
•  Good	afternoon!	I’m	so	happy	to	be	here	at	Fluxible	to	talk	with	you	about	
information	architecture	and	the	organization	of	time,	but	first	I	want	to	tell	the	
story	of	this	place.	Harpers	Ferry	is	situated	at	the	confluence	of	the	Potomac	
and	Shenandoah	rivers	where	Maryland,	Virginia,	and	West	Virginia	meet,	it’s	
the	psychological	midpoint	of	the	Apalachen	Trail,	and	it’s	best	known	for	John	
Brown’s	raid	on	the	Armory	in	1859.	After	working	with	the	Underground	
Railroad	for	years,	John	grew	convinced	that	to	end	slavery,	violence	was	
necessary.	The	Armory	was	the	first	step	in	his	plan	to	free	and	arm	slaves,	and	
engage	in	guerilla	warfare.	But	he	was	undone	by	bad	luck.	Harriet	Tubman	
helped	to	organize	the	raid	but	fell	sick	and	couldn’t	participate.	And	one	of	his	
own	men	let	him	down	by	not	delivering	a	wagon	of	arms	at	a	critical	juncture.	
John	was	captured	by	Robert	E.	Lee,	tried	for	treason,	and	hanged.	While	
awaiting	execution,	John	was	surprisingly	cheerful,	noting	“I	cannot	now	better	
serve	the	cause	I	love	so	much	than	to	die	for	it;	and	in	my	death	I	may	do	more	
than	in	my	life.”	And	he	was	right.	Twenty	years	later,	Frederick	Douglas	said	“if	
John	Brown	did	not	end	the	war	that	ended	slavery,	he	did,	at	least,	begin	the	
war	that	ended	slavery.”	

•  You	may	wonder	how	John	Brown	and	Harpers	Ferry	relate	to	information	
architecture,	and	I	will	try	to	connect	the	dots,	but	to	do	so,	I	first	need	to	tell	
you	the	story	of	my	life.	



•  In	the	early	1990s,	I	went	to	library	school,	where	I	fell	in	love	with	the	Internet.	
And	I	had	a	dream.	I	wanted	to	organize	information	so	people	could	find	what	
they	need.	And	that’s	precisely	what	I’ve	done.	

•  Over	the	years,	I’ve	helped	all	sorts	of	organizations	with	their	information	
architecture	and	user	experience	challenges.	
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Along	the	way,	I’ve	written	a	number	of	animal	books	about	information	
architecture,	findability,	search,	systems	thinking,	and	planning.	



•  The	polar	bear	made	the	biggest	splash.	It	helped	to	define	the	discipline	of	
information	architecture,	and	to	this	day	shapes	how	we	practice	user	
experience.	

•  And	that’s	a	good	thing,	because	what	we	might	now	call	“classic	information	
architecture”	is	more	difficult	and	more	important	than	ever.	

•  That	said,	all	maps	are	traps,	and	I	believe	we	need	to	go	beyond	the	polar	bear.	
To	explain,	let	me	tell	you	about	my	work	with	the	Library	of	Congress.	



In	2009,	I	was	invited	to	evaluate	the	Library’s	web	presence,	and	I	discovered	the	
library	had	over	100	websites,	all	with	different	identities	+	navigation	systems.	
	



In	my	report,	I	was	brutally	honest.	I	compared	the	library’s	web	presence	to	the	
Winchester	Mystery	House.	Not	bad	to	look	at,	but	a	findability	nightmare.	This	
report	was	a	shock	to	the	system.	At	one	point	my	report	was	subject	to	an	embargo.	
But	eventually,	the	leadership	saw	the	need	for	change,	created	a	web	governance	
board,	and	asked	me	to	help	shape	a	new	web	strategy	and	information	architecture.	
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We	made	progress,	and	I’m	proud	of	our	work,	but	we	didn’t	get	as	far	as	I	hoped.	To	
explain	why,	it	helps	to	look	through	the	lens	of	the	org	chart.	



I	was	brought	in	by	a	middle	manager.	We	could	see	the	problem,	but	we	couldn’t	
solve	it.	We	lacked	authority.	Eventually,	we	tackled	governance	but	failed	to	address	
culture.	
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•  At	the	first	IA	Summit	in	Y2K,	I	shared	this	pace	layer	model	and	Stewart	Brand’s	
insight	that	“the	fast	parts	get	all	the	attention,	but	the	slow	parts	have	all	the	
power,”	and	it’s	been	celebrated	within	the	community	ever	since.	

•  I	suspect	we	are	drawn	to	information	architecture	in	the	same	way	John	Brown	
was	drawn	to	Harpers	Ferry.	IA	isn’t	big	and	doesn’t	hold	much	territory,	but	it	is	
an	important	crossroads,	a	place	of	bridges	and	borders	where	a	small	force	can	
make	a	big	impact,	especially	if	we	have	the	courage	to	go	beyond	infrastructure	
to	wrangle	with	governance	and	culture.	



