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Diamond. Your book argues there’s now a third order of information. Give us a thumbnail of the three orders.

Weinberger.  In the first order, we arrange the objects themselves, so you sort the books on the shelf or the merchandise in the store.  In the second order, we physically separate the metadata about those objects from the objects, and we organize the metadata. So it’s a card catalogue or it’s a mail-order catalogue. In the third order, everything’s digital -- the objects themselves and the information about the objects.  Which means we can now come up with radically new ways of sorting and organizing it. In the third order of order, however, users own and control the order of the organization of it.  So you may think that the right way to go through your site is one way, but users, even if you don’t let them do it at your site, they’ll do it on some other site.

Diamond:  Don’t we run into issues with the third order of information? For instance, everyone wants to be one of the first five listings on a Google search, and that’s not possible. 

Weinberger:  There’s still an element of physical limitations in the online world.  One item and only one item can be the top listing at Amazon, and the first page that the user sees when she comes to your home page is going to have information very likely designed by the company, and the company’s is going to make decisions about the special offers they want to make on the first page. We still do need to make good decisions.  I mean, Amazon features books on its first page.  

Diamond:  You mention Amazon.  I’m curious, what other companies are figuring out how to take advantage of the miscellany of the digital world?  

Weinberger:
Lots of places are starting to take good advantage of it.  There are a number of sites, including Newegg.com, that use what’s known technically as faceted classification, which allows a user to browse in a familiar tree‑like way of categories and subcategories and subcategories.  But rather than the designers of the site deciding what the proper and single tree of categories will be, at Newegg and other such sites, the user can say, “Well, no, first I want to sort by price and then by megapixels and then by manufacturer.” And in the next instance say, “No, first I wanna sort by manufacturer, and then by type of camera and then so forth.”

So lots of sites that have lots of merchandise are using faceted classification to provide a very familiar way of browsing through hierarchical trees, but allowing the user to order the tree any way that she wants it.  Lots of sites are discovering that it’s useful to have as many built-in categories as possible, and to list those categories so that somebody who is on a page showing a digital camera can click on a link that will take them to a page full of other cameras by the same manufacturer, or other items that are on sale, other items that would make good gifts for graduates, other items that have lenses, other items that other people have bought, and so forth.  All of these are enticements to browse by providing a third order of organization.  

Diamond:
How can companies use these ideas to do a better job of finding information that they need internally?  

Weinberger: I have actually been talking to whole bunches of companies about using these techniques for internal – what used to be called or maybe still is called knowledge management.  Tagging is a really good example of the third-order technique -- an employee who comes across an article online, a bit of information online that might be of value to others, can tag it with whatever terms she thinks are appropriate.  You can make those tags public, and that means anybody else in the organization who’s interested in those topics can see all of the items that anybody else in the organization has tagged that way. The organizational effect is that anybody in the organization now can be made aware of this flow of information around a tag, or around multiple tags.  

Diamond:  The book came out in May, so we’re just past the six-month point.  What kind of reaction have you had?

David Weinberger:  It’s generally been very positive because businesses see this as a way of enabling customers to find more of what they want.  It is accomplishing the most basic task of marketing, which is to connect customers with the products that they want.  There is, of course, confusion, because this is an area that we together are inventing.  There’s a lot that’s already been invented, but we’re nowhere near done figuring out how to make the massive information that we have useful to people.  

