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In Context:  Information Architects, Politics, and Interdisciplinarity 

 

Adrienne Lynne Massanari 

 

Chair of the Supervisory Committee: 

Associate Professor Kirsten Foot 

Department of Communication 

 

 

This study considers the ongoing development and future trajectory of a particular 

aspect of new media practice, the information architecture field, focusing specifically on the 

years 1995-2005.  Richard Saul Wurman coined the term “information architect” (IA) in the 

late 1970s (Knemeyer, 2004 January, p. 3), arguing that just as architects envision and 

structure buildings with their patrons in mind, individuals can structure information in ways 

that facilitate its use.  IAs are responsible for making information understandable by creating 

useful classification/navigation schemes that help users find their way through complex 

libraries of information on the Web.  The practicing IA is typically concerned with three 

domains:  content, users, and context (Rosenfeld & Morville, 2002).  IAs juggle these in 

tandem, attempting to organize content created by the technological organization, the 

informational goals of the end-product’s users, and the often-unstated technical abilities and 

cultural assumptions users are working under.  IAs and other user-centered designers use a 

variety of techniques borrowed from fields like anthropology and cognitive science in an 

attempt to design intuitive systems (Kuniavsky, 2003). 

This inquiry examines experts’ influence on the discursive development of a 

professional practice.  As such, it extends the work of scholars such as Anthony Giddens 

(1991), who examined the importance of experts in structuring how and what we think. 

Three different sets of data comprise my study’s corpus:  materials written about IA; 



 

postings to an open and unmoderated professional mailing list (SIG-IA); and interviews with 

experts within the field of IA.  Using theoretical approaches drawn from actor-network 

theory (Callon & Latour, 1981; Latour, 1988, 1993, 2005) and cultural-historical activity 

theory (Engeström, 2001; Engeström, Miettinen, & Punamäki-Gitai, 1999; Kaptelinin & 

Nardi, 2006; Nardi, 1996), and using discourse analysis methods outlined by Foucault (1972) 

and Gee (1999), I illustrate the ways this field has been discursively constructed by experts 

within it.  First, I explore the tensions inherent in the practice of IA and its relation to other 

disciplines.  Then, I examine the assumptions about the nature of intuitive interfaces, users, 

and the role of ethics in the discourse in the field of IA.  Lastly, my study considers the 

political ramifications of the tools, methods, and rhetorical practices promoted in texts 

written about the field and the ways its practitioners construct it through professional 

discourse.  I argue that the numerous contradictions contained within the IA activity system 

potentially threaten its formalization and acceptance within the larger user-centered design 

community.     
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 
Adopting new technologies is difficult.  Individuals must overcome many obstacles:  

economic (how much does this thing cost?); political (are there barriers to my adoption of 

this thing?); social (how well does this fit into my daily life?); and technical – (does this thing 

even work?).  There is an additional concern that affects the adoption of technology – how 

well the interface reflects the cognitive mindset and technological literacy of those expected 

to use it.  Recently, researchers in the field of human-computer interaction (HCI) have 

suggested that technological products should aim for “universal usability.”  This perspective 

argues that “diverse users with varying language skills, knowledge levels, motivation and 

computer hardware/software can successfully apply technology to get what they need in 

life” – meaning technology designers must adequately address the independent, and often 

conflicting needs, all of their users (Shneiderman & Hochheiser, 2001, p. 367).  Still others 

call for “humane interfaces” – ones that are “responsive to human needs and considerate of 

human frailties” (Raskin, 2000, p. 6).  Clearly, designers may now have almost limitless 

resources when it comes to developing the physical inner-workings of a technology, but they 

still struggle with making these products usable by real people in the real world. 

How do technology creators adequately address the issue of interface in their 

products?  Typically, they have relied on a number of different approaches.  One is to 

assume that end-users are like themselves:  equally motivated, technically savvy, and familiar 

with the intricacies of the product at-hand (Vertelney, Arent, & Liberman, 1990).  This most 

often leads to unusable products that rarely find a large audience.  Another approach is to 

ask potential users what kinds of features they would like built into a tool.  This tactic may 

fail, because users have a difficult time articulating what they actually want, or how the 

functionality of a product may work based on static designs (Nielsen, 2001b).  Yet another 

approach is to watch end-users use the product and determine what kinds of changes might 

improve their experience.  This approach can reveal a number of usability flaws, but 

feedback often comes after the product has already entered the market.  A final technique is 

to integrate end-users throughout the process, allowing them “to take part in a negotiated 

process of technology design, development, and use…[whereby] users are...physically or discursively 
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present in the decision-making process of technological development” (R. R. Johnson, 1998, 

p. 32).  This methodological approach and philosophical perspective is called “user-centered 

design” (UCD), and it attempts to bridge the vast gaps in knowledge, cultural and technical 

literacy, between designer and end-user (Garrett, 2002a; Katz-Haas, 1998 July). 

One way companies can discursively integrate the user into the design process is by 

employing the talents of a new class of knowledge worker:  the information architect (IA).  

Coined in the late 1970s by Richard Saul Wurman (Knemeyer, 2004 January), the phrase 

suggests that just as architects envision and structure buildings with their patrons in mind, 

technologists can structure information in ways that facilitate its use.  IAs are responsible for 

making information understandable by creating useful classification/navigation schemes that 

help users find their way through complex libraries of information, typically accessible 

through a Web or application interface.  They are also primarily responsible for 

understanding the context in which a user works.  As Louis Rosenfeld and Peter Morville 

(2002), co-founders of one of the first institutes/businesses dedicated to IA,1 note, 

information architecture is “an emerging discipline and community of practice focused on 

bringing principles of design and architecture to the digital landscape” (p. 4).  Like traditional 

architects, IAs create “blueprints” guiding and facilitating the interactions users will have 

with technological systems (Garrett, 2000, 2002a; Wodtke, 2003). Additionally, the practicing 

IA is typically concerned with three domains:  content, users, and context (Rosenfeld & 

Morville, 2002).  IAs juggle these domains in tandem, attempting to organize content created 

by the technological organization, the informational goals of the end-product’s users, and the 

often-unstated technical abilities and cultural assumptions users are working under.  IAs and 

other user-centered designers use a variety of techniques borrowed from fields like 

anthropology and cognitive science in an attempt to design systems that are intuitive and 

relatively simple to use (Kuniavsky, 2003). 

Perhaps because it borrows its theoretical and methodological approach from a 

number of different disciplines, there is little consensus as to what exactly constitutes 

                                                
1 This is the now-defunct Argus Center for Information Architecture (ACIA), founded by Louis 
Rosenfeld. 
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“information architecture.”  Christina Wodtke, author of Information Architecture:  Blueprints for 

the Web, suggests that IA is comprised of “findability,” “usability,” and “understandability” 

(2003, p. 327).  This definition suggests that IA is an important factor in any technological 

system.  Others limit the scope of IA to only Web-based materials; Peter Van Dijck (2003) 

writes, “the goal of information architecture is to build websites that are easy to use, fulfilling 

both the client’s brief and the aims of the user…” (p. 12).  Others, like Roger and Elaine 

Evernden (2003), contend that IA extends far beyond technical systems to include any sort 

of information corporations need to manage, share, and act upon.  Still other authors suggest 

that requiring one definition of IA may not matter.  While Eric Reiss (2000) specifically 

focuses on role of IA in the design of Web sites, he comments, “I’m not sure that any single, 

all-encompassing definition will ever be found, nor am I convinced that it’s necessary to do 

so (‘engineers’ gave up years ago)” (p. 2).  Authors may not agree on the exact definition of 

the field; however, they do see the IA playing an increasingly important role as we face an 

ever-growing mountain of information needing organization (Rosenfeld & Morville, 2002).2 

In their attempts to organize and clarify information for a number of different end-

users, IAs confront (both implicitly and explicitly) issues of culture, ethics, and power on a 

daily basis (Rosenfeld & Morville, 2002).  When constructing taxonomies, for example, they 

must contend with the fact that any scheme necessarily categorizes items in particular ways – 

ones that may limit access or understanding to certain in-groups.  Additionally, the ethical 

                                                
2 See http://iainstitute.org/tools/elevatorpitches.php for an example of the “elevator pitches” the 
Information Architect Institute suggests for describing the field to non-practitioners.  The 
organization suggests the following tips when describing the field to others:  

• Emphasize value: information architecture is what keeps you from paying for a site 
redesign next year when you’ve outgrown this design, and keeps your customers from calling 
with the same questions even though the answers are on your website.  

• IA is not just user interface design: You can have a terrific user interface and still have a 
failed site [product, application, etc.] if the information contained there hasn’t been 
structured and managed to meet user expectations.  

• Appeal to information technologists (IT): IA is what happens between the database and 
the user interface. Before someone can create the data model, you must know how your 
users want to use the data, or risk creating a system the users won’t accept.  

• The simple approach: It’s about the right person finding the right information at the right 
time (Elevator Pitches).  
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implications of this work have a real impact on the ways in which individuals can use the 

technology.  As Bruno Latour argues (Callon & Latour, 1981; Latour, 1988, 1992), 

technologies reflect a complex web of power relations that constrain the ways we can 

interact with them. 

Understanding the tools and methods of IA requires more than simply examining 

the documents these specialists create; it involves an exploration of the professional context 

in which they practice their craft.  Exploring the basic discursive structures used in 

professional dialogue through “how-to” texts will be of value for both communication 

researchers and practicing information architects.  Language, and disciplinary discourse, 

matters (Foucault, 1972, 1984).   

The work that follows presents a study of the development and formalization of a 

particular kind of new media practice, situating it within the context of internet 

research/digital media studies (Baym, 2005; Bell, 2001; Burnett & Marshall, 2003; Jones, 

2005; Sterne, 2005), design studies (Krippendorff, 1998; Laurel, 1990, 2003b), 

communication (Lievrouw et al., 2001), and the sociology of knowledge production (Knorr 

Cetina, 1999; Latour, 1988, 1992, 1993, 2005).  Specifically, this inquiry examines experts’ 

influence on the discursive development of a professional practice.  As such, it extends the 

work of scholars such as Anthony Giddens (1991), who examined the importance of experts 

in structuring how and what we think.  As Michael Reed (1996) argues, “the specialized 

knowledge and skill that experts provide plays a pivotal role in framing decision-making 

agendas and the substantive outcomes which flow from them.  Expertise is one of the 

primary arenas in which struggles to control the organization and management of work are 

fought out in modern societies” (p. 574). 

 Three different sets of data comprise my study’s corpus:  materials written about IA; 

postings to an open and unmoderated professional mailing list (SIG-IA); and interviews with 

experts within the field of IA.  Using theoretical approaches drawn from actor-network 

theory (Callon & Latour, 1981; Latour, 1988, 1993, 2005) and cultural-historical activity 

theory (Engeström, 2001; Engeström et al., 1999; Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006; Nardi, 1996), 

and using discourse analysis methods outlined by Foucault (1972) and Gee (1999), I explore 

the ways this field has been discursively constructed by experts within it.  First, I illustrate 
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the tensions inherent in the practice of IA and its relation to other disciplines.  Then, I 

examine the assumptions about the nature of intuitive interfaces, users, and the role of ethics 

in the discourse in the field of IA.  Lastly, my study considers the political ramifications of 

the tools, methods, and rhetorical practices promoted in texts written about the field and the 

ways its practitioners construct it through professional discourse.  I argue that the numerous 

contradictions contained within the IA activity system potentially threaten its formalization 

and acceptance within the larger user-centered design community. 

Introducing IA 

A number of different disciplines inform the epistemological and methodological 

basis of information architecture.  The field (or discipline, depending on one’s perspective)3 

draws on the work from interface/interaction design, usability, graphic design, 

library/information science, HCI, computer science, technical communication, management 

studies, and journalism (see Appendix A).  IAs are often referred to as cybrarians – the 

librarians of the Internet – but they typically work in the technology departments of 

corporate environments, where the vast quantities of data that characterize the information 

age require increasingly systematized organizational structures (Rosenfeld & Morville, 2002). 

Because it sits within a set of disciplines, IA has a diverse epistemological framework.  

This creates the possibility for innovative methodological approaches – such as the use of 

ethnographic techniques borrowed from anthropology (e.g., contextual design) used to 

understand user activity in situ (Beyer & Holtzblatt, 1997).  However, it also encourages 

significant tensions within the field, as IA practitioners attempt to both promote their 

methods and the improvements to the user experience they inspire as rigorous and scholarly.  

Complicating matters are those who argue that IA suffers from a “lack of internal theory,” 

and that, as a result, IA is merely a practical field and not a discipline in-and-of itself 

(Haverty, 2002, p. 839).  Thus, IAs wrestle with both the emerging nature of the phenomena 

they work with, and the emerging nature of the field in which they situate themselves. 

                                                
3 Whether IA practice constitutes a discipline or is merely a field is of significant debate.  See, for 
example, Haverty (2002) and Latham (2004). 
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At the same time, IA practitioners must justify their contributions to those outside 

the field – namely, software developers and corporate managers.  While bad usability and site 

architecture may make the customer’s experience unpleasant, quantifying the benefits that 

good IA provides proves difficult.  Unlike software development, IA often yields intangible 

products, even leading some to argue that this type of work is just “commonsense” (Lamar, 

2001).  While context-sensitive search engines, intuitive interfaces, readable form fields and 

error messages, and hierarchical information designs that make sense may be the results of a 

well-architected technical system, explaining why these so-called “extras” take precedence 

over functionality is difficult, especially in the post-dotcom economy.  The need to offer 

businesses a clear return-on-investment (ROI) consumes much of the professional discourse 

at conferences like CHI, the major yearly conference for individuals working within the 

Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) field.  In 2005, for example, Jared Spool (a well-known 

user advocate) argued that fields like usability (and UCD/IA) cannot make the case for the 

ROI in the same way that other disciplines can (Spool & Shaffer, 2005).  Still, books like 37 

Signals’ Defensive Design for the Web suggest that error messaging, online forms, and other so 

called “crisis points” influence a Web site visitor’s belief that a company is really concerned 

with his/her needs, and thus directly affect a corporation’s bottom line (Linderman & Fried, 

2004).  And, well-known experts like Jakob Nielsen suggest that it is possible to quantify the 

ROI of usability improvements, arguing that changes to an e-commerce site that improved 

users’ experiences could increase sales by one-hundred percent (Nielsen, 2003). 

Such approaches to quantify the qualitative experience of Web site use tend to 

implicate “users” as a homogenous group, with similar experiences and technology literacy.  

However, Elaine Toms (2002) argues that information retrieval, in its broadest sense, 

“represents situated action,” and is therefore individualistic and context dependent (p. 855).  

Like Kenneth Burke’s (1978) “terministic screens,” information searches reflect a number of 

assumptions users make about systems, institutions, technologies, politics, etc.  Ultimately, 

they engage in symbolic, meaning-making activity. 

Those who create and organize these information systems participate in a process of 

symbolic activity as well.  IAs both work with symbolic systems (metadata, business 

requirements, system functionality, and so forth) and create symbolic goods (sitemaps, 
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specifications documents, wireframes/design mockups, etc.) in an attempt to replicate/converse 

with the symbolic systems of others (users).  As such, they are truly knowledge workers 

(Castells, 2000), intimately involved with sense-making (Dervin, 1998) processes within and 

outside institutions. 

Of course, the primary concern of the Information Architect – that of making 

information understandable and usable – is not a new one.  From the earliest rhetors in 

ancient Greece, to the modern-day journalist, communication practitioners have always been 

oriented towards the “listener” and their response to the message being presented (Peters, 

1999).  In addition, communication historians have offered numerous examples of the ways 

in which common features of the book, such as tables of contents and page numbers, had a 

profound effect on the ways in which readers interacted and understood the content therein 

(Eisenstein, 1983).  However, IA practitioners remain relatively unaware of these historical 

antecedents, and until this point, communication scholars have yet to undertake a 

comprehensive study of this emerging field.     

Literature review 

A number of different bodies of literature inform this study’s direction.  In this 

section, I explain how this research fits into the fields of knowledge production, the 

sociology of professions, communication, computer-supported cooperative work (CSCW), 

and science and technology studies (STS).  Each theoretical tradition both informs my 

approach and underscores the importance and relevance of this research to contemporary 

communication theory. 

Knowledge production and the sociology of knowledge 

Understanding the formation of IA in theory and practice requires attending to the 

larger issues of knowledge production and the impact of digital technology on the ways in 

which we conceive of, formulate, and access information.  Numerous scholars have noted 

the transition from an industry-based global economy to one based on knowledge and 

information (Castells, 2000; Florida, 2002).  Knorr Cetina (1999) suggests that knowledge 

within these economies is not a product in-and-of itself, but embedded in a particular a 
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working/professional culture.  She argues shifting the focus to the practices that (re)produce 

certain ways of knowing, or “epistemic cultures.”  As she notes,  

A knowledge society is not simply a society of more experts, more technological 

gadgets, more specialist interpretations.  It is a society permeated with knowledge 

cultures, the whole set of structure and mechanisms that serve knowledge and unfold 

with its interpretation….  The study of knowledge settings becomes a goal in the 

attempts to understand not only science and expertise but also the type of society 

that runs on knowledge and expertise (Knorr Cetina, 1999, p. 7-8). 

Within these contexts, the role of the “expert” becomes critical.  She or he “speaks” for the 

domain and often constructs what is considered appropriate disciplinary knowledge (Nelson 

& Gaonkar, 1996b).  And, as Michel Callon and Bruno Latour (1981) argue, experts wield 

great power, as they invoke larger discourses (those of the “Leviathan”).  “Whenever an 

actor speaks of ‘us’, s/he is translating other actors into a single will, of which s/he becomes 

spirit and spokesman [sic].  S/he begins to act for several, no longer for one alone” (Callon 

& Latour, 1981, p. 279).  They further suggest that actors gain strength as they create 

associations between various elements of the network, and undermine the associations made 

by others in the network.  In the case of emerging communities of practice like IA, experts 

play an extremely important role in shaping what is considered appropriate practice within 

the field.  

IA practitioners are creative professionals, engaged in producing what Pierre 

Bourdieu (1984) would term cultural capital, which he differentiates from material/economic 

capital.  Both, though, are important currencies in contemporary society.  In his explication 

of Bourdieu’s typology of cultural capital, David Swartz describes this further: 

First, it [cultural capital] refers to the ensemble of cultivated dispositions that are 

internalized by the individual through socialization and that constitute schemes of 

appreciation and understanding.  Cultural goods, Bourdieu notes, differ from 

material goods in that one can appropriate or ‘consume’ them only by apprehending 

their meaning….  Thus, cultural capital exists in an embodied state….   
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Second, cultural capital exists in the objectified form referring to objects, such 

as books, works of art, and scientific instruments, that require specialized cultural 

abilities to use. 

Third, cultural capital exists in an institutionalized form, by which Bourdieu 

means the educational credential system (Swartz, 1997, p. 76, emphasis in original). 

IA practitioners, in their role as designers, are responsible for the creation and consumption 

of the objectified form of cultural capital.  In addition, their educational background (while 

few formalized degree programs exist in IA solely, many practitioners have masters degrees), 

suggests their connection to the institutionalized form of cultural capital that Bourdieu 

discusses. 

Computer-Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW) and Science and Technology 
Studies (STS) 

The CSCW community focuses on the ways in which technology supports work 

within organizational environments.  Critical to this perspective is the notion that work is 

both cooperative/social (Schmidt & Bannon, 1992) and that human-computer interaction is 

situated and contextual (Suchman, 1987, 2007).  Other CSCW theorists have explored the 

ways in which designers consider (or do not consider) the notion of “user” during the design 

process (Hales, 1994). 

CSCW sits underneath the larger umbrella of science and technology studies (STS).  

One of the strengths of STS is that it explicitly focuses on the political nature of all 

technology creation and adoption.  As John Monberg (2005) argues,  

The greatest strength of STS is to extend questions of power to examine not only 

contexts that are explicitly political, but also contexts where political dimensions are 

almost completely implicit and submerged.  Because most information technologies 

are created by individuals and organizations interested in efficiency and effectiveness, 
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some of the most profound political and philosophical assumptions go 

unquestioned, tightly coupled with code (p. 283).4 

In terms of the world of IA practice, STS scholarship highlights the importance of the 

unstated politics that shape the creation and adoption of technological artifacts. 

Sociology of professions 

While this study focuses on the ways in which IA is discussed in discourse written by 

experts working in the field, it also connects to larger issues of the professionalization of 

technical work.  As Julian Orr (1996) suggests in his influential text Talking about Machines, 

while numerous studies examine the workplace at a macro-level perspective (focusing on 

organizational issues across firms), the exploration of day-to-day work practices is often 

overlooked.  Detailed ethnographic studies argue that the practice of work is “generally 

different from and frequently more complex than usually assumed”;  as technical work 

involves a “triangular relationship of technician, customer, and machine” (Orr, 1996, p. 1).  

Although his work focuses on the technical staff servicing Xerox machines, his suggestion of 

an interwoven relationship between technician and customers, wherein the technician 

“expert” engages with a community of users to make the machine “work,” can be easily 

applied to the work practice of information architects.  IAs do not always have the luxury of 

direct contact with their user base; however, like technicians, they often are responsible for 

(re)interpreting the actions of end-users to better understand their underlying difficulties 

using Web sites or other technologies. 

IA also connects more broadly to the journalism profession.  Like journalists, 

information architects structure complex information and (re)present it to diverse audiences.  

Both fields suggest some sort of larger purpose to the work with which their practitioners 

engage.  For journalists, it is the notion that the press is a critical component of an open and 

democratic society (Hardt & Brennen, 1995); for IA practitioners, it is the suggestion that 

their work, if done properly, can help individuals overcome a feeling of information 

                                                
4 I would actually extend Monberg’s argument one step further, and suggest that much of these 
decisions may not even reflect the desire for efficiency at all – that profit, marketplace, and regulatory 
motives might actually be much stronger forces on a technology’s development. 
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overload and quickly obtain the information they need (Wodtke, 2003).  However, this 

discourse pervades both disciplines with little regard to the actual work conditions 

practitioners encounter.   

IAs’ work practices also share much in common with those in other design fields, 

particularly those involved in creating technological artifacts.  In Kathryn Henderson’s 

research into the visual culture of engineers, she highlights the importance of observing the 

“mundane interactions of actors, machines, and paper,” as it yields critical information about 

the nature of both technological innovation and the role tacit knowledge plays in this sort of 

work (Henderson, 1998, p. 6). 

IA practitioners are part of what Richard Florida (2002) terms the “creative class.”  

The practice of information architecture shares many of the characteristics of other 

industries concerned with the aesthetics of products – industrial design, graphic design, 

architecture, etc.  Within this context, the results of creative practice are only considered 

valuable insofar as they appeal to some segment of “users” (Aspers, 2006).  Unlike other 

forms of aesthetic work, what Aspers terms “creative aesthetic workers” are both innovative 

and derivative; that is, work in this arena “demands innovation and adaptation to current 

trends” (Aspers, 2006, p. 748).  Unlike purely “artistic” ventures, however, creative work like 

this maintains a tight interconnectedness with economic activities (Aspers, 2006).  Creativity 

in this realm “is defined as the production of novel ideas that are seen as useful. It is 

according to this definition not enough to produce novel ideas; they must also be seen as 

valuable by potential ‘users’” (Aspers, 2006, pp. 748-749).  A critical part of this definition is 

the notion of “potential users” – that is, the IA or other creative professional is responsible 

for creating products that appeal to those who may or may not know that they actually want 

the product.    Since executives, rather than the designers, most often define this “audience,” 

the IA may find him/herself in the uncomfortable position of designing for an under-

researched or ephemeral group of users. 

Dot-com culture and IA 

During the heady early days of the Internet, companies often spent ridiculous sums 

of money to attain market share, in the hopes that their stock price would spiral upwards.  
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While most of these funds were allocated to throw parties and host extravagant exhibitors’ 

booths at conferences, companies also focused on creating brand recognition through 

polished Web sites, often hiring large numbers of content producers and designers.  

Simultaneously, “information overload” became a troublesome result of the growth of the 

Web, and technology executives were encouraged to invest in complex tools like data 

warehousing programs to better manage their ballooning information needs (Saunier, 1996).  

And, the problem was not just confined to high-tech environments – other individuals 

showed physical signs of being overwhelmed by the information-rich, multitasking 

environments common in everyday life (Keegan, 1996).   

Enter the Information Architect.  Part designer, part project-manager, and part 

content producer, the IA became an integral part of some forward thinking design and e-

commerce companies that hoped to capitalize and improve upon the relatively 

unsophisticated web sites of the early 1990s.  While Wurman coined the term “information 

architecture” much earlier, few professionals working within technology companies 

identified themselves as “Information Architects” until the mid-1990s.  Certainly the culture 

of dot-com companies, especially their relative lack of hierarchies, flexible boundaries 

between work and play, and the creative autonomy and informality among employees 

(Massanari, 2003, 2006), created a supportive work environment in which IA, like other 

design practices, could flourish.  Additionally, in an effort to attract more customers, 

companies may have viewed IA’s emphasis on understanding users and improving site 

usability as the panacea in their quest to reach profitability. 

Disciplinary knowledge 

Since IA is an emerging field, the theoretical approaches and methods of which are 

still being codified, an understanding of disciplines and the ways in which they create and 

transmit knowledge also offer an important backdrop for this study.  Michel Foucault’s 

work, particularly The Archeology of Knowledge (Foucault, 1972), provides a critical foundation 

here.  In particular, Foucault asserts the importance of language (both spoken and written) in 

the creation of disciplinary knowledge.  Additionally, Foucault argues that knowledge is 

inextricably interwoven with power (Foucault, 1984); through knowledge, power is imposed 
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and reified.  And, it is through discourse that disciplines transmit their epistemological 

assumptions to others (within and outside the discipline), “disciplining” both the student and 

the teacher through certain structures (for example, through publications, tenure/promotion 

assessment, and funding) (Messer-Davidow, Shumway, & Sylvan, 1993b).  

As with other applications of Foucault’s work on the possibilities of knowledge and 

power transmission through discourse, disciplinary studies are methodologically diverse 

(Messer-Davidow, Shumway, & Sylvan, 1993a).  Historical studies that trace the evolution of 

disciplines and their extant fields, research concerning the ways teachers and practitioners 

transmit disciplinary knowledge to students in classrooms and laboratories, and the 

construction of disciplines by/in the popular press are all legitimate ways of understanding 

aspects of disciplinarity (Messer-Davidow et al., 1993b).  However, as Ellen Messer-

Davidow, David Shumway, and David Sylvan (1993a) note, studying disciplines requires the 

use of disciplinary language/vocabulary.  As they argue,  

The apparent weakness [of disciplinary studies] is also the apparent strength:  we 

cannot study disciplinarity without using disciplinary terms, but we can use many 

disciplines to study it….  The study of differentiation implies neither a given 

methodology nor a privileged subject matter.  It is, in short, a radically heterogeneous 

inquiry (Messer-Davidow et al., 1993a). 

Critically important to studies of this sort is the notion that we construct knowledge through 

language and communicative practices.  Thus, studying how disciplines take form and 

change over time is just as much a legitimate project of the communication researcher as it is 

the historian or sociologist. 

 Disciplinary knowledge and discourse, at least in contemporary settings, is most 

often created in and transmitted through writing (Hoskin & Macve, 1993).  Scholars in 

business communication history (Yates, 1989) highlight the importance of technological 

developments such as the typewriter and telegraph, and genre forms, such as the memo and 

receipt (Levy, 2001), in the development of current management practices in which 

executives exert their power at a distance (Hoskin & Macve, 1993).  Written artifacts become 

an important part of understanding how technological practices within organizations 

develop over time.  They also chronicle continued attempts to create a management 
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“science,” whereby individual activities within the organization are measured and 

documented to improve efficiency.  The IA field, and its professed attachment to 

documentation – such as site architecture maps, specifications, wireframes, etc. (see, for 

example, Wodtke, 2003) – offers unique perspectives on the ways in which organizations 

manage the emergent and often uncertain relationship between people and technology.  

Communication theory 

Over the last sixty years, models of communication have transformed from 

postulating a relatively passive audience who simply “receives” information (Glander, 2000), 

to viewing the audience as an active participant in the meaning-making process (Hall, 2001).  

The IA’s work lives somewhere between these two extremes.  On the one hand, the field 

encourages a deep exploration of the context in which a recipient (or user) receives and 

understands information, suggesting a negotiated perspective of communication.  On the 

other, however, IA’s prevalence in the commercial realm suggests a sender-receiver model, 

where the IA is simply shaping information that is later “broadcast” to a set of passive 

receivers.   

Both of the models listed above, while having been applied to a variety of media 

texts, may be more concerned with the verbal/written communication, rather than 

specifically the visual realm in which most designers work.  The examination of the visual 

has be the primary concern of semiotic theorists who recognize the importance of visual 

symbols and iconography in their ability to embed and convey political and ideological ideas 

nonverbally (Barthes, 1972).   

IA connects directly to communication theory, as it involves the creation and 

transformation of symbolic goods.  Much of the information architect’s work revolves 

around describing complex and abstract systems – this usually occurs through documents, 

but also involves communication at the interpersonal, group, and organizational level.  As 

Peter Morville (2005) suggests, information and communication are inextricably intertwined.  

He writes, “Information is about communication.  It involves the exchange of symbols, 

ideas, messages and meaning between people.  As such, it’s characterized by ambiguity, 

redundancy, inefficiency, error, and indescribable beauty” (Morville, 2005, p. 46).  Another 
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IA expert, Peter Van Dijck (2003), highlights the importance of IA and communication, 

arguing, “Information architecture is not about maps and diagrams; it is about 

communication” (p. 12).  Further, the only textbook specifically written on the subject of IA 

discusses the history of communication technologies extensively, spending the first eight 

chapters on the topic (Morrogh, 2002).  While these examples would suggest that IA 

discourse would draw upon communication theory as a basis and justification for the field’s 

existence, this is not the case.  Instead, whatever references are made to the communication 

discipline are cursory and superficial.  This is especially surprising, given the IA field’s lack of 

established theory – as articulated in Haverty (2002).  At the same time, communication 

scholars have yet to undertake research about this emerging field.  This may be because IA 

education remains under the purview of LIS or, less commonly, technical communication 

departments.   

Actor-network theory (ANT) 

One of the founders of actor-network theory (ANT),  Bruno Latour (Callon & 

Latour, 1981; Latour, 1988, 1993), argues that technological artifacts are a reflection of the 

web of power relations and mediate human experience long after their creators have left the 

scene.   As James Taylor and Elizabeth Van Every (2000) note, “Human interaction 

mobilizes constellations of objects which endure after and extend beyond the time and place 

of the interaction, and as they do, serve to frame future interactions” (p. 163).  Therefore, an 

IA’s work to create a meaningful informational system embedded in a user interface both 

encourages and constrains the user’s interactions with the technological artifact.  Through 

assumptions the IA makes about who the user is, what his/her informational goal/task is, 

how he/she cognitively approaches the technological artifact, the cultural, social, and 

political context surrounding the user, and so forth, the interface is developed.  The IA also 

makes particular assumptions about the user’s experience with the artifact, and his/her 

technological literacy [for more information on this point, see (Fourez, 1997; Gee, 2003)].  

At the same time, the IA’s own predispositions, cultural context, etc., subtly become a part 

of the interface.  And, the web of relationships between the IA, the software developers, the 

technical writers, the project managers, and the business managers – and project staffing, 
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economic, and time constraints in turn are embedded.  As Latour notes, “the fate of facts 

and machines is in later users’ hands; their qualities are thus a consequence, not a cause, of a 

collective action” (Latour, 1988, p. 259).  To untangle this vast web of relations, Latour 

suggests “following the actor”; that is, demystifying the rhetoric and discourse surrounding a 

technology by attributing each statement/group of statements to a particular social 

actor/group.  

Critical to Latour’s method is an analysis of “science in action,” which he argues can 

only happen if “we…arrive before the facts and machines are blackboxed or we follow the 

controversies that reopen them” (Latour, 1988, p. 258).  Observing the site of technology 

creation before it is “blackboxed” involves understanding how all of the actors within the 

network, both human and non-human (technological tools, for example), interact.  

Additionally, understanding how networks spread and become naturalized is critical to 

Latour’s approach.  Examining an emerging field such as IA offers an exciting opportunity, 

as it allows for a better view of the individual voices and controversies occurring before the 

field is fully institutionalized (becomes a “black box”).  Latour writes, “two things are needed 

in order to build a black box:  first it is necessary to enrol [sic] others so they believe it, buy it 

and disseminate it across time and space; second, it is necessary to control them so that what 

they borrow and spread remains more or less the same” (p. 121, emphasis in original).  Since 

information architecture is an emerging field, we can see how this formalization process 

(that of “enrolling” and “controlling” others) is taking place.  Through texts written about 

the field, “best practice” documents available online, and dialogues occurring at professional 

conferences, we can witness and chronicle this black box’s construction.  

Cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT)  

Another key theoretical framework guiding my research is cultural-historical activity 

theory (CHAT), specifically the work of Yrjö Engeström (Engeström et al., 1999) and Victor 

Kaptelinin and Bonnie Nardi (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006; 1996).  Part of the strength of 

CHAT is its perspective on human activity, which is both social and mediated through 

certain tools (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006).  Individuals’ actions are directed at a particular 

object.  However, objects can have conflicting elements and/or individual actions can be 
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directed at cross-purposes, creating tensions and contradictions with the activity system 

(Engeström, 2001).  Thus, CHAT becomes an extremely useful perspective when examining 

areas of tension inherent in human activity, as in the case of the inception and development 

of a new field/discipline.  Additionally, activity theorists are interested in technological 

products as sites of this tension, where the context and content surrounding a user’s action 

may come into direct conflict with the nature of the object that the designer created.  

Tensions in an activity system also represent potential growth points (Engeström, 2001; 

Foot, 2001; Foot & Groleau, Under review); this approach enables a better understanding 

how the field of IA may develop in the future. 

Activity triangles are often used to map different nodes of the activity system (see 

Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1:  Standard activity triangle from (Engeström, 1999a) 

A subject’s actions are mediated through tools/instruments and directed at a particular 

object (Engeström, 1999a, 1999b, 2001).  In addition, unstated rules about governing the 

activity, the community in which the activity takes place, and the division of labor (in 

particular, political-economic realities), are all an integral part of the activity system.  These 

“nodes” pull and push against one another, creating potential contradictions within the 

Tools 

Outcome Object  
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system.  Its roots within developmental psychology mean that CHAT particularly sensitizes 

the researcher to potential areas of growth within the system.  The zone of proximal development 

(Wertsch, 1998) encompasses these growth “buds” (Foot & Groleau, Under review), and 

highlights the potential for more complex forms of activity to develop over time. 

Research questions 

Perhaps because IA is a developing field, few formal studies consider its 

development and the assumptions built into the methods that its practitioners employ.  One 

notable exception is Michael Salvo’s (2004) discussion of the rhetorical possibilities of the 

field of information architecture as a democratic attempt to equalize power between users 

and designers.  Another work by David Norton (2001), uses Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of 

cultural capital to understand the ways in which IAs rhetorically position their work as 

“strategic.”  Little research in this area has included perspectives from practicing IAs.  Only 

one study presented at a recent HCI conference discussed the results of interviews with IAs; 

however, the research in this case focused on the specific nature of the IA’s job and what 

work practices he/she included under the rubric of “information architecture” (Robertson & 

Hewlett, 2004).  While useful, this study does not go much beyond a descriptive, definitional 

level – sidestepping issues of ethics and politics in IA work. 

On a higher level, this research is an attempt to engage in critical reflexive practice 

agitated for by individuals working within the cultural studies tradition (Nelson & Gaonkar, 

1996a).  The discursive construction of some fields related to IA, like library science, has 

been a common practice, with extensive work exploring the construction of the “librarian” 

and the “user” (Tuominen, 1997).  Other disciplines foundational to IA practice may not be 

as reflexive about the disciplinary discourse practitioners employ; as one article notes, 

“design does not have a strong tradition of reflective or critical writing, perhaps because 

much design knowledge is tacit and formalizing this knowledge through language is difficult” 

(Poggenpohl, Chayutsahakij, & Jeamsinkul, 2004, p. 588).  In particular, Poggenpohl and his 

collaborators argue that it is a lack of definitional cohesion across terms that may prevent 

some sub-disciplines within design generally from transitioning from a craft to a more 

formalized discipline.  In particular, they argue that design criticism often falls into 
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explorations of what is “in fashion,” rather than employing empirically based research 

methods to examine what constitutes successful designs.  As evidence, they point to the lack 

of peer-reviewed journals committed to publishing design research (Poggenpohl et al., 2004). 

 This project is an attempt to examine the IA field and connect it to communication 

theory, science and technology studies, and the sociology of knowledge.  Specifically, four 

questions guide my research.  In the next section, I detail the ways in which these questions 

are addressed by my methodological framework. 

RQ 1:  How does discourse written by information architects create and inscribe a certain notion of 

the “user” of technological systems?  

Major works within the IA field often describe the triumvirate of domains on which 

practitioners should focus:  users, content and context (Rosenfeld, 2001b; Rosenfeld & 

Morville, 2002).  With this question, I interrogate the idea of the “user” as described in 

books and articles written about the field, as well as conversations from a mailing list for IA 

practitioners.   

Clarifying who users are in most cases is not just about defining common 

characteristics that they share.  Instead, this question suggests a much deeper dilemma – that 

the ways in which IAs engage in their practices may create rather than simply describe who 

users are.  The range of tools, techniques, and methodological perspectives that IAs bring to 

their daily practices limit their exposure to the ways in which “users” really work.  That is, 

the user may become “subject to” the design in the Foucaultian sense, rather than a co-

creator in its meaning, as is suggested by those working within the activity theory tradition.  

As Johan Redstöm notes,  

…the intention to design the user experience is but the latest in a progression 

towards the user become the subject of design.  With its ambition to create a tight fit 

between object and user, this development seems to point to a situation where we 

are trying to optimise fit on the basis predictions rather than knowledge, eventually 

trying to design something that is not there for us to design (Redström, 2006, p. 

124). 
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This is not merely a semantic issue.  By eliminating the perspective that individual experience 

is mediated through technology, this design perspective runs the risk of ignoring individual 

behavior and the unique and complex ways in which people interact with the world at large.  

In Chapter 4, I contend that there is an unequal relationship between “designer” and “user” 

suggested in literature written about the field. 

RQ 1a:  As a result of the way the user is articulated through professional discourse within the IA 

community and written for others with whom IAs work, how does the Information Architect balance 

his/her own positionality within the organizations and the larger activity systems in which they are 

located? 

The field of IA often discusses the notion of the Information Architect as a “user 

advocate.”  This means the IA is responsible for articulating the needs and desires of the 

end-users of whatever systems she is helping build.  Through detailed documentation 

derived from ethnographic-like observations (contextual inquiry), one-on-one usability 

testing, and composite personas built to represent a typical user type, the IA gives voice to 

the users who are not directly involved in the development of the technological system.  At 

the same time, practical guides to the “doing” of IA and usability often warn against relying 

solely on the opinions of the user, suggesting that observations derived from these sorts of 

methods should be closely scrutinized and reinterpreted by the system’s designers (Cooper & 

Reinmann, 2003; Nielsen, 2001b).  This question is an attempt to understand more fully the 

apparent contradiction between the IA’s role as an advocate for users and his/her own 

experiences designing navigation systems and interfaces in other contexts.  Chapter 5 

illustrates some of the complex relationships IAs must negotiate in their practice, and 

explores the potential conflicts this may cause. 

RQ 2:  What is the unique perspective of IA that differentiates it from other related disciplines?  In 

what ways does IA as a field embrace or reject notions of “best practices” in terms of tools, methods, 

and theoretical approaches in an attempt to articulate these differences?  How does IA discourse 

include or exclude other disciplines’ tools and practices? 
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Through this question, I am attempting to understand how IA is legitimizing itself as 

a discipline uniquely separate from usability, graphic or interaction design, or technical 

communication, etc.  One of the most exciting aspects of studying IA is that the field is still 

in development, so discussions on professional mailing lists and on IA-related Web logs 

often revolve around what does and does not constitute the practice of IA.  Additionally, 

books like Peter Van Dijck’s (2003) Information Architecture for Designers, openly attempt to 

extend the interdisciplinary reach of the field.  However, “borrowing” methods from other 

fields without a clear understanding of the ramifications of these techniques can create 

ethical problems.  For example, while IA professionals often use ethnographic-like 

observations to understand the information needs and contexts within which users work, 

they may not explicitly discuss (or even know about) the ethical issues that researchers more 

familiar with these practices from other disciplines wrestle.  More explanation of the ways in 

which IA connects to other disciplines can be found in Chapter 6. 

RQ 3:  How do IA practitioners, and the IA field in general, discuss the political and ethical 

ramifications of this sort of work?  How do they rhetorically position themselves in relation to other 

disciplines, management, and the larger community? 

The politics of information permeates the information architect’s practice and the 

institutionalization of the field within organizations.  Initial research indicates that there are 

at least two areas in which politics and ethics are openly acknowledged:  as a part of the 

institutionalization of IA as a practice within organizations and the ethical issues associated 

with the classification systems IAs create (Rosenfeld & Morville, 2002).  In Chapter 7, I 

detail some of the political and ethical issues associated with IA work, at least as described 

by experts within the field. 

However, the IA’s role is tacitly political in other ways.  For example, Toni 

Robertson and Cindy Hewlett’s (2004) work suggests that user research is often the first 

thing cut when budgets and time are tight.  Additionally, they noted that final designs are 

often reflective of competitions between different departments rather than being a reflection 

of well thought out user-centered design (Robertson & Hewlett, 2004).   
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There is another role for the IA here as well:  as a potential champion of information 

accessibility and 508 standards.5  But this may create a difficult tension between the IA and 

the organization’s leadership.  If information is power, and the role of the information 

architect is to make almost any piece of information accessible to others, he/she may 

inadvertently (or directly) threaten existing power structures within the organization.  In 

Chapter 7, I discuss some of the potentially difficult ethical and political issues IA 

practitioners negotiate. 

Importance of research questions/rationale 

These questions offer a layered perspective on the emerging field of information 

architecture.  As a field, IA interacts and shapes the world in several different ways:  in 

articulating and creating technologies for the “user”; in formalizing and appropriating 

practices from other disciplines; and in defining and naturalizing certain assumptions about 

our relationship to information.  Each of this study’s research questions, therefore, connects 

to one of these contexts.  Questions 1 and 1a focus on the context of the IA and his/her 

relationship to the user.  Question 2 considers the field of IA in relation to other disciplines.  

Question 3 contextualizes IA as a political practice.   

