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Executive Summary 
In the 1990s, corporate intranets were severely underfunded and viewed more as a 
playground than as a serious business tool that could drive employee productivity. As 
a result, intranets were an utter mess in most companies � lacking interface design 
standards, unified information architecture, and task support for collaboration and 
other activities � and employees wasted hours every time they tried to find 
something. Employees did not gain the intranet�s potential benefits of improved 
communication, collaboration, and awareness, because they were not very motivated 
to locate information on poorly designed and confusing intranet pages. 
 
In 2001, intranets are generally not much better. But, we have seen a greater 
emphasis on increasing productivity and on making technology pay for itself. Most 
marketing-oriented websites have now abandoned �cool design� and embraced 
simplicity as a goal (though they don�t always achieve it in practice). By comparison, 
intranets have been slower to improve. The main reasons are that intranets continue 
to be poorly managed and lack the budgets required for a redesign that would let 
them reach the entire company and properly accommodate its applications and mass 
of online content. 
 
We expect 2002 to be the year that most companies start taking their intranets 
seriously, improving their usability to boost employee productivity. To expedite this 
trend, we are publishing 10 case studies of intranets that were done well in 2001. 
We selected the 10 intranets based on submissions we received after calling for 
nominations earlier this year. The 10 winners, in alphabetical order, are: 
  
• Andersen: Business Radar 3.0 
• BC Hydro: HydroWeb 
• Cisco Systems: I-deal (tristream) 
• Fidelity Investments Canada 
• Interactive Applications Group: Community [apps] 
• Luleå University of Technology, Sweden 
• Pearson Technology Centre 
• Science Applications International Corporation (SAIC): ISSAIC 
• silverorange 
• United States Department of Transportation: DOTnet 
 
It is obvious from the list that good intranets can be found in many places: huge 
companies, small companies, university departments with almost no budget, 
government agencies, and non-profits (Community [apps]) as well as in several 
different countries. In fact, we had runners-up from two other continents that almost 
made it into the top 10. 
 
After selecting the 10 winners from more than 50 nominations, it is clear to us why 
most design annuals focus on the graphical appearance of designs. It�s easy to pick 
designs that look good. It�s a lot of work to dig beneath the surface to assess 
features and usability. Our selection process required many months of effort because 
we wanted to showcase intranets that both look good and work well for employees. 
 

DESIGN PROCESS: FAST AND ITERATIVE 
The good news is that it is possible to do a good job and pay attention to usability on 
a small budget. The bad news is that even our 10 winning intranets had resource 
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constraints that prevented them from devoting enough attention to the full user-
centered design process that we recommend. Shortcuts were frequent, and many of 
the steps we recommend (such as up-front field studies) were often skipped or 
abbreviated. 
 
As the case studies show, iterative design offers clear benefits, as do even the 
shortest and cheapest usability activities. Many project teams showed great 
resourcefulness at getting user input in multiple phases of the design process, even 
when deadlines were tight or budgets were limited. 
 
For example, ISSAIC conducted 10-minute user tests that let them get fast data 
from employees who couldn�t leave their jobs for the traditional, hour-long studies. 
BC Hydro organized a scavenger hunt to get early feedback from employees. Several 
project teams also went the extra mile to collect data from employees at remote 
locations, who often have different needs than headquarters-based staff. As a simple 
example, many off-site employees stressed the importance of having a design that 
works over slow modem connections. 
 
It is definitely possible to do a good job on intranet usability on a tight budget. Even 
though we view all 10 featured intranets as winners and great designs, we did single 
out one company as having the overall best design: silverorange, a small company in 
Canada. Although they do have the unfair advantage of being a design firm, even so, 
this small company�s intranet stood out, even in comparison to much bigger projects. 
 
It is also notable that Luleå University of Technology made it to the top 10, despite 
being designed by a bunch of graduate students. Though small and lacking a lot of 
resources, this design team focused relentlessly on user needs and on simplifying 
their design through many fast iterations. Some of the Luleå features underwent up 
to 50 iterations before they reached their current usability level. �I thought my initial 
design for the calendar application was really easy to use � in fact, I was quite 
proud of it,� says one of the developers. But, the design didn�t hold up when 
professors and other staff members used it, so it was changed. User needs 
triumphed over the designer�s initial pride. That�s the hallmark of a truly great 
designer. On a small budget, the way to achieve high-quality design is through fast, 
cheap iterations and a willingness to do what users need. 
 

DESIGN TRENDS: SIMPLIFICATION AND STANDARDIZATION 
In our 2001 design annual, two important trends in the case studies stand out: Good 
intranet projects focused on simplification, and on creating unified navigation and 
user-interface design across multiple business units or departments. 
 
To highlight the most important fields, designers cut forms that were a hassle in 
previous intranet versions. They simplified Search and featured it prominently. They 
reduced or moved features that didn�t apply to most users to secondary screens. 
They also toned down graphics and aimed for clean design in the general look and 
feel. 

 

INTRANET AS COLLABORATION AND COMMUNICATION TOOL 
We saw a greatly increased emphasis on the intranet as a collaboration tool that lets 
employees exchange information through discussion groups and other features. The 
intranets also emphasize communication by encouraging departments to post news 
and other information of interest to different groups. 
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In the past, people without specific technical skills often found it very difficult to post 
information on intranets. Several of our top 10 projects introduced easier ways to let 
employees contribute. 
 
It�s also been common practice in the past for employees or departments to place 
information on the intranet in unstructured ways, and thus nobody else could find it. 
Many of the profiled projects have introduced ways to integrate this valuable 
information into the intranet and make it easier to find. 

 

CONTENT MANAGEMENT 
One of the key ways to make it easier for average employees to contribute to the 
intranet is to use a good content management system (CMS). Instead of having 
everybody design their own web pages, a CMS handles the mechanics of posting and 
lets people focus on their content and message. 
 
In addition to making collaboration easier, these solutions also enforce design 
standards and thus enhance user-interface consistency and reduce confusion and 
training costs. If everyone has to design and build their own pages, you can be sure 
that the pages will be very different and confusing. Plus, they�ll often be poorly 
designed, since most employees don�t know much about designing for online 
interactive media. 
 
Our most dramatic case study of an automated solution is Community [apps] from 
Interactive Applications Group. Community [apps] is a fully hosted ASP solution that 
provides intranets for non-profit organizations. By focusing on a specific market 
segment, Interactive Applications Group can provide a �just-add-water� intranet that 
both supports the needs of its target group and is better designed than what most 
resource-constrained non-profits could build on their own. 

 

98% INCREASED USE 
It is very hard to assess the business value of the improved intranet designs 
described in this report. Most of the value probably comes from better and more 
informed decisions, which result from increased knowledge dissemination through 
the collaboration features and news areas. Productivity gains can also be huge from 
streamlined applications, such as the Cisco sales force tool. If every sales person can 
save a few minutes on every lead they enter into the system, then the annual 
savings will be in the multimillion-dollar range. Even so, the gains from better 
management of the sales process and more informed deals could easily be even 
bigger. Unfortunately, exact numbers and measurements to quantify these gains are 
not available, and would be somewhat costly to collect with any degree of accuracy. 
 
We do have one data set that offers an estimate of improved usability: the usage 
statistics reported by several of the intranets. On average, use increased by 98% 
after redesigning the intranets to make them more usable. In other words, 
companies can approximately double the benefits from their intranet investment if 
they spend a small amount of that investment improving the design�s usability. 
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Selection Criteria and Process 
We held this contest to find examples of intranets that are easy to use and meet 
users� needs. We posted the call for submissions on www.useit.com in the spring of 
2001. More than 50 companies of different sizes and from various industries and 
countries submitted intranet designs. These submissions included: 

• screenshots of the intranet; 

• explicit descriptions of the design and how the intranet works; 

• notes about the design process, including which usability methods they 
employed; 

• explicit information about the users and potential users; and 

• their goals for the intranet.  
 

We used a three-step judging process for the competition: 1) initial design reviews; 
2) follow-up interviews; and 3) rating, sorting, and more thorough design reviews. 
 

INITIAL DESIGN REVIEWS 
Based on the initial submission information, the three judges (identified in the About 
the Authors section of this report on page 111) conducted simple design reviews and 
whittled down the submissions to tier one, the top twenty-five intranets. 
 

FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEWS 
After choosing tier one, we asked the design teams many follow-up questions about 
the site and their design decisions, usability evaluation methods, and lessons 
learned. We asked each of the selected teams several more specific questions, some 
of which were generic and others exclusive to their particular intranet. Some of the 
more generic questions were: 

• What was the business reason for setting up the intranet? 

• What does it do, and what kind of information does it contain? 

• Whose idea was it, and what goals did they want to achieve? 

• What were the constraints, for example, on time, budget, and language? 

• How did you develop the intranet, and what were your usability findings? 

• Who was involved in the project, and what role do they play in the 
organization? 

 

RATING, SORTING, AND MORE THOROUGH DESIGN REVIEWS 
After extensively collecting information from site designers about their users, goals, 
and usability evaluation findings, we thoroughly reviewed the intranet designs. We 
evaluated them based on usability, look and feel, and elegance. We considered the 
target users, their tasks, and how well the site�s applications might help users 
complete their tasks. 
 
In addition to offering written commentary, we rated each site numerically. We gave 
each design a score ranging from zero to three (three being the best rating) on the 
following eight criteria, which are typically very important in intranet usability: 
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1. Simple look 
2. Simple navigation 
3. Consistent navigation across pages 
4. Visible search bar (or button) 
5. Simple search 
6. Limited (and well-presented) page text 
7. Clear labels 
8. Clear links (name and marks) 
 
Finally, we chose the top 10 sites and the single best intranet of 2001. 
 
Most design annuals purely consider the visual appeal of the nominated designs, but 
since intranets exist for the purpose of supporting employees in doing their jobs, we 
believe that usability is of crucial importance for judging intranet designs. We still do 
consider aesthetic appeal as part of our judging process since there are certainly 
some benefits from supplying employees with a pleasant working environment. Still, 
most of the emphasis in our design award relates to employees� ability to easily 
understand the intranet, easily navigate it, and efficiently perform their jobs. 
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Overview of the 10 Winners 

COMMON THEMES ACROSS THE WINNERS 
The 10 intranets in this report were all designed well, with the users and their tasks 
in mind. Some noteworthy commonalities across all or most of these first-class 
intranets include: 

• Iterative design process 
These intranets are testament to how iterative design combined with 
imagination and talent can succeed. Each of the winning intranet designs 
emerged from an iterative design process. (Two of the 10 winners used 
similar four-step development processes. At Pearson, the steps were: inform, 
discover, design, and develop. At Cisco, they were: clarify, discover, dream, 
and design.) 

• Employees are encouraged to update intranet content 
We were surprised and pleased that the winning intranets let users easily 
update content. Gone are the days of employees searching for the 
anonymous webmaster and begging to get their content online. The winning 
designers and organizations recognize the value of having fresh content 
posted by all employees who have something to say. Moreover, posting that 
content is not only possible, but it�s also simple to do. 

• Limited use of graphics 
Notice the minimalist use of graphics on these intranets. In lieu of useless 
stock art, these designers created elegant pages using creative layout, colors, 
and fonts. Most use graphics sparingly, which is nice. 

 

SUMMARY OF THE WINNERS 
The following tables give a brief overview of the 10 best intranets. 
 

Silverorange 
 
 
WINNER: Although all 10 intranets are 
noteworthy, this one rises to the top. 
 
INSIGHT: Build something that you won�t get 
sick of looking at or using, even 20 times a 
day. 

 

 
 

 
The silverorage intranet sports a very simple 
look and innovative tools. The design 
succeeds at managing vast content without 
being sterile or impersonal. The collaboration 
features utterly support ever-changing 
content for both a small set of internal users 
and the company�s external clients.  

 
The following nine winners are listed in alphabetical order. 
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Andersen: 
Business Radar 
3.0 

Insights: 1) Relentlessly cut items you don�t need. 2) When you decide to 
outsource content management, find the best partner, commit to them, and trust 
them. 

The navigation controls and sparingly used pictures and graphics make this site 
simple. The extensive, ultra-current content is what keeps the users of the 
Business Radar 3.0 site coming back for more. 

BC Hydro: HydroWeb Insights: 1) Include users in both the design and site-updating processes. 2) 
Make all pages load very quickly. 

This site is the product of both resourcefulness and inspired methods of 
collecting usability information. Considering what a massive repository it is, the 
site design is uncomplicated.  

Cisco Systems: 
I-deal (tristream) 

Insights: 1) Convince clients to try usability activities; once they do, they�ll be 
sold on them. 2) Before you code, collect usability feedback and conduct field 
studies. 3) Have the courage to make big changes, as long as you have good 
reasons for them. 

For designers, it�s always a scary prospect to revamp an interface in a new 
release. In this case, they courageously opted to make a drastic change, and 
everyone was rewarded with a winning design.    

Fidelity Investments 
Canada 

Insights: 1) Make it easy to keep material updated. 2) Recreate the homepage 
to draw people into the site and offer a compelling user experience. 

This design works for many different kinds of users, from those who use it all 
day long to those who refer to it only periodically. The beauty is in the content, 
which is drawn from many different sources and frequently refreshed. 

Interactive 
Applications Group: 
Community [apps] 

Insights: 1) To really learn about usability, watch real users in the field. 2) 
Iterate your design based on what you learn. 

This intranet template collects most of the essential elements users seek in an 
intranet, and combines them nicely in an easy-to-use package.  

Luleå University of 
Technology 

Insights: 1) What users say they want isn�t necessarily what they really want. 
Put a prototype in front of them to learn the truth. 2) Developers are typically 
poor usability critics, even when they�re the site�s primary users. 
With up-front features and an uncomplicated look, this site is proof that even 
with few resources, you can build a simply designed, effective solution for a 
small organization. 

Pearson Technology 
Centre 

Insights: 1) Organize the site based on user tasks, not on organizational 
structure. 2) Even if it�s grueling, convince contributors that a single design will 
radically improve usability. 

Site designers used a systematic, four-stage development methodology to 
achieve this usable design. They reorganized various unique sites into a 
cohesive whole. 

Science Applications 
International 
Corporation (SAIC): 
ISSAIC 

Insights: 1) Harness information that�s already out there. 2) Help users aptly 
direct comments and suggestions to the right people. 

This site harvests and delivers information from many sub-sites in a 
straightforward way. Their novel approach to collecting and directing feedback 
helps organize this huge enterprise. 

U.S. Department of 
Transportation: 
DOTnet 

Insights: Promote information exchange in a way that makes people visit the 
site and keep coming back. 
This site offers a new twist on productivity-specific applications. The Work Tools 
and Communities are designed to help people get work done.  
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Andersen: Business Radar 3.0 
Andersen is a large accounting and 
professional services firm with 85,000 
employees in 390 offices spread across 84 
countries. 

DESIGN TEAM: 
Combination: In-house 
Andersen employees worked 
with Factiva Consulting, who 
built and maintain the site. 

 
Pictured: homepage 

 
 

SUMMARY 
While some designers consider guidelines and standards to be constraints, in this 
case, the designers recognized that Andersen�s new corporate branding guidelines 
could actually help them create a usable intranet. In reviewing this team�s design 
process, we see a rare ability and willingness to relinquish control when appropriate. 
We acknowledge this because even when giving up control is the best decision, it�s 
never an easy one and always takes courage. 
 
The other rare and courageous design decision this team made was to leave out 
many features and functions intentionally in the name of simplicity. While we do not 
always agree that �one-click access� is the answer, keeping this as their goal 
reminded them to cut unneeded items. 
 
This case study also demonstrates how usability evaluations can help clarify strategy 
and other major business decisions. Andersen solidified some agreements with their 
information provider, Factiva, after conducting usability evaluations. 
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As for the intranet design, the site is simple but not boring. The extensive content 
keeps users coming back. And, that content is readily accessible due to simple 
navigation controls and a notable paucity of pictures and graphics. 
 
With adequate white space between them, categories and headings are well named 
and well indicated. Text is a bit small in most places, however. In terms of 
accessibility, the text and background color of the horizontal top navigation bar 
needs more contrast; it will present a problem for people with low vision. 
 
Also, branding probably takes up more space on the site than is necessary (the 
�Business Radar� title and Factiva logo are too big and appear too often, for 
example). But, all in all, the site has a usable and elegant design. 
 

Scoring 

Simple 
look 

Simple 
navigation 

Consistent 
navigation 
across 
pages 

Visible 
search 
bar (or 
button) 

 

Simple 
search 

Limited 
(and well-
presented) 
page text  

Clear 
labels 

Clear 
links 
(name 
and 
marks) 

2.5 2.5 2.5 2 2 2 2 3 
 
 

INTRANET 
Business Radar is Andersen�s internal news application, which delivers articles drawn 
from more than 1,100 sources to all Andersen personnel via the firm�s intranet. 
Supported tasks include searching for news by company, topic, and content source; 
changing topic preferences; scanning headlines; emailing information to colleagues 
or clients; and printing or downloading information into Microsoft Word. 
 

