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Preface

A brief history of information
architecture

PETER MORVILLE
Semantic Studios, USA

hat we recall is not what we actually experienced, but rather
a reconstruction of what we experienced that is consistent
with our current goals and our knowledge of the world.
Memory, Brain, and Belief by Daniel L. Schacter and Elaine
Scarry, Harvard University

History is written by the writers. And as websites, blogs and search tools
transform our information landscape, history will increasingly be chosen
by the readers. In the past decade, I've had the good fortune to have
played a role in the emergence of information architecture as a discipline
and a community of practice. As a reader, writer, user, architect, activist, man-
ager and entrepreneur, I have experienced first-hand the tumultuous
childhood and adolescence of the profession. It was fun. It was painful. It
was exciting. It was a lot of work. And it’s over. For better or worse, infor-
mation architecture has entered a new stage of maturity. So, before senility
sets in, I'd like to tell you a story about what really happened. Of course,
built upon the imperfect foundation of false memory, this story is horri-
bly biased and tragically flawed. My only hope is that you, gentle reader,
will also find my story to be interesting, persuasive, and perhaps a little con-
tagious. After all, like I said, history is chosen by the readers.
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The Argonauts set sail (1994)

Immediately after graduating from the University of Michigan’s School of
Information and Library Studies, I joined a start-up internet training firm
named Argus Associates. I didn’t want to be an entrepreneur. I simply
couldn’t find any jobs in established companies where 1 could design
information systems.

Argus was owned by faculty member Joseph Janes and doctoral student
Louis Rosenfeld. As employee number one, I had a difficult first year. I
worked mostly alone, for little pay and no benefits. I lived in a cardboard
box in the middle of a busy road. Okay, I exaggerate, but these truly were
tough days to be an ‘information architect’, particularly since we didn’t yet
have a label to hang our hats on.

We did do some interesting work though. We taught people to use
state of the art internet tools such as Gopher, Archie, Veronica, FTP and
WAIS. We created a guide to nanotechnology resources on the internet. And,
as NCSA Mosaic launched the web as a multimedia medium for the mass-
es, we began to design websites.

We found ourselves using the architecture metaphor with clients to
highlight the importance of structure and organization in website design.
Lou got a gig writing the Web Architect column for Web Review magazine,
and I soon joined in.

In 1996, a book titled Information Architects appeared in our offices. We
learned that a fellow by the name of Richard Saul Wurman had coined the
expression ‘information architect’ in 1975. After reading his book, I remem-
ber thinking ‘this is not information architecture, this is information
design’.

And so, while some folks adhered to the Wurman definition, we became
evangelists of the LIS (library and information science) school of informa-
tion architecture. We argued passionately for the value of applying traditional
LIS skills in the design of websites and intranets. We hired ‘information archi-
tects’ and taught them to practise the craft. We embraced other disciplines,
integrating user research and usability engineering into our process. And,
along the way, we built one of the world’s most admired information
architecture firms.
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A polar bear is born (1998)

Lou pitched the idea of an information architecture book to Lorrie LeJeune
at O'Reilly in 1996. She didn’t bite. But a year later, she called us back. At
industry conferences, Lorrie kept hearing web developers complain about
a pain with no name. Users couldn’t find things. Sites couldn’t accommo-
date new content. It wasn’t a technology problem. It wasn’t a graphic design
problem. It was an information architecture problem, we explained, and so
began the book.

In February 1998, after countless nights and weekends spent writing,
the O’Reilly book on information architecture was published. Sales began
slowly but grew steadily as increasing numbers of people discovered the
name for their pain. Jakob Nielsen called it ‘the most useful book on web
design on the market’ and Amazon named it ‘Best Internet Book of 1998".
Information architecture had arrived.

A community takes shape (2000)

In April 2000, a very special event took place at the Logan Airport Hilton
in Boston, Massachusetts. Lou worked closely with Richard Hill of the Amer-
ican Society of Information Science and Technology (ASIST) to organize the
first annual Information Architecture summit, bringing together people from
universities, libraries, web consultancies and Fortune 500 firms to share
perspectives.

