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Getting Them to What They Want 
The best sites make it easy for users to get to their content. 
Here�s how they do it. 

Web designers spend lots of time, energy, and resources creating content for their sites, 
content they want users to find. Sometimes, users know what they want before they arrive 
at the home page. Sometimes, the designers provide useful content that users didn�t 
know existed.  

As designers, how do we get our users to both kinds of content, quickly and efficiently? 
In this report, we will answer this question by looking at the best practices we�ve found 
on the web.  

We�ve spent hundreds of hours watching people try to find content on web sites. Some 
sites always get their users to the critical content. Other sites don�t do nearly as well. 
We�ll share what separates the best from the worst. When we�re done, you�ll have some 
great ideas on where to go next.  

Users Find Content Three Ways 

From a home page, users have only three ways to look for content on the site. They can 
choose from the site�s category links, they can use the site�s search engine, or they can 
click on any featured content displayed on the home page. (Figure 1) 

Figure 1:Most home pages, such as aarp.org offer users three ways to 
navigate to content � 1) Search, 2) category links, or 3) featured content. 
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In our research, we tried to answer two important and related questions. First, what can 
designers do to get users to the content they are looking for? Second, what can designers 
do to take users to desirable content they were not looking for? In the usability tests we 
conducted to answer these questions, we asked users to find specific content they were 
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seeking. We observed the users and found that some sites got them to content better than 
others did. After examining data from hundreds of users on dozens of sites, and talking 
with teams that created these sites, we�ve identified eight best practices that make the 
best sites stand out from all the rest.  

We found that designers of the best sites: 

1. Keep users from using Search 
2. Know how their users think and what content they want  
3. Build home pages that reflect the site�s priorities 
4. Create categories that users can understand and differentiate  
5. Study their search logs to identify trigger words 
6. Use multilevel categories when necessary 
7. Understand that different users think differently 
8. Measure the success of the sites� categories 

Best Practice #1: Keep Users from Using Search 

Search engines are prominent on many web sites, so it�s logical to think they play an im-
portant role in helping users navigate to content. We all know that after having trouble 
locating what they are looking for, many users say, �I wish they had a search engine.� 
Therefore, when we noticed that the best sites actually worked hard to prevent users 
from using the search engine, it seemed counterintuitive to us�and worth investigating. 

As we examined users� click 
streams, we discovered that users 
that found content were far more 
successful when they navigated by 
using categories than by using 
Search. In fact, users were far more 
likely to find their target content 
when they didn�t use the site�s 
search facilities than when they 
did. (Figure 2) 
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Figure 2: Users were 77% more likely to find their target con-
tent when they didn�t use Search than when they did. 

Users ran into several problems 
when they tried finding content by 
using Search. For example, when 
one user tried searching for �Re-
turn Policy� on Amazon.com, she 
found 43 books on the topic, but 
nothing that explained Ama-
zon.com�s policy. 

If users successfully made it to a search area that which would have the content they 
sought, they often had trouble entering the right words. Often, something as simple as a 
misspelled word would stop them�and few search engines helped them find or correct 
the error. In addition, users often made mistakes in the syntax of complex searches.  

Finally, users can have trouble interpreting the results. It is often difficult for users to 
determine why the search produced the results it gave them. Search results can be cryp-
tic, terse descriptions, often taken directly from the HTML title tags�text designers 
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rarely considered important in the design process. Users had more trouble dealing with 
multi-page lists of hits than with single-page lists. Multi-page lists were far less useful 
than single-page of results. The users we observed rarely went to the second page of re-
sults, and almost no one clicked beyond the second page. 

Search worked best on sites such as Amazon.com, where users can easily specify a target 
using a predefined element such as a title or author. For example, it�s easy to find the 
Britney Spears� CD,  �Oops! I Did It Again� if you know either the title or the performer, 
there�s only one possible result. However, there are dozens of sweaters on the Lands� 
End site, and that�s the kind of situation where users got into trouble. Most sites are 
more like Lands� End than they are like Amazon.com. 