Information architects often discuss the importance of “context” in the work they 

perform (see, for example, Garrett, 2002a; Kuniavsky, 2003; Rosenfeld & Morville, 2002; 

Wodtke, 2003), and in that spirit, this study deepens our understanding of technology 

creation on a number of levels.  First, it suggests that exploring the ways IA experts discuss 

the field’s development and trajectory provides critical clues about the culture of IA practice 

– in terms of work environment, relationships with other disciplines, and what constitutes a 

“well-architected” technological design.  Since this is very much a field in development, in 

which individuals who practice IA have varying backgrounds (coming from usability/HCI, 

graphic design, or information science, for example) and may have little in common in terms 

                                                
5 Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act requires federal agencies to make their online information 
resources accessible to those with disabilities.   Some IAs have suggested that it is only a matter of 
time before the U.S. government requires all Web sites and Internet applications to be accessible 
under these guidelines.  More information is available at http://www.section508.gov/.  
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of their educational experiences, expert opinions are sometimes the only “glue” that holds 

the field together.  Second, understanding the context of IA acknowledges the social, 

negotiated, and complex nature of the IA’s work, and connects it to larger investigations of 

science and technology development.  Third, it addresses Karin Knorr Centina’s (1999) 

argument that most studies of the information age spend little time investigating the various 

“knowledge cultures” and their everyday practices that comprise this new economy.  This 

study attempts to directly interrogate and understand the epistemological underpinnings of 

IA practice, as voiced by experts within the field. 

The following chapter traces the historical development of information architecture, 

exploring the disciplines that have influenced its practice and theoretical approach.  I 

illuminate ways in which IA developed against the background of the dot-com boom and 

bust.  Additionally, I argue that the emergence of IA practice has important political-

economic implications. 

A note on definitions 

In the interest of being as transparent as possible about the assumptions I have made 

throughout this study, I feel compelled to mention a few points about the terms I use 

throughout this manuscript.  As I note in the next chapter, “information architecture” can 

refer to a specific point in the design process, a practice which an IA performs, or a 

field/community of practice.  Therefore, there are points at which I refer to IAs as 

“designers.”  However, I do not mean to imply that these functions are necessarily conflated 

in many firms (or that all IAs are designers in the “graphic” or “Web design” sense or that 

they only do design).  I simply hope to underscore the point that IA work is a form of design 

practice, and that understanding it as such allows for some interesting connections between 

these two fields.   

In addition, I often use the phrase “IA practitioner” instead of “information 

architect.”  This is partially to highlight a reality of the field – that numerous individuals may 

be involved in some aspect of IA practice, but may not self-identify as information 

architects.  I discuss this contradiction in detail in Chapter 5.
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Chapter 2 – Historical constitution of information 
architecture (IA) 

The last chapter described my theoretical approach, research questions, and justified 

the importance of this study in terms of its contributions to communication theory and the 

sociology of knowledge.  I also situated this study within the larger context of work in 

cyberculture/digital media studies, actor-network theory, and activity theory.  In this chapter, 

I outline the roots of IA, tracing its history against the backdrop of the dot-com era and its 

development in concert with and next to other disciplines:  library/information science, 

architecture, HCI/usability, and graphic design.  I discuss the ways in which IA has 

developed since 1996, focusing on official histories of the field commonly accepted by the 

IA community.  Herein I identify several tensions within the field; in later chapters I delve 

into each in greater depth. 

Cultural-historical activity theory (Engeström, 1999a, 1999b, 2001; Engeström et al., 

1999; Foot, 2001; Foot & Groleau, Under review) emphasizes the importance of 

understanding activities as they are situated in their historical contexts.  An important aspect 

of CHAT is the notion of expansive cycles of development.  As Engeström notes, “a key 

task in historical analysis is periodicization.  One must divide the stream of historical events 

into larger patterns that have meaningful characteristics of their own” (Engeström, 1999a, p. 

32).  Therefore, this chapter is my attempt to create a meaningful periodicization of IA, 

based on thematic elements present in the field’s discourse. 

Underlying tensions within the system inspire individual and collective responses, 

ultimately changing the nature of the activity over time (Foot & Groleau, Under review).  

These contradictions indicate areas of potential growth (commonly referred to as the zone of 

proximal development within developmental activity theory), and often are the result of 

underlying political-economic tensions within the system.  Engeström (2001) proposes a 

four-level model of contradictions, which Kirsten Foot and Carole Groleau summarize as 

follows:   

Primary contradictions between the use value and exchange value occur within any 

corner of the activity system.  Secondary contradictions develop between the corners 



25 

 

of the activity system, for example, between the object and the rules by which the 

activity’s participants engage the object.  Tertiary contradictions within an activity 

system arise when the object of a more ‘culturally advanced’ activity, as determined 

by the participants in the central activity being analyzed, is introduced into or 

developed within the central activity….  Quaternary contradictions arise between the 

central activity and its neighboring activity systems as a new form of practice is 

employed (Foot & Groleau, Under review, §Cultural-historical activity theory:  A 

dialectical and teleological perspective on change). 

These contradictions then precipitate a series of epistemic actions, moving from questioning 

and recognizing inherent instabilities within the system to consolidating new practices and 

“stabilizing” the activity system.  See Figure 2 below. 

 

Figure 2:  Cycle of expansive learning (Engeström, 2001) 

Engeström’s expansive learning cycle is a useful model for understanding how activity 

systems develop over time.  In response to underlying tensions, the IA activity system has 

undergone multiple expansive cycles, which I refer to as “phases.”  These are presented in 

chronological order.  However, it is important to note that there is a fair amount of overlap 

towards the end of the list (phases 3-5).  That is, discussions of theme of phase 3, 

(1) Questioning 

(2) Analysis 

(3) Modeling 

(4) Examining 

(5) Implementing 

(6) Reflecting 

(7) Consolidating 
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“professionalization,” have never stopped entirely, but have moved slightly into the 

background to make room for other concerns.  Figure 3 below shows an approximate 

timeline of the phases I articulate in this chapter. 

1994 -
2000

Awareness
of users’

Web habits1978 - 1994
IA beginnings

1995
Jakob Nielsen’s

Alertbox column debuts1978
Wurman coins IA

1998
1st ed.

Polar Bear
book published

1998 -
2000

Professional-
ization

2000
First

IA Summit

2000 - present
Reconciliation

2004 - ?
The future

 

Figure 3:  Phases of IA development 

While this timeline starts with Wurman’s coining of the term “information architecture,” 

clearly the practice of IA – that is, the structuring of information for audiences’ consumption 

– extends much further to the earliest days of the spoken and written word (Innis, 1951; 

McLuhan, 1994; Ong, 1982).  For the purposes of the current study, I start my exploration 

in the 1970s, when large numbers of individuals first started accessing computers at their 

workplaces and (possibly) homes.  Specifically, I focus mostly on the last two phases of the 

field’s development outlined above – “reconciliation” and “the future.”  However, tensions 

within these two current phases are partially a result of earlier ones.  In this section, I outline 

the historical development of the IA field. 

Phase 1:  Beginnings 

While information architecture is a very young field, its disciplinary roots (in fields 

such as human factors/ergonomics, library and information science, and graphic design) 

extend back to the earlier part of the 20th century.  One could argue that the territory this 

field considers extend back even further – to our ancestors’ earliest encounters with of 

symbol systems designed to preserve information for others.  Theorists working within the 
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fields of communication have long argued that accounting, writing, and later printing, had a 

profound effect on humans’ social, cultural, spiritual, and political development (see, for 

example, Eisenstein, 1983; Levy, 2001; McLuhan, 1994; Ong, 1982; Peters, 1999).  The 

advent of industrialization, which brought mass-produced objects to large groups of 

individuals; the development of communication devices that primarily relied upon a new 

visual “language” (like the television, computer, and the Internet); and the extension of the 

media into most aspects of our lives – all could be said to create an environment in which 

attending to how we produce and consume information becomes of critical importance.  

The resulting “explosion” of information, and ways we might think about its design, laid the 

foundation for IA.  However, it is important to note that the roots of IA extend back much 

further than current discourse written by the field’s experts.  While IA practitioners may 

share a passing familiarity with the changes wrought by the development of the printing 

press or the advent of broadcasting, narratives chronicling the field’s development rarely 

situate it within the larger context of communication history.  This omission is interesting, 

especially in light of many of the terms borrowed from the communication discipline used to 

describe aspects of Web interaction:  users “scroll,” navigate and view Web “pages,” objects 

are placed “above” or “below the fold,” and so on. 

Roots of IA in other disciplines 

Information architecture draws upon research, methods, and epistemological 

frameworks from other fields.  These include cognitive science, anthropology, computer 

science, technical communication, human-computer interaction (HCI), library-information 

science (LIS), and graphic/information design, among others.  (For a more complete list of 

the fields influencing contemporary IA practice and theory, see Appendix A).  For the 

purposes of this section, I focus on the last three of these fields – HCI, LIS, and graphic 

design – as they most critically influenced the development of IA.6 

                                                
6 I will problematize these beginnings in other chapters, particularly Chapter 4, which focuses on the 
development of the “user” as a critical concept in IA discourse, and Chapter 6, which investigates the 
cross-disciplinary nature of IA.   
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Human factors and HCI 

The study of the interactions between humans and computers can trace its roots to 

the field of human factors engineering, in which worker efficiency was explored through 

formalized experiments in an attempt to maximize his/her productivity (Crawford, 2003).    

Some critics argue that these experiments were overly mechanistic in their approach to 

understanding human interactions with technology, attempting to “engineer the human into 

the system with little consideration given to the human operator” (R. R. Johnson, 1998, p. 

75).  

In the late 1970s, a groundswell of individuals within the computing community 

argued for a reconsideration of the “humanness” of the human-technology interface.  These 

researchers drew from a long history of work in the fields of psychology, anthropology, and 

sociology, to explore how users interacted with the emerging technology.  Developments in 

this area led to the realization that humans use these devices in the context of larger 

activities, and their actions within this context may not have a strictly rational or logical basis 

to it (R. R. Johnson, 1998).  Thus, the growth of the “user-centered” design (UCD) 

movement in HCI – whereby researchers advocated for the importance of understanding the 

users and their context of use as a means to ultimately craft designs that they could more 

easily use and “fit into” their activities (see, for example, Laurel, 1990; Suchman, 1987).  

Certainly, the explosive growth of the personal computer industry in the 1980s-90s and the 

concomitant rise of awareness of the “human” in “human-computer interaction” were no 

accident. 

However, while most individuals working within HCI are sensitive to the diversity of 

users and activities for which they may be interacting with a computer, there is far less 

agreement in terms of how we go about designing systems to cope with these differences.  

As Robert Johnson (1998) argues, two perspectives have traditionally dominated the field.  

One, espoused by those who view the “hard sciences” as the most epistemologically sound 

way of understanding the nuances of HCI, “still cling to a system-centered view that is more 

interested in the internal specifications and functions of the computer than with a user’s 

psychological or social interactions.  These system-centered researchers perceive the 
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computer as a human cognitive modeling device rather than a tool of use” (R. R. Johnson, 1998, p. 

77 - italics mine).  Creating a scientific model explaining complex user interactions and 

cognitive processes is the focus here.  In contrast, the other dominant voice in HCI research 

values insight derived from the social and cultural setting of the user – employing the so-

called “soft sciences” as their epistemological basis.  Johnson writes, “they [soft science 

advocates] are more concerned with the human as a user of systems and therefore focus 

their research on the problems associated with the psychology of everyday activities:  

activities that may or may not have any rational, logical, or consistently verifiable 

processes….  [They] focus on the situated user as the central criterion of design” (R. R. 

Johnson, 1998, p. 77).  The hard-science group focuses on creating principles and patterns 

that remain constant across systems, while the soft-science group advocates for 

contextualizing and designing for specific activities.  However, it is likely that future work 

within HCI will attempt to unite these two perspectives – employing context-sensitive 

research approaches to create more universal patterns that can be used in various 

environments.  While I will discuss these two perspectives of user behavior more in Chapter 

4 and the disciplinary boundaries of IA work derived from HCI in Chapter 6, it is important 

to note that the historical roots of information architecture extending back into HCI suggest 

a divisive debate between user and system – one that is still in play today. 

Library and Information Science 

Librarians have traditionally been at the forefront of the collection, organization, and 

dissemination of information representing a wide range of disciplines and patron interests.  

Since the beginning of the profession, the classification of information, and the creation of 

cataloging systems, has been challenged by rapid technological developments – from 

microphotography in the early part of the 20th century, to the networked computer at its end 

(Rubin, 1998).  At all times, however, librarians have (generally) remained committed to the 

notion of understanding the information requirements of their patrons and how they can 

assist clients in their searches.  Because maximizing patrons’ access to information has 

remained at the forefront of the profession’s concerns, information-seeking behavior has 

been of great interest.  Of somewhat less concern has been the role that librarians play in 
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interpreting and working with the public to interpret this information – especially 

disciplinary-specific discourse (Simmons, 2005).   

Connections between the fields of library science and IA are numerous.  As 

Rosenfeld and Morville (2002) suggest, much of the work overlaps; both fields are 

concerned with the cataloging, indexing, and classification of information.  In addition, the 

diversity of materials with which librarians work means that they struggle with many of the 

same issues as do IAs, especially around metadata7 creation.  Much of the work and terms 

growing out of library science used to describe information seeking behavior, such as 

berrypicking (Bates, 2005) and foraging (Jacoby, 2005), have become common topics of 

interest to IA practitioners.   

Graphic design 

In later chapters, I will explore IA’s relationship to design studies, a relatively new 

interdisciplinary field that considers all aspects of design practice – including product, 

graphic, technical, architectural, and interactive design – within its boundaries of interest.  

However, the practice of IA overlaps with work in the graphic design field – particularly the 

as it relates to Web design and practice.  Therefore, a brief outline of the field’s history and 

its core areas of interest provide a useful backdrop for understanding the later development 

of IA. 

Histories of graphic design often trace its roots to the earliest forms of writing – 

pointing to the work of early Sumerians, Egyptians, and Chinese as the first examples of 

visual communication (see, for example, Heskett, 2002; Meggs, 1998).  Such a preoccupation 

with the earliest days of human history is not unfounded, as graphic design is predominately 

concerned with the ways in which the visual (illustrations, graphics, and type, among other 

things) is used to communicate with an audience.  However, the field did not fully develop 

until 1922, when William Addison Dwiggins used the term “graphic designer” to describe his 

own practice organizing the formal and structural elements of printed books (Meggs, 1998). 

                                                
7 Metadata are data about data.  
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In many ways, the historical development of graphic design follows a similar 

trajectory to larger movements within art and popular culture.  Movements like the Bauhaus, 

which emphasized the ability of art to transform society using traditional modes of 

mechanical production, and modernism’s emphasis on simple geometric forms, influenced 

graphic design until the mid-20th century (Heskett, 2002).  In the 1980s, postmodern trends 

shifted the focus from design’s use of practical forms to the larger semiotic meanings these 

forms conveyed.  At the beginning of the 21st century, graphic design’s trajectory is largely 

influenced by rapid technological development, which has dramatically changed both the 

means of production and modes of consumption (Meggs, 1998).  Increasingly, the graphic 

design community finds itself involved with larger social concerns:  from documenting 

elections and ballot design in the US (AIGA, 2006) to issues of sustainability in design 

practice (McDonough & Braungart, 2002).   

Richard Saul Wurman and “Information Architecture” 

While I have traced IA’s roots to several areas of inquiry, HCI, LIS, and graphic 

design, the beginning of the information architecture profession started in the late 1970s.  At 

the annual meeting of architects in 1976, Richard Saul Wurman, an award-winning graphic 

designer, coined the term “information architecture” to describe the process of organizing 

information so others could find it (Wurman & Bradford, 1997; Wurman, Leifer, Sume, 

Whitehouse, & Nolan, 2001).  Wurman had trained as an architect before pursuing graphic 

design, so he was well versed in the language and techniques in both fields.  His approach to 

information design in general tended to focus on individuals’ information needs and 

emphasized intuitive navigation.  Borrowing from techniques used by architects and 

designers, Wurman emphasized navigation and wayfinding techniques.8  Primarily he drew 

upon his experience designing maps and guidebooks for the Access publications.  Part of 

Wurman’s success with this series resulted from a keen understanding of what constituted 

                                                
8 Wayfinding is a field concerned with navigation systems used to travel through real-world spaces.  
Some experts working within the user-centered design field argue that the Web is akin to a physical 
space, and that designers should use many of the same principles used to design signage in real-world 
settings for the virtual world (see, for example, Fleming, 1998; Morville, 2005). 
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important information for travelers.  Unlike other travel guidebooks, the Access guides 

integrate listings for stores, lodging, restaurants, and tourist sites within neighborhood 

listings, rather than separating each category into a different chapter.  He remarks in the first 

edition of Information Anxiety, that the strength of the Access guides is their emphasis on 

“adjacencies that often seem serendipitous” (Wurman, 1989, p. 144).  However, categories 

(or classes) of sites of interest to the traveler are color-coded for easy reference and listed in 

proximity to each other.  Looking at a listing for a neighborhood in Seattle, for example, 

provides information about not only restaurants (listed in red) nearby, but also important 

architectural sites (in blue), parks (green), gardens (green), and museums (in black).  Thus, 

the guides mirror the actual experience one has walking in an unfamiliar neighborhood, 

where shops, hotels, parks, and restaurants all commingle. 

Wurman argues that this sort of “ground truth” knowledge is primarily the result of 

extensive research with each city’s residents. 9  He writes,  

Deciding how to break a city down into manageable pieces is a vital part of our 

process.  The division into areas and their geographical relationships decides how 

our data will be collected and our maps drawn.  This breakdown is based on research 

– reading, talking to people who live in the city for sensible ideas about shopping, 

etc., finding areas that are already known as cohesive entities, and reacting to what 

other books have portrayed.  In planning area divisions, we also consider landmarks 

that will help people orient themselves when switching from one area map to the 

next…. We don’t have the inside track on information.  But we provide a unique 

format and a way to gain access to it.  In other guides, you seldom get to know the 

fabric.  Fabric is an important part of understanding the city… How are the parts 

woven together in a cohesive whole? 

While he is applying it to real-world navigation, there is clearly a connection here between 

the work of guidebook writers and information architects.  Wurman’s need to present the 

“fabric” of the city – the principles which organize it and give it some sort of character –

                                                
9 “Ground truth” is the term used by scientists working with satellite data; a person on the ground 
verifies the data the satellite provides to ensure its accuracy (NASA, 2006). 
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influences many contemporary IAs who integrated his ideas into their own work.  Christina 

Wodtke (2003), author of Information Architecture:  Blueprints for the Web, underscores this point 

in her book, arguing that the primary task of an IA is to make the underlying structure of a 

Web site apparent and easily navigated.  Just like Wurman, Wodtke also highlights the 

importance of understanding the inhabitants’ (in this case, Web site users’) expectations of 

how the “city” is to be traveled.   

Underscoring Wurman’s work, and influencing current trends in IA, is the belief that 

the current “explosion” of information is creating numerous difficulties for individuals in all 

aspects of their lives.  This results in what he terms “information anxiety.”  He writes,  

Information has become the driving force of our lives, and the ominous threat of 

this ever-increasing pile demanding to be understood has made most of us anxious.  

Information anxiety is produced by the ever-widening gap between what we understand 

and what we think we should understand.  Information anxiety is the black hole 

between data and knowledge.  It happens when information doesn’t tell us what we 

want or need to know (Wurman, 1989, emphasis in original). 

Part of the root of this “anxiety” is the continual, exponential growth in the amount and ease 

with which we can access information.  Wurman offers a number of examples:  a person’s 

refusal to buy new products because the instructions to use them might be too complex; 

feeling anxious about not knowing how to program a VCR; and an increasing panic about 

financial news even if one is not familiar with how the markets work. 10  This “anxiety” is a 

result of what is perceived as too much information – termed “information overload.” As 

the author of Digital Ground notes, “as information becomes more and more abundant, clear 

views through it become less and less possible” (McCullough, 2004, p. 15).  Thus, the 

“overload” of information is not just an issue of being frustrated by the increasingly large 

amounts of accessible data, but that structures used to organize and clarify it are insufficient 

and unintuitive. 

                                                
10 It is important to note that Wurman was writing this before the Internet was widely available 
outside academic and research institutions. 
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The “Information Architect” 

One of Wurman’s key contributions to the field of IA was its title:  information 

architecture.  As I mentioned in the last chapter, Wurman coined the term during a keynote 

address at a professional conference for the American Institute of Architects (AIA).  While 

Wurman’s intent in combining the term “architect(ure)” with “information” was most likely 

due to his experience in designing wayfinding and navigation techniques for real-world 

travelers, this turn-of-phrase has had critical implications for the field’s development over 

time.  Chapter 6 explores the use of the architectural metaphor to describe both the work of 

IAs, and the objects, documents, and designs they produce.  Quite simply, the term 

“architecture” is politically loaded, as it recalls a discipline with a history burdened by its own 

epistemological and methodological tensions.  Thus, Wurman’s use of the term 

“architecture” (and “information,” the roots of which, I also illuminate in Chapter 6), and its 

subsequent use by experts designing the Web (primarily) to describe their own work and the 

nascent field they are shaping, informs the field as a whole in critical ways.  

This is not to say there are not differences between Wurman’s original 

conceptualization of the “information architect” in 1974 and the look of IA in 2006.  For 

example, his glossy tome Information Architects (Wurman & Bradford, 1997) provides specific 

examples of what he considers “well architected” information; however, he almost 

exclusively focuses on the work of high-end graphic/print designers.11  Specific discussions 

of web-based designs are limited in both Information Architects and Information Anxiety 2.  

Additionally, Wurman focuses on the designs as exemplars, rather than outlining specific IA 

methods, theoretical approaches, or design techniques that would-be IAs could apply to 

their own projects.  Using Bruno Latour’s words, he does little to uncover and examine the 

“black box” of this kind of design practice. 

                                                
11 Perhaps ironically, one of the individuals whose digital multimedia work is included in Information 
Architects (Wurman & Bradford, 1997) is Nathan Shredhoff – a principal of Vivid Studios, who later 
became one of the more outspoken critics of IA.  In the early days of the field’s existence, he wrote 
that the work falling under the rubric of “information architecture” and practiced specifically by IAs 
was something that the Web design community had already been doing for years (Greenfield, 2002).  
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Rise of the Net/Dot-coms 

If much of Wurman’s work in the 1970s and 80s emphasized the “explosion” of 

information, even before Internet was widely adopted outside of academic and scientific 

institutions, by 1997’s Information Architects, the mass of information had become a “tsunami” 

– “…crashing onto the beaches of the civilized world.  This tidal wave of unrelated, growing 

data formed in bits and bytes, coming in an unorganized, uncontrolled, incoherent 

cacophony of foam….  None of it is easily related, none of it comes with any organizational 

methodology” (Wurman & Bradford, 1997, p. 15).   Unlike the potentially controlled nature 

of an “explosion,” a “tsunami” of information would surely overwhelm everything and 

everyone in its path.  This adoption of a new metaphor likely reflected the increasing 

availability of mass quantities of information via the Internet (and primarily the World Wide 

Web) – and the feeling that its growth had almost an organic, monstrous quality about it.12   

The rise of the dot-coms during the 1990s plays a critically important role in the 

development of IA, and its move to prominence as an important component of Web design 

practice.  Two types of businesses emerged during this period.  The first type, traditionally 

“bricks-and-mortar” retailers, encouraged customers to purchase and seek information about 

their products online.  These companies viewed their Web presence as supplemental to their 

“real world” stores (e.g. Wal-Mart, Office Depot, etc.).  The other type, the true “dot-coms,” 

existed solely in cyberspace; there were no real-world storefronts where customers could buy 

their products (e.g. Amazon.com).  Both types of businesses retained the services (either in-

house or on a contract basis) of designers and developers to create their “Web presence” in 

the 1990s.   

However, differentiation online, as many retailers quickly determined, became 

difficult.  Web customers seemed to be more fickle than their “offline” counterparts were – 

and since the nearest competitor was “a click away,” companies went to increasingly 

                                                
12 I am reminded of the scene in Terry Gilliam’s Brazil (Gilliam, 1985), in which the main character is 
overwhelmed with requests for certain forms, simply to fix a broken pipe in his apartment.  Perhaps 
the 1990s (Web-enabled) version of this comes in the film Office Space (Judge, 1999), in which one of 
the characters is repeatedly chastised by his coworkers for not filling out his “TPS reports” – another 
in a long string of nonsensical reports. 
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dramatic lengths to retain them.  One of the points of differentiation became customer 

service.  Companies soon realized that as more businesses and homes had access to the Web, 

the composition of their potential customer base would change.  Instead of being the 

“hardcore” computer developers and scientists who had access to the Internet in the 1980s, 

the 1990s’ user might have limited experience with the basic navigational concepts of Web 

software (browsers, pages, URLs, etc.), let alone the increasingly complex (and highly 

individualized) e-commerce software platforms many corporations used for their online 

presences.  To attract and retain these “newbie” customers, many companies started taking a 

different approach to their Web development projects, and focused on making their Web 

sites as “user friendly” as “real world” stores were.  As a result, designers and developers 

integrated aspects of user-centered design (UCD) into their multimedia and Web design 

work.  As I mentioned earlier, this approach to (primarily) software design had its roots in 

the field of HCI, but had yet to be applied to the nascent technology of the Web.  Part of 

the strength of UCD is its suggestion that that most developers/designers are not the target 

“audience” of the products they are building.  UCD emphasizes the importance of user-

acceptance testing and usability studies to identify potential problems with the final product 

design.  Thus, the dot-com era was characterized by an increasing awareness of the role 

users/customers played in the success or failure of Web-based businesses. 

Phase 2:  Raising awareness about users’ Web habits 

While practitioners were grappling with issues of user acceptance and starting to 

embrace certain aspects of UCD process, academics, particularly within the HCI field, were 

starting to consider how the rise of the Web as a primary communication device might 

change their practices.  Additionally, professionals within the management and business 

community started to understand the benefit of focusing on the user experience and the 

potentially valuable improvements usability testing could provide. 

Usability gains visibility 

An integral part of UCD is a process called “usability testing,” in which individuals 

representing the “idealized” audience for a Web site or other technological product use a 
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version of it and reflect aloud on their experience.  A usability practitioner or other team 

member analyzes results from these tests, and the development team fixes problem areas in 

the next “release” of the Web site/application.  While usability has been a staple of HCI 

studies since the 1980s, it was not applied to Internet applications (like the Web) until the 

mid-1990s.   

A major shift happened in 1995, with the debut of Jakob Nielsen’s weekly 

“Alertbox” column.  Nielsen, a former usability engineer with Sun, had long been a 

proponent for usability testing within the (mostly academic) HCI community in the 1980s 

and early 1990s.  With the “Alertbox,” however, Nielsen offered his expertise to the larger 

designer and Web developer community.  Updated weekly, it featured articles about basic 

usability principles (applying heuristics to sites, how to conduct a usability test, etc.) and 

analyzed current trends in Web design from a usability standpoint.  Nielsen rose to 

prominence for two reasons:  (1) he was the first individual to champion the importance of 

integrating usability testing (in whatever form), and provided inexperienced Web designers 

with “ammunition” they could use to make the case for integrating usability into the 

development cycle; and (2) he was an effective self-promoter.  Nielsen offered his 

perspective on usability to whoever would listen – from business-oriented publications like 

Business Week and Forbes to popular practitioner conferences like Web ‘99 to academics at the 

yearly HCI conference, CHI (Nielsen, 2006).  Whatever one can say about his personal style, 

Nielsen was extremely effective in promoting basic tenets of usability and able to speak 

convincingly to both business executives and software developers about the importance of 

focusing on the users when designing for the Web. 

Another critical figure within the HCI community, and former VP of Research at 

Apple Computer, Donald Norman, also heavily influenced thinking about the role of users 

and usability around the same time (Norman, 1999).  Norman published The Psychology of 

Everyday Things in 1988.  Based on his experience in cognitive psychology, the book focused 

on the ways in which common objects afforded (or limited) certain interactions (Norman, 

1988).  Norman argued that many interface designers practiced their profession in isolation 

without understanding those who would use the final product (Rheingold, 1990).  With the 

reprinting of The Psychology of Everyday Things [renamed The Design of Everyday Things (1998)], 
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Norman’s book reached a mass audience.  While less focused on the practical issues of 

usability testing and heuristic evaluation than Nielsen, Norman offered a much more holistic 

and almost philosophical perspective on the wonders of the designed world.  His focus on 

the usability of everyday objects (from toasters to thermostats to vases) inspired many within 

the usability community, frustrated by designers who would seemingly sacrifice the 

functionality of an object for aesthetic consideration.  Unsurprisingly, perhaps, this drew the 

ire of many graphic, product, and interaction designers who argued that if everyone followed 

Norman’s logic, the world would be filled with functional, but exceedingly ugly, objects 

(Norman, 2002). 

LIS’ entry into the field 

Other changes, especially in the world of universities, non-profits, and other public 

institutions, were afoot during this period.  Libraries, particularly within the academic 

community, were early adopters of Web technology.  Many universities had access to the 

Internet long before Netscape Navigator debuted in 1994, and libraries affiliated with these 

academic institutions had been using these technologies almost from the beginning (Rubin, 

1998).  While librarians were used to dealing with large-scale information infrastructures, 

having long pioneered cataloging and classification schema, the Web, in particular, created 

an entirely new set of challenges.  First, librarians, who were trained to examine documents 

and determine their relevance and authority, were unaccustomed to the laissez-faire 

publishing practices of the Web (Morrogh, 2002).  Suddenly, everyone with a connection and 

some basic knowledge of HTML could create their own homepage.  There were no longer 

editors or publishers in the traditional sense.  Second, the vast quantity of information 

available online challenged even the most Net-savvy librarian.  There were no Readers’ Guide 

to Periodicals or card catalogs – just search engines and directories like Yahoo! and AltaVista.  

How would librarians support patrons in their quest for information if the Web had no 

overarching classification scheme?  Third, the Web challenged the entire function of 

librarianship.  Would librarians now have to be experts in Web navigation and design?  How 

would they support the increasing numbers of individuals (their patrons) who were unable to 

find what they were looking for online?  Would they now have to offer technical support 
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along with other library services?  Fourth, and by far the most concerning issue of all, was 

what the library would “look like” in the face of these vast technological changes.  Would 

libraries (and librarians) become obsolete in the face of the self-serve Web?  What role (if 

any) would the library need to play in this increasingly digital future? 

Agitators within the library community argued for their role as “cybrarians” – 

becoming the librarians of the Internet.  However, the rapid development and subsequent 

commercialization of the Web, as well as its decentralized nature, made this claim a difficult 

one.  In particular, changing notions of authorship and “publication” challenged the role of 

the librarian during this era.  Additionally, librarians struggled with its lack of standardization 

– the Web did not lend itself to classification systems such as those used by the Library of 

Congress easily (Rubin, 1998).  Perhaps to counter the notion that librarians were irrelevant 

in an era where everyone was simultaneously a publisher, consumer, and distributor, many 

library schools changed their name from “Library Science” to “Library and Information 

Science,” or simply dropped the “Library” moniker altogether to become schools of 

“Information.”  These changes were more than just semantic.  Curricula at many top 

institutions (University of California at Berkeley, University of Michigan, University of Texas 

at Austin, etc.) dramatically shifted during this period, emphasizing topics more often found 

in departments of computer science (database design, information management, informatics, 

etc.) than in traditional library schools (Brunette, 2006).  However, the historical connections 

between LIS practice and the nascent IA field were undeniable.  As one article notes,  

From the viewpoint of the LIS professions, the ideas of information architecture add 

a fillip of graphic design and fresh thinking to a base of practice with which the 

professions have long been concerned.  Since the beginning of writing, librarians 

have understood the importance of selectively acquiring information and organizing 

it in ways that will facilitate later access to the information by users…. In short, 

librarians have long understood and practiced the principles that Wurman has 

labeled as ‘information architecture’” (Wyllys, 2000). 

While this article clearly articulates the connection between these two fields, it also points to 

a potential conflict:  the idea that the LIS field already considers IA within its purview.  This 

statement also articulates a potentially problematic view of IA as merely “adding a fillip of 
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graphic design” to the already pre-defined LIS discipline.  I illuminate tensions between IA 

and other fields further in Chapter 6. 

Phase 3:  Professionalization of IA 

While the roots of IA were shaping during the early days (1994-1997) of the Web, it 

was not until the late 1990s that the field became a cohesive community of practice.  Much 

of this is due to the promotion of the field by Louis Rosenfeld and Peter Morville, two 

graduates of the University of Michigan’s School of Information and Library Science.  While 

Rosenfeld and Morville were not the only individuals promoting the IA field, they were 

instrumental in (1) describing the field and relating it to work in LIS and (2) inspiring the 

creation of a vibrant, professional organization dedicated to discussing IA practice and 

theory.  

Publication of the “Polar Bear” book 

1998 was a critical year in the development of the IA field.  Rosenfeld and Morville’s 

Information Architecture for Large-Scale Web Sites (2002) offered would-be practitioners guidance 

as to the tools by which they could start applying IA principles to their work designing 

information spaces.  The “Polar Bear” book (so-called because of a detailed, black-and-white 

drawing of a polar bear on the cover), created a clear connection between librarianship and 

emerging IA practice.  For example, a number of chapters presented fundamental LIS 

concepts regarding classification, taxonomies, and thesauri, but explored them in the context 

of the Web, rather than discussing their traditional use within libraries (Rosenfeld & 

Morville, 2002).  Of primary concern to Rosenfeld and Morville were the ways in which LIS 

strategies of information organization and user-centered information design could be applied 

to effectively create and manage Web sites.  In particular, the Polar Bear book focused on 

the design of navigation systems, the fundamental structure of Web sites (broad and shallow 

vs. narrow and deep), link labeling, and search systems.  Importantly, Rosenfeld and Morville 

explored all of these topics from a user-centered perspective, arguing that “there is no goal 
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more important to designing information architecture than to satisfy user needs” (Rosenfeld 

& Morville, 2002, p. 28).13 

Unlike Wurman, who outlined the need for a profession called “Information 

Architecture,” but provided few clues as to how practitioners might apply these principles to 

their work, Rosenfeld and Morville’s book offered specific techniques and guidance for real 

world IA problems.  Additionally, they provided a number of justifications as to why IA 

problems were important and required attention during the Web design/development 

process.  However, while most within the IA community recognize the Polar Bear book as a 

watershed moment in the development of the field, critics suggest that Rosenfeld and 

Morville’s work provided little in the way of high-level IA theory (Dillon & Turnbull, 2005).  

Part of this is certainly a result of the emergent nature of the field – a point to which I will 

return in Chapter 6 – but this also points to one of the ongoing points of tension within the 

field as a whole.  Individuals with strong ties to university settings, particularly those working 

in conjunction with the computer and information science communities, decry the lack of 

deductive IA theory and argue that the inductive nature of most IA practice may hinder its 

acceptance as a full-fledged field (Haverty, 2002).  I will discuss more about this struggle 

later. 

The first IA Summit and the SIG-IA list 

After the publication of the Polar Bear book, the nascent information architecture 

field continued its rapid development.  In May 2000, American Society for Information 

Society and Technology (ASIS&T) hosted the first of what would become a yearly event 

focused on the practice of information architecture.  The 2000 IA Summit (Defining 

Information Architecture) featured presentations from practitioners and academics working 

in/with IA.   

Representative presentation topics at the Summit included the role that librarians 

could play in the field and how to “make the case” for IA work within businesses, among 

                                                
13 This is a very simplified view of the ways Rosenfeld and Morville present the role of the IA within 
the organization – they illuminate a number of other, often contradictory responsibilities, for which 
the IA should advocate.  I revisit this issue in Chapters 5 and 6. 
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others.  However, a majority of the conference was devoted to defining the field – discussing 

what was and was not “information architecture” (ASIS Summit 2000:  Information Architecture 

- presentations, 2000).  Presenters included Louis Rosenfeld, Peter Morville, and Andrew 

Dillon (well-known figures within the IA field), and designers Jeffrey Veen and Clement 

Mok, who were more often associated with the fields of graphic/interaction design. 

After the first IA Summit, ASIS&T developed a new mailing list for individuals 

interested in the IA field.  The SIG-IA e-mail list allowed this emerging community of 

practice to engage in conversations about issues related to IA.  Over time, SIG-IA became 

especially important for those individuals who were just entering the field, as there were few 

established paths for “newbie” IAs to be mentored by others.  Few educational programs 

offered courses in IA, and the practice-oriented nature of the field meant that most people 

simply fell into “doing” IA work without formalized training, so SIG-IA filled some 

important gaps in the professional training of individuals working in IA (Dillon & Turnbull, 

2005).  

The Information Architecture Institute develops 

Another watershed moment in the development of the field occurred when the first 

professional organization developed in 2003.  The Information Architecture Institute 

(formerly the Asilomar Institute for Information Architecture – “AifIA”), provided materials 

related to the practice and educational needs of this burgeoning professional community.  

Guided by well-known IA experts (Christina Wodtke, Louis Rosenfeld, Peter Morville, Jesse 

James Garrett, Keith Instone, and others served as founding board or advisory members), 

the Institute compiled much of the existing materials written about IA design tools and 

methods, which were scattered around the Web, and offered them to both members and the 

larger public.  The organization also provided a community-created list of important texts 

that many practicing IAs found useful (a “canon” for IA newcomers) and connections to 

local IA groups.  Additionally, the Institute offered a job posting service and general 

employment research (including salary and competency surveys).  By 2006, the organization 

also provided mentoring services and development grants for IA projects, regularly 
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sponsored conferences outside of the annual IA Summit, and had 400 members from 

around the world (The Information Architecture Institute, 2006).   

Phase 4:  Reconciling with the past 

After the publication of the “Polar Bear” book, and the development of the AifIA 

and SIG-IA, the professionalization of the IA field was well underway.  However, there 

remained a definite split between those working within the larger (interaction) design 

community and those who identified themselves as IAs.  In addition, there was still some 

confusion as to how Wurman’s original conception of the field might apply to the type of 

work that IAs were doing on a daily basis.     

Bringing Wurman (and architecture) back into the fold 

One of the ongoing debates within the field was how useful the “architecture” 

metaphor was to the actual design work that most IAs did on a daily basis.  This had much 

to do with the legacy Richard Saul Wurman had left when he used the term “information 

architecture” to refer to what many in the field considered simply “information design” 

(Lisberg, 2000).  While the differences between the two terms might seem relatively few to 

those working outside the field, to many IAs the semantic differences weighed heavily, 

especially as they tried to explain the field’s importance to potential clients, and, specifically, 

how the architectural metaphor influenced the practice of their profession.  While many IAs 

suggested the “architecture” part of the phrase referred to their ability to enable wayfinding 

online, it was not until the publication of Information Architecture:  Blueprints for the Web 

(Wodtke, 2003) that the semantic legacy Wurman left the field finally connected to IA 

practice. 

Christina Wodtke (2003) noted that the real power of the “architecture” part of the 

phrase “information architecture,” was its connection to ways architects designed and 

communicated about built structures with others.  She argued that IA practice should focus 

on creating “blueprints” for Web sites, in the same way that architectural practice creates 

blueprints for the physical built environment.  Through storyboards, site maps, and detailed 

content inventories, Christina Wodtke presented tools and techniques IAs could use to 
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construct an image (or blueprint) that they could discuss with team members, clients, and 

potential users before the actual Web site construction started.  While the “Polar Bear” book 

also included information about these techniques, she offered specific, step-by-step case 

studies of IA work, and the resulting “blueprint” diagrams.  Instead of offering a complete 

overview of the field, Information Architecture:  Blueprints for the Web became a practitioners’ 

quick reference guide, designed for whoever might be responsible for Web site development.  

As she notes in the book’s introduction, a site’s information architecture might be the 

responsibility of someone not called an “information architect.”  Wodtke writes, “You might 

be the project or product manager, the designer, the engineer, or the marketing guy.  You’re 

not really sure why it [the Web site’s design] landed on your desk; heck, you’re looking 

around to see if there is another desk you could slide it onto” (2003, p. 5).  Like Wodtke, 

authors of another text about Web design explicitly link the experience of navigating a Web 

site to exploring a physical building: 

Finding our way around a web site is no different than finding our way around a 

building.  We use our eyes, we make assumptions, we look for consistency, and learn 

from experience.  If there is no visual difference between a door that leads to a 

bathroom, a basement stairway, or a clothes close, then we have to test each one to 

find where to hang our coat.  If there is a floor plan on the wall that contains 

symbols for each, we will find the bathroom without having to open every door.  

Building a web site is not unlike building a physical structure, such as a house. One 

can start by planning the bedroom, then furnishing the kitchen and insisting on the 

best speakers for the stereo.  But how do you get from the bedroom to the 

bathroom?  Where does the plumbing hook up to the sewer?  And is the foundation 

strong enough to support the walls when you need a second floor? (Kahn & Lenk, 

2001, p. 10). 

Another practicing IA, Jesse James Garrett, also connected traditional architectural 

theories to the practice of IA design.  In his book, The Elements of User Experience (Garrett, 

2002a), Garrett argues for a “pace-layering design” approach to Web sites, where each aspect 

of a site (from the underlying strategy to its final aesthetic look) fits onto a “plane.”  Each 

plane depends and builds upon design decisions made on earlier planes.  Thus, a Web site’s 
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scope will directly affect its structure, which will in turn affect its final graphic design.  While 

Garrett does not explicitly state the connection between this IA strategy and design 

approaches used in architecture, it is highly reminiscent of the “four S’s” – site, structure, 

skin, services, space plan, and stuff – that Stewart Brand argues architects rely upon when 

designing buildings (Brand, 1994).14 

Reconsidering design and usability 

One of the more divisive issues within the Web design community concerned the 

debate between those who advocated for the importance of usability trumping all other 

aspects of site design.  Perhaps to confront this issue directly, Peter Van Dijck’s Information 

Architecture for Designers (2003) introduced IA to the visual design community.  Published by 

RotoVision, a well-known graphic design press, Van Dijck’s book is remarkable, not just for 

its content, but for its visually arresting design.  The work incorporates many of the 

principles outlined in the “Polar Bear” book and others, but provides a diversity of examples 

(discussions of navigation design include numerous images from real world wayfinding 

conundrums) in an accessible and highly readable format.  Much like Information Architecture:  

Blueprints for the Web (Wodtke, 2003), Van Dijck’s work combines the creative inspiration of 

Richard Saul Wurman’s Information Architects (1997) and Information Anxiety (1989; 2001) with 

some of the practical grounding of the “Polar Bear” book. 

As I mentioned earlier, much of the design versus usability conflict was highlighted 

in The Design of Everyday Things (1998), in which Donald Norman argued that the design 

community needed to attend to the usability of the objects we encountered in our daily lives.  

However, Norman took steps to repair this fissure between design and usability in a later 

book, Emotional Design (Norman, 2005a).  In this work, he argues that aesthetics 

considerations not only determine our feelings towards products, but also actually increase 

our ability to use them successfully.  As he notes, “attractive things make people feel good, 

which in turn makes them think more creatively…making it easier for people to find 

                                                
14 Connections between Garrett’s approach and that discussed by Brand was also the subject of a 
paper presented at the IA Summit 2006 – “From Pace Layering to Resilience Theory:  The Complex 
Implications of Tagging for Information Architecture” (Campbell & Fast, 2006). 
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solutions to the problems they encounter” (Norman, 2005a, p. 19).  Norman’s numerous 

examples of this principle span everything from the iPod, to Japanese bento boxes, to the 

redesigned Volkswagen Beetle, to the stretched logo Google uses on its search results pages.  

Each of these, he argues, is uniquely designed to maximize both usability and aesthetic 

interest. 

While perhaps not directly targeted at the information architecture community, both 

of these works attend to many critiques of those voiced by experience, product, and 

interaction designers who viewed IA’s focus on the underlying structure of information 

spaces as overly myopic and limiting.  In addition, they created a potentially useful 

foundation for future collaborations between IA practitioners and the larger design 

community. 

