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WHAT’S INSIDE
Your intranet project has been approved, you’ve selected a vendor, and leadership  
has signed off. You are eager to get started, but where do you begin? And, what is 
Information Architecture anyway? 

Information Architecture (IA) is the organization of content in a way that allows users to 
understand where they are, and where the information they want is located. It is often 
thought of as the blueprint of an intranet, website, or app. Building and maintaining a 
solid IA can be a complex and time-consuming process. But without it, your intranet 
doesn’t have much of a chance to succeed. 

Most intranet providers offer professional services as part of their onboarding but we 
understand that sometimes due to budget or a love of being in charge, you prefer to 
manage the project your way. This white paper contains all of the necessary steps to  
help you and your team achieve a superior IA that your users will benefit from. 

Good luck and happy building!

The ThoughtFarmer Team
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A content audit is the process of cataloging all the pages and files on your intranet (as well 
as a file server and other content repositories) and determining the quality and usefulness 
of each content piece. 

Yes, content audits require effort, but they are critical because they are the first (and 
arguably the most important) step in developing a solid Information Architecture. Good  
IA is necessary if you are aiming for any level of intranet adoption.

But before you organize anything, you need to know what you are organizing. This is 
where a content audit comes in.

Why an intranet content audit is important
Not only is a content audit an important step in building an optimized, user-friendly IA  
for a new intranet, it can also help determine if your current structure needs some TLC.

As Kristina Halvorson, CEO of Content Strategy Agency BrainTraffic put it, “A Content 
Inventory is Your Friend.” Halvorson recognized the benefits of content inventories, 
identifying content owners, or finding items still in need of updates.

A content audit isn’t simply a rote admin task. Rather it lays the groundwork for many 
important next steps and can help to:

• Identify active content owners and build engagement
• Discover useful material you didn’t know you had
• Reduce migration costs and free up server space

CONTENT AUDIT
PART ONE

http://thoughtfarmer.com
https://twitter.com/halvorson
http://braintraffic.com/blog
http://braintraffic.com/blog
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A step-by-step guide to intranet content audits
Based on our experience of conducting numerous intranet audits for clients, we’ve come 
up with a few steps to help you manage and sort through your intranet content.

STEP 1: DECIDE UPON YOUR CONTENT INVENTORY FORMAT

A spreadsheet will help you easily create specific headings you need to identify and 
categorize your content. Typical column headings in a content audit spreadsheet include:

• Content Name
• Current Location
• Content Type (page, PDF, DOCX, etc.)
• Content Description
• Owner/Maintainer
• Status (Keep, Delete, Edit, New)
• Notes

Status is likely the most important heading. The information here tells you exactly how 
much material you’ll delete, how much to rewrite, and what content holes you may have.

We often provide our clients with a content audit spreadsheet that is customized to their 
specific needs. However, you can find good free content inventory templates, such as this 
downloadable content inventory spreadsheet template from Donna Spencer of MaadMob.

STEP 2: LOCATE ALL YOUR CONTENT REPOSITORIES

A content repository is any place that houses information you want to move to your  
new intranet.

It may seem obvious to locate all your content repositories, but sometimes we assume 
only content from a specific site or repository is migrated. Or, we don’t know about other 
repositories.

Migrating content from an old intranet to a new one may be obvious, but what about 
content on shared drives? Is there content in the HRIS (Human Resources Information 
System) that might be more suited on your new intranet? What other computer systems 
does the company have that may house important content?

STEP 3: DECIDE WHO WILL CONDUCT THE CONTENT INVENTORY

A content inventory and the ensuing audit (should it stay or should it go?) can take time.  
In some companies, just one person (typically the intranet project manager) completes 
the entire content inventory and even the audit itself.

However, the intranet manager may be unfamiliar with much of the content and may  
be unclear on whether it is in good condition, or requires editing or deleting.

Alternatively, if you involve several active stakeholders you can spread out the burden 
inventory. This will improve the quality of the results and build engagement and 
ownership amongst your content owner group.

http://thoughtfarmer.com
http://maadmob.com.au/resources/content_inventory
https://twitter.com/maadonna
http://maadmob.com.au/
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In those cases where the intranet project manager has to complete the content audit 
alone, it becomes critical to involve stakeholders to audit the content and make decisions 
about what to delete, migrate, and update.

STEP 4: DISCUSS & SOCIALIZE YOUR ROT CRITERIA

ROT refers to content that is Redundant, Outdated, or Trivial.

For some intranet teams, the goal is to reduce as much content as possible before 
migrating to a new intranet. However, remember that each piece of content you save will 
need a home in the new sitemap, and may require editing. Clarifying your ROT criteria is 
to involve your stakeholders.

