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Website Evaluation and Re-Design Group Project: Ottawa Public Library (OPL) 

 

This project represents a discussion on the usability and Information Architect (IA) of the 

Ottawa Public Library’s (OPL) current website, and recommendations on ways in which the 

OPL might resolve the identified IA weaknesses, based on current theory and principles. The 

recommendations, which cover the organizational, labelling, and navigational aspects of the site, 

largely focus on the homepage (Figure 1), what Krug (2014) refers to as “the waterfront property 

of the Web” (p. 87). Though users are less likely to enter a site via the homepage than they were 

ten years ago, as Krug (2014) posits, it is the place that users visit to “get their bearings” after 

having navigated into the site through another page (p. 92); OPL’s online identity is encapsulated 

in the homepage and it should present a clear “big picture” of what the site is about, what it 

contains, and what users can do there (p. 92). Ideally, it should also respond OPL’s diverse users 

and their information needs as its primary focus. The discussion and recommendations herein 

consider OPL users first, aiming to make the site more usable and content more easily seized. 
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Figure 1.  Ottawa Public Library (OPL) homepage. The site’s main organizational and navigational portal, 

defining primary organizational schemes and labels.  

Background: Ottawa Public Library (OPL) 

OPL is North America’s largest bilingual  public library system, reflecting the city’s 1

Anglophone and Francophone cultural duality (Ottawa Public Library, 2017a, n.d.-a, n.d.-b). The 

English and French primary collections are supplemented by smaller yet substantial collections 

of materials in other languages (especially Chinese, Hindi and Arabic). OPL operates 33 

branches, two bookmobiles, and kiosks (vending machine lending), serving a resident population 

of 960,754, with 294,323 active cardholders (39% of Ottawa’s 2015 population) (Government of 

Ontario, 2016; OPL, 2016a, 2016b, n.d.-a, n.d.-b).  

Recent growth in circulation and patronage is attributable to OPL enhancing its digital 

collections and platforms. Identified directions and priorities target these for both physical and 

virtual OPL environments; OPL’s 2017 operating and capital budget of $47 million prioritizes 

the website and the development of mobile apps as service pillars for extending public 

engagement and access, including “ubiquitous library” initiatives such as smart wallets for 

paying fees, virtual library cards, GPS finding aids, and apps for service delivery (Library 

Strategies International, & Kathryn Taylor Design, 2015; OPL, 2016c). In February 2017, for 

instance, OPL launched the  à la carte digital storytelling app  as a food and nutrition literacy hub 

for content, programming and fostering community connections (OPL, 2017b). 

Evaluation of the Organizational System 

OPL’s website is the online portal to the library’s engagement with the public, and 

provides overviews of information and materials available. According to the statistical 

1 English and French 

 

https://biblioottawalibrary.ca/en/storybook/Food%20Literacy/Comfort%20Food
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information provided by the library, the OPL website serves a demographically diverse audience 

with several key needs that include electronic access to materials, bilingual programming, and 

multicultural materials (Figures 2 and 3). As such, OPL’s website and its organizational schema 

should reflect this diversity. Arguably, these key audience needs needs should be addressed not 

only throughout the site’s organizational structure but also prominently and clearly represented 

on first contact with the OPL homepage (Figures 2 and 3).  

 

Figure 2.   Key audiences. This figures identifies the diverse population served by OPL.  
 
 

 

 



OPL REDESIGN                                                                                                                      5 
 

Figure 3.   Key audience needs. This figure identifies the key audience needs of the user groups identified in 

Figure 2. 

 
Currently, digital materials are not presented as a discrete top level category within the 

site’s global navigation. For instance, access to digital materials is available in the hierarchy of 

the functional top “Browse” category on the homepage under the label “Format” (topical), and 

the metaphorical label “Explore” (Figure 4).  
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Figure 4.   OPL’s current Browse menu. This menu comprises both physical and digital materials. Users 

must scroll down to view/access all menu items. 

 

Further, some of the same information is available below the header in the centre column 

under “Collections” (topical) but with less granularity than is available by clicking the topical 

subheading in the “Browse” category (Figures 5 and 6). 
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Figure 5.   Topical “Books” category subpage. This figure shows different granularity vs. Figure 6.   
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Figure 6.   Centre column (body) of homepage. This figure shows different granularity vs. Figure 5. 
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In terms of linguistic settings, the “Français” option is also available from the homepage 

and located in the traditional prominent top left corner position; however, clicking the link 

changes only the top level of the organization to French. It does not impact what materials are 

displayed, nor does it change the labelling in lower level categories when the site is examined in 

terms of granularity (Figure 7). Further, though the library provides information in eight 

additional languages, that availability is not advertised nor directly accessible via the homepage. 