Phase 5:  Can’t we all get along? 

Practitioners working within the IA field of 2006 found themselves in a unique 

position.  Having successfully survived the dot-com era, professional expansion of the field, 

and the beginnings of institutionalization within academic departments, there were many 

issues that remain unresolved.  First, and foremost, was the pressure to refine the field’s 

territory in light of the increasingly mobile and embedded nature of our communication 

technology.  Second, the professional experience level of practicing IAs (or those working 

with information architecture) had changed.  Novice practitioners who were simply creating 

new IA tools and techniques on the fly no longer comprised the bulk of the field; there were 

now an increasing number of mid-career professionals looking to refine their place within 

the organizations with which they worked or consulted.  This meant that the needs of the IA 

community, in terms of educational and professional development, were also changing. 

Third, there remained the open issue of how IA interacted with visual and interaction design 

– in other words, could we really separate a technological artifact’s information “layer” from 

its interaction “layer”? 

I attend to these issues in some depth in later chapters.  However, one of the 

foundational issues driving many of these questions is definitional in nature.  In this section, 

I present some of the underlying tensions inherent in definitions of the phrase, “information 
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architecture.”  Specifically, I argue that the numerous definitions of the field are indicative of 

larger contradictions present within the activity systems within which IA practitioners work. 

Difficulty defining IA  

Since the first IA conference in 2000, practitioners and researchers have spent 

significant time trying to define the field.  From questions of overlap with other traditions 

(specifically HCI/usability and interaction design) to its rightful place within the academy 

(information/library science schools, technical communication departments, or graphic 

design programs), few days go by on most IA-related blogs or on the SIG-IA list without 

someone suggesting that a particular approach or method is or is not “IA.”  At the same 

time, there is a subset of individuals (mostly outside of the IA community), who criticize the 

field as reifying the tools, methods, and approaches that IAs use as something more than 

what they consider just good Web design (see, for example, 37signals, 2006; Greenfield, 

2002).   

In later chapters, I illustrate the complexity and contradictions implicit within IA 

experts’ conceptualizations of the field.  However, exploring the multiplicity of definitions 

used in books, whitepapers, and articles written about information architecture is a critical 

part of understanding other conflicts that emerge in IA discourse.  In this section, I outline 

some of the most frequently used, and most frequently discussed definitions of IA.  Trying 

to define where this field’s limits are is difficult, but if IA is to move beyond simply a loose 

set of practices, creating a simple and understandable definition of the type of work that falls 

under the rubric of “information architecture” is important.  The IA community is facing a 

number of pressures – from potential business partners who are unclear as to the breadth of 

practice IA covers, from those in other fields (interface design, usability) who may view IA 

work as something they do already, and from those involved in the functionality end of 

things (programmers), who are not clear as to how IA fits into the development cycle (Stott, 

2004). 
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Why definitions matter 

As I mentioned in the introduction, disciplines and fields tend to coalesce around 

common practices, methods, and epistemological approaches to their subject matter.  The 

desire to institutionalize and promote the field’s growth is one of many reasons why this may 

be the case.  While researchers and practitioners may not agree upon a single definition of a 

field, especially one like IA that is interdisciplinary in nature – see, for example, the 

numerous controversies over what constitutes “communication” research (Schiller, 1996) –  

there seems to be common themes that connect the object of a community of practice.  In 

the table below, I outline a number of definitions used for the term “information 

architecture.” 

Table 1:  Some definitions of information architecture 

Theme Example quotation Other citations 

Quality of a 
system  

“The information architecture is the collective term used 
to describe the various components of the information 
infrastructure which take the business model and the 
component business processes and deliver information 
systems that support and deliver it.  Prime components 
are the data architecture, the systems architecture and the 
computer architecture” (Carter, 1999, p. 182). 

 

IA as a discipline “Information architecture is a foundation discipline 
describing the theory, principles, guidelines, standards, 
conventions and factors for managing information as a 
resource.  It produces drawings, charts, plans, documents, 
designs, blueprints and templates, helping everyone make 
efficient, effective, productive and innovative use of all 
types of information”. 

(Evernden & 
Evernden, 2003, p. 
1) 
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Table 1:  Continued 

Theme Example quotation Other citations 

Characteristic of a 
Web site  

“…the content and organization of the Web site” (Lynch 
& Horton, 2001, p. 6).   

(Kuniavsky, 2003, p. 
44); (Van Dijck, 
2003, p. 12); (Veen, 
2000, p. 80) 

IA as a role  “It’s the information architect’s job to make the implicit 
architecture explicit so it matches what the users need, 
expect, and understand….  The architect makes it 
possible for the users to navigate through the information 
and comprehend what they see.  The ultimate goal is for 
the audience to be able to predict what’s going to happen 
around the next corner, even if they’ve never been there, 
and be able to get from point A to point B without 
getting lost” (Kuniavsky, 2003, p. 45). 

(Van Dijck, 2003, p. 
12); (Wodtke, 2003, 
p. 2) 

Canonical 
definition from 
Rosenfeld and 
Morville (2002) 

“1. The combination of organization, labeling, and 
navigation schemes within an information system.  2. The 
structural design of an information space to facilitate task 
completion and intuitive access to content.  3. The art and 
science of structuring and classifying web sites and 
intranets to help people find and manage information.  4.  
An emerging discipline and community of practice 
focused on bringing principles of design and architecture 
to the digital landscape” (Rosenfeld & Morville, 2002, p. 
4). 

 

Shared themes 

Some common themes emerge when we examine this list of IA definitions closely.  

First, the term “information architecture” embraces a multiplicity of meanings.  It is 

simultaneously a characteristic of a Web site,15 a practice performed by either an information 

architect or other design team member primarily concerned with information organization 

and navigation, and an emerging community of practice/discipline.  While most of these 

authors suggest IA work focuses on the organization of information on the Web 

                                                
15 This is not to suggest that IA cannot be applied to other technologies besides Web sites, just that 
current definitions most often discuss IA work in reference to the Web, rather than other Internet 
technologies. 
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(Kuniavsky, 2003; Lynch & Horton, 2001; Reiss, 2000; Van Dijck, 2003; Veen, 2000; 

Wodtke, 2003), some choose not to specify a particular realm in which IA practice happens 

(Wurman & Bradford, 1997; Wurman et al., 2001), and others use generic terms, like 

“information space” (Rosenfeld & Morville, 2002) or “information infrastructure” (Carter, 

1999), implying a navigable space where IA techniques provide structure for users.  It is 

likely that these definitional changes are as much a function of the era in which they were 

developed, and reflect technological changes over time – as the Web’s dominance has been 

challenged by other information-sharing applications, such as instant messaging (IM), peer-

to-peer networking (P2P), and social-networking and collaborative tagging services (like 

Flickr, del.ici.ous, and digg).  While many of these programs use some of the Web’s 

infrastructure and navigational metaphors, their application-like interfaces approach to 

information organization often push the boundaries of what IAs working in 1998 would 

have considered “typical” Web sites presenting “typical” information architecture challenges. 

Second, these definitions suggest that IA builds from a user-centered design 

perspective.  Most of them mention the importance of organizing and simplifying 

information for others.  These definitions suggest that without the help of an IA or someone 

else specifically responsible for the site’s information architecture, potential users and/or 

customers will become overwhelmed and dissatisfied.  Moreover, these authors’ statements 

suggest readers are familiar with and have experienced “information overload” – that is, 

individuals can become stressed through exposure to too much information, or information 

that is organized in an illogical fashion.   Implicit in most of these definitions is the idea that 

users attend to information with relatively clear and concrete goals in mind.  However, most 

of these definitions argue the need for an expert with organizational knowledge to attend to 

and perhaps “translate” the needs of users into principles that inform the design process.  

This issue is the focus of Chapter 5, in which I examine the roles information architects fill 

within the organizations and the larger activity systems of which they are a part, and 

illuminate the inherent contradictions contained therein. 

Third, most of these definitions rely on a series of complex concepts to describe IA.  

For example, while most of these authors refer to “information” as a resource or something 

that can be theoretically “managed” or “organized,” they do not provide detailed specifics.  
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While this may be a strategic move, in that it suggests “information” encompasses everything 

from articles available on library Web sites, to user profiles on Amazon.com, to film listings 

on IMDB.com, its ambiguity also creates some difficulty.  The lack of specificity of what 

constitutes “information” points to an inherent issue with the field as a whole.  At least 

according to these definitions, there are few limits as to what aspects of digital life 

information architecture is not a part; however, there are many other fields (usability, 

interface design, technical communication) that also create, organize, and manage 

information.  I return to the complexity of defining the field’s limits in Chapter 6.  

Fourth, a number of the definitions directly connect IA work to business needs.  For 

example, Wodtke (2003) mentions “business needs,” Carter (1999) offers a broad definition 

encompassing “component business processes,” and Van Dijck (2003) highlights the 

importance of “fulfilling…the client’s brief.”  In each of these cases, IA work is as much 

about meeting the goals of the organization as it is about allowing users to complete certain 

tasks in the information space.  While not specifically mentioned in the quote listed above, 

Rosenfeld and Morville’s (2002) conceptualization of IA work as attending to context 

(among other things), includes the business environment and technological context in which 

the Web site is being deployed. 

Conclusion 

The numerous definitions of IA reflect not only its emergent nature, but imply a 

connection to design, another complex and contextually embedded term.  As John Hesking 

(2002) notes, the word “design” can act as a concept (the field of design), an action (“to 

design”), a strategy or proposal, or a noun indicating the final product; others have suggested 

at least 18 more definitions exist (Poggenpohl et al., 2004).  As Richard Buchanan argues, 

this definitional fluidity is a direct result of “design grow[ing] from a trade activity to a segmented 

profession to a field for technical research to what should now be recognized as a new liberal art of 

technological culture” (Buchanan, 1998, p. 3, italics in original).  These semantic arguments that 

may seem unimportant outside the halls of the academy (for example, extensive discussions 

of the terms like “interaction,” “framework,” and “aesthetic”) can have critical 

consequences, as they have a real impact on “what constitutes core knowledge in a discipline 
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such as design” (Poggenpohl et al., 2004, p. 585).16  More importantly, scholars working 

within design studies have argued that the lack of interrogation of the field’s own self-

definition “inhibit bold formulations that could assert a more comprehensive presence for 

design in society” (Margolin, 1989, p. 5). 

There is another, more practical, reason to create some agreement on what 

constitutes IA work, and if persons practicing it should be referred to as “information 

architects” or not.  As this field is relatively new, many businesses are unfamiliar with the 

work that IAs do.  Giving a bit more definition to the field would increase the marketability 

of IA work, thus increasing the demand for IAs, and ensuring a place for their work in the 

future. 

At the same time, there may be some reasons to avoid specifying a definition of the 

IA field.  As Michael McCullough (2004) suggests, endless discussion of definitions may be 

more divisive than unifying.  He argues that the relative elasticity of words like “design,” are 

a function of the practice-based nature of these sorts of creative fields.  McCullough notes,  

Almost by definition, practices shun formulas.  A practitioner does not need an 

explicit definition of design, and a theorist may never arrive at one.  People who 

haggle endlessly over the meaning of design actually may not be seeking a unified 

science at all.  Instead, the idea of design benefits from constant negotiation 

(McCullough, 2004, p. 147). 

Just what McCullough considers “negotiation” versus “haggling” is not clear, but other 

individuals working in the IA field echo his argument that endless debate over terminology 

may actually harm (instead of help) a field’s development (Stott, 2004). 

Using the concept of periodicization and developmental cycles within the CHAT 

theoretical tradition, one can trace the development of the system over time, contradictions 

therein, and corresponding epistemic actions.  As I demonstrated in this chapter, the IA 

community of practice has undergone several phases in such a developmental cycle.  

Uncertainty and disagreement as to what constitutes “information architecture” is partially a 

function of the field’s emergent and interdisciplinary nature.  In particular, I argue that these 

                                                
16 And, importantly, what does not constitute aspects of this core knowledge. 
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multiple definitions represent experts’ attempts to direct the field’s development over time.  

In later chapters, I more fully illuminate contradictions within the IA activity system and 

suggest how it might develop in the future. 
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Chapter 3 – Methods 
In Chapter 2, I traced the trajectory of information architecture over time, offering 

an initial overview of some of the phases, and tensions therein, within the field’s 

development.  I explained its transformation from Richard Saul Wurman’s initial use of the 

term to describe information design work in the world of print, to Louis Rosenfeld and 

Peter Morville’s (2002) argument that IA – while rooted in LIS –  is a discipline specifically 

concerned with new technologies like the Web, to Christina Wodtke’s (2003) suggestion that 

the “Architecture” aspect of IA deserved more attention and that IAs should use 

“blueprints” to plan the design of new systems.  The history of IA suggests that many of the 

field’s key issues facing researchers and practitioners revolves around both epistemological 

and methodological debates.  In particular, I argue that the experts play a key role in shaping 

and controlling these definitions and moving the field forward in particular directions.  In 

this chapter, I outline they ways in which I intend to decipher and unpack these tensions. 

Much of my choice in methods assumes that words, and in particular, written words, 

construct and are constructed by social relations.  Reality, in this perspective, is neither 

objective nor entirely individual, but is socially constructed through talk and action, which is 

further inscribed through institutionalized ways of speaking/writing.  As Walter Ong (1982) 

notes, the very practice of writing creates certain ways of knowing the world.  Thus, over 

time, meaning stabilizes within communities of practice and disciplines, becoming a part of 

the un-discussed backdrop against which epistemological and methodological debates take 

place.  This study attempts to denaturalize and illuminate some of the implicit assumptions 

IA experts and practitioners make about their field. 

Discourse analysis 

Since I am interested in the ways in which IA practitioners construct the field of IA 

and the tensions within/outside the discipline, my methodological focus draws on the work 

of critical discourse analysis.  As Sara Mills notes in her analysis of Foucault’s work on 

discourse,  
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…the main reason for conducting an analysis of the structures of discourse is not to 

uncover the truth or the origin of a statement but rather to discover the support 

mechanisms which keep it in place.  These support mechanisms are both intrinsic to 

discourse itself and also extra-discursive, in the sense that they are socio-cultural 

(Mills, 1997, p. 49). 

Discourse refers to a group of statements that structure our thought and shape the 

ways in which we interact with the objects to which the statements refer (Rose, 2001).  The 

object of these statements does not remain stable over time, rather, discourse is “the space in 

which various objects emerge and are continuously transformed” (Foucault, 1972, p. 32).  

We, too, are shaped by the discourse as subjects – constrained by the epistemological and 

ontological world they suggest.  These “statements” can be verbal or visual and are 

embedded in a multiplicity of “knowledges, institutions, subjects and practices,” which 

construct what is and is not part of the community of practice, discipline, or field (Rose, 

2001, p. 136).   

The strength of discourse analysis is its ability to deconstruct the ways in which 

social reality is constructed (Phillips & Hardy, 2002).  As James Paul Gee (1999) notes, our 

use of language and talk is an active and social process.  Texts are produced through talk; 

these texts rely on certain unstated assumptions about the nature of social relations which 

discourse analysis can uncover.  As Nelson Phillips and Cynthia Hardy (2002) note:  

By examining the nature of a discourse, including the methods of textual production, 

dissemination, and reception that surround it, we can understand how the concepts 

that make social reality meaningful are created.  Discourse analysis therefore provides 

the tools to investigate a whole set of processes that underlie individual, 

organizational, and interorganizational phenomena (p. 82). 

Part of the challenge of discourse analysis lies in the fact that it is a methodology, rather than 

a specific method, so actual approaches to the “doing” of discourse analysis vary widely. 

This study uses historical written (and spoken) documents to explore the ways in 

which experts conceive of and talk about IA’s development.  In this way, I am connecting 

Focault’s (1965) use of numerous historical documents, like medical records and literary 

works to understand how society’s definition of mental illness has changed over the 
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centuries.  While theoretically intriguing, he does not detail a specific method for analyzing 

discourse.  He argues that discourses often share “a certain style, a certain constant manner of 

statement” rather than the same set of objects (p. 33).  Unlike the work of many 

sociolinguists, Foucault’s work does not focus specifically on the linguistic functions of the 

text and how they reflect certain unstated assumptions about the topic.  Instead, “talk is 

studied as an example of more general interpretative practices,” and the researcher’s focus 

remains “institutionalized talk or practices” rather than specific interactions of interest to 

conversation analysts (Talja, 1999, p. 460).   

My main methodological approach to the world of IA draws on the work of Michel 

Foucault (1972; 1984), Norman Fairclough (1989; 2003) and David Howarth (2000).  

Howarth (2000) explains the decidedly qualitative underpinnings of discourse analysis, seeing 

it in direct opposition to positivistic epistemological approaches typically employed by many 

social scientists.   He writes,  

Discourse theory is concerned with understanding and interpreting socially produced 

meanings, rather than searching for objective causal explanations, and this means 

that one of the major goals of social inquiry is to delineate the historically specific 

rules and conventions that structure the production of meanings in particular 

historical contexts….  In this model of analysis, practices and forms of 

representation are seen merely as distorted expressions of underlying logic and 

trends, and the task of analysis is clarification, critique and emancipation (pp. 128-

129). 

As Howarth is quick to note, however, the “doing” of discourse analysis is highly dependent 

on the object of study and the approach the researcher takes – whether attending more to 

linguistic structures or the social/political implications of a text.  In this study, I attend to the 

socio-political implications of the assumptions underpinning IA.  I am less interested in 

linguistic and/or semantic structures. 

Influencing my study are two dimensions of discourse that Fairclough’s (1992) 

outlines: discourse as a discursive practice and as a social practice.  As Jan Blommaert (2005) 

argues, “discourse-as-discursive-practice, [approaches] discourse as something which is produced, 

circulated, distributed, [and] consumed in society….  [Approaching] discourse-as-social-
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practice…[means analyzing] the ideological effects and hegemonic processes in which 

discourse is seen to operate” (p. 29).  All of my research questions assume that these two 

aspects of discourse are entwined in the daily practices of designers. 

Because IA is an emerging field/discipline, part of my exploration involved 

understanding the epistemological underpinnings of its approach to information design, and 

the methodological assumptions it makes about the nature of users and what constitutes 

usability within technological products.  As Mills notes above, the “truth” of these 

statements is not the focus of my research; instead, I am interested in the various discursive 

structures that create and reinscribe these positions in the IA community of practice.  

Especially important in my study is the notion that certain actors (in the case of this study, 

IA experts) bend and shape the discourse, at least if they remain experts within the field over 

time. 

The importance of understanding the role of these discursive structures in shaping 

the ways we think about the connection between information and users cannot be 

overstated.  To date there has been no call within the IA field asking practitioners to reflect 

upon the terminology and rhetoric they use; however, encouragement for such reflexivity 

has come from outside the field.  Like IAs, connecting users and information has long been a 

concern of practitioners and researchers in within Library and Information Science (LIS).  

Perhaps in part because of its long history and established research agenda, the discourse of 

LIS practice has been the focus of several research studies (Simmons, 2005).  As Sanna Talja 

(1999) notes, “studies of information users form a major component in LIS research, and 

therefore the single most important task for discourse analysts is to study the ways in which 

information, its users, and its uses are constructed in LIS theories” (p. 474).  As a field that is 

almost entirely predicated on the idea of understanding “users” in context, IA is also ripe for 

such explorations.  

Discourse analysis, ANT, and CHAT  

Actor-network theory (ANT) and cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT) both 

stresses the importance of discourse.  Within CHAT, a number of studies consider the 
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importance of the role of spoken discourse as a source of tensions between different corners 

of the activity system (Engeström & Escalante, 1995).   

Given its focus on the institutional structures that perpetuate and “enforce” certain 

ways of knowing, discourse analysis has many ties to actor-network theory.  Discourse 

theorists suggest that reality is “constructed” through talk (Fairclough, 2003) – that the ways 

in which we discuss a particular object or idea reflects certain naturalized notions collectively 

created and maintained by our society.  Likewise, communication about artifacts (in 

particular, technological artifacts) is important to ANT theorists.  Researchers in this vein 

often discuss the social, political, and economic institutions that shape how technologies are 

created, and the ways in which different social groups adopt and talk about these artifacts 

(Bijker, 1993; Miettinen, 1999). 

Technology, for those working within the ANT tradition, is made “real” through 

discourse.  However, some argue (particularly within the activity theory community) that this 

perspective overly emphasizes the power of discourse, as it leaves little room for the 

constraints and affordances technologies create (Blackler, Crump, & McDonald, 2000; 

Engeström & Escalante, 1995; Miettinen, 1999; Wertsch, 1998). I address these limitations in 

this study, and my analysis attends to both the material and rhetorical aspects of technology. 

One of the methodological difficulties of ANT is the shape and size of the network 

that one illuminates.  In this study, I specifically limit the “network” to those individuals, 

institutions, and organizations that explicitly self-identify and affiliate with the IA community 

of practice (see Figure 4). 
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Figure 4:  Simplified network of IA discourse producers 

This does not mean it consists solely of those referring to themselves as “information 

architects” – a point which I highlight in Chapter 5.  Instead, I argue that for the purposes of 

this study, the network includes those individuals, organizations, and institutions that are 

most frequent producers of discourse about IA practice. 

Limitations of discourse analysis 

While discourse analysis is a fruitful way to approach a wide variety of texts, 

illuminate common thematic elements, and expose underlying structures that comprise the 

discourse, there are limitations to this approach.  One of the more useful critiques of 

discourse analysis describes six different ways in which textual data can be “mistreated” 

(Antaki, Billig, Edwards, & Potter, 2003).  In particular, a researcher must determine the 

amount, if any, of material one includes outside of the text of interest.  This is particularly 

relevant in discourse analyses that look at talk as it happens using traditional conversational 

analysis, which is significantly more interpretive (Schwandt, 2003), rather than critical 

(Kincheloe & McLaren, 2003), in its philosophical stance.  Merely summarizing the talk 

“lose[s] the detail and discursive subtlety of the original;” this, along with chastising or 

praising the speakers’ words, is a form of under-analysis common in poor discourse analyses 
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(Antaki et al., 2003).  So too, is the overuse of quoted material – in an effort, Antaki and his 

colleagues note, to let the words simply speak for themselves without any work on the 

researcher’s part. 

As with ANT, discourse analysis, particularly that influenced by Foucault and 

.Fairclough, does not explicitly guide researchers as to how to limit the area of interest.  

Creating such boundaries is up to the investigator’s discretion and intuition.  In the case of 

this research project, I have highlighted the themes present in more than one text with the 

assumption that these are important elements of the underlying assumptions upon which the 

field is predicated. 

Sample selection and procedures 

Three different sets of data comprise my study’s corpus:  materials written about IA; 

postings to an open and unmoderated professional mailing list; and interviews with experts 

within the field of IA.  In this section, I detail the rationale for my sample selection and 

explain the procedures I used to analyze each set of data.  Additionally, I present the steps I 

have taken to ensure this study’s reliability and validity. 

Period of study 

I am most interested in the formalization of IA practices and how it has coevolved as 

the popularity of the Web has grown.  Therefore, my analysis focuses on how IA has been 

practiced during the last ten years (1995-2005).  Although IA draws upon theories and 

methods that were developed and practiced within other fields much earlier than the mid-

1990s, its formalization as a field occurred mostly within this period.  This can be seen in the 

rapid growth of professional organizations, mailing lists, and publications dedicated to the 

field during the last ten years. 

Materials written about/influencing IA 

As an emerging field with few established educational programs or professional 

journals, most burgeoning IAs turn to the few books, articles, and whitepapers written about 

the field.  While not constituting a “canon” per se, these resources may be the only way 
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(other than working with an experienced IA or attending one of the few IA courses some 

LIS schools offer) novice IAs learn about the field’s history, methods, and practice.  Thus, 

the first set of data I examined were publications written about IA directed at practitioners 

(or potential practitioners).  This included books utilizing specific design examples to explain 

good IA practices; white papers created by individual IA professionals and firms that explain 

the value of IA to organizations; articles written for paper and online magazines like 

boxesandarrows.com outlining innovative IA methods; and conference proceedings from 

professional meetings like the IA Summit (the only professional meeting specifically directed 

at IA practitioners and researchers).  In addition to full books written specifically about IA, I 

included chapters from books written about other aspects of information/Web design and 

usability.  To be included in my sample, these chapters had to devote a substantial section 

(more than a few pages) to the topic of information architecture.    

I also examined a set of materials from other fields (Web design, usability, 

information design, etc.) recommended as “suggested reading” by the major practitioners of 

IA.17  Authors of the chosen texts include experts and advocates for the fields of IA, 

usability research, HCI, UCD, and interaction design, include:  Christina Wodtke (2003), 

Louis Rosenfeld (Rosenfeld & Morville, 2002) and Peter Morville (2005), Alan Cooper 

(2004; Cooper & Reinmann, 2003), Donald Norman (1998; 2005a), Jakob Nielsen (1999), 

and Jeffrey Veen (2000) among others.  Many of these primary and secondary sources came 

from sites like the IAwiki, which offers several lists of resources deemed important by the 

IA community (BooksForIA, 2006; IACanon, 2005).  (Appendix B contains a more extensive 

list of sources broken down by category).  

In the diagram below (Figure 5), I have mapped these works onto two axes that 

indicate each text’s relative theoretical or practical contribution, and whether it is a generic 

text that only covers IA briefly in the context of other Web design or usability topics, or is 

entirely focused on information architecture.   

                                                
17 One critical source of these texts was the Information Architecture Institute, a professional 
organization dedicated to IA practice and education (online at http://www.iainstitute.org).  
Additionally, I included texts suggested on the Web sites of prominent IAs like Jesse James Garrett, 
Christina Wodtke, Peter Morville, and Louis Rosenfeld (cf. IACanon, 2005). 
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Figure 5:  Matrix of IA texts – practical vs. theoretical and generic vs. specific 

The X-axis indicates the relative level of practical vs. theoretical knowledge the text offers 

the reader.  For example, Rosenfeld and Morville’s (2002) Information Architecture for the World 

Wide Web (abbreviated R&M) is a relatively theoretical text as compared to Christina 

Wodtke’s (2003) Information Architecture (abbreviated WD here), which offers many more 

practical, how-to tips regarding the practice of IA.  Eric Reiss’ (2000) Practical Information 

Architecture (abbreviated Reiss on the figure above) is even more practice-oriented than 

Wodtke’s book.  The other axis indicates the relative specificity of the work and its 

relationship to IA.  This Y-axis identifies how much of the text pertains to the field of IA, in 

contrast to texts that may only briefly discuss IA or be of only cursory importance to the 

field’s development over time.  For example, Jeffrey Veen’s (2000) The Art and Science of Web 

Design (listed as Veen) only discusses IA briefly and in more generic terms.  Everden and 

Everden’s (2003) Information First (abbreviated E&E here) is far more theoretical, but 
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discusses IA in only slightly more specific terms than Veen’s book does.  It is important to 

note that texts are mapped against one another, rather than to some external, measurable 

scale. 

In addition to the primary documents written by experts about IA, I also examined a 

supplementary set of materials that underpin its theoretical foundation.  I derived these 

secondary materials from other disciplines whose methods are indirectly used in IA practice 

– architecture, library science, cognitive science, etc.  These materials are often perceived as 

“inspirational” by IA experts, but do not connect specifically to IA practice.  For example, I 

employed the work of linguist George Lakoff (1987; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980) and others to 

understand the role that metaphor and classification plays in IA practice.   Further, these 

texts helped me understand the political implications of such work.  Appendix B lists both 

sets of sources – primary documents and secondary materials – analyzed for this study. 

In addition, I attended a workshop conducted by Edward Tufte (1990; 1997; 2001), 

the foremost expert and advocate for information design.  While much of Tufte’s work 

focuses on the visual presentation of documents, he also discusses the design of interactive 

systems on his Web site (http://www.edwardtufte.com).  Attending this workshop provided 

me with a better understanding of one of the disciplines that informs the field of IA. 

Discourse analysis procedure 

Analysis of primary and secondary texts listed in Appendix B was primarily guided by 

Fairclough’s (2003) “checklist” that outlines themes and tropes common within textual 

discourse (Appendix C).  I first examined these works broadly for recurring themes that 

appear in several of the works.  Specifically, my research questions pointed to several 

different areas that warranted attention.  First, I analyzed the texts to determine shared 

similarities and/or differences in the authors’ definitions of information architecture as a 

field and how they present the development of the field.  I paid specific attention to the ways 

in which the authors conceptualize both the role of the IA within the organization and the 

models these authors use to describe the practice of IA.  Second, I analyzed the texts’ 

inclusion of techniques, tools, and methods culled from other fields.  How did the authors 

connect IA to disciplines like usability or graphic design?   Third, I explored the ways in 
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which these texts conceptualize the notion of the user and the IA’s role as “user advocate.”  

How do they suggest the information architect vocalize end users’ needs to others within the 

organization?  Fourth, I examined these documents to get a better understanding of the ways 

in which IAs talk about and conceptualize the ethical and political dimensions of their work.  

Appendix C contains a more comprehensive list of the types of questions I used to guide my 

analysis of books, chapters, white papers, blog postings, and white papers written about any 

aspect of information architecture. 

Professional mailing list – SIG-IA 

Another source of data consists of the postings from an active, unmoderated, 

professional mailing list dedicated to information architecture, sponsored by ASIS&T (The 

American Society for Information Science and Technology) called SIG-IA.  Like many 

professional mailing lists, SIG-IA enables collaboration/coordination over vast distances 

(Wellman et al., 1996), and illustrates some of the ongoing debates within this emergent field 

(Hine, 2007).  Conversations on this list often wrestled with both theoretical and practical 

issues confronting practitioners and the IA field as whole.  Debates ranged from whether 

icons constitute effective interface elements, to the ways successfully implemented IA 

contributes to corporate profitability, to gender stereotyping in online taxonomies.  Archives 

chronicling the list since its inception (April 2000) are freely available online at 

http://www.info-arch.org/lists/sigia-l/ to all interested individuals, not just list members. 

Sample selection for text analysis 

I was most interested in understanding the historical development of the IA field as 

discussed by individuals on the SIG-IA list.  However, as I was less interested in 

understanding how participants’ perspective on the field has changed since the list’s 

inception; I focused my analysis on the more recent developments in the field.  Thus, I 

limited my sample to January 2004-December 2005.   
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Text analysis procedure 

A slightly different approach from the one listed above was used to analyze mailing 

list postings.  My analysis of the list involved two stages.  First, I conducted a basic content 

analysis, identifying key phrases related to my research questions.  To access the mailing list’s 

content, I used a web archiving tool (Net Vampire18) which enabled me to grab the HTML 

files for the messages exchanged via the list.  I then converted these files from HTML to text 

while retaining the embedded links using NotePad Light,19 which provides a convenient one-

click macro for this task.  After the files are saved as plain text, I “scrubbed” the files for 

content I did not want included in my analysis.  For example, all of the messages exchanged 

on SIG-IA are automatically appended with a link to the organization’s Web site and 

upcoming conference.  These items have no bearing on the content included in the 

individual messages.  Next, I employed a text analysis program’s20 keyword in context feature 

(KWIC) to highlight the context in which list members were using certain terms (such as 

“interface,” “user,” “IA,” “user-centered design,” “usability,” etc.).  A more complete list of 

phrase and terms I analyzed is located in Appendix D.  These phrases sensitized my analysis 

as they helped me better understand how practitioners used them in context. 

Second, I then analyzed the list as a whole, reconstructing exchanges to illuminate 

recurring themes and debates that take place in this professional forum.  As with the 

discourse analysis I described above, I focused on understanding the ways in which IAs 

construct their own understanding of the field through conversation.  One particular benefit 

of using a mailing list to acquire this information is that individuals often disagree with each 

other, thus highlighting particular points of tension in this emerging field.  Unlike other sorts 

of documents written about the field (books, white papers, conference proceedings, etc.), 

this forum provides the opportunity for practicing IAs to question and take issue with 

“experts” in the field.  In fact, many of the most engaging conversations on the list involve 

                                                
18 Net Vampire is a downloading tool that allows one to archive entire Web sites to a personal hard 
drive or server. 

19 This is a freeware text editor available online at http://www.notetab.com/ 

20 I used Concordance, a text analysis and concordance software available for download from 
http://www.concordancesoftware.co.uk/  
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well-known individuals who have written and lectured on the field of IA/usability (Louis 

Rosenfeld, Peter Morville, Jakob Nielsen, Jared Spool, and Christina Wodtke, among others); 

often these exchanges involve one or more of the other list members disagreeing with 

statements they made in other forums. 

Interviews with IA experts 

Interviews are frequently used in the UCD field (Beyer & Holtzblatt, 1997; Brinck, 

Gergle, & Wood, 2002; Kuniavsky, 2003) to assess potential user needs by talking to those 

individuals who have domain-specific knowledge.  Specifically, interviewing with experts 

ensures that new technological tools “preserve” tacit or unspoken knowledge and processes 

integral to the performance of complex tasks (Liszka, Stubblefield, & Kleban, 2003).  Expert 

interviews can be particularly useful in professional contexts, as they allow researchers to 

understand how successful practitioners conceive of and practice their craft (Deuze, 2005).  

In addition, such interviews can highlight the points of agreement and tension in the use of 

terms and phrases critical to a particular field or community of practice [for example, see 

(McMillan & Downes, 2000) for a discussion of how expert interviewing illuminated a 

number of different dimensions of the concept of “interactivity”].   

Sample selection 

Expert interviews with practicing IAs comprise the final piece of my data corpus. 

Experts are those individuals who have “…extraordinary insight into the population and/or 

subject under study above and beyond what a member of the population under study or 

participant in the phenomenon being investigated might have” (Ramirez, 2002, p. 2).  My 

interview respondents consist of various experts in the field of information architecture – 

those individuals who have contributed oft-cited texts critical to the definition of the 

discipline (see Appendix B).  Informants are also familiar with the professional tasks IA 

practitioners face; many of them frequently consult both private and public sector 

organizations, offering their expertise on IA.  Few universities offer structured degrees 

focused on IA, so individuals interested in learning about the discipline frequently refer to 

materials written by these experts. 
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However, as some researchers have noted (Ramirez, 2002), experts frequently have 

their own agendas and often have a deep interest in research yielding a particular result or 

emphasizing a certain perspective.  Since my focus is the way in which these individuals are 

discursively constructing the field, this actually works to my benefit.  By triangulating 

responses from these interviews with the results from my text analysis of the SIG-IA list, I 

am able to reveal points of tension or conflict between “official” reports of what IA is and 

the methods practitioners should employ, and the daily reality of the work as reported to and 

contested by others within the field.  Since IA is not a codified discipline, experts who blog 

about IA and interface design, contribute to BoxesandArrows.com (an online IA journal), 

and speak regularly at conferences are highly influential in the field’s developing trajectory.  

Informants are listed in Table 2. 

Table 2:  Informants (IA experts) 

Name Affiliation Location 

Keith Instone IA at IBM, conference presenter and blogger; 
formerly a consultant at Argus and Associates 

USA 

Donna Maurer IA consultant and author of an upcoming book on 
card sorting techniques for IAs, conference organizer 
for the 2007 IA Summit 

Australia 

Peter Morville Author, Information Architecture for the World Wide Web 
and Ambient Findability, principal at Semantic Studios 

USA 

Eric Reiss Author, Practical Information Architecture, principal of e-
reiss.com, organizer of the European IA Summit, and 
president of the board of directors of the Information 
Architecture Institute (2006-2008) 

Denmark 

Louis Rosenfeld Author, Information Architecture for the World Wide Web, 
consultant  

USA 

Don Turnbull Assistant Professor, University of Texas’ School of 
Information, developing first peer-reviewed IA 
journal 

USA 
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There are a few important things to note about those interviewed for this study.  

While I contacted many people who I considered experts in the field of IA, a number of 

them either did not respond to my initial request or agreed to participate, but never followed 

up.  Therefore, my sample is a self-selected group of those individuals within the IA 

“expert” community who were willing to spend some time sharing their thoughts with me.  

Also, this list is overwhelmingly dominated by individuals working within the United States, 

so my responses may not accurately reflect the state of IA in other places.  That being said, 

most of the field’s development has been driven by individuals working primarily within the 

US, although the second European-specific IA Summit occurred in September 2006, along 

with OZ-IA, a conference for Australian IAs.21  Another important factor, and one which I 

will discuss in detail in Chapter 7, is that these individuals almost all work as consultants for 

large organizations who contact them directly for their services.  Many of the individuals I 

interviewed for this study were at one point or another associated with Argus & Associates, 

which means that some of them, while certainly not agreeing on every point, voice similar 

opinions about the importance of IA work.  This has a significant impact on their 

relationship to and perspective on the practice of IA.  Lastly, while my informants were 

predominantly male, it should not be assumed that a majority of individuals practicing within 

the field are men.   

Interview procedure 

I conducted open-ended interviews structured around many of the same themes 

guiding the discourse analysis listed above.  These are on-the-record interviews, that is, I 

have preserved the identity of the individual when quoting him or her.  My reasoning is that 

I wanted to hear from the “experts” within the field – those who are actively describing and 

codifying certain processes and procedures that shape the work of other practitioners.  In 

keeping with the spirit of Actor-Network theory, I retained the identity of these speakers, 

                                                
21 While many of the sessions included European experts working within the field of IA, and 
discussed IA topics of special significance to EU IAs (one session was dedicated to the development 
of IA education in Europe), the keynote was given by a well-known US-based IA, Peter Morville 
(ASIST-EC, 2006). 
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rather than allowing their statements to enact power in the network without an identifiable 

actor.  Since this research is one of the only studies of IA to focus on its historical 

development and future trajectory, preserving these voices is critical if in the future we want 

to explore the field’s development retrospectively with some sense of the actors who were 

involved in shaping it. 

Individuals were first contacted via e-mail, and sent a standard letter of invitation 

approved by the University of Washington’s Human Subject Division (these can be found in 

the Appendices).  In this letter, I described the nature of the research, the kinds of questions 

I was interested in asking, and explained the time it would require of participants.  

In these loosely structured, informal interviews, I explored the ways in which IAs 

reflect on their own work practices and their perspective on the field as a whole.  With 

participant permission, these interviews were recorded using a combination of the voice-

over IP calling service Skype,22 and a program called Pamela23 that created digital MP3 files.  

These were then transcribed into Microsoft Word using Windows Media Player.  Filler 

words and pauses were removed from the transcript for clarity.  However, the participants’ 

original meaning and speaking style was preserved. 

While the topics for each interviewee were generally the same, the order shifted 

depending on the informants’ interests.  In addition, some of the questions I asked reflected 

the expertise of the particular individual.  Dr. Don Turnbull, for example, is very involved 

with the academic side of IA, and so I focused our discussion around issues of research and 

institutionalization of the discipline/field.  In contrast, my interview with other informants 

spent less time on this aspect of the field’s development. 

A particularly important aspect of discourse is multivocality, or the ability of a text to 

invoke multiple voices, some of which may contradict one another (Talja, 1999).  As Sanna 

Talja (1999) notes, it is critical for the researcher using discourse analysis to not simply gloss 

over such contradictions with summary statements when analyzing interview texts.  And so, 

I argue that contradictions within IA discourse are representative of underlying 

                                                
22 Available as a free download from http://www.skype.com/  
23 A “digital assistant” program for Skype available from http://www.pamela-systems.com/  
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contradictions within the IA community, which potentially threaten to undermine the some 

aspects of the field’s professional presence and influence within the user-centered design 

community.  Interview transcripts were analyzed with particular attention given to the issue 

of multivocality.   

It is also important to note that interviews necessarily represent elicited responses – 

making these data different from postings to the SIG-IA mailing list.  Unlike the free-form 

nature of a professional mailing list, where individuals can initiate new topics, respond to 

others’ comments, or simply “lurk,” interviews are more directive in nature.  In addition, 

phone interviews involve more social cues 

Supplementary data:  IA Summit 2006 

Hosted by the American Society of Information Science and Technology (ASIS&T), 

the IA Summit is a yearly meeting geared towards IA professionals.  During the IA Summit 

in March 2006, I collected my own impressions about the field’s ongoing development, and 

the topics and positions articulated during the conference panels.  In addition, I collected 

papers and other conference materials for analysis to more fully understand the ways that 

practitioners (and academics) are connecting their work to the IA field. 

Issues of reliability and validity 

Researchers commonly debate the issues of reliability (the replicability of research 

findings) and validity (the relative “correctness” of the findings) of their results.  Discussions 

of reliability often occur in the context of quantitative work, where researchers rely on 

statistics to ensure their results are consistent over time and between coders (if applicable).  

Validity in discourse analysis has more to do with the clarity of the researcher’s voice and an 

ability to discuss his/her choices reflexively.  As Phillips and Hardy (2002) suggest, the 

relative flexibility of discourse analysis forces researchers to clearly detail their approach and 

revisit their coding practices numerous times.  Since discourse analysis also uncovers and 

presents tensions/conflicts within texts, these are less likely to be glossed over or ignored as 

they might be in other sorts of approaches (in content analysis, for example).   
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Reflexivity 

In his book about architectural theory, Paul-Alan Johnson (1994) argues that much 

of the difficulty of exploring the historical formation of disciplines has to do with the 

subjective nature of lived experience.  He writes, 

…our very embeddedness in any context prevents us from ever being outside it or 

being able to construe matters as if we might be.  We are therefore faced with trying 

to pursue theory…when its meaning is not at all transparent, which is beyond 

definition by any virtue of what it enables, if it enables at all, and which defies 

clarification because we cannot detach ourselves sufficiently from it to be able to talk 

‘objectively’ about it.  And yet, common sense tells us that theory exists and is 

utilized...apparently to practical ends.  Any meaning of theory we choose to adopt is 

fraught with this errant variability and frustrating elusiveness (p. 4). 

A researcher’s only recourse when illuminating discursive structures (such as the theoretical 

precepts upon which a field is based) is to continually be reflexive about one’s positionality 

and relationship to the questions one is asking. 

As a practicing IA, I have a unique relationship to this research.  I have been 

employed as an Information Architect and UI designer within educational and private 

institutions.  This positionality provided me with a unique perspective on the materials I 

collected, and it improved the efficiency of identifying potential informants.  Additionally, 

my professional experience means that I am familiar with the daily practice of IAs, including 

some of the unique methods practitioners employ.  While it is likely that many of those 

individuals I interviewed assumed I had some background in the field (hence, my interest in 

the subject and my attendance at the professionally oriented IA Summit, rather than a more 

academically-oriented conference like CHI), I did not explicitly mention my experience as an 

IA when asking potential interviewees to participate in my study (see Appendix C for more 

details regarding my letter of introduction).  Part of my reasoning was that I did not want 

these expert interviews to metamorphose into expert “conversations,” and I felt that not 

disclosing my full background in the field might prevent this from happening.  However, as 

these are Web savvy individuals, it is likely that many searched for my name using Google or 
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another search engine to determine whether I represented myself accurately; it is also likely 

that they found my professional Web site that details my IA background. 

My expertise in this area might predispose me towards a certain reading of the data.  

Clearly, it piqued my interest in the study to begin with, and it most certainly influenced my 

choice of research questions.  However, my experience with the field also sensitizes me to 

certain issues and allows me to spend time analyzing these data, rather than researching IA-

specific terms and techniques with which I am already familiar.   