STEP 5: START LISTING CONTENT IN THE CONTENT INVENTORY 
SPREADSHEET

Start at the top level of your old intranet’s navigation and list out the main sections. You 
can do the same thing for the folders in a file share and other content repositories. Then 
go section by section and start listing content.

We recommend completing as much as possible and listing every single page and file.  
Yes, it’s a lot of work, but it’s necessary. If your content audit doesn’t go deep enough, you 
may discover ROTten content and material you’re unsure about.

STEP 6: REVIEW YOUR RESULTS

Once you’ve finished listing content, you need to review it and make sure it’s all marked 
properly.

Meet with each stakeholder/content owner or people from each content-owning 
department to review their section. Together you can decide what requires deletion, what 
needs editing, and what can be migrated over.

For an in-depth guide to analyzing content, see Content Analysis: A Practical Approach  
on the UX Matters website. It’s an excellent article written by Colleen Jones, at Content 
Science.

Before jumping into this process, review the intranet strategy, vision, and purpose with 
your content owners. This helps everyone involved stay committed to the shared goals.

STEP 7: DELETE OR DECIDE WHEN YOU WILL DELETE ROTTEN CONTENT

Some teams like to wait until they have migrated to the new intranet before deleting 
content. Others remove it right away in preparation for content migration, especially if  
any automation is involved.

Whatever you decide, don’t leave old content sitting around, forgotten. Make a plan  
to delete the content and track just how much you eliminate.

http://thoughtfarmer.com
https://linchpinseo.com/rot-analysis/
http://www.uxmatters.com/mt/archives/2009/08/content-analysis-a-practical-approach.php
http://www.uxmatters.com/index.php
https://twitter.com/leenjones
http://content-science.com/
http://content-science.com/
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Common pitfalls
As you start your content audit, here are some common mistakes to keep in mind:

PROJECT PLAN LEAVES TOO LITTLE TIME FOR THE CONTENT AUDIT

If you’re on a tight deadline a content audit may seem like a thankless task. However, you 
need to allow time for your content owners to fit this into their schedules (assuming they 
are part of the process). Doing this will help you uncover potentially important content.

SAVING TIME BY GOING ONLY FOLDER DEEP

Imagine building a new navigation scheme for your intranet and realizing it doesn’t 
accommodate material you skimmed over. As painful as it may be, take the time to go 
review even the low-level content.

IGNORING/FORGETTING OTHER CONTENT REPOSITORIES

Does the intranet project manager sit in the IT Department? Did they consult with the HR 
team about where all their content lives? Or perhaps the project leader in one department 
doesn’t know about other shared drives. Sometimes exploration is necessary when trying 
to discover relevant content.

ANALYZING CONTENT WITHOUT THE CONTENT OWNER

As tempting as it may be, don’t fill in the content inventory spreadsheet all by yourself. 
Your content owners will always understand more than you. It takes familiarity with 
content to know how people use it, who uses it, when it needs to be updated, etc.

A final word on intranet content audits
Successful intranets are dependant on employee adoption—which won’t happen if your 
content isn’t relevant. 

If you allow time to conduct a content audit and involve key stakeholders from the start, 
your intranet adoption rates will soar. And most importantly, your intranet will deliver  
a true business value.

http://thoughtfarmer.com
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CARD SORTING
PART TWO

Now that you’ve completed a content audit, we can move on to organizing your content. 

Card sorting is a structured exercise that asks intranet users to sort a list of sample intranet 
content (cards) into logical groupings. It can be done online using software, or offline 
(in-person). 

During the exercise, a user is provided with a list of examples of intranet content. The user 
then sorts the items on the list into groups of related cards and labels each grouping. 
When a number of users have completed the exercise, the organizer compares the results 
to identify patterns and insights as to where similar groupings did and did not occur.

There are two types of card sorting exercises: closed card sorting and open card sorting.  
In a closed card sort, participants are provided with the categories to sort the cards. In an 
open card sort, there are no predetermined categories and participants are given cards 
and asked to sort them in a way that makes sense to them.

Because open card sorting is more common and useful in the early stages of building  
an intranet’s Information Architecture, we only cover open card sorting here.

Why is card sorting important?
Card sorting helps build IA structure using terms and groupings that match users’ 
perspectives resulting in a simplified navigation. 

Many poorly designed intranets are built by one person or a small group who create the 
navigation around their own personal perspectives. This can lead to sites that are self-
centered, overly prescriptive, or mechanical. The site ends up matching how the designer 
thinks everyone else should see the content, rather than how users actually understand 
the content. Card sorting helps intranet teams look beyond their own blinders and build 
an IA that employees are more likely to adopt. 

