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Decision Tree Example #1: “ Hunting Easter Eggs in a 
Labyr inth”  
 
This example illustrates the positive value of deep content and hyperlinking (connecting 
information in as many ways possible), as well as the utter necessity of a clear navigation 
system. 
 
This “breast health” site offers a decision tree to help the user locate the most relevant 
information on the web site.  Of the sites surveyed, this one offers the strongest content; it is  
a veritable gold mine of information, making wonderful use of hyperlinks to connect a wide 
body of knowledge on the subject.  However, the user has to do a lot of hunting to find that 
information.  The site lacks a global navigation system and provides very few cues to orient 
the reader to her position within the site’s structure.  Although the site has a detailed Table of 
Contents, the TOC is not directly accessible from every page.   
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The decision tree on this site explains how the tool works and what it’s for.  The user may 
choose to view examples or go ahead with her own decision tree.  These features are 
extremely helpful and empowering to the user.    
 
If the user decides to look at the examples first, she will be given an overview of the process 
and know what to expect, such as how long it will take her to complete the decision tree and 
what kind of response will be provided.    It would be nice to provide an overview of the 
process up front, rather than forcing the user to look at the example to gain this information. 
 
Along the same lines, the table of contents for the site is not available from this page.   
 
Finally, there is no hint whether or not this is an authoritative source of information.  For all 
the user knows, this site could be the work of a 12-year-old. 
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Here we have chosen to look at the ªexampleº first.   The site offers two case examples, 
which is a good idea: the user can select the one most relevant to her or view both to make 
comparisons. 
 
However, again, the table of contents for the site is not available, it is not clear what kind of 
information will be provided or what exactly the user will learn from reviewing the examples, 
and there’s still no hint whether or not this is an authoritative source 
 
A minor consideration: the buttons might be more effective if placed directly beside the 
descriptions. 
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This page shows an example questionnaire with answers for ªWoman 1º indicated by 
selected radio buttons.  It’s good that the example shows the entire questionnaire, so user 
knows what she will be asked when she takes the ªtestº herself. 

 
It would be nice to have information available here about WHY these questions are being 
asked.  This information is available only after the questionnaire is completed.  Also, the table 
of contents still is not accessible, and it’s not entirely clear where the PREVIOUS and NEXT 
links will take you. 
 
It is still not clear what kind of information will be provided or whether or not this is an 
authoritative source 
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This page shows the results for the ªWoman 1º example.  It reiterates Woman 1's answers 
with comments, advice, and a link to  ªHealth Clinicº for more information about ªthe yearly 
physical exam.º It's nice that the results page is customized based upon the responses given 
by the user. 
 
It appears that this is the last step in the process, and that the only thing the site has to offer 
is four short paragraphs of superficial advice.  Based on this, the user has no idea how much 
information the site actually has to offer (which is a lot). 
 
The ªHealth Clinicº link will take the user out of the decision tree and to another area of the 
site.  Remember, at this she may not have only viewed the example without completing her 
own decision tree questionnaire. 
 
Table of contents is not accessible.  (Notice that last paragraph refers to a nonexistent ªsign 
on the leftº—navigation is dependent upon frames that are not in place.)  It's not clear where 
ªPreviousº and ªDecision Treeº links go. 
 
There's still no hint whether or not this is an authoritative source. 
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We have now gone back to the beginning of the decision tree and have selected ªMy 
Decision Tree.º  We are welcomed to the process with a pleasant message that tells us what 
is going to happen: we need to answer some questions so that the site can provide 
information. 
 

 
 

CON:  
1. It would be nice if this page outlined the process. 
2. Table of contents is not accessible.   
3. There's no hint whether or not this is an authoritative source. 
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Here is our actual questionnaire (it looks a little different from the example). 
 

 
 

PRO:  
Form is very clear and straightforward. 

 
CON:  

1. It would be nice if the instructions stated that there are no further 
questions after this page. 

2. It would be great if each factor was explained (again, this information is 
provided only after user has completed questionnaire) 

3. Table of contents is not accessible.   
4. There's no hint whether or not this is an authoritative source. 
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This page provides individualized results based upon the user's answers to the 
questionnaire. 

 

 
 

  
CON:  

1. There is still no clue whatsoever that this site provides a goldmine of 
information about breast health and breast cancer.  Although there are links 
to further information about risk factors, the lack of a detailed results page 
here leads me to believe the whole site is skimpy.    

2. Table of contents is not accessible.   

3. There's no hint whether or not this is an authoritative source. 
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Having clicked on one of the links on my results page, I am taken to this page, which 
provides details about risk factors.  This is where the adventure begins!  Here I find lots of in-
depth information about the risk of getting breast cancer if my mother has been diagnosed 
with breast cancer.  There is also a link to further information about ªfirst degree relatives.º 

 
 

 
 

CON: 
1. We are eight pages deep into the site, and this is the first hint we have that this 

site provides a goldmine of information about breast health and breast cancer.  
We still have no idea what the site covers. 

