IPGRI web site navigation

The web site redesign team tasked me to come up with a first draft for the sort of logical structure we might adopt for the first few layers. The idea is to focus on the topics that will enable easy and consistent navigation, both for people who know what they are looking for and those who are browsing. One thing needs to be stated very clearly at the outset.

This is a first draft, designed to stimulate discussion and provoke arguments. I certainly will not mind if people say it is rubbish. But if you do think it is rubbish, it would be useful to have some concrete suggestions for a scheme that you would prefer.

Although implementation will come later, a crucial question concerns frames. Should we aim to preserve a frame-based website? Or should we make the decision now to abandon frames completely? There are arguments on both sides. Frames make it reasonably easy to have the same navigation elements on every page. But they also make it hard to print the content of the main frame and to bookmark pages. Also, the frames, as currently implemented, take up a large amount of the available screen-space. Alternatives to frames include the use of tables and the use of cascading style sheets to position elements. One drawback to abandoning frames is that some very early browsers do not support positioning by style sheets. Massimo Buonaituo is finding out what proportion of our current users fall into this category.

Another point is that much, perhaps most, of the current web site works very well. It is getting around within the depths of the site that may be problematic. At the moment the frames provide two navigation menus on each page, the full set of categories on the left and the abbreviated ‘Contact Us, What’s New etc across the top. I suggest that each sub-site have its own ‘internal’ menu. This could differ in detail between sub-sites, but would have a consistent look and placement across all pages. It would be up to each sub-site to come up with a scheme that meets the needs of its users. Some might stress events, others publications, others newly uploaded pages, others databases, and so on. These menus would have a consistent placement and look on all pages, but could difffer in content. They would only appear on sub-site pages.

One of the criticisms of the current navigational scheme is that headings such as ‘Genetic Resources Themes’ and ‘Countries’ do not give a clear indication of what they lead to. What should we replace them with? The topics we choose for the front page should also, for consistency, be those in the primary navigation menu, identical on every page.

What links should we have on every page? We definitely need About IPGRI, Contact Us (which can lead to a small selection of contact points and the searchable contacts database), Publications, Search (an actual search facility, preferably free text, and a link to the more structured search tool). Media will take people to the PA sub-site Do we also need Research, Genetic Resources Support Programme and INIBAP? The home page will be carrying the latest news story from the web focal points, and probably the three or four previous headlines, as links. There should be a What’s New link to an aggregate of, say, the last 10 stories, but of general interest, not internal items. Is Vacancies valuable on every page? We need a link to the Home page on every page except the home page.

What links should be on the home page, but not on every page? I think it is important for people to be able to access our Annual Report straight from the home page. Given IPGRI’s structure, it makes sense to have links straight from the home page to each of the Regions. There must be others, but my mind is blank.

How to cope with users who know where they want to go? As mentioned above, a frameless solution will allow regular users to bookmark the pages they want, and go straight there. But it might still be advisable to have the equivalent of a small-scale site map on the front page. I believe the most straightforward way to do this is with a series of pop-out choices linked to a heading of, say, Site Map. Placing the mouse over this would lead to set of high-level choices: Crops & Species, Publications, Regions, Networks, Research Programmes. Each of these would in turn present a second set of choices. This mechanism should be tailored to allow users to reach each of the sub-sites from the Home page.

One different approach might be to consider our different potential audiences, set out in the Web Policy and Guidelines (p. 4). Thus we could have a series of headings called PGR Scientists, Policy- and Decision-makers, Journalists, Educators and students, Donors, and General Public. But what would these links point to? If it is a list of other pages within the site (like the current About IPGRI link) then someone would have to decide which audience(s) any given page should be available to. Such an approach would also, in my opinion, work against the fortuitous discoveries that are such an exciting part of using the Internet. However, I do think that such an approach might be appropriate for one of the second-layer pages, perhaps About IPGRI. From here each of these ‘audience’ links would point to a page with appropriate information and further links.

IPGRI’s web site is very deep, and it can be both time-consuming and tedious to click on the ‘Back’ button to get back to where you started from. Breadcrumbs, as I’ve seen them called, presumably after the fairy story Hansel and Gretel, are a possible solution. I’m sure you have all seen these in your surfings. Yahoo uses them, and so do lots of other sites. They are the little headings that show you exactly where you are, for example:

IPGRI> Public Awareness> News> Archive> February 2003> 21022003.htm
Each crumb is a clickable link that takes you directly to that level in the hierarchy. A trail of breadcrumbs like this could be a feature of every page, or we could limit it to pages on sub-sites.

To summarise, here is my view of a logical structure:
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