Why intranet card sorting is special
Card sorting is frequently used in the design of public facing websites—the ones we can 
search for and find through Google, Yahoo!, etc.—as well as for intranets. But intranet card 
sorting carries a few specific characteristics and benefits that are different from card 
sorting for marketing-focused sites.

For starters, the information on an intranet is uniquely focused on a company, and 
employees need the information to succeed in their daily work. In a company, if an 
employee can’t find what they need, they will look elsewhere.

http://thoughtfarmer.com
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And unlike card sorting for public websites, the participants in an intranet card sorting 
exercise are your users and will return to the site day after day (hopefully). The participants 
could end up being stakeholders, super users, or intranet champions.

Card sorting plays a dual role, both as a design and engagement tool. By involving  
users in intranet development you achieve stronger sustained adoption. Additionally,  
any employees who participate in card sorting are less likely to complain about the 
resulting IA. 

When to use card sorting
Card sorting is an early stage tool used to create a navigation, rather than to validate the 
effectiveness of your proposed structures. Card sorting can result in a draft high-level site 
navigation, which task testing can then revise and refine further. Here are the best 
opportunities to use card sorting: 

A new site, redesign, or section update
People typically use card sorting when a new site will be built or redesigned. It can also 
play a critical role in updating a specific section of content rather than a whole site.

Following a content audit
The content audit provides a snapshot of all your potential intranet material. From the 
content listed in this snapshot, you can select relevant content for card sorting.

Before task testing
Task testing is an evaluation/validation step that helps refine your IA. But first, you must 
complete a round of user-centered exercises such as card sorting to come up with a draft 
design.

Before visual design (sometimes)
For many sites, card sorting (and task testing) come before the visual design stage 
(wireframing, sizing and selecting page elements, selecting colors, etc.). With out-of-the-
box social intranet software, this is less relevant. In this case, the site navigation becomes 
the largest effort of your intranet site customization and can take place before, during,  
or after visual design.

Without a live site
Card sorting, task testing, and creating your IA activities can occur without having a live 
site. As long as you document the results in a spreadsheet, you can apply the IA later.

Online or offline? 
Traditionally, card sorting was completed in a room where participants physically stacked 
index cards. Today, web-based card sorting tools offer a flexible online alternative. Our 
favorite tool is OptimalSort, which offers easy setup and rather extensive analysis and data 
visualization features. 

http://thoughtfarmer.com
http://www.optimalworkshop.com/optimalsort.htm
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Benefits of online card sorting:

• Easily involve geographically dispersed audience
• Reach more people
• Faster for participants
• Timing more flexible for participants
• Analysis tools built-in
• Exportable data

Benefits of offline card sorting:

• The option of group-based card sorting
• Rich contextual discussions (for group-based card sorting)
• Opportunity for interviews and surveys
• Greater participant commitment, a higher level of engagement

Alex Manchester of Step Two Designs recently wrote a more in-depth comparison of the 
two methods in his article Card sorting: online versus offline.

While online card sorting software does provide useful analysis and visualization results, 
you’ll still need to analyze the results.

A step-by-step guide to intranet card sorting

STEP 1: IDENTIFY PARTICIPANTS

Card sorting aims to capture employees’ perspectives on how different pieces of 
information fit together, but not all employees have the exact same perspective. The  
way people see and use a specific piece of content may vary based on their job levels, 
departments, locations, etc. It is therefore important to involve employees who span the 
spectrum on various criteria.

Try to involve employees from throughout the hierarchy, from admins up to executives,  
as well as people from every department and location. Not only does this help you capture 
a full array of perspectives, but it also supports your user engagement efforts. Renowned 
usability expert Jakob Nielsen wrote a blog post which provides some scientific insights 
into how many users to test in card sorting. 

STEP 2: REVIEW CONTENT AUDIT & SELECT TOPICS FOR CARDS

We presume that prior to the card sorting you have completed a full content audit that 
provides you with a rich list of content to select your examples. 

To select topics for cards, begin by first scanning your full content audit. You’ll want a total 
of 50 to 60 cards, each with an individual piece of content/topic.

Building a new intranet is a tremendous opportunity to learn about your organization.  
You may discover that people in different locations and roles use very different information 
than you use. But you don’t want to learn this lesson by picking cards that are foreign to 
some of your testers. If people see cards they don’t understand, they will have trouble 
completing the exercise and may feel the intranet is not relevant to their work. To address 
this issue you can complete a comprehensive content audit and then select the content 
you think is used across the entire company.

http://thoughtfarmer.com
https://www.steptwo.com.au/papers/kmc_cardsortingoptions/
http://www.useit.com/alertbox/20040719.html
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Note that if your content audit revealed large gaps in your existing material or you have 
big dreams about new content for the new intranet, it is okay to include future content  
in the card sorting. You also may find it easy to use a spreadsheet to list and track the 
topics for the card sort.