BACKGROUND 
Having up-to-date market information is an important part of business survival for a 
professional services firm like Andersen. The company has used news clipping 
services for many years, and its Business Radar internal news service has been in 
existence since January 1997. A second version went live in September 1998. 
 
Business Radar 3.0 is the application�s most recent incarnation. However, the new 
version, which went live in January 2001, differs significantly from previous versions 
in several ways, including design, functionality, how information is delivered, and the 
amount of usability testing involved in its development. 
 
The application has an updated look reflecting the firm�s new corporate branding, but 
apart from that, the most significant change is probably the move to a single 
outsourced information provider. The provider, Factiva Consulting, also built the site 
to Andersen�s design specifications, maintains it, and delivers the content. 
 
Andersen was previously known as Arthur Andersen � a name that can be seen on 
some of the early screenshots in this report. The company is different from the group 
previously known as Andersen Consulting (now called Accenture). 
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GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
�To live up to the challenge of getting people�s behavior to change, we needed a tool 
that was very intuitive to use. We also had to ensure that users felt confident that 
the online application would include a very broad range of content,� explains 
Michael�John Saunders, partner in charge of content. 
 
Working with representatives of the firm�s 15 or so industry and functional groups, 
Andersen�s Business Radar team identified users� top three requirements, which were 
1) to get information on: their target industry, clients and competitors, and 
international markets ; 2) to steer people away from the labor-intensive and difficult 
to manage news clippings services they used previously; and 3) to encourage them 
to get all their background information from a single, central online source. 
 
The task of quickly producing effective and acceptable designs was made vastly 
easier by Andersen�s new corporate branding guidelines. Launched in January 2000, 
the guidelines contain clear parameters of how the firm should present itself across a 
range of different media, from business cards and brochures to the Web. The 
branding sets out rules for a consistent look and feel across Andersen�s public 
website, its general intranet, and specialized intranet applications such as Business 
Radar. 
 
For example, the branding guidelines specify which colors and typography can be 
used, where the corporate logo should be placed, and recommends features such as 
large page headlines that are intended to convey the company�s �think straight, talk 
straight� philosophy. 
 

PROCESS 
In early 2000, the design team started work on Business Radar Version 3.0, the first 
version to reflect the new corporate branding. In addition to changing the design, the 
team�s other major change was to move away from in-house content management; 
content is now provided through an Application Service Provider deal with Factiva. 
The Business Radar team also acted on user requests, making various functional 
improvements. 
 
In developing the new version, the team had to balance their desire for the best 
possible result with the business objective of getting the improved re-branded 
version out to users as soon as possible. Rather than submitting a range of different 
designs to test users and letting them choose, the designers showed users a single 
design, based on usability best practices, and continually refined it on the basis of 
user feedback. 
 
The design for Business Radar 3.0 went through just three major iterations: a low 
fidelity prototype showing the basic concept, design, and layout; the conceptual 
prototype, with more detailed layout and new branding features; and the interactive 
prototype showing the navigation flow from the homepage to sub-pages. 
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Pictured: the first iteration of the prototype, low fidelity 

 
 
Pictured: the second iteration of the prototype, conceptual  
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Pictured: the third iteration of the prototype, interactive  

 
 
 

USABILITY 
The content and design for previous Radar versions was developed through 
brainstorming sessions with representatives of the firm�s various groups, who also 
offered feedback during the development process. For Business Radar 3.0, the team 
added to this process a more wide-ranging usability evaluation. 
 
Before starting development on version 3.0, designers solicited suggestions and 
feedback on the old version via email surveys. They also handed out surveys at 
events and other places where large numbers of employees were likely to 
congregate, including the firm�s main training center. Over 1,000 surveys were 
completed. 
 
The insight they gained into employees� preferences, combined with feedback from 
earlier versions of Business Radar, led the team to incorporate several new functions 
into the application. For example, printing functions have been improved, and 
articles include links to related information and can easily be emailed to other 
people. 
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Pictured: a news item 

 
The team tested the interactive prototype using a walkthrough approach. About 25 
test users, representing different areas of the firm, were given a series of tasks to 
perform using the prototype. Tasks included: finding a company, selecting a topic 
and saving it, and doing a custom search. Test facilitators observed participants and 
asked them to talk through what they were doing. 
 
A team of Andersen information professionals developed the walkthrough script. This 
same team, who had worked on previous versions of Business Radar, observed the 
testing. Based in three locations in the U.S., they were able to provide a wide 
participant sample. They used an electronic survey to collect feedback from users 
outside the U.S. 
 
�We sat with people and observed them as they went through the tasks on the script 
and noted the areas that seemed to confuse them,� explains Kathleen M. Swantek, a 
research and technical development manager. �For example, we originally presented 
predefined and user-defined searches on separate pages, but people told us that 
when they wanted to find information, they just thought of both these functions as a 
search. So, we ended up putting them both on the same page.� 
 
Another improvement that resulted from the walkthroughs was to clarify the process 
for forwarding articles to other people. Several users were confused about the legal 
and contractual position on forwarding material, so the team added an explanation to 
the Help section. 
 



 
 

NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 16 

 

Pictured: the Help system 

 
 
This particular user issue also had effects beyond the intranet itself. As a result of 
the user feedback, the firm clarified its contract with Factiva to ensure that there 
were no unnecessary restrictions on the amount of material users could forward. 
 

LANGUAGE ISSUES 
Dealing with language issues on a multinational site remains a challenge. At the 
moment, all articles matching a given query are displayed; the user cannot choose to 
receive articles only in a particular language. Future development will focus on a 
solution that delivers content based on a selected language and gives users more 
choices about how results are presented. 
 
�People whose mother tongue is not English prefer to read articles in their native 
language,� says Kathleen. �But the interface itself is still English, which is the 
standard language of the organization, and we�re still looking at the best way to 
deliver non-English content.� 
 
Non-native English speakers in more than 80 countries use Business Radar. Though 
the user interface is in English, it�s important that the language used be clear and as 
universal as possible. Although developers might consider this a constraint when 
designing an application, it has the positive effect of imposing a simple, pared-down 
writing style that is more understandable to all users. 
 

DESIGN 
Although many of Business Radar 3.0�s design features reflect Andersen�s new 
corporate image, the differences between versions 2.0 and 3.0 reflect more than just 
a change in branding. The screenshots of the old and new versions show the 
designers� aim of producing a less cluttered layout with what Michael�John describes 
as the �extraneous noise� removed to provide more intuitive, focused choices for 
users. 
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The team replaced the textured background to the left-hand menu panel with solid 
color, increasing legibility. They also used color to enhance legibility elsewhere, such 
as to differentiate items in a list. 
 
They designed the homepage to provide one-click access to all the site�s key 
features, and indeed to 90% of the tasks supported by the site. To achieve this, the 
development team had to be fairly ruthless about what they left out. �It�s always a 
challenge to ensure everything is just one click away without turning the page into a 
huge laundry list,� says Experience Design Manager Todd Germann. 
 
Comparisons of the Search page before and after the update illustrate this increased 
simplicity. 
 
Pictured: the old search design 

 
 
Pictured: the new search design 
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Andersen�s decision to outsource maintenance and content delivery for its intranet is 
still a fairly unusual one, driven by the firm�s desire to offer a wider range of 
information. �We decided to outsource this application to tap Factiva�s vast 
information sources,� explains Kathleen. 
 
Following a survey of content vendor offerings, Andersen concluded that Factiva 
could provide the widest array of non-English news and business content. Another 
benefit is that users can access a more comprehensive list of company names in the 
corporate taxonomy than Andersen could offer in house. Outsourcing maintenance of 
the site also frees Andersen staff to work on other projects. 
 
There were, however, some drawbacks to relinquishing total control over the project, 
such as having to work within another company�s schedule. Andersen also had to 
resolve some contract issues such as pricing, content distribution rights, number of 
users, and definition of ongoing maintenance. 
 

RESULTS 
Since Business Radar 3.0 went live, the team says there have been many benefits to 
the business, some of which are difficult to measure. The number of employees 
regularly using Radar has increased from around 20,000 for version 2.0 to around 
37,500 for 3.0. The firm has also saved money by consolidating their content 
purchase, leading to eventual savings of several million dollars. And, Michael�John 
says that having rapid access to information has generally increased users� 
awareness of events affecting their market areas and has improved efficiency. Some 
benefits, however, are even more tangible. 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 

KEEP AN OPEN MIND 
For Todd Germann, the project�s most valuable lessons were in the importance of 
rapidly iterating the emerging design and keeping an open mind about the direction 
it should take. �We tried not to come up with the perfect solution on the get-go. 
Instead, we let user input shape the direction of the final solution.� 
 

SPREAD THE WORD 
Project manager Holly Seguine discovered that it�s not necessarily enough to come 
up with a good, usable solution. You also have to make sure people know about it. 
�You have to tell them it�s coming, tell them it�s here, then remind them regularly,� 
she says. One of her approaches is to send out targeted emails telling employees 
about Business Radar items of specific interest to them. 
 

LISTEN TO YOUR USERS 
Debra Vorderer, technical development manager, has been impressed by the power 
of user feedback. �The input we�ve had from users and the impact of their 
suggestions has been very beneficial,� she says. �And the positive comments we�ve 
had following the launch of version 3.0 have made it clear that listening to our users 
has been a major factor in making the system a success.� 
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BC Hydro: HydroWeb 
BC Hydro is Canada�s third largest electric 
utility, with approximately 6,500 employees 
in British Columbia. 

DESIGN TEAM: 
In-house 
(Westech Information 
Systems, an IT solutions 
company wholly owned by 
BC Hydro) 

 
Pictured: homepage 

 
 

SUMMARY 
This site�s designers were resourceful and inspired in their choice of methods for 
collecting usability feedback. Not only did they abandon the generic lab in favor of 
going to users� desks and collecting feedback remotely, but they dreamt up and 
executed a scavenger hunt to attract people to the study. When testing with internal 
employees, offering an honorarium doesn�t always do the recruiting trick. Making it 
easy and fun for people to participate in studies, while still collecting valid data, is 
the sign of a true and valuable usability professional. 
 
Considering that this site is a massive repository that supports varied information 
and applications, the basic look is uncomplicated and navigation controls are 
surprisingly orderly and consistent. 
 
The site encourages constant change, and makes it easy for users to upload their 
own content, stories, and images. The front-page graphic, which promotes current 
organizational events, changes to show one of four five main images each time the 
page loads. Despite this, the site�s overall use of graphics is kept in check, and 
designers met their goal of rapid page loading (especially important for employees 
accessing intranet via a 56K dial-up line). 
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The Find a Person feature, which is crucial for medium and large companies, is taken 
to a new level on this site, enabling users to also find fax numbers, addresses, and 
telephone numbers. 
 
The site�s biggest weaknesses are in menu design; the alpha list menu is a little 
confusing. And, the site overuses cascading menus, which are difficult to navigate, 
especially for people with low vision and motor skill disabilities. 
 

Scoring 

Simple 
look 

Simple 
navigation 

Consistent 
navigation 
across 
pages 

Visible 
search 
bar (or 
button) 

 

Simple 
search 

Limited 
(and well-
presented) 
page text 

Clear 
labels 

Clear 
links 
(name 
and 
marks) 

2 2 2.5 2.5 2.5 2 2 2 
 

INTRANET 
HydroWeb provides employees information that they need to do their jobs. First 
implemented in 1994, it has been through four revisions. Content now includes 
forms, policies, and procedures, along with information on advertising, safety, and 
human and computer resources. The intranet also hosts three applications: 
Employee Online, where employees can look up pay and vacation information and 
edit their personal details; Manager Online, where managers can find employee 
information; and Expenses Online, where employees and managers can review and 
approve expenses. Other typical tasks include finding phone numbers, looking at job 
postings, and checking the weather. 
 
The intranet�s initial specification was drawn up by a steering group coordinated by 
Andrew Baker, BC Hydro�s corporate webmaster, and consisting of eight BC Hydro 
employees who represented various departments, including corporate affairs, 
transmission and distribution, marketing and communications, power supply, human 
resources, and information systems. 
 

BACKGROUND 
HydroWeb has been evolving since 1994, from a relatively simple Web-based phone 
directory and database of policy statements, to a more complex system using 
graphic design elements. The intranet was extensively redesigned in 1997, but the 
company still felt that content was too difficult to find. 
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Pictured: the site design in 1997 

 
 
�We were getting complaints that information was buried in the old design,� says 
Andrew Baker. �We wanted a way to bring important sites higher in the structure.� 
 
HydroWeb, which contains over 60,000 pages and documents, is a huge repository 
of corporate information including everything from employee contact details to 
customer service information. It also delivers a range of human resource features, 
such as letting employees file expense reports online, and offers general information 
on things like job openings and the weather. 
 
To capture users� attention, the alternating front-page graphics promote company 
events such as a blood donor drive in Prince George, a Hydro Hockey Tournament in 
Vancouver, or a new Corporate Strategic Plan. Staff can submit their own stories and 
accompanying images, though to keep graphics manageable, they must select them 
from a repository of 50 stock pictures. 
 

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
BC Hydro had three main goals in redesigning the site: make content easier to find, 
make content faster to find, and lay the groundwork for future content management 
and portal-type services. 
 
They also wanted the new version to be an obvious improvement over the last 
version. �People here don�t like change unless it is better than before. So we had to 
make it a lot better or we would have gotten a lot of flak,� explains Andrew. 
 
These goals implied several design constraints. All information had to be three clicks 
at most from the homepage. Another constraint was that the design had to support 
easy maintenance and make it possible for employees to load their own content. 
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Because some of BC Hydro�s more remote sites have to access the intranet via a 56K 
dial-up line, pages had to be 30K or less to allow rapid loading. 
 

PROCESS 
After the steering group drafted the initial specification, the new site was designed 
and built by the Web consulting team from Westech Information Systems, an IT 
solutions company wholly owned by BC Hydro. The Westech team was also 
represented on the steering committee, which held four formal meetings during the 
design process. Several informal meetings were also held by Andrew and various 
individuals, and a steering committee sub-group met with Westech three or four 
times to review the site�s progress. 
 
In drafting the specification, the steering group had to decide the site�s main 
categories and plan the specification. There was plenty of existing material at their 
disposal. Usability testing on BC Hydro�s Internet and intranet sites had already 
provided good feedback on what employees liked and didn�t like in a website; for 
example, they didn�t like pick lists, and they had different ways of searching for 
information. 
 
Feedback was also available from the previous version of HydroWeb, indicating that 
� apart from the general difficulties in finding information � users� biggest 
complaint was that the search engine didn�t work well. �That was so loud that it 
drowned out all other complaints,� Andrew recalls. 
 
Using this information, the committee planned the basic site structure, working 
through the site�s existing list of topics and trying to define five or six categories that 
they�d all fit under. 
 
They also talked about the design elements they wanted to include. At this point, the 
concept of drop-down menus was first raised, and they discussed new elements, 
such as an electronic notice board for announcements. 
 
The Web consulting team, led by Westech project manager Stacey Dong, took the 
steering group�s ideas and created a �protosite,� a click-through website without 
graphics to illustrate navigation and labeling. �People found it was a lot easier to find 
information using the protosite,� Stacey recalls. They tested the prototype with 
seven employees. 
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Pictured: the �protosite.� 

 
 
 
Westech presented Andrew with three sketches showing possible directions for the 
interface design. From these, Andrew selected two design options to present to the 
committee. These two design options were then redeveloped with feedback from the 
committee. Each design included the same navigational elements and features, but 
had unique layouts and colors for the interface. 
 
Pictured: a design option 
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Pictured: a second design option 

 
 
 
Westech worked through several design variations to ensure that the graphical 
elements promoted intuitive navigation and aided rather than detracted from ease of 
use. The final design was well received by the committee and was tested with eight 
employees. 
 
Pictured: another design variation 

 
 

USABILITY 
Stacey carried out two rounds of user testing, at the prototype stage and at the final 
design stage, using small groups representing each business unit. The test users 
were selected to include a range in age, business unit, years at the company, and 
levels of Web experience. 
 
Users were given a list of 10 task-oriented questions, such as finding a specific 
website, and a list of 10 general questions about navigation, labeling, functionality, 
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and suggestions for improvement. Where possible, Stacey went to users� desks and 
observed them while they worked through the questions. Regional users were 
interviewed over the phone. A remote access program (Timbuktu) let the tester 
observe remote users� actions. 
 