Because of the problems with Search, users failed to find their target content as often as 
70% of the time. While enhanced technology might solve some of the problems, we be-
lieve that the optimal search solutions are still several years away. Therefore, in the 
meantime, we need to look at the short-term solution of keeping users from going to 
search in the first place. 

l  

u

If Search doesn�t take users to desired content, then users have only two other choices: 
the category links or the featured content. Designers can try to put the most popular con-
tent in the featured section, but there are limits to the real estate. Therefore, designers 
need to encourage users to follow category links to increase the odds that users will get 
the content they are seeking. 

Get Users to Content They Weren�t Even Looking For  

We also looked at how users discovered content they 
were not looking for but found desirable or interesting�
a common occurrence. For example, in our study of e-
commerce sites, many users ended up finding�and 
frequently purchasing�products that weren�t on their 
shopping lists. We think designers can easily encourage 
this behavior. In all our tests, most users who found 
these unexpected products got there by using category 
links. We found that category links led users to this 
content 3 times more often than Search results did.  
(Figure 3) 

C
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Surprisingly, we 
also discovered 
that users were 3 
times more likely 
to continue brows-
ing if they�d 
followed category 
links to their 
original desired 
content than it 
they got there with 
Search. (Figure 4) 
Apparently, users who follow category links see a lot more o
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those who use Search, so they�re much more likely to discover additional content that in-
terests them. Conversely, those who use Search effectively skip over the site�s informa-
tion architecture and see only the narrow scope of their tasks. 

Interestingly, no user got to this unexpected content by following home page links to fea-
tured content. (We�ll talk more on this later.) 

Therefore, the designers of the best sites seem to understand that Search keeps users 
from getting want they want�and from finding content they were unaware they wanted. 

Search = Failure of the Links 

When you watch as many users as we have, you begin to see patterns in their behavior. 
For example, we noticed almost immediately that users go to Search only after they�ve 
decided that the links on the page didn�t meet their requirements. 

When users arrive on a page, they first scan for the key words (we call them trigger 
words) that are relevant to what they are seeking. Only when they don�t find any trigger 
words, do they use Search. 

Do some users always use Search? 

Figure 5: All of the users on Petstore.com chose categories to 
locate specific content even though search was a prominent 
option on the page. 

In the academic community that 
studies web-site usability, there�s a 
theory called Search Dominance, 
which asserts that a certain segment 
of the population will always use 
Search. The theorists often equate 
this to being left-handed � some peo-
ple are just born that way.  

But we disagree.  

In a recent study of e-commerce 
sites, we asked 30 users to shop on 
three to six sites each. As we�ve 
heard in other studies, many of these 
users told us that they always use 
Search, no matter what the home 
page looks like. 

F  
l -
g

However, when we watched these us-
ers shop, we found that nobody ex-
clusively used Search on every site. 
In fact, 18% of the users always used 
category links. The rest used Search 
on some sites and used category links 
on the others. 

When we examined our data, we 
found site after site where every test 
participant used Search. Surprisingly, 
this was true on 21% of the tested 
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sites. We could believe that this would happen on one, maybe two, sites. However, we 
found it very interesting that this happened on 21% of the sites tested.  

Imagine a restaurant in which every diner is left-handed. The probability of this happen-
ing at random is extremely low. Now, imagine that every diner is left-handed in 21% of 
all the restaurants in the whole city. The probability of that happening by luck is ex-
tremely low. Something else must have caused it.  

If the search-dominance theory is correct, then its counterpart, category dominance must 
also exist. So this should not have happened: some users should�ve have used only cate-
gory links on those same sites. 

How do we account for the fact that every test participant used only Search on certain 
sites? We believe that the site designs created these results. Every user on these sites 
had trouble finding the trigger words they wanted, so they had to search�that is, they 
created their own trigger words. The designers unintentionally (or maybe intentionally) 
created category links that kept users from finding their trigger words. (Figures 6 and 7) 

Is Search a Shortcut? 