The energy at this conference was incredible. This was the first large scale
gathering of the information architecture community in history. And we were
at the pinnacle of the internet revolution. Stock valuations and salaries were
going through the roof. We were all overworked, living on internet time,
but loving it all the same. The SIG-IA discussion group spun out of this event,
and a community was born.

Back in Ann Arbor, business was booming for Argus Associates. We cre-
ated a new community-oriented business unit called the Argus Center for
Information Architecture and organized a wonderful IA2K conference in
La Jolla, California.

Along the way, we had become a 40-person company with roughly $4
million in revenues and a world-class client list. Information architecture
had lifted us to heights that were exhilarating and just a bit terrifying. At
such times, life is great, provided you don’t look down or ahead.
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The valley (2001)

We all know what happened next. The bubble burst. A few trillion dollars
disappeared into thin air. Budgets were slashed. People lost jobs. Compa-
nies folded. As a firm specializing in this new-fangled, near-invisible thing
called information architecture, Argus was a canary in the coal mine for much
of the IT industry, and it all happened real fast. After seven profitable
years, it took only five months to move from feeling the pinch to closing
the company.

Upon announcing that Argus had ceased operations, we received hun-
dreds of heart-warming messages from all over the world. People told us
how our book had changed their lives, giving them the confidence and cred-
ibility needed to jump-start a new career. This outpouring of support was
truly the silver lining in a dark cloud.

But many saw the fall of the house of Argus as an ominous symbol for
the entire profession. We tried to combat this pessimism, but it was tough
to sell a positive, long-term vision while many in the community trudged
through the valley of shadows.

Emergence (2002)

2002 was a big year for information architecture. We emerged from the val-
ley with new strength and maturity. We connected top-down and bottom-up.
We reached out to our colleagues in user experience, visual design and con-
tent management.

Boxes and Arrows (http://boxesandarrows.com/) burst onto the scene,
triggering a wonderful cross-disciplinary resurgence of writing and discus-
sion. We launched the Asilomar Institute for Information Architecture
(http://aifia.org/), an international professional association dedicated to
advancing the design of shared information environments.

And we collectively published an impressive array of new books. In The
Elements of User Experience, Jesse James Garrett explored strategy and
structure within the context of user-centered design. In Information Archi-
tecture: blueprints for the web, Christina Wodtke brought Richard Saul
Wurman back into the story, unifying the LIS and RSW schools of thought.
In Information Architecture: an emerging 21st century profession, Earl Morrogh
tackled the history and future of the field. And, of course, we completed a
second edition of Information Architecture for the World Wide Web, featuring
a heavier, wiser polar bear.
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Tomorrow'’s architects (2094)

So, where do we go from here? How will the landscape of information archi-
tecture change between today and 2094?

Certain trends are already visible. For instance, the leadership of the dis-
cipline is becoming increasingly international. This book, edited by Alan
Gilchrist and Barry Mahon of TFPL, is but one example, injecting a distinct-
ly European perspective into the global dialogue that will shape the future
of information architecture practice.

On a higher plane, a strange blend of social, economic, environmental
and technological factors will shape our future in an unpredictable man-
ner. Today, as an information architect, I earn my living in ways I could barely
have imagined just ten years ago. If I'm still around in 2094, I expect to inhab-
it a radically different world. That said, I bravely and perhaps arrogantly
predict the practice of information architecture will be alive and well on its
100th birthday.

Well, that's my story. You decide whether or not to make it history. And
if you disagree with my bold prediction, let me know; let’s make a long bet
(http://longbets.org/) and I'll see you in 2094. In the meantime, read this
book, become a better information architect, strengthen the practice, fos-
ter findability, make the world more usable and, whatever you do, don't forget
our bet. I intend to collect.



Introduction

BARRY MAHON
TFPL Ltd, UK

ALAN GILCHRIST
TFPL Ltd, UK

I n this paper we argue that a core ontology is one of the key build-
ing blocks necessary to enable the scalable assimilation of
information from diverse sources. A complete and extensible
ontology that expresses the basic concepts that are common
across a variety of domains and can provide the basis for special-
ization into domain-specific concepts and vocabularies is essential
for well-defined mappings between domain-specific knowledge
representations (i.e. metadata vocabularies) and the subsequent
building of a variety of services such as cross-domain searching,
browsing, data mining and knowledge extraction.
Towards a Core Ontology for Information Integration, Journal of
Digital Information, 4 (1),
http://jodi.ecs.soton.ac.uk/Articles/v04/i01/Doerr/

This extract illustrates well the area where information architecture is
expected to be applied. While in no way criticizing the paper, the complex-
ity of the description is, while academic in nature, a good example of the
range of real issues to be addressed in trying to integrate information gen-
eration, organization and use in organizations (in this case, in the
comparatively more esoteric area of ontologies).