The main issue to emerge from both rounds of usability testing was that the wording 
of the five navigation tabs across the top was not intuitive enough. User feedback 
suggested that they should change: �Tools & Resources� to �Employee Resources�; 
�Subject Index� to �A�Z�; and �Social� to �Activities.� 
 
Test users indicated that they were able to use the drop-down menus, which helped 
familiarize them with the menu categories and let them see at a glance the items 
classified under each category. 
 
A week after the site was first launched, BC Hydro ran an innovative competition to 
encourage users to offer site feedback. The intranet team developed a scavenger 
hunt where employees had to look through different sections of the intranet to find 
the correct answers. For example, one question asked: �Who is the contact for the 
Customer Services web page?� 
 
The team also asked employees general questions about the new site and provided a 
text box for feedback. Employee responses were entered into a drawing for prizes. 
 
 

DESIGN 
�In our design, we ensured that there were multiple ways to get the content that was 
used most often. This meant that employees could efficiently access content via 
different routes.� Stacey says. The top menu bar items were pared down from seven 
to five high-level categories that let people find content based on organizational 
structure (Business Units), content areas (News, Employee Resources, or Activities), 
and a subject index (A�Z). 
 
To hold users' attention, the front-page graphic changes to show one of four or five 
main images that promote company events. Staff can submit their own stories and 
images, though the latter must be drawn from a stock of 50 generic filler pictures. 
 
The new design removed the scrolling news headlines from the front page, though 
this wasn�t a universally popular decision. Of the few people who complained about 
the new design, most said they missed the scrolling headlines! 
 
To address employees� complaints about search facilities, they supplemented the 
overall site Search by using keywords and focused search tools on specific pages. For 
example, the Directory includes a Find an org chart search. 
 
All pages have a standard navigation bar that gives quick access to homepage 
Search, Feedback, and Help. 
 
Drop-down menus on the homepage let users see what information is available in 
different categories and lower-level pages while retaining a simple, uncluttered 
design. The drop-down menus work as mouse-overs; no clicks are required. �One of 
the basic principles of the site is, you click on something, you go somewhere,� 
Andrew explains. The drop-down menu design also has the advantage of 
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accommodating growth, since new items can be added to the drop down without 
disrupting the basic page design. 
 
Pictured: the drop-down menus 

 
 
Pictured: A�Z list 
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The alphabetical list lets users jump to anywhere in the site in three clicks. �We�ve 
had a lot of anecdotal evidence that people like the A�Z list because they can find 
what they want without having to search by categories when they aren�t sure which 
category the information they�re looking for is in,� Andrew says. 
 

RESULTS 
The number of page views has gone up significantly since the latest version of 
HydroWeb was launched, from 1 million a month in January to 1.5 million in June. 
The number of daily users has also increased from 3,000 in June 2000 to 4,000 a 
day in 2001. Of the employees who replied to a post-implementation survey, 95% 
liked the new design better than the previous version. The majority of respondents 
were pleased with the new HydroWeb, commenting that it seemed intuitive and easy 
to use � though it would take some time to get used to. They, overall, saw the new 
design as a positive change and a step in the right direction. 
 
A clearer layout appears to have made content easier to find, since the Helpdesk is 
receiving fewer calls asking how to find information. Of BC Hydro�s survey 
respondents, 41% said that using the new version helped them find information they 
hadn�t known existed before. 
 

TIMELINE 

• 1994: Basic Web version of old mainframe information system, containing 
a phone directory company policies and manuals. 

• Early 1995: News, a more detailed directory, Web links, and feedback 
facilities added. Graphic elements start to appear. 

• Late 1997: Common navigation across the top of the page and a left-hand 
menu bar introduced for the first time, along with scrolling news 
headlines. Human resources, training, and emergency information also 
added, as are new links. 

• April 2001: Latest version goes live. 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 

OFFER A CHOICE 
�People think in different ways, they have different ways of looking for things, so you 
need to offer them alternative navigation methods,� says Andrew. 
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Cisco Systems: I-deal (tristream) 
Cisco Systems is a major supplier of 
Internet networking solutions, selling its 
products in about 115 countries through a 
direct sales force, distributors, resellers, 
and system integrators. Its headquarters 
are in San Jose, California.   

DESIGN TEAM: 
tristream 

 
Pictured: homepage 

 
 

SUMMARY 
For designers, revamping the interface for a new release is always a scary prospect. 
Users do not like change. In this case, designers were facing a total alteration of the 
old system�s model. A single activity in the old system made much more sense as 
two separate activities. Although making this division was a drastic change, it turned 
out to be the right decision, as the new design was far superior and much simpler to 
use. 
 
Before writing even a line of code, the design team collected extensive feedback 
through interviews, field studies, and usability evaluations with several prototypes. 
The resulting design is testament to what you can do when you commit to collecting 
feedback before you code. The design manages and advances the process of 
creating, editing, and approving sales proposals, one of the company�s core business 
practices. They came upon the design after practicing the field studies usability 
method in one of the best possible ways: People were not using the old system, so 
the designers focused on how people actually did their jobs. 
 
Many design consultants face some resistance when recommending usability 
evaluations. These designers also encountered this challenge. But, once they cleared 
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that hurdle, the client company was hooked on usability, learned, and actually had 
fun. 
 
As for the site design, the look is subtle and appealing. The category links and tabs 
make navigation easy to understand, and the links and text are legible and 
prominently placed. 
 
Search is always available, though they do not present it as the simple, open field we 
recommend. The Directory field, however, is presented as a simple, open field, and is 
always available. This is a very important feature for an intranet that supports so 
many different sites and people. 
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navigation 
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INTRANET 
Cisco�s Offer Integration (OI) division uses the I-deal intranet tool, which lets sales 
staff and staff from many business divisions (finance, manufacturing, engineering, 
and so on) register deals, view deal status, modify information, and analyze and 
approve sales opportunities. 
 

BACKGROUND 
Every day, Cisco Systems makes thousands of product sales through its sales force 
and dealer networks. Many of those deals, especially higher-value contracts with 
Internet Service Providers, are very complex. Sometimes, various aspects of the 
deal, such as the system specifications, pricing, or accompanying support services, 
must be tailored for the specific client. Before it can be signed off on, all the 
departments involved must agree. 
 
�When Cisco gets a big, nonstandard deal, the sales people initiate it, but they then 
need to get approvals from other divisions. For example, finance, legal, 
manufacturing, and engineering might need to get involved,� explains Michael 
Coombs, director of the Experience Design Group at Web firm tristream. Cisco�s OI 
division was set up to coordinate deals of this kind. 
 
The OI group had an existing intranet system, launched in March of 2000, which 
sales staff could use to register deals and ask for support in coordinating them. But 
only about 40 to 70% of deals were being registered through the intranet tool itself, 
a percentage far lower than the company wanted. Though the intranet is strategically 
very important to the company, Cisco�s company philosophy is to offer support tools 
to its staff but not to mandate their use. Thus, tristream�s brief was to redesign the 
system so that it would draw users in. 
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�It was a perfect challenge for us as experience designers because our mandate was 
to design a system that was so valuable, intuitive, and easy to use that everyone 
would want to use it,� Michael says. 
 

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
Cisco had several reasons for wanting better information about the deals its sales 
force had in progress. It wanted to ensure that deals got the highest possible return 
on investment in relation to resources committed to them, to ensure that there was 
no undesirable legal exposure, and to provide a base of information for future data 
mining. Cisco�s top goal for the project was to get all deals registered on the site, 
and especially the nonstandard, higher-value deals. Keeping these goals in mind, 
Cisco also wanted to design a simple, five-minute registration process that would let 
the sales staff register quickly while providing some kind of high-level information 
about every deal in progress. 
 
This redesign involved separating out two different activities that the existing system 
combined into one: the process of registering a deal, and the more detailed process 
of working out approvals with each of the business groups involved. �Sales people 
would have to sit down for an hour and a half and fill out unbelievable forms that 
required a lot of information that they didn�t have at the time,� Michael explains. 
�There was high resentment among the sales force towards this tool.� 
 
Pictured: old, tedious registration tool 

 
 
A second goal was to provide a more effective mechanism for requesting and 
delivering sales support in terms of personnel resources (such as managers, deal 
consultants, and technical writers), proposal production, customer presentations, and 
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so on. Ideally, the sales force needed immediate feedback as to whether or not they 
were going to get help, or, at the very least, feedback on the status of their deal 
within the approval process itself. 
 
Sales people also needed effective online access to existing material that they could 
use to shorten the time-consuming process of putting together a proposal. The 
existing toolkit on the intranet was put together from several items with different 
navigation and a different look and feel, and sales people found it hard to use. 
 
Pictured: old intranet, tools with inconsistent look and feel 

 
 
The aim was to create a single, scalable, database-driven navigation system that 
could be personalized for different roles in the organization. 
 
Cisco itself did not have a user experience group, and it realized that to produce a 
compelling application it needed to call in information design professionals. But 
tristream did not have a completely free hand in designing the look of the finished 
application. Various Cisco divisions were responsible for different page elements, 
which the new design had to retain. 
 
For example, the OI division owned the I-deal banner on the front page, and it had 
to stay. 
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Pictured: required I-deal banner 

 
 
The black navigation bar across the top of most pages is a feature of the Cisco 
intranet, and was mandated by the company�s business rules. �We couldn�t stop all 
that screen real estate from being used up, but we did the best we could to simplify 
the design,� Michael says. 
 

PROCESS 
To transform I-Deal from a massive kludge of navigation into a usable intranet tool, 
the six tristream designers had to find a way to present its functionality in a more 
manageable way. 
 
The tristream process has four phases: 1) Clarify: Meet with stakeholders to define 
business requirements. 2) Discover: Talk to users and stakeholders to establish the 
organization�s audience and their goals. 3) Dream: Work with the organization to 
develop innovative solutions to business problems. 4) Design. 
 
During the Discover phase, the tristream team carried out contextual and phone 
interviews with users representing each user segment. They created spreadsheets 
summarizing each user�s goals, tasks, and procedures. These were then combined 
into a master spreadsheet of user-based features and requirements. 
 
�We went through the site, listing every feature methodically, documented them as a 
Word document and a spreadsheet, and broke them down into goals, motivators, 
and procedures,� Michael says. 
 
The tristream team also did a series of stakeholder interviews with representatives 
from each of the functional groups involved. Their goal was to understand fully the 
new system�s required business features. These interviews started in mid-December 
2000 and ran for about two weeks, culminating in a summary of findings, which the 
team presented to Cisco in early January 2001. 
 
Moving into the Dream phase, 11 Cisco staff members participated in a three-day 
offsite brainstorming session. Participants included IT analysts, business 



 
 
 

48921 WARM SPRINGS BLVD.  FREMONT, CA 94539-7767 USA INFO@NNGROUP.COM 33 

 

development managers, trainers, and representatives of various functional groups. 
Staff were presented with various user-oriented core scenarios and encouraged to 
brainstorm features and innovations for the site and write them on sticky notes. For 
instance, if tristream proposed that a sales manager needed to register a deal but 
was short of time, the sticky notes might suggest improved forms with reduced fields 
for quicker registration, or a PDA version of the registration form that automatically 
synchronized to the intranet tool, so the manager could enter the registration info on 
the road. 
 
The tristream team took the innovative and revised feature list gathered from users, 
and added in the core existing tool features and features gathered from business 
requirements and goals. 
 
Using techniques like affinity clustering, the team took the sticky notes and created a 
rough first-pass information architecture for the site (major areas and sub-areas), 
and then created a master spreadsheet with all the potential features. 
 
Each potential feature was then weighted from the user perspective on a five-point 
scale, then Cisco�s OI and IT group members weighted their feature ratings in terms 
of ease of implementation and the return on investment. 
 
Pictured: features matrix 

 
 
�We ended up skimming the top-rated �must-have� features � the ones and twos in 
our five-point scale. We tossed the fours and fives out for future implementation, or 
deleted them from the list altogether. Then we worked together and decided whether 
or not to implement the threes,� says Michael. 
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Pictured: prototype, first sketched on a whiteboard, then as a �wire-
frame� 

 
 

 
 
 
Having decided on the features that the revision must include, tristream moved into 
the Design phase. The team produced a series of site prototypes, starting with wire-
frame sketches and moving to more detailed Photoshop layouts, and sometimes an 
HTML file prototype. The wireframe sketches showed all the main sections and their 
navigation, and were tested for completeness by running various core user and core 
task scenarios such as: �I am a networking engineer assigned to a registered deal 
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supporting sales in the field. I need to find the RFP for this project and also find any 
networking specifications that have been done for similar projects.� 
 
Although these �wireframes,� or structural designs, can be produced electronically, 
tristream has found through experience that it�s often more effective to use a 
whiteboard or paper sketch at this stage. 
 
�The idea of the wire-frames is just to get people to understand the basic navigation 
paradigm and agree to the features and functionality,� says Michael. �However, 
we�ve found that no matter how many times you tell them, if it�s presented as a Web 
page the client will insist on seeing it as a visual design. For example, we used a 
vector tool to do a sketch to show the hierarchy of information, and one of the team 
members at Cisco started propagating it around as an actual design.� 
 
The final stage was to produce a series of design mockups in Photoshop; once 
approved, they could be used to export graphics for the final HTML prototypes. Cisco 
had appointed two project managers: one from the IT side and one from the 
business side. Each day, tristream presented on its project extranet a series of 
Photoshop screens representing core screens that the Cisco IT department would 
need to build out the intranet. The Cisco project managers then took them to a few 
stakeholders for approval and revision. A couple of meetings were also held at 
tristream to speed up the process. 
 
The mockups went through five or six revisions until the basic navigation shell and 
basic table and header styles were agreed on. Once those elements were in place, 
the final designs generally took only another two or three revisions at most. �The 
more we detailed, discussed, and jointly understood the screen sketches before 
moving to visual design, the quicker that process would go,� Michael points out. 
 

USABILITY 
The tristream team originally wanted to carry out user interviews at two points: at 
the information design stage and graphic design stage. In the end, tristream and 
Cisco agreed on a three-week, fast-track usability project to establish initial 
requirements. 
 
�For everything you read about usability, in reality the biggest challenge is 
convincing the stakeholders involved in the project to provide time and money in the 
proposal to do it,� says Michael. �And generally, the issue is the business rules: 
Unless you�re sitting in the room with the CEO and he�s tasked you with redoing the 
entire intranet, you have to balance your ideal usability goals for the site with the 
�Don�t touch the existing business rules� factor.� 
 
The tristream staff interviewed 23 core users about their work processes and 
requirements for the site. They carried out some interviews on the telephone. They 
did others during on-site visits while sitting with users and observing their daily work 
habits or watching them use the existing intranet tool. Interviewees included a 
complete range of user types � account managers, sales managers, sales engineers, 
offer managers, field marketing managers, people from functional groups, and so on 
� as well as staff representing users from many different countries. 
 
Before carrying out the interviews, tristream worked with Cisco to develop a set of 
questions specific to each user type. These covered their work and their role, asked 



 
 

NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 36 

 

them to describe wins and frustrations, and asked them to walk through the 
processes involved in setting up a deal, such as getting approval from the functional 
groups. 
 
�We didn�t just interview them about their use of the current intranet. We knew a lot 
of them simply weren�t using it, so we wanted to know about their workarounds,� 
says Jeffrey Philpott, Experience Designer in the tristream Experience Design Group. 
�We mainly focused on how they actually did their job, so that we could find out how 
to design something that worked better than using their cell phone or email, or 
asking the guy in the next cubicle.� 
 
Before and after screenshots show the impact of usability research on the finished 
design. For example, users complained that the old Opportunity Documents page 
was confusing and difficult to use because it failed to show the available resources 
visually. 
 
Pictured: Opportunity Documents page before the redesign 

 
 
 
The new version makes use of the well-understood Windows Explorer paradigm with 
a navigation tree for the folder on the left and details on the right, plus clickable 
tables to re-order the view. A one-click button is available for the user�s main 
activity: uploading files to the folder. 
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Pictured: Opportunity Documents page after the redesign 

 
 
Pictured: Register Deal page before redesign 
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The old Register Deal page contained a massive form that required excessive 
scrolling and had required fields that demanded information users might not yet 
have. The form also confused two activities: registering a deal and providing 
information to functional groups. 
 
Pictured: Register Deal page after redesign 

 
 
 
In the new version, the task Cisco wants all users to complete is quick and easy. The 
form has been reduced to 18 fields, few of them obligatory and many allowing for 
free text entry. Color and subheads help users group information, and the 
uncluttered layout reinforces the idea that this is a straightforward process. Register 
New Deal is available as a main navigation item throughout the program, reinforcing 
the fact that this is the tool�s main point and giving users easy access to it. The word 
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�Opportunity� has been replaced with �Deal,� which is the word employees actually 
use. 
 
