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What’s the interesting difference?! !
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We must ask: How is it used?

What is its purpose?
What expectations will people bring to it?
What can someone do with it?

and.... How do people know?
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“Hidden workhorses?”

5



© 2004 Adaptive Path

“a distinctive type of communicative action, characterized by a 
socially recognized communicative purpose and common 
aspects of form” - Orlikowski and Yates 

Genres emerge as a response to purpose

Defining Document Genres
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Sample list of digital document genres

8

Analyst Report Benchmark Study Business White Paper

Company Information Contacts Customer List

Customer Quotes Demo Event

Event Calendar Executive Biography FAQ

Industry Fact Sheet Industry Solution Industry Solution Overview

Industry White Paper Job Information Legal

Logos Partner Explanation Partner List

Partner Overview Partner White Paper Press Info

Press Release List Privacy Policy Process Brief

Product Product Backgrounder Product Chooser

Product Line Product Spec Sheet Products Overview

Registration Form Request Form Search

Section Page Service Service Explanation

Service Fact Sheet Service Overview Service Process Brief

Service White Paper Site Map Solution Blueprint - Detail

Solution Blueprint - Summary Speaker Information Subscription Form

Technical White Paper Technology Standards Training Announcement

Training Locations Training Registration Training Schedule



© 2004 Adaptive Path

How do you make sense of this?
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8000 rows
three websites
150 products
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120 “content types”
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1600 rows
intranet across dozens of servers
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How does a user make sense of it?

Genres serve as important “trigger words”

Those trigger words are pretty much all a user has when 
figuring out where to go

16

hey, this 

looks 

good...

 > click <

?!?
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So why not “content types”?
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/MIME
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Aren’t these just templates?

No.

Genres drive the design of templates

But, one template could suit many genres

Templates are simply about layout

Genres also include content and purpose
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Thoughtwander
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Filter by genre

Product information (324)
 - Overview (5)
 - Feature list (4)
 - Download (4)
 - Requirements (4)
 - Analyst quote (3)
 - User guides (3)
 - Support FAQ (3)
 - Knowledge Base entry 
   (1028)

Customer success story (5)

Offers and promotions (2)

Press releases (340)

News coverage (24)
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Separation of presentation and content
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The real power of CMS comes from separating content 

from presentation and will help you keep a consistent 

look-and-feel for your website. It will also let you re-use 

content for different publications and formats - custom 

versions for certain browsers or devices or for different 

special occasions.

http://electrixity.co.uk/2004/07/your-next-project-will-use-content.html
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Chinese menu examples stolen from Victor Lombardi’s 2004 IA Summit Presentation
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Shrimp Toast (4) $3.95 Fried
Chicken Wings (8) $2.95 Wonton
in Hot Oil $3.95 Cold or Hot
Noodles in Spicy Sauce $3.95
Marinated beef (2) $3.50 Fantail
shrimp (4) $4.95 Hacked Chicken
in Spicy Sauce (cold) $4.95
Chicken in Cold Noodles (cold)
$4.95 Hot and Sour Cabbages
(cold) $2.95 Sweet And Sour
Cucumber (cold) $2.95 Shrimp Dim
Sum $3.95 Scallion Shrimp Toast
(4) $3.95 Fried Chicken Wings
Chicken in Cold Noodles (cold)
$4.95 Hot and Sour Cabbages
(cold) $2.95 Sweet And Sour
Cucumber (cold) $2.95 Shrimp Dim
Sum $3.95 Scallion Shrimp Toast
(4) $3.95 Fried Chicken Wings (8)
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99  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxx   xxxxxx   
99 xxxx xxxxxxxxxx   xxxxxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxx   
99 xxxxxxxx     xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxx xxxx    
99   xx xxxxx  xx   xxxxxxxxxxxxxx xx xx xxxxxxxxx   
99   xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx  xxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx    
99  xxxxxxxx  xxxxxxxx  xxxxxxx xxx xxx xxxxxxx   
99   xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxx xxxx xx xx xxx xxxxxx  
99   xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxx   xxxxxx   
99   xxxx xxxxxxxxxx   xxxxxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxx   
99  xxxxxxxx     xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxx xxxx    
99  xx xxxxx  xx   xxxxxxxxxxxxxx xx xx xxxxxxxxx   
99 xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx  xxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx    
99 xxxxxxxx  xxxxxxxx  xxxxxxx xxx xxx xxxxxxx    
99   xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxx xxxx xx xx xxx xxxxxx    
99   xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxx   xxxxxx    
99 xxxx xxxxxxxxxx   xxxxxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxx    
99 xxxxxxxx     xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxx xxxx   

9.99
9.99
9.99
9.99
9.99
9.99
9.99
9.99
9.99
9.99
9.99
9.99
9.99
9.99
9.99
9.99
9.99
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Shrimp Toast (4) $3.95 Fried Chicken Wings (8) $2.95 Wonton
in Hot Oil $3.95 Cold or Hot Noodles in Spicy Sauce $3.95