In the context that information is now recognized as a valid and valu-
able resource in the management of an organization, the function
described as information management has grown from being a library,
filing or computing function - or, in some more progressive organizations,
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a documentation function - to a mainstream management activity. With
this recognition new concepts have arisen. One of these is information
architecture (I1A).

There have been essentially sterile arguments about a precise definition
of TA, which will not be rehearsed here, but we may be allowed to quote
two of them. In our research report for TFPL (Mahon, Hourican and
Gilchrist, 2001) we created a pragmatic definition - ‘a coherent set of strate-
gies and plans for information access and delivery inside organisations’.
The Asilomar Institute for Information Architecture (AIfIA) defines infor-
mation architecture as ‘the structural design of shared information
environments’, and we have no quarrel with this. We choose to empha-
size in our discussions on IA the architecture aspect, the process of
designing for purpose.

In that sense, implementing IA is a pragmatic activity. The result will not
be seen as a whole, except by the architects, but will be used by many requir-
ing information as part of their work. IA is a work in progress, given the
rate of change in modern organizations, but with an overall plan and
vision, its aim being to provide the relevant information to the right peo-
ple at the right time.

This volume is a snapshot of the IA situation in mid-2003. Morville says
in the Preface ‘we [staff of Argus Associates] became evangelists of the LIS
(library and information science) school of information architecture’ refer-
ring to 1996. We have always tended to take the LIS view - even before we
began to look at IA, in dealing with the management issues arising as a con-
sequence of the widespread introduction of IT and associated networking
in organizations. That is not to say we have always felt that LIS had all the
answers but there were, and are, skill sets in LIS that lend themselves effi-
ciently to TA. This volume attempts to describe how LIS skills can fit with
other technical and skill requirements to achieve the overall objective: the
efficient use of information.

Although we have chapters in this volume on information modelling and
associated activities, we are not so naive as to think that anyone starts from
a clean sheet when implementing IA. Even brand new enterprises have other
priorities, although some, for example those in the leading edge IT area and
pharmaceutical companies looking for drug approvals, need to install for-
mal information control systems. Everyone would like to ‘stop the world’
as the management issues become problematical but few, if any, can.
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Therefore we have conceived this volume as a tool that can provide inspi-
ration, examples, advice and experience for those who are either
implementing IA or contemplating it.

The driving force behind the move to 1A is the fact that all, or almost all,
the information in an organization is now digital in creation and use. Thus
the boundaries that traditionally and for pragmatic reasons existed between
different kinds of information have been eroded. This drive is accelerated
by the move to networking, originally justified as a means of sharing
resources but more and more justified today as a means of co-ordinating
functions. Thus the roles of records managers, archivists, and library and
information personnel are converging, not necessarily in terms of their spe-
cific skills but because the basic commodity they deal with is or can be
handled in a common fashion through IT facilities.

The other pressure behind 1A is the need to ‘get organized’. As more and
more information is electronically created within organizations and is fed
in through e-mail and other electronic means, the phenomenon generally
described as information overload or, to be more precise, a feeling shared
by users and systems administrators alike of loss of control of information,
has become prevalent. The simplistic approach to dealing with this is to
assume that the IT investment can be put to use to deal with it. Thus enter-
prise management suites such as SAP and other organization-wide
applications have been introduced, with some success it must be said, to
deal with the ‘flow control” aspects of organizing information - primarily
those related to financial management. Attempts have been made to extend
these approaches to more generalized information control but, to date, there
has been little success.

One of the reasons why generalized enterprise management tools have
not been applicable is that such systems do not lend themselves to deal-
ing with unstructured data. Control systems generally deal with information
as structured records, information such as stock levels, production capac-
ity, sales, and so on. Much of the ‘other’” information in organizations,
which is recognized now as being of importance, is unstructured, such as
messages from the market, technical developments, economic changes. These
information types are generically described as business information or busi-
ness intelligence. Their management has traditionally been in the realm of
LIS professionals. The need for IA has arisen because of the need to inte-
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grate this latter information into the other types of information in use in
the organization.

