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Abstract

One of the main challenges in web design is arranging the menu items as much
as accessible to the user. The menu items could be arranged in different
hierarchical structures, varying in the number of depth levels and choice
possibilities at each level.

An important issue in this area is the effect of menu depth, derived from the
structure hierarchy, on user performance (in measures of search time and error
rate) and subjective preferences. Empirical studies which examined this issue
indicate consistently on the priority of broad and shallow menus (characterized
in few depth levels and many items at each level) over narrow and deep menus
(characterized in many depth levels and few items at each level) in the
measures mentioned. These studies used symmetric structures created
artificially for the experiment and therefore do not reflect an existing body of
contents, and sequential menus which are not very commonly used on the web.
The current study tried to adopt a more ecological approach and examined the
menu depth effect on user performance and preferences using a site simulating a
website supporting an existing academic course ("Human Intelligence"), and
expandable menus which are commonly used on the web. The experiment
compared two hierarchical structures organized asymmetrically in two and three
depth levels, according to the natural categories of that course. Each structure
contained the same 89 target items. 60 subjects were assigned randomly to one
of the two structures and then asked to perform 10 target item searching tasks.
The tasks did not include target items that were found, in a pilot study, as having
a weak semantic linkage to the categories representing them at the top level of
the three levels menu. The subjective data (ease of use and sense of orientation)
were collected by rating questionnaire at the end of the experiment.

In spite of the aspects distinguishing the current study, the results are
compatible with previous studies results; the two-level menu was found
superior in measures of search speed and error rate, and graded as more easy to
use, but there was no significant statistic difference in the user sense of
orientation. The results give an ecological validity to the previous studies that
examined the effect of menu depth in artificial environments, and reinforce the
recommendation given to web designers in general, and academic website
supporting courses in particular, to organize the menu items at a broad and
shallow hierarchical structures.

Keywords: website supporting course, menu selection, depth versus breadth
in information design.
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