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Imagine for a moment that you run an online sporting goods 
store – and you’re frustrated.

For some reason, your customers cannot seem to find certain 
items in the navigation of your website. You’re constantly 
receiving support emails and queries about why you don’t 
stock specific products, when they’re right there in the online 
store. So what’s the issue?

Back when you started your online store, you sorted sporting 
goods based on what made sense to you – but that’s the issue. 
You are not your customer. While your categories appear 
logical to you, the people you’re selling to see things 
differently.

Solving this problem isn’t going to be as hard as you might 
think. With a research method called tree testing, you can find 
out where people are getting lost in your navigation structure, 
and fix the problem. 
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What is tree 

testing?
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One of the most powerful ways of identifying (and solving) 
problems in your information architecture is tree testing.

Tree testing is a usability technique that can help 
you evaluate the findability of topics on a website. 
You may have also heard this method described 
as ‘reverse card sorting’, or possibly ‘card-based 
classification’. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Tree tests are run on text-based versions of 
websites, without the influence of navigation aids 
or design elements, similar to a sitemap. By 
stripping away everything but the labels and how 
they’re organized, you can work out just how 
effective your website structure is at enabling 
people to find what they need. If test participants 
consistently struggle to locate specific items, you’ll 
know there are issues with your structure.

Let's take a look at 5 ways to get started with tree 
testing.
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01. Figure out what you 

want to test and improve

It’s important to be specific 
(and clear) about what you 

want tree testing to help you 
improve.
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Before you dive into tree testing, it’s important to set some 
goals. Ask yourself the following questions:

• Do you want to test and improve 
your entire website or just smaller 
parts of it?

• Have you developed alternate 
structures to test or will you test 
your existing structure?

• Do you want to test your entire 
website in one go, or test parts 
separately?

• Are you tweaking individual parts of 
your website or overhauling the 
entire thing?



?

02. Establish who you’re 

improving the product or 

website for, and why

You’re not running tree tests in a vacuum: at some point, real 
people will benefit from all of the work you’re putting in now. 
This makes it important to work out who you’re improving your 
website for, and why.

Taking the time to do this now will also make it 
easier to find appropriate participants to take part 
in your study. We’ve put together some other 
useful guides on how to find people to participate 
in your research.

Typically, personas, customer data and website 
analytics will show you who’s using your website 
(and how). Take the time now to find out as much 
as you can about these people. It’s often a good 
idea to talk to other teams within your 
organization, like customer support, sales and 
marketing.

Knowing your audience is important, but it’s also 
useful to know why you’re improving a website in 
the first place. This is where user interviews, 
usability testing and surveys can help to paint a 
more rich picture of your customers. It’s helpful to 
think of the ‘why’ as your justification for why 
you’re doing tree testing.
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https://blog.optimalworkshop.com/tag/participant-recruitment/?utm_source=pdf_download&utm_medium=guide&utm_campaign=tree-testing-guide
https://blog.optimalworkshop.com/tag/participant-recruitment/?utm_source=pdf_download&utm_medium=guide&utm_campaign=tree-testing-guide


03. Test early, test often - 

make tree testing part of 

your plan.

Improving an existing website
Running a tree test to benchmark an existing website will tell you what’s 
working and what needs to be fixed. Starting out with a tree test also gives 
you a solid foundation to build on when adding information – a clear 
benchmark that you can measure against as the project progresses.

Creating a new mobile app
Start with a card sort to generate ideas for categorizing your content and 
labelling your categories. Then, run a tree test using the draft IA to see how it 
performs.

Testing potential designs
Test multiple potential designs with tree testing to see how they perform, 
instead of focusing on one tree. You’ll then have data showing you which 
trees perform best, as well as data on the labels that cause confusion.

Tree testing is most effective when it’s run at specific points in 
a project. Why? Because you can use the outputs of a tree 
test – visualizations, benchmarked data and customer insights 
– to inform project decisions and report back to stakeholders.

Let’s take a look at a few different ideal times to  
run a tree test:
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https://www.optimalworkshop.com/optimalsort?utm_source=pdf_download&utm_medium=guide&utm_campaign=tree-testing-guide&utm_content=cta-button


04. Write tasks for  

your tree test

In a tree test, we simulate the behavior of using a 
website by giving users tasks. Tasks should be 
based on actions that users commonly perform on 
your website, like navigating to a signup page or 
trying to find a particular page. These tasks are 
framed through questions like: “Where would you 
look for football shoes?”. We then observe how 
users go about looking for the answer.

Getting the tasks right is critical if you want to 
gather useful data. It’s important that tasks reflect 
how your users might naturally approach your 
website. Note that you also want to give the 
answer to the task away by using the same 
language that’s in your tree. 

Tasks should mimic the thought a person might 
have when they visit your website. So write in a 
natural style and introduce a hypothetical 
scenario..

So instead of writing ‘Click where you think you’d 
find golf gloves’ you would write ‘You need to 
order a new pair of golf gloves, and want to see 
the different options available.’ Keeping the tone 
conversational will make the task less ‘Click the 
thing’ and more ‘Find the right thing’.
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05. Build a solid  

website tree

Note: Getting the labelling and hierarchy 
of your content right will reduce the 

need for people to contact you or use the 
search function, so that’s something to 

keep in mind!
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The ‘tree’ in a tree test is a text-only version of 
your website hierarchy (which is basically a 
sitemap). Your category labels (first level, second 
level, and so on) are known as ‘parent nodes’, and 
your information labels are known as ‘child nodes’.

If you don’t already have a sitemap, you can easily 
build the tree from the labels and structure of your 
website. It can help to do this in a program like 
Excel or Google Sheets.



How to get started 

with Treejack

Try out Treejack (and our four other research tools) for free.

Get started today
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Running a tree test isn’t actually that difficult, 
especially if you’re using the right tool. We’ve put 
together a comprehensive Tree testing 101 guide 
that covers everything you need to know about 
running a tree test with Treejack. You’ll also learn 
how to set useful objectives, how to build your 
tree, write your tasks, recruit participants and 
measure results.

As for tools, we recommend starting with Treejack. 
In addition to enabling you to set up and run a tree 
test, Treejack also gives you a number of powerful 
analysis features you can use to make effective 
changes to your website and share with 
stakeholders.

https://www.optimalworkshop.com/treejack/?utm_source=pdf_download&utm_medium=guide&utm_campaign=tree_testing_guide&utm_content=get-started-today-button
https://www.optimalworkshop.com/learn/101s/tree-testing/?utm_source=pdf_download&utm_medium=guide&utm_campaign=tree-testing-guide


Get the right tools you need to build 
a successful research practice.

Try Optimal Workshop for free

www.optimalworkshop.com

https://www.optimalworkshop.com/pricing/?utm_source=pdf_download&utm_medium=e-books&utm_campaign=all&utm_content=try optimal workshop for free
https://www.optimalworkshop.com/?utm_source=pdf_download&utm_medium=guide&utm_campaign=tree_testing_guide&utm_content=get-started-today-button