As tristream discovered, the basic problem with the toolkit was that users had two 
very different ways to find content, each with its own links, and with conflicting 
titles: Generate Proposal and Content Roadmap. �We found that users thought 
Generate Proposal was a proposal creation tool, and that Roadmap was a plan for 
where development of content was going,� explains Michael. �But users basically 
thought of it all as just finding content.� 
 
The tristream team�s solution was to rename the commands and put them both on 
one page, titled Proposal Content. The page includes two modules: Content Finder 
and Content Index. Content Finder is a hierarchical tool that immediately shows 
users if content exists for their needs before they even press Go. The Content Index 
shows users graphically and immediately what content is available in what category. 
After choosing their content category in either tool, users are then given the option 
to have the tool build a proposal for them or simply to download existing documents 
and repurpose them. 
 
Before the redesign, the intranet homepage made the mistake of mixing the look and 
feel and navigation for the OI homepage with that of the actual I-deal tool. 
 
With the new design, tristream created a separate look and feel for the homepage, 
with navigation into the tool using a simple icon format, along with an underlined link 
and a brief description in the body of the page. It emphasized the value of 
registering deals, and also added an area of news and headlines that OI could use to 
market their services, pique user interest, and show their value. 
 
Pictured: the Search Results page before the redesign 
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Before the redesign, the Search Results page presented several usability problems, 
including a hard to read table heading, no clickable re-sorting facilities, confusing 
instructions, and inconsistent navigation features. 
 
In the new version, Search and Results come in the same pop-up window so users 
don�t lose their place in the tool. Instructions have been improved, along with 
navigation features such as a one-tab switch between Results and Search, one-click 
entry into multiple tools for a deal, and a Go button to remind users they can go 
straight to details of the deal. 
 
Pictured: the Search Results page after the redesign 

 
 

LANGUAGE ISSUES 
Through their usability work, the tristream team discovered that some of the old 
version�s use of language was making it hard to understand how the tool worked. 
Part of their work with the stakeholders during the Discover and, especially, the 
Design phases involved convincing them to modify some of the site�s terms. 
 
For example, Cisco encouraged use of the word �opportunity� for both potential deals 
and those in progress. The tristream team suggested simply using �deal,� since it 
was the natural language that employees used themselves, as well as being shorter 
and taking up less navigation space. Cisco was reluctant to abandon the 
�opportunity� term completely, but they reached a compromise and let the team use 
�deal� for navigation links. 
 
The old version also used different language for different user segments doing similar 
tasks, complicating training and tool use. For example, the link to modify details on a 
deal in the approval process was Approvals Dashboard for functional groups and 
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Modify Opportunity for sales groups. The new version is labeled View/Modify Deal for 
everyone. 
 
Also, the previous link language confused users by conjuring up the wrong mental 
model. For example, the index for locating and viewing proposal content was 
previously called Solutions Roadmap. To users, this sounded like a business plan or 
projection rather than a document index. In the new version, it was renamed 
Content Index. 
 

RESULTS 
The new version of I-deal views the OI process as four separate activities: 
registering a deal, viewing a deal�s status, modifying information about a deal in 
progress, and using a toolkit to build a proposal. 
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Pictured: proposal-building toolkit 

 
 
The tristream team�s involvement ended when it handed the finished HTML intranet 
prototypes and all associated Photoshop comps and image files over to the Cisco IT 
team to implement the dynamically generated site. Therefore, it�s been difficult for 
tristream to measure the I-Deal tool�s subsequent success. However, Michael 
believes that there were significant gains simply from bringing people together to 
work on the project. 
 
�One of highest values we brought to Cisco was in bringing together the OI and IT 
groups, which had previously had a more distant working relationship,� says Jeffrey. 
�Because of our process of holding multidisciplinary sessions, we essentially created 
what they didn�t have before, which was a very interactive, fun working relationship 
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between the two groups. A lot of the wins we achieve are in converting people to 
user research, and those are major wins indeed.� 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 

IT�S A LEARNING PROCESS 
�Of course you want to build a great solution,� says Michael. �But there are other 
victories too, such as building relationships within the clients� teams, and helping 
them to work more interactively together.� 
 

DON�T BE DOGMATIC 
�It�s important to work the way the client works, and not force your process on 
them,� says Jeffrey. �You need to look at how they operate � Are they more visual 
or rational? What�s the political environment? � You want everyone to be a winner.� 
 

USABILITY IS FUN 
�In the beginning, there was a lot of tension at Cisco about the project. We wanted 
to bring in a certain lightness, because we believe that people can only be creative in 
that type of environment� Jeffrey adds. 
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Fidelity Investments Canada 
Fidelity Investments Canada, part of the 
Fidelity Investments group, is Canada�s 
fourth largest mutual fund company. With 
headquarters in Toronto, the company has 
950 employees in regional offices in Halifax, 
Montreal, Ottawa, Winnipeg, Calgary, 
Vancouver and a distribution facility in 
Markham, Ontario. 

DESIGN TEAM: 
In-house 
(Employees at Fidelity 
Investments Canada) 

 
Pictured: homepage 
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SUMMARY 
One great challenge this intranet�s designers faced was providing an appropriate 
interface for the different user groups and varied tasks the site needs to support. 
This site is used by many people, and some of these people, like the frontline call-
center staff, live in this intranet, using it as a knowledge base to help answer 
customers� questions. Others use it less frequently, for things like looking up generic 
corporate information. Designing for these two very different groups, with different 
needs, goals, and deadlines, is very difficult. But, these designers did a nice job 
presenting all items in a way that is easy to understand. 
 
Another challenge the design team faced was migrating the data from the old site 
into a database to drive the new content delivery system. They approached the 
problem by designing a new information architecture, while simultaneously collecting 
user feedback. We would typically recommend usability evaluations and heuristic 
reviews at this stage instead of the focus groups they employed, but the card-sorting 
methods they used proved invaluable in naming and categorizing commands. 
 
The designers acknowledged that eye-catching design is important in getting people 
to visit the site for the first time. But they also realized that interesting, necessary, 
and fresh content are the most important attributes. Thus, the most ingenious 
design consideration was to encourage users to post their own information on the 
site and make it easy for them to do so. So, unlike some intranets, this one is not a 
morgue for old human resource forms and documents. Instead, it�s a living 
testament to the happenings and inner-workings of Fidelity Investments Canada. 
 
As for the usability, the site is simple to navigate, with expected controls on the top 
and left side. Links are clearly marked. Text is legible, albeit a little small. There is a 
little too much text on pages, but it is still manageable. Colors are not distracting, 
and there is adequate contrast between the backgrounds and the text. Search is 
visible and very simply presented. 
 

Scoring 

Simple 
look 

Simple 
navigation 

Consistent 
navigation 
across 
pages 

Visible 
search 
bar (or 
button) 

 

Simple 
search 

Limited 
(and well-
presented) 
page text  

Clear 
labels 

Clear 
links 
(name 
and 
marks) 

2 2.5 2.5 3 3 1.5 2 1.5 
 
 

INTRANET 
Every day, the inSite intranet provides corporate information to about 1,000 
employees and acts as a knowledge base to help call-center staff answer customer 
questions. Typical tasks might include looking up corporate information and industry 
news; filling in online forms to claim dental or medical benefits; and recording 
human resources information, such as a change of address or marital status. 
 

BACKGROUND 
In 1999, Fidelity faced a problem familiar to many large organizations: It had an 
existing intranet site (launched in 1997) that provided a central repository for 
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company information, but usage was low and users complained that it was hard to 
find what they were looking for. 
 
�The site was very departmentally focused,� says Jacquie Morin. �This meant that if, 
say, a call-center operator was looking for product information related to a particular 
fund, it might be scattered around various areas of the site, and people wouldn�t 
necessarily know where to find it.� 
 
The site lacked user appeal; the front page contained only links, with little to entice 
people in. Employees were free to publish information on the site using the Web 
tools of their choice, with patchy, inconsistent results. Furthermore, because there 
were no consistent page descriptions for the content, the search engine had little 
metadata to work on, making searching a waste of time. 
 
Backed by senior management, the corporate communications department in charge 
of the site decided it was time for a redesign that would turn the site into a genuine 
online community and make employees want to use it. 
 

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
Fidelity decided that the existing intranet represented a lost opportunity. Designers 
wanted to promote the site as a one-stop shop for company information and use it to 
help create a greater sense of community within the company, starting with the 
homepage � which at the time consisted of an uninspiring series of links. 
 
Pictured: the homepage before the redesign 
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Pictured: a page before the redesign 

 
 
One of the main goals for the new site was to reinvent the homepage to make it a 
compelling experience for users and draw people into the site. 
 
Another goal was to encourage more employees to use the Web regularly, to better 
position the company to exploit new business technologies. �From a technology 
leadership point of view, we wanted to make it easy for people to communicate 
online,� explains Jacquie. 
 
Since Fidelity�s call-center staff use inSite as an information source when dealing 
with the public, it was particularly important from a business viewpoint to ensure 
that the product, policy, and procedure information was accurate, up to date, and 
easy to find. Fidelity aimed to achieve this goal by introducing a CMS that would 
make it easy to keep material updated. 
 
�Our philosophy is to have a site that�s centrally managed, but with decentralized 
content,� Jacquie says. �We wanted to take out the need for employees to worry 
about designing pages and make this into a business tool.� 
 
There were few constraints on the actual design, though the steering group was keen 
to incorporate Fidelity�s corporate colors � green and gold � to identify the site 
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more closely with the company. The site also had to work in an early version of 
Netscape (4.5) and on a wide range of different PCs and monitors. 
 

PROCESS 
The project got underway in June 1999, co-sponsored by the IS and corporate 
communications departments, with the company president as executive champion. 
Most of the development work was carried out by a team of seven, with skills in 
project management, business analysis, information architecture, web user interface 
design, business operations, and systems development and architecture. 
  
Because the IS team had to plan data migration from the old site into a database to 
drive the new content delivery system, the first step was to develop a new 
information architecture. �We spent a lot of time on information design first, looking 
at the content on the old site and seeing how it would port over to the new version, 
then slowly worked up to the design from there,� recalls Ingrid van der Zande. 
 
In July, the team held a focus group with 60 employees drawn from throughout the 
company. Part of this was a card-sort exercise, a technique borrowed from Fidelity�s 
human interface design group, which develops interfaces for the company�s online 
systems. Designers put all of the old intranet�s subject areas on index cards, and 
asked participants to sort them into logical groups, and classify and label each group. 
 
The card sort was followed, in September through December, by a formal audit of all 
the site information. �We went through an exercise to determine who owned each 
piece of content, who the target audience was, and how often it had to be updated,� 
Ingrid says. �Then we had each business unit audit the content to determine what 
was going to move on to the new site.� 
 
While those activities continued, the team was also doing user research to get a 
picture of what people used on the old site and what they wanted to see in the new 
one. They sent out questionnaires by email and carried out a series of face-to-face 
interviews with three or four representatives from each of the 40 or so business 
units. 
 
The information analysis led to the design of the database that would drive both the 
CMS and the new system�s navigation. 
 
It was not until January 2000, when the information design had fallen into place, 
that the team started work on the visual design. Ingrid produced four or five designs, 
showing them first to the project team and then to a group of six company 
executives. The new designs retained some elements of the previous inSite version, 
with departmental menu tabs across the top and the �fast links,� which user 
feedback had shown were popular, down the left-hand side. To the front page, the 
designers added a news feature and stock market information; they made the overall 
design more eye-catching with a strategic use of graphics. 
 
�The idea of the main feature was to attract attention and pull people into the site, 
and that was also why we started using the main graphic,� Ingrid explains. 
 
They relabeled menu tabs to reflect major subject categories, which users had 
defined in the focus group the previous year. They also simplified tab labeling and 
reduced the number of tabs from eight to seven. 
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Pictured: the tab order before the redesign 

 
 
 
They introduced the green left-hand navigation bar early on to provide structure for 
the page and reduce the amount of white space. �We felt the all-white design had 
too many small sections and nothing holding the areas together,� Ingrid says. 
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Pictured: the site�s navigation, before the green navigation bar was added 

 
 
The human interface group in Boston carried out a heuristic review of the prototype. 
The design has evolved further since the new version was launched. For example, 
the More inSite Features section has been added in response to user demand. 
�Initially we thought that the main news story on the homepage would change three 
times a week,� Jacquie says. �But we were getting so many employees demanding 
space that the front-page slot was soon booked up a month in advance. We created 
the More inSite Features section to accommodate all the new content that people 
were sending in.� 
 

RESULTS 
The intranet team collects monthly inSite usage statistics, and early figures indicate 
that the site�s new look is fulfilling the aim of attracting more users. As of March 
2001, almost a year after launch in April 2000, usage was up by 155%. A recent 
survey found that 82% of employees used the intranet as their primary source of 
information and 83% said it made their jobs easier. 
 
Future plans for inSite include increased personalization and more interactivity. 
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LESSONS LEARNED 

CHOOSE THE RIGHT TEAM 
�We used a fairly small team of seven people with a wide range of skill sets,� says 
Ingrid. �We were fortunate that our technical team worked very closely with the 
group. In some Web projects, the technical team is very much removed, and you 
have to hope and pray that the result they come back with is what you were hoping 
for.� 
 

START WITH THE RIGHT INFORMATION 
�It helped that we took huge care with the information design up front, making sure 
that the content would go into the content management system and come out in a 
way that was very usable,� notes Ingrid, �and that has paid off in the finished site.� 
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Interactive Applications Group: Community [apps] 
Community [apps] is an ASP service that 
allows foundations and nonprofit 
organizations to create a private, password-
protected website for their participants. 
Users pay a monthly subscription fee that 
includes hosting, access to software, 
technical support, usage reports, and 
ongoing consultation about community 
building.  

DESIGN TEAM: 
Interactive Applications 
Group (iapps) 

 
Pictured: homepage 
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SUMMARY 
This winner is not exactly an intranet site; the creators� idea is to build an intranet 
template that collects good design practices, and sell it to customers for less than 
the cost of a custom solution. Their experience and usability evaluation techniques 
have indeed led them in the right direction, as this packaged solution includes some 
well-designed features that organizations often seek out in an intranet solution. 
 
The site covers most essential intranet areas, including news, calendar, directory, 
and discussion. It also lets the purchaser add minimal customization, such as putting 
the company logo in the upper-left corner. As for application design, overall they are 
nice looking and clear-cut. 
 
The discussion area presents the author, main topic, and body of the message in a 
cohesive way. Text is legible, and delete and edit tools are right at your fingertips. A 
clearly placed drop-down menu lets users re-sort the messages easily. 
 
The calendar, in particular, is very powerful and feature-rich for an intranet offering. 
The entry form is somewhat long and complicated, however. Also, presenting it in a 
tab breaks the tab model, using it in the entry form and dropping the main 
navigation tabs. 
 
The email entry form is similar to other Web mail applications, so users can transfer 
their existing knowledge to this design, which is helpful. 
 
Pictured: the email entry form 
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The Search feature is a simple, open field accompanied by a Search button, which is 
a design we recommend. Unfortunately, it�s located at the bottom of the homepage. 
It does not appear to be available on all pages, and when it is, it moves to different 
locations. Also, there is a little too much instructional text accompanying the search. 
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BACKGROUND 
Web design company Interactive Applications Group (iapps) has done many intranet 
and extranet projects for foundations and nonprofit organizations. Through its work, 
the firm has developed a set of standard requirements and best practices for intranet 
development for the foundation and nonprofit community. In early 2000, iapps 
embarked on a development project to leverage its experience and library of 
technology solutions, designing a packaged ASP service that included all the basic 
features its target organizations were looking for, at a lower cost than a custom 
solution. 

 
GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
iapps knew from experience that nonprofit and foundation customers consistently 
asked for the same core set of features: a homepage, news section, calendar, 
discussion section, library, and a contact directory. That feature set would form the 
heart of the product. 
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Pictured: the calendar application 

 
 
Most nonprofit organizations operate on a tight budget, so it was important that 
service customers be able to maintain their own content easily. �The nonprofit 
community is traditionally not very Web savvy,� says Alf Gracombe, vice president of 
research and development at iapps. �They demand a straightforward and intuitive 
approach to content management.� 
 
At the same time, they must be able to personalize the site with their organization�s 
identity. Striking a balance between personalization and the discipline needed for 
easy maintenance was one of the iapps team�s major constraints. 
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�It needed to be configurable, but not necessarily customizable,� explains Alf. �The 
challenge was to develop and deploy one type of design and code base that would 
work for many different types of applications.� 
 
The team had no particular deadline to meet in bringing out the service. The project 
was self-funded, which meant limited resources. Just three developers and two 
designers worked the project. �It would have helped to have one more of each, and 
we would probably have been able to bring the application to market faster,� says 
Alf. �But I think the pace we went at did enable us to address design issues more 
gradually and thoroughly.� 

 
PROCESS 
Their previous work for nonprofit organizations had already taken iapps through the 
requirements-gathering phase, giving the team a pretty clear idea of the 
application�s main navigation elements and tasks. The next step was to focus on 
more detailed navigation, likely content use, possible additional tools, and the visual 
design. 
 