STEP 3: ANALYZE TOPICS FOR A CONSISTENT LEVEL OF GRANULARITY

Will you include only individual pages and files, such as “Travel Expense Form”, or will you 
move up to a broader section/folder level of content, such as “Travel forms”? These two 
examples offer different levels of granularity. One is a specific piece of content while the 
other is a section that contains specific pieces of content.

Without a consistent level of content granularity, you may confuse users and skew results. 
Ask, “Can this card fit as a topic underneath any other card?” If the answer is yes, you may 
need to replace broader content with more specific content (or vice versa).

The goal of a card sort is to surface users’ mental models and assumptions about content. 
So try to avoid listing manuals, guides, etc., or similar terms that pre-suppose content 
groupings that don’t make sense to users, and potentially skew results.

STEP 4: WRITE BRIEF CARD DESCRIPTIONS (OPTIONAL)

Once you’ve got a list of 50–60 cards, type up a brief description for each. A description 
should be a very brief at-a-glance statement that clarifies a card’s meaning. You don’t 
want to over-explain a term and provide words that will heavily influence how users sort 
the cards.

Examples:

Travel expense form | Submit to request funds prior to a business trip

Company dictionary | Lists common terms and acronyms with explanations

STEP 5: CREATE & TEST ONLINE CARD SORT

Once you’ve created your list of cards along with brief descriptions, log in to your selected 
online card sorting tool and enter your cards into a new card sort. After saving your new 
card sort online, run a few tests to make sure it is working properly and that the cards and 
descriptions display correctly. 

STEP 6: INVITE PARTICIPANTS

Once you are satisfied with the card sort and have fully tested it, select a closing date  
and set the card sort to go live.

Craft an email to all participants with a link to the card sort. This instructional email  
should include:

• Introduction to the intranet project
• Explanation of the important role employees will play in crafting the structure of the 

new intranet
• A link to the card sort itself
• The expected amount of time required to complete the card sort

http://thoughtfarmer.com
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• The deadline by which the card sort must be completed
• Who to contact with questions

STEP 7: CLOSE CARD SORT & ANALYZE RESULTS 

You can leave the card sort open from two days to one week. As you begin analyzing the 
results, look for both general insights and specific ideas on how to craft the top two levels 
of the new intranet’s navigation.

The card sort exercise addresses two key questions:

• How do users group sample content?
• What labels do users write to describe groups of content?

Depending on the tool you are using, it may include features that can help you visualize 
this information. For example, you can look at a list of phrases (in this case, Categories 
provided by OptimalSort) your employees used to group information. Employees may  
be using similar phrases to describe different content, revealing their different mental 
models. On the other hand, if the groups with similar phrases have similar content, it 
shows a high degree of agreement and we can be confident that the phrase is used to 
describe a certain set of content.

There are similar categories (or phrases) employees used to group information ”About the company”.

Another example provided in OptimalSort to visualize groupings of content is the 
Similarity Matrix where the darker the blue in the cluster, the higher the agreement 
between employees on which cards go together.

http://thoughtfarmer.com
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Dark blue clusters show a high level of agreement between employees.

For more information on the different analysis tools provided by OptimalSort, you can visit 
their Card Sorting 101 page.

Not every insight will offer a concrete path forward. The results may highlight unclear 
trends requiring further exploration in task testing. Or, perhaps you’ll discover that people 
associate a specific piece of content with two different departments, which may require 
cross-linking. 

For example, employees see “paychecks” as tied equally to “Finance” and “HR”. This may 
lead you to use task testing to validate a proposed “Time & Pay” section which would 
house all content and links related to paychecks.

A final word on card sorting
Intranet card sorting can be fun, quick, and useful, but becoming an expert can take some 
time. If you’ve never run a card sort before, take an experimental approach and learn along 
the way. You could even start with a small card sort around a specific collection of content 
(like HR material). Any card sorting is better than none, so even if you stumble through it, 
the resulting insights and user engagement will be well worth it. Of course, if you are really 
stuck, we offer services to help guide you along.

http://thoughtfarmer.com
https://www.optimalworkshop.com/101/card-sorting#openResultsAnalysis
https://www.thoughtfarmer.com/services/support/
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Task testing is a popular tool for building an intuitive intranet Information Architecture.  
It’s a quick process that typically follows card sorting in the series of steps for designing  
a user-centered intranet navigation.

Task testing fills a critical role that card sorting doesn’t: it evaluates the findability of 
content. If you are committed to building a user-friendly navigation for your employees, 
you need task testing.

Like intranet card sorting, task testing doubles as a user engagement opportunity and can 
help build a foundation for sustained intranet adoption.

