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You’re over the main hump of your IA design process. You’re 

happy with the IA you’ve come up with, it fits your content, and 

should work well for the users.

Before you continue it’s a great idea to test that assumption. 

Instead of just thinking and hoping it will work for the users, 

make sure it actually will.

This is called usability testing. It basically involves putting a 

draft of something in front of people, asking them to use it to do 

things they’d normally do, and checking it works for them. When 

you perform a usability test on something before you start to build 

it, you can find out what works, what doesn’t work, and what you 

need to fix. It lets you see things that aren’t going to work and 

make changes before it’s too late. 

Of course, usability testing can be done for anything. 

Although it’s used a lot for software and websites, I’ve heard of 

retail outlets setting up test stores specifically to check changes to 

store layout. 

For your project, you probably won’t be doing usability testing 

on anything quite so large. You’ll want to test your draft IA – your 

groupings and labelling. Eventually these will form the main way 

people find information or do tasks, so it’s important to get them 

right, and to know they’re right. 

Usability testing at this point won’t check everything you 

need to check for your final project. You’ll want to do it again more 

thoroughly when you’ve designed the navigation, page layouts 

and content. However, the more things you try to test at once, the 

harder it is to figure out what aspect wasn’t working – was the 

label obscure, or was the page so busy that people couldn’t see the 

navigation bar at all? Usability testing just your IA lets you know 

that your groups and labels are working well. The other reason for 

testing your IA is that navigation and content have to work with it, 

so it’s best to find any mistakes before you start working on these.

Usability testing isn’t about checking whether the people can 

use your website. It is about checking that your website lets them 

do what they need to do. It’s a subtle but important difference, 

and one to keep in mind when you’re testing. You are testing your 

work, not people’s abilities.

testing IA19
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What you want to learn

Before you start testing your IA, think about what you want to get 

out of your test. This will help you decide how to run it and who  

to involve.

The main thing you’ll be trying to learn is that your groups are 

sensible and your labels are good. You may want to check that your 

overall approach is okay (e.g. if you’ve used an audience-based 

classification scheme, that people expect to see your information 

in that way and understand the audience groups). Or you may not 

want to test the IA as a whole, but instead dive deep and just check 

a part of the IA that was hard to design or where stakeholders 

couldn’t agree on the approach.

When to test

One of the biggest advantages of the approach I’m about to describe 

is that it’s very easy to do. It doesn’t take a lot of preparation and 

you get results quickly. Depending on your situation, you could 

set up a test one morning and have results that afternoon. It really 

is that easy to quickly test your IA. It’s great to test quickly, make 

some changes and test again. So you really can test as soon as you 

have a draft IA you’re happy with.

If you didn’t get a chance to do good user research earlier in 

your project (and I know this happens for all sorts of reasons), you 

could take this opportunity to test your IA and gather some extra 

research at the same time. Even if you undertook some research 

early on, chances are some things came up in between that you 

wish you knew more about, or assumptions that you’d like to 

follow up. Combine an IA test with some simple research to help 

you make better decisions later in the project.

You could time your test with something else. (It takes so little 

time that it’s easy to slot in with other activities.) If you’re going 

to be communicating with your audience in some other way – 

perhaps a stakeholder or staff meeting to gather requirements for 

another part of the site – you could include a simple test of the IA 

alongside this.
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How it works

This type of testing is quite simple. You’re going to ask people how 

they would do a particular task or look for particular information 

using your new IA.

For example, if I wanted to test the IA of my conference 

website, I could ask people to find out some key things like how 

much it costs, what events are on particular days, and what they’ll 

get out of the conference. I’m not really asking them to find the 

answers, as the content won’t be available yet, but asking them 

where they would look for the information. I show them the IA 

step-by-step and ask them to indicate where they’d look – it’s  

that easy.

This testing method works best for a hierarchy pattern 

(see chapter 16), simple database structures and combination 

hierarchy/databases (particularly for checking the top couple of 

levels). If you’ve used the subsites structure, you may want to test 

from the top levels, or test one or more of the subsites. It’s also 

great for testing the focused entry points structure, as you can see 

which way different people approach information.

It’s unlikely to work for most wiki structures – they don’t 

really have an IA to test. You can test these later when you have 

some content ready (see chapter 24 for more about this).

