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For many businesses, Christmas is one of the 
busiest times of the year. For retailers, it’s 
perhaps the busiest time. But 2020 has been a 
little different. With a global pandemic raging, 
demand for online shopping has gone through 
the roof. While a transition to ordering goods 
online was already well underway, COVID-19 
has spiked the transition, and people are 
increasingly sourcing everything from groceries 
to clothing and electronics from the online 
branches of retailers.

This shift means that businesses can’t afford to 
ignore or neglect the online customer 
experience. In order to succeed, it’s essential 
that companies put the time and effort into 
working out how to best serve their customers 
through online portals.

Thankfully, there are a clear series of steps that 
anyone can take to ensure that their website 
serves the needs of their customers – and 
we’re going to show you an example.

Introduction
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A retailer needing to overhaul its 
online storefront

Alan & Co is a retailer with several stores and a 
popular online storefront. Though it still 
services a lot of customers through its physical 
stores, the online arm of Alan & Co is growing 
rapidly. People from all over the world purchase 
goods through Alan & Co’s online store.

But, despite sales going up and up, staff at Alan 
& Co have been hearing from customers that 
the online store can be difficult to use. Finding 
certain items is confusing and time-consuming, 
and many are starting to get frustrated and look 
elsewhere instead.

Seeing an advertisement for Optimal 
Workshop, the head of online sales at Alan & 
Co decides to give them a go to see if she can 
get to the bottom of the problem.

Company: Alan & Co

Type: Retailer

Company size: 100+

Meet            
the company
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Understanding                       
information architecture

Before diving in and using Optimal 
Workshop’s tools, it’s important to build 
up a basic understanding of the 
structure that’s behind every website, 
app and digital experience.

Information architecture (IA) is the 
system and structure you use to 
organize and label content on your 
website, app or product. It determines 
the paths people take to find the 
information they need, where they 
might get lost, and it’s the foundation 
on top of which you provide the design. 
This means that while users will never 
see this underlying structure on its 
own, they will feel the effects of the decisions you make here.

IA isn’t actually any one thing, it’s made up of multiple smaller parts including:

The overall goal of an IA should be to help people find the information they’re 
looking for – whether that’s on a website or mobile app, or in physical spaces like 
libraries and stores.

Navigation
How people make their 
way through information

Search
How people look for 

information

Labels
How information is 

represented
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The power of user research

Using two powerful methods to fix 
the Alan & Co website

The team at Alan & Co decide to use 
card sorting to work out how their 
users think the information on the 
online storefront should be arranged 
and then tree testing to benchmark 
the website structure at the start 
and end of the process.

Let’s take a closer look at these 
methods.

Card sorting with 
OptimalSort 

Learn how people categorize 
information 

Card sorting is a user research 
technique that can help you discover 
how people understand and 
categorize information. In a card 
sort, participants sort cards 
containing different items into 
groups. You can use the results of a 
card sort to figure out how to group 
and label the information on your 
website in a way that makes the 
most sense to your audience. 

Use tree testing

Learn how people navigate through 
a site structure 

Tree testing is a usability technique 
that can help you evaluate the 
findability of topics on a website. 
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.
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Using card sort and tree testing to 
build a better online store

Starting with a tree test

The team at Alan & Co starts with a 
tree test. Using a text-based version 
of the website that they’ve entered 
into a spreadsheet and uploaded into 
Treejack, they launch the study send 
out a link on their social media to ask 
customers to take part. Then, they 
observe how people move through 
the current navigation. They can see 
that there are several spots where 
people get lost, and where they have 
trouble finding certain items.

This initial tree test is a benchmark 
and will prove useful when it comes 
time to validate their improved 
structure later on. This test will also 
highlight the major problem areas.

Running a card sort

Once the team has finished their tree 
test and analyzed the results, they 
move over to OptimalSort to run an 
open card sort. After launching their 
card sort and again promoting the 
link over social media, they analyze 
the results. The team can see that 
their customers have some different 
ideas about how items should be 
grouped in different categories and 
even where those categories should 
sit in the main website navigation.

Interestingly, the card sort also shows 
the team the language that 
customers use for different 
categories.
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Back to tree testing

With the results of the card sort in 
hand, the team goes back to their 
spreadsheet version of the website 
structure and makes changes based 
on the results. They adjust how 
items are arranged in the online 
store, and move some of the 
categories around. They also 
rename some categories to better 
reflect the language customers use.

The team then loads this updated 
spreadsheet into Treejack and runs 
another test in the same way as the 
first test. Their efforts worked: The 
team at Alan & Co can see that 
customers are now more easily   
able to locate the items they’re 
looking for. Putting the changes 

into effect

With the results in hand, the team 
makes the changes to the website 
just in time for the Christmas 
shopping season.
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Get the right tools you need to build 
a successful research practice.

Try Optimal Workshop for free

www.optimalworkshop.com

https://www.optimalworkshop.com/features?utm_source=pdf_download&utm_medium=guide&utm_campaign=online_store_experience&utm_content=cta-button
https://www.optimalworkshop.com/team-plans/?utm_source=pdf_download&utm_medium=guide&utm_campaign=online_store_experience&utm_content=talk-to-us-button
https://www.optimalworkshop.com/?utm_source=pdf_download&utm_medium=guide&utm_campaign=tree_testing_guide&utm_content=button