•  That	said,	we	shouldn’t	get	carried	away	with	change.	Mostly	we	should	design	
for	fit.	

•  As	Frank	Lloyd	Wright	advised	“no	house	should	ever	be	on	a	hill	or	on	
anything…”	



Of	course	we’re	not	building	houses.	Our	job	is	to	create	environments	for	
understanding.	



•  To	do	this	well,	we	must	get	better	at	research,	so	can	understand	the	
merkwelts	or	unique	“ways	of	viewing	the	world”	of	our	users	and	stakeholders.	

•  Thomas	Nagel	famously	asked	“What	is	it	like	to	be	a	bat?”	and	while	we	may	
never	know	the	answer,	I	do	believe	it’s	the	right	question.	



•  Okay,	so	let’s	get	back	to	my	life	story.	Mostly,	since	library	school,	life	as	an	IA	
was	good.	And	then	in	2016	something	happened	that	threw	me	for	a	loop.	The	
election	that	November	made	me	realize	the	extent	to	which	many	people	have	
totally	lost	track	of	the	truth.	Immune	to	science	and	facts,	they	are	easily	
misled,	and	often	just	believe	what	they	want.	Our	society	has	fractured	into	a	
confusion	of	tongues,	a	Tower	of	Babel	where	there	is	no	UNDERSTANDING.	

•  Given	my	background	in	library	and	information	science,	this	was	especially	
disturbing.	And	it	wasn’t	just	political.	It	was	personal.	I	had	a	fight	with	a	family	
member	about	racism	and	climate	change	that	seriously	damaged	our	
relationship.	And	I	began	to	question	my	career.	At	the	time,	I	was	consulting	
with	a	Fortune	500	user	experience	team	that	didn’t	care	about	users	or	the	
truth.	For	months,	I	experienced	disorientation,	fear,	anger.	I	did	a	lot	of	rage	
tweeting.	I	joined	the	resistance.	And	I	read	a	lot	of	books.	

•  Then	I	took	two	steps	forward.	First,	I	started	walking	dogs.	I	needed	to	do	
something	good	that	had	nothing	to	do	with	the	Internet.	So	I	volunteered	at	the	
Humane	Society.	And	I	love	it.	The	dogs	help	me	to	heal.	Second,	I	wrote	a	book	
about	the	design	of	paths	and	goals,	because	our	society	(and	many	of	our	
organizations)	are	broken,	and	planning	opens	the	door	to	change.	
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Most	of	you	are	familiar	with	Aesop’s	fable	about	the	hard-working	ants	and	the	
starving	grasshopper.	It’s	a	tale	we	tell	our	kids.	And	the	moral	of	the	story	is	clear:	
plan	or	die.	It’s	a	truth	of	nature	we’ve	assimilated	into	culture,	and	lived	with	for	
thousands	of	years.	
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•  In	psychology,	planning	is	seen	as	an	executive	function	of	the	brain,	and	
researchers	use	games	like	the	Tower	of	Hanoi	to	study	planning	ability.	
Interestingly,	those	who	plan	ahead	are	best	at	simple	versions	of	the	game,	but	
if	you	add	a	few	rings,	they	struggle	(it’s	the	folks	who	act	+	plan	concurrently	
who	succeed).	

•  The	studies	show	we	differ	widely	in	how	and	how	well	we	plan.	But	the	good	
news	is:	since	planning	is	a	skill,	all	of	us	can	get	better.	
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•  Despite	the	usual	claims	of	human	exceptionalism,	we	are	not	the	only	animals	
that	plan.	

•  The	bonobo,	for	instance,	will	walk	a	mile	to	a	flat	rock,	where	she	can	use	a	
stone	to	crack	open	nuts	to	feed	her	baby.	In	fact,	all	animals	plan,	and…	
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…we	are	planning	all	the	time.	In	2005,	Jeff	Hawkins	showed	our	brains	use	stored	
memories	to	make	predictions,	and	prediction	is	the	foundation	of	intelligence.	
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•  Martin	Seligman	explains	how	perception	and	emotion	are	shaped	by	
expectations.	

•  He	asks	“what	if	emotion	is	not	agitation	from	the	now,	but	guidance	for	the	
future?”	

•  We	feel	a	twinge	of	fear	and	change	course	to	avoid	a	danger	we	predict	(and	we	
may	never	learn	if	the	threat	was	real).	
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Now	if	you’re	a	practical	person	who	wants	to	learn	how	to	plan,	you	might	read	
Getting	Things	Done.	It’s	a	great	book.	I	recommend	it.	But	I	do	have	concerns.	It’s	
focused	on	productivity,	prescribes	a	system	that’s	one-size-fits-all,	and	argues	
there’s	one	right	way	to	plan.	
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But…planning	is	about	so	much	more	than	productivity.	It’s	about	finding	meaning	
and	purpose	in	our	lives	as	we	anticipate	and	explore	“the	garden	of	forking	paths.”	
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•  So	I	take	an	opposite	approach.	I	define	planning	as	the	design	of	paths	and	
goals.	