It can work well for the top couple of levels of a catalog, but 

not so much for the deeper levels – especially ones that contain a 

lot of products.

~ Testing IA
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Preparation

Before you start, you need three things:

1. A draft IA

The first thing you’ll need is your draft IA.

It’s okay if your IA is still in draft form. This is a perfect way 

to check what parts of the IA work and what parts don’t. You don’t 

have to test just one draft IA – you could try out different versions 

or different approaches.

It’s also okay for your draft IA to list things in more than one 

place if you’re unsure where you’ll put them. This helps people 

feel like they’ve found the ‘right answer’, and gives you good 

information about the paths people will follow.

2. Scenarios

The second thing you’ll need is a set of tasks or a list of things you 

know people may need to look for. In usability testing we call these 

scenarios, and they represent what people will do and look for 

during the test.

When you’re writing these out, make sure they use the 

terminology people use and provide some sort of background or 

context to make sense of the task. In particular, you should avoid 

using the same terms as you have in your IA. If you do, it just 

becomes a treasure hunt for the exact word in your scenario.

 For example:

If you were designing a furniture website don’t say “You need a •	

new bookcase”, because people will start looking explicitly for 

bookcases. Say “You’ve just moved house and have books in boxes 

everywhere” instead, which gets them thinking about what they’d 

do about that problem. 

If you have an intranet, don’t say “Find the maternity leave policy”. •	

Instead, say something like “You’ve just found out you’re going to 

have a new baby. What are you entitled to?”.

On your accounting software, don’t say “Raise a receivable invoice”. •	

Try something like “You just delivered a report to your client and 

it’s time to ask them for money”. 
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Using these more realistic scenarios helps ensure people think 

about the task they may need to do, rather than just hunting for 

the exact word you’re giving them.

There’s no right number of scenarios to use. You want enough 

to cover a good proportion of your IA (or the part you are most 

interested in exploring) and a good proportion of the tasks people 

will do (so you can test that the main tasks are easy to complete). 

As people go through the scenarios they’ll see parts of the 

IA, and remember where they saw things. This is okay, as people 

do learn and remember in real life. But after a while people start 

to focus more on remembering where they saw something than 

thinking about where they would look for it. 

I’ve found the best approach to balancing these two issues is 

to have enough scenarios to cover your content and normal tasks, 

and enough participants so they don’t complete every scenario – 

they just do enough to keep the activity fresh.

It’s also good to randomise your scenarios (if you write them 

out on index cards as I describe below, just shuffle them) so each 

person does them in a different order. This will make sure your 

test isn’t biased by the order.

3. Participants

The third thing you’ll need is a group of people who can give a 

small amount of time to be involved. As we discussed in chapter 

6, the participants should be people who will be using  

your information. 

The most important thing to note for this type of usability 

testing is that it only takes a small amount of time and 

commitment. Even a couple of minutes of input from people 

will give you some very valuable data. So the way you arrange 

your participants will depend a lot on your project situation. 

For example, when I do intranet work, I do face-to-face tests and 

basically arrange to see people at their desks. For website work, I’ll 

set up an online test and invite people via email or via the website 

in question. If you can keep it low effort for people, it will be much 

easier to get them involved.

~ Testing IA
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For more information about getting people involved, see the 

section on recruiting participants in chapter 6. 

method

The two main ways of running this type of usability test are face-

to-face or online (yes, you can do both). The advantage of running 

face-to-face testing is you can talk to people. Just like other user 

research activities, you can ask people why they made particular 

decisions and what terms meant for them. This type of feedback 

help you understand why your IA is working (or not working) 

instead of just letting you know it is working.

Of course, it isn’t always easy working face-to-face, which 

is where online testing can be particularly useful. The main 

advantage of online testing is you can involve people you wouldn’t 

otherwise be able to meet face-to-face. And you can often involve 

more people than you would ever reach face-to-face, giving you 

a lot of useful information.  Each method will involve   

different preparation.

On paper

Figure 19 – 1. Scenario cards and hierarchy cards
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If you decide on face-to-face testing, you’ll need to prepare your IA 

and your scenarios. My favourite way of doing this is with a set of 

index cards.