Designers often tell us they want users to go to the search engine. They say, �If users 
know exactly what they want, the search engine is the fastest way to get it.� Intuitively, 
this makes sense: If users tell the search engine what they want, it should take them di-
rectly to that content. We tested this theory in a recent study. By studying the click 
streams of users who knew exactly what they wanted and found it, we learned that users 
who used the search engine took an average of 5.1 clicks to find their content. By con-
trast, users who followed category links got to their content in an average of 4.4 clicks.  
These results show that category links were faster than Search! Moreover, we�ve found 
consistently similar results in many of the studies we�ve done. We believe this disproves 
the presumption that Search is a shortcut.  

Keep Users from Using Search 

This finding doesn�t mean that designers of the best sites eliminate Search or hide the 
links. However, it does mean they�ve found a way to keep users from Search in the first 
place. For example, the successful Petstore.com site had a prominent search box on the 
home page, yet every user went straight to the category listings. (Figure 5) 

Best Practice #2: Understand How Users Think About the Site�s Content 

As we�ve stated, the best way for designers to ensure that users click on category links 
instead of using Search is to provide the right trigger words on the page. The best way to 
find the most-effective trigger words is to understand how users think about the content 
of the site. 

In our tests, we�ve noticed that users, who had never been on these sites before, some-
times just seem to know where to look, apparently without needing to give the categories 
much thought. It�s as if the user knew where they were going to go even before the home 
page loaded. 

On other sites, however, users pause and carefully consider all of the site�s category 
choices. On these sites, users have acted as if they�d never seen these categories before. 
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When we looked for patterns, we noticed that the type of content determined whether us-
ers instantly knew where to go. For example, users in our e-commerce studies immedi-
ately knew where to go on every site that sold clothing or pet supplies, but they seemed 
lost on sites that sold electronic gadgets or computer accessories. (This discovery inter-
ested us: most of the users were technically competent and we would�ve expected tech-
nical sites to do well.) 

Based on these observations, we 
concluded that sites require dif-
ferent kinds of designs to accom-
modate the varying levels of 
knowledge users have about the 
site�s content. We formulated a 
hypothesis that the more users 
know about the content�s catego-
ries, the more likely they will use 
those categories.  

Figure 7: Survey we used to measure pre-existing knowledge of 
categories. We asked participants to write the names of the cate-
gory where they would expect to find the item listed on the left. 

To test this hypothesis, we adminis-
tered a simple survey to hundreds 
of people to learn how familiar they 
were with the categories of five dif-
ferent types of content. We asked 
participants to examine lists of spe-
cific products and then write down 
the words or phrases they would 
look for on a web site selling each 
product. (Figure 7)  

1

c
a

Then we compiled the data to see 
which words or phrases occurred 
most often for each product. We 
used the term level of agreement to 
describe the percentage of people 
who listed a particular word or 
phrase to categorize an item. A high 
level of agreement means that many 
people share an understanding of 
the best way to categorize an item. 
The survey showed that pet sup-
plies had the highest level of agree-
ment, and gadgets (such as a home 
weather station) had the lowest 
level of agreement. (Figure 8) 

When we compared these findings to o
clicking on a category or using Search,
clothing sites most often clicked on cat
and gadget sites were least likely to fol
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ur data showing whether users found products by 
 we found that users on the pet supplies and 
egories first, while those on computer accessories 
low category links. (Figure 9) 

UIE Reports: Best Practices Series 



Getting Them to What They Want  www.uie.com 

Different Types of Sites Require Different Designs 

These results showed us that different 
types of sites require different types 
of designs. The major difference is 
whether users have trouble categoriz-
ing the content. When users have a 
low level of agreement with the site�s 
categories, designers need to create 
more-explicit categories with lots of 
different trigger words. When there is 
a high level of agreement, designers 
can use fewer category links. (Figure 
10) 

How can designers determine the us-
ers� level of agreement for their site�s 
content? One way is to repeat the survey we conducted, giving users a list of content 
they might seek and asking them to write down category words or phrases they would 
expect to find. If the users all agree on the category for an item of content, they�ll use 
those categories. Lower levels of agreement mean that designers can improve their cate-
gories by using the most-popular user terms as trigger words.  

Figure 10: Users were most likely to agree on categories for 
apparel sites, such as the Gap. Consequently, apparel sites do 
not need to provide as much category description on their 
homepage.  

