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Facets are fundamental
Rethinking information architecture frameworks

Abe Crystal  ~ IA Summit ’06 ~ March 28th ~ Vancouver, BC

1. The need to go beyond topic (aboutness).

2. The need to treat facets as fundamental.

3. The challenge to existing practices.

4. The potential payoffs.

5. The End.
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Problem #1

Existing IA frameworks minimize or 
ignore non-topical methods of 
organizing and presenting information.
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Expired: Hierarchy is Fundamental

• Rosenfeld and Morville (2002) 
“The foundation of almost all good 
information architectures is a well-
designed hierarchy or taxonomy” (p. 65)

• Similarly, Brinck, Gergel & Wood (2002):
IA’s first priority is to “create and evaluate 
your core structure” (p. 130)
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Tombros, A., Ruthven, I., & Jose, 
J. M. (2005). How users assess 
web pages for information 
seeking. Journal of the American 
Society for Information Science 
and Technology, 56(4), 327 - 344.
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Barry, C. L. (1994). User-defined relevance criteria: an exploratory study. 
Journal of the American Society for Information Science, 45, 149 - 159.
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Problem #2

Existing IA frameworks treat facets as 
supplemental, rather than fundamental.
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When classifications are used in Internet 
databases, it is hierarchical classifications 
that are almost invariably used. These are in 
the conventional “tree” shape, a broad area 
subdivided, then subdivided again and again, 
with each possible category contained within 
the one above. Librarians invented a better 
kind of classification decades ago, that is 
called faceted classification.  
Marcia Bates (2002). After the Dot-Bomb: Getting Web 
Information Retrieval Right This Time.  First Monday 7(7).
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•Faceted classification in the Government of Canada: 
Toward a Global Approach to Information Architecture 

•The Faceted Interface: PC Connection Case Study 

•Faceted Browsing

•Developing a Faceted Classification 

•One Size Does Not Fit All: 
a Story of Faceted Browse at Yahoo! 

Titles of sessions at IA Summit’05.
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More than FLAMENCO…
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… faceted classification is to hierarchical 
classification as relational databases are to 
hierarchical databases.
Marcia Bates (2002). After the Dot-Bomb: Getting Web 
Information Retrieval Right This Time.  First Monday 7(7).
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• facets = “orthogonal sets of categories”

• flat (“by Pablo Picasso”) vs. hierarchical 
(“located in Vienna > Austria > Europe”)

• single-valued (“measures 36 cm tall”) vs.  
multi-valued to an item (“uses oil paint, ink, 
and watercolor”)

Yee, P., Swearingen, K., Li, K., & Hearst, M. (2003). Faceted Metadata for 
Image Search and Browsing. In Proceedings of the 2003 conference on Human 
factors in computing systems (CHI'03). Fort Lauderdale, FL: ACM Press.

Three Aspects of Facets
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RESOURCE

Facet1

Facet2

Scheme (theme, artist, 
period, media…)
Structure (flat, hierarchy, tree)

Scheme

Structure
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Polar Bear organization model: Schemes

• Exact
– Alphabetical
– Chronological
– Geographic

• Ambiguous
– Topic
– Task
– Audience
– Metaphor
– Hybrids



18

Polar Bear organization model: Structures

• Hierarchical
• Database
• Hypertext

Kwasnik organization model: Structures

• Linear (i.e., flat)
• Hierarchy
• Trees
• Matrices/Paradigms
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RESOURCE

Facet1

Attribute1

Scheme

Structure

Value
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assignedinherentOrigin

loose,
controversial,
problematic,

culture-bound

tight, 
widely accepted

Definite-ness

semanticsyntacticControl

informationdataScope

FacetAttribute
Axis of 

Comparison
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Facets vs. Attributes

• Attribute: data
– Price: $49.95
– Date modified: 3/3/2006 4:15:21 PM

• Facet: information

– Theme: Military > Heroism > Self-Sacrifice

– Subject/Topic: Research Projects 

Open Video

– Audience: Student Prospective
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Facets vs. Attributes

• Control: syntactic vs. semantic
– Attribute: syntactic control

•Everyone knows what a price is, but how do we 
encode it?

– Facet: semantic control
•How do we classify the vast set of documents 

created by our organization in a systematic but 
flexible and useful way?
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Facets vs. Attributes

• Definite-ness: tight vs. loose
– Attribute: tightly defined, well-accepted

– Facet: loosely defined, controversial, 
problematic, culture-bound
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Facets vs. Attributes

• Origin: inherent vs. assigned
– Attribute: come with the object (file size, date) 

or item (price, width x height, etc.)

– Facet: assigned by human sense-
makers/order-makers (topic, theme, audience, 
task, role, genre…)
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The Challenge

• Canonical Website IA…
– Sitemaps
– Breadcrumb navigation
– Page templates

• … leads to big hierarchies based on 
“hybrid” schemes

• How do we move beyond this approach?
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STOP

STOP thinking about Web sites like this
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Yes, I will do 
the opposite. 
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Pages in directories 
(giant sitemap)

Objects in a structured 
information space
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Research projects

Facet1

Facet2

Scheme: Topic

Structure: Hierarchy

Scheme: Audience

Structure: Hierarchy
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Masters paper 
requirements

Facet1

Attribute1

Scheme: Audience

Structure: Hierarchy

Value: # of downloads
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So what?  What difference does this make?
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The Payoff: Natural fit with faceted UI’s
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The Payoff: Support UI Innovation



35http://www.peterme.com/archives/000488.html

The Payoff: Support Non-Topical IA
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The Payoff: Natural fit with CMS

http://uk.builder.com/shared/images/developer/cmsa.gif
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Now: Pages in directories 
(giant sitemap)

Near Future:
Objects in a structured 

information space

Intermediate Future:
Flexible, faceted,  

dynamic user interfaces
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A Flexible Response

• Separate organization and representation
– Make facets foundation of IA process…
– … but support both existing Website model, 

and future, faceted UI model
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>> Apply now

>> Request a mentor

>> Attend an open house

Prospective students subsite

AudienceTask

Admission process 
& criteria

Curriculum 

Internships and field 
experience

Careers

Public service 
opportunities

Format/genre

FAQ

Application forms

Printable catalog

Home → Audiences → Prospective students
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Rethinking: Everybody’s Doing It.