What is task testing?
Task testing assesses how well a site navigation matches users’ perspectives. It answers the 
question, “Can users navigate the new sitemap to easily find the information they need?” 
Intranet teams typically use task testing after creating a proposed sitemap, which is based 
on completing a content audit and card sorting.

TASK TESTING
PART THREE

http://thoughtfarmer.com
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Task testing is implemented using a simplified mockup of a site’s draft navigation.  
An intranet team comes up with specific tasks related to information on the intranet  
and participants identify where they would expect to find the information.

For example, you just returned from a business trip and you need to document your 
expenses and submit them for reimbursement. Where would you expect to find the 
necessary information?

A participant would then click through the navigation mockup looking for the correct 
content to complete that task. The point is to gauge how well the navigation labeling and 
organization helps participants complete tasks.

It’s important to note that the participant is never wrong, and low success rates in testing 
convey weaknesses in the navigation design.

Why is task testing important?
Like card sorting, task testing helps build an IA structure using terms and groupings that 
match users’ perspectives.

Unlike card sorting, task testing validates an IA and provides feedback on how to improve 
it. Task testing lets you know whether your site navigation makes sense to users in real-
world contexts, rather than just from an abstract perspective of organizing information.  
It evaluates if participants can browse to find information, rather than relying on search.

Whatever content you put on your intranet, you must consider why it is there, what tasks 
employees are trying to complete, and how to facilitate an easier and faster task 
completion.

Finally, the more you engage your users in building a new intranet, the easier your road  
to adoption. The engagement builds excitement and shared ownership, and the usability 
improvements make the new intranet easy to use.

http://thoughtfarmer.com
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Online and in-person task testing
There are many ways to conduct task testing. These include using hard copy index cards, 
simple HTML mockups, live intranet software with a draft navigation already built, or using 
online task testing software.

The easiest approach is to use online task testing software. We rely on Optimal Workshop’s 
online TreeJack tool. Online task testing lets you engage a geographically dispersed 
audience easier than hard copy, in-person task testing. It also offers greater flexibility and 
built-in analysis.

Most of our clients have short timelines and limited resources so we often implement only 
online task testing. Because of this experience, and its benefits over hard-copy task testing, 
we only cover online task testing here.

A step-by-step guide to intranet task testing

STEP 1: IDENTIFY PARTICIPANTS

Not all employees have the exact same perspective. The way people see and use a  
specific piece of content may vary based on their job levels, departments, locations, etc.  
It is, therefore, important to involve employees who span the spectrum on a number of 
different criteria. Consider things like hierarchy, location, department, and role.

We recommend a minimum of 50 user testers for task testing.

STEP 2: FINALIZE YOUR DRAFT NAVIGATION, NOTE ASSUMPTIONS

The whole point of task testing is to validate a draft intranet site navigation. That draft 
navigation is typically produced through card sorting. To properly conduct task testing, 
you need to clearly document the assumptions that resulted from card sorting. You’ll  
use those assumptions to build the draft site navigation.

For example, what clear content groupings did you observe in the card sorting results? 
How did you translate those observations into a draft site navigation?

No matter how you’ve drafted your site navigation, document your assumptions and 
finalize an official first draft of the navigation that you can use for task testing. You’ll need  
a minimum of two levels deep of navigation, with a third level of navigation in at least 
some areas of the sitemap.

STEP 3: IDENTIFY NAVIGATION ISSUES TO TEST

It’s critical to clearly document uncertainties and questions that arise from card sorting. 
Together these form the basis for the tasks you select for the task testing exercise.

Task testing is directly linked to card sorting because it is used to test and validate the 
assumptions and questions that resulted from the card sorting exercise.

For example, the results of card sorting may suggest that top-level navigation sections 
such as “About the company” and “Administrative tools” would make sense to users. But 
card sorting may have also shown that “Branding guidelines” didn’t fit conclusively in one 
of these groupings. So with task testing, you would aim to test which location worked 

http://thoughtfarmer.com
http://www.optimalworkshop.com/treejack.htm
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better. You could do this by placing “Branding guidelines” under “Administrative tools” in 
the navigation tree and creating a task around finding that information. The task testing 
results could illuminate whether or not that location for that information makes sense  
to users.

Start your task testing project by listing the key issues with the draft navigation around 
which you feel the most uncertainty. Alongside those issues, list the key assumptions 
you’ve made about how content should be grouped.

An example assumption might be that users grouped most HR-related topics together in 
card sorting, so you need a top-level navigation item for all HR content. That’s a common 
assumption, but you may still want to design a task that tests this.

From your list of questions and assumptions make a final list of 8–10 issues to test. You will 
base your tasks on these issues.

STEP 4: WRITE TASK TESTING SCENARIOS

For each of the 8–10 issues, plan to test write out a task scenario. A task scenario explains  
a real-world situation which would require an employee to complete a specific task using 
information on the intranet.