My corpus consists of several different datasets.  Each of these offers unique insights 

into the way in which IA “experts” conceive of and practice their craft.  Guided by the 

research questions listed in Chapter 1, I have attempted to uncover a clear picture of the 

networks of power relations in which the field sits, and the political ramifications of the 

practice of IA.  Using several sets of data allowed me to triangulate my results against one 

another, and ensure that my conclusions are not drawn simply from my own experiences 

within the IA field.  At the same time, I have highlighted my experiences, where appropriate, 

in the footnotes.  These comments hopefully provide more insight into the tensions and 

issues facing the field that my informants have articulated, as well as give the reader some 

sense of my voice. 

Reflexivity is critical when using discourse analysis as a methodological perspective, 

as its epistemological underpinnings suggest that social reality is constructed through 

words/texts/discourses.  Thus, the narrative researchers tell as we (re)construct our 

participants’ world is as much as a discursive construction as is the site of our study.  The 

story we create highlights some voices, excludes others, and is subject to the constraints of 

academic discourse.  As well-known sociologist Howard Becker (1986; 1998) argues, 

academics veil their arguments in vague, non-causal language.  In the research that follows, I 

hope to be as clear as possible about both the narrative I tell and possible counter-narratives 

that exist. 

Conclusion 

Through extensive examination of these three data sources, I explore the territory 

suggested by my research questions listed in the Introduction (Chapter 1) in the upcoming 
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chapters.  My first question suggests that IAs implicitly and explicitly create a certain notion 

of the “user” when designing and developing technical systems.  For this question, my 

analysis was informed by the foundational texts that theoretically outline the field’s domain 

and ties to other disciplines.  I also examined the methods suggested in white papers and 

practical manuals to better understand how they presuppose a particular view of humans and 

their interaction/communication with technological systems.  Chapter 4 details my findings 

in this area.  Specifically, I argue that IA discourse reinscribes certain common tropes 

regarding the relationship between users and designers:  that users are perceived as helpless 

in the face of the technologies with which they interact; and that designers are positioned as 

“rescuers” who save these individuals from the tyranny of these technological artifacts. 

Additionally, the text analysis from the SIG-IA list was useful here, as it illustrated 

how practitioners talk about the “user” in context and the implicit assumptions they make 

about these individuals.  In terms of the positionality of IAs within the organizations in 

which they work (question 1A), texts mentioning the strategic position that IAs and user-

centered designers play within organizations [articulated in (Beyer & Holtzblatt, 1997; 

Evernden & Evernden, 2003; Garrett, 2002a; Kuniavsky, 2003)] provided an important 

foundation.  These tensions were then probed further in the interviews I conducted.  

Chapter 5 discusses these issues further.  Specifically, I contend that IA practitioners must 

negotiate a significant number of tensions within the organizations with which they affiliate, 

all of which challenge the notion of IA as an artistic practice in the face of the political-

economic realities of the modern corporation. 

My second question, which explores the formalization of the IA field in concert with 

and in conflict with other disciplines, required a thorough examination of texts written for 

practitioners and those presented to researchers at academic conferences.  However, these 

materials tended to present the field as a cohesive whole, often suggesting that it is much 

more coherent than it may actually be in practice.  In addition, few conferences actually 

elicited deep reflection during their short question and answer periods.  Thus, the SIG-IA 

list was a valuable resource in helping me determine undercurrents of conflict that may only 

be observable in more informal dialogue about the field.  My analysis of this issue is located 

in Chapter 6.  Specifically, I argue that cultural-historical strands from fields that influence 
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IA practice, such as architecture and design, create significant contradictions within the IA 

community.   

My final research question interrogates the ethical and political implications of the IA 

field.  This touches on much larger issues of the politics of classification and information 

accessibility, and the micro-politics of the IA’s everyday practice.  Again, documents 

focusing on the strategic practice of IA within organizations assisted my exploration here.  

However, since few texts overtly discuss the ethical implications of the IA’s work, my 

informants’ perspectives on this topic were invaluable.  Chapter 7 details these findings.  I 

argue that the field’s emergent nature creates a significant tension between those engaged in 

the everyday practice of IA, and those who are predominately viewed as experts within the 

field. 

My work is historically grounded, primarily considering the field’s development from 

1995-2005.  Fortunately, IA experts and practitioners have a rich set of publicly available 

documents, tools, and articles describing both points of agreement and conflict within this 

emerging field.  These serve as data as I now consider the research questions I posed in 

Chapter 1. 
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Chapter 4 – Creating the “user” within IA 
Designing technologies with the needs and wants of those who will be interacting 

with them seems like an obvious way to ensure their success.  But, as those working within 

the user-centered design field often argue, designers and developers often design for 

themselves, “mistakenly assuming that they’re part of the intended audience for the site.  

Unfortunately, this is seldom the case.  Most web users are not nearly as savvy as technically 

savvy as most web developers…Most web users don’t find quirky web sites an interesting 

puzzle to solve.  Instead they beat a hasty retreat” (Fleming, 1998, p. 29).  While many 

designers may agree on the problem – that users’ needs may be inadvertently ignored – how 

to integrate these individuals within the development process is highly debatable. 

A recent book about interaction design on the Web offered the following maxim:  

“Understand users, then ignore them” (Hoekman, 2007).  Such a seemingly contradictory 

perspective highlights the tension between user and designer – suggesting that the 

importance of users to the design process is minimal, or at least varies throughout a 

product’s lifecycle.  Additionally, it implicitly reifies the expertise of the designer, as one who 

knows better than those who interact with the technological product themselves. 

In the last chapter, I discussed the methodological approach I am using to examine 

the discourse around IA work as described by experts within the field.  I argued using both 

actor-network theory and activity theory to analyze texts written about IA offers useful 

information about the emergent nature of the field.  In this chapter, I explore the way IA 

approaches the issue of those for whom they are designing and the sometimes-problematic 

relationship between IA/designers and “users.”  Specifically, I trace the cultural-historical 

roots of the “user” within various fields.  I argue that IA discourse embodies a fundamental 

contradiction between publicly presenting the IA practitioner as a “user advocate,” while 

simultaneously reinscribing certain tropes of the user through their professional practice.  In 

particular, certain tools used by IA practitioners naturalize a division between “user” and 

“designer” despite rhetoric espoused by experts within the field that such approaches 

refocus the development of interfaces on the situated needs of users. 
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“User” has diverse meanings 

Those who use technological products usually have a heterogeneous composition.  

They likely have varying degrees of experience with technology generally and the product’s 

domain specifically.  They probably have varying degrees of (dis)abilities, ranging from color 

blindness to full visual impairment.  They also represent a variety of socio-economic 

backgrounds and probably have distinctly different reasons for using the artifact in question.  

While designers may account for some limited range of the differences between those 

individuals who use their creation, they are likely to neglect differences in the kind of user 

they may be.  As Hugh Mackay and his collaborators (Mackay, Carne, Beynon-Davies, & 

Tudhope, 2000) argue, “users are not a monolithic or straightforward group, but are 

complex and fragmented in nature, and are attributed with varying significance” (738).  In 

this case, the “user” may be functionally quite different.  As Mackay et. al. note, practitioners 

often describe a number of different “formulations of ‘users,’…[including,] ‘the right user,’ 

‘end users,’ ‘user principals,’ ‘sponsors,’ ‘super users,’ ‘skilled users,’ ‘user managers,’ and 

more” (738).  In these cases, the term “user” suggests not just a category of people who 

represent a specific set of demographic characteristics, but it may also be used to classify 

various individuals who interact with the artifact during its development over time – perhaps 

influencing its overall design, technical approach, advertising, branding, and use. 

However, design practices often limit the ways in which we conceive of (and design 

for) the diverse users who may interact with our designs over time.  In particular, designers 

may attend to only certain kinds of users and uses, and neglect others.  Perhaps the most 

extensive exploration of the interpretive flexibility inherent in the term “user” comes from 

Andrew Friedman (1989), who thoroughly explored the early history of computing systems 

in his work.  He noted the extreme variation inherent in the use of the term “user,” as it 

could describe internal employees, external customers, systems administrators, etc.  

Individuals working within the STS field have proposed various approaches to 

understanding the role of the user and their relationship to technological objects.  In their 

introduction to an edited volume about the importance of users to the mutual shaping of 

these artifacts, Nelly Oudshoorn and Trevor Pinch (2003) explore a number of ways 
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scholars interrogate the role of the user.  All of these approaches argue for an increasing 

focus on not just artifact behavior, but its impact on the user’s environment.  Additionally, 

may STS scholars note the importance of the ways “use” is constructed through discourse – 

how certain uses are encouraged and others maligned.   

 On (re)conceptualizing the “user” 

 As Edward Tufte pithily notes, the only fields that regularly employ the word “user” 

to talk about their customers are Web design and drug dealing (Wodtke, 2000).  While we 

may be at a loss as to how we should discuss those on the receiving end of our designs if we 

do not call them “users,” Tufte’s point is well intentioned.  Such language invokes the notion 

of those who use technologies as being merely appendages to these systems with little or no 

autonomy of their own. 

Researchers from design studies, like Redström (2006), problematize the shift from 

designing an “object” to designing a representative/perfect “user” – especially if this 

imaginary “user” is not situated within a specific context.  This approach is in direct 

opposition to contemporary work in HCI, where the rhetorical power of including the 

“user” in the phrase “user-centered design” deemphasizes the role of the producer in the 

hopes of creating products that are humane and meet the needs of those who use them.  

Such an approach, however, implicitly positions users as victims of technological systems, 

instead of co-creators of the artifacts with which they engage (Spinuzzi, 2003).  It also 

suggests that creative approaches to problems presented by a system can be dismissed as 

mere “workarounds,” which are better addressed by trained user-interface designers.   

However, as Clay Spinuzzi (2003) argues, questioning the “designer-as-hero trope” 

has its challenges: 

What if the problem has no crux?  What if usability problems cannot be neatly 

divided into cause and symptoms?  If so, it is difficult for designers to be heroes (or 

for workers to be victims, for that matter) because there is no tyrant to overthrow, 

no dragon to slay.  It is difficult to come up with an overarching design decision, 

such as a new interface, a revised manual, or even a reorganized work structure, that 

can solve all of the problems that crop up in work activity.  And that means that 
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workers’ innovations and the destabilizations they encounter become more 

important for designers to examine as they attempt to find ways to contribute – as 

partners (p. 26). 

Such an approach radically reconceptualizes the relationship between designer, user, and the 

object of their attention.  However, most individuals working within the design and 

development communities do not share Spinuzzi’s perspective.  Instead, the development of 

technological artifacts has very often placed the artifact at the center of their design process, 

expecting users to conform to the system, rather than the system’s design mirroring user 

needs.  In the section that follows, I highlight three different types of user tropes common in 

HCI and UCD discourse:  the “stupid user,” the “user as victim,” and the “user as co-

creator.” 

The “stupid user” (system-centered design) 

The difficulty of users relating to technological systems is not new.  Andrew 

Friedman (1989) notes user problems have existed in several different domains since the 

early days of computing.  These include qualitative problems, where the final designed 

system does not fit the user’s needs; relational problems arising during the actual 

development phase between users (in the broadest sense) and developers; and 

implementation/maintenance problems, where the system creates unintentional 

consequences when individuals interact with it (Friedman, 1989). 

Early traditions in technology development suggested the user was somehow 

subordinate to the machine (this perspective is detailed in Laurel, 1990), prone to errors 

which required reluctant developer intervention.  The myth of the “stupid user” abounds, 

requiring chastising statements in professional journals of the Association of Computing 

Machinery (ACM) such as this: “We as programmers should take into account alternative 

perspectives, especially the users’ perspective [italics mine]. To understand a communication from 

the perspective of its recipient is one of the lessons of deconstruction theory” (Singh & 

Singh, 2000, p. 108).  This statement suggests that the users’ perspective is usually of 

secondary importance to technological design; the developers’ view of the system (which 

often discounts or overlooks the user) is primary.  
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Two different tropes emerge in the myth of the user as “stupid,” both of which 

position users at the periphery of system development.  The first involves the assumption by 

developers/designers that users are similar to those creating the systems.  The second trope 

suggests that users’ interactions are problematic, unpredictable, uncontrollable, and chaotic. 

From the system-centered design perspective, technological creators become 

prototypical users.  This approach to technological design positions the designer/developer 

in the role of the user; functionality and interface options are designed to fit the kind of site 

or application that the designer would find useful.  It is important to note that such an 

approach to design is typically unstated or unconscious.  This sort of developer-centered 

design, especially in an era when usability testing and user-centered design approaches are 

gaining a foothold in most organizations, may be the unintended result of political and 

financial pressure on design teams.  Without a commitment to understanding the ways in 

which the audience for a particular product differs (demographically, cognitively, 

experientially, etc.) from the design team, the “design for oneself” mentality is likely to guide 

the development process, even if the term “user” is bandied about. 

Systems-centered traditions view the software/site as inherently riddled with “bugs” 

– errors, defects, or other (unintended) problems.  Because of their perceived 

“unpredictability,” it is assumed that individuals’ use of the product over time will reveal 

increasing numbers of these defects, even if it is a well-designed product.  Even though users 

might be required to employ extensive “work-arounds” to complete common tasks, 

developers may be reluctant to address these bugs, especially if they require a complete 

overhaul of the software (Friedman, 1989).  The system, from this perspective, works – even 

if it does not fit users’ cognitive models or even their needs. 

Users as victims of bad design (user-centered design) 

In contrast to systems-centered design, user-centered design (UCD) structures the 

development process around users and their practices.  It involves “active user participation” 

in the form of user research (interviewing, contextual inquiry, etc.) and usability testing, and 

typically encourages an iterative development cycle where prototypes are continuously 

refined after being tested with users (Gulliksen et al., 2003).  While encouraging a focus on 
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actual users not present in system-centered design approaches, UCD methods do not 

entirely ensure user “acceptance” of a particular design.  Ethnographic research of teams 

utilizing these techniques has revealed that the “real world” implementation of UCD does 

not relieve them from political, financial, relational, or definitional conflicts between team 

members and/or between the team and management which may ultimately derail the project 

(see, for example, Garrety & Badham, 2004; Gulliksen et al., 2003; Oudshoorn, Rommes, & 

Stienstra, 2004).  In addition, some scholars suggest that while teams may rhetorically 

conform to UCD principles, the reality of the design and development process (the actual 

practice) may be quite different (Oudshoorn et al., 2004).  The rhetoric of UCD relies upon 

the notion that considering the “user” during the development cycle ultimately improves the 

final product.  As some critics have noted, such an emphasis on the user is often driven by 

market, rather than humanistic, concerns: “users are held to be ‘a good thing’ because their 

involvement improves requirements, so it leads to better systems…Indeed, systems are 

defined as ‘better’ precisely because they meet user requirements better” (Mackay et al., 2000, 

p. 738).  Thus, UCD techniques may be seen only as useful as long as they can “figure out” 

the user enough to satisfy immediate needs.   

Jakob Nielsen, usability specialist, entertained the topic of “stupid users” in his 

weekly “Alertbox” column in 2001, noting, “When people have problems using a design, it’s 

not because they are stupid. It’s because the design is too difficult” (Nielsen, 2001a).  

Nielsen’s statement suggests the importance of empathy during the process of creating Web 

sites or other technological artifacts; he also creates very clear boundaries between user and 

designer.  His argument relies on the assumption that designers/developers possess certain 

knowledge that their users do not – that they assume things about their users’ interactions 

without understanding their use in context.  In a later “Alertbox” column,  Nielsen suggests 

not listening to users’ ideas about their interactions with a site, as they tend to suffer from self-

report and social-desirability bias (Nielsen, 2001b).  Advocating for the “think-aloud” 

protocol,24 Nielsen instead opines that watching users interact with technology is the best way 

                                                
24 The think-aloud protocol is when a user is asked to speak aloud about their thought process as 
they complete a series of tasks with the interface (Nielsen, 1994). 
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to understand what usability flaws exist.  Such an approach may prevent the user from 

feeling as though s/he is being asked to do the designer’s job.  Nielsen’s advice might 

mistakenly inspire some designers to limit their interactions with users and discount most of 

what they have to say.  However, others researchers argue that asking users to reflect on 

their experiences after using a Web site might be just as valuable as the “think aloud” 

approach (van den Haak, de Jong, & Schellens, 2003). 

Nielsen is not alone in suggesting users are in some ways incapable of asking or 

telling designers what they really “want” out of a product (see, for example, Schaffer, 2004).  

As one author notes, “Users and clients typically speak to you in terms of desired features 

and solutions, not of needs and problems” (Tidwell, 2006, p. 4).  The usability engineer or 

IA conducting the usability test is ultimately responsible for translating problems users have 

when interacting with the product to concrete solutions.  In a worst-case scenario, the user’s 

actual participation in the design process is non-existent; they may only be viewed as 

additional data points to be “mined” by the development team.25  While it may be useful to 

watch “users” interact with technology in addition to discussing their needs/wants, there is a 

danger in simply dismissing the user’s thoughts altogether.  As Clay Spinuzzi (2003) notes, 

these techniques create a very strong delineation between “user” and “designer” – often 

discounting tacit and situated knowledge the user has about his/her interaction with a 

technological artifact.   

This division is often reinscribed in UCD discourse.  Advocates of user-centered 

design often suggest that failures within a user community to adopt a particular product may 

be “a matter of insufficient knowledge about people, their capacities, needs and desires” 

(Redström, 2006, p. 123).  Increasingly, designers  are encouraged to “create empathy with 

                                                
25 The general rule of thumb for usability tests is that you only need to work with 3-5 users to 
determine most of the problems with a particular interface (Nielsen, 1994) – making the conclusions 
that the usability test finds statistically insignificant.  Interestingly, I have witnessed an entire design 
team – myself included – dismiss one person’s difficulty in completing a task as anomalous because 
that person was (presumably) the only one who had trouble with it – this despite the small number of 
people asked to use the interface.  This mostly occurred because we were all enamored with a 
particular interface approach and did not want to change it.  These sorts of examples, commonly 
practiced in design shops sensitive to UCD, call into question the entire concept of “user-centered” 
design. 
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the audience for which they design” (Forlizzi & Lebbon, 2006, p. 51).  Thus, interviewing 

potential users, testing prototypes with them, and conducting usability tests of final designs 

become an important way to understand the user’s interaction with a particular design.  

However, such well-intentioned approaches continue to perpetuate an approach where users 

are considered objects (within the tradition of CHAT), and design becomes an activity of 

making users “fit” into the designs’ preconceived notion of how the design will be used. 

The trope of the user as a victim of poorly designed software rife with usability flaws 

is complemented by the image of the designer as their savior.  Spinuzzi suggests,  

The worker-as-victim is portrayed as needing to be rescued by a heroic figure, an 

information designer.  This heroic figure is enlightened, principled, and capable, and 

is able to employ user-centered design methods to defeat the tyrannical system and 

rescue the victims….the designer listens to the worker-victims, synthesizes their 

comments and feedback, and develops the means of their rescue (Spinuzzi, 2003, p. 

2). 

These texts sometimes position the designer as impartial interpreter, who advocates for the 

users without interjecting his/her own agenda.  Additionally, Spinuzzi’s observation could 

suggest that ideology is not overtly found in this discourse – that somehow the user-centered 

designer is unaware (and thus unaffected) by cultural baggage.  As most socio-technical 

theorists would argue, such a perspective, while commonly espoused by many within various 

technical disciplines, ignores the realities of technological design (Bijker, 1993; Callon & 

Latour, 1981; Latour, 1992). 

Even those experts who vocally champion the importance of considering the users’ 

needs within the development process, tend to use adversarial language when discussing 

their browsing and search habits.  Jakob Nielsen, for example, argues that users are “selfish, 

lazy, and ruthless” when searching for information online (Nielsen & Loranger, 2006, p. 55).  

While Nielsen and those of his ilk may rely on this sort of language when addressing 

designers to impress upon them the importance of considering users when developing Web 

sites/applications, such strong language could be read as reinscribing the trope of users as 

“stupid.”  However, given Nielsen’s extensive usability background, it is more likely that he 
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is suggesting that users are extremely parsimonious and autonomous when navigating the 

Web.   

Users as co-creators of artifacts (participatory design, activity-centered design) 

Although scholars working within the STS tradition have long argued that users are 

co-creators of the artifacts with which they interact (see, for example, Bijker & Law, 1992), 

participatory and activity-centered design approaches openly enlist the users as co-designers 

throughout the design process.  Unlike the traditional systems-centered design method, users 

are not perceived as a problem to be fixed; they are, in fact, a critical source of knowledge 

about how they work and the technological system can best support that work.  Unlike user-

centered design, in participatory design user input is integrated throughout the design 

process, and is not limited to the usability-testing phase of the development cycle.  

Researchers argue that although user-centered design purports to turn the adage away from 

“the developer knows best” towards “the user knows best,” these techniques often “fail to 

identify uses, needs, and problems that users and developers might not independently 

envision” (Gay & Hembrooke, 2004, pp. 18-19).   

Advocates of participatory design argue that there are both practical and political 

reasons for enlisting the users directly in the design process.  First, they suggest that both 

designers and users benefit from a “mutual learning process…[which] supports developing a 

shared understanding of the problems that the design project aims to solve and helps anchor 

the proposed solutions in the business organization” (Bødker, Kensing, & Simonsen, 2004, 

p. 58).  Second, this tradition argues that users have a right to participate and change their 

own working environment (Bødker et al., 2004).  Third, most participatory design techniques 

attempt to “create sociotechnical (as well as sociopolitical) conditions for unmediated 

participation of users in design” (DePaula, 2004, p.164).  However, even these methods 

reproduce the networks within which actors participate, as “each network mobilized by an 

actor in a particular situation legitimizes different standards, values, interests, and/or 

procedures” (p. 164). 

It is important to note that other scholars use the term “activity-centered design” 

very differently.  Donald Norman, author of several books about HCI and the design of 
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mundane objects, argues that many successful technologies have been designed without 

engaging the user.  As an example, he notes that the automobile’s interface was designed, 

and redesigned, numerous times without extensive user research.  Norman argues,  

Why do these devices work so well?  The basic reason is that they were all developed 

with a deep understanding of the activities that were to be performed: call this 

Activity-Centered Design. Many were not even designed in the common sense of the 

term, rather, they evolved with time. Each new generation of builders slowly 

improved the product upon the previous generation, based on feedback from their 

own experiences as well as from their customers. Slow, evolutionary folk design. But 

even for those devices created by formal design teams, populated with people whose 

job title was “designer,” these designers used their own understanding of the 

activities to be performed to determine how the device would be operated. The users 

were supposed to understand the task and to understand the designers’ intentions 

(Norman, 2005b, "Activity-Centered Design" ¶1). 

Unlike the participatory design approach, or the activity-centered design approach that  

Gay and Hembrooke (2004) advocate, this perspective focuses on the notion that people will 

eventually adapt to technology, especially if it supports a particular activity.  Unlike 

participatory design methods, this approach may not involve the direct participation of users 

within the design process.  In addition, Norman highlights the notion of “designer as 

expert” – the idea that designers working independent of their audience are better able to 

craft a more usable (and presumably aesthetically pleasing) product.  Certainly, Norman is 

advocating for a iterative design process that creates a tighter connection between designers 

and users, even if users are not directly “designing” the artifact. 

Norman’s emphasis on the importance of understanding how tools mediate human 

activity is clearly in keeping with activity theory.  Since cultural-historical activity theory 

emphasizes the developmental nature of human activity, Victor Kaptelinin and Bonnie Nardi 

(2006) argue that using design approaches influenced by CHAT increases the likelihood that 

the artifact will support the user over the long-term.  In particular, Kaptelinin and Nardi 

emphasize the notion that users within this perspective are “intentional beings,” not just 

“nodes” (again underscoring a difference between ANT and CHAT theorists – the former 
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group arguing for a symmetry between individuals and technological artifacts that the latter 

group insist ignores the reality of human activity); creating artifacts from this theoretical 

perspective foregrounds the user and designs the interface to support situated activity (p. 

199). 

In a similar manner, other scholars argue that systems designed to support creative 

modification are inherently more pleasing for individuals to use over time.  As Eric Von 

Hippel (2005) argues,  

Democratization of the opportunity to create is important beyond giving more users 

the ability to make exactly right products for themselves… The joy and the learning 

associated with creativity and membership in creative communities are also 

important, and these experiences too are made more widely available as innovation is 

democratized. (pp. 123-124). 

Von Hippel refers to this approach as “user-centered innovation” – and suggests that 

organizations producing technological artifacts must embrace this reality or accept the fact 

that their products will increasingly be outpaced and outmoded by their target audiences. 

Understanding the “user” through personas 

A challenge to any emerging field is the relative looseness and lack of cohesive, 

codified methods used in its practice.  Information architecture is no exception, and as a 

field that draws from a number of diverse disciplines, the methods practitioners use to do 

their work are unique.  In this section, I examine a commonly used technique used to create 

site (or product) features and design for a specific user base.  This method, called 

“personas,” is a narrative description of user “types” for whom the product is designed; 

proponents suggest it facilitates empathy between designer and user.  As one designer argues 

in Web ReDesign 2.0, “designers simply can’t do their jobs without knowing specific 

information about the potential users” (Goto & Cotler, 2005, p. 52).  As I mentioned earlier, 

the term “user” has a diversity of meanings, and often becomes a point of conflict between 

team members.  Advocates for personas argue that techniques like personas might diffuse 

these tensions.  However, I contend that personas are political tools that may oversimplify 

important differences between site visitors. 
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Alan Cooper, a well-known user-centered pundit and designer, first argued for the 

use of personas as a way to explore how potential audience members would actually use the 

technology in question, even if their input into the design process was limited (Cooper & 

Reinmann, 2003).  While Cooper’s groundbreaking book About Face focused primarily on 

interface development for the PC, his ideas have permeated many facets of Web-based 

design, and are discussed extensively in IA literature.   

In the section that follows, I illustrate how personas make particular assumptions 

about the relationship between the IA and the “user.”  In particular, I explore the potential 

strengths (and weaknesses) of how this method is described within the IA canon and by IA 

practitioners who have discussed the technique on the SIG-IA mailing list.  I argue that the 

persona is often reified and employed as though it is the actual “user” for whom the system 

is designed, not merely a representation.  In addition, I contend that this approach is 

reductionist and often employed for its rhetorical/political power, rather than for its ability 

to encourage the design of “humane” (Raskin, 2000) interfaces. 

Description and critique of the tool 

The development of personas as a conceptual tool has its roots in market 

segmentation analysis, where specific target audiences for whom a product would be 

designed would be turned into “prototypical” users (Brown, 2007; Cooper & Reinmann, 

2003; Wodtke, 2003).  Unlike market segments, however, personas are rooted in “user 

behaviors and goals” rather than “demographics and distribution channels” (Cooper & 

Reinmann, 2003, p. 63).  Dan Saffer (2007), a principle interaction designer at Adaptive Path,26 

argues that personas are critical for designers in their quest to move beyond simply creating a 

product for “the users” to specific, identifiable persons.  

A number of other techniques used within the user-centered design community are 

similar in both character and purpose to personas.  One, user roles, is a primary feature of 

the contextual design approach.  A user role “is a collection of responsibilities, organized to 

                                                
26 Adaptive Path is a well-known design firm in San Francisco, for whom many of the experts with 
IA and interaction design work (e.g. Peter Merholz, Chiara Fox, and Jesse James Garrett, among 
others). 
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accomplish one primary intent;” however, these roles do not map directly on a one-to-one 

basis to individuals (Beyer & Holtzblatt, 1997, p. 165).  Individuals within organizations may 

play multiple roles, or multiple people may play the same role.   Within contextual design, 

these user roles focus on the tasks needed to complete the task at hand.  Unlike personas, 

user roles are abstractions that merely describe tasks and the interests and affiliated 

behavioral patterns of those who complete those tools.  Alan Cooper argues that personas 

are conceptually different from user roles in that personas focus on goals rather than tasks.  

In addition, they are also materially different, as personas create a cohesive narrative around 

the goals of a user, rather than just a bullet listing of tasks.  Thus, Cooper suggests personas 

are ultimately more “humane” than user roles (Cooper & Reinmann, 2003). 

User profiles are another technique often employed within the user-centered design 

community.  While often similar in style to personas (sometimes a user profile is used as a 

synonym for a persona), in that they present a narrative account of a user’s needs, desires, 

demographic information, etc., they may be simply fictionalized accounts of potential end-

users.  A critical aspect of the persona method is that it is based on qualitative, 

“ethnographic” observations of real users in context, rather than stories based on designers’ 

(or marketers’) best guesses as to whom the users might be.  Cooper (Cooper & Reinmann, 

2003) argues that fictional material used within persona creation is limited to those details 

that merely bring them to life.   

Despite their argument that personas be limited to what is known about the site’s (or 

product or technology’s) end-users, personas can be quite rich in their final form.  Typically, 

a persona consists of a name with demographic information, goals, desires, and personal 

details woven into some sort of narrative.  Additionally, most personas include a picture of 

the person who best represents that persona (see, for example, Garrett, 2002a; Pruitt & 

Grudin, 2003; Wodtke, 2003).  As Christina Wodtke (2003) notes, “the more real your 

personas are, the more likely you are to care about their successes or failures and the more 

likely you are to design a good experience for them” (p. 174).  A sample persona is located in 

Appendix H. 

Alan Cooper, principle at Cooper Interaction Design, first discussed the persona 

technique (describing it variously as both a “tool” and a “method”) in the first edition of his 
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book, The Inmates are Running the Asylum (2004). The persona is a part of a larger 

methodological approach to understanding and designing for the user, which he refers to as 

“Goal-Directed Design.”  Cooper argues that the strength of using personas, in conjunction 

with other UCD practices, is their ability to sensitize and focus the development process on 

appropriate functional requirements that meet the needs of their target audience.  In 

addition, personas are leveraged as a way to defuse conflict or disagreement among team 

members when discussing possible design solutions (Cooper & Reinmann, 2003) – more on 

this political use of personas later. 

Below, I reproduce a significant portion of Cooper’s basic description of personas 

here to highlight some of the implications it has for the ways in which designers might think 

about users when employing this tool: 

The most powerful tools are always simple in concept, but they often must be 

applied with some sophistication.  That is certainly true of interaction design tools.  

Our most effective tool is profoundly simple:  Develop a precise description of our user and 

what he wishes to accomplish.  The sophistication comes from how we determine and use 

that precise description. 

The most obvious approach – to find the actual user and ask him – doesn’t 

work for a number of reasons, but the main one is that merely being a victim of a 

particular problem doesn’t automatically bestow on one the power to see its solution.  

The actual user is still a valuable resource, and we devote considerable attention to 

him or her, but we never let the user directly affect the solution. 

The actual method that works sounds trivial, but it is tremendously powerful 

and effective in every case:  We make up pretend users and design for them.  We call 

these pretend users personas, and they are the necessary foundation of good 

interaction design. 

Personas are not real people, but they represent them throughout the design 

process.  They are hypothetical archetypes of actual users.  Although they are imaginary, 

they are defined with significant rigor and precision.  Actually, we don’t so much 

“make up” our personas as discover them as a byproduct of the investigation process.  

We do, however, make up their names and personal details. 
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Personas are defined by their goals.  Goals, of course, are defined by their 

personas.  This may sound tautological, but it is not.  Personas reveal themselves 

through our research and analysis in much the same way that the sequence of 

tectonic events reveal themselves to geologists through the study of sedimentary 

layers:  The presence of a fossil defines a stratum, and a stratum defines the presence 

of a fossil (Cooper, 2004, p. 123-124). 

This description of personas and their value to the design process is worth examining 

critically.  From a linguistic standpoint, Cooper relies on language that is both gendered and 

possessive.  He refers to the user as predominantly male and implicitly suggests that the 

designer somehow owns this individual (“our user”).  In addition, his metaphors (in this 

section and throughout About Face 2.0) are often scientific in nature; here he emphasizes the 

“rigor and precision” of the persona technique – terms often associated with scientistic 

endeavors.  In addition, he connects the idea of personas and goals to the methods 

geologists use to identify stratigraphic layers.  This is somewhat surprising, given his 

insistence that interaction design is “very much a design discipline, with a different approach 

than that of scientific and engineering disciplines” (Cooper & Reinmann, 2003, p. xxix).  

Perhaps Cooper means to emphasize an empirical approach to interaction design; that is, he 

is highlighting the importance of basing personas on some sort of real-world understanding 

of who users are.  However, he also suggests that these personas are composites – as he 

terms, “hypothetical archetypes.”  Thus, details viewed as unimportant and/or irrelevant to 

the product’s design are eliminated and replaced with fictional details. 

Moving beyond the language Cooper uses in this excerpt, there are thematic 

elements present here that have larger implications for the way both the interaction design 

and information architecture practitioners perceive those people for whom they are 

designing.  First, Cooper’s design approach is vastly different from that advocated by 

participatory design proponents.  The former conducts user research at the beginning of the 

project; “users” are viewed as resources to be mined early on for information about their 

goals and then the designer goes somewhere else to create the interface and may only 

interact with them again at the end of the development cycle during usability testing.  The 

later approach, as I mentioned earlier, views the users as integral to the development of the 
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interface.  The designer and the user together define the product and conceive of the 

appropriate design together. 

Second, Cooper’s persona technique openly discounts users’ perspectives on 

potential design solutions.  In this excerpt, he opines that being the “victim” of a bad design 

does not “bestow upon on one the power to see its solution” (Cooper & Reinmann, 2003, p. 

123).  In an earlier section of the book, Cooper is even more explicit about his distrust of 

users’ potential solutions to a particular design problem.  He writes, 

Guide the interviewee [potential user] towards examining problems and away from 

expressing solutions.  Most of the time, those solutions sound good to him, but are 

either not well considered, or represent idiosyncratic solutions that the user-

modeling tool of personas actively seeks to avoid.  That said, if a user blurts out an 

interesting idea, by all means record it for later reference, thank the user for his 

input, and move on (Cooper & Reinmann, 2003, p. 51 - emphasis in original).   

This perspective is in direct contradiction to work in the field of participatory design, which 

views those individuals who interact with the technological artifact have valuable tacit 

knowledge worth contributing to the final design. 

Christina Wodtke, the well-known editor of the IA online journal Boxes and Arrows 

and author of Information Architecture:  Blueprints for the Web, also discusses personas in her 

book.  While she openly credits Cooper for the technique’s development, her actual 

implementation and justification for their use differs considerably.  First, Wodtke argues that 

personas allow designers to let go of themselves in the process of their design, calling it “The 

Shirley Maclaine Method.”  She writes, “The secret of good persona use is channeling the user, 

the way Shirley is known to channel her spirit guides.  You have to relinquish how you think 

about the web and design and instead become your user” (Wodtke, 2003, p. 159).  Wodtke’s 

description here suggests she views the persona approach as not just a sensitizing device 

during the design process, but that IAs can actually embody the user for a moment and 

interact with their own Web sites.  Wodtke suggests that the benefit of personas is their 

ability to move designers beyond a nameless, faceless mass of “users,” to a specific human 

for whom you are designing.  In addition, Wodtke, like Cooper, argues that personas make 

design decisions easier – implicitly suggesting the benefits of this sort of technique have 
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much to do with its rhetorical power – especially when the designer is working in a group 

setting. 

How does the IA literature describe how personas are to be used in practice?  Several 

works within the IA “canon” describe how designers employ these tools during site (or 

application) development.  Jesse James Garrett (2002) suggests that personas “can be printed 

out and posted around the office so that when we have decisions to make we can ask 

ourselves, ‘Would that work for Janet?  How would Frank react to it?’  The personas help 

keep our users in mind every step of the way” (p. 56). 

While many information architects (or those who do information architecture)27 may 

use the persona technique regularly, it is surprising that the Polar Bear book only briefly 

mentions it.  The omission is surprising, and points to a much larger distinction between the 

way Rosenfeld and Morville conceptualize what constitutes IA practice, and the ways in 

which practicing IAs may view the field’s boundaries.28  Other works within the IA canon do 

not refer to personas at all; for example, Eric Reiss’ Practical Information Architecture (2000) 

discusses the importance of designing for one’s audience, but does not offer personas as a 

potential approach.  Given the relatively few mentions of the persona technique in the IA 

canon, it is perhaps not surprising that none of my informants mentioned the tool during 

our interviews. 

Personas are also of interest to those individuals who participate on the SIG-IA 

mailing list.  As I mentioned in the last chapter, this professional list is a forum for 

discussion of information architecture practice; individuals subscribed to the list represent a 

variety of job titles and responsibilities, but all are presumably interested in the development 

of IA tools and techniques.  In 2004-2005, the period of the lists’ archives I examined, list 

members mentioned personas in three contexts.  The first was in employment opportunities 

posted to the list.  In these job descriptions, individuals were expected to have some facility 

with personas (which were equated with user scenarios in one listing), suggesting those 

working within the IA field (or creating information architectures for Web sites), should be 
                                                

27 I discuss the difference between individuals who refer to themselves as “information architects” 
and those who consider information architecture a portion of their job in Chapter 6. 
28 For more detail see Chapter 6. 
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familiar with the technique.  The second context in which personas were mentioned was in 

workshop announcements where the technique would be taught by practicing interaction 

designers working at Cooper’s firm.  The other discussion of personas occurred when one 

list member, Dan Linsky, suggested he was having difficulty “translating research findings 

into functional requirements” (Linsky, 2005). Other list members were quick to respond to 

his query for more “resources, charts/graphs, documents or other means of outlining this to 

the company and client” (Linsky, 2005).  One, Donna Fritzsche, suggested employing Alan 

Cooper’s persona technique, noting it is “a powerful means of translating this information” 

(Fritzsche, 2005).  Marc Retting29 (2005) noted the importance of Linksy’s initial question, 

suggesting that there was little discussion of the ways in which research informed the final 

design of a site, but was quick to qualify the persona technique as insufficient if it was the 

only way research would be translated into design guidelines.  He wrote,  

Someone on the list mentioned persona. While these are certainly useful, I have 

found them to be weak candidates if you only have time to do one thing during data 

analysis. They are good for communicating insights, but leave the team with yet 

another translation job: “here are the persona, great; how should that make a 

difference in the design?” At their worst, persona are works of pure speculation. At 

their best they do a good job of presenting a synthesis of insights about people. In 

my experience they are terrible vehicles for *generating* that synthesis. And, in my 

experience, they are poor vehicles for describing insights about patterns of behavior, 

relationships, and context. Maybe they’re better at Cooper [Alan Cooper’s design 

firm]. I know many people have good success with them, which is great. But when 

I’ve seen them in use elsewhere I’ve found them quite shallow. Like anything 

(including the alternatives I mention below), it’s not the tool, it’s the people *using* 

the tool (Retting, 2005). 

Retting’s posting echoes Cooper’s (Cooper, 2004; Cooper & Reinmann, 2003) own caution 

that personas are only useful when based on real individuals and are not just speculative 

                                                
29 Author of numerous articles and presentations on interface design and principal at Pittsburgh’s Fit 
Associates (http://www.fitassociates.com)  
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composites.  In addition, he echoes on of the most common critiques of the persona 

technique – that it becomes yet another artifact for which the designer/IA becomes 

responsible and must champion throughout the development cycle.  Part of Retting’s 

response also suggests that many IAs and interaction designers have misapplied Cooper’s 

method, creating short narratives that merely recapitulate market and demographic data.   

In April 2005, three months after Retting’s initial posting about the strengths and 

limitations of personas and the design process, another list member asked if there were any 

guidelines as to the number of scenarios (brief descriptions of tasks individuals complete 

using the site or application) for the three personas their team were using (Hempell, 2005).  

This question went unaddressed (at least in the list’s public channels), but the implication of 

this question again points to the “fuzziness” of the use of personas in practice.  Also, this 

particular posting argues that the success or failure of techniques like personas is determined 

largely by the ways in which they are deployed across design teams. 

Implications 

Nelly Oudshoorn (2003) notes that science and technology studies (STS) has long 

considered users from a “sociological” perspective, where particular individuals involved in 

the diffusion of a technology are the researcher’s focus (see, for example, Rogers, 2003).  She 

argues that STS scholars are now investigating the assumptions designers make about 

potential users, and investigating their importance from a “semiotic” perspective 

(Oudshoorn, 2003).   The “semiotic approach draws attention to users as represented by 

designers rather to users as individuals or groups involved or implicated in technological 

innovation” (Oudshoorn & Pinch, 2003, p. 8).  In addition, such approaches “tend to 

reinforce the view that technological innovation and diffusion are successful only if 

designers are able to control the future actions of the users” (Oudshoorn & Pinch, 2003, p. 

15).  Thus, the focus moves from the study of technological adoption by groups of users to 

the ways in which designers configure those who could/will potentially use an artifact 

through semiotic users who “stand in” for the real thing.   

How do these ideas connect to the ways in which IAs think about the users when 

employing personas in their design process?  There are several possible implications.  First, 
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the method represents an important historical change in the ways the “user” has been 

involved in technological development.  As I mentioned previously, designers working early 

in the history of computing tended to design software using themselves as models for the 

“ideal” user.  Then, a movement to user-centered design signaled an interest in 

foregrounding the needs of those who would actually be interacting with the end design.  

Later, methods such as contextual design (Beyer & Holtzblatt, 1997) argued for the 

importance of studying user behavior in the places where they worked.   

The persona technique assumes that IAs and other designers are unable to connect 

fully to their users unless they create archetypes referred to throughout the design process.  

Despite the notion of designers being sympathetic and interested in their audience’s goals, 

the creation of a narrative around each of these personas somehow solidifies the identity of 

the user in the designer’s mind in a way that typical user research does not.   

Personas assume that a “good” design is user-dependent.  However, some design 

practitioners suggest that personas do not radically shift what constitutes a usable design.  As 

Robert Hoekman (2006) argued in a recent posting to the Interaction Design Association 

(IxDA) mailing list, creating different personas does not really guide the final design.  He 

writes, “How, exactly, is any of this information [that one persona is a middle-aged female 

with two kids and one is a 62 year old widower with a granddaughter] going to ‘change’ the 

way she uses the software? Does it mean you’re going to put the checkboxes in a different 

place? Sorry if that seems snide, but seriously, how does it really ‘change’ anything?” 

(Hoekman, 2006).  In response, one list member argued that the user interface might not 

change radically, but “environmental exposure for both these personae are different, hence it 

should give cues to the tone/language to be used and the motor dexterity. All of which 

should feed into the final interaction design...” (Nair, 2006).  However, the question remains 

as to how effective the persona technique is at capturing these differences (assuming they are 

important to the design), and how well the technique can be “sold” to other individuals 

within the development/design team if the practitioners themselves vary so widely in their 

acceptance of the approach. 

