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CARDSORTING 
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Card sorting 

Card sorting is a simple technique in user experience 
design where a group of subject experts or "users", 
however inexperienced with design, are guided to 
generate a category tree or folksonomy. It is a useful 
approach for designing information architecture, 
workflows, menu structure, or web site navigation 
paths. 

Source: Wikipedia 
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Card sorting 

Card sorting has a characteristically low-tech approach. 
The concepts are first identified and written onto 
simple index cards or Post-it notes.   

Source: Wikipedia 
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Card sorting 

The user group then arranges these to represent the 
groups or structures they are familiar with. 

 

Source: Wikipedia 
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Card sorting 

• Card sorting. Donna Spencer, Rosenfeld 
Media; 1ª edición (Abril 5, 2009), 978-
1933820026. 



Card sorting 

• Donna Spencer: 

Card sorting is a great, reliable, inexpensive method 
for finding patterns in how users would expect to 
find content or functionality. 



Types of card sorting 

• Open Card Sorting 

• Closed Card Sorting 

• Hybrid Card Sorting 
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Types of card sorting 

• Open Card Sorting: 

– Participants are given cards showing site content with 
no pre-established groupings. 

– They are asked to sort cards into groups that they feel 
are appropriate and then describe each group. 

– Open card sorting is useful as input to information 
structures in new or existing sites and products. 

– Open sorting is generative; it is typically used to 
discover patterns in how participants classify, which in 
turn helps generate ideas for organizing information. 



Types of card sorting 

• Closed Card Sorting: 
– Participants are given cards showing site content with 

an established initial set of primary groups. 
– Participants are asked to place cards into these pre-

established primary groups. 
– Closed card sorting is useful when adding new content 

to an existing structure, or for gaining additional 
feedback after an open card sort. 

– Closed sorting is evaluative; it is typically used to 
judge whether a given set of category names provides 
an effective way to organize a given collection of 
content. 



Types of card sorting 

• Hybrid Card Sorting: 

– Participants are given cards showing site content 
with an established initial set of primary groups. 

– Participants are asked to place cards into these 
pre-established primary groups. 

– Participants can modify pre-established primary 
groups (add, delete, change name). 



Advantages 

• Simple – Card sorts are easy for the organizer and the participants. 
• Cheap – Typically the cost is a stack of 3×5 index cards, sticky notes, 

a pen or printing labels, and your time. 
• Quick to execute – You can perform several sorts in a short period 

of time, which provides you with a significant amount of data. 
• Established – The technique has been used for over 10 years, by 

many designers. 
• Involves users – Because the information structure suggested by a 

card sort is based on real user input, not the gut feeling or strong 
opinions of a designer, information architect, or key stakeholder, it 
should be easier to use. 

• Provides a good foundation – It’s not a silver bullet, but it does 
provide a good foundation for the structure of a site or product. 



Disadvantages 

• Does not consider users’ tasks – Card sorting is an 
inherently content-centric technique. If used without 
considering users’ tasks, it may lead to an 
information structure that is not usable when users 
are attempting real tasks. An information needs 
analysis or task analysis is necessary to ensure that 
the content being sorted meets user needs and that 
the resulting information structure allows users to 
achieve tasks. 

• Results may vary –The card sort may provide fairly 
consistent results between participants, or may vary 
widely. 



Disadvantages 

• Analysis can be time consuming – The sorting is 
quick, but the analysis of the data can be difficult and 
time consuming, particularly if there is little 
consistency between participants. 

• May capture “surface” characteristics only –
 Participants may not consider what the content is 
about or how they would use it to complete a task 
and may just sort it by surface characteristics such as 
document types. 



Method 

1. A person representative of the audience is given a 
set of index cards with terms already written on 
them. 

2. This person puts the terms into: 
1. Open: logical groupings, and finds a category name for 

each grouping. 

2. Closed: established initial set of primary groups. 

3. This process is repeated across a population of test 
subjects. 

4. The results are later analyzed to reveal patterns. 

Source: Wikipedia 



Preparation 

Selecting participants: 

The most important aspect of selecting participants is 
that they come from and are representative of your 
user group. (If you have multiple user groups, it is 
important to include a representative sample from 
each, as they may view the information differently). 



Preparation 

Number of cards: 

Between 30 and 100 cards works well. Fewer than 30 
cards typically does not allow for enough grouping to 
emerge and more than 100 cards can be time 
consuming and tiring for participants. 



The test 

Provide instructions to participants: 



Instructions 

• First of all, we’d like to thank you for coming. As you may be aware, 
we’re in the initial stages of (re)designing a (web site, product, 
intranet). In order to make it as easy to use as possible, we’d like to 
get some input from the people who will be using it. And that’s 
where you come in. We’re going to ask you to perform a very 
simple exercise that will give us some great insight into how we can 
make this (web site, product, intranet) easier to use. 

• Here’s how it works. In front of you is a stack of cards. Those cards 
represent the content and functionality for this (web site, product, 
intranet). Working together, you should try and sort the cards into 
groups that make sense to you. Don’t worry about trying to design 
the navigation; we’ll take care of that. Also, don’t be concerned 
with trying to organize the information as it is currently organized 
on your (web site, product, intranet). We’re more interested in 
seeing how you would organize it into groups you would expect to 
find things in. 
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Instructions 

• Once your groups are established, we’d like to 
have you give each group a name that makes 
sense to you.  

• Oh, and one last thing. Feel free to ask 
questions during the exercise if you feel the 
need. I can’t guarantee that I can answer them 
during the exercise, but I’ll do my best to 
answer them when you’re finished. 
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Instructions (optional) 

• If you feel that’s appropriate, you are allowed 
to make sub-groups. 

• If you feel something is missing, you can use a 
blank index card to add it. 

• If a label is unclear, feel free to write a better 
label on the card. 

• If you think something doesn’t belong to any 
group, you can make an “outlier” pile. 
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The test 

• Give cards to the users. 

• Shuffle (change the order) of the cards for each user. 



Problems 

• With more than 50 cards the test can be very long, 
participants can get tired and the quality of results 
can be low: 

– More participants are needed to compensate low quality 
of results 

• Difficult names: cards with names participants 
can’t understand 

• Testing the test: before the real test, check 
how it works with 2-3 participants 

 
 



Exercise 1 

• Election website 

32 



• Candidate’s bio 
• Election issues 
• Press releases 
• Campaign events 
• Speeches 
• Campaign donations 
• Media coverage 
• Campaign timeline 
• Voter registration 
• Website feedback 
• Newsletter 
• Endorsements 
• Ask the candidate a question 
• On-the-road journal 
• Candidate’s record and accomplishments 
• Let a friend know about this website 
• Candidate comparison 
• Privacy policy 
• Frequently asked questions 
• Related links 
• Sitemap  
• Volunteering  
• Campaign staff 
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Exercise 2 

• University website 
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• Presentation 
• Students 
• University management 
• Technology Transfer 
• In-company Internships 
• Culture and sport 
• Libraries and archives 
• Study Programmes 
• Admissions 
• Study at the university 
• Moodle 
• International programmes 
• Research and business 
• Directory 
• Information and Services 
• Centres and Research Institutes 
• Administrative organisation chart 
• Alumni 
• Centres and departments 
• Technological resources 
• Webmail 35 



• Instructions: 

– Open card sorting 

– Choose a name for each group 

– You can’t add or delete option 

– One card in one group 
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DIGITAL CARDSORTING 
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