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Designing navigation
for humans
Principles for effective website
information architecture
 
Dan Zollman
New England Drupal Camp, November 2023
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Navigate and understand
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Topics
Understanding how humans navigate1.
Attending to conceptual structure2.
Considerations for navigation menus3.
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Dan Zollman
Independent consultant in Cambridge, MA

Information architecture & UX strategy for
digital products and services

IA in complex orgs: Government, higher ed,
nonprofit, finance

Responsible & ethical design
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Getting health
insurance in

Massachusetts
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Getting health
insurance in

Massachusetts
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Why doesn't this experience work?
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User task:
What health insurance is available to me?
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User task:

What health insurance is available to me?

Much of the content I encountered required
me to already know which government
program I was interested in.
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Ambiguous

Unstable

Clear

Consistent
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IA is not easy.
Not as visible as other design & dev work–
Reduced to menus–
Determined by guessing–
Determined by org structure & politics–
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We build
environments in

which people live
and work
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Part I:
How humans

navigate
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"Navigation is not a menu on a screen.
Navigation is what people do."

Andrew Hinton– 1

Andrew Hinton, "What We Talk About When We Talk About Navigation", IA Summit 2019. Used with
permission.

1.
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"My health insurer's website just had a big update
that made it a lot more navigable...that's great!
But what it does NOT do is help me navigate the
broader system more effectively - it doesn't help
me find my way, translate between divergent
meanings, or interact with other entities very well."

Andrew Hinton– 1

Andrew Hinton, "What We Talk About When We Talk About Navigation", IA Summit 2019. Used with
permission.

1.
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"We say 'navigate', but we really mean
'understand'."

Luca Rosati & Andrea Resmini – 1

Rosati & Resmini (2011), Pervasive Information Architecture. As paraphrased by Andrew Hinton.1.
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Source: Andrew Hinton, "What We Talk
About When We Talk About Navigation", IA
Summit 2019.
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Navigation => Understanding
but..

Just having the information isn't enough
for people to find it.
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Information seeking
behaviors
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Berry-picking model (Marcia Bates) 1

Bates, M.J. (1989). The design of browsing and berrypicking techniques for the online search interface.
Online Review, 13(5), 407–424. Also in: Marcia J. Bates (© 2016), Information Users and Information
System Design, Selected Works, vol. 3, pp. 195-216.

1.
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Modes of information seeking (Donna
Spencer) 1

Exploratory1.
Known-item2.
Don't know what you need to know3.
Re-finding4.

Donna Spencer, "Four Modes of Seeking Information and How to Design for Them", in Boxes and
Arrows. March 14, 2006. https://boxesandarrows.com/four-modes-of-seeking-information-and-how-to-
design-for-them/

1.
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Modes of information seeking (Dan
Ramsden) 1

Motivated movement1.
Delightful discovery2.
Foggy finding3.
Not necessarily navigation4.

Dan Ramsden, "A model for navigation and information-seeking". See
https://danramsden.com/2017/01/27/model-navigation-information-seeking/ and the four linked pages.

1.
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Information seeking
behaviors are affected by:

UI affordances–
Discovery–
Recognition over recall–
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Information scent
(Information foraging theory )1

Developed by Peter Pirolli and Stuart Card1.
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Perceiving and acting
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Wayfinding
How people orient themselves and
navigate from place to place

1.

Systems in the built environment (e.g.
signage) that enable wayfinding

2.
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Wayfinding on websites 1

Where am I now?–
Where can I go?–
What will I find when I get there?–
What's nearby?–
How do I get out?–

https://ux.iu.edu/writings/wayfinding-systems/1.
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Part I Recap: How humans
navigate

Navigation => Understanding–
Provide support for a mix of information
seeking behaviors, including situations where
people do and don't know what they're looking
for

–

Support wayfinding by making the structure
visible

–
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Part II:
Designing with

conceptual
structures
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Navigation systems
help to:

