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Card Sorting

Description 

Card sorting is a user-centered design method that helps determine how people categorize, classify, or prioritize information. The data gathered through this method can inform the design of systems that match the mental models of target users. Related user-centered design methods include user interviews and questionnaires, task analysis, gathering user feedback with prototypes, and formal usability testing. Card sorting is typically used early in the design process, prior to an initial system design, although it may be used any time categorization issues arise.
How it Works

During a card sort, participants are given pieces of paper (typically 3”x 5” index cards) on which a content element or topic of the proposed system is written. Cards are presented in a random order and the items to be categorized are printed in a large font for easy readability. Participants in a card sort are asked to sort the cards in a way they think makes sense. Sometimes, the participants may also be asked to assign names to the categories they create or to prioritize content within each category. Researchers may provide blank cards on which participants can write additional topics or categories. Usually, participants are left alone to sort cards, but this method can involve researcher observation and think aloud protocols. Ideally, researchers should gather data from at least 6 participants who are representative of the system's target users.

Data Analysis

Following a card sort activity, researchers look at how frequently participants grouped certain cards together. Cluster analysis can be used to determine the strength of the relationships between topics based on similarity scores. The process for data analysis following card sorting can be tedious, but IBM has developed free software called EZ Sort that assists researchers with the data analysis phase of a card sort and includes a component that allows participants to sort virtual cards. Some researchers do not pursue quantitative analysis following a card sort, but rather look for patterns that emerge from participant data and develop a system structure that reflects common user perspectives.
Strengths and Limitations

One general advantage of the card sorting method is that it is inexpensive and easy to conduct. Researchers do not need special equipment or facilities and participants do not need technical skills or familiarity with a particular information system. Compared to other methods of gathering data from users, card sorting is valuable because it isolates content from format and context, allowing the researcher to gather feedback specifically about categorization. In addition, card sorting highlights items that may be difficult to categorize and terminology that is frequently misunderstood. 

The lack of contextual information can also be a weakness of this method. Participants might interpret a topic differently when it is in a menu and surrounded by the context of other items. For this and other reasons, data from a card sort should not be applied in isolation. Card sorting should ideally be combined with other user-centered design methods, including usability testing of resulting structures. 
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