Unfortunately, this fundamental mismatch has not inhibited some soft-
ware producers from claiming that they have created solutions to the
information overload issue. Some of the offers work for some of the prob-
lems but, as can be seen in the case studies in this volume, they are not
panaceas.

Some of the papers in this volume are complex. The activity of actual-
ly implementing IA is far from trivial, combining serious analysis with future
proofing and flexibility. The other element that becomes clear from the
work described here is that few attempts to develop integrated, coherent
information spaces work the first time; several iterations are needed and
should be planned for. The overall impression one gets is that practition-
ers should not try to ‘stop the world’ in the sense of re-engineering the
information processes completely but should not be afraid to start at the
bottom of the problem and get agreement on what to do. Tackle the rel-
atively easy wins, but have a wider plan, in short - an information
architecture.

Reference

Mahon, B., Hourican, R. and Gilchrist, A. (2001) Research into Information Archi-
tecture: the roles of software, taxonomies and people, London, TFPL.

Reading guide

We have tried to make this book as practical as possible. We felt at the out-
set that information professionals would welcome a compilation that
attempted to put many of the daily topics faced by professionals in context.
Consequently we have mixed direct information on techniques and tech-
nologies associated with information architecture with case studies, written
by professionals, which tell the story as it is (or was) with commendable
honesty.

While we are not so presumptuous as to suggest how you should read
this book, we do not expect that it will be read from beginning to end like
anovel! So, we thought we would provide you with a short guide to what
you might want to do.
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» Few il any professionals get the chance of creating an IA from scratch,
but many organizations are now finding that their initial forays into ‘con-
tent’ and its control lead them to reassess their situation - it could be
the right time to suggest an appraisal of the basics. For those of you who
need to read yourself into this may we suggest you read Part 1, which
provides two complementary views of how to set about designing a sys-
tem and a case study of how to ensure it remains relevant.

* Unfortunately organizations don’t always do things in the right order
from an information professional’s point of view. Typically this applies
to buying software for dealing with IA-related matters. More often
than not the information professionals find themselves entering the soft-
ware selection process at a late stage, if not after the event! For those
who need to be aware of the pitfalls we suggest you read Part 2, where
you will find some practical guidelines, a checklist of what to look out
for and a good example of how an existing software environment can
be adopted and adapted to an organization’s needs.

* There are always new technical developments and it seems that the rate
of invention of new ways of dealing with information moves at warp
speed. Much of what is written is intended for the IT professional and
is couched in terms that assume a significant knowledge of ‘how to’ at
the code-writing level. In Part 3.1 we attempt to demystify this. We
have tried in the introduction to provide a practical take on what has
become probably the most commonly used buzzword in IA - ‘metadata’
- and in the rest of Part 3.1 we provide practically written contributions
on some of the most important contemporary technical developments
so that readers can evaluate their relevance to their own situation.

* Many of the questions we get in TFPL concern taxonomy so, if you are
interested in taxonomy and how to go about creating one, then we sug-
gest you read Part 3.2. This provides some valuable background information
and two contrasting case studies, which provide very practical advice.

* In the end the success of any information system will depend on the
quality of its interface. It has now become de rigueur to use the web when
looking for information. In Part 4 there are three contributions that will
help readers to avoid having to give negative answers to the question
posed on the front cover of EContent Magazine, June 2003 edition: ‘So,
you've built it, now what?’
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We had thought of providing a ‘further reading’ section, as many compila-
tions of this kind have. Not wanting to avoid the work involved, we reviewed
the many, many references we had noted in the course of creating this
book and came to the conclusion that there was so much material that any
selection would be invidious. Our own experience is that many of our
sources were relevant at the time of writing but then quickly overtaken by
new developments. So, by the time you read this book, many of the refer-
ences that we might suggest, while not obsolete, would be partially or
completely out of date.

Finally, we want to thank TFPL, CILIP and Facet Publishing for the
opportunity to do this work. We would not be honest if we said it was all
plain sailing, but it was interesting.