�We pride ourselves on information architecture and design. For us, there�s a real 
synergy between the two,� says Alf. �When we�re designing, we want our designs to 
reflect how content and data are stored behind the scenes and reinforce the way 
content is managed.� 
 
Starting in April 2000, the team produced the design in several iterations over four 
or five months. 
 

DESIGN 
Community [apps] is an ASP service that lets foundations and nonprofit 
organizations create a private, password-protected website for their participants. 
Users pay a monthly subscription fee that includes hosting, access to software, 
technical support, usage reports, and ongoing consultation about community 
building. Supported tasks include publishing content, uploading files, participating in 
discussion groups, listing and reviewing calendar events, reading community news, 
and managing user profiles and access privileges. 
 
�In terms of the general look and feel, it fell into place quite early on,� recalls Sara 
Lepsch, senior information architect at iapps. One of the early mockups shows the 
design�s basic shell, with the main navigation across the top of the page already in 
place, and an area to feature the community name or logo. The Community [apps] 
branding is built discreetly into the design so as not to interfere with the 
community�s focus. 
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Pictured: one of the early design mockups 
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In the next version, navigation was placed at both the top and bottom of the design, 
creating a contained area for the content. The final design (most recent) shows the 
use of icons to highlight menu functions. �This came about through working with a 
client who found that icons helped users understand the application better, and the 
concept has served us well ever since,� says Sara. 
 
Another goal was to make the design�s width flexible so users could adjust the size to 
their preference and it would work even on the lowest resolution monitors. The team 
rejected the first, four-column design as being too cluttered and hard to scale down 
to 600 pixels. 
Pictured: the first, four-column design, which the team rejected 
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The next design was three columns, and also felt too cluttered and lacking in focus. 
 
Pictured: the second, three-column design, which the team also rejected 

 
 
�After several discussions around prioritizing the content based on what the user 
needs to see and where best to place that on the page, we moved into a two-column 
approach,� says Sara. 
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Pictured: the third, two-column design, which the team accepted 

 
 
 
The two-column layout provides more room for user-specific messages on the left 
and highlights new content in the right column. The team continued to refine this 
two-column approach, focusing on the most important things users need to see when 
first entering their community site. They also added keyword search and introduced 
some icons. 
 
�Less is more� was also the conclusion the team came to when designing the 
discussion area. �We originally tried to list all the topics as well as recent postings of 
messages,� says Sara. 
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Pictured: the first design for the discussion area 

 
 
�We simplified that, and now list just the topics in a structure, which allows the 
number of topics to grow without overwhelming the first page. Topics can also be 
sorted by predefined categories, which are located in the left-hand navigation 
column,� says Sara. 
 
For most of the site, they�ve used a traditional left-hand menu bar for navigation 
within the site�s sections. The exception to this rule is the homepage, which pulls 
user-specific notifications and recent content from all parts of the site into a two-
column layout. �We wanted to have the information users really wanted to see, the 
most immediate and relevant things on the homepage,� says Alf. 
 
In designing the intranet, iapps had to walk a fine line between allowing customers 
to personalize the intranet with their own identity, and preserving its easy 
management and low development cost. Users cannot alter the code, but the system 
gives them many options for configuring and personalizing how content is managed 
and displayed. 
 
Customers can place their logo in the top left-hand corner, choose the site�s color 
scheme, and organize information by content categories. But the same basic 
templates are used throughout the site, defining the layout for how news, 
discussions, and other features should look. 
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USABILITY 
Prior to autumn of 2000, the team developed the design using mainly internal 
feedback provided at iapps� weekly internal meetings. In October, 2000, the team 
issued an early beta version of the application to the first test organization, the Ford 
Foundation. The team moved into more formal beta testing from January to April. 
The beta testing involved a total of 160 test users, drawn from eight groups of 
existing and prospective clients. The users worked with the application for four 
months, trying out many different functions. 
 
The iapps team also beta tested the application internally, to help coordinate the 
work of developers who are spread across its offices in New York, Boston, 
Washington, and San Francisco. 
 
To recruit test organizations, iapps sent out an invitation to participate in the beta 
test in December 2000, offering to waive fees during the beta period as an incentive. 
�For a lot of groups, it came at the right time: they had some kind of immediate 
need, such as a project deadline or board meeting their community needed to 
address,� says Eve Smith, Community [apps] product manager. Several groups were 
very geographically distributed, and were looking for a better alternative to email 
communication. 
 
The iapps team had certain criteria for picking beta testers. To ensure they would 
make active use of the application, the test users had to have some kind of 
communication network already in place, whether it was an organizational newsletter 
or email bulletin. �We knew that if they weren�t already formed as a community, 
they would have trouble transferring to the Web environment,� Eve comments. 
 
Beta testers also had to commit their site administrators to giving some time to the 
project, including three initial one-on-one training sessions in which iapps showed 
the community manager ways to use the tool, set up an online community, and 
encourage participants to come online. �It�s still human-to-human contact that really 
sells a community. Technology is great but it only gets you so far,� says Eve. 
 
Usability testing was fairly informal, and users were not asked to carry out any 
specific tasks. �We were interested in how external people wanted to use the site, 
and how the concept would play out in reality,� says Eve. �There was a lot of 
communication between the test site managers and me. I checked on their sites 
every couple of days, and had weekly contact with them, plus the managers could 
contact me whenever they came across tweaks or problems. Any issues they came 
across went straight to the developers.� To ensure enough attention to each test 
site, all the testers started at different times on staggered schedules. 
 
At the end of the beta test period, the team carried out a formal survey, and got a 
25% response from testers. Several key points emerged from the usability testing. 
Feedback indicated that the library or central repository was the most popular and 
widely used feature of the site. Early on, the team had to deal with the issue of 
allowing the library to scale with growing information volumes. Library items can 
now be sorted in several ways: by title, topic, oldest or newest items, geographical 
area, and so on. The site can be configured to show just links or just resources. 
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Pictured: the library or central repository 
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The discussion boards were another popular feature. However, testers were 
frustrated by the threaded view within a topic, which meant they had to select one 
title at a time to read the full message, and then click on another title to read the 
next message. 
 
Pictured: the discussion board with the threaded view, later changed 

 
 
The team took the controversial step of removing the threaded view and replacing it 
with a simple list of messages that can be ordered by author, date, and so on. �It 
was a tough decision for us, because we�d been using the threaded version for years, 
and this seemed like a backward step,� says Alf. �But, less experienced users don�t 
necessarily structure their discussions in a way that lends itself to threading. They�ll 
just decide to post a message on a new subject in the middle of an existing thread. 
The simplified version scales better, is more intuitive for users, and is easier for them 
to organize � it�s more like reading their email inbox.� 
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Users no longer have to decide based on the title whether to click for more, and can 
sort the messages in any order (most recent first, for example) and browse all the 
messages. 
 
Pictured: the changed discussion board, without the threaded view 

 
 
Testers also requested the ability to create private discussions accessible only to 
invited members. The team incorporated this feature in April 2001. 
 
Another major user request was for better administrative tools that let community 
managers invite new members into the community, manage user profiles, and better 
access site statistics. 
 

RESULTS 
About half of iapps� test organizations became paying clients following the beta test 
phase. Three months after the service went live, it had attracted 12 paying clients 
with active communities and more than 500 users, including iapps staff. Feedback 
from users is that the application�s design is clean and easy to use. 
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Community [apps] uses the application internally, and is finding it can plan and 
program through the website instead of via costly conferencing calls. 
 

TIMELINE 

• April 2000: First design iteration produced. 

• April to October: Design evolved with two to three weeks between 
iterations. 

• October 2000: First beta adopter. 

• January 2001: Full beta test started. 

• April 2001: Service went live, went to market. 

 

LESSONS LEARNED 

NO SUCH THING AS �TOO INTUITIVE� 
�You can�t make an application intuitive enough,� says Alf. �There�s always more that 
can be done to make it easier to use. We continue to evaluate everything, from the 
icons to the language used on the site.� 
 

PROVIDE DIFFERENT ROUTES TO INFORMATION 
�It�s important to give the user multiple ways to find the same content,� according to 
Sara. �No user moves through site the same way; that was something that really 
came up a lot while we were developing the service.� 
 

TEST IT ON THE GROUND 
�Learn to use the application with the people who have to use it,� advises Eve. 
�When we had people on the ground testing Community [apps], that brought forward 
a lot of issues we hadn�t addressed. The reality of using the application in the field 
was what helped.� 
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Luleå University of Technology 
Division of Computer-Aided Design, Luleå 
University of Technology, Sweden 

DESIGN TEAM: 
Doctoral students 
(Andreas Larsson, Tobias 
Larsson, and Peter Törlind) 

 
Pictured: homepage 

 
 

SUMMARY 
With up-front features and an uncomplicated look, this site design proves that even 
with few resources you can build a nice solution for a small organization. This 
intranet supports collaborative features and enables communication among 40 staff 
members located around the world. 
 
The calendar feature is done very well. Users can effortlessly add or edit an event, 
and all users can update content. 
 
The address book�s presentation of items is very good. Each person�s information is 
laid out pleasingly. 
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Spacing between words is ample, and categories, headings, and sections are 
prominent. Some text presentation is a bit problematic ,however. For example, the 
red text links are distracting and difficult to read. Some pages have a little too much 
text on them, and the fact that it�s small and gray makes it strenuous to read. 
 
Search is indicated as a magnifying glass icon with an �s� on it. This indicator is not 
as easy to recognize as it should be. We recommend labeling search features with 
the word �search� and presenting it with an open text-entry field. The designers 
noted, however, that the three buttons in the top left-hand corner (including the 
search button), are standard to all Luleå University websites. Although they were not 
obliged to use these buttons, they felt that familiar features would help make the 
intranet more accessible to new users. In this context, we agree with their choice in 
the very short term. 
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INTRANET 
The intranet lets staff check each others� schedules, book meeting rooms, look up 
contact information, and share departmental news and other information about 
publications, work in progress, funding applications, and conferences and other 
events. 
 

BACKGROUND 
There are 40 staff members in the Computer-Aided Design division at Sweden�s 
Luleå University of Technology, but it�s rare for them all to be in the same place at 
one time. More often than not, research students are working with the industrial 
partners involved in the department�s research center, while faculty members might 
have positions at other universities and be based elsewhere for much of the year. For 
example, Tobias Larsson, one of the three developers, is based at Blekinge Institute 
of Technology, 1,400 km away in Karlskrona. 
 
�You might get eight people out of 40 at a staff meeting,� says Andreas Larsson, 
another of the developers. The department�s highly distributed way of operating 
made it hard for its members to share information. 
 
In June 2000, Andreas and two other PhD students in the department � Tobias 
Larsson and Peter Törlind � came up with the idea of building an intranet to make it 
easier for people to stay in touch with departmental news and events and also make 
it easier to accomplish routine tasks, such as book a meeting room. 
 
The head of the CAD department was enthusiastic, and the idea was well received at 
one of the regular staff meetings. The department agreed to buy a server for the 
project and the students began work on the application in their spare time. 
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GOALS 
�We wanted the system to enable people to share information, not just store it like 
on an FTP site,� says Andreas. �So, as well as being easy to find, information had to 
be easy to access and use, and easy to publish. We wanted all the staff to 
participate.� 
 
Also, the developers did not want the intranet to require any control from a central 
webmaster. They imagined it as a truly democratic system that everyone could use 
to publish information. This goal suggested the use of standard templates to 
generate pages automatically, and a simple data entry process that even staff 
members with little interest in the Web could come to grips with. 
 
A third important goal, given the scattered location of department staff, was to 
design the intranet with the needs of off-site staff in mind. This influenced the type 
of tasks it would support. �Onsite staff get to talk to people every day, so they get to 
know them and what they�re doing. People working off site may only come in once 
every two or three months; they don�t even get their mail directly. So they needed a 
way of seeing where everyone in the department was, and how to contact them in 
various different ways � phone, email, SMS, ICQ, and so on,� Andreas explains. 
Department members also needed to access information over the Web when they 
were away from the university network. 
 

PROCESS 
�We didn�t have a fixed deadline for completion; our approach has just been to 
gradually evolve the basic design,� Andreas says. The first step was for the team to 
present their initial ideas at a departmental meeting in August 2000, to which staff 
had been urged to bring their ideas and suggestions. 
 
Preliminary discussions among the developers and other staff meant there was 
already a clear concept of what the application should include, and the team had 
already designed a system framework. As a result, they were able to produce the 
first prototype a couple of days after the meeting. 
 
They published the evolving design on the department network and invited 
comments. Andreas estimates that some site features have gone through around 50 
iterations, with feedback from most users, while other features have not changed 
much since day one. �We have gone through a constant refining of functions, so we 
can�t really say that we have launched separate prototypes,� he says. �Basically, we 
have tried to make every function as good and easy-to-use as possible, using as 
many iterations as were needed.� 
 
Some design features, such as the horizontal banner across the top and the three 
buttons in the top left-hand corner, are standard to all Luleå University websites. The 
team elected to use these familiar features to make the intranet more accessible to 
new users. Thus, whether you�re on the intranet or the public university website, the 
L button takes you to the university homepage, the S button takes you to the 
university Search page, and the @ button takes you to contact information. 
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Because there was no comprehensive, up-to-date source of departmental contact 
information, the team decided that an online address book would be a good initial 
feature. The first version also included a publications and conferences section. 
 
Pictured: an address book entry 
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Another early feature was the meeting-room booking facility, an important step 
forward in encouraging department-wide use of the system. For a long time, the only 
method of booking rooms had been to scribble your booking on a paper chart stuck 
to the administrators� office door. This method had been replaced by an Excel 
spreadsheet in a shared folder on the university network. However, the spreadsheet 
was clumsy to use, and, like the piece of paper, was accessible only from within the 
university. �It ended up with people just not bothering to book,� Andreas says. 
 
Pictured: the meeting room scheduler 

 
 
The university was also building a new SEK 10,000,000 multimedia studio that the 
CAD division would be responsible for, and they needed a good, easy-to-use booking 
system to make the most of this investment. All in all, then, the booking system was 
something of a killer app for the intranet, drawing administration staff into the 
system. The first booking using the intranet system was made in September 2000. 
 
The first live version of the entire intranet appeared in January 2001. 
 

USABILITY 
Though the developers did not carry out formal usability testing, they continuously 
refined the design based on feedback, which they collected from the department�s 40 
members at both regular departmental meetings and in informal email and face-to-
face discussions. 
 
They also launched a temporary, threaded discussion board to provide a forum for 
discussing the intranet, and this proved to be a good way of collecting short-term 
feedback. The developers floated the idea of having a permanent discussion forum, 
but users were not enthusiastic. �Many of the intranet users say that they prefer 
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synchronous interaction to asynchronous when it comes to discussions,� says 
Andreas. �Email and discussion forums introduce a delay; you have to wait, 
sometimes more than a day, for feedback. ICQ, SMS, and the up-to-date contact 
information are highly appreciated services for those reasons, letting people contact 
each other in a fast and easy way.� 
 
Most department members participated in the usability feedback process in some 
way. The developers made a conscious effort to get feedback from users with 
different technical backgrounds, ages, and levels of Web experience, actively 
approaching them rather than waiting for comments. When possible, they called on 
people in their offices, watching them use the application and talking it through with 
them. Some of the quietest and least forthcoming staff members turned out to have 
the best ideas for improving the system. 
 
User feedback resulted in many important changes. One was a pared-down design 
that emphasized only important information on the front page and was fast to 
download, even over a dial-up link. Another was simplification of the site to 
accommodate users with only the most basic technology experience. 
 
The calendar application was also changed radically based on user comments. 
 
Pictured: the calendar design before collecting user feedback 
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Pictured: the changed calendar design, after responding to user feedback 

 
 
For one thing, users found the dynamic HTML functionality confusing. Initially, when 
opening the calendar application, users had to position their mouse over a certain 
date in order to bring up a new layer containing summary information about an 
event. If they wanted more detailed information, they had to click on the date. A 
typical comment was, �...just when I was about to click, something popped up. When 
I clicked, the information changed. That confused me...� 
 
Use of DHTML also made the application incompatible with certain browsers. 
 