For example, if you want to test the concept of an “HR” section in the global navigation, 
you could create a task related to a common activity such as annual performance reviews.

A task scenario about annual performance reviews might be written like this: “It is almost 
time for your annual performance review, where would you find the information needed 
to prepare for this?”

This example lays out a very specific HR-related task, but it isn’t about that task. It is about 
whether or not the “HR” term in the global navigation will resonate with users when they 
are looking for the type of content you plan to put in that section. In order to test that 
broader navigation scheme, you need a very specific real-world task that makes sense  
to users.

Each of the task scenarios you write should be universally relevant to all employees. You 
can’t create a “sales” related scenario if some of the testers have no involvement with the 
sales process.

STEP 5: CONFIRM CORRECT ANSWERS IN NAVIGATION

Once you’ve come up with 8–10 task scenarios, identify the location within your draft 
navigation where you will put the correct content for each scenario. You might complete 
this as part of STEP 4, but being clear about the location of the correct answers is 
important enough to warrant its own step.

Using the HR example listed in STEP 4, you might note that the correct content would  
live under: Home > HR > Performance management.

http://thoughtfarmer.com
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In a simple sitemap, the correct answer could be denoted like this:

• Home
 › People
 › About Acme
 › Offices
 › Projects
 › Sales & Marketing
 › Admin Resources
 › HR

 » Performance Management
 » Annual Performance Reviews

 › Water Cooler

As you are completing STEP 5 you might discover holes in your navigation. Perhaps as you 
write out real-world tasks you notice that some important content is not included in your 
draft navigation.

This happens because the results of card sorting may not lead to a complete site 
navigation. The process of creating an intranet IA is iterative by nature. Discovering holes 
while you prepare for task testing can be very helpful.

STEP 6: EXAMINE SCENARIOS FOR LEADING LANGUAGE

Before you set up your online task testing, review each of your task scenarios for words that 
match the terms in the draft site navigation.

For example, the following task includes topical keywords that could provide too many 
clues to users: “Your annual performance reviews will be due to the HR Department soon 
and you must meet with your manager to review your work. Where you find the forms 
needed to prepare for this?”

This task could be re-written to remove navigation keywords and use everyday language 
that people will still understand: “It is almost time for your annual meeting with your 
manager to review your work from the past year. Where would you find the information 
needed to prepare for this?”

Removing leading language from your task scenarios may require restructuring sentences 
and will require some creative thinking. This effort can actually help broaden your 
perspective on the information on the intranet and see it through the lens of a new hire.

STEP 7: SET UP ONLINE TASK TESTING

TreeJack and any other well designed online task testing software will let you build a draft 
site navigation that users can click through. You must build your draft site navigation here 
before you create your tasks.

Once you’ve created the navigation mockup in your online software, you can add tasks.  
For each task, you will type in the text of the task scenario and then select the location  
in the navigation where the correct answer lies.

After creating a navigation mockup and adding tasks, you’ll be ready to start the online 
task testing.

http://thoughtfarmer.com
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STEP 8: OPEN TASK TESTING AND INVITE USERS

Agree with your team on the time when you will run the task testing exercise, then set  
it “live” in the online software.

Depending on how responsive your users are, you may collect enough responses within 
just two days. Or you may need to leave the task testing open for a week to accommodate 
employees in other countries.

To gather responses, craft an email to all participants with a link to the task testing.  
This instructional email should include:

• Introduction to the intranet project
• Explanation of the important role employees will play in the structure of the new 

intranet
• A link to the task testing
• The expected amount of time required to complete the card sort
• The deadline when the card sort must be completed
• Who to contact with questions

STEP 9: ANALYZE RESULTS & UPDATE THE NAVIGATION

As with other IA techniques, task testing analysis is both an art and a science. The 
sophisticated data visualization tools available in online task testing software make it  
easy to complete. However, you’ll still have to make assumptions about what the results 
mean and how to address problems.

At the most basic level of analysis, you’ll be looking for agreement among users. How 
many testers succeeded in the task and how many people selected the correct location 
within the navigation?

To respond to low success rates for a task you may have to change the wording of one or 
several navigation sections. You may have to restructure the navigation by moving sections, 
re-grouping content, or even changing or adding to the global navigation. Or perhaps you 
need to cross-link between different sections that hold related content.

Once you have analyzed the results and adjusted your navigation, you can either move  
on with your intranet project or conduct another round of task testing.