 

  

 
 
Figure 7.   En Français. Language preference is inconsistently applied when drilling down in site. 
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In order to address OPL’s audience and goals, the website should be organized around 

providing access to core service areas. Rather than offering multiple access points to the same 

information, and duplicating information across areas (with the exception of audience, which 

breaks from the topical organization scheme), information should be structured in a hierarchical 

fashion. Further, the use of multiple (hybrid) organizational schemes, both exact (e.g., known 

item catalogue searching) and ambiguous (e.g., shelf browsing) (Figure 4), should be represented 

carefully and separately so as not to confuse users, and testing and modification for new content 

are absolutely necessary (Rosenfeld, Morville, & Arango, 2015).  

In terms of functionality, a critical organizational issue needing to be addressed to 

respond to audience needs, based upon the demographical information provided by OPL, is that 

links to library information (including secondary links to materials) in all available languages 

should be provided via the homepage.  

Evaluation of the Labelling System 

One of the biggest challenges of designing website labels is the need to follow big-picture 

information architecture principles like consistency and conciseness in the labellings systems, 

while at the same time tailoring the individual labels to accommodate a diverse and 

ever-changing range of content and users. As Rosenfeld, Morville & Arango (2015) write, “...we 

must try our best to design labels that speak the same language as our environment’s users while 

reflecting its content” (p. 135). While it seems like OPL has done an excellent job of increasing 

and diversifying the range of resources and services it offers, overall, the labels on the OPL 

website reflect a rather haphazard attempt to accommodate these additions. The proliferation of 
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content has put a strain on the website’s ability to offer user-friendly labels that accurately and 

helpfully communicate the content being described.  

The wording of individual labels is not always helpful in providing access to the new 

offerings that OPL provides its multicultural/multilingual audience. While the “Français” label 

that switches the website’s language to French is featured prominently at the top-left corner of 

the website, as described above, access to pages translated into other languages is buried under a 

series of navigation labels that are only available in English or French (Figure 8). Only if the 

minority language speaker can navigate through the labels “Services” > “Newcomers” can they 

finally access the pages written in Arabic, Chinese (traditional and simplified), Spanish, Somali, 

Russian, Urdu, Persian, and Hindi.  
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Figure 8.   Accessibility in other languages. Library Information in other languages buried within the site. 

 

A wealth of electronic resources is also buried under similarly confusing labels. To take 

just one example, if you click on the “Books” part of the “Books / Print” heading in the top 

centre of the website’s homepage, access is provided to audiobooks and eBooks that are 

downloadable through Overdrive, as well as “streaming” or “online” books. However, because 

of the juxtaposition of the word “Print” on that heading, access to the electronic books is 
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seemingly obscured (Figure 9).  The labels must better reflect the language of the users as well as 

the content being described.  

 

 

Figure 9.   “Books / Print” label within the homepage’s main column (top) links to a subpage that includes 

both physical and digital materials (bottom). Users must scroll down to access additional menu items.   

Another key IA principle is consistency. Rosenfeld, Morville & Arango (2015) explain 

that website labelling systems need to be consistent in style, presentation, syntax, granularity, 

comprehensiveness, and audience (pp. 155-156). This is an area in which the OPL website needs 

considerable work.  For example, at the global navigation system level, the labels in English are: 
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HOME, BROWSE, HOURS AND LOCATION, SERVICES, PROGRAMS AND EVENTS, and 

MAKE A BOOKING (Figure 1, above). Here we see inconsistencies in syntax (some labels are 

one-word or three-words; some are nouns while others are verbs or verb phrases) as well as 

granularity (“Make a Booking” does not have nearly as much content as “Browse” or 

“Services”). There are also many inconsistencies at the local navigation label level.  For 

example, on the “Make a Booking” subpage, the left-hand local navigation menu has the 

following menu:  

● Make a booking  

● Book a computer 

● Book an appointment 

● Book equipment 

● Rent a meeting room  

However, on the main page of that page, there are some inconsistent headings like 

“Appointments” instead of “Book an appointment” and “Book a meeting room” instead of “Rent 

a meeting room”. While these inconsistencies seem quite minor, the number of inconsistencies 

found throughout the website contribute to an overall impression of unprofessionalism and 

confusion.  

Evaluation of the Navigation System 

Navigation is an essential part of information architecture as it allows users to understand 

where they are in a website, where they can go, and how to get there. Rosenfeld, Morville & 

Arango (2015) write, “Structure and organization are about building rooms. Navigation design is 

about adding doors and windows” (p. 176). Navigation highlights the structure of the 
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organization of a website and relates it to the user in a way which, when done well, will allow 

the user to use the structure and organization to access the content they need as efficiently as 

possible. The Ottawa Public Library (OPL) site uses the three main types of navigation outlined 

by Rosenfeld, Morville & Arango (2015), namely, global navigation, local navigation, and 

contextual navigation.  