Andreas admits that �As developers, we probably got caught up in a technological 
frenzy � basically, we felt that the DHTML solution was neat. The use of layers gave 
us the possibility to give users a short version if they needed that, and an extended 
version if that was what they needed. In real use, however, users didn�t really care 
about the short version.� 
 
A second usability problem was that the original calendar version opened in a new 
window, and no event information was displayed until you positioned the mouse over 
a date. Many users felt that they had to do too much in order to get the information 
they wanted: �I think it�s too much clicking going on. Couldn�t we have a better 
overview from the start? I guess it would also be easier to print.� 
 
�At first glance, the two systems do not seem that different,� Andreas comments. 
�The big thing is that the new calendar design uses a whole page, while the old 
design used only a small pop-up window. Initially, we thought that the space-saving 
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design would be liked because it would show just the information that the users 
requested, and nothing else. We later found out that people thought that it was nice 
to be able to see what was going on during the next few days, just by having a quick 
look at the event calendar.� 
 
The decision to present five events at a time was a trade-off between available space 
and the amount of information that users wanted to receive; most users said that 4�
5 days ahead would be enough. 
 
In an ideal world, given more development time and users with plenty of time on 
their hands, the student team would have liked to run a more structured usability 
study and spend more time working through the system with people individually. 
�But, at the moment, people just have too much to do � and we have our doctorates 
to work on,� he says. 
 

CONTENT MANAGEMENT 
The site design does not require a webmaster to collect and publish information. 
There are no guidelines and no manual � and so far, they haven�t been needed. To 
add information, users simply fill in a form for the item they want to produce (news, 
conference notification, and so on), and the application generates a page from a set 
of standard templates. The front-page news list simply shows the three latest 
additions, with older items moving into the news archive. 
 
Images are uploaded directly from the Web interface, by selecting the article the 
image is related to, then selecting the relevant image file on the hard drive. When 
the user submits the form, an ASP upload component transfers the image onto the 
Web server. 
 
�We say on the upload page that the image should be of a certain size in order to 
look good, but if people upload an image that is too big, it really isn�t a big problem. 
The article might look a bit strange, but it will still work,� says Andreas. �If they 
don�t know how to scale the image, we will help them with that.� 
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LANGUAGE ISSUES 
Though Luleå is a Swedish university, most of the intranet is written in English, with 
only occasional notes in Swedish. �We�re a global organization now � though most of 
us are Swedish, we have staff members who are English, Korean, Spanish, and 
Chinese,� says Andreas. �English is the language of research; all the lectures are in 
English and everyone in the department is used to reading it.� Although some people 
still prefer to write their entries in Swedish, basic information is in English. 
Transitioning between the two languages has not, for this particular user group, 
proved to be a problem. 
 
Pictured: some file information, written in English 

 
 

RESULTS 
The CAD department intranet at Luleå is used by nearly all department members, 
though different users concentrate on different features. Administrative staff 
members use the Admin page daily, and the site is making it easier for staff to find 
and publicize information about their daily work. 
 
Although they have not quantified the time saved due to the intranet, Andreas 
believes that the most interesting result has been a change in mindset. �People have 
started to think about information in a different way,� he says. �Now that information 
about their projects isn�t hidden away in an Excel spreadsheet, they�re getting more 
interested in spreading the word about their research. They�re waking up to the fact 
that it�s not just about research, it�s about communication, going out and selling 
what we do.� 
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TIMELINE 

• August 2000: Team presents initial ideas at a departmental meeting. 

• August 2000: First prototype published on the department network. 

• September 2000: First meeting room scheduled using the intranet 
system. 

• January 2001: Internet released for general use. 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 

MAKE IT FUNCTIONAL, NOT FANCY 
�Initially, we tried to make the design look really nice, with lots of images and 
mouse-over effects,� says Andreas. �This design, however, did not go down well with 
departmental users, who complained that it was OK if they were on the university 
network, but took too long to download if they were dialing in from, say, a hotel 
room. They said, �You don�t have to sell anything to us, so don�t worry about making 
it look cool. We just want to get at the information quickly!� � 
 

STICK TO WHAT�S IMPORTANT 
�At first, we tried to pack too much information into each article, and it was hard to 
read,� says Andreas. �Now, the homepage just contains brief summaries. We�ve 
aimed at a clean and tidy design that lets people see just the information they want, 
without unnecessary clutter.� 
 

DEVELOPERS MAKE BAD CRITICS 
�I thought my initial design for the calendar application was really easy to use � in 
fact, I was quite proud of it,� says Andreas. �But the users didn�t like it at all, and I 
had to completely remake it. I realized that a professor who only uses a PC for word 
processing has a different view of usability from a PhD student who�s been 
programming all his life.� 
 

PEOPLE DON�T ALWAYS KNOW WHAT THEY WANT 
�We noticed quite early on that what people said they wanted wasn�t necessarily 
what they really wanted once they had the prototype in front of them,� says 
Andreas. Letting the design evolve gradually let the developers tease out the real 
user requirements. 
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Pearson Technology Centre 
Pearson PLC is an international media 
company providing education, strategic 
business information, international 
television production, and consumer 
publishing products, including Penguin 
Books and the U.K.�s Financial Times. The 
Pearson Technology Centre is the focus for 
technology resources and expertise across 
the Pearson companies. 

DESIGN TEAM: 
Electronic Ink 

 
Pictured: homepage 

 
 

SUMMARY 
To achieve this usable design, the Electronic Ink team collected usability data and 
employed a systematic, four-stage development methodology: Inform, Discover, 
Design, and Develop. Their achievement was no small feat, as PTC�s existing 
organizational culture and politics were initial barriers to creating a central design. In 
design discussions, the team realized that the previous site design was difficult to 
use because it was arranged by organizational structure, rather than technology 
services. Thus, users needed to be very familiar with each group�s particular services 
in order to locate the service they needed. 
 
We often see this exact issue and similar issues in our Internet website reviews, 
where different parts of the site are obviously designed by different teams, and 
organizational politics dictate the overall website structure.  In this situation, the 
designers succeeded in persuading all 16 service groups that a single, simple design 
would surpass their many unique offerings. 
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This site does an admirable job pushing current information to the users, as 
exemplified by the Today�s Events, Stock Quotes, and Weather sections. The 
navigation is straightforward, with well-named headings in the navigation bar on the 
left side. Also, the area currently selected is clearly denoted by a prominent color 
change. Breadcrumbs help users note their history and jump back to previously 
visited pages. Also, both the site search and employee search are clearly presented 
and always visible. 
 
The Organizations section of the site is (what else?) very organized. Starting with the 
group name and the group leader�s name and picture really personalizes the 
information � far better than the traditional org chart boxes. 
 
Pictured: Organizations section 

 
 
 
The navigation items are labeled well, which makes it easy to make the right 
choices. The site does use too many cascading menus, however, which can be 
tedious to navigate, especially for users with low vision or motor skill issues. 
 
 

Scoring 

Simple 
look 

Simple 
navigation 

Consistent 
navigation 
across 
pages 

Visible 
search 
bar (or 
button) 

 

Simple 
search 

Limited 
(and well-
presented) 
page text 

Clear 
labels 

Clear 
links 
(name 
and 
marks) 

3 1.5 2 2.5 2.5 2 2 1.5 
 



 
 
 

48921 WARM SPRINGS BLVD.  FREMONT, CA 94539-7767 USA INFO@NNGROUP.COM 79 

 

INTRANET 
The intranet contains information about PTC services. Typical tasks carried out on 
the intranet include searching for and requesting services, sharing technical 
information and IT project metrics and data, and finding general company 
information. 
 

BACKGROUND 
In 1996, PTC launched an intranet to provide employees with information about the 
center�s services. The intranet failed to attract enough users, however, and the 
information in it gradually become outdated. Furthermore, service groups were free 
to publish content using any tools they liked, with results ranging from basic layouts 
created with FrontPage to quite elaborate designs. The head of PTC wanted to 
replace the outdated site with a consistent, well-designed, up-to-date site that would 
provide true value to the company and promote PTC�s offerings to existing and new 
Pearson staff. 
 

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
One major goal was to create a redesigned intranet with a coherent look and feel 
that would both unify PTC�s diverse groups and be used by employees on a daily 
basis. A second goal was to give content providers a content management tool to 
help them keep content up-to-date and consistent with style guidelines. To achieve 
these goals, designers needed to carefully consider the political issues involved. The 
16 service groups that contributed content to the PTC intranet were used to having 
complete control over their information. The design team had to persuade them of 
the value of centrally agreed-upon design standards. �The service groups were used 
to doing their own thing; they felt pride and uniqueness in what they were offering,� 
says Jenny Smith, human factors director of Electronic Ink. 
 
PTC wanted the project completed on a fairly short deadline, with just nine months 
between the September 2000 start date and going live in May 2001. From a design 
point of view, Pearson had an established identity and logo that had to be integrated 
with the site�s overall aesthetic. The company browser standard was IE 5.0 and 
above. 
 

PROCESS 
Electronic Ink uses a four-stage development method. The first stage, Inform, 
involves spending time getting to know the client�s business, strategy, and design 
requirements. During the Discover stage, the team talks to the system�s target 
audience to find out what they need and want, and to tease out any new business 
opportunities the intranet could support. Then, in the Design stage, the team designs 
the site, and finally, in the Develop stage, it builds and implements it. 
 

USABILITY 
During the first stage, which lasted about two weeks, Electronic Ink talked to the 
vice president of Pearson�s e-commerce/e-business division and the site�s 
prospective webmaster and developers. The Pearson team already had some ideas 
for changing the site based on its own �town hall� survey. 
 
In the second stage, which lasted about a month, Electronic Ink set up a series of 
interviews with a total of 36 employees, representing a range of users, including end 
users and representatives of Pearson�s 16 content provider groups. The designers 
then held a two-day brainstorming session. 
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The most important finding from these meetings was that the previous site didn�t 
work well because it was based on the group�s organizational structure rather than 
technology services. �You really had to know the groups well in order to locate the 
services you needed,� says project manager Kate Fierce. �If you were new to the 
company, or from a subsidiary it had recently acquired, you didn�t know who to call 
or how to get the information.� A decision was made to design the site around 
services, but also to give users the option of browsing the old organizational model 
as they had previously done. 
 
Following these discussions, Electronic Ink spent two weeks developing a site map 
(which it calls a �product map�), showing the site�s information hierarchy and the 
links between the different levels. Using the product map as a foundation, it spent a 
further three weeks building a series of structural designs (which it calls �wire-
frames�) in PDF format. These showed the pages� shell and structure, the knowledge 
hierarchy, and the type of language that would be used, but without such elements 
as color, specific typefaces, or graphics. 
 
These structural designs were then taken to five end users representing a cross-
section of the company and tested in a series of structured walkthroughs, using 
typical tasks identified in the initial interviews. The tasks ranged from looking up 
information about the company�s dental benefits plan to checking out the canteen 
menu. Users were also asked to verify the language used on the �wire-frame� 
prototype pages. For example, the team asked the users about the type of 
information they�d expect to find behind specific labels. 
 
At this stage, Electronic Ink also gave a presentation to the content provider groups 
to sell them on the idea of a site structured by services rather than by organizational 
division. 
 
The wire-frame designs formed the basis for the aesthetic page designs, which were 
presented to the client in four stages. The first stage was to show the client a 
selection of three concept boards, which design director Sandy Greene describes as 
�visual experiments to capture the essence of a company brand.� These were 
presented both on screen and on paper (for easy comparison) and represented three 
possible visual flavors for the site. 
 
The team then used the client�s preferred concept to create the initial page layouts, 
which they refined in three further stages. 
 
An important part of the project was to build a template-driven content publishing 
system and an associated content management solution. Together, these would let 
various PTC content managers (who had varying technology skills) maintain more 
than 300 unique intranet pages. �We have users ranging from people who know 
nothing about anything apart from writing prose, to developers who can write code,� 
Sandy explains. 
 
Electronic Ink realized that usability was key to ensuring that the CMS met its goals. 
�One reason the old site was not widely used was that it wasn�t kept current,� points 
out Greg Picarelli, Electronic Ink�s technology director. �So our human factors team 
looked at the language and instructions very carefully. We paid a lot of attention to 
making sure the content management tool was not intimidating and to ensure that 
the jargon of people who use those tools all the time was not creeping in.� 
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DESIGN 
The final design is understated and functional. Pearson had a number of existing 
design standards covering colors, typography, and so on, but they were basically 
print-based and had to be adjusted for Web presentation. �For example, we had to 
enlarge the �technology� part of the Pearson logo, which was originally in four to five 
point type that wouldn�t show up well on screen,� says Sandy. �The subtle pastel-like 
colors Pearson used in its printed material didn�t hold in this medium, so we had to 
work with the saturation and contrast. We had to create some totally new elements, 
like the headlines the Breaking News section.� 
 
The homepage includes real-time information such as weather and stock prices to 
draw users to the site. �Part of our user study was to find out what kind of 
information would be of value on the homepage,� Sandy says. 
 
One of the design issues was to make it easy for users to navigate through the site�s 
voluminous content. Exploding menus let users see the total content of each site 
section in a single mouse movement. 
 
Pictured: a hierarchically �exploding menu� 

 
 
The bold, underlined white links beneath the left-hand navigation function as a 
breadcrumb trail that appears as soon the user navigates to a sub-section of the site, 
showing the user�s location on the site. All parts of the trail were clickable so that 
users could jump back through the trail. 
 
To make it easy for employees to publish content that fits with the site design, there 
are 16 different templates aimed at different types of information. These create 
consistency across groups while still being flexible enough to accommodate individual 
group identities. To enhance the feeling of ownership and identity, Electronic Ink also 
created zones of information where employees could post any information they 
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wanted, including their own imagery. �The right-hand columns pretty much belong to 
the group,� says Sandy. 
 
The team also created a set of design guidelines to help ensure the intranet stayed 
consistent. Training PTC content providers to use the content management tool was 
an important part of the implementation phase. 
 

RESULTS 
The new intranet has been greeted with a very positive reaction from users and 
content providers alike, and the client is convinced that having a single look and feel 
across the intranet has helped strengthen the organization itself. 
 

TIMELINE 

• August/early September 2000: Project started late. 

• First half of September: Inform. 

• Mid-September to mid-October: Discover. 

• Mid-October to March: Design. 

• February to May 2001: Develop/Implement/Train. 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 

WORK WITH THE CONTENT PROVIDERS 
�From a usability perspective, getting the content providers onboard and continuing 
to talk to them throughout the development was important,� says Kate. �There were 
change management issues to deal with; even though the content providers had 
signed off the new designs and aesthetics, they sometimes still wanted to use the old 
page, and we had to remind them of the change and reinforce the notion of moving 
to a new structure.� 
 
�The users were our fourth partner in all this,� says Sandy. �Their data helped 
convince the client to be confident in the new design and move it along in a short 
timeframe. We could have been struggling with internal approval, but the client felt 
confident because usability data was behind the redesign.� 
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Science Applications International Corporation (SAIC): ISSAIC 
Science Applications International 
Corporation (SAIC) is the largest employee-
owned research and engineering company 
in the U.S. The company provides IT 
solutions and services internationally, and 
has 41,000 employees in 150 cities 
worldwide. ISSAIC is the Information 
Source for SAIC. 

DESIGN TEAM: 
In-house 
(employees at SAIC) 

 
Pictured: homepage 

 
 

SUMMARY 
This massive site, with 87,000 pages indexed in its search engine, incorporates more 
than 350 sub-sites for different departments and communities. The homepage�s 
Organization Intranets area is a good attempt at consolidating the company�s various 
group intranets. And, in an ingenious effort to point the contact and complaints in 
the right direction, site designers created the Contact Page Owner feature, 
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encouraging users to contact the person in charge of a specific page. This minimizes 
the need for the webmaster to constantly redirect questions and updates, which is 
extremely important when dealing with a site this large. The designers� usability 
testing experience with this feature demonstrates how watching real users work in 
even very fast and simple evaluations can drastically improve a site�s design. 
 
On this site, the designers used color tastefully, and placement of category headers 
is very well done. The use of graphics is appropriate. For example, a small stock 
performance chart helps to communicate data instantly. 
 
On the homepage, the People Search field is in an ideal place, considering that is one 
of users� main reasons for using the site. The site Search, just below it, is well 
presented. ISSAIC also offers a browsing capability for those who prefer it to 
searching, which is nice. 
 
News items are well presented by current date first, keeping the main items for the 
previous few days, which is also handy. Assuming that with so many users, at least a 
few might be in Europe or Japan, we recommend that the article date be presented 
in a better international format, by writing out the month, which makes dates 
unambiguous. 
 
The page�s otherwise elegant look is marred somewhat by the number of lines of 
links. The sheer number makes it difficult to read individual links and difficult to 
distinguish among links. 
 

Scoring 

Simple 
look 

Simple 
navigation 

Consistent 
navigation 
across 
pages 

Visible 
search 
bar (or 
button) 

 

Simple 
search 

Limited 
(and well-
presented) 
page text 

Clear 
labels 

Clear 
links 
(name 
and 
marks) 

2.5 2 2 3 2.5 2 2 2 
 
 

INTRANET 
ISSAIC, the corporate intranet, integrates information from 280 sub-sites and 
provides a wide range of online resources from news and webcast events to 
corporate publications and human resource services. Typical user tasks include filling 
an electronic timesheet, updating human resource information, and reading company 
news. 
 