Just as systems-centered design views users as unpredictable and uncontrollable, 

even user-centered design approaches like the personas technique tend to see the 
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participation of users within the design process as problematic.  As Cooper (2004; Cooper & 

Reinmann, 2003) argues, personas are a potential remedy to the difficulties of including 

actual users in the design process.  These difficulties are many.  First, some audiences may 

include individuals for whom there is little incentive to participate in the design process, 

even if it is an option.  For example, designers working on systems that replace or ameliorate 

the need for individuals to do certain tasks might find it difficult to enlist these participants 

in their design process.  Second, it may be inefficient and unreasonable to expect day-to-day 

interaction with extremely busy and stressed professionals – doctors, for example, might be 

an especially difficult group to wrangle given their other time commitments and scheduling 

conflicts.  Third, companies may be reluctant to open their design process up to potential 

users, especially if they do not sign an NDA.30 

As many books written about IA and interaction design note, users are presumed to 

be poor designers (see, for example, Cooper, 2004; Cooper & Reinmann, 2003; Hoekman, 

2007; Nielsen, 2001b; Van Dijck, 2003).  Because “few users are consciously aware of or are 

able to clearly articulate their goals,” and “tend to focus on low-level tasks,” their inclusion 

in the design process causes difficulties (Cooper & Reinmann, 2003, p. 6).  Presumably, this 

inability to focus on goals, and difficulty to “think like a designer,” means that including 

users within the design process would both slow it down and make the final product difficult 

for others to use.  In addition, some researchers suggest participatory design methods only 

work as long as the users/co-designers remain “outside” of the design process.  That is, as 

informants collaborate with designers, they become less and less representative of the 

“typical” user, and more like a team member who may not question how or why design 

decisions are made.  However, I suspect that much of the reluctance in including users 

within the process is as much a political choice as it is a pragmatic one.   

An important thing to note is the relatively homogeneity of personas – even if the 

potential audience for the design is vast.  As one Microsoft team notes (Pruitt & Grudin, 

2003), their personas are predominately American (although they are aware of the 

international audience who uses their products) and do not reflect a range of (dis)abilities.  

                                                
30 Non-disclosure agreement (NDA) 
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Thus, personas are potentially reductive and limit the time and consideration given to 

accessibility issues, in contrast to other techniques that enlist users’ participation. 

Cooper mentions that personas “resolve three user-centered design issues that arise 

during product development:  the elastic user; self-referential design; and design edge cases” 

(Cooper & Reinmann, 2003, p.57).  Some researchers argue that personas can only be used 

successfully if the entire team employs them regularly and consistently – otherwise, their use 

can actually exacerbate the political reasons for which they may have been employed in the 

first place (Rönkkö, Hellman, Kilander, & Dittrich, 2004).  Still others note the difficulty in 

moving the personas from mere showpieces in design meetings to relevant tools employed 

by all team members (including project stakeholders, project/program managers, and 

developers), especially when the designers using the technique experience “distrust” of the 

persona archetypes and their representativeness of user needs (Blomquist & Arvola, 2002).  

Both of these perspectives suggest personas are not a “cure-all” for problems arising during 

the design process. 

As I mentioned earlier, both practicing IAs and the experts warn against the 

potential dangers of creating superficial descriptions of users masquerading them as 

personas.  As Dan Saffer argues, “…half of the personas out there are entirely made up, with 

no user research to back them. In most cases, no one on the design team has talked directly 

to users to find out who they are, so designers come up with an idea of a user type. The 

resulting personas are like the designer’s imaginary friends” (Saffer, 2005, ¶ 3-4).  Given the 

perceived non-scientific nature of personas, and the difficulty in convincing others within 

the organization to refer to them during the design process, it is a bit surprising that they are 

used at all.  

Mike Kuniavsky (2003) discusses the potential difficulties of convincing others that 

persona creation is worthwhile.  He argues that personas (what he terms “user profiles”) are 

best created in a team setting, where all appropriate stakeholders can contribute to their 

development.  While Kuniavsky does not state it explicitly, such an approach would likely 

circumvent later objections.  Additionally, he argues that the persona method sensitizes 

group members to the needs of the users, creating what he terms “an efficient shorthand.”  

He notes,  
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Rather than describing a feature for ‘infrequent large-scale Fortune 1000 purchasers 

who use SAP,’ you can say, ‘it’s for Leonard’ and marketing, engineering, and design 

will all know the qualities of the audience and how they will use the feature.  

‘Leonard’ represents a shared understanding of a class of user experience issues that 

are important to the success of the product. 

 The rest of the benefits of the procedure – the ability to understand subtle 

interaction problems, the coupling of people’s desires with a model of their 

understanding, the team building – are side effects of this communication benefit 

(Kuniavsky, 2003, p. 133). 

Thus, the strength of the persona technique is that it in some ways forces the team to 

refocus and develop some sensitivity of their users’ needs and desires.  Again, one Microsoft 

team notes their use of “gimmicky” giveaways (mouse pads, office supplies, etc.) containing 

images and information about the personas in an effort to introduce and convince others of 

their value (Pruitt & Grudin, 2003). 

Marshalling the forces of the “users” through personas can be an incredibly effective 

way of handling conflict within (and outside) the design team.  If the entire company knows 

that a new product is being designed for three people – Bob, Shelly, and Maria – and person 

in upper-management suggests a new feature be added to the site or product that does not 

address the needs of either of these individuals, the design team can “enlist” the personas 

and their needs as reasons why the new feature will not be added.  In this way, personas 

become a valuable political tool and represent a kind of boundary object (Bowker & Star, 

1999).  More about the nature of IA work and boundary objects appears in the next chapter. 

A key assumption of the persona technique, as well as other contextual user studies, 

is the notion of predictability.  That is, studying users in context working with (or co-

designing) design prototypes is assumed to predict the way in which these individuals will 

interact with the final object – and, ultimately, what impact it will have in their lives.  

However, some scholars within the design studies community suggest that such assumptions 

are unrealistic.  As Redström (2006) argues,  

the ‘use’ that we simulate, create and invite as part of the design process, be it 

iterative or participatory, cannot deal with what it means for something to become 
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someone’s….  In other words:  while we do design the thing, we can only predict its 

use.  This means that there will always be, to various degrees, a difference between 

the design process and the eventual use of the resulting design (p. 130). 

Such a perspective undermines many of the assumptions undergirding techniques like 

personas often employed by information architects.  In addition, Redström suggests the 

increasing complexity of the technological products intensifies the inability of these methods 

to assess their impact over time (and relative usability), especially the ways in which they will 

be embedded into everyday practice.  These sorts of critiques have also been leveled at other 

staples of the UCD approach, such as usability testing. 

Interpellation and simulation through design techniques 

The persona technique, and other user-centered design approaches, still creates an 

idealized version of “the user” who represents those who will eventually interact with the 

design.  Despite the empowerment rhetoric of UCD methods, the audience is still made 

subject to the design.  Or, as Mizuko Ito (1997) argues, the user is “hailed” (in the 

Althusserian sense) through the interface design.  Hailing, or what Althusser calls 

interpellation, suggests that we recognize our own subject position in relationship to the 

dominant ideology (Macey, 2000).  In his most famous example of interpellation, Althusser 

describes a busy street scene, a police officer’s use of the phrase, “Hey, you there!” and the 

subsequent recognition of a pedestrian that she is the target of the officer’s attention. By 

turning around and acknowledging the police officer’s “hail,” he argues that we become 

subjects to larger social structures of power and surveillance.  We thus recognize our own 

subject position (and tacitly agree to its formulation).  Ito extends this metaphor to the 

interface.  She writes,  

With mass media commodities like computer games, we might considered the 

stabilized text and technology as a similarly powerful formation, able to hail, 

interpellate, and construct subjects in relation to its preformulated content….  With 

interactive media commodities, it is crucial to keep in view both the centrally 

produced and stabilized nature of its content, as well as its interactivity and 

malleability at sites of consumption (Ito, 1997, p. 3-4). 
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So, the designer in this case “hails” the individuals using her creation – constructing what is 

and is not “appropriate” use of the object.  Thus, interface choices made throughout the 

design process by IAs (for example, will a particular e-commerce site allow individuals to 

purchase items without a credit card?), create an idealized subject and constricts user 

behavior.  At the same time, interfaces, like other media content, are potential sites of 

resistance and resistive practices (Hall, 2001; Spinuzzi, 2003). 

If the term “user” suggests an instrumental relationship between designers and those 

for whom they design, what are some of the alternatives?  One scholar argues for an entirely 

different approach to the “object” of design.  Instead of viewing it as incomplete and in need 

of definition and shape, we can view it as more like a seed – containing “its own 

developmental principles…interact[ing] with its uncontrollable environment and becomes 

something of different value and different order” (Hales, 1994, p. 151).  Even more 

intriguing, is Hales’ claim that designers working with this object are actually “working on” 

the users themselves – specifically, their practices.  What, then, would be the role of those 

who interact with this “seed”?  Hales’ approach implies that designers require a much deeper 

understanding of users and they ways in which their behavior develops over time.  This sort 

of understanding would presumably require more tools than simply personas. 

Personas are representations of people – people for whom IAs and interaction 

designers create.  They are simulations of real people, perhaps built on empirical evidence, 

but simulations nonetheless.  From a semiotic standpoint, personas are actually simulacra – 

they (re)present copies of individuals who do not, ultimately, exist.  At some point, these 

simulations of users (“Bob” or “Maria”) become, as Jesse James Garrett  suggests, “more 

real” than “all sorts of data” (p. 54-56).  As I mentioned earlier, personas are predicated 

upon the idea that designers require some sort of detailed description of a person, rather 

than just a body of “users,” to create a successful design.  But, unlike participatory design 

methods which enlist those who will be using a particular design as participants within this 

process, personas are controllable simulations which can be enlisted to reduce conflict or 

win certain political disputes within the design team.  And, a much larger question still 

remains unanswered – why do personas enlist designer empathy for the users when other 

techniques may not? 
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Conclusion 

One of the consistent refrains within IA texts and other design literature is the idea 

that user-centered research is both time-consuming and expensive.  That is, good user 

research is both time-consuming and expensive.  Throughout the design community is an 

implicit acceptance that while user research is a great idea in theory, it is often impractical in 

practice given the political and time constraints placed on particular projects.  As interaction 

designer Robert Hoekman argues, 

Thorough user research is time consuming; I’ve personally never worked on a 

project with a long enough time line that user research could be done at all.  Most 

projects are quick, dirty, and painful.  Entire Web-based email applications are often 

designed and built in six weeks instead of six months, and believe me, six weeks is 

not enough time to learn anything about your users.  You’re usually far too busy 

cranking out wireframes. 

It’s nice when you have the option of getting up close and personal with 

users, but usually you don’t.  Time constraints, budgets, lack of interest, and many 

other factors get in the way almost every single time.  And even if it is an option, 

listening to your loudest users too much often results, ironically, in products that are 

more difficult for everyone to use (Hoekman, 2007, p. 40) 

This perspective seems to echo many of the arguments systems-centered designers made 

years ago:  that users are ultimately (and infinitely) flexible and can adapt to even the most 

poorly designed system; that designers are far too busy cranking out functionality to concern 

themselves with pesky things like finding out who is actually going to use the thing they are 

designing; that listening to what users want leads to badly designed products; and that in 

place of user research it is perfectly justifiable for designers to go out on their own and guess 

what users want.  It is as if the design community has gone full circle.  First, we rail against 

the placement of the system at the center of the design process in favor of the users – then 

we decide that being too inclusive, too user-focused is detrimental to our products.  Thus, we 

end up returning to where we began – with designers, developers, and systems placed in the 
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middle of the design process – and users (who may be implicitly assumed to be 

predominately American, free from disabilities, and technically savvy) – on the peripheries. 

At the same time, the increasingly embedded nature of technology into our everyday 

lives means that disciplinary domains may break down as larger numbers of practitioners 

employing diverse methods to understand “user behavior,” design and interact with these 

new artifacts.  This may result in “expanded opportunities for practitioners and the 

possibility of developing new hybrid forms of practice and discourse.  Subsequently, this 

suggests new forms of consumption for audiences, users and/or co-creators of the objects 

produced” (Marshall & Pengelly, 2006, p. 121).  While fully engaging “users” into the design 

process may be a relatively innovative practice, it may become more widespread as 

technology permeates more domains. 

The potential to democratize technological innovations (Von Hippel, 2005) and 

provide empowering interfaces supporting both the situated and developmental nature of 

users’ activity is significant.  As David Hendry (Under review) argues, this potential is most 

likely to be realized if relationships between developers/designers and users shifts 

dramatically.  He proposes the following guidelines for empancipatory technological 

development: 

1. Any development process makes a particular commitment for involving users; 

2. Advances in information and communication technology have increased the range 

of possibilities for involving users in software design and development; 

3. A design methodology can be structured to support the emergence of roles (role 

differentiation); 

4. User roles need to be supported by tools that facilitate particular kinds of 

discourse (role discourse demands); 

5. User roles and the accompanying conversational spaces can become a valuable 

resource for the design and development team; 

6. Creating, promoting, and moderating such spaces demands new organization 

capacities and individual design competencies (§Conclusion, ¶2). 
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These guidelines encourage technology designers to view users as co-designers possessing a 

wealth of tacit knowledge that cannot be tapped into by traditional user-centered design 

means. 

In this chapter, I have discussed various approaches to technological design – from 

those placing the system at the center of design concerns and expect the user to conform, to 

those that design systems that mirror and complement users’ cognitive models.  Both 

approaches, however, stand in contrast to more participatory methods that acknowledge the 

role users play in co-construction of the design.  While we might expect IA discourse to 

embrace and encourage participatory design approaches, I argue that these methods remain 

under-utilized.  More surprisingly is the fact that IA discourse continues to reinscribe many 

of the tropes traditionally associated with user-centered and systems-centered design, both of 

which implicitly marginalize the individuals interacting with technological devices.  A 

possible explanation for this may be the longer-term history of UCD methods, which 

increases their visibility and perceived acceptance over more non-traditional participatory 

design approaches. 

In the following chapter, I consider the role of the IA and his/her relationship to the 

organizations and larger activity systems with which they work.  The role IA practitioners 

play within the organizations with which they are affiliated is multifaceted and complex.  

CHAT provides a useful lens for understanding the some of the tools used within IA 

practice and detailed within expert discourse about the field.  In addition, I revisit the dual 

nature of the IA’s role in relation to their users and their organizations – as both “user 

advocate” and “design dictator.”  I argue that tension highlights larger issues of the 

educational and professional practice of IA work.   
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Chapter 5 – Positioning the information architect 
I discussed the ways that IA and other design literature considers users, including 

their relative presence (or absence) during the product development process in the previous 

chapter.  Additionally, I argued that some of the IA/UCD literature positions users as 

victimized by technological systems “saved” by the insight and guidance of designers.  While 

integrating users into all phases of the design process can be difficult, equally problematic is 

the notion that users are merely resources to be mined for information by designers – as if 

they have no value or intrinsic wisdom about their technological use. 

In this chapter, I consider several areas of tension that IA practitioners face.  One is 

the tension between the creative process, which is often a solitary pursuit, and the team-

oriented nature of technological development.  To understand the roots of this tension, I 

explore the role of the IA practitioner in team/organizational communication as explained 

by the IA experts I interviewed and various IA documents I analyzed.  I present ways in 

which IA artifacts (such as the personas I discussed in the last chapter) function as boundary 

objects (Bowker & Star, 1999) and potentially enable critical communication within the team 

between team members.  I highlight an ongoing argument within the IA community – the 

“level” at which IA is situated in the organization – whether information architecture is a 

micro-level practice solely focused on an organization’s Web presence, or if it is a macro-

level practice concerned with all facets of information use and design throughout the 

organization.  I contend later that this tension is partially a function of experts within the 

field (re)defining the activity of IA so that it encompasses the strategic production and 

consumption of information within the organization. 

In addition, I argue that there is an inherent contradiction between two roles IA 

practitioners are assumed to fulfill within the organizations with which they work:  the IA as 

“user advocate” and the IA as “design dictator.”  The first, heavily influenced by the 

techniques described in IA and other user-centered design literature, I discussed in the last 

chapter.  The other trope – that of the IA as a “design dictator” – is mostly a relic from 

other fields such as graphic design and architecture.  In this chapter, I examine how experts 
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within the struggle with these two tensions using CHAT, as well as how they discuss the role 

of the IA within organizations and the larger community in which they situate themselves. 

One important note:  a comprehensive examination of this chapter’s research 

question (“As a result of the way the user is articulated through professional discourse within 

the IA community and written for others with whom IAs work, how does the Information 

Architect balance his/her own positionality within the organizations and the larger activity 

systems in which they are located?”) is beyond the scope of this study and not possible given 

the type of data I have collected.  While the IA canon articulates many of the intra-

organizational tensions IAs face during the course of their work, these are mostly 

hypothetical abstractions lifted from the authors’ (and my interviewees’) experiences.  Since 

most of the authors of these texts are consultants brought in to solve a particular IA 

problem or work on a specific project, these descriptions are necessarily limited, and 

probably do not reflect the daily experiences of many IAs (or those designers charged with 

creating the information architecture for a site) who do not enjoy support of upper-level 

management.  A comprehensive analysis of the tensions inherent in IA practice would be 

best served by some sort of long-term, comparative ethnographic work across IA teams.  

However, I believe that a strategic analysis of the IA’s practice in light of CHAT is critical in 

framing my findings in the next two chapters – in particular, understanding the current state 

of the field’s formalization requires some consideration of the IA’s daily activities.  In 

addition, while this question may not be answered fully given the data I have access to 

currently, there are still intriguing tensions from literature in this area that remain under-

explored.  Thus, while this chapter relies on second-hand accounts shared with me during 

interviews, or gleaned from materials written about the field, it an important and 

unprecedented step in this area. 

Tensions within IA practice 

Practice, as some researchers note, is both an “action or performance,” and “a 

method of action, in the sense of habitual, customary, or routine” – it is the 

“embodiment…of the practitioner’s everyday knowledge” (Cuff, 1991, p. 4).  Thus, studying 

practice requires attention to the actions as they happen in context, and the ways in which 
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the practice is “performed” through professional activities.  My study relies on the latter 

definition; IA practice as performance, and more specifically, the performance of IA practice 

through professional dialogue. 

Unpacking IA practice, at least as constructed in/through the literature written about 

the field, requires a better understanding of some of the dualities of design practices 

generally (which I will discuss in greater detail in Chapter 6) and those tensions specific to 

the IA field.  In particular, the nature of IA means that these practitioners often find 

themselves playing multiple roles, often simultaneously, on the teams of which they are a 

part.  In addition, the emergent nature of the field means that practices and methods 

comprising IA remain in flux and are continually challenged by members of the IA 

community. 

“Big” versus “Little” IA 

An ongoing debate within the IA community that directly influences the daily 

practice of the individual IA is the notion that information architecture happens at multiple 

levels of the organization.  Often referred to as the difference between “big” and “little” IA, 

this tension is a common topic of blog postings by experts and presentations at the yearly IA 

Summit, and debated by members of the SIG-IA mailing list.  Peter Morville (2000) first 

outlined the distinction in a column written for Argus31 (which he refined in later articles and 

presentations), suggesting that information architecture practice was actually bifurcated.  On 

one level (little IA), information architecture was a “bottom-up” practice, where things like 

controlled vocabularies, metadata, wireframes, documentation, etc.  On a much higher level, 

Morville posited the emergence of a new IA practice – that of the “big IA” – which was 

primarily concerned with macro-level issues around information and business strategy at the 

enterprise level (BigIAvsLittleIA, 2005).  Perhaps to defuse the critique that using the terms 

“big” and “little” implied that enterprise-level information architecture was more important, 

Rosenfeld and Morville reworked this binary in their book, changing “big IA” into 

“enterprise IA,” describing a centralized unit through which all IA decisions flow.  They 
                                                

31 The Argus Center for Information Architecture (ACIA), an IA consulting firm Louis Rosenfeld 
started that no longer exists. 
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write, “…organic information architecture often mirrors the corporate org chart, and 

because the architecture is not planned, users aren’t well served.  A centralized information 

architecture cuts across political and other boundaries to provide better ways of accessing an 

organization’s content…” (Rosenfeld & Morville, 2002, p. 363).  Not surprisingly, this vision 

of IA has numerous implications for both the organization and the IA field as a whole – 

both of which I will discuss in later chapters. 

In Christina Wodtke’s (2003) Information Architecture:  Blueprints for the Web, most of the 

discussion of IA work remains at the bottom-up level.  That is, Wodtke’s focus is the way 

documentation (wireframes, personas, topic maps, etc.) can be used to create a well-designed 

site that supports business goals and user needs.  It is not until the end of her book that 

Wodtke’s commitment to being “strategic” about IA becomes clear.  In a section she calls 

“Persuasion,” Wodtke offers several techniques the practicing IA can use when faced with 

arguing for the importance of IA in the Web design process.  One of these methods includes 

using personal networking and positive feedback to enlist individuals who may be less 

inclined to support weeks of development time doing user research and developing the IA.  

She also mentions the importance of enlisting the “gurus,” such as Jakob Nielsen, to support 

your cause.  In a 2002 posting on her “IA? EH” blog, Wodtke explicitly mentioned her 

commitment to big IA:  “I am now and have always been a big IA... strategy and interaction 

design and well as design of information retrieval systems have always been my bailiwick. 

When IA is limited to controlled vocabularies and labels, I’m done being an IA” (Wodtke, 

2002).  Of course, comments on this particular posting ranged from supportive to 

argumentative, as some individuals mentioned that what Wodtke (and, by extension, 

Rosenfeld and Morville) called “big IA” was actually the larger discipline of user experience 

(UX) – and thus, potentially the domain of organizations like AIGA.32 

During my interviews with IA experts, I asked about the differences they saw 

between “flavors” of IA practice.  As I mentioned in Chapter 2, LIS-influenced IA has 

traditionally focused on the creation of taxonomies and classification systems; this is often 

                                                
32 AIGA is the largest professional design organization in the US.  It used to be most closely tied to 
graphic design professionals (AIGA stands for the “American Institute of Graphic Arts”), but has 
since rebranded itself as “AIGA, the professional association for design” (AIGA, 2005). 
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referred to as “bottom-up,” or “tactical,” or “little IA” (BigIAvsLittleIA, 2005).  The other 

type of IA practice works with information as a much larger strategic resource.  Thus, the 

“strategic,” “top-down,” or “enterprise IA” practitioner would be involved with facilitating 

business goals through broad-range internal and external technology projects.  Eric Reiss 

describes it thusly, 

What seems to be happening in the business is that we have strategic information 

architecture with the business plans and facilitating business goals, and then we have 

the tactical information architect, who is involved with the creation of thesauri, 

metadata, detailed labeling systems, that kind of thing.  These are both information 

architecture [positions].  I think where the field seems to be going is that the strategic 

information architects are moving up to become more general consultants.  In other 

words, they’re looking at a bigger picture than the people who are creating machine-

readable data.  And if you’re going to be a strategic IA, you have to understand the 

language of business and where these people are coming from, and speak in 

generalist terms…I think the tactical IAs are going to…be less involved in the 

strategic decisions.  Right now, they’re still part of the web team at a pretty high 

level.  I think that as time goes on, a lot of the people who are working in IA in 

tactical IA are going to find themselves doing very day-to-day types of things like 

generating lists of keywords and that kind of thing….  (E. Reiss, personal interview, 

July 12, 2006). 

These comments echo a larger theme to which I will return in Chapter 7 – that the 

“strategic” IA gains a significant amount of political capital within the organization.  And, as 

Reiss notes, such a move requires the ability to “speak in generalist terms” and understand 

the larger business implications of IA work.  Interestingly, what Reiss seems to suggest here 

is that increasing numbers of strategic IAs may displace some of the tactical IAs who 

currently make some of the long-term strategic decisions about a company’s Web presence.  

Reiss’ suggestion that these roles may become more codified and differentiated over time 

might signal a move from what Buchanan (1998) calls a “trade activity” to a “segmented 

profession.” 



108 

 

IAs and the “object” of their practice 

In Chapter 2, I connected the practice of information architecture to design studies, 

suggesting that this provides a useful lens for examining the discourse of IA.  At the same 

time, as I noted in the last chapter, controlling the design of a product or technological 

artifact necessarily allow the designer (IA) to (un)consciously make certain assumptions 

about the nature of “users” and how they will interact with the technological artifact.  In 

activity theory (CHAT) terms, the object of designers’ practice – that which towards which 

their actions are directed – is the simulated user. 

Early on in the development cycle, the activity of the IA (or the person responsible 

for the site or application’s information architecture) is focused on creating a “persona” – a 

theoretical representation of those who will be using the final design (See Figure 6, triangle 

A).  While the user-centered design community suggests their methods are focused on 

understanding real-world users, I argued in the last chapter that they more often create a 

simulation of a user who “stands in,” and is presumably similar, to those who will be using 

the final design.  Multiple tools might be used to create and communicate this representative 

user and his/her needs to other team members.  These include the interviews, usability tests, 

search metrics, surveys, and other tools I mentioned in the last chapter. 

Later, the IA’s actions change, as the development cycle moves from the user 

research phase to the design phase.   In this phase, the IA may be developing wireframes – 

stripped-down prototypes demonstrating basic navigation and page layout (cf. Brown, 2007) 

– so the object here becomes the actual paper or HTML prototypes.  See Figure 6, triangle 

B.   
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Figure 6:   Simplified activity triangles displaying relationship between IA and user early in 
the development cycle 

I return to the idea of the “object” of IA practice, and its inherently fluid nature, in the next 

chapter. 

IAs as “user advocates” and as “design dictators” 

Two different themes quickly emerge when examining IA discourse.  Practitioners 

are instructed by experts to advocate for the users within the organizations with which they 

work, as I mentioned in the last chapter.  I term this the “IA as user advocate” trope.  At the 

same time, there is some sense that IAs must “step away” from others (coworkers, 

managers, and users) to design effectively.  In particular, IAs are encouraged to separate 

themselves from the influence of others when creating navigation structures and 

taxonomies. 

One of the most common themes within IA literature is that practitioners are 

primarily responsible for advocating for the site (or product’s) users.  As I suggested in the 

earlier, this positions the designer as the “expert” on user behavior and may unintentionally 

discount important user knowledge.  While this trope offers a very one-dimensional view of 

the user, it also does not fully articulate the nuanced relationship the IA with users and 

ignores tensions inherent in the IA’s role within the organization. 
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My interviews with IA experts revealed that they felt one of their primary jobs is to 

advocate for users, while they also acknowledged that they had a responsibility to make sure 

the companies for whom they worked also had their goals met.  Eric Reiss summarizes it this 

way, 

There are two diverging sets of goals in any web site.  The first of those goals is set 

down by the site owner…what do they want to achieve by creating a Web site?  On 

the other hand you’ve got…site visitors…who have a completely different set of 

goals.  Amazon.com wants to make money.  They want me to buy a barbeque along 

with my book.  And, my goal is to learn about XML.  I want somebody to send me a 

book to learn about that.  I’m not even interested in the book, I’m interested in 

what’s in the book.  So, my goals are very very different than those of Amazon.com.  

The information architect is sort of sitting between two different camps and our job 

is to make sure that both of these sets of goals are achieved (E. Reiss, personal 

interview, July 12, 2006). 

There are a couple of important aspects to Reiss’ comments.  First, he clearly articulates the 

“in betweeness” of the IA’s role within Web (or product) development.  S/he is brokering 

an interaction between the users and the organization – where the goals of each party are 

significantly different, complex, and sometimes obfuscated.  Second, Reiss is suggesting a 

distinction between the level of action and activity (to borrow terms from activity theory).  

In this narrative, he positions himself as a visitor to Amazon.com and describes his 

experience shopping there; this recalls the “user advocate” role I mentioned in the last 

chapter.  Third, it illustrates that IA practitioners are working to satisfy two, often opposing, 

goals:  those articulated by the organization for which they are working, and those projected 

onto the audience interacting with the site. 

Being a “user advocate” can sometimes place the IA in an awkward position, as they 

might find themselves needing to voice concerns about a particular design solution if it did 

not meet user needs (or actively worked against their needs).  My informants had a number 

of different perspectives on this issue.  First, some mentioned the methods to attain data 

that would help strengthen their understanding and their ability to understand and advocate 
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for users.  Louis Rosenfeld suggested he used search logs and other behavioral data to 

understand (and thus, advocate) site visitors.  He notes,  

That’s [search log data] user behavior in a pure form - people actually asking what 

they want.  You can tell or at least guess whether they got what they wanted or not.  

That’s a way I try to advocate for users.  I say [to the companies’ executives], ‘Hey – 

here’s your site’s 50 most used queries, and 10 of those retrieve zero results.  What 

are we going to do about it?’ (L. Rosenfeld, personal interview, May 1, 2006). 

Other informants also highlighted the importance of user research – not just as a way to 

create successful information architectures – but also as a point of leverage which could be 

use to advocate for users when faced with competing design directions.  While some of the 

experts mentioned that they knew of cases where IAs would find themselves in the difficult 

position of advocating, most suggested that they had the luxury of being able to refuse to 

work with clients if they did not allow the IA to do some form of user research. 

In stark contrast to the “user advocate” trope, one of the other themes that emerges 

from the IA literature is the notion that at certain points in the process, designers should 

discount or ignore user input.  As with other creative professions, there is a belief that 

particular design phases are best completed in solitude and with little input from others.  

Part of this may be due to an incomplete description of the multiple stages of the design 

process.  One author argues that the design process is actually comprised of three stages:  

imaging, presenting, and testing (Zeisel, 2006).  While the imaging phase may be largely 

internal, it is not necessarily the first or most important stage of the design process.  

However, the process of creating “internalized pictures” involves “subjective knowledge” – 

and it is this knowledge that may seem mystical or the place where the “real creativity” 

happens (Zeisel, 2006, pp. 22-23).  Thus, the entire design process may be mistakenly viewed 

as individualized, when in fact an important stage is presenting and reworking the design, 

which typically requires the input of others.  In fact, the literature suggests that design teams 

actually engage in “contested collaboration.”  This is a “communication strategy that allows 

them [each designer/team member] to advance their own particular interests or knowledge 

claims while maintaining an outward stance of cooperation with the group” (Sonnenwald & 

Lievrouw, 1997, p. 179). 
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Donald Norman argues that effective design ultimately requires a design dictator 

who will make the hard decisions.  He argues against “design by committee.”  This probably 

also connects to work within design studies (and observations from Reiss’ (2000) and 

Wodtke’s (2003) books) that creative processes require IAs and interaction designers to “get 

away” from the rest of the team to do their job well.  Norman says, “sometimes what is 

needed is a design dictator who says, ‘ignore what users say:  I know what’s best for them.’”  

While such rhetoric may be well meaning, it seems almost paternalistic.  Contrast this 

rhetorical perspective with the high-minded dedication from Hoekman’s book:  “This book 

is dedicated to anyone who has ever used a Web application and resented the experience” 

(Hoekman, 2007, p. iii). 

This perspective connects to a very strong – and largely inaccurate – historical notion 

of the artist-patron relationship, wherein the patron subsidizes the artist’s practice with little 

or no input into the final design.  However, the creation of art is largely a cooperative 

process, distributed over a large network of individuals (Becker, 1984).  Still, this perspective 

undergirds much of the professional practice.  Dana Cuff highlights this tendency to 

incorrectly attribute the success of a particular (in this case, architectural) design to an 

individual designer, writing, “there is a general belief, evident among artists, architects, 

critics, and even scholars, that the quality of work of art decreases in proportion to the 

number of people involved in its creation….  Any office that produces award-winning work 

is likely to attribute a particular building to a single designer from the firm.  Good offices are 

typically characterized by their legacy of good designers…rather than their collaborative 

teams” (Cuff, 1991, pp. 73-74).    

The danger of such a myopic focus on the individual’s contribution to the design 

process is that it can overshadow the actual needs of those using it.  Victor Margolin (1989) 

argues that the “product” can be overshadowed by the designer’s identity, and fashion, 

rather than use/efficiency, can guide the design.  Such is the case with designers like Clement 

Mok, whose designs are better known as being “Clement Mok designs,” rather than 

especially appropriate for their function.  This is known as “design-centered” or “ego-

centered” design, where a site’s usability becomes secondary to slick graphics (Van Duyne, 

Landay, & Hong, 2003).  While personalities like these have not emerged (yet) in the field of 
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IA (although Peter Morville, Peter Merholz, Jesse James Garrett, and Louis Rosenfeld might 

be good candidates), there still exists a tension between advocating for certain IA solutions 

because they are fashionable or associated with certain well-known designers within the 

field.33   

IA as strategic communication 

IA practitioners often play a significant communicative function; this role often takes 

on an educational dimension, as individuals within the organization are usually unfamiliar 

with the domain and practice of IA.  Texts discussing IA often highlight the importance of 

“making the case” for IA, and tailoring this case for the specific audience to which the 

practitioner is speaking.  While I consider the larger issues around return-on-investment 

(ROI) and the IA field as a whole in the next chapter, I want to highlight their 

communicative functions within the organization.  One of the ways practitioners successfully 

fulfill this function is through continual education of others with whom they work, using the 

language with which those individuals are familiar. 

While it may be related to or a subset of user-centered design, information 

architecture is not a field of which many are aware.  Therefore, part of the IA practitioner’s 

job will be educational in nature.  However, the long-term consequences of educating others 

about IA can become taxing, as Peter Morville notes: 

Back in the early days of the Web when we were growing our information 

architecture consulting firm Argus & Associates [Louis Rosenfeld, Peter Morville, 

and Keith Instone were among the principles at Argus], we sort of learned the hard 

way that if somebody is against something and just doesn’t get it, it’s really not worth 

our time to try to educate and convince them.  In some cases, we’d spend a lot of 

                                                
33 An example of this might be the current emphasis on Web 2.0.  As I mentioned in Chapter 2, 
many IAs view the move from the Web as an information environment to one that is an 
information-application environment, as a boon to users and the practice of IA alike.  Of course, if 
the transformation of the Web environment from pre- to post-Web 2.0 is as dramatic as some 
foretell (O'Reilly, 2005), one wonders if IAs will be in the business of architecting information, or 
architecting interfaces.  This would result in an overlap (which probably already exists) between the 
work that IAs perform and that of interface design, further blurring the difference between designing 
information and designing interfaces.  I will discuss this in more detail later in the chapter. 
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time trying to convince the clients to do it the right way, and they’d go away for a 

year and come back and say, ‘Now we understand what you were saying, because we 

tried to do it our own way and we suffered’ (P. Morville, personal interview, March 

26, 2006). 

Because the field is emergent and not well known, such education about the process and 

importance of IA is to be expected.  However, the executives funding Web projects often 

view its emphasis on user research and documentation as unnecessary and time-consuming.  

They may want a sense of the return on investment (ROI) if they invest in this work – a 

point to which I will return in Chapter 7.  

In their attempts to persuade others of the importance of their work, IAs engage in 

what M. M. Bakhtin (1981) terms heteroglossia.  This is the rhetor’s orientation to the 

listener, where the rhetor has a thorough understanding of the audience’s perspective and 

what “voice” will effectively persuade them.  Bakhtin writes,  

All rhetorical forms…are oriented toward the listener and his [sic] answer…This 

relationship toward the concrete listener, taking him [sic] into account, is a 

relationship that enters into the very internal construction of rhetorical 

discourse….orientation toward the listener is an orientation toward a specific 

conceptual horizon, toward the specific world of the listener; it introduces totally 

new elements into his [sic] discourse; it is in this way, after all, that various points of 

view, conceptual horizons, systems for providing expressive accents, various social 

‘languages’ come to interact with one another (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 280-282). 

Thus, the effective speaker (in this case, the IA) enters into a dialogue with the listener using 

language with which they are familiar.    

The “IA as strategic communicator” theme is woven throughout the Polar Bear 

book.  In a chapter on research, the authors highlight the importance of “building awareness 

and support for [the IA] project…[because] it’s impossible to succeed without broad buy-in” 

(Rosenfeld & Morville, 2002, p. 214).  Christina Wodtke (2003) suggests numerous ways this 

can be done – one of which involves quoting experts that those who control the project’s 

destiny respect.  Mike Kuniavsky notes, “present the information in such a way that it can 

assist managers in decisions they make.  Punctuating discussions of general trends with 
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examples and recommendations is often more effective than presenting lists of 

recommended changes or completely abstract discussions” (Kuniavsky, 2003, p. 501).   

But “buy-in” is as much about providing sound reasons for including IA within the 

development process as it is about using the language of the group to which an IA 

practitioner is trying to persuade.  This is illustrated in the quote from my interview with 

Eric Reiss in the section above, in which he argues that the successful strategic IA will 

“understand the language of business and where these people are coming from, and speak in 

generalist terms” (E. Reiss, personal interview, July 12, 2006, emphasis mine).  Or, as Peter 

Van Dijck writes in his book about IA for (visual) designers, “Learn to use business terms 

like ‘Customer Lifetime Value’ (the total amount of money someone spends with a 

company) or ‘Customer Acquisition Cost’ (the amount of money it costs to get a new 

customer to make their first purchase).  Business people have their own language, and to 

communicate effectively with them you need to speak it” (Van Dijck, 2003, p. 25) 

In addition to talking with executives, many IA texts emphasize communicating and 

cultivating a positive relationship with those who are actually building the site or product 

(usually referred to as the “technical team” or “development team”).  To do so requires an 

understanding of the “engineer’s traditional role…as a problem solver” where “engineering 

time spent investigating the underlying causes of problems is seen as more wasteful than 

time spent creating solutions to ameliorate them” (Kuniavsky, 2003, p.496).  Those used to 

generalizable solutions may view the emphasis on the context of use as too fuzzy or 

“unscientific.” 

The visual culture of IA practice 

In its most common articulation, information architecture involves some element of 

visual design, and its practitioners share a common set of approaches/methods to solve the 

design problems they face.  Like Henderson’s (1998) study of industrial engineers who 

shared both conventions and artifact types, IAs share a visual culture that is articulated 

through practice.  Unlike the visual culture of engineers, however, IA visual culture is 

emergent and relatively unstructured.  The lack of codification and systemization of IA 

visual culture is a result of considerable variations in what constitutes IA (a point to which I 
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will return in the next chapter), and the fact that this is a young field.  Still, it is possible to 

identify a visual culture of IA, even if its boundaries are a bit blurred. 

Visual cultures, as Henderson (1998) argues, shape that which is designed, and even 

constrict those things that can be designed.  With an established field such as industrial 

engineering, conventions are explicit and learning them is a critical part of the apprentice 

designer becoming a fully recognized member of this community.  Since there are few 

established educational tracks for novice IAs (more on this in the next chapter), it is not 

surprising that there is not a shared list of conventions used in most documents IAs create.  

I want to return briefly to the “idea” of design, a point I will more fully explore in 

the next chapter.  Design, as it Latin root implies, “is a sense creating activity” – it is 

“making sense (of things)” (Krippendorff, 1998, p. 156).  Thus, part of the creation process 

involves making something (be it material or abstract) that has not been created before.  

However, visual cultures rely on practitioners using a shared set of tools and methods, past 

from expert to apprentice.  While these tools and approaches may change over time, they 

presumably remain part of the implicit or explicit “agreement” between practitioners within 

the same visual culture.  For example, one common IA deliverable is a site architecture 

diagram (sometimes referred to, rather confusingly, as a “site map”), which offers a high-

level overview of the pages individuals can navigate through, or functions they can complete 

on a particular Web site.  (A sample version of a site map and a user flow diagram is located 

in Appendix I).  

The process of “little IA” work 

One of the unique aspects of IA practice, at least as experts discuss it, is that design 

artifacts and graphic representations of abstract and complex systems represent the primary 

productive output of practitioners.  Similar to architects who plan but do not construct the 

buildings they design, many IAs are not involved in the actual “building” of the systems they 

design – this responsibility usually (but not always) falls to developers, visual designers, and 

content creators. 

Like the engineers of Henderson’s (1998) study, the IA creates documents (site 

maps, navigation systems, taxonomies, etc.) that often function as boundary objects. These 
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are artifacts that are readable by the layperson, but also contain specialized meaning for the 

expert (Bowker & Star, 1999).  In her historical study of organizational relations at a 

zoological museum, Susan Leigh Star noticed the prevalence of certain objects – both 

material and abstract – that were fluid enough to provide information to multiple audiences.  

As she notes, these objects, “both inhabit several intersecting social worlds…and satisfy the 

informational requirements of each of them….[They] are objects which are both plastic 

enough to adapt to local needs and the constraints of the several parties employing them, yet 

robust enough to maintain a common identity across sites” (Star & Griesemer, 1989, p. 391). 

Personas, which I mentioned in the last chapter, are good examples of boundary 

objects and their interpretive flexibility.  For designers/IAs, personas are a convenient 

shorthand that represents and operationalizes often complex research findings.  For 

developers within the organization, personas may be a useful way of orienting their design 

decisions so that user needs are foregrounded, or they may be dismissed as mere design 

propaganda.  For project managers and analysts tasked with evaluating requirements and 

determining their priority, personas may be wielded as a political weapon to be creatively 

employed during meetings with stakeholders.   

Other artifacts created by IAs may serve as boundary objects as well.  For example, 

site architecture maps (mentioned above) are important visual representations of the 

functionality and content a site will support.  These diagrams allow the IA and others 

responsible for the site’s design to visualize, control, and manage the users’ navigational 

experiences.  In addition, these artifacts often serve important as boundary objects, which 

“bring…together people involved in the planning stages of complex web sites.  Such groups 

may consist of persons with different professional backgrounds representing various levels 

of technical knowledge.  Discussion about these diagrams becomes a crucial part of 

consensus building in the decision-making process” (Kahn, Lenk, & Kaczmarek, 2000, p. 

222). 

Boundary objects such as these do not exist in a vacuum.  They are a reflection of a 

collective social process of “imagining” that which is yet to exist.  In addition, they may 

facilitate discussions from the perspective of the user.  Like a group of architects designing a 
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building, site architecture diagrams, personas, and user flow drawings enable the design team 

to collectively 

…work out the potential design kinks.  By talking about a design in groups, an 

empathetic viewpoint is constructed through the interactive give- and take- flow of 

the conversation. Talk, gestures, and the drawing under discussion all in combination 

serve to structure the kinds of things the group can imagine as if they were users, and 

this group imagining facilities getting the job of being an architect done (Murphy, 

2004, p. 277). 

As Murphy opines, artifacts serve an important role in moving the object into a (more) 

concrete representation – allowing others to reflect and comment on its design. 

Metadata and IA 

Harkening back to its roots in library science, IA is a field in which metadata matters.  

By this I do not mean that IAs just work with literal data about data – although, that task 

certainly falls within their purview as some authors note (Brinck et al., 2002; Rosenfeld & 

Morville, 2002).  What I mean to suggest is that IAs must also be aware of the context (or 

metacontext) surrounding much of their work.  For the information architect working with 

“little IA” problems, the issue of information organization remains a key part of their daily 

practice.  While I discuss the ethical implications of the process of metadata (data about 

data) creation/classification systems in Chapter 7, it is worth noting here that the successful 

practice of IA requires a dual focus and an ability to work at multiple levels with the object 

under development (see Figure 7).  At one level (I will refer to this as Level A), the IA 

practitioner works with micro-level issues; perhaps designing the hierarchy of information 

appearing on a particular page (or screen) and optimizing it for the kind of content and site 

goals.  At the next higher level (Level B), the IA works this content into the larger structure 

of the site, integrating it into (or adjusting) the site’s navigation system, remaining mindful of 

how users will flow through the system. And, at the topmost level (Level C), the IA creates 

data about the material on the other two levels below, such as keywords or phrases enabling 

search engines to index the material properly and a controlled vocabulary that would note 

equivalent terms which site visitors might use in order to find the material on Level A.  All 
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of these processes happen against a backdrop of user needs, business goals, technology 

limitations and developments, project timelines, budgets, staffing, and internal politics, as 

well as the dynamic nature of the IA field. 