For the IA:

Write the top level categories on an index card. If you have more •	

categories than will fit on one card, just continue on another. 

Write large enough that you can read it at arm’s length. Number 

each category 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, etc.

For each top level category, write down the second level categories •	

in the same way. Again, if they don’t fit on one card, just continue 

on another. It can be handy to use a different coloured card (so 

you can handle them more easily) but it’s by no means essential. 

Again number these, this time using the number that represents 

the category above, followed by a number for the current level (e.g. 

1.1, 1.2, 1.3).

Continue for all categories and all levels. •	

For the scenarios, write each scenario on one card (it can be •	

handy to use a different coloured card for these too). I also usually 

label these as A-Z in the corner of the card. (The numbering and 

lettering system helps with record keeping and analysis.)

Come up with a way to explain the exercise. This helps you 

introduce the activity efficiently and helps people understand 

what you’re about to ask. I usually say something like:

“Thanks for agreeing to help us out today. We’ve been 

working on improving [whatever your site is] and would like 

to check that what we’ve come up with is sensible for the 

people who will have to use it.        

I’m going to ask you to tell me where you would look for 

particular information. On this set of cards I have a list of 

things people do with this [site]. I’m going to show you one 

of these, and then show you a list of words that may end up 

being navigation on the [site]. I’ll ask you to tell me where 

you would look first then show you another level and again 

~ Testing IA
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ask you to tell me where you’d look. If it doesn’t look right 

we’ll go back, but we won’t do more than two choices – after 

all, it’s not a scavenger hunt. Don’t worry if this sounds 

strange – once we’ve done one, you’ll see what I mean. And 

if there are tasks on those cards (the scenarios) you wouldn’t 

do, or that don’t make sense, just skip them.”

Bundle up your cards (plus some blanks and a marker) and you’re 

ready to go.

Running the test

When you’re with a participant, you pretty much run through the 

test the same way you described in your introduction. So first show 

them a scenario (or read it out if you like), then show them the top 

level card. Ask them to choose a group. For that group, show them 

the next level card, and so on until there is nowhere further to go.

If they choose a group and feel as if they’ve made the wrong 

choice (usually this will happen as they don’t see anything that 

helps at the next level), go back one level and ask them to choose 

again. But just as you outlined in the introduction, only do this 

twice. After all, you want to know where they would look, not get 

them to hunt down the ‘answer’ to the scenario.

Run through the scenarios you have planned for this 

participant. If you feel like they are trying to remember where they 

saw answers instead of thinking about what they’re looking for, 

that’s a good time to wrap up.

If your participant needed to go backwards at any step, you 

may like to ask them what happened. Ask if they remember why 

they chose the particular group and what they thought would be in 

it. Be very careful not to make them think they’ve made a ‘mistake’ 

– remember, you’re checking how good the IA is, not how good the 

participant is. But by asking you’ll learn very useful information 

about what people think groups are about and how they expected 

to look for information.

When you’re finished, thank the participant for their help and 

let them know what happens next.
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When I’m using this method to test an IA, I sometimes notice a 

consistent problem in the IA – usually a label that just doesn’t 

make sense. That’s why I carry spare index cards and a marker. 

Rather than continue testing something I know isn’t working, I’ll 

change the label (by writing a new card) and continue testing to 

see if the new label works any better. 

Recording results

As you work, record the participant’s answers (this is why we put 

numbers and letters on the index cards).  I like to have someone 

with me taking notes, as it can be tricky juggling cards and writing 

down selections (the test moves pretty quickly). All you need to do 

is write down the path for each scenario. 

For example:

A: 1, 1.2, 1.2.1 (no), 1.2, 1.2.6 (happy)•	

B: 7, 7.6, 7.6.5•	

A helper can also write down the comments people make as they 

do the test, which are usually both interesting and useful.

After the test, I usually record the results in a big spreadsheet. 

I put the scenarios across the top, and the IA down the sides. Then 

I simply go back through all the results and tally where people 

looked for each scenario. Because I let people look in two places, I 

usually mark first choices with a big X and second choices with  

a small x.

It’s a simple process, but it very quickly shows you patterns. 

For some scenarios, you may find there was a consistent approach. 

For some, there may be less consistency. Sometimes you’ll find 

consistent answers that were quite different to what you thought 

would be the ‘right’ one.