Best Practice #3: Reflect the Site�s Priorities on the Home Page 

Home pages are not simple. They have to reflect the goals of the organization�and most 
organizations have many goals�and they have to be usable. For example, e-commerce 
sites exist mainly to sell things. However, these sites have other goals, including promot-
ing new product lines and enticing shoppers to buy featured or sale products.  

The challenge for designers is to use a limited amount of real estate to accomplish each 
goal as well as possible. Not all goals are equal, so designers need to ensure that the dis-
tribution of space on the home page reflects the correct priorities. Designers often tell us 
there are two competing goals for the highest priority: 

1. Ensuring that users who know what they want get the content they seek; and 

2. Ensuring that users who are 
unaware of the site�s total 
breadth and depth leave the 
site knowing what content is 
available. 

Figure 11: PC Connection handles competing priorities by 
dividing their homepage into sections.  

If these two priorities really were 
equal, it would seem logical to split 
the home page evenly, designing half 
of the page for users who know where 
they want to go and using the other 
half to point the remaining users to 
featured content that shows off the 
breadth of the site. Some designers 
even have the featured content 
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change regularly--sometimes as often as every page refresh--so users are constantly in-
troduced to the site�s wealth of content. 

The designers of PC Connection�s home page used a version of this 50-50 method. (Fig-
ure 11) The most prominent part of the home page features sale products, with most of 
the site�s categories relegated to a thin navigation bar below the scroll of the page.  

When we watched users visit the PC Connection site, we noticed that many users who 
knew what they wanted didn�t see the categories below the fold and therefore ended up 
going to the search engine (and risked not finding their target content). 

We also noticed a handful of featured 
products on the home page did not 
impress users who didn�t have a 
specific product in mind. Because 
these users couldn�t see the breadth 
of what the site had to offer, many of 
them left the site before identifying 
any products of interest. If featuring 
sale products on the home page were 
effective, we would expect to see 
users impulsively adding these fea-
tured products to their shopping 
carts. Although we saw many 
shoppers make impulse purchases, 
none of them purchased featured 
products on the home page. F

t
tUnlike the PC Connection.com home 

page, the Staples.com home page 
gives category links the majority of 
the center real estate, while it rele-
gates the featured products to the 
left-most column. (Figure 12) This 
serves both types of users. Those 
who know exactly what they are look-
ing for can find a category that de-
scribes their needs, and those who 
aren�t as focused get a good overview 
of Staples� offerings. 

Like the Staples.com home page, the 
CancerNet.com home page uses 
many category links. (Figure 13) We 
think it�s interesting that the Can-
cerNet home page has so little fea-
tured content. However, this strong 
focus on category links helps the site 
communicates its contents extremely 
effectively, even for people visiting 
the site for the first time.  

Page 10  
igure 12: Staples puts uses most of its page real estate for 
he category links, with the featured products relegated to 
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Figure 13: CancerNet has virtually no featured content on 
the homepage, only category links to demonstrate the wealth
of available content. 
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Based on our studies, we�ve concluded that the best sites look more like Staples.com and 
CancerNet.com and less like PC Connection.com. Our research shows that even though 
Staples.com doesn�t display products prominently on its home page, its in-depth display 
of the site�s contents is likely to generate impulse sales. Similarly, with its many cate-
gory links, CancerNet will likely lead users to content they weren�t previously aware of, 
such as new cancer treatments or clinical trials. 

Best Practice #4: Clearly Differentiate Your Categories 

Once designers know what real estate they will devote to 
categories, the next challenge is determining which catego-
ries will be most effective�by using the best trigger words 
As we�ve noted, designers can find trigger words by asking 
potential users what categories they�d look for. However, that 
won�t give designers all the categories. 

Category links always appear with other category links and 
they work best when they�re clear and distinguishable 
throughout the site, not only on the home page.  

For example, category links on the Marketplace4U.com site 
show users the products the site sells, but users had trouble 
choosing the correct category. (Figure 14) In one test, a 
shopper who wanted wireless headphones (so she wouldn�t 
disturb her husband while watching TV) couldn�t decide 
between Home Audio, Home Video, or Portable Audio. 