Global navigation is present throughout the OPL site and is the main point of navigation 

for users (see Figures 1 and 4 above).  Rosenfeld, Morville & Arango (2015) write, “Because 

global navigation bars are often the single consistent navigation element in the site, they have a 

huge impact on usability” (p. 184), and this is true for the OPL site as well. However, there are 

some issues with the global navigation and the problems occur in the horizontal navigation bar. 

The biggest problem is that the options within the navigation sub-menus are presented in a long 

single-column drop down list, which means that users sometimes have to scroll down to access 

some of the options. In addition, this presentation is not as clear or well-presented as it could be.  

Two other areas for improvement would be removing “Make a Booking” from the 

navigation and removing the “Services” option within the “Services” drop down sub-menu. The 

“Making a Booking”  o ption should be moved to the services it is relevant to; In other words, for 

users who need to make a booking, the option will appear in the places they expect (i.e. within a 

subpage relating to the specific service), and for the users who do not, it will not be cluttering up 

the global navigation menu as an option. The “Services”   menu is the only menu that has itself as 

an option. This option should be removed so that the menu remains consistent and 

understandable. 
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Local navigation is present on some, but not all subpages of the OPL website (see Figures 

7 and 9 above). There are two main problems with the local navigation: Firstly, the menu is often 

too long, especially as more options are opened. This requires the user to scroll too far and, when 

the selected option is off-screen, hampers the ability of the user to use the menu to determine 

their place on the website or what the related menu options are. Secondly, the local navigation 

menu is not available on every subpage. Because of this, it cannot be relied on by users for help 

with placemaking or to navigate other areas under the main global navigation option that has 

been chosen. The inconsistency between having it on most but not all pages could be very 

confusing for users. 

Contextual navigation is present on most pages and presents users with a variety of 

options to move to other, relevant content. There are a few pages where more contextual 

navigation could be added but it is generally adequate. Figures 10 and 11 demonstrate internal 

and external contextual navigation. 
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Figure 10.    Internal contextual navigation. Embedded hyperlinks link to elsewhere within the OPL site. 

 

 

 

Figure 11.   External contextual navigation. Embedded hyperlinks link to an external source. 
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Secondary navigation is available via a comprehensive sitemap (Figures 12 and 13) 

whose links are all clickable. 

 

  

Figure 12.   Secondary navigation in page footer. A link to the site map (Figure 12)  is globally accessible 

within the page footer. 
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Figure 13.   Site map subpage. A streamlined site map provides efficient secondary navigation.   
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Re-Design Recommendations 

 

Figure 14.    Problems and recommended revisions. This figure summarizes the identified IA problems and 

recommendations for redesign for the OPL site. 
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Organization & Labelling  

Recommendation 1) World map icon. One small but very key change is the addition of 

a world map iconic button/label to the homepage’s supplemental navigation (Figure 15). 

Clicking on this icon will produce a drop-down menu displaying labels in different languages 

that provide access to subpages in these languages, with key information about multilingual 

resources and using the library.   Placing this icon prominently at the top of the homepage 

conveys the importance OPL places on its multilingual and multicultural patron-base and, using 

an icon instead of a textual label, removes the language barrier.  

 

Figures 15.   Other languages. This global other languages button with its own dynamic (on hover) drop 

down menu provides easy, direct access to library information in other languages for OPL’s diverse users. 

Recommendation 2) Top-level labels. To maintain an uncluttered homepage, the 

number of top-level categories and labels should be limited to six, and the labels should be more 
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concise (Figure 16).  Although the new labels are not entirely consistent stylistically (in word 

number), Krug’s (2014) advice that “[i]f you can make something significantly  clearer by 

making it slightly  inconsistent, choose in favor of clarity” (p. 33) is followed. The one-word 

labels and three-word labels are grouped together to enhance consistency.  

The new content categories reflect the core service areas.  Instead of creating an 

audience-specific access point on the global navigation bar, multiple points of access by 

audience are provided within the “Explore”, “eLibrary”, “Services”, and “Programs & Events” 

subpages.  
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Figure 16.   Homepage and global navigation. Revise organizational schemes to enhance clarity or 

classification. Add “Home” and other languages icon buttons. Embed “Make a Booking” in “Services”. 