•  I	believe	the	practices	of	design	can	be	applied	to	planning	far	beyond	our	usual	
contexts.	
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In	particular,	designers	can	make	planning	visible,	and	illustrate	colorfully	that	there	
are	many	good	ways	to	plan.	
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There’s	also	a	huge	opportunity	for	us	to	engage	in	strategic	design.	We	need	to	get	
involved	earlier	in	the	process	and	help	to	define	the	what	and	why,	not	just	the	how.	
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This	is	vital	because	the	impact	of	what	we	do	has	never	been	greater.	The	software	
and	systems	we	design	affect	every	facet	of	life	and	work.	



•  This	is	a	map	of	the	night	sky	that’s	known	as	a	STAR	FINDER.	And	it’s	also	a	
mnemonic	I	use	in	my	book	to	introduce	4	principles	and	6	practices	that	I’d	love	
for	you	to	remember.		

•  First,	make	planning	more	social,	tangible,	agile,	and	reflective.	Social	(involve	
people	early	+	often),	Tangible	(get	ideas	out	of	your	head),	Agile	(plan	for	
disruption),	Reflective	(question	everything).	Those	are	the	4	principles.	

•  Second,	practice	skills	of	framing,	imagining,	narrowing,	deciding,	executing,	
reflecting.	It	may	help	to	think	of	them	as	phases,	but	keep	in	mind	that	planning	
is	nonlinear.	
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•  Framing	involves	how	we	understand	and	explain	our	plans.	How	do	we	
translate	our	needs,	wants,	feelings,	values,	and	beliefs	into	vision	and	goals?		

•  Well,	there’s	one	thing	that	often	stops	us	before	we	start,	and	we	never	even	
know	what	we	miss…	(I’ll	give	you	a	hint,	Kim	called	it	out	yesterday	as	our	
biggest	barrier)	
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•  An	idea	appears	in	your	mind	for	the	first	time,	a	twinge	of	fear	warns	of	
potential	consequence,	and	the	idea	is	gone	before	it	ever	had	a	chance.	

•  In	the	Art	of	Fear,	Kristen	Ulmer	(who	used	to	be	one	of	the	world’s	most	
extreme	skiers),	suggests	that	we	should	respond	to	fear	with	curiosity	and	a	
sense	of	adventure.	Because	life’s	too	short	to	play	it	safe,	and	repression	
doesn’t	work.	
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•  Imagining	expands	awareness	of	paths	and	possibilities.		
•  We	use	models,	prototypes,	and	search	to	create	and	explore	options.	
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Charles	Snyder	said	hope	equals	willpower	plus	waypower.	Waypower	means	having	
the	creativity	and	confidence	to	always	find	another	way.	Folks	with	high	willpower	
but	low	waypower	bang	their	heads	against	the	wall.	Those	with	high	waypower,	low	
willpower	are	haunted	by	unrealized	plans.	Fortunately,	imagining	helps	us	build	
both…	
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As	Christopher	Alexander	has	illustrated	beautifully,	sketches	+	prototypes	can	
inspire	us	by	offering	a	glimpse	of	the	dream.	And	they	can	also	make	us	more	aware	
of	options…	
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…which	is	important	because	options	let	us	be	stupid,	by	enabling	us	to	avoid	those	
obstacles	we	were	unable	to	predict.	
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•  Narrowing	involves	the	evaluation	+	filtering	of	paths	and	options,	using	drivers,	
levers,	estimates,	and	risks.		

•  Drivers	help	us	eliminate	paths	(for	a	wedding,	key	drivers	are	the	budget	+	#	of	
guests)	

•  Levers,	on	the	other	hand,	fortify	paths	by	revealing	a	way	to	amplify	force.	On	
the	Web,	search	is	a	lever	and	helps	answer	the	question:	if	I	take	this	path,	can	I	
make	it	work?	
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•  To	evaluate	options,	novices	search	depth	first,	whereas	experts	do	the	
opposite.	