Figure 14: A user looking fo 
wireless headphones on Mar-
ketplace4U.com couldn�t decide
between Home Audio, Home 
Video, or Portable Audio. 

Note that the confusion was specific to this user�s task. Out 
of context, the categories seem clear. However, the different-
iation fades within the context: searching for wireless headphones. Home Audio seemed 
a likely choice because headphones are audio devices and she wanted it for her home. 
However, Portable Audio could also be a candidate because headphones are portable. 
Finally, Home Video also made sense because she wanted to use the headphones with 
her TV. In the end, the user gave up struggling with the categories, used Search, and 
subsequently, never found headphones to buy. 

Figure 15: One shoppercouldn�t tell the difference between Women and Young Attitude on the Macys.com site. Which category 
would show her good clothes for school? She also didn�t understand the difference between Beauty and Boutiques. 

A similar problem confused users on the Macys.com site. 
(Figure 15) An 18-year-old student, shopping for clothes for 
her first semester in college, didn�t know whether to click on 
Women or Young Attitude, In addition, she didn�t know the 
difference between Beauty and Boutiques, and didn�t know 
what she�d find under Trends. 

Figure 16: Macys.com users 
didn�t understand the differ-
ence between Dorm Stuff and 
Her Stuff. 

When she chose Young Attitude, the next set of categories 
also confused her. (Figure 16) Although she understood the 
difference between Her Stuff and His Stuff, she didn�t know 
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if Dorm Stuff would lead her to clothes especially for dormitory life. (When we checked, 
we found that the category contains items such as small microwave ovens, towels, CD 
players, and inflatable chairs--but no clothing.) 

Category links are like doors. Imag-
ine entering a library, knowing ex-
actly which book you wanted and 
finding that all the shelves are be-
hind labeled doors. If we haven�t la-
beled the doors clearly, giving you 
clues about how each label differs 
from the others, you have no chance 
of locating the book. However, if 
we�d made it easy for you to choose 
the correct door, you�d find the book 
immediately. This is how users ap-
proach category links. When design-
ers have clearly differentiated the 
categories, the links lead users to 
their desired content almost immedi-
ately. When the differentiations 
aren�t clear, users struggle and rarely 
find the content they seek. 

The Staples.com designers used sub-
categories to help differentiate 
among major categories such as Of-
fice Supplies, Furniture, Technology, 
and Business Services. (Figure 17) A us
quickly in the Lighting subcategory und
tridge found it quickly under Technology

F
O

CancerNet.com takes a slightly different
18) It uses bulleted descriptions to help
gory. Although a first-time visitor might 
how Treatment Options differs from Clin
Testing for Cancer, the bulleted items un
make the distinctions clear. 

These examples show that the best site d
ingful trigger words to differentiate amon
keep users from defaulting to Search. Th
between Staples.com and the less-succe
place4U.com is the abundance of trigger
designers have included.  

Use Descriptive Words to Identify Trigger

Unfortunately, as we�ve noted, it�s not ea
propriate trigger words. Words and phra
understand may be meaningless jargon t
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designers live with those terms every day, but a user could be seeing them for the first 
time.  

The developers of the best sites have 
told us they start creating good trig-
ger words by looking at a subset of 
these words, which we call descrip-
tive words. They get these descrip-
tive words by asking users directly 
what they are looking for.  

Figure 17: A user looking for �rechargeable batteries for a 
digital camera� quickly found the �digital cameras� link. 

For example, one Lands� End shop-
per told us he wanted �a pair of 
men�s pants, for working in a casual 
office.� For him, the descriptive 
words are �men�s,� �men�s pants,� 
�working,� �casual,� and �office.�  

To demonstrate how descriptive words influence the way users choose content on the 
sites we studied; we counted how often these words appeared on the home page. If the 
users� descriptive words had no impact, we would see no relationship between their 
presence and whether users used category links or Search. 

In fact, our analysis showed that users were twice as likely to select categories over 
Search when the links included these descriptive words.  