Because online task testing is quick and easy to implement, you can run several rounds 
and keep making adjustments.

http://thoughtfarmer.com
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A final word on intranet task testing
Task testing success is in the details. If the assumptions about your draft navigation aren’t 
clear, the purpose of the task scenarios you use will be unclear and the results inconclusive. 
If the tasks are worded poorly they may give away answers and skew results. Finally, if not 
combined with effective content audit and card sorting efforts, you may not see the full 
potential of task testing.

Regardless, any intranet team, no matter how small, can implement task testing and gain 
valuable insights into employees’ perspectives. The resulting improvements in usability 
will be worth the effort.

http://thoughtfarmer.com
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You’ve defined your intranet goals, you’ve identified your intranet content, and you’ve  
even determined how it should be organized. You are now officially ready to build your 
intranet’s Information Architecture. 

There is no exact science to building your IA. You can build it from both the bottom  
up and/or the top down. We usually use a combination of both approaches. 

Building from the bottom up
Using the results from the card sorting exercise and looking at the content inventory,  
you can begin building your lowest level groups. From the card sorting exercise, you 
should have an understanding of:

• Content users consistently group in one specific category
• Content users never group together
• Content grouped in one category by some users, and another category by other users 

You’ll also know some of the common category names used to describe the groupings. 
From the content inventory, you’ll know:

• What content is a high priority and frequently used
• How the content is organized (this will help you understand how people have 

historically grouped content)
• The breadth of the content needed to accommodate in your structure 

Other sources can be helpful when deciding how to group content. For example, your 
public facing website may not have the same content, but it is a great way to understand 

BUILDING YOUR 
SITEMAP

PART FOUR
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how products or services are organized. How-to guides or manuals are also a good source 
to see how content can be organized by task—take a look at the table of contents and see 
if those groupings can be applied to the intranet. 

Once you have some lower level groups, begin combining them into higher level 
groupings and keep working upwards.

From the top down
As you work on creating lower level groupings, you can also think about your top-level 
categories and then build downwards to meet in the middle. Top-level categories are the 
categories under which all content is organized. They will be visible in the navigation bar 
at the top of your intranet site.

Using best practices and looking at patterns used in other intranets can help you craft your 
top-level categories (as well as using the results of your card sorting exercise).

Also, don’t forget to reference the goals set for your intranet as you want to make sure your 
new structure reflects those goals. For example, if a goal is to increase the efficiency of 
your front-line staff, then you need to make sure that content used by that group is 
prominent.

Best practices
Some common best practices include:

• Limit the top navigation to nine or fewer categories. You don’t want too many categories 
as that will overwhelm your users.

• Keep category names as short as possible without losing meaning. Ideally, they are 
grammatically consistent.

• Avoid generic names such as “Other” or Misc.” as these will become dumping grounds 
for content difficult to categorize.

• Don’t base your IA solely on your organizational structure as it forces people to know 
who owns the content.

• You may find that one group in your organization has chosen to group content into one 
category, while another group uses a different category. In these situations, choose one 
primary category for the content, but be sure to link to the content from the other 
categories back to the content in the primary category. This ensures anyone navigating 
secondary content will still find what they are looking for in the primary category.

Remember these are guidelines are not rules, so there are always exceptions. 

Patterns
Organizations don’t usually share their intranet structure so it can be difficult to find 
examples of other intranets. Yet, it’s useful to see what other organizations have done; 
especially organizations similar to yours. If you have contacts at other organizations, see  
if you can get screenshots, or a tour and learn what’s working and what isn’t.

An excellent survey and summary of intranet IA were produced by the Nielsen Norman 
Group. They’ve made available to purchase a detailed 1000+ page report on intranet 
information design best practices.

http://thoughtfarmer.com
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Tools
While there are no IA specific modeling tools available, there are a lot of different methods 
you could follow.

Here are a few options:

• Use Post-it notes on a wall to easily rearrange and experiment with different IA 
approaches. This works well with an individual or a small team that can get in one room 
together and design the new intranet.

• Mind-mapping tools like XMind, MindMapper or OmniOutliner. These are great and 
building a visual “org chart” like structure to work with. Drawing tools like Visio or  
Draw.io can also create a visual IA structure.

• Spreadsheets (e.g., Excel, Google Sheets) also work well, using columns to show the 
nested levels of IA. Some task testing tools (like Optimal Workshop) support importing 
spreadsheets which makes this a good option.

Once you’ve got all of your content grouped into categories, you are ready to test your IA.

Validate and test
Before applying your IA to your intranet, you need to test the IA with users. You want  
to make sure it makes sense to them and is usable.

There are a number of approaches you can use to test your IA (e.g., usability testing, 
prototype testing) but the method we use is called task testing. In this method, users 
indicate where they’d expect to find information using your new IA.

Refer back to PART 3 for details on running a task test.