 

Figure 7:  “Little IA” layers34 

Looking at this diagram, some of the challenges to the development of the overall IA 

become clear – changes on any one layer affect the layers above and below.   

IA as a community of practice (CoP) 

Although IA practitioners work in a variety of environments, from corporations to 

non-profits to academic institutions, may have vastly different job titles, and may not even 

perceive “information architecture” as a definable set of practices within their own work, 

they collective activities are a part of what Anselm Strauss (1978) refers to as a “social 

                                                
34 This figure is influenced by diagrams from Jesse James Garrett’s The Elements of User Experience 
(Garrett, 2002a). 
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world.”  Social worlds share common activities,35 technologies, sites, and organizations; these 

fluid communities evolve over time and may split when activities diversify to a great degree.  

Boundary objects, as I mentioned above, bridge these communities, “allowing for productive 

communication among social worlds” (Fleischmann, 2006, p. 78). 

Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (1991) suggest the term “community of practice” 

(CoP) to describe informal groups organized around certain practices and shared interests.  

In a later work, Wenger (1998) argues that such groups are “system[s] of interrelated forms 

of participation” that have “shared histories of learning” (p. 90, 87).  In these communities, 

individuals engage in collective meaning making through social practices.  As Wenger notes, 

these practices include both the spoken and explicit, and the unspoken and tacit (called 

“operations” in CHAT).  Much of what binds these communities is a shared perspective, a 

way of knowing, and a collectively held notion of what constitutes “common sense” – all 

developed through practices situated in the real world (Wenger, 1998).  Critical to this 

perspective is the notion that practice and theory are intertwined and co-constitutive. 

The suggestion that IA is a community of practice is not only my own – experts 

within the field have echoed this belief as well.  Peter Morville specifically used the term 

“community of practice” in his definition of the field during our interview.  In addition, the 

Polar Bear book includes this as one of the four definitions of the term “information 

architecture” – suggesting that IA is “an emerging discipline and community of practice” 

(Rosenfeld & Morville, 2002, p. 4). 

I discuss the shape and tensions characterizing the IA CoP in the next chapter and 

explore the ongoing development of the field.  In particular, I illuminate the ways in which 

IA is (potentially) moving from a loosely defined community to a more institutionalized 

field, with increasingly formalized notions of what constitutes “appropriate” practice and 

education of its members.  However, while I illuminate the field’s development in the next 

                                                
35 N.B. Strauss is referring to collective actions that are “strikingly evident…i.e. climbing mountains, 
researching, collecting” (Strauss, 1978, p. 122). This is quite different from the ways Engeström 
(1999) and others use the term “activity,” as it (a) takes place at a much higher level than the realm of 
mere action, and (b) may not be easily apparent when simply witnessing the subjects’ actions. 
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chapter, it is worth discussing one aspect of the IA CoP here – namely, the development of 

best practices and patterns – as it is tightly connected to the notion of IA in practice. 

IA and the organization 

While the experts I spoke with work primarily as consultants on specific projects 

with companies or agencies, a number of individuals within the IA community are “innies” – 

the term used to describe those practitioners working permanently with a particular 

organization.  These individuals may have varied educational and professional backgrounds, 

and may practice IA without referring to themselves as an “Information Architect.”  In 

addition, they may within vastly different organizational structures, reporting to department 

heads in marketing, or engineering, or user-experience/user-interface, or creative. 

Information architects are a part of the larger information architecture community of 

practice.  However, many individuals doing information architecture may not use the title 

“Information Architect.”  In fact, a recent survey conducted by Louis Rosenfeld and Peter 

Morville for the third edition of the Polar Bear book suggested that a majority of those 

individuals who participated within the IA Community of Practice were not called 

“Information Architects.”  See Figure 8. 
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Figure 8:  Some job titles of those within the IA community of practice 

This potentially creates difficulties for those working within this field, as they must 

continually articulate and educate others about the meaning of “information architecture.”  

In addition, it potentially diffuses and complicates the educational and research agendas of 

the field as a whole, as individual practitioners within the IA CoP may have extremely 

varying views of the tools, rules, roles, and even the object of their practice. 

Along with the large numbers of individuals who may practice IA and yet not have 

the title of “Information Architect,” practitioners may “sit” in various parts of the 

organization.  This has numerous consequences for the scope of work for which the 

practitioner is responsible, and the relative amount of importance placed on IA within the 

organization.  One member of the AIfIA (now the IA Institute) asked for feedback about 

ideal organizational structures that support IA work: 

Here are the results from a question I posted on Sigia & AIfIA [sic] in December, 

asking which org structures other firms have chosen, and whether or not they’re 

working….  I received 15 responses, several of which went into considerable detail 

on the pros and cons of different org structures, of which I’ve included three…. 
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#1 IA should be part of creative, in turn part of an internal consulting group, 

which gives your team more autonomy within the organization. I don’t recommend 

IA reporting to IT [Information Technology]. It usually means that your 

organization doesn’t understand what IA is or where it fits into the overall process. 

#2 The best setup is IA, Usability, Metrics & Visual Design as separate & 

equal disciplines within Web Services. From an org chart perspective, each team sits 

at the same level which has helped us spawn more creativity and ‘out of the box’ 

thinking. These teams need to work together, not for one another... 

#3 Ideally, Creative, User Experience, and Technology are three 

interdependent groups, each at the same level. This helps to eliminate many painful 

political battles in corporate culture. When we’ve seen this structure in place, it 

works very well. Each group feels equally represented. This helps facilitate buy-in 

across the groups. And a representative is brought in from each group at the very 

beginning. When this is done, the overall development timeline decreases, the 

product is typically more usable, and support and training costs are reduced. 

When UE [User Experience] lives under Creative, well, then we’ll tend to see 

most of the initiatives lead by Marketing. In this case, we’ve seen things like visual 

comps presented first to clients, then the IA. Well, that creates a mess as now the 

client keeps wondering why the wireframes don’t look like the visual comps. Or 

visual comps are presented to the client prior to any IA/Interaction work being 

done. It’s kind of like writing the chapter titles before you know what the chapters 

are going to be about. This leads to seemingly endless cycles of rework. 

When UE lives under IT, well, then we see the “slap the UI on at the end to 

clean up the mess” mentality. Or, we’ll build something that will “work” and make it 

look good later. Then the group at large has a hard time understanding why the 

product is difficult and confusing to use, has higher bail out rates, and increased 

training and support costs. Again, seemingly endless cycles of rework. Or just leave it 

as it is and deal with the additional costs (Rabjohns, 2004). 

Where IA sits within the organization influences the day-to-day work of the IA practitioner 

and political consequences, a point to which I will return in the next chapter. 
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Best practices, patterns, and standards 

As I mentioned earlier, communities of practice share collective systems of learning 

– over time, these systems move from informal approaches practiced by individuals to more 

formalized, codified activities, which the community shares and reshapes.  Part of the 

institutionalization process involves articulating methods and approaches that have proven 

useful over time.  These “best practices” may be transmitted over time, between colleagues 

and from novice to expert.36  One of the emergent trends within the IA community’s 

discourse is an increasing emphasis on principles, patterns, best practices, and standards.  

While these terms share some commonalities – that is, they are all reproducible guidelines 

that are thought to improve a site’s usability or information architecture – each varies in 

terms of the flexibility it allows for individual interpretation.  

To understand how best practices, patterns, and standards influence IA practice, it is 

worth exploring how the user-centered design community conceptualizes each of these 

terms.  IBM provides a set of design guidelines for Web development on its site.  The 

document outlines the differences between principles, guidelines, and conventions, which 

the authors suggest build upon one another.  Principles are “fundamental ideals and beliefs 

used to guide decision making and achieve a persuasive or overall result;” guidelines (which I 

refer to as “patterns” or “best practices”) are “recommended courses of actions…specific to 

a particular domain such as the Web;” and conventions (which I refer to as “standards”) are 

“prescriptive design practices…in support of a set of guidelines and principles” (IBM, n.d.). 

Authors of a recent book containing 100 different principles that underlie successful 

designs, argue that designers often remain unaware of important design practices occurring 

in disciplines other than their own.  In their work, Universal Principles of Design, William 

Lidwell, Kritina Holden, and Jill Butler describe “laws, guidelines, human biases, and general 

design considerations” that they claim encourage good design regardless of discipline 

(Lidwell, Holden, & Butler, 2003, p. 10).  Topics in their book range from concepts 

borrowed from social psychology and the natural sciences such as cognitive dissonance, 

                                                
36 Situated learning theory traces the transformation of the novice into the expert (Lave & Wenger, 
1991). 
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Ockham’s Razor, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs; and those more directly related to art and 

design practice, such as the rule of thirds, Fitts’ law, and color use.  Patterns over time may 

transition into conventions (Van Duyne et al., 2003). 

There is a tension between the pressure to “innovate” in the field of IA (thus 

expanding its boundaries) and the perceived lack of guidelines – a complaint most frequently 

heard by inexperienced IAs.  Patterns seem to exist at the interface design level, as 

exemplified in books like Tidwell’s Designing Interfaces, but are less common at the 

information-organization level – at least, that is the perspective my interviewees take.  

However, as David Hendry (Hendry, Fisher, & Mai, 2006) argues, there are numerous 

examples of “best practices” from fields like information behavioral theory explaining the 

ways in which individuals search and find information that could form the basis of best 

practice/patterns for the IA world.   

This tension – between innovation and reproducing successful designs – is partially a 

function of IA’s role as a design field.  John Heskett (2002) argues that the role of very 

nature of design education often underplays the importance of research in favor of 

experiential knowledge.  He writes, “emphasizing tacit knowledge means that many design 

students are expected to reinvent the wheel, acquiring knowledge in an unstructured manner 

through learning-by-doing.  In effect, more rational methods of enquiry and working are 

considered irrelevant” (Heskett, 2002, p. 48).  Klaus Kripendorff agrees, suggesting that 

design as a practice of “making sense” of objects is a paradox.  The “making” part of this 

phrase suggests innovation, while the “sense” portion “calls for the reproduction of 

historical continuities” (Krippendorff, 1998, p. 156).  While best practices or patterns 

embrace “historical continuities,” they necessarily limit the final solution to those that have 

proven successful in the past – or at least assumed to be successful.  Reproduction of what 

has worked in the past may limit innovation (or perceived innovation), and is unlikely to gain 

the designer/IA much professional/cultural capital within and outside the field.  To simply 

apply “best practices” to solve a particular IA problem may be viewed with skepticism - 

again, highlighting the perspective that successful designs are the result of individual, rather 

than collaborative, effort.   
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The reluctance of IA practitioners to embrace patterns/best practices may also have 

something to do with the ties the field has to HCI – a field that “focuses largely on novel 

problems and solutions that push the technology envelope,” thus restricting the 

development of theory and limiting the effect that this sort of research has on practitioners’ 

daily practice (Whittaker, Terveen, & Nardi, 2000, p. 77).  Even architecture suffers the same 

fate, despite widespread admiration for Christopher Alexander’s book of architectural 

patterns, A Pattern Language:  Towns, Buildings, Construction (Alexander, Ishikawa, & Silverstein, 

1977).  Stewart Brand (1994) refers to the tension between art and craft within the field of 

architecture, and argues that it is the insistence that buildings be perceived as one-of-a-kind 

artworks that ultimately leads to their failing.  As evidence, he offers the glossy architectural 

magazine, which fails to consider buildings as something more than artifice and rarely (if 

ever) discusses the building’s impact on the lives of those who use it day-to-day.  “The 

subject [of these magazines] is taste, not use; commercial success, not operational success” 

(Brand, 1994, p. 55).   

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have briefly outlined some of the tensions inherent in IA practice, 

as well as highlighted the communicative and educational role IA practitioners play within 

the organization.  I argue that many of these tensions are a result of the cultural-historical 

roots of the IA field, in particular, HCI and design, and architecture.  I also illuminated some 

of the contradictions within the IA community of practice – for example, the fact that most 

individuals affiliated with the community in one way or another do not call themselves 

“Information Architects.”  While creating an inclusive community of practice is admirable, I 

contend that the lack of individuals willing to refer to themselves as “Information 

Architects” inherently undermines the rhetorical power of the community as a whole. 

I examine the relationship between IA and architecture in the next chapter.  More 

specifically, I argue that cultural-historical approaches borrowed from architecture are not 

without their own political-economic consequences, and may actually adversely affect 

aspects of the IA activity system.  I also consider the lack of established IA “best practices.”   

In particular, I examine the notion that without some sense of codified best practices, IA 
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practitioners may find themselves in the role of educator, as they must explain the 

importance of their craft to others, and justify the methods and tools they use.  I argue that 

while this allows for a fair amount of flexibility in the individual IA’s practice, it creates 

tension between experts and practitioners within the field.  Specifically, novices become 

frustrated by the lack of “how to” IA knowledge, while experts are annoyed that discussions 

around/about the field remain definitional, rather than strategic.  This points to an inherent 

contradiction within the IA community, which I detail in Chapter 8, between the 

conceptualizations of practice by those who are “experts” and those who are “practitioners.” 
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Chapter 6 – IA:  Art, craft, science, or something else 
entirely? 

Is it a field, a profession, a discipline, an art, a science, or something else?....  Maybe 

you have to have a set of established curricula and resources that are your own, that 

you’re not just stealing from somebody else.  Maybe those are the ‘official criteria’ 

that you need to be a discipline.  We’re definitely moving in that direction.  There are 

universities forming IA curriculum, and with this conference, we’re starting to talk 

seriously about IA research.  But I doubt that we’re officially there yet.  I don’t even 

know who would tap us on the shoulder and tell us that we’re officially there yet.  Is 

there an official ‘discipline approval group?’ I don’t think so. (K. Instone, personal 

interview, March 26, 2006). 

 

In the last chapter, I illuminated some of the emerging tensions in the practice of IA. 

In particular, I focused on a particular contradiction articulated by experts: “big” versus 

“little IA.”  Additionally, I argued that both the lack and skepticism of “best practices” 

within the IA community are partially a result of its ties to other design disciplines, where 

these guidelines are often viewed as overly proscriptive.  In this chapter, I examine the 

nature of IA as an emerging discipline, specifically focusing on its role to other related fields 

(interaction design, graphic design, architecture, etc.) and illustrate the ways in which experts 

integrate knowledge from these various fields into IA. 

As Dana Cuff (1991) notes in her ethnographic study of architectural firms, “practice 

is the embodiment, indeed the expression, of the practitioner’s everyday knowledge” (p. 4).  

In well-developed and codified fields such as architecture, what constitutes “everyday 

knowledge” is in part transmitted through educational institutions and professional 

apprenticeships.  Part of becoming an architect requires exposure to, if not mastery of, a 

certain set of tools that allow one to create and solve design problems.  Again, as with other 

communities, architectural practice is socially situated and embodies both the “explicit and 

the tacit” (Wenger, 1998, p. 47). 
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More specifically, what distinguishes professions as individualized communities is 

their  

…claim to a particular knowledge territory as distinctly their own….  In all 

professions, the knowledge base is to some extent definable and to some extent 

mysterious.  By some definitions, the very distinction between a profession and an 

occupation concerns a profession’s non-rule-governed criteria of success or 

qualification – criteria such as virtue, creativity, persona, talent, or imagination (Cuff, 

1991, p.36). 

Thus, the process of professionalization is a constant dialogic between mystification and 

definition, both of which happen simultaneously and are often in conflict with one another.  

Part of what makes the examination of these sort of “non-rule-governed criteria” is their 

relatively unspoken nature.  That is, a collective community of practice engaged in 

professional work does not explicitly detail the criteria by which a person’s “creativity” or 

“imagination” will be judged.  However, the bottom portion of the activity triangle (see 

Figure 1) allows us to illuminate some of these unstated assumptions in light of the historical 

development of the field.  In the next section, I outline some of the theoretical 

underpinnings of information architecture.  Specifically, I contend that multiple definitions 

of the term “information” are indicative of larger contradictions within the IA activity 

system. 

Theoretical and epistemological assumptions of IA 

Nathan Shedroff (1999) suggests that information is merely one point on a 

continuum from data to wisdom – where each point represents increasing complexity and 

personal meaning.  In his article, “Information Interaction Design:  A Unified Field Theory 

of Design,” Shedroff argues that modern condition of “information overload” is actually a 

result of data overload.  That is, the numbers, figures, etc. that are not contextualized or 

presented clearly (data in Shedroff’s schema), which results in much of the “information 

anxiety” that plagues contemporary life (Wurman, 1989; Wurman et al., 2001).  A modified 

version of the continuum is presented below (Figure 9). 
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Figure 9:  “The Understanding Spectrum” - adopted from Shedroff (1999) 

 
In this model, data offers little or no context; wisdom is intimately assimilated into our lives, 

becoming personal and concrete.  The IA (or information designer or “information 

interaction designer”) can presumably facilitate the transition from data to information, 

creating meaningful infographics.37  This perspective is linear and static, and while Shedroff 

(1999) argues that contexts in which elements of this “understanding spectrum” overlap, the 

model may not be flexible enough for how people actually make sense of information in 

their everyday lives.   

Other scholars suggest that the sequential order of the “understanding spectrum” is 

too restrictive – arguing that if the model were followed literally, fields such as “information 

science” would only concern itself with information and data, but not knowledge (Zins, 

2007).  As Brenda Dervin (1999) argues, there is a tension between information as a 

“ordered and universal reality” on one hand, and a “chaotic and inaccessible reality” on the 

other (p. 38).  Our attempts to organize, classify, and design information result in an ongoing 

struggle, where the final design must meet both universal and individual needs.  Thus, 

information design – and, I would argue, information architecture – is actually “metadesign:  

design about design, design to assist people to make and unmake their own institutions, their 

own sense” (Dervin, 1999, p. 43). 

                                                
37 Infographics are graphical representations of usually large amounts of information. 

Data Knowledge Wisdom Information 

Increasing complexity and personal meaning 
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In the IA field, the term “information” is loosely defined – if at all  Rosenfeld and 

Morville (2002) suggest that information is qualitatively different from either data or 

knowledge – “data is facts and figures… knowledge is the stuff in people’s heads” (p. 5).  

They argue that it includes documents, applications, graphics, etc. and the metadata 

associated with all of these.  Eric Reiss’ (2000) Practical Information Architecture offers no 

specific definition of the term “information,” but the exercises and examples he gives 

suggests that information is a commodity of some kind often (mis)used for competitive 

advantage within the marketplace.  Richard Saul Wurman’s Information Anxiety 2 offers a 

typology of different types of information in lieu of a specific definition.  He argues that this 

includes personal, “internal information;” the “conversational information” shared between 

dyads and groups; “reference information” – things like encyclopedias and thesauri; “news 

information,” which are the events surrounding us; and “cultural information” found in the 

arts, history, social sciences, and other fields (Wurman et al., 2001, p. 160-161).  In Information 

First, Everden and Everden (2003) suggest that information “is meaning extracted from data, 

which provides an answer to a question by filling a gap and providing something that was 

not already known” (p. 136).  They, like Shedroff (1999), suggest that data constitutes 

“unprocessed” figures and facts, whereas knowledge is a result of personal experience.  

Other works within the IA canon (for example, Fleming, 1998; Wodtke, 2003) do not 

specifically define what constitutes information, but there seems to be some consensus that 

it is a commodity, non-material, and requires some sort of human intervention to organize it 

meaningfully.  Additionally, it is clear that experts practicing information architecture are 

working with more than just data (the raw “stuff” of knowledge) – because it as much about 

factoring context and prior experiences into the design and presentation of navigation 

systems, for example.  IA practitioners are not just interested in the content with which they 

are working, but the context in which it will be used.38 

                                                
38 To understand this context, the IA might use UCD tools such as card sorts, where participants are 
asked to sort various items (presumably representative of site content) into categories that make 
logical sense to them.  For example, given the terms “orange,” “grape,” and “plum,” the individual 
might categorize these items as “fruits” or classify them as “colors.”  The first category might be 
appropriate for a site selling groceries; the second might be more appropriate for a photography or 
graphic design site.  Card-sorting exercises like these often guide the IA in the creation of a site’s 
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Despite the fluid definitions within the field, there seems to be some consensus that 

there is a finite number of ways to organize information.  Wurman (2001) suggests five 

primary ways, which he refers to using the acronym “LATCH.”  These are Location, 

Alphabet, Time, Category, and Hierarchy (Wurman et al., 2001, p. 40-41).  For example, an 

online store selling household cleaning supplies might organize them by the room in which 

they are most often used (location:  bathroom, kitchen, living areas); by the name of the 

product (alphabet:  abrasives, bleach, dish cloths, etc.); listing the newest products first (time:  

newest to oldest); highlighting products that are not tested on animals (category:  animal 

tested vs. not tested on animals); and/or by price (hierarchy:  least expensive to most 

expensive).  These choices the IA practitioner makes here dictates the ways individuals can 

access a site’s content, informing the design of both navigation and search systems.  Others 

within the IA community have suggested that there are numerous ways to organize 

information, but that audience needs should inform these choices (Veen, 2000).   

One of the primary tenets of IA is that we are producing and consuming increasing 

amounts of information.  To demonstrate this point, Rosenfeld and Morville (2002) created 

a useful diagram (Figure 10) that suggests the volume of content (information) has exploded 

in an exponential fashion since the invention of the printing press allowed for the mass 

reproduction of texts. 

                                                                                                                                            
navigational structure, especially if they want it to conform to the audience’s expectations (Brinck et 
al., 2002). 
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Figure 10:  Information growth over time - from Rosenfeld & Morville (2002, p. 51) 

Interestingly, but perhaps not surprising given the authors’ LIS backgrounds, this figure 

emphasizes the role of libraries and written records. 

At a workshop I attended in 2006, information designer Edward Tufte argued, 

“there is no such thing as information overload…just information that is poorly designed” 

(cf. Tufte, 1990, 1997; Tufte, 2001).  As an example, he offered the New York Stock 

Exchange listings in the Wall Street Journal, which he noted contain an inordinate amount of 

information that individuals can still digest.  IAs usually bristle at Tufte’s suggestion that 

information overload does not exist.   

In contrast to the “designers as saviors” motif I highlighted in Chapter 4, in which 

“users” are at the mercy of large technological systems from which they must be rescued, the 

IA field as a whole is predicated upon the notion that well-architected technology – while 

problematic – can ultimately remedy issues of information overload.  This perspective is 

often opined by folks like Tim O’Reilly (O'Reilly, 2005), who see Web 2.0 as finally creating 
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an application environment on the Web that can offer the functionality of standalone 

software. 

This trope is clearly illustrated in the “information overload” diagram I introduced 

above (Figure 7).  While the exponential growth of content is seemingly foregrounded in the 

figure, key technological developments (either used to create and/or manage information) 

are also listed:  Gutenberg’s press, the Dewey Decimal System, the typewriter, SGML, and 

the Internet.  Implicit is the notion that the while technology may be partially responsible for 

the explosive growth of information, it may also offer a potential remedy. 

Within the IA community, technology is generally viewed from an instrumental 

perspective.  However, the term “technology” implies a mindset, rather than a specific 

human-created artifact, as design studies historian Richard Buchanan argues.  He notes that 

it is actually a “discipline of systematic thinking” rather than a “product” or “things and 

machines” (Buchanan, 1998, p. 18).  Within this paradigm, technology is an integral aspect of 

the liberal arts, with each one having “its own technologia or systematic discipline.  To possess 

that technology or discipline of thinking was to possess the liberal art, to be human, and to 

be free in seeking one’s place in the world” (p. 18).  Within the contemporary IA canon, 

however, technology is viewed more instrumentally – mostly as something to be 

manipulated and improved upon so that it better fits our collective needs. 

IA and other disciplines 

In his article exploring the potential of digital media studies to be formally 

recognized within the academy, Jonathan Sterne (2005) suggests several different qualities of 

disciplines.  He notes that disciplines are not “natural” – connections between the objects 

and methods they use are created through the practice of the discipline.  As a result, 

disciplines are inherently political, in both their relationship to other fields, and what 

constitutes knowledge within the discipline itself.  In their discussion of the way cultural 

studies has emerged to challenge traditional social science and humanistic approaches within 

the academy, Nelson and Gaonkar (1996a) argue that, “disciplines police their 

boundaries…by training their members to internalize them, naturalize them, and fancy 

themselves free as birds” (p. 3).  This perspective clearly influenced by Foucault’s (1965; 
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1970; 1972; 1984) arguments that individuals are disciplined by the fields with which they are 

associated; disciplines define what is and is not “appropriate” knowledge.  While I will 

foreground some of the political dimensions of IA in the next chapter, it is important to 

recognize that any discussion of disciplinarity necessarily implicates certain political 

relationships.  As Julie Klein (1990) argues, the rhetoric of disciplinarity inevitably employs 

geopolitical metaphors – battles are a matter of “winning” or “losing” territory within the 

academy. 

Discussions of what IA is – and what it should become – are shaped by those actors 

within the network of IA practice who have the most “power” to speak for others, or the 

experts within the field (cf. Latour, 1988, 1992, 1993, 2005).  Since these experts are invested 

in a certain formulation of the discipline, their conceptualization of “appropriate” IA 

disciplinary knowledge may differ from the everyday, lived experiences of IA practitioners.   

IA and design 

As I mentioned in Chapter 2, at its most basic level, information architecture is a 

type of design practice.  John Heskett argues that design, “stripped to essence, can be 

defined as the human capacity to shape and make our environment in ways without 

precedent in nature, to serve our needs and give meaning to our lives” (Heskett, 2002, p. 5).  

What is particularly important about Heskett’s definition is that it foregrounds the human in 

the design process, and thus highlights that human values and ideological “stuff” influence 

and shape the final product.   

Why is there so much reluctance to consider IA a design field?  This might have 

much to do with its connection to HCI, which practitioners usually perceive as a “scientific” 

discipline.  However, design practice might be a useful way of considering the field, as 

Gilbert Cockton (2004) argues.  There is some overlap here, though, as IA attempts to both 

“sell” itself to traditional web/graphic designers, appealing through superficial design 

aesthetics, as represented by the impressive material design of books like Tidwell’s (2006) 

Designing Interfaces and van Dijck’s (2003) Information Architecture for Designers.  In addition, 

discourse within and outside the field suggests an increased sensitivity to the important work 

designers do in making products/technological artifacts more attractive.  This is most clearly 
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seen in Don Norman’s (2005a) claim that better-designed products are more usable – a 

distinct shift in his “usability first” stance of the late 1990s (Norman, 1998). 

When I asked my informants about potential difficulties they had working with 

designers on projects, they all seemed relatively positive in their answers, suggesting that 

most designers had a good grasp on the importance of site architecture and wireframing.  I 

am a bit skeptical, however, as it seems that while the literature is rife with discussions of the 

ways in which IAs can communicate their work to developers, marketers, and sales folks (as 

I mentioned in Chapter 5), all who might have vastly different desires for a company’s Web 

site.  However, these texts do little to detail the potential overlap that occurs between IA and 

(web/graphic/interaction) designer.  While it seems most experts agree that having some 

sort of comfort with design principles is invaluable for would-be IAs (just as it is necessary 

to have some sort of basic familiarity with Web technology), there seems to be a great deal 

of reluctance to ally with professional design organizations like AIGA or the American 

Institute of Architects (AIA) despite connections between these fields.   

An exchange in late 2005 on the SIG-IA mailing list highlights this tension, and 

suggests a great deal of difference between individual practitioners’ use of the term “design.”  

List members discussed the potential impact the change of AIGA’s acronym [the 

professional association dropped the term “graphic” from their moniker (AIGA, 2005)] 

might have for the design discipline as a whole, as exemplified by the following post: 

I frankly think it’s a mistake for them to have made this change. By dropping 

“graphic”, and repositioning themselves as a professional association for “design”, 

they’ve both (a) diluted their own ability to focus on their core membership’s needs 

and (b) weakened the development of the specific and noble profession of graphic 

design. These days “design”, as we on this list particularly know, means pretty much 

whatever anyone wants it to mean: The statement that “design is a good idea” 

sounds great as a slogan, but “designer” without a qualifier is not a real job or 

profession unless you’re Steve Jobs or some similar professionally transcendant [sic] 

being.  

Presumably they intended to open their doors a little bit to include 

interaction designers, information designers, exhibition designers, and other fields 
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that graphic designers have a close affinity with. But do they also mean to include 

fashion designers, landscape architects, interior decorators, industrial designers? 

Software designers? Network designers? Business process designers? (Fahey, 2005) 

In response, others on the list disagreed, arguing that design refers to a holistic process, rather 

than focusing on a particular object of interest.  This was highlighted in one response to 

Fahey’s original posting: 

> By dropping “graphic”, and repositioning themselves as a professional association for “design”... 

...they’ve asserted leadership and foresight. 

Hopefully, they are saying that Design is holistic and can’t be corseted into 

self-limiting titles. 

Where does “graphic” design stop and “interface” design begin? Where does 

“interface” design stop and “interaction” design begin? Where does “interaction” 

design stop and “experience” design begin? And so on. 

Problems in real life do not conveniently segment themselves into neatly 

designated compartments. Clients don’t look for disjointed partial deliverables, they 

want solutions. Once you see Design as problem solving, with many facets as 

opposed to specific deliverables, roles/titles fall into place naturally. 

> but “designer” without a qualifier is not a real job or profession 

By artificially narrowing one’s focus to solve ever smaller problems, 

professionals can specialize themselves out of a job, as well as the ability to make a 

significant difference. 

Here, AIGA appears to have taken a leadership position. They are not only 

concerned about the current market (and silly job reqs) but about the future of 

Design, its ability to shape solutions for services, products and experiences in a 

strategic and leadership position (Listera, 2005). 

Figure 11 illustrates the numerous overlaps that exist between different design fields.  All 

seem invested in similar aspects of the users’ experience.  In particular, the overlap between 

interface design and information architecture is significant. 
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Figure 11:  Disciplinary overlaps between IA and other related design fields 

While many of the experts I talked to argued that both IA and interaction design are related 

to/live under the larger “umbrella” of user-interface design, they argued that there were 

fundamental differences between the two.  Jesse James Garrett argues that IA is much more 

focused on the notion of content and organization, whereas interaction design defines the 

path one takes to complete certain tasks.  In his description of a “visual vocabulary,” which I 

discussed in the last chapter, he writes: 

Information architecture and interaction design are two sides of the same coin.…  

Diagrams of contemporary sites inevitably involve both sides. But for each, the 

objectives of the diagram are slightly different.  
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In both cases, the diagram focuses on what we call macrostructure, providing 

just enough detail to enable team members to get the “big picture”. The task of the 

architect is to determine the appropriate level of detail to meet this objective. The 

specific page-level detail, or microstructure, is detailed in other documents that the 

architect may not be primarily responsible for developing.  

When describing information architecture, the diagram should emphasize 

conceptual structure and organization of content. Note that conceptual structure is 

not the same as navigational structure. The objective of the information architecture 

diagram is not to provide a full-blown navigational specification; this level of detail is 

best kept in other documents, where it is less likely to confuse and distract.  

When describing interaction design, the diagram should emphasize how the 

user flows through defined tasks, and what the discrete steps are within these tasks. 

As with navigation, details of interface should not appear in the diagram -- if you 

find yourself drawing buttons and fields, you’re probably loading the diagram down 

with excess detail (Garrett, 2002b, §Conceptual underpinnings). 

Both diagrams (assuming they remain separate) focus on relationships.  However, Garrett 

argues that the interaction design is focused on the user’s flow through the system, rather 

than the system’s organization. However, it is important to note that Garrett’s model was 

largely developed before Web 2.0, where user-created content intermingles with application 

interfaces (for a description of Web 2.0, see O'Reilly, 2005). 

Perhaps it is not surprising, therefore, that there are some within the interaction 

design and user-centered design communities who view the work that IAs perform as being 

within their purview.  Jason Fried of Web design firm 37 Signals, has declared that his 

company would never hire someone who called herself an “Information Architect” as that 

would mean the person was far too specialized (37signals, 2006).  His argument is a common 

one made by outsiders – information architecture is merely a step in the web site/application 

design process, therefore unworthy of a separate title and certainly not robust to inspire an 

entire professional field.  Clearly, there is a significant amount of tension here, which likely 

has much to do with the lack of specificity in boundaries between IA and other related fields 

(UCD, interaction/interface design, and usability), and also stems from IA’s newcomer 



140 

 

status.  In addition, it is likely that practitioners working outside of IA perceive this emerging 

profession as a possible threat to their own livelihood, especially in the post-dotcom era. 

The experts I interviewed suggested their relationships with designers on most 

projects were friendly.  A notable exception occurred when the designer had less experience 

working with IAs on projects before.  Peter Morville noted that when difficulties arose when 

working with designers it only required a bit of “reeducation” and clarification as to what the 

role of each individual would play in the project (P. Morville, personal interview, March 26, 

2006).  Another interviewee, Donna Maurer, suggested that her relationships with designers 

was not always easy; she described one project in which numerous difficulties arose because 

the designer viewed the development of the site’s IA as being a part of his job (D. Maurer, 

personal interview, June 6, 2006).  Maurer attributed much of the difficulty to poor project 

management, and said that the relationship improved once she started communicating 

directly with the designer, rather than relying on the project manager to intervene. 

Rosenfeld and Morville (2002) acknowledge that IA often suffers from an 

“invisibility” problem (more on this in the next chapter), because few individuals can see 

beyond the interface of a technical artifact to the classification schemes, wireframes, 

navigation structures, etc. that undergird and define an interface (Rosenfeld & Morville, 2002 

- see especially their "iceberg" diagram on p. 358).  As I mentioned in the last chapter, this 

may result in the IA playing an educational role within the organizations with which they 

work.  

Design fields generally have had significant problems creating a cohesive body of 

theory.  For example, much of the work in the graphic design field relies more upon designer 

experience and general principles (like the design patterns I mentioned in the last chapter), 

rather than specific theories about visual communication (Buchanan, 1998).  As a result, 

reflexivity in design discourse generally is rare (Poggenpohl et al., 2004) – making it not 

surprising that there is little in the way of an established research agenda. 

Additionally, while fields such as semiotics (Barthes, 1972; Baudrillard, 1995) may 

have large followings within the academy, practitioners are likely to view their visual readings 

as mere common sense.  While some amount of theory may be implied by techniques taught 

in design classes, it is likely that “practical” concerns remain the focus (Bennett, 2006).  
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Again, much of the difficulty remains grounded in linguistics – “key terms such as ‘design’, 

‘design process’, and ‘designing’ have different meanings in different domains, are used in 

different ways by researchers in the same domain, and are found in the literature referring to 

concepts at different levels of abstraction” (Love, 2002, p. 347).   

Architecture:  Possibility or problem? 

Although Wurman originally coined “information architecture” to explicitly suggest a 

tight coupling between information design and architecture practice, contemporary IA 

experts generally view the connection between IA and architecture as more metaphorical.  

Louis Rosenfeld notes that he relies less upon “architectural” metaphors to describe his 

work.  This is mostly because his clients are self-selected, and presumably have some 

familiarity with the work he does as an IA.  It may also reflect a larger, cultural 

understanding of the value of usable products and Web sites.  However, earlier texts written 

about IA still relied heavily on aspects of architecture practice deemed useful when 

practicing IA.   

Hayley Carter argues that some aspects of architectural practice are worth duplicating 

when designing information systems.  These include: 

- a hierarchical perspective on design; 

- integration of design and implementation; 

- always working against a budget; 

- use of standard components; 

- change management; 

- absolute design responsibility (Carter, 1999, p. 182). 

Carter’s list suggests that those designing the information architecture for a site should have 

significant autonomy, preserving the creativity needed when designing such structures.  Reiss 

(2000) also notes the importance of designing aspects of the information architecture 

without team involvement.  Specifically, he argues that creating the labels for navigation 

systems should be a solitary pursuit, wherein the IA determines the initial scheme before 

negotiating it with other team members.  While autonomy during the design phase may be 

possible in environments where IAs are hired as consultants, or where the IA’s role is clearly 
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understood and delineated, it is less likely in situations where there is significant tension 

between the IA and other team members (designers, developers, etc.) or skepticism on the 

part of the management as to what an IA does.  Although this concern is addressed by the 

field’s experts in other ways – namely, the kinds of communicative functions/roles IAs can 

play within the teams in which they work (covered in Chapter 5) – few texts offer specifics 

as to how the IA can create the expectation of autonomy common in architectural practice 

within their own organizations. 

Dana Cuff’s (1991) exploration of the professional practice of architecture 

illuminates some useful historical tensions within this field, which may partially undergird the 

foundation of IA.  She argues that the professional work of architecture is unique, as it 

includes both elements of the technical/scientific (in terms of the actual construction of the 

building) and the artistic.  In addition, the importance of client input into the final design put 

it at odds with other professions; as she notes, “clients of medicine and law do not control 

their illnesses and legal problems to the same extent [as clients of architects do]” (Cuff, 1991, 

p.33).  However, unlike the legal or medical professions, architects (and other designers) may 

also find success in “paper architecture” – displaying prototypes of their works in museums 

and other venues associated with artistic practice.  This clearly sets traditional architecture 

apart from contemporary IA, but it does help to underscore the artistic roots of both fields. 

Stewart Brand’s (1994) illuminating work How Buildings Learn:  What Happens After 

They’re Built, also offers a unique perspective on architectural discourse and practice.  He 

argues that there is a surprising lack of concern for the aftermath of building design.  In 

particular, he rails against what he terms “magazine architects” – the ones whose primary 

concern remains the opinion of other architects, rather than those who use the building.  

Magazine architects are  

…image-driven and fad-driven architects, because architecture magazines probe no 

deeper than the look and style of the buildings they cover.  The never interview 

clients or users.  They never criticize buildings, except, rarely, in terms of being bad 

art or off-trend.  Articles consist primarily of stylized color photographs.  Reports 

cover only new or newly renovated buildings, often in language that sounds like the 
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‘prismatic luminescence’ school of wine writing.  The subject is taste, not use; 

commercial success, not operational success (Brand, 1994, p. 54). 

Given the emphasis on “user advocacy” within the IA community, this is one aspect of the 

architectural community of practice that differs considerably from the information 

architecture CoP.  In much of the discourse in the IA field, process is primary, and product 

is secondary.  However, this may be changing as the field matures and the final product 

becomes of greater interest.  In fact, Peter Merholz recently decried the availability and focus 

on the final designs of IA practice.  On his professional blog he wrote,  

My ONE BIG CONCERN [with the IA field] is how, at this [2007 IA] Summit, I 

saw no examples of interesting work built on IA principles. The presentations are all 

very process and framework oriented. Can you imagine going to a graphic design 

conference and not seeing books, posters, collateral? Or to an architecture 

conference, and there are no pictures or models of buildings? I’m afraid the field 

won’t be able to move forward until we are able to share the outcomes of where all 

this process and framework thinking lead to (Merholz, 2007b). 

However, one of the potential pitfalls here is that IA will reify “magazine information 

architecture” to the detriment of its use in context. 

The “problem” of research 

Luminaries within the fields of HCI and user-centered design often argue that 

research is a critical part of the work they do.  As well known design research advocate 

Brenda Laurel argues, “Designers who can harness the power of research will help design to 

become a more muscular discipline, acknowledging and utilizing its implicit power in explicit 

ways….A designer who knows how to deploy formal research appropriately may introduce 

strong new currents into the ocean of possibility” (Laurel, 2003a, p.18-19).  Despite this 

apparent commitment to a deeper understanding of context, just what constitutes “design 

research” varies depending on the particular field, the context, and the individual 

practitioner.  Additionally, not all design fields have been so willing to promote a traditional 

research agenda; for example, practitioners in fields such as graphic design have typically 
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used their “intuition and training” in lieu of empirical research (Forlizzi & Lebbon, 2006, p. 

51). 

Tensions between IA research and practice 

The 2006 IA Summit was the first to include a track dedicated to IA research, 

demonstrating the perceived importance of research to the field’s ongoing development.  

One of the debates that consumed many of the panels’ Q&A time, as well as served as the 

topic of a “birds of a feather” session, was how to meet the needs of both IA researchers 

and practitioners.  The debate highlighted a tension between the informational needs of 

practitioners, who may desire very concrete solutions that can influence their daily practice, 

and researchers, who are hoping to push the theoretical and methodological boundaries of 

the IA field.  I discussed this issue with Dr. Don Turnbull, an assistant professor at the 

University of Texas’ School of Information.  He agreed that the tension was palpable, 

especially at the annual IA Summit – which includes both researchers and practitioners - 

commenting: 

In many cases, I’m kind of happy that there’s that tension, or at least I’m very 

comfortable with it.  Some of the tension comes from the fact that, and some of the 

feedback people gave me after the conference and during the conference, that some 

of the research things are maybe a little too “research-y.”  I’m kind of happy with 

that because it means that we might be just far enough out with some of the 

presentations that they don’t realize they need it yet…. I think the people that are 

practitioners should push back and say, “I want you to be more practical, but 

hopefully not forget that these things should be a little ahead of the curve.”  I don’t 

want 20 presentations like we had on really vocational uses of tagging.  I don’t think 

any of those got into anything that wasn’t non-intuitive to someone who thinks 

about them very much.  I suspect there are lots of problems that practitioners run 

into that I don’t have any appreciation for, such as, deadlines, or billing or all kinds 

of really practical things like that.  I just don’t think those are part of graduate school 

curriculum - as much as, we certainly wouldn’t have a whole course wrapped around 

that.  So that’s one of the dividing lines.  Conversely, I think it’s very easy, and I 
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think I maybe saw one of the research presentations like this, they were so divorced 

from anything practical or based on something IAs might do, that it wasn’t really 

particularly useful.  One of the questions I’ve tried to ask a lot of people I heard 

from was, “what do you think is a problem?  Tell us, and we’ll try to work on some 

of these problems.”  In many cases, it’s hard to do research from an academic 

standpoint because it’s hard to find a site to study, or someone to work with on a 

real problem so I can gather data.  So, one of my contentions when someone says 

someone else isn’t working on something that’s particularly relevant, is, “Well, why 

don’t you give me something that is particularly relevant and we’ll work on it 

together.”  I like that combination.…  We’ll see if it bears fruit.  I think there should 

be a little tension.  I think if one side were completely happy, I’d be a bit worried.  

But if both sides were completely miserable, I’d be worried as well.  I think 

something a little bit between there is good. (D. Turnbull, personal interview, June 

27, 2006). 

Turnbull’s comments suggest a tight fit is needed between industry and the academy if the 

field is to remain relevant.  However, such an approach creates a potential conflict between 

the needs of researchers and industry’s desire for practical and concrete applications. 