2. Table of contents is not accessible.   
3. There's still no hint whether or not this is an authoritative source. 
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If, after reading the definition of ªfirst-degree relative,º I scroll up the page, I discover I'm on a 
paged titled ªF.º  I deduce that I am in a glossary of some kind.  LOOK AT ALL THOSE 
HYPERLINKS!   Finally we see the depth and richness of content this site has to offer, and 
finally we have a link to the Table of Contents! 

 

 
 

CON: Where are we????? 
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Here I have clicked the link for ªFirst-degree Relative.º  I'm taken to a new page with this 
definition: 
 

 
 

PRO:  
Cool use of hypertext.  Notice that there's another link available. 

 
CON:  

1. This is an anchored link in the middle of a page . . . 
2. What page am I on, anyway? 
3. How do I get back to where I was? 
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If I return to the glossary definition of ªfirst-degree relativeº and click on the hyperlink, I am 
taken to an extremely detailed section dealing with family history.    Notice that there is also a 
link back to the glossary definition of ªfirst degree relative.º 

 

 
 

PRO:  
1. Loads of information and hyperlinks. 
2. Links are easy to find and recognize as links. 
3. Links are placed in context so user knows why they might want to follow a link. 

 
CON:  

1. Still don't know where we are in the overall structure of the site.   (At least we have 
a ªcontentsº link.) 

2. I wonder, ªChapter 5º of what? 
3. I wonder what ª5.3º means. 
4. Still no indication that this is a reliable source of information. 
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 I am able to keep following hyperlinks to related information elsewhere in the site. 
 

 
 

PRO:  
1. Wonderful use of hypertext. 
2. Rudimentary navigation remains available throughout pages ªdeepestº within the 

site. 
 

CON:  
1. I don't know where I am unless I click ªContentsº and study the structure of the site 
2. Where is this information from?  Who wrote it?   
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Look what happens when I click the ªContentsº links on the interior pages: it's yet another 
Table of contents! 
 

 
 

PRO:  
This ªtoplineº table of contents provides an indication of the scope of the site 
and the topics that are covered, allowing the user to select an area of interest 

 
CON:  

1. The ªchapterº titles are not descriptive enough for the user to know what kind of 
information is contained in each 

2. Why are the areas referred to as ªchaptersº?  Is this a book?  If so, who wrote it?  
(A doctor of oncology?  A high school freshman?) 

3. Hey, where's the decision tree in this TOC? 
4. Why are there two different tables of contents? 
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Decision Tree Example #2: “ Starving to Death at the Banquet”  
 

Where the ªbreast healthº decision tree lacks global navigation to orient the user within the 
site, eTown.com offers plenty of navigation tools, perhaps to the point of redundancy.  The 
same items listed under ªCategoriesº in the left-side menu are also presented in the center 
content area (indicating that we are in this section).  The user also has access to other areas 
of the site, including search, customer service, ªquick jumpº navigation, and a ªknowledge 
bankº (presented twice in the left-side menu).  It is not exactly clear why a button inviting 
users to ªAsk Idaº remains in the right column when the user is already on the Ask Ida page. 
 

 
 

This site seems to be obsessed with being helpful, so I expect the decision tool to be user-
friendly.  I now click on ªMiniDisc Recordersº to enlist Ida's help . . . 
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Below is the first question asked in the decision tool.   The goal of this tool (as stated at the 
top of the web page) is to help me choose a minidisk recorder.   However, I can't use this tool 
at all if I am not familiar with the terms analog, digital, coaxial, optical, RCA, source, and 
receiver.  There are no definitions offered for these terms.  Ironically, Ida points out, ªYou 
should know: Digital coaxial input and output use RCA jacks.º  This might, in theory, be useful 
information if the basic terms were defined! 

 
 
 
What we learn from the eTown.com example is that no amount of navigation tools and help 
options will make a difference if you make incorrect assumptions about what the user knows.  
In this case, the site assumes the user is familiar with electronics jargon. 
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Decision Tree Example #3: “ Big Picture Clear , Details Fuzzy”  
 

From Verizon Wireless we can see the positive value of providing an overview of the decision 
tree, orienting the user to their location within both the decision tree and the website, and 
providing alternate paths for different user goals.  On the downside, we can see how crucial it 
is to clearly indicate what actions need to be taken and to provide the information/context the 
user needs to take such actions. 
  