BACKGROUND 
First launched in 1997, the ISSAIC intranet provides a range of applications and 
information resources to SAIC employees round the world. It�s a huge site, with 
nearly 300 sub-sites and 87,000 pages indexed in its search engine. The sub-sites 
have their own page owners who are responsible for generating content using 
guidelines provided by the intranet team. Individual employees can also generate 
content about one-time events, news items, and so on. The front page is updated 
daily, and the whole site receives around 100 updates per week and 5,000 updates 
per year. 
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In April 2000, the company released version 2.0 of the intranet, which featured 
major changes in design and navigation over the previous version 1.6. 
 
Pictured: version 1.6 of the site 

 
 
The update added, for the first time, company news to the homepage (which was 
previously just a list of links). Other new features included an alphabetical list of 
SAIC sites, links to employee self-service facilities, and the ISSAIC Top 10, a list of 
links to the most visited SAIC sites. 
 
�The top 10 was an idea introduced as a result of employee feedback, because the 
most-used links vary with the time of year,� says Anna Davison, new projects 
manager. �For example, four times a year we have a stock trade, and when that 
happens we include links to the latest stock information and online tools.� 
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Also for the first time, they provided a consistent banner on each page that had a 
homepage link, search facilities, links to the page owner, and a feedback button. 
They also added metadata to the site, improving search effectiveness. 
 
Version 2.0 was well received, but some aspects of the site didn�t work as well as 
they should. At the start of 2001, the team began an update to ISAAIC to address 
these issues. 
 

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
User feedback and the team�s experience with version 2.0 generated two main goals. 
First, increase the visibility of the online guide to publishing information on ISSAIC to 
encourage employees to use it rather than calling the team for help. �People tended 
to call us first before finding information for themselves on the site,� explains David 
Tillson, SAIC�s intranet manager. Second, increase usage and awareness of the 
About This Page/Feedback feature, designed to encourage employees to contact the 
person in charge of a specific page with questions or updates. 
 
Though SAIC is a major organization, it wasn�t prepared to throw resources at an 
intranet update, and the team had to implement the new version on a limited 
budget, without jeopardizing day-to-day site maintenance. The team�s goal is to 
spend 80% of its resources on day-to-day work, leaving only 20% for special 
projects. 
 
The design also had to be generic enough to work with both PCs and Macs, with 800 
x 600 resolution monitors, and, as David puts it, �every kind of browser invented.� 
 

PROCESS 
Work started on version 2.5 in January 2001. David Tillson and art director Craig 
Goebel first looked through employee feedback, which was collected both online and 
through face-to-face conversations. �We get a lot of good suggestions from the 
workforce � people are not shy about telling us what they like and don�t like,� David 
says. 
 
Using this feedback, they drew up a list of major and minor goals for the new 
version, which was signed off in late February. They then produced a series of 
mockups, which were reviewed by the whole Web group. 
 
Mindful of maintaining employees� productivity when using the site, the intranet 
team aimed for incremental changes for version 2.5 rather than a quantum leap in 
site function, and they rejected an early mockup that was too big a departure from 
version 2.0. 
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Pictured: a mockup for version 2.5 (top). The team rejected this because they felt 
it was too different from version 2.0 (bottom), which employees were used to. 

 v 2.5 (mockup) 
 

 v 2.0 
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The new design added buttons for contacting the page owner and adding information 
to the site. The team also added front-page sections for employee self-service and 
Web services. One of the main initial changes was a move away from image links, 
which users appeared to be overlooking. After reviewing usability literature, the team 
also thought terminology might be a problem, so they replaced the image links with 
clearly labeled text links. 
 
By late March, the team had come up with a version they were happy with. They 
showed the prototype system to users, carrying out three iterations of testing. 
 
Just before the site�s final version went live in May 2001, they ran the new and old 
versions in parallel for three weeks. They�d used this same approach when moving 
from version 1.6 to 2.0. �We�ve found it really useful, before a new site goes live, to 
put up a link to it so people can get used to how it works,� says Anna. �People use 
this system every day for their jobs, we don�t want them to be startled by it.� 
 

USABILITY 
Version 2.5 of ISSAIC was the first to have formal usability testing; the team 
developed previous versions using the Web team�s expertise, combined with 
informally gathered feedback from the user community. Formal testing turned out to 
be a valuable exercise, pointing out several prototype features that needed to be 
changed. 
 
The team asked employees to volunteer to help test the site. They screened 
volunteers with a questionnaire asking for information such as their role in the 
company, current ISSAIC usage, and general Internet experience. They selected 20 
test users representing a cross-section of job roles and technical expertise. 
 
The team asked each volunteer to carry out three or four tasks and talk through 
what they were doing. The tasks focused on site areas that had not worked well in 
version 2.0, such as updating information and contacting the person responsible for 
a page�s content. Each test lasted about 10 minutes. �We were asking people to take 
time out of their day, so we wanted to keep it fairly short,� Anna explains. 
 
Designers reviewed results of the test and made amendments. They then carried out 
a second round of testing on specific issues that emerged in the first round. Nine 
users participated. They made further changes and carried out a final check with four 
users. As a result of this usability testing, the team made several significant 
changes. One was to the About This Page feature, which was intended to put users in 
direct contact with the page owner. 
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Pictured: usability testing found that the feature for contacting the page 
owner (upper right corner) was often overlooked in this early design 
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Pictured: the design for contacting the page owner after changing the 
button to read �Contact Page Owner� 

 
 
In version 1.6, the About This Page feature was a graphic button, with italicized 
lettering. �We changed it to plain Arial text, underlined; we thought people would see 
it and all would be well,� says Anna. �But we found they were scanning the page and 
still missing it, because they were looking for the word contact. We moved to a 
button called Contact Page Owner, and suddenly people saw it.� 
 
Another change occurred with the search box. Originally, they combined the people 
search and site search in a single dialog with radio buttons to select between the 
two, the default being a people search. When they asked users to carry out a site 
search, the team found that users would often fail to change the radio button 
selection, and thus conducted a people search by mistake. �People were saying, �Oh 
shoot, I always do that!�� David recalls. �We realized that every time someone said �I 
always do that!� they were taking a couple of extra seconds to do their search, and if 
we could avoid that we were going to save the company a lot of time.� 
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RESULTS 
�Probably 95% of initial feedback on version 2.5 has been very positive, though 
there are always a few people who don�t want change,� David says. The team also 
has quantifiable evidence that the application is achieving their goals. 
 
One of the goals was to make it easier for staff to contact page owners directly. Page 
owner feedback has more than doubled since they released version 2.5. Another goal 
was to encourage more staff to submit material for the intranet. Since they 
introduced the features Add My Story to iNews and Create an ISSAIC Website, 
requests to submit information have also doubled. 
 
Future versions of ISSAIC will include more personalization features, a popular 
request. For example, employees would like to be able to pick their own top 10 sites 
and personalize the front page�s news to cover only their own location. 
 
In the future versions, the employee self-service facilities that version 2.5 introduced 
are likely to be extended. 
 

TIMELINE 

• April 1, 1997: Version 1.0b. 

• May 5, 1997: Version 1.0b1. 

• July 1, 1997: Version 1.0. 

• September 8, 1997: Version 1.1. 

• November 17, 1997: Version 1.2. 

• January 16, 1998: Version 1.3. 

• March 30, 1998: Version 1.4. 

• May 6, 1998: Version 1.5. 

• September 21, 1998: Version 1.6. 

• February 2, 1999: Version 1.7. 

• May 17, 1999: Version 1.8. 

• November 1, 1999: Version 1.9. 

• April 24, 2000: Version 2.0. 

• May 22, 2001: Version 2.5. 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 

DON�T CHANGE THINGS TOO MUCH 
�When we made the major change to version 2.0, we had people telling us �I can�t 
find any stuff I used to be able to find!�� David says. �This time we�ve aimed for 
incremental change, to let people adjust gradually. You�ve got to keep employee 
productivity in mind.� 
 

STUDY USABILITY. IT REALLY WORKS. 
�After releasing version 2.0, we had become much more aware of reading usability 
reports and seeing how we could apply them to ISSAIC,� says Anna. �We started 
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having biweekly usability meetings with the whole team, where people would take 
turns doing research on particular issues and doing a short presentation to the 
group. Some of those usability issues, such as labeling and use of graphics, have 
been really key to improving the site this time around.� 
 

WORDING MATTERS 
�We have a number of employees in remote locations, and they look to the company 
news section on the homepage to keep them in touch with what�s going on in the 
company. It�s our iNews editor�s job to come up with headlines that are really 
specific and intuitive, because if headlines are vague then 40,000 employees could 
be taking time to read something they don�t need to know.� 
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silverorange: Winner 
silverorange is a small Web development 
firm based in Prince Edward Island, 
Canada. It has a core team of six. It works 
for clients throughout Eastern Canada.  

DESIGN TEAM: 
In-house 
(employees at silverorange) 

 
Pictured: silverorange homepage 

 
 

SUMMARY 
In the usability field, we often remind ourselves and the developers we work with 
that �You are not your user.� In the case of silverorange design, however, this is not 
true. These designers found themselves in the unique situation of designing a system 
for themselves. The user group for this system is small, and the profile is relatively 
experienced, with the possible exception of some of their clients. Still, this site is 
straightforward, mostly uncluttered, and has some pleasantly original functions, such 
as the picture tool. 
 
This site has the cleanest and most simple look of all those submitted. The 
navigation is straightforward, and the ever-present breadcrumbs help user stay 
oriented. The left-side navigation bar has clearly named categories and is always 
visible. The Search function looks simple, yet is advanced enough for those who want 
to refine search queries. 
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The team�s approach to collaboration actively facilitates getting work done. The 
method they use for managing projects and discussions is innovative, and their 
calendar tool has a usable implementation. 
 
Even though this was the number one intranet, there are still some usability issues 
we noted � we believe every design has at least a few. In this case, when looking at 
pages, it�s difficult to tell which items are links and which are not. As the designers 
themselves noted, they should improve their nonstandard representation of links. 
With some interaction, however, a user can overcome this issue relatively quickly. 
The expand-collapse icons in the left-side navigation bar are also somewhat difficult 
to understand. 
 
In terms of very basic accessibility, the contrast in color between most text and page 
backgrounds is very good. The spaces between links, as well as text size, however, 
are mostly very small, problems that impact both people with low vision and people 
with motor skill impairments. It�s difficult for people with low vision to decipher this 
kind of text, and it�s frustrating and tiring for people with motor skill impairments to 
hit such tiny targets. 
 

  
 
Left: Jakob Nielsen presents the award for best intranet design to Dan James 
from silverorange during the User Experience 2001/2002 conference in 
Washington, DC 
Right: silverorange design team with members of Nielsen Norman Group. 
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INTRANET 
The intranet is an internal communications tool for silverorange and its clients. It 
enables people to post messages, events, tasks, work reports, and news. 
 

BACKGROUND 
As a small firm of just six developers, silverorange had never found day-to-day 
communication a particular problem until three of its developers went to work on a 
project in New Zealand for eight months. Since all six people are partners in the 
company, they needed a way of holding discussions on major company decisions, 
but found email wasn�t up to the job. �We tried to make decisions by email, but you 
run into problems as soon as more than one or two people are involved � you end up 
having to send everything to everyone, and people get out of sync,� says Steven 
Garrity, the firm�s creative director. The intranet evolved from this need for a better 
communication channel for the silverorange partners, their employees, and clients. 
 

PROCESS 
In October 1999, silverorange built a basic electronic discussion board system to 
supplement email by providing a forum for threaded group discussions. Initially, all 
discussion threads were accessible to all users. In the following January, they added 
some horizontal access control, enabling the partners to have private discussions. 
 
Use of the discussion groups took off rapidly and silverorange decided to add more 
functions to the application. In June 2000, the full version of the intranet was 
launched. It built on the existing discussion boards by introducing the ability to post 
messages, tasks, news items, and work reports, edit user profiles, and record events 
in a group calendar. 
 
The discussion group metaphor is used throughout; any item posted can start a 
thread, have replies, or contain attachments. At this stage, the intranet was 
reorganized as a potential communication tool for projects. Information is attached 
to a particular project, with vertical and horizontal access control, so that only users 
with access to that project will see it. With the appropriate permissions, a user can 
become a member of any number of projects. 
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Pictured: Project page, offering an overview of recent items as well as 
access to all subcategories 

 
 
Any user can be given authorization to be a content manager for a particular project.  
Content managers can modify project posts, add new message boards and task lists, 
and create new users. 
 
More powerful access control has meant that the discussion groups have largely 
replaced email for company communication. The ability to have multiple 
permutations of projects and users gives silverorange considerable flexibility to, for 
example, open up the intranet to clients who then see only information relevant to 
their particular job. 
 
silverorange is a small company, and the site has been designed mainly for internal 
use. The system has evolved gradually, influenced by constant input from the 
partners and other users. �Part of the reason it�s gone so well is that we�re not trying 
to come up with ideas for some other audience � we�re building something we want 
and need ourselves,� Steven says. �Ideas just bubble up from the team as we work, 
or the whole team will sit down and discuss an idea. That helps us avoid including 
features that aren�t particularly useful.� 
 
New features introduced since the main version was launched include earmarks, 
which work rather like a bookmark. For example, users can earmark the checklist for 
key projects they�re working on and go straight to it. 
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The company also stepped back every six months or so and completely reviewed the 
overall design. �As we used it every day, if there were features we wanted, like the 
ability to attach files, we just added them one by one. That�s not always the most 
efficient way of building a system � it can end up like just a bundle of tools, with a 
design that�s not optimized for the content,� Steven says. 
 

DESIGN 
�Our main guiding principle for design and usability was to build something that we 
wouldn�t get sick of looking at 20 times a day,� explains Steven. The intranet was 
intended to be a tool that silverorange staff would use as an integral part of their 
work, and some of the team members keep it open in their browser all the time. 
 
Because of this, busy design is out; unobtrusive simplicity has been the key. 
�Looking at previous versions of the intranet, what we thought was simple at the 
time doesn�t look simple at all now,� Steven points out. �Though most of the key 
elements remain, there�s a very clear progression in the design, which gets simpler 
and simpler.� 
 
Pictured: the old message board design 
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Pictured: the new silverorange message board design. Recent items 
highlighted. Search is always available without reloading the page. 

 
 
The site�s basic color scheme is obviously suggested by the company name, but 
silverorange had another reason for choosing it. �We initially built it with one 
highlight color that can be changed throughout the entire site. The thinking was that 
if we decided to try and sell the product outside the company, it would be easy to 
customize,� Steven says. 
 
However the company is starting to feel restricted by the single highlight color. They 
are now considering a broader palette that would let them use color throughout the 
site in a more intuitive way. 
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One of the intranet�s innovative features is a simple tool that lets users upload 
photos of themselves, scale, and crop them to fit a 50 x 50 pixel frame. It may 
sound gimmicky but, says Steven, �It really adds a personal element to 
communication, and also provides a visual cue to associate posts with the people 
who�ve made them. When we first introduced it, everyone just uploaded joke photos. 
Over time, however, they�ve been replaced with actual photos because people have 
found them useful.� 
 
Pictured: the picture tool. Visual aids are used to help associate postings 
with their authors. A simple utility to crop and size images simplifies the 
process.

 
 
silverorange opted to deliver the left-hand navigation menu as a frame, with sections 
that pop open using dynamic HTML. Once the frame is loaded, it�s resident in the 
browser window, avoiding the need to reload the whole navigation each time the 
page changes. Using frames also makes it easy to change the left-hand column�s 
default width to fit computers with different-sized monitors. 
 
The team initially optimized the intranet for a specific user group with the same 
browser (IE 5.0 or higher), high-resolution monitors, and a fast network connection. 
Part of the benefit of having a corporate intranet tool be Web-based rather than LAN-
based, however, is that the team can keep in touch while on the road, using varied 
computers, browsers, and bandwidth. The system therefore has to work well on a 
dial-up connection and a small monitor. 
 
Until recently, most of the intranet�s users have also all been highly Web-aware. 
�When people are using a system every day, you don�t have to keep things that 
obvious,� says Steven. �We were aiming at efficiency and convenience of use.� 
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Thus, on the front page, rather than conventional news stories, users simply see the 
most recent messages posted on any topic, listed in chronological order. �That helps 
avoid things slipping through your fingers because they were hidden deep in the 
message board,� Steven explains. To see a message�s context, users move to the 
discussion area. 
 
Pictured: the Beta version of the News page. 

 
 
Since the team extended the application to clients, however, they�ve had to make 
concessions to less expert users. To help people who don�t use the system daily, a 
new feature sends out email notifying users each time there's a new post in projects 
they have an interest in. 
 