Make structure visible–
Support wayfinding–
Communicate what is
available

–
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How do we arrive at a good
conceptual structure?
How does it fit into our process?
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Rough design process

Planning1.
Research/discovery2.
Synthesis/strategy3.
Design/development4.
Release/improve5.
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From Rosenfeld, Morville, & Arango.
Information Architecture: For the Web and
Beyond.
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Common user models

personas–
scenarios–
activities–
mental models (see Indi Young, Mental
Models)

–
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Modeling
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Modeling is useful for...

understanding:
Getting through situations of ambiguity–
Synthesizing research–
Mapping what exists & how things work–
Communicating the things you're trying to
understand

–
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Modeling is useful for...

meaning-making:
Define the concepts and relationships we discover–
Explore new arrangements–
Build alignment–
Creating a conceptual foundation before (and
during) UX design, content modeling, or data
modeling

–
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Basic process for
concept modeling

Gather a list of concepts
(usually nouns)

1.

Add the relationships2.
Label the relationships
(usually verbs)

3.

Arrange4.
Share / invite conversation /
feedback / iterate

5.
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Part II Recap
Effective IA is built upon a cohesive
underlying conceptual structure

–

Use "Users/Content/Context" to explore the
conceptual structure of the design situation

–

Use concept modeling to synthesize,
resolve ambiguity, and build alignment
upstream of content modeling & UI design

–
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Part III:
From concepts to
navigation design
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Concept models

Content models

Sitemaps

Navigation systems (menus, etc.)
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Programs–
Locations–
Volunteer opportunities–
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Goals, mission, philosophy–
Importance of community &
meaningful service

–

Sustainable models for
addressing homelessness, etc.

–



@@export_scripts@@

86



@@export_scripts@@

87

Many, many audience
segments

–

Need for educational info–
Programs vs. Services–
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Four purposes of a site's
main navigation menu
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1. Provide pathways to all/most content
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1. Provide pathways to all/most content
Things to think about:

Build upon users' mental models–
Derive categories through content
classification

–

Choose labels that provide information
scent

–
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1. Provide pathways to all/most content
Ways of classifying content:

By customer need–
By user activity/task–
By stage in the customer lifecycle–
By subject/topic–
By content type or metadata–
mixed–
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2. Provide quick, direct access to
specific items/tasks
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2. Provide quick, direct access to
specific items/tasks
Things to think about:

User scenarios–
Top tasks (cf. Gerry McGovern)–
Known-item seeking may call for different
labels

–



@@export_scripts@@

98

3. Inform users what's available on the
site
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3. Inform users what's available on the site
Things to think about:

"Don't know what you need to know" and
Exploratory info seeking

–

Principle of recognition over recall–
Business goals, products, lines of business–
What is shown vs. hidden initially?–
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4. Explain the brand
Things to think about:

Brand tone, voice, personality, key words–
Business goals (e.g. what needs to be
promoted)

–
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Stuart Maxwell, "The Politics of Navigation"
at the IA Summit, April 24 2015
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4. Explain the brand
Things to think about:

Brand tone, voice, personality, key words–
Business goals (e.g. what needs to be
promoted)

–

Ensure clarity, understandability, and
information scent are not lost

–
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Checks/tests for main navigation taxonomy

Use user scenarios & user tasks as a checklist–
Consider different info seeking behaviors (known
item, exploratory, don't know what you need to
know, etc.)

–

Test: "Where would you expect to find...?"–
Ask: "What would you expect to find under
[label]?"

–
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Purposes of a site's main navigation
menu

And: Promote features/content, orient users, inspire
users, inform search engines 

Provide pathways to all/most content1.
Provide quick, direct access to specific items/tasks2.
Inform visitors what's available on the site3.
Explain the brand4.

1

Jenny Benevento and Abby Covert, "Put A Label On It: Navigation As Brand", IA Summit 20181.
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Thank you!
 

Slides & resource guide
danzollman.com/navigation

Contact
danzollman.com
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