Therefore, asking users is a great way to identify their trigger words. Designers can start 
with the descriptive words, and then ask users to give them likely synonyms. For exam-
ple, a user looking for a modem might start with �accessories,� but a little brainstorming 
can turn up terms such as �peripherals� and �communications hardware.�  

Best Practice #5: Use Search Logs to Identify Trigger Words 

Another way to identify users� trigger words is to examine 
the terms they�ve typed into the search box. Using this 
technique, we found that users� search terms matched the 
descriptive words 82% of the time. It�s as if users are cre-
ating their ideal link. 

For example, a user looking for a �computer vacuum to 
clean out computer� typed both �computer vacuum� and 
�computer vacuum cleaner.� Another user looking for 
�Friskies poultry platter cat food� typed �Friskies Dry 
Food.� 

In fact, our analysis showed that users� search terms were 
not present on the page 71% of the time. This is further 
evidence to support our theory that users are most likely to 
go to Search when they fail to find trigger words on the page. When we looked at the re-
maining 29% of the searches, we frequently discovered that the trigger words were pre-
sent, but the site design obscured them. We have no evidence whether the user saw 
these hidden trigger words, but we believe that most probably didn�t.  

Figure 18: A shopper looking for 
a graphics tablet on Tech-
Store.com couldn�t find it in the 
categories, so she typed �Graphics 
Tablet� into the search engine. 
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For example, a user looking for a 
graphics tablet on TechStore.com 
rigorously searched the available 
categories. (Figure 18) After decid-
ing, that none of the categories 
worked she finally went to the 
search box and typed in �Graphics 
Tablet.� She never did find one to 
buy, even though the site sold 
about a dozen different models. 

 Target Search Words 
Mac Pack for Palm V �Mac Pack for palm V�

Pokemon Yellow game �Pokemon Yellow� 

Sp
ec

if
ic

 

Swiss Army Knife �Knife Swiss Army� 

Frye boots �boots� 

MS Intellimouse �mouse� 

Colored pencils �craft supplies� 

Pearl earrings �jewelry� G
en

er
a
l 

Chino pants �men's pants� 
Table 1: Search terms users entered. Note that the final five 
items are general categories, even though the user was looking 
for specific items. 

Our study of users� search terms 
found an interesting pattern that 
casts doubt on the common wisdom 
that people go to Search to look for 
something specific. Under this logic, 
most of the search terms should have 
been specific, such as the first three 
items in Table 1. However, we found 
that users entered general terms 
more than half the time, such as the 
last five items in Table 1. 

F o-
r

By paying close attention to what 
users are telling them through their 
search terms, designers can identify 
both the specific trigger words and the g

Best Practice #6: Use Multiple Levels for

The word a designer chooses for a 
category is a short hand for all of the 
content that users will find 
underneath that category. Sometimes, 
no single word or phrase will ade-
quately describe that content. 

 
e

The designers who create the best 
sites understand this idea. To support 
the category titles, they dig into the 
site�s hierarchy and bring the content 
to the surface. 

For example, categories on the Cisco 
site include Ordering, Partners & 
Resellers, and Service & Support. 
(Figure 19) Cisco�s designers provide 
links to major content areas under 
each category heading so users can 
see what each category covers and jump 
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igure 19: Cisco�s homepage shows multiple levels of categ
ies all on one page.
eneral category users expect to see.  

 Category Information 

 
Figure 20: CNN.com uses story links to list the articles in
ach category.
directly to the correct content. The designers of 
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CNN.com, had to include so many 
stories that they created many groups 
to help users find what they want. 
(Figure 20) Some of these group 
categories are obvious, such as 
Sports and Finance. However, some 
of them aren�t as clear to users, who 
might have trouble choosing from 
U.S. News, Politics, and Inter-
national. However, the design gen-
erally works well. 

  
s
u
AConversely, the categories on 

MSNBC.com don�t reveal specific article
over the headings. 

Although the MSNBC.com design conser
ing the whole hierarchy at once.  

