
SITE MAPS
WHAT IS A SITEMAP?
A sitemap a planning tool for web designers that catalogs the structure of a website usually in the form of a 
fow chart. Sitemaps are like a family tree for web pages within a site. Tey make visible the hierarchy of a 
site including the structure, navigation and page hierarchy.

A sitemap is used to:

• Plan the logical presentation of website content.

• Visualize website structure and navigational paths.

• Design user-centered functionality and enhance the user experience.

• Organize the presentation of content to assist the client in achieving goals.

WHY SHOULD YOU BUILD A SITEMAP?
Designing a new website can be a daunting process, especially when there's a lot of information to 
incorporate. Sitemaps break down the process into manageable segments by clarifying what content is 
necessary and how you might logically organize it. Without a sitemap, you may spend a lot of time (and 
ultimately money) creating unnecessary pages or designing sites that are unnecessarily complex.

Because a sitemap is based on a simple fow-chart structure, it can be created by anyone and, when done 
well, understood by anyone, regardless of their design skills. Sometimes a client will provide you with a site 
map, but often you will be responsible for creating one. Consult with the client to ensure the site map 
meets their needs and expectations.



BUILDING A SITEMAP: BASIC CONSIDERATIONS
Because the site map is designed to be used by designers and non-designers alike, clarity is your goal:

• Use common language for the names of pages within the site, such as "Home Page". If you're 
working with developers, you can also include fle names, such as index.html.

• Put a project title at top.

• Add a list of relevant information which may include the project name (possibly the same as the 
title), the name of the client, the project manager and the proposed launch date for the website.

• Add the sitemap version, the date, the project status, your company name and the page number 
usually near the bottom.

• Build a Sitemap Key to show what symbols and notations mean.

• Make comments where necessary to explain elements of the sitemap.



SITEMAPS STEP BY STEP
NEW JERSEY STATE PARKS REDESIGN

MAPPING THE EXISTING WEBSITE
When redesigning a website, understanding the structure of the existing site is crucial to knowing what to 
improved. Follow the steps below for the current New Jersey State Parks website.

1. Navigate to the home page http://www.state.nj.us/dep/parksandforests/.

2. Using a pencil or pen and paper, make a chart showing the structure of the current page. Because 
this site is very dense, with a lot of pages on each level of its family tree, it may be easier to create a 
horizontal rather than a vertical fow chart.

3. Start with a box in the left center of your paper. Write "Home Page" in the box.

4. In boxes, list each of the links that branch of the home page (see diagram above). Tese are the 
children of the Home Page (the Home Page is their parent). For the purposes of this project, ignore
links that are obviously external to our State Parks content, namely those at the very top: NJ 
Home, Services A to Z, Departments/Agencies, FAQs, DEP Home, About DEP, Index by Topic, 
Programs/Units, DEP Online and the repeats of these links at the bottom. By the way, the winner 
for weirdest repeated link goes to DEP Home, which inexplicably appears three times on this page.

http://www.state.nj.us/dep/parksandforests/


MAPPING THE EXISTING WEBSITE continued

5. One at a time, navigate to each of the child pages you listed by clicking the links on the homepage. 
List the links that appear of these in a third tier of branched boxes. Tese are the grandchildren of 
the Home Page. You do not have to list the following grandchildren links:

— if a link appears more than once on the same page, write Link Name x (the number of 
appearances) in one box.

— if a child page contains a list of specifc parks, add one box that says "List of Parks".

— if the links are just anchors, that is, they only go to another spot on the same page, you may 
ignore them.

— if there are links that are obviously external to the content, you may ignore them.

6. As you have probably noticed, this website is complicated and over-linked. Terrible organization is 
one reason we are redesigning it. We could continue onto additional tiers: list great-grandchildren, 
great-great grandchildren, etc. If you were hired as a designer for this project, that is exactly what 
you would do. However, I'm not without mercy, and three tiers is plenty for this project.

WEB DESIGN MEETING



STEPS TO CREATING A NEW SITEMAP

1. Gather the tools required to plan your sitemap

Tis includes user profles, client goals, content planning: much of the work you did in step 1 of 
this project. You will also need the sitemap for the existing NJ Parks website.

2. Clarify your website's purpose and goals
Every website should have a goal. What do you need to get across to your visitor? What purpose 
must you fulfll for your client? If you don't defne these, your website often becomes unfocused 
and hard to navigate. Tis can leave the visitor confused and frustrated, which is exactly what you 
don't want. 

Your goal should serve:

• Te End User: who is coming to this site and what do they want to get from it? Are they looking
for info? Do they want to download content or buy something? What is the most logical path to 
achieve that goal?

• Te Client: does the structure and navigation assist the business in achieving its goal?

• Te Content: is there a relationship between page layout and content? How do linked pages 
relate to one another? Is there a logical relationship and fow? Categorize the content into logical 
groups which will have meaning for the user.

3. Create a hands-on sitemap using the pages from the existing site

For each box on your sitemap of the existing NJ Parks website, create an individual card, post it 
note or other movable, real life object. Set these cards up to match your sketched sitemap, and then 
start rearranging. Consider what information is most important and needs to take front and center. 
Sometimes, this is content that repeats in the existing site. Sometimes it is simply information 
important to the visitor or client.

Look back to the goal you defned earlier. What content reinforces this goal and what works against
it. How can you arrange the information so visitors understand why they're visiting and how to get 
the additional information they need? Ensure there is a clear and logical path that allows people to 
visit with purpose. Don't be afraid to cut out or consolidate things or change where they are in the 
hierarchy. Simple is better when it comes to website structure and navigation.

It may help in this process to create hypothetical user scenario. Ask yourself, for example, what 
happens if a user enters the site on a child page instead of from the home page, etc.

4. Once you are satisfed with your hands-on structure create a hand-drawn draft

5. If you have access to a computer, create a digital diagramatic version of the sitemap per the 
example on page two



Tings to remember:

• Start with an open mind and no assumptions. Tere may be an unusual solution to structuring 
your website that works wonderfully.

• Content doesn't have to be shoehorned into a default structure. Not every website needs an "About 
Us" page, for example.

• Avoid duplicate content. It's a waste of time and web resources and can cause confusion for search 
engines and visitors alike. Sitemaps help you avoid this pitfall.

• Minimize the number of steps a visitor has to take to get to the content they need. People get bored
easily.

• Te sitemap doesn't have to refect the organizational structure of a company. Tis is very common;
non-designers often think the best way to present their outward facing information is to simply 
mimic their departments and ofces. Tis is not a very user centered approach (as you can see from 
the parks site).

• Don't be afraid to step away from the old site to create something completely new.

• Site maps are not static. The structure of a website will change over time, and the clearer you 
can be about organization now, the easier it will be to make alterations down the line. Think 
about how much more smooth the process of redesign for the NJ State Parks site would be if the
original site weren't a mess.


	A sitemap a planning tool for web designers that catalogs the structure of a website usually in the form of a flow chart. Sitemaps are like a family tree for web pages within a site. They make visible the hierarchy of a site including the structure, navigation and page hierarchy.
	Why Should You Build a Sitemap?