Online

Preparation using an online tool will vary, depending on the tool. 

At the time of writing I know of three online tools that focus 

specifically on IA testing (all are quite new):

~ Testing IA
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TreeJack: From Optimal Workshop (•	 http://www.optimalworkshop.

com/treejack.htm)

C-inspector (•	 http://www.c-inspector.com/)

PlainFrame (•	 http://plainframe.com/)

The first two let you test the IA as a hierarchical tree. The third 

lets you test your IA in the form of navigation – i.e. the position of 

navigation bars on the screen. I usually create an IA before I know 

anything about navigation (something we discuss in chapter 23) 

so the tree approach works well for me, but it would be easy to 

mock-up a navigation approach and test with a bit more context.

All follow the same idea as the face-to-face test. You 

upload a hierarchy (your IA) and a set of scenarios. You write an 

introduction test and send it out via email or include a link to it 

on your website.

Figure 19 – 2. Treejack (https://optimalworkshop.com/treejack.htm)
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Interpreting results

It’s usually pretty easy to interpret the results of this activity. 

The spreadsheet I described above, or the outputs from the tools, 

show a fairly clear picture of what works and what didn’t. When 

interpreting the results, think not only about what happened but 

why it happened.

First, think about whether the overall approach worked well. 

Did the test show you’ve chosen a good basic approach to your IA 

(particularly if you’ve chosen something like an audience or task-

based classification scheme)?

Identify the scenarios where people looked in the same place 

you thought the content would be. You can probably be confident 

this will be a good location for that content. 

For the parts that worked well, think about what made 

them work well and check that they worked well because the IA 

is suitable. You need to be a bit cynical here and make sure the 

scenarios didn’t work well because you used leading language and 

people word matched, or because they always did that scenario 5th 

and had learned the IA.

~ Testing IA
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When the results weren’t what you expected, think about  

what happened:

Did everyone think the information would be in a different place •	

to where you thought you’d put it? If so, consider putting the 

information there. You may need to tweak the IA a little to fit it.

Were some of your labels just not clear enough, or did people •	

interpret them in a way different to how you intended? You may 

need to revisit the labels, the placement of content within them, or 

the categories themselves.

When you’ve finished analysing what worked and what didn’t, go 

back to the process we discussed in the last chapter. Tweak the IA 

(or toss it out entirely and take a new approach) and test it again. 

Keep doing this until you’re happy you have something that’s 

going to work.

tree testing with Windows explorer    
Brian Hoffman, Web Experience Specialist, EnergyCAP, Inc.

“I had done an open card sort, came up with top level 

categories, which things might go in them, and identified 

some terminology issues. But I wanted to test the results of 

the hierarchy I’d come up with and didn’t think a closed card 

sort would achieve what I wanted it to – I wanted to test the 

whole hierarchy and not just the top categories.

So somehow I came up with the idea of a tree test. I 

wanted a very natural interface for participants to use, so I 

ended up creating the hierarchy in a series of nested folders 

in Windows. The participants were then given tasks and 

asked to find things in the hierarchy by navigating through 

the folders and using a think aloud protocol. 

It worked really well and using an iterative testing 

process I believe I came up with a very solid start to the IA for 

the site.”
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IA testing – 3 ways     
Melinda Anderson, Freelance user experience consultant

“A couple of years ago a local (Australian) government 

client came to me for help.  They were redesigning their 

very large, information-based website.  They had devised a 

new site structure, but had not as yet involved users.  They 

wanted to understand whether or not the proposed structure 

was likely to work before progressing into design and 

development.  Usability testing was not possible because, 

being a largely static content website, there were a limited 

number of wireframe templates to be developed. This meant 

that they would not produce enough wireframes to make 

a prototype, and waiting until the website was nearly 

complete would pose a huge risk should the structure turn 

out to be flawed. 

I  had read about a method for testing on index 

cards1.  The client provided me with a copy of their proposed 

structure, which I converted to index cards.  Armed with 

these cards and a list of information-seeking tasks, I went 

to the local library and (with the library’s permission) 

canvassed participants.  I found that participants quickly 

learned the structure and so later tasks didn’t have as 

realistic results as earlier tasks.  In addition, I found that 

juggling cards, trying to note down the paths the users 

took, and asking questions to understand their motivations 

was challenging.  However, at the end of the exercise, I 

was able to go back to the client and make some strong 

recommendations on the key problem areas and the client 

went away happy.         