Our research shows that the best designs
ries, providing more places where trigger
are clearer and better differentiated. The
because it lets users compare many cate

Best Practice #7: Understand that Differ

As we discussed above in Best Practice #
understand what makes each category di
understand what the category means at a

One recent client was a technical recruit
cool feature to help jobseekers show off t
�TechFolio� and placed it prominently o
link.  

The designers were puzzled. When they 
would be helpful. However, they all said
to help them.  

What happened? The designers had bee
a year, and it seemed like a great idea to
ertheless, the obscure name meant nothi

This wasn�t the first time we�ve heard a s
words that make sense to them, but comp

Development teams for the best sites und
work hard to avoid it, carefully scrutinizi
confusion. 

In addition to avoiding obscure terms, th
rized things the way different users migh
categories in more than one place to acc

Page 15  
Figure 21: MSNB.com uses ActiveX mouseovers to show the
tories in each category. This design makes it difficult for 
sers to determine what stories live under topics such as 
merica Strikes Back and Special Coverage. 
 headlines until users move the mouse cursor 

ves screen real estate, it keeps users from see-

 use the site�s content to enhance the catego-
 words can appear and creating categories that 
refore, the CNN.com design is more effective 
gories at once. 

ent Users Think Differently 

4, it�s important to ensure that users clearly 
fferent. Part of that is making sure that the users 
ll. 

ing company whose designers had created a 
heir accomplishments. They named the feature 
n the site. However, nobody ever clicked on the 

showed this feature to users, all the users said it 
 they didn�t expect something named TechFolio 

n working with the TechFolio concept for almost 
 them, something that made perfect sense. Nev-
ng to the users. 

tory like this. Designers often use terms and 
letely mystify users. 

erstand that this problem can happen and they 
ng every term, looking to see if they cause any 

ese designers also make sure they�ve catego-
t expect. Sometimes this means putting sub-
ommodate these different ways of thinking. For 
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example, the Sears.com designers 
needed to decide whether to place 
floor care products (vacuums, floor 
cleaners, and accessories such as fil-
ters and hoses) under Appliances or 
Housewares.  

F n-
d

It was a tough decision, but the de-
signers did a smart thing: they put 
Floor Care under both categories. (Figur
ance that people use to maintain the hou

Nordstrom also puts products under 
more than one category. Shoppers on 
the site can find products by cat-
egory, brand, department, or special 
sizes. (Figure 23) For example, a 
shopper could find the same pair of 
maternity pants by choosing �Pants� 
under �category� or �Maternity� 
under �department.� This design ex-
poses customers to many brands they 
might otherwise never see. 

F

Users usually don�t think the same 
way designers do, and they rarely 
even think like each other. Giving 
users multiple paths to the same con-
tent ensures that they get what they 
want and introduces them to the other co

Best Practice #8: Measure the Categorie

Many organizations we�ve worked with fo
steps: work hard on a design, considerin
next design. However, few of these teams
they don�t know whether they�ve accomp

On the other hand, organizations that pro
and test each design. It isn�t hard to do a

They often do this with simple usability 
ment or a special laboratory. All they ne
ers who are looking for content they wan

And it can be easy to find users. For exa
site keeps a list of local people who regu
they ask a few of these users to come int
want to buy or sell. They interview them 
products (getting their descriptive words
the site. 
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igure 22: The designers put their Floor Care products u
er both Appliances and Housewares. 
e 22) After all, a vacuum cleaner is an appli-
se.  

 
igure 23: Nordstrom gives multiple paths into the content.
ntent available on the site. 

s� Success   

llow a development process with only a few 
g every aspect, launch it, then move on to the 
 look at the site after they launch it. Therefore, 
lished what they set out to achieve.  

duce the best sites do take the time to review 
nd it doesn�t take much time. 

tests, tests that don�t require any fancy equip-
ed is for someone on the team to watch real us-
t. 

mple, one organization with an online auction 
larly buy and sell on the site. Every so often, 
o their offices with some items in mind they 
for a few minutes, ask them to describe the 
), and then have them complete their tasks on 
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One important measure is the users� confidence level�how sure are they that they�ll 
find what they want. During the test, the team frequently asks users, �Do you think 
you�re getting closer to your goal?� (Some groups use a seven-point scale from �Much 
Farther� to �Much Closer�) 

We�ve found that more-confident users are more likely to reach their target content. By 
measuring user confidence throughout the process, design teams can discover which 
categories work well and which ones fail to help users. 