•  A	few	years	ago,	I	was	planning	to	take	our	family	on	a	Caribbean	vacation.	I	
began	reading	about	the	islands,	and	the	Turks	&	Caicos	sounded	incredible.	If	
I’d	gone	depth	first,	I’d	have	spent	time	researching	hotels,	restaurants,	and	
things	to	do.	But	I’m	no	novice	when	it	comes	to	travel,	so	I	switched	gears	at	
looked	up	flights	(and	they	were	crazy	expensive).	So	we	went	to	St.	Thomas	
instead.	
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Deciding	means	committing	to	(and	communicating)	a	belief,	path,	or	goal,	and	
defining	how	to	measure	success.	
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Mr.	Wurman	advises	us	to	teach	backwards	by	starting	with	the	goal.	I’ll	go	a	step	
further	and	suggest	you	write	the	instructions	before	you	make	the	decision,	as	the	
act	of	explaining	may	change	your	choice.	
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•  Getting	things	done	isn’t	just	about	grit	or	perseverance	or	what	I	prefer	to	call	
“spirit.”	

•  We	must	also	listen	to	feedback,	deal	with	disruption,	and	be	prepared	to	learn	
and	change.	That’s	why	the	biggest	mistake	in	executing	is	to	think	that	planning	
is	done.	
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This	is	where	we	face	the	decision	of	whether	to	pivot	or	persevere,	which	may	
require	the	practices	of	framing,	imagining,	and	narrowing.	One	way	to	improve	the	
odds	of	a	good	decision	is	to	involve	different	kinds	of	people,	because…	
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•  Different	people	find	different	ways	around	immovable	objects.	
•  And	as	Farai	noted	yesterday,	we	shouldn’t	aim	only	for	demographic	diversity	

but	also	for	“diversity	of	thought.”	We	must	include	people	who	think	and	
behave	differently.	
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In	reflecting,	we	look	back	in	search	of	insight	that	may	change	how	we	move	
forward.	
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And,	as	Garry	Kasparov	notes,	we’re	not	very	good	it.	He	loves	to	ask	a	question	that	
most	people	struggle	to	answer:	“when	was	the	last	time	you	made	a	bad	decision?”	
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We	don’t	look	back	because	it	hurts	to	be	wrong,	and	because	change	is	hard,	and,	of	
course,	nobody	wants	to	re-live	bad	experiences.	But,	once	again,	repression	doesn’t	
work.	Recovery	requires	that	we	learn	to	tell	the	truth.	And	please	don’t	think	I’m	
talking	about	someone	else.	We	are	all	villains	and	victims	of	cultural	trauma,	and	
we’ve	all	been	lying	to	ourselves.	

41	



•  Elephant	society	is	matriarchal.	The	oldest	female	leads	the	way.	In	times	of	
drought,	she	may	be	the	only	one	who	remembers	the	ancient	paths	to	food	and	
water.	But	these	days,	our	roads	and	farms	block	the	way.	To	survive,	elephants	
must	abandon	the	wisdom,	culture,	and	traditions	that	have	kept	them	alive.	

•  In	an	era	of	disruption,	isn’t	this	our	problem	too?	I	haven’t	talked	directly	about	
the	intellectual	challenges	of	our	work,	because	that’s	not	the	root	of	the	
problem.	The	algorithms	of	Google	and	Facebook	and	Twitter	aren’t	hurting	us	
by	accident.	They	are	the	deliberate	and	inevitable	result	of	perverse	incentives.	
And	so	are	the	dark	patterns	for	which	many	of	us	are	responsible.	The	root	of	
the	problem	is	ethics.		

•  We	must	change	the	cultures	of	our	organizations	and	our	society.	And	we	must	
start	by	telling	the	truth:	there	are	no	externalities.	We	need	a	new	story	that’s	
honest	about	the	consequences	of	our	actions	on	others,	and	we	need	a	vision	
of	a	future	that	includes	empathy	and	compassion	for	all	sentient	beings.	
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That’s	what	I	mean	by	planning	for	everything.	
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•  And	so	we	find	ourselves	back	at	Harpers	Ferry,	and	I’d	like	to	close	by	explaining	
why	I	talked	about	John	Brown.	You	see,	in	my	book,	I	tell	the	stories	of	freedom	
fighters	such	as	Joan	of	Arc,	John	Brown,	Gandhi,	and	Nelson	Mandela	to	
illustrate	their	diversity	of	thought.	

•  John	Brown,	for	instance,	believed	the	ends	justify	the	means,	and	so	he	started	
a	war	to	end	slavery.	It’s	worth	noting	that	100	years	later,	it’s	not	entirely	clear	
if	that	war	is	over.	

•  Gandhi,	in	contrast,	believed	“there	is	the	same	connection	between	the	means	
and	the	end	as	between	the	seed	and	the	tree,”	and	so	he	pursued	peace	
through	nonviolent	resistance.	

•  All	of	us	in	this	room	have	some	degree	of	freedom	to	design	our	paths	and	
goals,	and	to	choose	the	heroes	we	celebrate	and	the	stories	we	tell,	so	let’s	
choose	wisely,	because	we	are	all	tomorrow’s	architects.	

•  And	that’s	all	I	have.	Thank	you	for	your	attention.	