 It was around 6 months before a similar project crossed 

my desk.  A colleague of mine had discovered a tool to create 

a prototype site just with navigation.  We decided to conduct 

information architecture testing following the standard 

1 http://www.boxesandarrows.com/view/card_based_classification_evaluation

~ Testing IA
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usability testing approach.  The client provided a site map 

and we developed a prototype. We used 6 participants from 

their primary audience.  Again, participants learned the 

structure fairly quickly, so again after about 15 tasks, the 

results were slightly compromised.  This time however, it 

was easier to capture the participants’ journeys because I 

didn’t have the manual task of flicking through cards.  The 

testing gave us strong results and because an interview style 

approach was followed, we were able to collect feedback 

on labels, much like we had done with the card-based 

classification validation scheme.  We fed back to the client 

in an informal wash-up and they went on to implement our 

recommendations.

Fast forward 2 years and I’m now working for an 

agency in London.  A client requested usability testing on 

their new site; however, being predominantly static content, 

they faced the same problem as my first client – they didn’t 

have a significant amount of interaction to test, and in order 

to get the most out of an hour long test session, they needed 

to produce a fairly comprehensive prototype.  This was just 

not financially viable, nor was there enough time to develop 

a prototype.

While researching IA testing tools, I came across a 

new web-based software program (Treejack)2 where users 

completed the study remotely online without a facilitator.  As 

the client was not comfortable conducting the entire testing 

remotely using Treejack (they were unfamiliar with the 

concept of IA testing and were concerned that they would not 

get the results they were looking for), a small sample of the 

respondents were invited to our labs, and we observed them 

using Treejack to complete the tasks in a manner similar 

to the white site testing and usability testing.  Treejack 

conveniently tracked the paths that users took and presented 

that information in a digestible format that made it easy and 

2 Treejack: http://optimalworkshop.com/treejack.htm
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fast to identify key problem areas.  In addition, by observing 

participants, we were able to collect comments and feedback 

regarding the proposed structure, that was not possible with 

the remote studies. 

Whilst we got some great results, which we fed back 

to the client, we did find some issues with Treejack that 

we hadn’t counted on.  I found that the results could be 

compromised.  Some participants liked to browse through 

the structure first to see what was in each section before back 

tracking and making a selection.  Whilst this is consistent 

with the web browsing behaviour of some types of users, it 

did not suit the purposes of the study, which relied on users 

making first-instinct decisions.  I also found that not all 

participants understood how to use Treejack, even though 

comprehensive instructions were provided (remembering 

that users don’t tend to read instructions). 

Since that first time using Treejack, I have completed 

further studies using this tool, these being predominantly 

remote studies with no facilitation.  I have found that whilst 

it is cheaper to conduct the remote studies because the cost of 

a lab and facilitator is removed, the lack of direct interaction 

with participants means that only path information 

available, and it is up to the consultant to interpret this 

correctly.  I also have to take into consideration that users 

may not interact with the application the way that we expect 

them to, which can compromise the results.  That said, I 

still feel that the data capture feature makes it preferable 

to the manual approach of the card-based classification 

verification scheme.                                                    

          Having used a number of different methods to test IA, 

I can safely say that I prefer to use an electronic prototype to 

index cards.  I find that allowing the user to drive frees me 

up to observe, take notes, and ask more detailed questions.  

I think that it is better to do one-on-one interviews rather 

than remote facilitation because I can explore concepts and 

rationale with the participants, which helps me to better 

understand the results, and therefore provide more accurate 

recommendations.”

~ Testing IA
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Chapter summary

A usability test of your IA will let you check that it’s working well before you 

design navigation and page layouts. A test involves:

Deciding what you want to learn, and which parts you’ll test•	

Preparing the draft IA•	

Preparing scenarios•	

Arranging participants to be involved•	

Running the test•	

Seeing what happened and making changes to the IA•	

This type of testing can be done face to face, or via an online tool.

Further reading

For more information on testing an information architecture, see http://

delicious.com/practicalIA/ia-testing
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