These designers also look for other clues: 

• Do users go to the search engine?  
• If so, what do they type into the search box? 
• Were those words prominent on the page? 
• Did some of the site�s terms confuse users?  
• Are the users� descriptive words (and likely synonyms) clearly visible on the 

page? 

Sometimes the teams will ask users to name the categories in which they expect to find 
the products. At other times, they�ll look at the pages found at the next level down in the 
hierarchy to look for potential trigger words. They�ll use the words they find to create a 
multilevel category list. 

There are many ways to measure whether a design meets its goals. The specific tech-
niques aren�t important, as long as the team is learning what they can do better. After 
all, we can only improve when we have a chance to learn from both our mistakes and our 
successes. 

Getting Them to What They Want 

When all is said and done, what matters most is that the users get the content they want, 
whether they new it existed or not. For most sites, if the users get what they want, every-
one wins. 

Our research has convinced us that categories play a huge role in the users succeeding. 
We were surprised in some of our findings, such as the importance of pre-existing 
knowledge and trigger words, but as often is the case with this type of research, it makes 
sense once the entire puzzle begins to take form. We were surprised the most by how 
consistent this research is across lots of different sites and many different users. 

To make sure that your site is similar, you�ll want to measure it, using the techniques in 
the previous section. You�ll want to watch users and see what they do. You may find the 
results surprising, too. 

Your Thoughts 

What you think about the practices we�ve discussed? Do they match with your experi-
ence? Have you found other practices that work well for you? 

Please email your thoughts to us at UIEReports@uie.com. We�d love to hear from you. 
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About User Interface Engineering 

About Us - User Interface Engineering is a leading research-driven company specializing 
in web site and product usability. By providing usability information based on detailed 
observations rather than opinions, we empower development teams to create web sites, 
software applications, and other products that increase customer satisfaction and loyalty. 

Best Practices Report Series - Based on years of watching real users on real web sites, this 
report series reveals design practices of sites that are the most successful. We�ve packed 
each report with practical, hands-on advice plus plenty of examples from live, produc-
tion web sites. You�ll learn exactly what the best sites do to succeed and find out what 
mistakes to avoid. Contact us at uie@uie.com if you would like us to notify you as soon 
as we release our next report. 

User Interface Engineering Web Site - Our web site, www.uie.com, has many resources for 
people involved in web and product development, including: 

• Free white papers about our recent e-commerce research 
• Articles on various aspects of web and product usability, including paper proto-

typing 
• Descriptions and schedules for our public courses 
• Upcoming conferences where we will be speaking 
• Information about our products and services 
• An outline and sample chapter from our book, Web Site Usability: A Designer�s 

Guide 
• A sign-up form to be a participant in one of our usability studies 

Courses  - Designing for Dollars: Discover How People Buy Online is our 2-day course on 
e-commerce. You�ll learn ways to turn your visitors into purchasers and dramatically in-
crease revenue. The 1-day Product Usability: Survival Techniques course introduces pa-
per prototyping and rapid interative development. Web Sites that Work: Designing with 
Your Eyes Open is a 2-day course that gives you hands-on experience with the factors 
that make web sites usable. We offer public courses in Boston and San Francisco, or we 
can come to you for on-site corporate training. 

User Interface Conference - March 18 � 21, 2002 in San Francisco. If you can only at-
tend one conference this year, this is it! At User Interface 6 West, you'll get 4 days 
brimming with web design and usability insights from the field's greatest experts � 2 
days of in-depth, full-day tutorials, 1 day of dynamic short presentations, and 1 day 
packed with User Interface Engineering's latest research findings. 
http://www.uiconf.com 

How to reach UIE - If you have questions or would like more information about our offer-
ings, please send e-mail to uie@uie.com. You can reach us at (978) 374-8300, by fax at 
(978) 374-9175, or by mail at 242 Neck Road, Bradford, Massachusetts 01835, USA.  
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