When analyzing the results of the task testing, you are trying to determine if the new  
IA meets users’ expectations and whether they can easily find information. Overall some 
things you want to look for include:

• Does the overall approach used for the IA make sense to users?
• Did users successfully identify where the information would be located?
• Did users need to “hunt around” to try and find the correct location?

Once you understand what worked and what didn’t, update the IA. 

There is no exact science to building a sitemap, and sometimes the best approach is  
to make the best estimate with the information available, gather feedback, and improve.  
So, keep testing it until you are happy with the results, and hopefully, you end up with  
a clean and logical sitemap that makes sense to your users.

http://thoughtfarmer.com
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Congratulations! You’ve officially completed your intranet Information Architecture. The 
final phase of the project is to continue testing and validating all of your hard work. As your 
intranet grows, you’ll need to keep maintaining the IA to make sure your content remains 
findable and relevant to your users.

It doesn’t matter how amazing your IA or content at launch is; if you don’t maintain  
your intranet, the value your intranet provides will decline over time. Often, an intranet  
will launch with a beautiful, well thought out IA, that will degrade over time as content  
is bolted on without much thought. This continues until the voices of users crying out  
results in a large-scale IA rebuild, and the process continues again. To avoid this pattern, 
validating and verifying your intranet is one of the most important, yet underestimated 
tasks. 

Validation and verification are independent procedures that are often used together  
for checking that a product, service, or system meets requirements and specifications  
and that it fulfills its intended purpose. Verification denotes precision whereas validation 
indicates value of the end or final product. 

VALIDATING, VERIFYING, 
AND MAINTAINING

PART FIVE

http://thoughtfarmer.com
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Both your content and IA will evolve over time to meet the demands of your users. The  
IA needs to grow and change as new content is added or removed from the intranet. 

Here are some simple validation and verification steps to ensure you are getting the most 
of your new site: 

STEP 1: REVIEW CONTENT

One of the biggest concerns with intranets is old, stale, inaccurate content but there are 
steps you can take to make sure your content stays continuously relevant: 

• Establish an annual cycle of content review, including reviewing the navigation to see 
where new content will fit.

• Encourage the deletion or archiving of stale or old content. If your users aren’t accessing 
certain content or pages, get rid of it.

• Run a stale content report and obtain statistics about any content or pages that aren’t 
visited.

• Similar to a content inventory, you can run a ROT (Redundant, Outdated, and Trivial) 
analysis on your content and identify what content is redundant, outdated, and trivial 
(not used). 

STEP 2: MANAGE YOUR IA

• When adding a new section of content to your intranet, reach out to users to understand 
and learn how they may organize the content (consider running a mini card sorting 
exercise for a single section).

• Check and verify intranet metrics and anecdotal feedback from intranet users to see  
if there are any areas that are underperforming. Is there information that people are 
consistently having trouble finding? Are there sections of the intranet that no one is 
visiting? If so, it might be a good idea to retest your structure (try using the task testing 
method) to see if intranet users can still find content easily.

• We recommend testing your IA every two to three years—more often if your structure has 
changed radically. 

STEP 3: ESTABLISH A TAGGING STRATEGY 

A tagging strategy will help to ensure that your content is well described so that it’s easily 
found through search. A tag management tool (available in ThoughtFarmer), makes it easy 
to review and cleanup tags.

http://thoughtfarmer.com
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STEP 4: ENCOURAGE CONTENT OWNERS

Intranets get stale because often intranet content owners don’t have the time to manage 
their content. You can help by: 

• Creating standards and guidelines for creating and maintaining content
• Run reports and send to content owners, highlighting stale or under-used content
• Establishing intranet review meetings with key content stakeholders
• Having a clear governance model that outlines who manages different parts of the 

intranet
• Having community managers who manage different sections of the intranet to ensure 

longevity
• Providing training on writing for the web or using the intranet
• Providing areas where content owners can share tips and tricks with each other

It’s easy to assume once your intranet is up and running that your work is done. However, 
the success of your intranet is dependant on constant nurturing. An effective verification 
and validation process is critical for long-term success and will help verify that your 
intranet is built correctly, and is responding to users needs.

http://thoughtfarmer.com
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Yes, a well designed Intranet Architecture requires some work and regular maintenance, 
but the positive effects it can have are indisputable. From ease of use and simplified 
navigation to faster adoption, the success of your intranet is dependant on a strong IA. 

Hopefully, you have had a chance to read every section within this whitepaper. The next 
step is for you to put your plan into action. We promise the outcome will be well worth  
the effort. 

FINAL  
THOUGHTS

http://thoughtfarmer.com


THANK YOU FOR READING! 
We want to help make your intranet project a success. If you have questions,  

need additional resources, or simply want to check out what our award-winning 
intranet ThoughtFarmer has to offer, get in touch with us. We’d love to chat.
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