Revisiting best practices vs. “It depends” (Rosenfeld, 2001a) 

As I argued earlier, there is a tendency for the IA community to resist somewhat the 

notion of best practices, as it may be viewed as trying to create a “one size fits all” mentality 

in contrast to a professed commitment to understanding use in context.  In addition, some 

view these attempts to establish “guidelines” around IA creation as ultimately restricting the 

growth and innovation of individual IA solutions.39  But as Keith Instone notes, some of the 

perceived tensions between advocates for best practices and the “it depends” attitude 

                                                
39 One of the frequent contributors to the SIG-IA mailing list ended his/her messages to the list with 
the signature line, “Best Practices […] For when you’ve run out of your own ideas and context,” 
highlighting the importance some within the IA community place on their role as innovators who 
create context-specific solutions. 
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adopted by folks like Louis Rosenfeld may have more to do with individuals not interpreting 

these practices or patterns at the correct “level”: 

Some of the pitfalls are that we lock into the patterns and people start to think of 

them of standards and people don’t do the right level of interpretation.  “This is a 

good pattern for a shopping cart” or “This is a good pattern for browsing for 

information” and I’m just going to take it verbatim just like eBay does and I’m going 

to change the green to blue and that’s it.  That’s not interpreting the pattern properly 

- that’s taking it as a standard and just copying it.  If that’s what patterns devolve into 

then they’re not serving their purpose.  If people are looking for Jakob Nielsen-like 

usability patterns, if they’re just saying, “I don’t want to think; I just want to be told 

what to do.”  So if people are looking at the patterns as a way to not think, as a way 

to just crank stuff out, then they’re not serving their purpose.  I could see someone 

else saying, “Yes, I’m implementing this particular pattern” but then they’re not 

really following all of the pieces of the pattern...so on paper they could say they’re 

following the pattern, but in essence they’re just inventing something brand new.  In 

that case, they might as well say they’re inventing something brand new and not 

claim to be following the pattern.   

There are some people who are concerned that patterns will stifle innovation.  

Without patterns, everyone has to invent something from scratch, and every once-in-

a-while somebody’s going to invent something really great from scratch.  But my 

guess is if we stick to the key patterns of basic functionality where the innovative 

aspect doesn’t matter much to users, like the shopping cart, then people will have 

more time to innovate in some other way.  So, I’m not so concerned about it stifling 

innovation - if you think of the pattern at the right level instead of thinking of it as a 

standard (L. Rosenfeld, personal interview, May 1, 2006). 

This debate may have a lot to do with a general lack of research in the field that would 

actually suggest patterns– so IAs are forced to reinvent the wheel, because IA lacks a set of 

theories that are unique to this particular design field, and specific enough to guide 

practitioners as they solve IA problems.  In addition, as some scholars have noted, the IA 

community of practice does not even integrate important theoretical knowledge about how 
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individuals seek and process information – research that is well established within the field 

of information behavior (Hendry et al., 2006).  Instead, the field is rife with metaphors 

describing the domain of IA practice – like Rosenfeld and Morville’s (2002) “users, content, 

context” diagram or Garrett’s (2002) planes of user experience, or Wodtke’s (2003) 

blueprints.  While these may be useful ways to sensitize novice practitioners to the types of 

issues they should consider when designing, such analogies do not necessarily point to a 

specific practice or methodological focus borrowed from these fields.  They are merely 

analogies, providing a useful shorthand for communication between practitioners and others.   

I discussed the notion of generalizable IA practices (referred to as “best practices” or 

“patterns”) versus contextual specific IA solutions (commonly referred to “it depends” by 

the IA community) with a number of the experts I interviewed.  Donna Maurer argues that 

context matters a great deal, but that she feels she could increasingly offer guidance as to the 

kinds of situations in which a particular solution might or might not work: 

I fall on more of the “it depends” end.  But I think what we’re developing is a better 

understanding of when and why and what it depends on.  So over time as we all do 

more projects and we all share more information about it, then when we say “it 

depends…” we can say, “it depends on this in these situations, and in this situation 

what we should do is blah.”  I think we’re getting better at [articulating] what it 

depends on.  I don’t think anything is ever black and white and if it is the world is 

going to shift under your feet.  And then those rules won’t make sense anymore.  But 

there are plenty of underlying things that don’t change.  Human cognition doesn’t 

change so much.  Our experiences might, but the way our brains work doesn’t.  So I 

think we’re learning more about…where the field is generally…what we’ve done and 

the outcomes and how they’ve worked, so that when we make the next decision it’s a 

more informed one…I’m trying to get much better in saying, “But it depends on 

this, this, and this.” (D. Maurer, personal interview, June 6, 2006). 

There is also a tension here (as Reiss articulated), as the phrase “it depends” may not be an 

acceptable answer to clients.  Reiss suggests that he often needs to give definitive answers, as 

that is what he is being compensated for. 
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I don’t like the phrase [“it depends”].  I think people pay us to have an opinion…I 

think best practices are good, they just don’t move the industry very much.  I think 

we have a common responsibility to try to push the envelope or at least identify 

problems and try to solve them.  But boy, if people just stuck to best practices, I’d be 

delighted.  You know that would certainly improve most of the stuff that’s out there.  

It wouldn’t bring us any further, which is a real shame.  I don’t think the status quo 

is necessarily a good thing.  But I don’t have anything against best practices.  In 

terms of “it depends” - well, I don’t know why I would ever want to say “it 

depends,” because of course - everything depends… It’s like “ok, let’s move on to 

something that’s a little more important.”  (E. Reiss, personal interview, July 12, 

2006). 

As some scholars have noted, the term “best practice” is often applied solely for political 

gain.  In their ethnographic examination of an Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) vendor, 

Wagner and her colleagues (Wagner, Scott, & Galliers, 2006) argued that sales teams often 

use this term freely, and without substantive evidence, when trying to attract new customers.  

Further, this study illustrates that best practices may “over legislate” corporate processes and 

ignore important aspects of the social and cultural environment in which people actually 

work (p. 272). 

The potential of research/problem of context 

Given the perceived difficulties generalizing the qualitative research in which IA 

practitioners engage, it is not surprising that quantitative research viewed by some within the 

community as a kind of “panacea” to IA’s current lack of theoretical rigor and undefined 

research agenda.  However, IA discourse almost dogmatically suggests practitioners focus on 

understanding users in context – which seems to be much more aligned with the deep, 

“thick descriptions” (Geertz, 1973) for which qualitative scholars advocate.  What is missing 

is the notion that research can be both qualitative and empirical.  Part of the issue is that 

there is little discussion of the ways in which other fields (especially those connected to IA) 

have handled the question of research.  For example, few IA texts – with the exception of 

Kuniavsky (2003) – detail the strengths and weaknesses of user-centered research, be it 
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surveys, interviews, focus groups, etc.  While most books discussing usability testing 

procedures offer specific steps researchers should take when working with informants, 

including example forms that detail potential risks and make clear how these data will be 

used over time, few IA texts are as detailed in their recommendations. 

Statistics and infographics (resulting from quantitative research) can help convince 

“higher ups” of the value of IA work (Reiss, 2000, p. 26).  However, there is a tension here, 

because this might be construed as trying to make an ROI case for IA.  If we see IA as 

connected to Information Design (as Wurman and others opine), making the case for 

context-independent research (often intertwined with quantitative research) as some 

academics like Don Turnbull (personal interview, June 27, 2006) do, is difficult.  Jacobson 

(1999) notes, 

Because the success of information design is so context-dependent, there is almost 

no way to predict scientifically for any particular setting what will work and what will 

not.  Each design rises and falls according to factors that are difficult to replicate:  

the setting in which the transfer of knowledge occurs, the individuals involved, the 

medium or media employed, and the original and ultimate purposes of producers 

and consumers (p. 5). 

If we accept Jacobson’s premise as true, this limits the generalizability of most IA work.   

Those who are advocating for scientifically based IA research may be doing so for a 

number of reasons.  First, it is presumably easier to fund and find institutional support for 

quantitative work (especially if IA researchers wish to collaborate with researchers in 

computer science and HCI whose work is mostly quantitative).  Funding from agencies like 

the National Science Foundation (NSF) is more likely if the research results are broadly 

applicable to a wide variety of environments.  Second, IA suffers from a perceived lack of 

rigor in its methods, which likely has much to do with a desire among many IAs to preserve 

the contextual nature of their work.  In a field in which practitioners frequently spout the 

phrase “it depends” when faced with difficult questions (much to the chagrin of some, 

within the field like Eric Reiss), simply offering “cookie-cutter” solutions to most IA 

problems not only oversimplifies the complexity of many IA issues, it also undermines the 
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role of the IA within the technology development cycle, and thus limits the growth of the 

field as a whole. 

An important, and often understated issue, comes to the forefront when discussing 

the nature of “scientifically valid” IA research – the lack of cohesive IA-specific theory.  

There are metaphors and models, approaches and tools, and perhaps even methods, but the 

amount of IA related theory is almost nil (Haverty, 2002). 

Given the rapidly shifting and unstable nature of the phenomenon IA research 

would presumably investigate (individuals, technology, interfaces and information), it seems 

reasonable that few individuals can accurately describe their vision as to what would 

constitute “good” IA research.  In particular, if IA research becomes (as Don Turnbull 

would suggest) mostly focused on search engines and metadata, the field as a whole runs the 

risk of becoming irrelevant as those technologies morph into something new.  This 

predicament faces other emerging fields, as a collective identity solely based on an “object,” 

like the Web, and not united by a body of theory, epistemology, or methods runs the risk of 

obsolescence and marginality.  For example, some scholars within the STS tradition argue 

that Internet studies “has been spawned by a specific technology with no established set of 

intellectual resources to draw upon…,” and without its own disciplinary framework, “the 

threat of an easy adoption of narrow conceptions of social progress and technological 

determinism loom large” (Monberg, 2005, p. 281).  The same could be said for IA research, 

which is doubly saddled with the burden of trying to serve the twin gods of practitioner 

(applied research) needs – which are further complicated by proprietary concerns – and LIS, 

computer science, and technical communication departments, all of whom might reasonably 

argue that IA research is a part of their disciplinary domains.   

Job listings on the SIG-IA list during 2004-2005 commonly requested that applicants 

have experience conducting “IA” or “user” or “ethnographic” research.  The “what” of this 

research varied significantly from position to position; however, it seemed as though there 

was some consensus that practitioners applying for these jobs would have some familiarity 

with the methods used to determine user needs (studying users in context, facilitating focus 

groups, conducting usability studies, etc.).  However, what is less clear within the IA field is 

the “when” of research.  In corporate environments where money and time are scarce 
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commodities, determining when to incorporate research about the users and their needs into 

the process is often a subject of debate.  One exchange on the SIG-IA mailing list 

demonstrated the tension (articulated as a difference in “approaches”) in incorporating 

research into the design process.  Typically, research is perceived as the first step of any 

design process (see, for example, Bennett, 2006; Kuniavsky, 2003; Laurel, 2003b), as this 

guides the product’s development.  Presumably, however, many individuals within 

organizations assume they have a good sense of who the “user” is and what s/he needs, and 

might balk at the notion of conducting extensive research before designing in earnest (no 

matter how much that knowledge is based on instinct rather than actual data).  The issue of 

“when” to research arose on the SIG-IA list in late December 2005 (text in italics represents 

the original, quoted message): 

>I’m interested in hearing people’s experiences with two different approaches to design (whether it’s a 

>product, service, information, what have you). 

>Is it better to start a project by: 

>1.  Studying users’ workflows, environments, experienced, etc., and then develop prototypes based 

>on this knowledge 

>OR 

>2. Just putting something together based on what the organization already knows, and then 

>bring it to users in order to gather their feedback on what you have. 

Research then build. 

Why?  Simply because testing of an existing site/application will tell you 

what’s wrong with what you have created, but only the really bad points. It won’t tell 

you how to create a compelling user experience in the first place. 

In simple terms if I had a choice between cutting budget to research or to 

testing then testing would be the one I would look at first (by testing I mean user 

testing and not quality control I better add). Research is harder to do well then 

testing…and is most open to bad practice (like using focus groups to determine user 

needs). 

I also view user testing an existing site for that company less useful than user 

researching several comparative sites. After all if you’re working on a project to 
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redesign a site (or other project) then you already know the existing site isn’t working 

that well and can get meaningful data on that from the company/usage and what 

ever metrics that caused them to want to rejig [sic] things in the first place (Dean, 

2005). 

Interestingly, what this excerpt from the conversation emphasizes is the strategic nature of 

these sorts of design processes.  Dean’s response to the initial question assumes a particular 

goal – “a compelling user experience” – arguing that user acceptance testing will only reveal 

whether minor usability flaws, not whether or not the intended audience will actually use the 

design.  This also points back to something I discussed in Chapter 4 – that users are believed 

to be incapable of offering informative, “deeper” critiques of a design’s structural elements, 

focusing on more superficial elements of the design. 

This exchange also illustrates a larger issue – that the “research” phase is “harder,” 

more expensive, and more time consuming than other phases of the design process, which 

means organizations might be likely to circumvent it altogether in the hopes of saving time 

and money.  This is despite the acknowledgement by those working within any number of 

design fields that some amount of research is critical to the creation of a good design.40 

IA education 

IA education is similar to other types of design education in that it relies on “learning 

by doing.”  Much of this has to do with the fact that “designers harness tacit knowledge 

rather than explicit knowledge of logically expressed thoughts” thus, “designers operate at a 

level of complexity in the synthesis of constraints where it is more effective to learn by 

doing, allowing the subconscious mind to inform intuitions that guide actions” (Moggridge, 

2007, p. 650).  Although there are few formal programs dedicated to information 

architecture, what courses do exist mirror this perspective.   

Don Turnbull teaches two semesters of information architecture in the School of 

Information at the University of Texas.  One of the difficulties of teaching IA in a formal 

                                                
40 Of course, there is a larger issue of what constitutes “good design” in these cases.  Is it aesthetically 
pleasing?  Functional?  Something else?  This is a much broader topic that is out-of-scope for my 
particular research questions. 
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environment such as this is that there is not much of a developed “canon” that cover the 

basic theory and skills.  Dr. Turnbull notes,  

One of the challenges is that it’s really hard – because this area is so new – to find 

good classroom materials.  It’s probably impossible at this point to say, ‘get me the 

textbook on IA.’  There’s really not one of those,41 and I’m not sure there should 

be.… [Instead] you have to put together a lot of what we hope are seminal and 

crucial and critical readings from a lot of these different areas, and sort of cram them 

together, and say, ‘Now, when you read this, think IA.  Don’t read it just as, you 

know, usability testing, but think about it from an IA standpoint.’  That’s really one 

of the big challenges here (D. Turnbull, personal interview, June 27, 2006). 

Peter Morville and others have suggested that practicing “little/tactical” IA might only 

require an associate’s degree earned at a community or technical college, rather than 

requiring a master’s degree in library science (MLS) or the equivalent.   

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I outlined some of the tensions facing the IA field as a whole, many 

of which are a result of the disciplinary roots of the field.  In an article that predates the Web 

and the rise of the IA field by five years, Richard Buchanan outlines what he terms the 

“wicked problems” commonly addressed by designers.  He opines that what connects those 

individuals interested in these issues is not “a common philosophy, or even a common set of 

objects to which everyone agrees that the term ‘design’ should be applied.  They are drawn 

together because they share a mutual interesting a common theme:  the conception and planning 

of the artificial” (Buchanan, 1998, p. 12 - emphasis in original).  I argue that in terms of the IA 

community, what constitutes the “artificial” is variable, as many experts do not constrain the 

field to a particular technology or material domain.  Certainly, Wurman’s original 

conceptualization of information architecture was incredibly broad – perhaps too broad for 

the current incarnation of experts shaping the field’s trajectory and “making the case” for IA 

                                                
41 The only IA-specific textbook currently available is Earl Morrogh’s (2003) Information Architecture:  
An Emerging 21st Century Profession, and it focuses much more on the historical underpinnings of the 
field, rather than offering specific practical guidance. 
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within an arguably crowded field of user-interface, interaction, and experience design.  Thus 

“little IA” has most often focused on the organization of information at the Web site-level, 

and this focus is most often reflected in workshop offerings at the IA Summit and the field’s 

canonical books which are often aimed at novice IA practitioners.    

However, the increasingly embedded nature of technology (McCullough, 2004) is 

both problematic and liberating for the IA field.   There is the potential for much more 

collaboration between disciplines previously separated by medium or tradition.  For example, 

wayfinding – a field focused on navigation in real-world settings through signage and 

iconography – has its roots in traditional building architecture.  However, as we embed 

technology into our built environments, the lines between “real” navigation and “virtual” 

navigation will increasingly blur.  Will the wayfinding of the future continue to be the 

domain of architects, or will more IA/user experience professionals enter the fray?  The 

speakers at IDEA 2006, an IA Institute-sponsored conference organized by Adaptive Path’s 

Peter Merholz, comprised a variety of fields – from traditional IA to architecture to library 

science to art.42  Such movement beyond disciplinary boundaries ideally yields “a model of 

practice to emerge that both engages in recognisable cross-disciplinary discourse yet also 

yields greater integration and convergence between distinct axiomatic domains” (Marshall & 

Pengelly, 2006, p. 110). 

While all design involves some amount of persuasion and (implicit) rhetoric, the 

increasingly valuable and highly commodified nature of the “raw stuff” that comprises the 

IA practitioner’s work means that ethical and political challenges abound.  In the next 

chapter, I consider some of these issues, and explore the ways that the field’s experts discuss 

them.  In particular, I contend that the experts’ conceptualizations of the field’s development 

partially reflects their positions as experts, that is, they are in some cases politically motivated 

to retain their expert status by controlling the ways in which the field develops and engages 

with other disciplines. 

                                                
42 Full conference schedule and more is available online at http://ideaconference.org/.  
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Chapter 7 – Political and ethical issues of IA practice 
As individuals working within the cultural studies tradition argue, science and 

technology has been relatively immune (until recently) from investigations predicated on the 

notion of “culture” and “politics.”  Andrew Ross (1996) suggests that this implicit pact 

between the social sciences and the “hard” sciences benefited both parties, “reaffirming core 

elements of their respective professional ethics” (p. 171).  He argues that this artificial 

separation between the “social” and the “scientific” resulted in a false naturalization of 

scientific knowledge as neutral.  Under this scheme, “science would undertake to provide 

neutral, public knowledge in a value-free setting so that humanists could grapple with the 

corrosive, contradictory life of social, cultural, and political issues in a milieu barred to 

technical experts; and vice versa” (Ross, 1996, p. 171).  As other scholars have noted , even 

the language used within the natural sciences – often highly specialized and predicated upon 

a deep understanding of complex concepts – prevents much scrutiny from outside these 

disciplines.   

Politics of information 

In the last chapter, I mentioned some of the ways in which theorists have 

conceptualized the organization and presentation information.  These structures inevitably 

hierarchical in nature, and suggest that the practice of IA prioritizes hierarchies as the best 

means of encouraging human sensemaking (sensemaking is discussed in Dervin, 1998, 1999).  

For example, navigation systems are defined by Rosenfeld and Morville (2002) as being 

either global or local – and global systems tend to appear to the top or left of the page – a 

convention clearly influenced by the tendency of western languages to read left-to-right and 

top-to-bottom.  Technological systems that at first blush seem to create a more egalitarian 

approach to information organization where the entire community “organizes” and 

“classifies” content as they wish, still rely on some sort of hierarchical approach.  The social-

bookmarking site del.icio.us, which allows users to create individual “tags” that identify web 

pages of interest, still encourages its audience to create a reusable classification system.  Site 

visitors are encouraged to browse the most popular sites (a list of which also contains the 
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most popular tags used to classify them) and/or browse the most frequently used tags when 

actually saving a site to their personal bookmarks page.  Since del.icio.us is a social service, 

users can browse other individuals’ saved bookmarks and note the terms and classification 

scheme used to organize them.  Additionally, site members’ systems of classification are 

likely to converge around a much smaller number of frequently used tags.  Thus, a certain 

hierarchy of tags emerges over time.  This is clearly demonstrated in the “tag cloud” the site 

lists not only the most popular tags used on the site, but also the tags you share with other 

individuals.  See Figure 11 below. 

 

Figure 12:  del.icio.us tag cloud (6/8/07)43 

During the IA Summit 2006, Donna Maurer presented a session called, “Lakoff's 

Women, Fire & Dangerous Things: What every IA should know” (Maurer, 2006).  Based on the 

well-known work by theorist George Lakoff (1987) detailing the nature of categorization 

systems, including such a session in this sort of professional conference setting implies the 

                                                
43 This is a screenshot from http://del.icio.us/tag/.  Relative size indicates the popularity of a certain 
tag.  In this case, “blog,” “business,” “photography,” “shopping,” and “reference” (among others) 
are popular tags.  Also, note that the tag cloud lists in red those tags that an individual shares with 
everyone else on the site – implicitly encouraging users’ information organization systems to 
converge over time.  Note, too, that the tags provide a clear sense of those who are using the site – in 
this case, bloggers and others interested in technology. 
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IA community shares some interest in the deeper issues around classification systems.44  At 

the same time, the title of the presentation also points to a larger reality – while many IA 

practitioners are intrigued by the implications of the work they do, they have little time to 

explore these issues in their everyday work.  The fact that the political realities of categories, 

taxonomies, and classification systems are even considered by the IA community likely has 

much to do with the impact of LIS on the field’s development.  

Tracing the roots of modern day classification systems within natural history, 

Foucault (1970) argues that the these systems create a “nomination of the visible” – 

imposing and naturalizing a certain structure by which we understand the world around us.  

Over time, we begin to perceive the taxonomy as wholly natural and not an imposition of a 

very particular worldview.  Foucault argues, “Natural history is nothing more than the 

nomination of the visible.  Hence its apparent simplicity, and that air of naiveté it has from a 

distance, so simple does it appear and so obviously imposed by things themselves”  

(Foucault, 1970, p. 132). 

Perhaps the most influential contemporary text exposing the realities of classification 

systems and their unstated political and cultural assumptions is Geoffrey Bowker and Susan 

Leigh Star’s (1999) Sorting Things Out:  Classification and Its Consequences.  Through a series of 

historical and ethnographic case studies, Bowker and Star argue that classification systems 

create and reinscribe divisions usually developed by those in power – rather than reflecting 

any sort of “natural” differences.  They opine, “Classifications are powerful technologies.  

Embedded in working infrastructures they become relatively invisible without losing any of 

that power…. We need to recognize that all information systems are necessarily suffused 

with ethical and political values, modulated by local administrative procedures” (Bowker & 

Star, 1999, p. 319-321).  

Several texts from the IA “canon” openly discuss the implications of certain kinds of 

classification schemes and recognize the individual perspectives that these systems inscribe.  

Christina Wodtke writes, 

                                                
44 Women, Fire, and Dangerous Things (Lakoff, 1987) is included in several lists of resources of interest 
to IAs, most notably, Christina Wodtke’s (2007) reading list. 
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Each categorizer brings his or her life knowledge and prejudices to the [classification] 

process.  The Dewey decimal system’s Religion category has nine subsections, seven 

of which are on Christianity.  The rest of the world’s religions are lumped into one 

subsection:  Other.  Language has nine subsections; seven of them cover European 

languages.  Looking at the Dewey decimal system will tell you in which part of the 

world Melvil Dewey grew up. 

On an investment site, a special section for women can be interpreted to 

mean the institution thinks women are not good with money.  Or that section can be 

welcomed as helping equalize a male-driven domain.  You aren’t just organizing; you 

are sending a message. 

As you go forward into the categorization process, recognized that it takes 

thought and care.  Your reward is a successful site where people find what they are 

looking for – without pausing for thought (Wodtke, 2003, p. 119, italics in original). 

While Wodtke’s willingness to discuss some of the consequences of classification systems is 

admirable, particularly in a text focused mostly on the development of for-profit e-

commerce sites, I find it puzzling that the end-result of her discussion of classification ends 

with a statement emphasizing the need for individuals to find things, rather than highlighting 

the producers’ ethical responsibility to their audience. 

Interestingly, the Polar Bear book specifically mentions the work of Bowker and Star 

(1999).  Perhaps this is not surprising given the LIS background of the authors.  It certainly 

suggests that the IA community (as represented by these canonical experts) is aware of some 

of the political implications of creating and naturalizing these sorts of binary oppositions.  

However, the nature of the work in which many IA practitioners engage, and the fact that 

meeting business goals are a critical part of their job as well, likely leaves little time for 

reflection or truly nuanced solutions to the problem of classifying information online. 

As I mentioned in the last chapter, the IA field has its roots in the LIS discipline.  

Librarians have traditionally been tasked with making information freely available to those 

who request it and that patrons are afforded some level of anonymity vis-à-vis their 
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searches.45  A critical component of the academic and public library sectors is that 

information should be freely available and easily accessible – unless there are sufficient 

reasons (usually related to preservation/conservation concerns) to limit access to particular 

materials.  In contrast, most IA practitioners work within the private sector, and thus do not 

have the same sort of responsibility to their users, and may have to restrict access (or collect 

private data about their audience), because of proprietary informational concerns.  Don 

Turnbull highlights this issue when asked about the ethical concerns of IA practice: 

It’s the fact that libraries had been these places where it’s total access to information 

for anyone for any need.  There are these ethical and even moral concerns – how do 

you provide this stuff so that it’s usable, and you’re not judged and you’re not 

tracked and you’re not logged and all of those ideas?  We talk about it for most of 

one class, which is pretty significant in a 15 hour class semester, and I assign topics 

related to privacy policies on websites, and things like that…because I think it’s very 

important.  I think there’s some kind of (coming from the library side) 

understanding, stewardship and responsibility you have to do these things (D. 

Turnbull, personal interview, June 27, 2006). 

In contrast, there may be times when providing information may be more of a legal 

requirement, rather than a function of the audience’s informational needs.  Eric Reiss 

recounts one such situation: 

I had a really strange project where the target group for the site was teenagers.  

Because this was funded by the EU [European Union] there was a lot of 

documentation and notes to the parents and all kinds of stuff that the EU insisted 

should be on the website.  I argued that this was all stuff that was parent 

confidential.  How on earth do you want this on a site that’s appealing to these kids?  

This is rather problematic.  They said, well put it someplace where nobody will ever 

find it.  I thought, well, that’s got to be about the best IA task I’ve had in a long time.  

It is in fact on there.  Everybody knew that this was strictly a legal requirement of the 

                                                
45 One of the strongest opponents of the USA Patriot Act came from the American Library 
Association (ALA) – mostly because it required libraries to track and release information about 
patrons’ circulation records (ALA, 2007). 
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EU.  Everybody could see the folly of it.  But the rules were such, produced by a 

bureaucrat somewhere that this information needs to be publicly available.  So we’ve 

got one little link at the bottom of a really boring page that led you to a subsection 

for the parents.   

But I did this with the blessing of the site owner.  So we also fixed it so it 

wouldn’t be indexed by Google or whatever.  We fulfilled the letter of the law, and 

even the lawmakers conceded this was a really dumb idea and that it shouldn’t be 

public, but hey that’s the way the law was written so we have to have it there.  I don’t 

think there was an ethical problem in doing this, because we had a good and open 

discussion about it.  We just weren’t prepared to go to Brussels and change the law.  

Not for this site (E. Reiss, personal interview, July 16, 2006). 

This issue also came up in my interview with Dr. Don Turnbull, who teaches several IA-

related courses at the University of Texas.  In particular, he noted that the issue of how to 

balance the short-term needs of the site owner with the needs of users was often raised in 

his classes. 

One discussion that comes up continually…is ‘How do you as an IA balance 

designing this great site but all of the sudden you have to stick a bunch of ads on this 

site, or you have to shape the information to keep the site sticky, so you keep people 

there longer?’  Or, some perverse exaggeration of that is to make sure the site isn’t 

particularly usable in the hopes that people are so convinced that they need to stay 

on that site, that they’ll put up going through six pages with ads, rather than three to 

find what they want.  These are really interesting design decisions.  We talk about 

how you can maybe convince people that good design is a long-term strategy, not a 

short term, ‘make it bad so people will stay there longer.’   

I really do think that’s an important part of information architecture.  It’s 

clearly presenting information so people can learn, which again maybe pulls it back 

to this library side of things (D. Turnbull, personal interview, June 27, 2006). 

Turnbull’s comment highlights a tension that is articulated by other experts within the field – 

the difficulty of designing the IA of a site with its longevity in sight, rather than focusing on 

short-term solutions that may be easier or more economically viable. 
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Despite the often lofty rhetoric in which IA experts and practitioners engage, 

creating usable navigational structures is not simply a matter of helping individuals cope with 

the growing mountains of information.  Often, practitioners point out the usability flaws 

with a given site or technology (which may be related to an inappropriate information 

architecture) subtly suggesting not only that these issues are impediments to user acceptance, 

but that it behooves the organization to enlist the services of the IA practitioner to fix said 

issues.  In some ways, the IA community is creating the need for their services by articulating 

a new set of heuristics that site owners must now consider – aspects of the site which may 

have been previously ignored.  Richard Saul Wurman openly argues that information 

overload is actually a blessing in disguise – as it creates the groundwork for fields like IA to 

flourish: 

What a wonderful moment to have the catastrophe or the perception of the 

catastrophe as it effects a bankrupt educational system, come at the same moment 

when technology & entertainment, or what I call technotainment, & information, or 

what I call Information Architecture, have a raison dêtre, a purpose, a reason for 

being, an excited need to develop their wings, to stretch their arms, to shake their 

fingers & to think up things that they can only think up now because of the 

availability of an information technology & a network for distribution & accessibility. 

This is a cornucopia of the future. 

A future where learning – the design of learning, the design of understanding 

– becomes a major business.  It also happens that at the time when it’s indeed the 

only force in American [sic] that can lead towards at least a partial leveling of the 

playing field between the have-mores, the have-nots & what seems up to now to be 

the never-gonna-haves (Wurman, 1999, p. xii-xiii). 

While Wurman ends this quote with the notion that IA can lead to greater equality and 

lessen material and informational poverty, he emphasizes the commercial, rather than 

philanthropic, potential of the field.  This connects to a much larger, fundamental tension 

within all social systems – the relationship between the use-value and exchange-value of 

human activity.  Engeström (2001) argues that this tension manifests itself within each node 

of the activity system.  
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Organizational politics 

In the Polar Bear book, the authors openly discuss the inherently political nature of 

IA work within the organization.  They write, 

Politics exist in every organization…. Because of the inherent power of information 

organization in forming understanding and opinion, the process of designing 

information architectures for web sites and intranets can involve a strong 

undercurrent of politics…. 

As an information architect, you must be sensitive to your organization’s 

political environment.  In certain cases, you must remind your colleagues to focus on 

creating an architecture that works for the user.  In others, you may need to make 

compromises to avoid serious political conflict.  Politics raise the complexity and 

difficulty of creating usable information architectures.  However, if you are sensitive 

to the political issues at hand, you can manage their impact upon the architecture 

(Rosenfeld & Morville, 2002, p. 54-55). 

While much of the discourse around the IA and their practice is positive, there are several 

aspects of the profession that can create tension between team members and stress for the 

practitioner.  In this section, I detail some of these tensions, highlighting the ways in which 

they are discursively constructed by experts in the literature, and individuals participating in 

discussions on the SIG-IA list. 

One of the more frustrating aspects of practicing IA is that approaches to design 

difficulties and the resultant solutions are perceived as “common sense” to others.  As 

practitioner Laurie Lamar (2001) notes, this dangerous perspective requires extra vigilance 

and documentation from the IA.  In a paper presented at a 2001 professional conference, 

she argued,  

When IAs do their jobs well, they make it look easy.  In other words, your design 

may be so intuitive that the design seems obvious.  In this situation, your work may 

become under-valued.  (Usability professionals sometimes have the same problem.)  

To counter this problem, be prepared to quantify your contribution as much as 

possible (Lamar, 2001, p. 195). 
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Nathan Shedroff (1999) echoes Lamar’s comments in his article describing what he terms 

“information interaction design”:  “the intersection of these issues [information overload, 

information literacy, etc.] can be addressed by the process of information interaction design….In 

other circles it is called information design, information architecture, or interaction design.  Some call it 

instructional design, and yet others, simply common sense” (p. 267, italics in original).  Because of 

this terminological confusion, part of the IA’s job is not just the actual design/development 

of navigation systems, taxonomies, and wireframes, but justifying their work to others who 

may be uninvolved in the process.  Part of this difficulty has much to do with the emerging 

nature of the IA field, and, as I mentioned in the last chapter, relatively loose disciplinary 

boundaries.  The result is that if IAs are working within organizations or with clients 

unfamiliar with their unique methods and approaches, they may spend a significant amount 

of time educating team members and management as to the usefulness of these techniques.46  

In addition, while the unfamiliar nature of these methods may allow the IA more autonomy, 

it may, paradoxically, result in more scrutiny or expose the IA to surveillance from 

management (Star & Strauss, 1999).   

As several of my informants noted, IAs often find themselves acting as project 

managers for the development projects of which they are a part.  Peter Morville (P. Morville, 

personal interview, March 26, 2006) noted that this aspect of IA work was more common 

during the early days of the field’s development, but is less a part of contemporary IA 

practice.  However, when I asked several experts about how they would justify their work to 

others working within the web development community (mostly programmers/developers 

with extensive computer science backgrounds, who are perhaps skeptical of interface 

design), some suggested that they offered to “do the stuff that they [the developers] didn’t 

want to do” – that which the developers usually perceived as being “less important” (D. 

Maurer, personal interview, June 6, 2006).  These sort of tasks embody what Susan Leigh 

Star and Anselm Strauss refer to as “invisible work” – in particular, they are a form of 

                                                
46 I have had several personal experiences trying to convince employers of the value of developing 
navigation through card sorting exercises and transferring these into detailed site architecture 
drawings in Microsoft Visio (a diagramming tool often used by IAs for such purposes).  Both of 
these steps were viewed with skepticism and perceived as a waste of time. 



164 

 

“disembedded background work,” which simply exists in the background and is often taken-

for-granted by other employees or consumers (Star & Strauss, 1999).  Interestingly, in their 

article Star and Strauss specifically discuss the cataloging tasks done by “digital librarians” as 

an example of this sort of background work, noting that the expertise required to perform 

this work is often undervalued and dismissed by organizations.  Similarly, much of the work 

IA practitioners do could be considered an example of this invisible background work.  

Return-on-investment (ROI) of IA work 

One of the more controversial debates within the information architecture field 

revolves around attempts to quantify the impact of IA on a company’s bottom line.  Most 

experts within the field view such a focus on the return-on-investment (ROI) of IA with 

skepticism at best, and hostility at worst.  The experts I interviewed universally decried 

reporting ROI metrics, mostly because they suggested that there was no accurate way to 

determine what effect IA work has on the final design of a technological product.  However, 

experts from other fields related to IA, such as usability and HCI, argue that the ROI of 

such work can be measured and such metrics can be useful ways of convincing management 

to invest in usability testing.  Experts like Jakob Nielsen suggests ROI can include statistics 

such as the number of sales, amount of traffic, “user performance,” and use of certain site 

features of the site, and how these numbers change after usability testing identifies 

problematic areas and they are fixed by the design team (Nielsen, 2003).  Aaron Marcus 

(2002), president of a well-known user-experience firm, argues that user-centered design can 

be measured by a number of metrics, including:  reducing costs and time of web 

development, increasing sales, decreasing the amount of effort required to do certain tasks 

on a site, and increasing customer satisfaction.  Eric Schaffer, another usability advocate, 

offers five different metrics in his work, Institutionalization of Usability – “speed, accuracy, 

training requirements (or self-evidency), satisfaction, safety” (Schaffer, 2004, p. 18). 

Others have focused on the ROI from a design, rather than usability, perspective.  A 

list created by Adaptive Path’s Director of Practice Development Peter Merholz (2002), 

includes several “talking points” when discussing ROI with different corporate audiences.  

For example, he suggests focusing on customer satisfaction when discussing the value of 
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user-centered design with marketing managers, productivity when talking about it with the 

COO or CIO,47 and potential revenue increases when discussing design with a CFO.48  As to 

the value of creating a clear ROI statement, he argues,  

One of the ways it was considered using this list was to frame sentences that are 

meaningful to folks in business, by saying…something like, ‘We can provide 

REDUCED OPERATIONAL COSTS by REDUCING THE SALES CYCLE 

through designs that are EFFICIENT’…..  I also think it’s the start of a cheat sheet 

for folks out there who are trying to convince others of the worth of what they do. 

It’s always been one of those things where we have a gut feeling that our work is 

valuable, so of course you should pay us. But as the economy increasingly demands 

results, being able to frame your efforts with some of the language above might 

prove helpful (Merholz, 2002). 

Merholz’s comments suggest that the primary reason for talking about ROI is to justify and 

sell the work that IAs and other user-centered designers do.  His approach focuses on the 

ways designers need to communicate the value of their work to others within the 

organization.  Merholz’s argument that designers need to be familiar with and use language 

invoked by management, suggests that designers are very rarely “in power” and thus must 

talk up to those who are.  In effect, he suggests a rhetorical solution to a much deeper 

problem; rather than question the premise of ROI, when it can be used to both surveil the 

designer and/or dismantle the value of IA work, he accepts the inevitability of such 

discussions within firms, and concomitantly accepts the designer/IA’s position as inferior to 

that of the executives.  Attachment to discussions of the ROI of IA/user-centered design 

suggests that the creative process can be/should be quantifiable.  What is interesting is that 

the ROI of other fields (graphic design, for example), is rarely discussed.  

It seems like discussions of ROI are very much influenced by the need to define and 

quantify IA work.  This may be as much about the newness of the field and its methods, but 

                                                
47 Chief Operating Officer/Chief Information Officer 
48 Chief Financial Officer 
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it probably also indicates a lack of crossover between IA and traditional design fields that do 

far less justification in terms of ROI metrics. 

A recent article in a special issue devoted to information architecture of The Bulletin of 

the American Society for Information Science and Technology (ASIS&T is the main sponsor of the IA 

Summit) focused on the issue of “selling” IA to business executives.  The article lists five 

strategies: 

1. Show the problem (and how you can help fix it). 

2. Benefit the bottom line. 

3. Play the politics. 

4. Don’t promise a silver bullet. 

5. Pay attention to style (Starmer, 2006, p. 15-16). 

As I mentioned earlier, many expert IAs are uncomfortable discussing the financial impact 

of their work.  However, IAs are often faced with the prospect of educating their clients, 

which can be both time-consuming and potentially ineffective.  As a result, some experts 

suggest incorporating IA into the organization without (direct) management approval.  

Through “guerrilla” IA techniques (user testing, search analytics evaluation, expert review, 

etc.), information architecture can become a part of the design process with minimal 

executive-level involvement.  Louis Rosenfeld, in particular, suggested that IAs have to be 

more aggressive in their attempts to include IA into organizational processes, going so far as 

to say they need to be “Machiavellian” in their approach. At worst, he noted, the individual 

risks being fired – but that this may be a preferred outcome if the organization is not 

committed to this sort of work: 

I think ethics comes up certainly in the advice I’ve been giving people, both in my 

seminars and people that I might mentor or help as clients.  I’m telling them that, 

increasingly, the ends justify the means and that they should be Machiavellian in the 

pursuit of IA.  I’m telling them that it’s ok as the specialist to sometimes work 

around management when they inadvertently at times become a barrier to your 

progress.  The risks are generally pretty minimal to doing these workarounds.  In 

most IA situations, there will be no lives lost and there will probably be no money 

lost.  There might be a little time lost.  You might have some egg on your face.  Who 
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knows, you might get fired, but maybe you shouldn’t have been at that organization 

in the first place if they’re fighting you and trying to prevent you from doing your 

work.  That’s an area where ethics comes up in practice.  How else it would come up, 

I’m not sure.  That’s what I would offer.  We are increasingly in situations that for us 

to do our work, we have to work around others.  And we may have to do that in a 

sneaky, back-handed way.  Hopefully it all ends up well in the end.  It’s better to beg 

forgiveness than ask permission (L. Rosenfeld, personal interview, May 1, 2006). 

IBM employee Keith Instone argues for a more subtle approach, suggesting that 

practitioners should start with small projects, and assume that they’ll get recognized over 

time if they “do good work” (K. Instone, personal interview, March 26, 2006). 

Donna Maurer suggested that the role of the consultant is to highlight potential 

design solutions, not to dictate them.  However, she insists that the organizations with which 

she works with allow her time (and resources, presumably) to explore user needs.  When 

asked about what she does when an organization is hesitant to conduct user research, she 

noted: 

I wouldn’t really take a job if I knew up front I couldn’t do some user research, or 

that I wouldn’t actually be designing.  So it doesn’t happen...I know that it happens 

to other people all of the time.  It’s just something that doesn’t happen to me 

because of the employment situation I’m in.  And in the end, the business has the 

right to make its own decisions.  And in the end, plenty of usability and IA people I 

know I’ve heard their recommendations, and I don’t agree with them, so I don’t 

know why anybody would just believe me, just because I say so.  The way I try to 

approach those things when they do come up - often they’ll come up in a project 

because I’m hired by a team, but the senior executives don’t really know about 

anything that’s going on or about the domain or whatever.  So I think that my job is 

to provide enough well-communicated information so that they can make sensible 

decisions.  Because they make the decision in the end.  That’s their right.  It’s their 

money.  It’s their position to do so.  If I can make sure they’re making an informed 

decision, rather than an uninformed one, than that’s a good job done.  And, I find 

that it usually works pretty well (D. Maurer, personal interview, June 6, 2006). 
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The implications of such statements is potentially problematic, as it highlights a level of 

autonomy and control many IA practitioners on “little IA” problems may not experience in 

organizations that are less sympathetic and supportive of their work.  These comments also 

highlight the larger amount of political power that experts such as Rosenfeld, Instone, and 

Morville enjoy. 

Experts and power 

Michel Callon and Bruno Latour suggest the expert’s “strength is intervention, 

interruption, interpretation and interest” – in essence, experts like those I interviewed for this 

study ascend to become authorities within the system insofar as they are “able to stabilize a 

particular state of power relations by associating the largest number of irreversibly linked 

elements” (Callon & Latour, 1981, p. 292-293).  Since there are few agreed-upon educational 

paths required to practice IAs, one of the ways experts have gained the authority to speak 

for others within the network/field, is by associating their home discipline (library science 

for Morville and Rosenfeld, UCD for Maurer and Reiss, HCI for Instone, and 

computer/information science for Turnbull) with IA work.  That is, they borrow methods, 

tools, and theoretical approaches from their home disciplines.  So, Morville and Rosenfeld 

suggest approaches influenced by their training in library science, by emphasizing things like 

taxonomies and classification systems.49  Since they were instrumental in the development of 

the IA Institute, one of the main educational resources for beginning and experienced IA 

practitioners, both Rosenfeld and Morville (along with other well-known experts) are able to 

use the organization as an effective way to present some of the methods and approaches to 

which they subscribe.  Like BoxesandArrows.com, the online journal geared towards 

professionals that Christina Wodtke edits, the IA Institute presents a specific and rather 

boundaried view of IA work.  Much of the content on both sites seems geared towards 

intermediate-level IAs, working in organizations that are relatively comfortable with this sort 

of work. 

                                                
49 Although the emphasis on the role LIS plays in IA practice is changing as experts within the field 
move away from advocating for “bottom-up”/little IA towards “enterprise”/big IA.  See, for 
example, (Morville, 2000). 
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As Hans-dieter Evers and Thomas Menhoff (2002) argue, experts both synthesize 

complex data and provide organizational executives with political capital: 

Experts reduce the unscrutinable complexity of the globalised world and allow 

planners, politicians, business executives and other decision makers to base their 

actions on the executive summaries of the reports prepared by experts and 

management consultants, rather than on their own knowledge.  Ignorance is thus 

transformed into expert knowledge.  From the perspective of the firm, experts and 

consultants provide ‘instant knowledge’ and ‘instant solutions’….  The social 

function of experts and consultants is, among other things, to enable and to 

legitimate political action” (The legitimizing function of expert knowledge, ¶1). 

