture for the World Wide Web. 

(3rd ed.). Sebastopol, CA: OÕReilly Media, Inc. 
 
Nielsen, J. & Mack, R. L. (1994). Usability Inspection Methods. New York, NY: John 

Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
 
Woodford, C. & Woodcock, J. (2007). Cool Stuff 2.0 and How It Works. New York, NY: 

DK Publishing. 
 
 
InternetÑ Sources ConsultedÑ Cited 

Heitman, S. ÒPortfolio > Information Architecture > IA MAIA.Ó (2007, December 1). 
Retrieved December 1, 2007, from http://www.stevenheitman-
ia.com/html/IA_MAIA/html/maia_IA_1.html. 

 
U.S. Government Printing Office. (2006). ÒResearch-Based Web Design & Usability 

Guidelines.Ó Retrieved January 1, 2008, from http://www.usability.gov. 
 
Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia. ÒAdobe creative suite.Ó (2007, November 28). 

Retrieved December 1, 2007, from 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adobe_Creative_Suite. 

 
Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia. ÒInformation architecture.Ó (2007, November 16). 

Retrieved December 1, 2007, from 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Information_architecture. 

 
Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia. ÒInteraction design.Ó (2007, November 28). Retrieved 

December 1, 2007, from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Interaction_design. 