Marinated beef (2) $3.50 Fantail shrimp (4) $4.95

Hacked Chicken in Spicy Sauce (cold) $4.95 Chicken in Cold
Noodles (cold) $4.95 Hot and Sour Cabbages (cold) $2.95 Sweet
And Sour Cucumber (cold) $2.95 Shrimp Dim Sum $3.95 Scallion
Shrimp Toast (4) $3.95 Fried Chicken Wings (8) $2.95

Wonton in Hot Oil $3.95 Cold or Hot Noodles in Spicy Sauce
$3.95 Marinated beef (2) $3.50 Fantail shrimp (4) $4.95

Hacked Chicken in Spicy Sauce (cold) $4.95 Chicken in Cold
Noodles (cold) $4.95 Hot and Sour Cabbages (cold) $2.95

Sweet And Sour Cucumber (cold) $2.95
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Presentation (form), content, and purpose 
are intertwined

Presentation sets expectations – what the content is, and thus 
what purpose it can serve

Presentation also suggests how to “use” that content

30
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Buying a House

Some subtasks:
Choosing houses to see

Getting directions to those houses

Applying for a mortgage

Making an offer

Acquiring the title

Outfitting the home

Making mortgage payment

How do genres support these tasks?

How do people shift from genre to genre?

Realization: genres are medium/device/channel-specific

31
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PC PDA
Mobile 
Phone Paper

Phone 
call

Portability 2 8 9 9 9
Interactivity 9 8 7 1 10
Detail/depth 8 6 3 10 5
Multimedia 9 5 5 2 1
Familiarity/trust 5 5 5 8 8
Reflection 5 4 3 8 5
Responsiveness 7 0 8 0 10
Multitaskability 2 4 4 4 8
Solidity of record 5 3 2 8 2
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PC PDA
Mobile 
Phone Paper

Phone 
call

Portability 2 8 9 9 9
Interactivity 9 8 7 1 10
Detail/depth 8 6 3 10 5
Multimedia 9 5 5 2 1
Familiarity/trust 5 5 5 8 8
Reflection 5 4 3 8 5
Responsiveness 7 0 8 0 10
Multitaskability 2 4 4 4 8
Solidity of record 5 3 2 8 2

Choosing 
Houses

Low

Medium

High

High

N/A

Medium

Medium

Low

Low

Thus, a quick move away from 
classified ads, to media rich 

online house tours
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PC PDA
Mobile 
Phone Paper

Phone 
call

Portability 2 8 9 9 9
Interactivity 9 8 7 1 10
Detail/depth 8 6 3 10 5
Multimedia 9 5 5 2 1
Familiarity/trust 5 5 5 8 8
Reflection 5 4 3 8 5
Responsiveness 7 0 8 0 10
Multitaskability 2 4 4 4 8
Solidity of record 5 3 2 8 2

Applying for a 
mortgage

Low

Low

High

Low

High

N/A

N/A

Low

High

Why most people still apply for 
mortgages on paper and in person, 
even though they could do it online
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PC PDA
Mobile 
Phone Paper

Phone 
call

Portability 2 8 9 9 9
Interactivity 9 8 7 1 10
Detail/depth 8 6 3 10 5
Multimedia 9 5 5 2 1
Familiarity/trust 5 5 5 8 8
Reflection 5 4 3 8 5
Responsiveness 7 0 8 0 10
Multitaskability 2 4 4 4 8
Solidity of record 5 3 2 8 2

Paying for the 
mortgage

N/A

Low

Med

N/A

Med

N/A

N/A

Low

Med

Why we’re comfortable paying bills 
online, but maybe not through a 

mobile phone
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PC PDA
Mobile 
Phone Paper

Phone 
call

Portability 2 8 9 9 9
Interactivity 9 8 7 1 10
Detail/depth 8 6 3 10 5
Multimedia 9 5 5 2 1
Familiarity/trust 5 5 5 8 8
Reflection 5 4 3 8 5
Responsiveness 7 0 8 0 10
Multitaskability 2 4 4 4 8
Solidity of record 5 3 2 8 2

And some tasks having shifting genre needs

Getting directions

Outfitting the home
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It will also let you re-use content for different 

publications and formats - custom versions for certain 

browsers or devices or for different special occasions.
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Final thoughts

Simplifies the practice of IA of large spaces

Reminds us that IA is about the content

Reminds us that people are using the information

Genres are fluid – innovation occurs when developing the right 
genre, in the right context, for the right medium

Identifying genres is hard, and currently more art than science

Question as to how complex a digital document genre can be

38
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Resources

http://crowston.syr.edu/papers/index.php

http://www.ischool.utexas.edu/~adillon/pubs.html

Spinuzzi, Clay, Tracing Genres Through Organizations
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