The best two features of the Verizon Wireless site are (1) the clear overview of the steps 
required to complete the process (shown in the center of the page: ªCustomize your Wireless 
Service in 4 Easy Stepsº), and (2) a path for users who are looking for specific items and do 
not need/want to go through a selection process for a complete wireless service plan.  Note, 
however, that the ªstart shoppingº button may turn away users who are seeking to learn 
about wireless service options and do not see what they are doing as ªshopping.º  (Also, the 
images of women holding up two fingers is a little confusing—I'm sure the designer was 
thinking ªV=Verizon,º but I'm seeing ª2 fingers does not correspond to 4 steps.º) 
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Once I click the ªstart shoppingº button, I find myself at Step One.  The great thing here is 
that the ª4 easy stepsº box has followed me and now clearly indicates where I am in the 
process. 
 
The bad thing about this presentation is that, despite miles of text (right column) and a big 
table of information (bottom of page), it is completely unclear what the user needs to do to 
complete this first step.  There are lots of links . . . but what decision needs to be made here? 
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If I click on ªSingle Rate Eastº in the big table of ªPlan Choices,º I am taken to another page 
containing a table, and once again it is unclear what exactly needs to be done here.  I know 
I'm still in Step 1, but I have no idea how I'm supposed to accomplish what needs to be done 
here.  The only link available for (I hope) additional information is ªView Price Plan Map.º 
 

 
 
Here's the pop-up window that appears if I click ªView Price Plan Map.º 
 

This means nothing to me if I don't know what 
factors I need to consider in ªfinding a plan to 
meet my needs.º 
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Decision Tree Example #4: Decide.com (best example) 
 

Decide.com specializes in decision tree tools, and, fortunately, they have come up with an 
exceptionally user-friendly design.    The only major problem here is that the user can find 
him/herself navigating in circles.  The content must be deep to support a tool like this. 
 
All menus and tools are available on every page, so the user can navigate anywhere in the 
site and find anything s/he needs no matter where s/he is.  One very minor flaw is that it's not 
as easy as it could be to identify where you are within the site.  For example, on the page 
shown here, we are in ªWirelessº (see very top of page), and ªCustom Comparisonº (see 
ªCompareº items in left side menu).  It would be nice if the current location was highlighted. 
 
The decision tool questionnaire specifies how many questions there are and what the user 
will get in response.   The questionnaire itself is clear and straightforward. 
 
Best of all, there is a ªTipº link for almost every question (I will demonstrate this). 
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Here is an example of a ªTip,º which pops up in a separate window so the user doesn't lose 
his/her place in the form.  Note that it would be nice to be able to print this tip and also to be 
able to access it within a larger web page such as a FAQ. 
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The user has access to all of the menu items, and so is able to learn whatever s/he needs to 
know about wireless services prior to making a decision.  The pages shown here are 
examples from the ªLearnº menu items. 
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Here is an example page from the ªCompareº menu.    
 
Notice that at this stage the user's sense of where s/he is gets a little murky and the trail 
starts circling back on itself.  If I started with ªCustom Comparison,º I wonder how that is 
different from an ªInstant Comparison.º  The first thing I get is a link to ªcreate a custom 
usage pattern,º which takes me back to  the ªCustom Comparison,º where I began. 
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Decision Tree Example #5: Corner Hardware (best example) 
 

CornerHardware.com's ªTool Adviserº is the best decision tree tool I found in my review of 
such applications.  Although the ªTool Adviserº is difficult to find (hidden in the ªAdviceº 
section), once the user is there, navigability is very good, providing access to all menus and 
other areas of the site. 
 
The user is greeted with a clear, straightforward explanation of what the tool is for,  then the 
user is asked to select what type of tool s/he is looking for.  The page designer even thought 
to tell the user to click the ªnextº button, leaving nothing to chance. 
 

 
 

One important thing missing here is an overall view of the process.  How many questions are 
there?  How long will this take?  Where am I in the process? 
 
Also, it would be great if there was a sort of ªgrocery list makerº that would help the user 
determine which tools s/he needs.  This would allow the user to come to the ªtool adviserº 
knowing s/he needs a saw, drill, and sander, then use ªtool adviserº to select which ones. 
 
Links to specific project instructions would also be helpful. 



 

 
ªMy Projectº Decision Tree Tools: Competitive Review 

 
 

 
page 26 of 40 

In this set of questions (somewhere in the middle of the Tool Adviser process), we notice that 
for each question, there is a ªWhy ask?º link (demonstrated on the next page).    A note 
explains what the ªWhy Ask?º links are for.  Also, at the bottom of the page is general 
information about this tool (referring to the circular saw), including what it is used for and how 
it compares to similar tools. 
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Here is an example of the kind of information provided when you click a ªWhy ask?º link.  The 
information appears in a popup window. 
 

 
 

It would be great if the ªTool Adviserº question was repeated in this window. 
 
This information should also be available in a general FAQ or help file. 
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When the user has answered all of the Tool Adviser's questions, s/he is given a set of 
recommendations that allow him/her to compare several specific products that meet his/her 
requirements.   At the bottom of the page is an explanation of how the Tool arrived at its 
recommendations.   
 