Recommendation 3A) “Explore” tab/label.   The current main access point to the 

library’s key collections is found under the “Browse” tab, which then expands into two 

categories “Explore” and “Browse” providing access to the library’s collections.  In the proposed 

redesign, the “Browse” tab is relabelled with the more user-friendly and less library-jargony 

“Explore,” and will be the access point for the library’s physical collection only.   The “Explore” 

category allows users to explore the physical collection by format, by audience, or by various 
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lists.  To describe the lists, “Recommendations” is proposed as a more user-friendly and accurate 

label. At a more micro-level, the label “Gaming” is changed to “Video Games,” in order to 

maintain syntactical consistency with the other noun labels in the list (see Figure 18). 

Recommendation 3B) Adding “e-Library” tab/label.   As discussed in the background 

section, online and e-resources are the fastest growing content area at OPL. The current “Online 

Resources” label, buried within the “Browse” category does not provide easy access to the 

library’s digital resources, and only encompasses some of what the library offers online. Creating 

an “eLibrary” category in the global navigation where all online resources will be housed, and 

organized with subcategories labelled “By Topic”, “By Format”, “By Audience”, and “By 

Language” will showcase the category’s importance; These sub-labels are also consistent with 

the schemes used in the “Explore” category and other top level categories. With regards to the 

“By Language” label, links to English and French content are provided here, as well as links to 

the content available in each minority language (see Figure 19). 

Recommendation 4) Redesigned “Programs & Events”. Another major organizational 

issue on OPL’s site involves the “Programs and Events” category. The new “Programs & 

Events” mega menu (Figure 17) is organized using separate “Events” and “Programs” labels, 

consistent in sub-labels with the subjects currently in use in the OPL’s organization of the 

category.  The “Events” label will list one-off events and special events, and the “Programs” 

label will list on-going programs such as yoga classes and toddler time. The use of “By 

Audience” and “By Language” labels keeps organization cohesive across the global navigation 

categories.  
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Figure 17 . Programs and Events mega menu. More intuitive classification via discrete “Programs” and 

“Events” subschemes, and the addition of “By Audience” and “By Language” sub-schemes. 

Navigation 

Recommendation 5) Mega menus.  The use of mega menus for the global navigation 

menus (Figures 18 and 19) will provide more horizontal space for information and allow it to be 

presented more simply and accessibly to users. These menus also “often feature sophisticated 

typographic layouts, images, and other cues to give the user insight into the content and structure 

of the system” (Rosenfeld, Morville & Arango, 2015,  p. 184). Using a larger and better designed 

menu will help guide users as they move through the content of the site. 
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Figure 18.    Explore. Changing “Browse” scheme/label to “Explore” that excludes digital materials improves 

classification clarity and granularity. Revising drop down menu (see Figure 3) to dynamic (on hover) mega 

menu better utilizes horizontal space. 
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Figure 19 .   eLibrary. Adding eLibrary as a top level label with it’s own dynamic (on hover) mega menu, and 

presenting digital materials as a discrete organizational scheme, improves usability. 

Recommendation 6) Local menus. Local navigation menus should be more closely 

focused on the current information rather than the whole global navigation category (Figure 20). 

This will be helpful in reducing the length of the menu, which is far too long and potentially very 

confusing for users. Rosenfeld, Morville & Arango (2015) write, “The trick to designing 

navigation systems is to balance the advantages of flexibility with the dangers of clutter” (p. 183) 

and shortening this menu to more relevant content will retain flexibility while reducing clutter. 
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Additional Recommendation: Breadcrumbs.  Finally, OPL should consider 

implementing breadcrumbs to help users understand where they are on the website and within 

the hierarchy of the content (Figure 20). Rosenfeld, Morville & Arango (2015) describe how 

tools like breadcrumbs “provide a sense of context and comfort as we explore new places” (p. 

175). Breadcrumbs will make users more comfortable with the site and how they can move 

through it to find the content they need. 
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Figure 20.    Local navigation. Refocusing on current information and providing breadcrumbs improves 

usability and user orientation 

Conclusion 

Krug’s (2014) “overriding principle, [...] don’t make me think” is the end goal of any 

good web design in terms of usability and information architecture.  The user should be able to 

get in, get what they need, and get out with little concern for the site.  OPL has a tremendous 
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amount of content to organize and a diverse audience to address, and its current website (as is) 

often gets in the user’s way.  This project proposes seven fixes to some of the more glaring 

labelling, navigational, and organizational issues with the goal of keeping user needs at the 

forefront.  Certainly, there are many areas not addressed here, such as the heavy text on many 

pages, the preposterous motto in footer, and the inconsistent labelling within the body of the 

“Programming and Events” subpage, that could be improved. The changes proposed herein 

target high impact aspects of OPL’s IA, and reflect industry conventions implemented in more 

user-friendly sites such as the Calgary Public Library ( https://calgarylibrary.ca ) and the 

Kitchener Public Library (http://www.kpl.org). 

 

 

  

 

https://calgarylibrary.ca/
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