Thus, the consultant often provides the catalyst for certain courses of action, allowing 

individuals within the organization (usually at the highest levels) to harness the power of the 

network from which they speak (Latour, 1988, 1992). 

Experts remain experts because of their ability to speak for the rest of the network 

and dynamically adjust their messages to reflect and direct ongoing development within the 

field.  As new members enter the network, older members guide novices towards the work 

of these experts.  This situated learning process is what sociocultural theorists refer to as 

“legitimate peripheral participation” (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  As Lave and Wenger (1991) 

argue, the complex relationships between experts and novices within the situated learning 

environment are, “implicated in social structures involving relations of power” (p. 36). Thus, 

the network becomes self-reinforcing, as novices look to the experts for a better 

understanding of the field, and experts continually reaffirm their position as “experts” 

through writing and lecturing about the field, as well as actively leading the organizations 

that represent the profession as a whole.  Therefore, it remains in the best interest of experts 

to define and structure the field so that it reaffirms their position of power.  Ultimately, 

however, those attempts may not be accepted by the community as a whole, as I explain in 

the next chapter. 
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Conclusion 

Design fields have long argued for the potentially transformative nature of their 

work.  Brenda Laurel opines, “Design has power; this has always been true.  Design has 

consequences.  The question is not whether consequences exist, but rather whether they are 

intended, by whom, and to what purpose.  The challenge for designers is to claim and direct 

the power of their profession” (Laurel, 2003a, p. 19).  Other theorists agree, arguing that 

design functions on multiple levels – including the realm of what Malcolm Barnard (2005) 

terms the magical.  This moves the importance of design beyond merely the informational or 

even the persuasive, instead “transform[ing] one thing into another thing…making things 

disappear and turning one thing into another thing are exactly  what magicians do, and that 

is exactly why graphics [and other designed objects] may be said to have a magical function, 

however residual, or primitive it may sound” (Barnard, 2005, p.16).  Still others argue that 

the rhetorical function of design cannot be overstated:  “…the designer attempts to persuade 

the audience to adopt a belief demonstrated or suggested through the two-dimensional 

object.  The purpose of this persuasion is to accomplish one of the following goals:  to 

induce the audience to take some action; to educate the audience (persuade them to accept 

information or data)….belief is shaped through design” (Tyler, 2006, p. 36). 

Such rhetoric positions the designer/IA as potentially strong figure within society.  

This in turn creates a significant number of ethical and political issues, as IA practitioners 

potentially struggle with the larger ramifications of their creations, and the “real world” 

political-economic realities of their practice.  This contradiction shapes their practice and the 

larger community in which they work.  However, I contend that the reluctance of the IA 

community to affiliate with other design fields that potentially threatens its relevance in the 

Web 2.0 era. 
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Chapter 8 – Conclusions 
In this study, I examined the nature of an emerging community of practice, as 

inscribed by expert discourse written/spoken about the field.  I argue that IA practice, while 

playing a critical role in illuminating very real issues regarding information overload and 

improving Web navigation and search, also embodies a number of tensions.  These 

contradictions within the larger IA activity system threaten to undermine practitioners’ 

political power within the organizations with which they work.  In particular, I contend that 

experts play a critical role in this field’s development – not just because of their political 

power in the organizations with which they consult – but because they shape IA activity 

system in ways that reinforce and perpetuate their roles as experts. 

However, there are a number of issues that limit the interpretation of my findings.  

First, I relied heavily on the experts’ conceptualization of the IA field.  While I did analyze 

some of the postings to the SIG-IA list, the bulk of the material I analyzed reflects a very 

particular view of the IA community.  In particular, my findings are heavily influenced by the 

LIS/Rosenfeld and Morville theory of IA practice.  This may not reflect other conversations 

or tensions practitioners face in their day-to-day practice. 

Second, there is much about the IA practice that varies from practitioner to 

practitioner and is not covered in this manuscript.  Discourse analysis necessarily reduces 

individual experiences in favor of understanding larger political/economic structures 

underlying them.  In addition, discourse analysis allows me to construct a narrative of the 

field’s development.  Like all narratives, it could be told from a different perspective. 

Third, my own experiences working as an information architect is impossible to 

discard or otherwise ignore while conducting this research.  I have a significant amount of 

empathy for those individuals working within organizations who may not have the political 

influence to fully embody the “user advocate” promise many IA texts make to those who 

will eventually interact with their designs.  This means that my analysis of this work is 

necessarily personal and may inaccurately reflect the experiences of others at points. 

On the other hand, the copious number of examples and evidence gleaned from 

experts suggests that the IA activity system encompasses a complex series of contradictions, 
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many of which potentially undermine attempts by practitioners and experts to formalize the 

field.  The cultural-historical roots of IA from fields such as LIS, architecture, and design, 

result in numerous tensions between the system’s division of labor and the political-

economic realities of the work environment.  In particular, the object on which expert 

activity is focused – the field’s formalization and acceptance by other communities of 

practice – does not necessarily reflect the object on which practitioners are working.  This 

inherent contradiction offers both the possibility of expansive growth if embraced and 

openly discussed, but it might also result in the IA community bifurcating into two 

communities:  one in which the IA profession focuses on business strategy and one in which 

the IA embraces its design roots.  In this section, I outline the contradictions inherent in the 

IA activity system as it exists today, and offer my perspective on the field’s development.  

Before presenting my conclusions, however, I want to revisit how cultural-historical activity 

theory (CHAT) illuminates the development of activity systems over time. 

As I mentioned in Chapter 2, Yrjö Engeström (1999a; 2001) outlines the nature of 

expansive cycles of development within the CHAT framework, arguing that one of the key 

elements of the theory is the concept of historicity and periodicization.  Tensions within the 

activity system precipate certain epistemic actions.  Foot and Groleau (Under review) 

provide a useful summary of the characteristics of the different levels of contradictions and 

the epistemic actions that result from each (see Table 3). 
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Table 3:  Contradictions and epistemic actions (Foot and Groleau, Under review) 

Type of 
Contradiction 

Characteristics Corresponding Epistemic 
Actions 

Primary Occurs between the use value and exchange value 
of any corner of an activity system. 

Questioning 

Secondary Develops between two corners of an activity 
system. 

Analyzing 

Modeling 

Tertiary Arises when the object of a more developed 
activity is introduced into the central activity 
system. 

Examining model 

Implementing model 

Evaluating process 

Quaternary Occurs between central activity and neighboring 
activities. 

Consolidating new practice 

Questioning 

 

As my analysis of IA discourse constructed by experts indicates, numerous contradictions 

exist within the larger IA community.  In the following section, I outline contradictions 

within these activity systems, noting whether they exist as primary, secondary, tertiary, or 

quaternary contradictions. 

Contradictions within the IA community 

Numerous contradictions exist within the multiple activity systems in which IA 

practitioners and experts sit.  In the table below (Table 4), I briefly describe what these 

contradictions are, at what level they occur and where these contradictions manifests 

themselves within the IA activity system. 
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Table 4:  Major contradictions within IA community 

Contradiction Type Manifestation of 
contradiction 

IA as user advocate vs. IA as design dictator Primary Entire IA system 

IA experts’ wisdom vs. IA practitioners’ lived 
experience 

Secondary Experts and 
practitioners within the 
IA community 

IA as distinct design field vs. IA as simply an aspect of 
interface or graphic design  

Tertiary Object introduced from 
interface design into IA 
activity system 

IA as artistic practice vs. IA as “common sense” 
requiring ROI arguments 

Quaternary IA activity system in 
relation to business 
management activity 
system 

 

In Chapter 2, I outlined the numerous definitions used to describe information 

architecture.  Specifically, I argued that the fluid way in which the term is applied highlights 

tensions between IA as an aspect of a technological system versus its role as a design 

practice.  This points to an underlying primary contradiction between the ways in which the 

field is currently defined. 

A second critical contradiction exists within the IA community.  This involves the 

role of who are currently considered experts and their ability to speak for others within the 

network – and whether or not this actually reflects the reality of other kinds of IA practice.  

As I mentioned in the last chapter, many IA experts are consultants whose client base is self-

selected.  This means that they have a very different perspective on the practice of IA than 

most practitioners would.  In addition, the role experts play in shaping all of these 

contradictions within the IA community is significant.  In CHAT terms, the expert acts as a 

subject upon the further development and definition of the IA community, defining what is 

and is not considered “appropriate” IA tools, methods, and epistemological approaches.  

While the object of this activity is the further development of the IA community, one 
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outcome is that the expert’s role within the IA community is retained.    Another outcome 

might be that community members no longer view these experts as leaders – fracturing 

and/or creating disunity within community.  See Figure 13 for a visual depiction of these 

two possible outcomes. 

 

Figure 13:  IA expert activity triangle 

The experts’ work becomes not only directed towards building the community, but a 

particular version of the community in which they remain experts.  As Latour and others 

from the ANT tradition argue (Callon & Latour, 1981; Latour, 1988) the expert’s ability to 

“harness” and “speak for” the network consolidates their power.  These experts are unlikely 

to view their actions as anything but rational reactions to external forces impinging upon the 

network (Latour, 2005).  However, underlying tensions within the larger IA activity system 

may serve to contradict and ultimately unseat these experts.  This suggests that Latour’s 

vision of the expert does not fully account for the changing dynamics of large-scale, 

emergent, and relatively loose communities. 

Another contradiction (which I described in Chapter 6) involves attempts by experts 

to construct IA as a distinct practice separate from interface and graphic design.  Because 

these fields have much longer histories and formalized educational practices, attempts to 

divide the IA community from interaction design or other Web/user-centered design fields 

is a difficult task.  One of the main way experts within this community have differentiated it 

 

Subject 
IA expert 

Object 
IA Cmty 

Tools 
Written texts, speaking engagements, consulting jobs 

 

OR 

Outcome (1)  
Retaining 
expert status 

Outcome (2) 
Losing expert 
status 
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from other design practices is by suggesting that those fields are more attuned to aesthetic 

concerns rather than user needs (specifically, users’ informational needs).  However, by 

moving away from these design fields, the IA community is in the awkward position of 

being perceived as too diffuse and lacking political-economic power.  Since this is an attempt 

to bring in new aspects of more advanced objects into the IA community, this is a tertiary 

contradiction. 

A fourth critical, quaternary, contradiction facing the IA community is partially the 

result of the difficulty of describing the field to those outside it.  In their attempts to enlist 

actors from within the business community as supporters of this type of work, the IA 

community often suggests that its practices are simply more complicated versions of the 

organizing practices individuals do every day.  However, unlike the fields from which it 

draws inspiration, such as architecture and design, there is no “mystification” of the practice.  

For example, the graphic design community has worked hard to separate the actual process 

of design from the tools designers often use.  Thus, there is a qualitative, and relatively 

unspoken, difference between the individual who uses Photoshop to reduce the “red eye” 

effect of her digital photos, and the experienced graphic designer who creates complicated 

design comps using the same program.  The latter is a “designer,” while the former is not.  

In the IA field, however, attempts to reach out to others and enlist them in the community’s 

development have ironically resulted in the perception that no special training and/or skills 

are needed, thus reducing the perceived value of this work. As a result, the IA practitioner 

must cost-justify his/her work (in addition to explaining some of the more unusual methods 

such as card sorting) in the face of skeptical managers.  Despite most experts’ aversion to 

discussing their work in terms ROI (see Chapter 5), other practitioners may have to do just 

that so that companies appreciate the importance of this work.   

All of these contradictions within the IA community are partially the result of the 

ways IA practitioners are situated within organizations with which they work, and highlight 

the multifaceted nature of the object (a Web site or other technological artifact) on which 

these subjects work.  Three categories of actors comprise the bulk of those with whom the 

IA practitioner interacts:  designers, developers, and managers.  Each of these actors 

forefronts a particular aspect of the object upon which their activity is directed (see Figure 
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13).  These object-oriented tensions are part of what Engeström (2001) refers to as the 

“third generation” of activity theory.  (See Figure 14). 

 

Figure 14:  Primary object orientation of various actors within the technology organization 

For developers, activity is directed towards the functionality of the technological artifact.  

For designers, activity is predominately focused on aesthetics.  For managers, the object is in 

part defined by its relationship to profitability.  These roles are continually contested and 

negotiated, as indicated by the dotted lines in the figure above.  While there is overlap 

between these perspectives, the IA practitioner (as currently conceived in expert discourse) 

attends to each of these aspects.  Thus, their role within the organization (Chapter 5) 

remains in flux, as they necessarily perceive the multiple dimensions of the activity’s 

outcome.  However, there are additional tensions between the IA practitioner and each of 

these actors.  

Graphic designers, for example, likely perceive the work of the IA as overly 

mechanistic and lacking grounding in aesthetic sensibilities.  The IA may view the designer 

as not addressing the informational needs of the user, or overly concerned with making the 

final product superficially attractive and not attending to underlying functional issues.  At the 

Functionality 

Developers 

Aesthetics Profitability 

Designers Managers 

IAs 
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same time, many designers are experienced with navigation design and user flow, and as such 

may feel their power is usurped by the IA. 

A second group of actors involved in the production of the technological artifact 

(object) within this activity system shares a radically different orientation.  As I highlighted in 

Chapter 4, developers (engineers) are predominately focused on the functional elements of 

an artifact rather than usability or aesthetic concerns.  Thus, a product could be released and 

considered “bug free” even if significant user-interface issues impeded its usability.  Because 

most IA practitioners do not code the underlying functionality, they are reliant on the 

development team to implement the navigational flow they create.  At the same time, the 

development team may perceive the IA as overly concerned with minor, aesthetic details or 

forcing changes to the user flow that may take months of time to fix.  Further complicating 

matters is the division of labor impinging upon most organizations – the product is only 

potentially profitable after it is released, so often functionality trumps usability.  Actors in 

management positions within the organization represent this third group.  They may 

perceive the IA practitioners’ focus on user research and advocacy as overly myopic and 

unnecessary. 

Outcomes:  IA as strategy or IA as design practice? 

The ongoing contradictions precipitating by tensions between IA practitioners and 

other actors within the network creates instability within the activity system, indicating that it 

is in the midst of an cycle of development (Engeström, 2001).  This may be an expansive or 

contractive cycle, depending on the community’s ultimate reaction to these underlying 

contradictions.  Specifically, community experts are in the “implementing” phase of this 

cycle (Figure 15).  In this figure, I also list some of the phases of development I mentioned 

in Chapter 2.   
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Figure 15:  Current developmental cycle of IA community 

However, two different models of the new activity are being implemented 

simultaneously, creating resistance and confusion at multiple points of the activity system.  If 

the first model is implemented, information architecture as a practice will become 

increasingly focused on business strategy issues.  If the alternative model is implemented, the 

IA community will increase its affiliation with other design communities, re-embracing its 

historical roots as a design practice. 

The first model, advocated for by experts such as Louis Rosenfeld, embraces both 

the notion of tactical and strategic IA practice, but would place greater emphasis and growth 

potential on “information architecture as a business strategy.”   

I think it will be more relevant.  It will be a broadly recognized profession.  It won’t 

necessarily be a household word, but there’s going to be a lot of people doing IA, 

whether they call themselves information architects or not.  Resources whether 

they’re books, or programs, or classes that have to do with IA are going to be pretty 

healthy, because there is going to be a strong demand, because there’s a strong 
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demand out there in terms of the corporate world needing practitioners.  That said, I 

think we’re going to continue that march to the more strategic side of things. You 

might get that situation where next time the board of directors is hiring their CEO, 

instead of saying, “We need a numbers person,” or “we need a product person,” they 

say, “we need an information person,” and they hire someone who’s got a 

background in IA.  I don’t think that’s so far-fetched…I don’t think the practice will 

be all that different.  I think we’ll have better tools for assessing usage; I think we’ll 

have better analytics tools.  But I don’t think that it will be all that different, other 

than there will be a lot more people doing it.  Maybe we’ll see stronger patterns 

emerging in specific genres.  Design patterns and best practices ultimately.  Maybe 

we’ll see conferences devoted to certain environments ([for example,] let’s have an 

IA conference for the commerce environment).  I just don’t think it’s going to be 

that different.  There will be more people doing it and more strategic work (L. 

Rosenfeld, personal interview, May 1, 2006). 

While Louis Rosenfeld views all of this work as falling under the rubric of information 

architecture, Eric Reiss argues that the increasing numbers of IA practitioners who engage in 

strategic consulting may abandon the term “Information Architect,” leaving this to the 

“tactical” IAs: 

I think that at one point, the world is actually going to wake up to the fact that 

categorizations schemes are extremely important and that machine readable data is 

extremely important.  And that means that the tactical IA is really going to come into 

his or her own.  I think it’s a violently important field, particularly because people are 

doing more searching and less navigating.  When site search finally matures, which I 

also think will happen in short order, site search cannot mature if you don’t have 

decent metadata.  And the people in the best position to if not create the metadata, 

to at least enforce the metadata on the site, by getting on the case of the content 

providers, those are the tactical IAs.  And the strategic IAs, I think are no longer 

going to call themselves Information Architects.  I think they’re already now we see a 

very clear picture of people gravitating towards various consulting positions - they’re 

management consultants.  I think that’s too broad a term.  We don’t have a word yet 
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that describes these people - certainly content strategist is one that comes to mind.  

[And they would be] people who do the high-level IA and do some basic top-level 

navigation - probably no more than three clicks off the main page.  But [they would 

not] necessarily get involved in the creation of thesauri or detailed metadata. 

So in ten years when somebody says they’re an information architect, I think 

they’ll be referring to tactical IA…. (E. Reiss, personal interview, July 17, 2006). 

Other experts within the IA community argue for a complete immersion in the “language” 

of business – and are highly critical about the design community’s (and, presumably IA’s) 

skepticism of management.  As Christina Wodtke writes,  

I've been angry because so many (not all!) design practitioners whine about how no 

one pays attention to them, when they don't take time to understand the business 

folks. When they proudly crow about their empathic skills, and just as proudly crow 

about their hatred of excel [sic]. They expect business to read GAIN [Graphics Art 

Information Network (http://www.gain.net)], but refuse to read businessweek [sic]. 

Too often they judge from their point of view, instead of questioning and learning 

instead. 

… 

I'm not sure I could write another design book ever again without first going to the 

well of business and drinking deeply. For those “moron sheep” sure know a whole 

lot. And you cannot learn unless you have ears to hear with, and sometimes that 

means shutting up (Wodtke, 2006). 

However, this model – the IA as business strategist – does little to resolve the ongoing 

tension between practitioners and experts.  If it is fully integrated into the current activity 

system, it is possible that many IA practitioners who more closely identify with tactical IA 

practices will perceive the field’s increasing focus on the strategic management of 

information as too far removed from their own lived experiences.  They may then abandon 

the IA community and affiliate with the larger user-centered design community.  While those 

experts who support this model probably view their ability to advocate for design practices 

as strengthened if they attain management status, it is hard to envision how their view of the 

shared object of IA activity (Figure 13) would not shift dramatically towards issues of 
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profitability.  In addition, it is unlikely that given the difficulty other fields have had 

establishing a design presence within the corporation, that this model of IA will single-

handedly encourage businesses to realize “the ideal of the artist-designer as change-master of 

modern society” as most executives are unwilling to “abandon their authority” (Heskett, 

2002, p. 20).   

The second model, “information architecture as a design practice,” is espoused by 

individuals within the field such as Peter Merholz.  It would widen the IA community to 

include individuals, methods, tools, and practices within the fields of interaction design, 

architecture, library science, etc.  Recently, Merholz highlighted both the perceived 

stagnation of the IA community and the lack of leadership willing to conceptually widen IA 

to include navigation in real-world environments: 

I have been to every IA Summit (the first was in 2000), and I’m going to this one 

[2007] with more trepidation than any I have been to before. While I don’t accord 

with the sensationalist notion that “information architecture is dead,” I do fear that it 

is in a deep sleep. And I’m concerned that the leadership within the field of 

information architecture are doing little to nothing to really advance the field.  

My fear, going into the summit, is that the field of IA, while not dead, is 

moribund. That it’s becoming insular and isolated, and unwilling to take conceptual 

leaps, to take the methodological risks that are necessary for it to not stagnate. IA is 

having a remarkable time freeing itself from its early successes in a web 1.0 world, 

when the ability to organize and classify static information was new and valuable. In 

my closing plenary last year, I encouraged the IA community to both embrace the 

challenges of a web 2.0 world, and to advocate for the practice of IA within physical 

spaces. However, whenever I read about IA, all I see is more of the same.  

I really hope I’m wrong in this. I’m going into the Summit with a critical, but, 

I hope, open mind. This is a crucial year for information architecture (and I use 

“crucial” precisely — IA is at a crux), and we’ll see if the community is willing to 

open up and embrace new challenges, or circle the wagons and simply do those 

things it has always done (Merholz, 2007a). 
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Conferences like IDEA 2006, sponsored by the IA Institute and specifically 

organized by Merholz, included practitioners and academics from a variety of fields in an 

effort to incorporate their model of IA into the community’s collective discourse.  It is 

worth noting that this model potentially signals a return to the “roots” of Wurman’s 

(Wurman & Bradford, 1997) conceptualization of information architecture as a practice of 

“making the complex clear” regardless of the environment.   

It is critical to note that both of these models are understandable and relatively 

rational responses of actors to the political-economic realities of the post-dotcom era – as 

they catalyze tensions within the IA activity system and between the IA and other fields.  As 

Foot and Groleau (Under review) argue,  

Contradictions are present in every collective activity and indicate emergent 

opportunities for the activity’s development.  They are signs of richness in the 

activity system and of mobility and the capacity of an organization to develop rather 

than function in a fixed and static mode.  Contradictions reveal the growing edges of 

the activity system – the places where ‘growth buds’ form and expansive 

development takes place.  Contradictions are not points of failure or deficits in the 

activity system in which they occur.  They are not obstacles to be overcome in order 

to achieve goals, and they cannot be quickly transcended through technical solutions.  

In other words, throwing more money at a contradiction, establishing a new division 

of labor, or creating new tools, won’t make it go away.  Such interventions may result 

in the aggravation of existing contradictions or cause the emergence of new ones 

(Foot & Groleau, Under review, §Cultural-historical activity theory:  A dialectical and 

teleological perspective on change). 

While these contradictions are reasonable responses to the changing nature of the activity in 

which the IA community engages, there will be a critical moment in which the two different 

models of IA – IA as business strategy versus IA as a design practice – can no longer 

coexist. These two models have the potential to bifurcate the larger IA community – with 

some individuals choosing to follow the Rosenfeld “business strategy” model, and others 

choosing to follow Merholz “design practice” model. 
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IA as a critical design practice – possibilities and problems 

While there are potential issues with both of the potential directions the IA 

community is moving, the second model will better support the continued growth and 

development of a rich practice for several reasons.  First, it would lend the community 

additional credibility as an artistic practice, and potentially diminish the numerous ROI 

discussions practitioners often face in their work.  Architects and graphic designers do not 

engage in ROI of their work – why should IA practitioners?  Unfortunately, the tendency for 

some within the IA community to insist that “everyone is an IA” has indirectly set the stage 

for discussions about its impact on the bottom line. 

A second reason to integrate/connect with the larger design community is the 

potential for IA practice truly be grounded in user advocacy.  After the 2000 election 

debacle, when “butterfly ballots” of Palm Beach County were blamed for votes going to 

conservative Patrick Buchanan in this highly Democratic district, information designers 

offered ideas as to how the ballot could be improved (Scanlon, 2003).  Given the increasing 

numbers of states now using electronic, interactive voting machines for elections, the IA 

community seems a natural fit to critique and improve upon these interfaces.  While 

previous research has been conducted regarding the relative security of these devices 

(Kohno, Stubblefield, & Rubin, 2004), the usability of their interfaces has yet to be 

extensively explored. 

A third reason to connect IA more overtly with other design fields is the potential to 

redefine and rework approaches to user research and the design process.  Sustainable design 

advocates such as Jonathan Chapman are reworking the notion of what is concerned 

“production” and what is considered “consumption” within the design process.  In an 

introductory chapter within his book, Emotionally Durable Design, Chapman argues,  

This book proposes a radical design about-face in order to reduce the impact of 

modern consumption without compromising commercial or creative edge – 

empowering alternative modes of consumption through provocative genres of 

objects that expand our experience of daily life, rather than closing it down through 

endless cycles of desire and disappointment.  This book does not propose a 
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sweeping overhaul of the entire designed world.  Instead it espouses the emergence 

of a specialist design genre that caters for deeper, more profound and poetic human 

needs, taking users beyond the ephemeral world of technocentric design toward a 

rich, interactive domain of emotionally durable objects and experiences (Chapman, 

2005, p. 24) 

The IA community, if allied with other design fields, has the potential to advocate for 

practices informed by both participatory design and/or activity theory – where users are 

viewed as co-creators and their ongoing development as individuals is truly supported 

(Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006). 

While there are numerous reasons why the IA community could benefit from 

alliances with the larger design community, there are also significant barriers to be overcome.  

The first involves the tense relationship between the fields of interaction design and 

information architecture.  The notion that information is easily separated from interface 

elements in a Web 2.0 world is questionable – especially as there is little agreement in even 

the IA community as to what constitutes “information.”  In particular, some individuals 

within the interaction design community often gloat when outsiders ignore IA practitioners.  

For example, Bill Moggridge’s (2007) Designing Interactions – an extensive history of interactive 

products – did not include any profiles of individuals affiliated with the IA community.  

Postings to the interaction design mailing list (IxDA) argued that this was “proof” of 

information architecture’s irrelevance.  Since many individuals within the IA community are 

also IxDA list members, a backchannel conversation erupted on SIG-IA, as list members 

once again debated the relative importance of IA.  This continual competitiveness between 

design fields is problematic, as it further reduces their collective power.  Instead of searching 

for commonalities, such as advocating for participatory design methods and collectively 

arguing for the importance of design strategy at all levels of the organization, interaction 

designers and IAs battle against one another.  These differences are further reinforced by 

leaders within these communities, as they harness their expert status to “speak for the 

network” (Latour’s term), reifying and enlarging relatively unimportant differences in 

approach and method between interaction design and information architecture.  

Unfortunately, such in-fighting between communities diffuses the emphasis on the role of 
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the user within the design process, thus lessening both communities’ rhetorical and political 

power.  Design considerations remain, therefore, subordinate to functionality concerns 

within the organization and the larger community – despite this being the primary reason for 

including the “user” in “user-centered design.”   

The second issue is the lack of established theoretical and educational models to 

which all IAs are exposed.  Fields such as graphic design still rely heavily on the 

master/apprentice model of learning implemented by the Bauhaus masters:  

The Bauhaus, while it used the master/apprentice workshop method [favored by 

architectural education prior to the twentieth century], was a revolutionary school 

model that contributed much to design education.  The Bauhaus attempted to 

organize and codify the revolutionary ideas of the early twentieth-century “isms” and 

protomodern experiments into an educational method for the new industrial era….  

The Bauhaus Basic Course was the first in design education to declare that basic 

design principles underlie all design disciplines, that primary design education should 

begin with abstract problems to introduce these universal elements before students 

proceed to tackle programmatic design problems applied to specific scales, needs, 

and media….  Today, if one peels away the layers in any design program, the 

persistent residue of this movement is evident (McCoy, 1998, p. 4-5). 

The difficulty is that IA as currently formulated is missing this critical foundation.  

Practitioners are united around a nebulous object of interest (“information”), and there is a 

lack of codified methods, theoretical approaches, and formalized education within the IA 

community.  As Naomi Baron argues, a new discipline might result from a desire to 

approach old questions from new perspectives.  Or, a new discipline might arise because the 

object of study is unique and substantial enough to warrant its own set of disciplinary 

practices (Baron, 2005).  In terms of the information architecture field, disciplinary 

boundaries are still loose and highly emergent, which makes the development of a formal 

“discipline” of IA difficult. 
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Contributions and future research 

This research extends work in the fields of communication, the sociology of 

knowledge, and digital media studies.  As I mentioned earlier, my research suggests that 

communication theory is surprisingly absent in IA discourse, despite the many cultural and 

historical ties that would seem to connect these two highly interdisciplinary fields.  In 

addition, my work offers scholars in both communication and the sociology of 

professions/knowledge a deeper insight into the development of a new media practice.  I 

would suggest that chronicling these emergent activity systems as they develop allows for a 

richer understanding of the political-economic challenges faced by both designers when 

confronting rapidly shifting modes of information production and consumption.  Finally, I 

offer my research as an initial exploration into the critical role experts play in creating and 

controlling disciplinary discourse, especially when the “discipline” is in its formative stages.  

Of particular importance is the power that these individuals may have in shifting and 

reshaping the object of the activity systems of which they are a part. 

This research could be extended in numerous ways.  Perhaps the most fruitful would 

be exploring the actual practice of information architecture.  Ethnographic observations of 

IA practitioners could clarify and offer a deeper understanding of the ways in which their 

conceptualization of the field differs from that of the expert discourse I analyzed.  

Particularly intriguing the information architecture documents (from formal Photoshop 

mockups to informal sketches) designers employ when discussing proposed solutions to 

others.  What form do these artifacts take?  How are they used as “boundary objects” to 

create negotiated meanings between individuals working on these design projects?  What 

unique tools and approaches are these designers using in their everyday practice?  How 

might researchers build theory around these new approaches?  This sort of work could 

increase the  understanding how practitioners bridge the gap between the tools and practices 

advocated by experts, and the day-to-day realities of life in organizations where politics, 

personalities, and financial realities all impinge upon and structure the work that designers 

do.  In addition, such research would more fully answer the question I posed in Chapter 5 

regarding the role IAs play within technology organizations. 
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Another possible extension of this research would explore the development of 

formalized educational training within the field.  As IA moves away from an informal set of 

loose practices towards a potentially codified discipline within LIS or other departments, 

where the field sits within the academy (if at all), will be critical to its sustainability over time.  

Especially interesting would be a study that compares the training of IA practitioners to that  

of other related disciplines:  graphic design, architecture, interaction design, and technical 

communication.  This might result in a number of structural and pedagogical changes that 

could be made to the few educational programs that focus specifically on information 

architecture training. 

A third possible direction to explore deals with the ways in which debates about the 

direction a field or community is heading are increasingly public and no longer confined to 

professional conferences or academic journals.  The increasing use of blogs, wikis, and 

archived mailing lists offer disciplinary scholars an exciting possibility of witnessing the 

negotiations and points of conflict between experts and laypeople, disciplinary insiders and 

outsiders.  The professional blogs of many IA practitioners, for example, are rife with 

reflective postings about the nature of the field – and since many of these sites allow for 

comments from others – the dialogue among community members is archived and 

observable in real time.  It would be intriguing to extend my discourse analysis to examine 

other design fields and examine how they negotiate what is considered “appropriate” design 

practice in light of increasingly embedded technological artifacts. 

As technology becomes increasingly ubiquitous, the importance of understanding the 

practices of those designing these systems cannot be overstated.  In particular, the political, 

economic, and social realities undergirding design fields such as information architecture 

remain unexplored.  This study is the first step towards this goal. 
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Appendix A – Some disciplines influencing IA 
epistemology/methodology [adapted from (Rosenfeld, 
2002)] 
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Appendix B – Materials analyzed for this study50 
Table 5:  Primary materials about IA practice 

Title Author Date 

Information First Evernden & Evernden 2003 

Web Navigation Fleming 1998 

The Elements of User Experience Garrett 2002 

Ambient Findability Morville 2005 

Practical Information Architecture Reiss 2000 

Information Architecture for the World Wide Web (2nd ed) Rosenfeld & Morville 2002 

Information Architecture for Designers Van Dijck 2003 

Information Architecture:  Blueprints for the Web Wodtke 2003 

 

Chapters about IA 

Brinck, T., Gergle, D., & Wood, S. D. (2002). Usability for the Web:  Designing Web sites that 

work. 

Kuniavsky, M. (2003). Observing the user experience:  A practitioner’s guide to user research. 

Van Duyne, D. K., Landay, J. A., & Hong, J. I. (2003). The design of sites:  Patterns, principles, and 

processes for crafting a customer-centered Web experience.  

Veen, J. (2000). The art and science of Web design. 

Wurman, R. S., Leifer, L., Sume, D., Whitehouse, K., & Nolan, M. J. (2001). Information 

anxiety 2.  

Secondary materials (often read/recommended by IA practitioners) 

Bowker, G. C., & Star, S. L. (1999). Sorting things out:  Classification and its consequences. 

                                                
50 Complete citations are listed in the References section. 
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Appendix C – Recruitment form 
In Context:  Information Architects, Politics and Interdisciplinarity 

Hello, 
My name is Adrienne Massanari, and I am a doctoral candidate at the University of 
Washington in the Department of Communication.  I am currently working on my 
dissertation, which involves Information Architecture.  

 
[Insert information about the potential participant’s qualifications, such as book titles, or 
presentations given at conferences here.  Mention my attendance at the IA Summit to 
remind them that they met me there.] 

 
I want to understand how individuals working within the field of Information Architecture 
talk about this emerging discipline. As a well-versed and highly regarded expert in this area, I 
would like to interview you to get a better understanding of how you think about IA.  Some 
topic areas I’m interested in discussing include: 

• the work you see as falling under the category of “IA;” 
• the type and kind of growth you’ve seen in the field during the last ten years;  
• IA’s relation to other fields such as graphic design, usability, human-computer 

interaction, etc.; and  
• the ethical and political implications of work within this field. 

Participation in this study is voluntary. 
 

If you choose to take part, I would like to spend about 45-60 minutes talking with you about 
the topics above.  This interview will be voluntarily audiotaped.  Before scheduling the 
interview, I will e-mail you a copy of the informed consent form for this study, which you 
can either fax to my personal (secure) fax line, or send to me at my office address via U.S. 
postal mail. 

 
A week before the scheduled interview, I will send you a list of topics I am hoping to 
discuss.  Of course, you should feel free to add other topic areas if they seem appropriate 
and/or particularly important to your own conceptualization of the field.  These interviews 
will be on-the-record, so you will have the opportunity to review and approve any quotes 
that are attributed to you before the study is presented or published. 

 
Please contact me at <<Redacted>> or alm2@u.washington.edu* if you are interested in 
participating.  If you are unavailable or unwilling to complete this study, but would like more 
information about my research project, please contact me directly. 

 
Thank you for your time. 
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Appendix D – Consent form 
UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON 

CONSENT FORM 
In Context:  Information Architects, Politics and Interdisciplinarity 

Name:  Adrienne Massanari Academic Affiliation:  
Department of Communication 

UW College of:  
Arts & Sciences 

Telephone: <<Redacted>> E-mail*: alm2@u.washington.edu Faculty Advisor:  Kirsten 
Foot 

*Please note that I cannot ensure the confidentiality of information sent via e-mail.   
 

Researcher’s statement 
I am asking you to be in a research study.  The purpose of this consent form is to give you 
the information you will need to help you decide whether to be in the study or not.  Please 
read the form carefully.  You may ask questions about the purpose of the research, what I 
would ask you to do, the possible risks and benefits, your rights as a volunteer, and anything 
else about the research or this form that is not clear.  When I have answered all your 
questions, you can decide if you want to be in the study or not.  This process is called 
“informed consent.”  I will give you a copy of this form for your records. 
 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
I want to better understand how individuals working within the field of Information 
Architecture talk about this emerging discipline. I would like to interview experts (those who 
have written and/or presented extensively about the field to professional practitioners) 
about their experiences to better understand how they think about: 

• what the discipline is;  
• its growth in the last ten years;  
• its relation to other fields such as graphic design, usability, human-computer 

interaction, etc.; and  
• the ethical and political implications of the field. 

 
STUDY PROCEDURES 
If you choose to be in this study, I would like to interview you (via phone) about your 
experiences with the field of IA. The interview will last about 45-60 minutes and will focus 
on the subject areas listed above.  For example, I will ask you, “Based on your perspective of 
the field, what is Information Architecture (IA)?,”  “What tools do you consider most useful 
to the practice of IA?,” and “What are the ethical responsibilities you see IAs having when 
dealing with making information accessible?” You may refuse to answer any question I ask, 
or end the interview at any time. 
 
With your permission, I would like to digitally record your interview so that I can have an 
accurate record. Only I will have access to the digital file, which will be kept in a password-
protected file on my personal computer. I will transcribe your interview tape within 6 weeks 
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of your interview, assign a study code to the transcript, and destroy the tape. Please indicate 
below whether or not you give your permission for me to audiotape your interview. 
 
RISKS, STRESS, OR DISCOMFORT 
Some people feel that providing information for research is an invasion of privacy. I have 
addressed concerns for your privacy in the section below. Some people feel self-conscious 
when they are audiotaped.  Some people may feel stress when talking about the ethical 
considerations of their profession.  
 
I will offer you the opportunity to review transcripts from the interview and edit/approve 
any quotes I will attribute to you in the presentation or publication of this research. 
 
BENEFITS OF THE STUDY 
I hope the results of this study will help us better understanding of the ways experts are 
thinking about the field of IA. Your participation will help individual practitioners and other 
professionals within the fields of user-experience design to better understand the current and 
future trajectory of this discipline.  You may not directly benefit from taking part in this 
research study. 
 
OTHER INFORMATION 
Information about you is confidential. I will code the study information. I will keep the link 
between your name and the code in a separate, secured location until December 2007. Then 
I will destroy the link.  If the results of this study are published or presented, I will not use 
your name unless you have given me your permission to publish your name.   
 
Government or university staff sometimes review studies such as this one to make sure they 
are being done safely and legally.  If a review of this study takes place, your records may be 
examined.  The reviewers will protect your privacy.  The study records will not be used to 
put you at legal risk of harm. 

 

Taking part in this study is voluntary. You can stop or withdraw from this study at any time.   
 

I may want to re-contact you about future related research.  Please indicate below whether or 
not you give your permission for us to re-contact you for this purpose.  Giving your 
permission for me to re-contact you does not obligate you in any way. 

 
I may want to quote you using your name.  In that case, I will ask you to review the quote 
and edit it before giving your written permission to publish the quote with your name. 

 
 

Printed name of study staff obtaining consent  Signature   Date 
 
 

Subject’s statement 
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This study has been explained to me.  I volunteer to take part in this research.  I have had a 
chance to ask questions.  If I have questions later about the research, I can ask one of the 
researchers listed above.  If I have questions about my rights as a research subject, I can call 
the Human Subjects Division at (206) 543-0098. I will receive a copy of this consent form. 

 
 

Printed name of subject   Signature of subject   Date 
 

 
_____I give my permission for the researcher to audiotape my interview.  
_____I do NOT give my permission for the researcher to audiotape my interview.  
 
___ I give the researcher permission to re-contact me for future related research studies. 
___ I do NOT give the researcher permission to re-contact me. 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 
 Printed name of subject                       Signature of subject   Date 

 
Copies to: Researcher’s file 

 Subject 
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Appendix E – Questions for discourse analysis of IA 
texts [based on Fairclough (2003, pp. 191-194)] 
Defining the Field 

• How do these texts approach the practice of IA?  In what ways do they define 
“information”?  Do they explicitly discuss how IA is related to architecture?  To 
user-experience or graphic design?  Usability?  Information or library science? 

• Are there differences in the texts’ recounting of the history of the field?  What 
antecedents do they mention (if any) in terms of epistemological approach or 
practical method? 

 
Models 

• What sort of models do these texts use to describe the creation of user interfaces 
generally and the role of the Information Architect within that approach? 
 

Tools/Methods 
• What tools and methods do these texts describe?  If more than one is mentioned, 

how do they differentiate them in terms of the knowledge each one provides? 
• How do these methods overlap with other related disciplines (graphic design, 

usability, journalism, etc.)? 
 

Institutionalizing the Field 
• Do these texts suggest ways that practitioners can advocate for user-centered design 

generally (and IA in particular) inside their organizations?  What specific approaches 
do they discuss? 

• How do they suggest talking about the practice of IA to designers?  Developers?  
Usability experts? 
 

Presenting Results/Communication 
• How do these texts discuss the ways results should be presented to others on the 

design team?  Do the texts suggest a different approach depending on the audience? 
• What about presenting results to other stakeholders or those in the management 

team who are less technically inclined? 
 

Ethics/Politics 
• How do they describe the ethical consequences of the practice of IA? 
• In what ways do they state or imply the role that politics plays in the IA’s work? 

 
Return on Investment (ROI) 

• Do the texts mention the specific value that a well-designed information architecture 
can provide to an organization? 

• Do these texts talk about the ROI of information architecture?  How do they 
propose that IAs make a case for their work? 
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Appendix F – Text analysis of SIG-IA mailing list 
Below is a table of terms I used in my concordance analysis of the SIG-IA list.   

Term/Phrase Rationale 

Content Inventory 

Documents 

Functional specifications 

Mockups/Comps 

Personas 

Specs 

Use cases 

Wireframes 

Artifact 

Controlled Vocabulary 

Faceted Classification 

Taxonomy 

Thesaurus 

Artifact of IA work 

 

Design 

Development 

Ethics 

Information 

Information 

Interface 

Knowledge 

Politics 

Programming 

Concept 

 

Layout 

Page Design 

Typography 

Concept (related field) 

 

Customers End-user 
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End-user 

User 

IA/information architecture Field of interest 

Business 

Clients 

Stakeholders 

Management 

Card Sorting 

Contextual Inquiry 

Focus Groups 

Paper Prototyping 

Method 

Graphic design 

HCI/Human-Computer Interaction 

Information Design 

Interaction Design 

Interface Design 

User experience 

User-centered design 

Related field 

Photoshop 

Visio 

Word 

Tool (software) 
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Appendix G – Interview protocol 

Remind them that this is an “on-record” interview, so references to specific company names 
and projects should be eliminated. 

1) Based on your perspective of the field, what is IA?  

a. How do you see your activities supporting that idea? 

b. How do other disciplines influence the type of work you do? 

i. Graphic Design 

ii. Interaction Design 

iii. Library Science 

iv. HCI 

v. Usability/UCD 

2) What models do you consider most helpful when explaining the field to outsiders? 

a. Blueprinting (Wodtke) 

b. Levels of user experience (Garrett) 

c. Users, content, context (Rosenfeld & Morville) 

d. Others? 

3) What tools do you consider most useful to the practice of IA? 

a. Software 

b. Methods 

c. Other 

4) Tell me of a time when you designed a taxonomy/thesaurus.  

a. How did you go about creating it?  

b. What guided your choices in what to include? 

c. Exclude? 

5) A few years ago, A List Apart suggested that many Web/graphic designers were 
doing much the same work that IAs do, and that differentiating between the two 
groups is ridiculous (Olson, 2001).  How do you see the work of IAs being different 
as that done by designers?  How do you see it being similar?  Do you agree that there 
is growing animosity between the two communities?  

6) In what contexts do you find yourself talking about the return-on-investment (ROI) 
of IA? 
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a. In what ways do you consider the work in the IA field worthwhile? 

b. How do you discuss this with other IAs?  With designers?  With managers? 

7) Describe three ways in which you think the field of IA will change in the next 10 
years.  Now, describe how you’d like to see the field change in the next 10 years. 

8) In a recent study, IAs mentioned that they often see funding for user research as the 
first thing cut when budgets are tight.  Thus, the IA becomes the de facto “user 
advocate” for the company.  Do you see any tension between the IA as an “expert” 
on UCD and the IA as an “advocate” for users?  

9) What are the ethical responsibilities you see IAs having when dealing with making 
information accessible?