On this ªrecommendationsº page, the user can (1) compare models by checking boxes on the 
left then clicking the ªcompareº button; (2) read product descriptions by clicking links beneath 
the products; buy now by clicking the ªbuy nowº button beside the desired product. 
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If the user selects products for comparison, this is what the comparison looks like. 
 
Notice, also, that there is a ªWhat ifº menu at the bottom that allows the user to adjust his/her 
choices and see how these adjustments affect the recommendation. 
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Visual Decision Tree Example #1: Minesweeper  
 

This very simple site provides an effective illustration of a decision tree represented visually.  
The primary benefit of this approach is that it allows the user to look at the entire decision 
tree and see all factors at a glance, then ªclick on sections of the chart for more information.º 
 
Unfortunately, only some parts of the chart are hotlinked, and the ªhotº areas are not marked.  
It becomes sort of a game, like ªMinesweeper,º to guess which areas of the chart are 
clickable. 
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If the user clicks the area of the chart marked (very sloppily) in red below, s/he is taken to a 
separate page presenting additional information on the subject. 
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Here is an example of the kind of information the user gets after clicking on a ªhotº area in the 
decision tree.  Notice that this page lists other links on the right.  It is not clear what these 
links are for or how they relate to the main information on either this page or the decision 
tree. 
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Visual Decision Tree Example #2: “W hat’ s Behind Door 
Number 3, Bob?”  

 
SolveIT.com seems to 
assume an audience of 
loyal visitors who 
spend a lot of time on 
the site and are familiar 
with what the site does.  
To me, it's not clear: is 
this a content site?  Is it 
a retail site?  I feel as if 
I have walked into the 
middle of a website, 
when, in fact, I am on 
the default home page.  
Problems with overall 
user experience of this 
site are severe and far 
beyond the scope of 
the present 
assessment.  Looking 
only at the graphic in 
the center of the page, 
I surmise that the text 
beneath it is a caption, 
and that the link ªGo to 
this solution View other 
solutionsº will take me 
to a page with more 
information. 
 
 

 
The most important wisdom we can gain from this site is what not to do, whether using a 
graphical representation or not.  And the main thing we should take note of here is that the 
user almost never knows what s/he is going to get when she clicks on a link or a graphic.
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Indeed, the aforementioned link takes me to a new page with a larger version of the same 
graphic. The instructions tell me to ªClick on numbered elements to find compatible 
products/services.º  I do so, and, like our ªMinesweeperº example, not all of the areas are 
hotlinked.  Again it's up to me to guess which ones are.  (But wait!  It gets even better!) 
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Having had no luck clicking on numbered elements to get more information, I click ªPrinter 
Friendly solution summary.º  This pops open a new window containing the graphic and some 
text that, presumably, explains what the graphic means. 
 
Problems: The window is not resizable; it is not possible to view the entire page on a single 
screen.  Also, the purpose of this window is to present a printable version of the page.  
However, the menu bar is altered so that the file, edit, view (etc.) options are not available.  
Some folks, like myself, only print using the ªfileº menu, and never use the graphical buttons.  
Here, only the graphical buttons are available. 
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If I close the printable popup window, I may also wish to try the ªmore infoº link.  This pops up 
another window that describes what the ªAsset Tracking System (RF)º is.  It would be a better 
idea to put this kind of information directly on the page with the graphic, rather than expecting 
the graphic alone to explain itself. 
 
A lesson to be learned here is that a ªmore infoº link can mean anything.  It's important that 
the user be told more info about what. 
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This is my favorite part.  When I finally do locate a hotlink on the graphic , I arrive at this 
page.  Surprise!  I have to be a member to see what's behind Curtain Number 3!   
 
This is the first time the user is told s/he must be a member to use this site.  It's a dirty trick. 
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Visual Decision Tree Example #3: “ In the Dr iver’s Seat”  
(best example) 

 
Jaguar's ªconfiguratorº is an elegant example of an interactive, graphical decision tree.  The 
application is completely self-contained, with exceptionally well-designed navigation that 
gives the user access to all of the site at all times and also moves the user through a process 
in a highly intuitive (almost transparent) manner. 
 
The first step is to choose your model of Jaguar.  I select the XKR Convertible. 
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The page automatically refreshes to show the XKR Convertible.  Now I am to choose a color 
combination.  First I select the exterior color by clicking on a swatch.  

 

 
The page refreshes automatically, and my XKR Convertible is now red.  Next I need to 
choose my interior and convertible top colors. 
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Once I have made my selections, I am given a summary of my choices (in blue/white).  I am 
also able to view all of the specifications for the car by clicking the link on the left.  (Notice 
that the third ªrowº from the top of the page tells me where I am in the process.) 

 
The specifications link pops up a new window with printable specifications. 
 
 


