Junk IA vs Nav
interact is applied to  all representational systems rely on interface elements to be usable.  Number notations, such as Arabic and Roman numerals, are essentially formal interfaces for numbers.  Their objective is to make accessible the semantic elements and relations of numbers.  Some properties of numbers are easy to represent in these notations, others are not.  The more that is understood about the link between the visible and the underlying semantic elements represented the more we will understand the possibilities of internal representation.  Geographical maps, for instance, are interface  of Arguably the semantic structure of English is For instance, in one of the major discussions on information architecture, Rosenfeld and XXX treat label laws to be a major area of information architecture.  Yet since two systems of labels could be provided for the same architecture it is hard to see how one’s choice of labels is an architectural decision.  This is not to suggest that the normative principles  for selecting the labels to use on a web site,  is not closely related to information architecture.  Some of these principles will overlap since the choice of a category scheme and the choice of descriptors for a category scheme are linked.  But one is an interface decision, the other a decision that must take into account extensibility,  .   . 

Information Architecture vs. Navigation: a fundamental distinction

Introduction:   

In the design of large scale web sites few decisions are more important than the choice of information architecture and navigation.   Information architecture refers to the category scheme used to organize the elements of an information collection into predictable groups.  Navigation refers to the system of visual and semantic cues present in the display space of an information collection that visitors use to find their way about.   Navigation is an interface function; labels, signs, callouts, tabs, nav buttons, quick links and visual design are its primary operators.  Information architecture is an inventory function; categories, concepts, relations and other semantic entities are its primary operators.  This distinction, though most obviously appropriate to websites, is fundamental to information spaces more generally and to the field of cognitive engineering.   There is an analogous distinction to be applied in architecture between structural space and wayfinding.

A quick look at supermarkets may help clarify the basic idea.  The goal of a supermarket is to display inventory in a way that allows buyers to efficiently view what is available, make their selections, then purchase and leave.  There are buyers whose job is to identify and maintain the inventory  and there are managers whose job is decide where and how to display the inventory, as well as where to add signs and store layout information.  Each focuses on inventory in a different way.  

The buyers need to non redundantly classify goods to make tracking inventory and purchases easy.  Sometimes they do this by listing goods in alphabetical order either by manufacturer or product name, more often they use food categories, such as soups, pasta, canned beans, meat.  When this list of goods is structured hierarchically it represents the basic information architecture of the supermarket.  

The managers need to decide how this inventory is to be displayed on shelves.  This includes concerns about the height and position of goods on aisles, the selection of signs, labels and maps, where to place product promotions.  All these choices represent the navigation in the supermarket.  Since navigation depends on the length and number of aisles available, the number of signs, and so forth, it is shaped, in part, by physical influences that are not themselves connected to categories, semantics or product lines.   There is no unique mapping from inventory category to shelf position.  Effort is taken to keep major categories together in an aisle – all the beans  on one side.  But some foods, such as tahini (sesame seed butter), may be shelved in several places – the international foods section, the health foods, or near the peanut butter. The same applies to canned beans and dry beans.  Accordingly, what is close in inventory space may be distant in shelf space and vice versa.   The driving factor in navigation is helping people to find the products they want or products the store wants them to find.   Thought must be given to how to lay out products.  Obviously, this a very different set of concerns than that faced by the buyer for the supermarket who wants to know whether people are buying pasta or chicken, whether there are gaps in the inventory, and how well different brands are doing. 

It might seem that there is little of theoretical interest to a cognitive scientist in the distinction between IA and navigation.  The fact that there is  a pervasive conflation in the literature of web design between the categorial or semantic structure of an information collection and the visual aids and cues designed to help users move through a display space, is of interest to web designers looking for theoretical guidance, but not clearly a question in cognitive science.  This would be short sighted for two reasons.  

First, a web site, no less than a office, football field or experimental enclosure, is an environment which people momentarily face and intelligently interact with.   How it is annotated, designed and accessed is as much a part of the interactionist story that must be told about cognition as how we manage the complexities in our unambiguously physical environments.  Second, the interplay between navigation and information architecture is an example of the dynamic nature of design.  In designing a web site there is certainly a prior idea of the supply of information.  But in the course of the design process, as more is discovered about the demand for information, an effort is made to secure more of the information that is wanted.  Not only will designers give greater prominence to certain parts of the  information supply, they will  pressure their internal sources to provide more information of that type.  This interaction between demand and supply continues once the web site is up and running.  

My objective in this paper is to contrast IA and navigation in an effort to understand each a little better.  It is part of a more general interest in environment design.

Some Basics

An information architecture can be viewed formally as a taxonomy.  The entities being classified may be content areas – as found in most large scale websites where ‘information’ or ‘knowledge’ is the primary focus.  Such is the case with News sites, corporate sites and intranets, Google  and Open Directory, where web pages themselves are the elements to be classified.  But equally the elements may be physical, as in e-commerce sites presenting and selling clothing or computers, or they may be concrete merchandise such as digital images, CD’s, video’s etc.  In such instances,  the taxonomy can be is to 
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that provides visitors with the local cues to keep track of where they are, identify where they can go, and locate content of interest in their ‘vicinity’ is fundamental to the design of environments and, in particular, to the design of large scale websites.

users To be sure, the matter is of serious concern to web designers looking for theoretical guidance: there is  a pervasive conflation in the literature on web sites between the categorial or semantic structure of an information collection and the visual aids and cues designed to help users move through a display space