They�ve also added the option of viewing discussion threads as a long thread view, 
which shows only one post at a time with links to other posts in the thread, rather 
than showing all posts at once. This view permits quicker downloads of long threads. 
�When people outside the company started to use the intranet, we found that their 
posts and threads were often quite a bit longer than our own,� Steven explains. �As 
a result, some conversations led to pages that were quite enormous.� 
 
In the next version of the intranet, silverorange will replace the current subtle link 
style with a more consistent and traditional link convention: all links will be blue and 
underlined. �It�s not a problem for us, we know exactly where the links are, but it�s 
not as obvious as it could be for users,� Steven admits. 
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RESULTS 
About 72 people use the intranet, though most of the activity comes from a core 
group of 10 to 12 frequent users. 
 
�Having the intranet has made it possible for us to work with clients that we couldn�t 
otherwise have worked with,� says Steven. Increasingly, the company is taking on 
projects where the client is at a distance and face-to-face communication is 
expensive and time consuming. One client, for example, is in Newfoundland � a few 
hours� flying time away. 
 
Using the intranet as an extranet enables silverorange to keep in touch with its 
clients without having to get on a plane and is opening up business opportunities as 
far abroad as New England and central Canada. The discussion boards provide a 
flexible way of communicating within a group, particularly since users have been able 
to attach files to any message. 
 
�Clients can easily see the progression and change in the mockups we show them, 
and that�s been a very powerful communication tool,� Steven says. �The intranet has 
basically replaced email for communication within the company and with clients.� 
 
Having a well-designed intranet that�s accessible to clients has the spin-off benefit of 
providing a tangible demonstration of the firm�s ability to design effective, usable 
Web tools. 
 
For silverorange, the system also acts as a repository of its work in progress and its 
communication with clients, archived and searchable by data, type, user, project, 
and so on. 
 
Pictured: an old version of the horizontal access control 
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TIMELINE 

• October 1999: Initial message board went up. 

• Late December 1999/January 2000: Horizontal access control added, 
major overhaul to the (now gaudy looking) silver version. 

• June 2000: Current version launched, most significant overhaul to date; 
took the intranet to version 2.0 and added the majority of current 
functionality, with news, calendar, and vertical and horizontal access 
(minor features like earmarks added since). 

 

LESSONS LEARNED 

KEEP IT SIMPLE 
�The major lesson we�ve learned is keep it simple � the simpler the better � and 
subtle,� says Steven. �When we redesign it, it will be even simpler.� 
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U.S. Department of Transportation: DOTnet 
The U.S. Department of Transportation is 
the government department charged with 
implementing and maintaining the country�s 
transportation system. It encompasses 11 
different agencies dealing with 
transportation by air and on land and 
water, and has over 100,000 staff 
throughout the U.S. Its headquarters are in 
Washington, D.C. 

DESIGN TEAM: 
Burke Consortium 

 
Pictured: homepage 

 
 

SUMMARY 
The DOTnet intranet has a very clean look, with graceful color choices, clear 
headings and categories, and easy-to-decipher links. Graphics are used appropriately 
and sparingly. The personalization features help employees find the information 
specific to them quickly. Some of these features include bulletin boards, 
communities, chat rooms, and local news, weather, and traffic.. 
 
DOTnet also has several productivity-specific offerings. For example, the site�s Work 
Tools section offers various applications and information sources people need to do 
their work. The Communities are a nice way to present information, and allow access 
restrictions for specified content for particular users. The community calendar, 
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What�s Hot, the number of members, and access levels are visible. And, the Visitor 
Center is a nice way of camouflaging the same old Help feature. 
 
Overall, data entry on DOTnet is simple. For example, the search feature is 
presented as an open field in the upper-left, followed by a Go button. The login 
function has two fields labeled Logon and Password. This simplicity is very good. 
 
The DOTnet site also makes good use of information on several other government 
sites. It�s smart to link to these, leading readers right to the source and not 
duplicating data. The info-message that pops up every time you are leaving the 
DOTnet pages, however, does interrupt your train of thought, is a bit annoying, and 
can be an accessibility issue. A better option might be to note the source at the link, 
so people know then that they are leaving the site. 
 
There is a little too much text on some of the pages, and the clutter makes it difficult 
to read. Some of the text is very small, and there is not enough contrast between 
the text and the page background, which probably create accessibility issues for 
people with low vision and motor skill issues. 
 

Scoring 

Simple 
look 

Simple 
navigation 

Consistent 
navigation 
across 
pages 

Visible 
search 
bar (or 
button) 

 

Simple 
search 

Limited 
(and well-
presented) 
page text 

Clear 
labels 

Clear 
links 
(name 
and 
marks) 

2 2 2 3 3 2 2 2 
 

INTRANET 
DOTnet is an intranet for all the DOT staff, providing features such as an employee 
directory, library facilities, and electronic calendars, as well as role- and 
organization-specific communities. 
 

BACKGROUND 
The U.S. Department of Transportation is not lacking for intranets: 10 out of its 11 
operating administrations � such as the U.S. Coastguard and Federal Aviation 
Authority � have developed their own systems. The DOT, however, is keen to 
improve efficiency by sharing best practice across departments. They see the 
introduction of a single, department-wide intranet as a way to achieve this aim. Last 
year, the department hired a services company, Burke Consortium, to build a new 
DOT-wide intranet to replace the existing system, which was built a year earlier by 
the DOTs internal IS team. 
 
As for the existing intranet version, few staff had been persuaded to use it in 
addition to (let alone instead of) their own agency-specific systems. To be successful, 
the new version had to look appealing and offer employees features they couldn�t get 
elsewhere. 

 

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
Information exchange was the number one goal for the new DOT intranet, called 
DOTnet. The IS team wanted it to include online communities with community tools 
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for each group to make information sharing easier. For example, they wanted the 
staff involved in enterprise architecture or procurement within the various functional 
areas to be able to exchange examples of best practices and share resources 
common to them all. 
 
At the same time, the DOT didn�t want employees to regard DOTnet as a monolithic 
system that didn�t reflect their individual needs. So, another priority was 
personalization tools that let users adapt the system to their own requirements. 
 
The third important goal was that the system be easy for the DOT IS department to 
maintain internally, without ongoing service costs. The system design had to reflect 
that goal, and the application needed a built-in CMS. 
 
Not only did the designers have to complete the intranet in a short timeframe, but 
they were also limited by some political decrees. For example, designers were 
required to use the official DOT color scheme: blue and yellow. Further, the design 
had to be sufficiently generic to not exclude or appear to favor any one of the DOT�s 
individual agencies. An early prototype design featured a rotating logo that showed a 
truck, then a plane. The DOT rejected this as too specific. 
 
To be compatible with all the DOT�s workstations, the design had to be optimized to 
work well with screen resolutions of 800 x 600 and older versions of Netscape. This 
constraint limited the length of screen items such as form fields. 
 
The application also had to comply with Section 508 of the Americans with 
Disabilities Act, which specifies that all information presented on a public site must 
be accessible to people with hearing or visual disabilities. �This makes it difficult to 
include media such as video or audio because, for example, a hearing-impaired 
person can�t benefit much from video on Web. You have to limit the number of 
graphics to ensure the page is accessible to everyone,� says information designer 
Matt White. 
 
However, this constraint has also had the benefit of making it easier to create a 
multilanguage version of the application, if required. �Though the application is all in 
English now, because of Section 508 we give the ability to upload an alternate 
version of every bit of content � which means we could put in a Spanish version at 
the same time as the English version,� Matt says. 
 

THE REDESIGN PROCESS 
In November 2000, the project kicked off with a day-long meeting among the five 
staffers responsible for maintaining the old intranet in the DOT�s Central Information 
Office (CIO), and the four members of the Burke development team. The DOT had 
already provided Burke an outline of the existing intranet system, what it thought 
worked and what didn�t, and new features � such as communities � that it wanted 
in the updated version. Burke�s team had analyzed the site, and used log data to find 
out what information was viewed most regularly. They came to the meeting prepared 
to present ideas for desirable features, such as an employee directory and a calendar 
for department-wide and organization-specific events. 
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Pictured: employee directory 

 
 
Following the initial meeting, Burke prepared a basic information design and the two 
teams met and conferred again. Once the DOT approved and modified the design, 
Burke started to prepare visual designs and functional templates, outlining what the 
pages would look like and how they would work. The Burke team submitted three 
designs to the DOT team, who in turn selected a combination of two designs, which 
Burke used to create the final version. 
 

DESIGN 
To facilitate easy maintenance, the DOTnet design is entirely template-driven, with 
around 30 templates in all. Most of the templates are three columns, with a few two-
column pages. Within these templates users can customize their screen layouts using 
various arrangements of the two basic design modules: a single narrow column and 
a double column. 
 
Navigation, too, has been kept simple, with the aim of one-click access to most 
areas. It includes a Home button and four tabs to take users to the main areas: 
Employee Information, Employee Directory, Communities, and Calendar. Some 
areas, such as Communities, provide sub-navigation. The My Dot area gives users 
access to personal modules, such as a private calendar and library, plus personalized 
weather, notes, and news. 
 

PERSONALIZATION 
Because the DOT consists of multiple agencies, one obvious approach would have 
been to provide users with a personalized agency site view driven by their login, so 
that coastguard users would see a coastguard view, and so on. There were two 
reasons, however, why the DOT wanted to avoid this. First, the organization wanted 
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to promote the idea of department-wide information and resources, and felt that 
taking users straight into an agency view would dilute this message. Second, 
employees may belong to multiple communities: they might work in procurement, 
and also be a highways expert. Having community areas within a standard intranet 
makes it possible to reflect this diversity. 
 
Pictured: community page 

 
 
Users can customize their homepage by adding personal modules such as weather, 
personal notes, and a calendar, and arranging them as they see fit. Screen layout is 
customized using the My Modules option in the My Dot section. 
 
In addition to this customization, community leaders and administrators can set the 
screen layout for the site areas they are responsible for maintaining. For example, 
the procurement community�s leader can arrange the Procurement Community 
homepage. This type of customization is carried out from within the CMS. 
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Pictured: content management system 

 
 

USABILITY 
The DOT planned to decide on the intranet�s content and structure simply using input 
from its CIO team. �They didn�t see the need for much user testing, but we 
convinced them we needed to go through one round of it,� White recalls. �Most of 
the challenges didn�t come up until we gave the application over to users to look at.� 
 
Around 20 test users were involved in the usability and functional testing, which 
started in February 2001 on the first iteration of DOTnet. Most of the test users were 
employees who�d expressed interest in the intranet project along the way; in cases 
where agencies weren�t represented, the team asked for volunteers to fill the gaps. 
They varied widely in their IT experience. �Some had used the old intranet quite a 
bit, others didn�t even know what a scrollbar did. So the whole thing had to be very 
easy to use,� Matt says. 
 
Users were given several tasks to carry out using the CMS, which was seen as the 
most complex part of the application. For example, users had to enter a news article 
along with its headline and summary. The team designed the tasks to ensure that 
test users would work with most of the intranet�s features. 
 
The team tried to observe as many of the test users as possible as they worked 
through the tasks, and got comments from all of them. �From that, we got a whole 
slew of proposed changes to work through,� Matt says. �People were having trouble 
understanding the method behind CMS � it was very foreign to them that they could 
put content on the site themselves.� Burke incorporated the user feedback and 
change requests from the DOT CIO team into a second version. 
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Because many of the DOT�s users were fairly inexperienced Web users, Burke carried 
out a training program just before the launch. They held a one-day crash course in 
using the system for 20 core staff members who could then train others. Staff 
members were also given a number to call with any questions, and Burke had 
someone standing by for the next two and a half weeks to deal with inquiries. Burke 
team members set up a bulletin board, and also dropped by occasionally to check on 
how users were getting on with the system. 
 

RESULTS 
Because of the limitations of the DOT�s network infrastructure, DOTnet usage is still 
restricted to the 50,000 employees in its Washington, D.C. headquarters, but the 
aim is to make it available to regional offices and home workers via a virtual private 
network. Burke has provided for this with features such as regional weather reports 
based on ZIP Code. 
 
DOTnet went live in June, and attracted three to four thousand users in its first 
week. Although it�s too early to judge its ultimate success, community use appears 
to be burgeoning, and one community already has 20 private groups within it. 
 

TIMELINE 

• November 2000: The project began. 

• Requirements definition: 5 days. 

• High-level information design: 7 days. 

• Visual design (three design studies): 25 days. 

• Functional template design: 18�25 days. 

• Build prototype: 34 days. 

• Testing and documentation: 16 days. 

• Launch: 5 days. 

• June 2001: The intranet went live. 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 
Burke Consortium is now applying the lessons learned from building DOTnet to 
creating a general-purpose community tool. According to information designer Matt 
White, they learned three specific lessons from the DOTnet project. 

AVOID POP-UP WINDOWS 
�While it worked for the DOT � because they wanted to maximize screen space and 
do a lot of multiplexing � we don�t feel they are the most usable thing and we have 
eliminated them in newer versions of our own tool.� 

KEEP MENUS SHORT 
Because long lists are difficult to manage, they often have to modify news items. 
They learned from their focus groups that they needed to break longer stories into 
more manageable chunks. 

PROVIDE LOCALIZED SEARCH 
DOTnet had just one general search engine, and although it could be categorized by 
news, calendar events, surveys, and so on, users were still faced with a long list to 
wade through. Burke now offers the option of localized searches in key areas, such 
as a calendar search. 
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Design Process Recommendations for Future Intranet Projects 
Understanding the lessons learned from these well-designed intranets will help you 
create a better intranet for your own organization or your client�s organization. Also, 
there are several process-related things you can do to improve intranet usability. 
Based on these cases and other experiences, the following are a few key 
recommendations for designing your own usable intranet. 
 
1. Create user profiles and analyze user tasks. 
One of the great benefits to designing a website or application for internal users 
versus external users, is that you can really find out who your users are, even if you 
work at a very large organization. Use this benefit to your advantage. Find out about 
the people who will be using the intranet, including their experience levels, their job 
function and tasks, what tools they use, and how the intranet might streamline their 
work. Visit them and watch them work. 
 
2. Consider accessibility. 
Many companies either do or will employ people who use assistive technology. 
Almost every intranet submission we received suffered from accessibility issues for 
users with low vision, no vision, or motor skill challenges. The trends toward having 
many graphics, tiny text, limited space between links and text, and small click 
targets are a bit scary, as these are chief accessibility offenders. (On the positive 
side, while many submissions do overuse graphics, most of the selected winners use 
graphics sparingly, and when they do use them, they are well placed for users with 
low vision.)1 
 
3. Allow users to edit content � keep information fresh. 
The most well-received intranets are those that have fresh information that people 
need and want. One way to keep information updated and interesting is to make it 
easy for employees to add and edit information. 
 
4. Conduct many simple usability evaluations on design iterations � watch 
people work. 
We noticed a surprising lack of consistent usability testing and field study in the 
design submissions. Even busy development teams with tight deadlines should take 
the time to watch people use their design to complete basic tasks 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                          
1 For more information on how to design intranets to maximize usability for users with 
disabilities, please see the 75 guidelines in our report Beyond ALT Text, 
http://www.NNgroup.com/reports/accessibility 
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Since 1998 Nielsen Norman Group has been a leading voice in the user experience field. 

 Conducting groundbreaking research 

 Evaluating interfaces of all shapes and sizes 

 Guiding critical design decisions to improve the bottom line 

 

We practice what we preach 

We don’t just talk about the importance of testing with real users, on real tasks, in real life business situations: 

we do it. Every week, somewhere around the globe, NN/g team members are conducting research that informs 

the three pillars of our business: training, consulting and research. In that work we have: 

 Tested over 2,000 different interfaces 

 Observed more than 4,000 users—in person—in 18 countries and on 5 continents  

 Analyzed thousands of hours of recorded user observations sessions 

 Conducted countless diary studies, focus groups and remote user tests 

 

Our collective experience will save you time… and money 

Making technology easier to use is no longer a nice‐to‐have. Useful, usable products make money. And our 

expertise can help your team achieve their design goals quicker and easier than going it alone. Choosing NN/g 

means you benefit directly from our: 

 Finely tuned methodology: We have an arsenal of proven tools at our disposal and know how and where 

to apply each one, taking the guesswork out of how to achieve the optimal design solution to meet your 

business goals. 

 Comprehensive body of knowledge: We’ve taken the results of our decades of research and testing and 

distilled it down into actionable guidelines, best practices and proven methodologies. Our research 

library, containing over 50 published reports, X books and an email newsletter archive dating back to 

1995 is unrivaled.  

 Practical approach: Our approach is 100% practical, useful and actionable. Whether you attend one of 

our Usability Week events or invite us to consult at your place of business, the training you will receive 

can be put into action immediately so that you can see the results. 
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Our people are the best in the business 

At NN/g there is no “B Team”. When we dispatch consultants to work with you and your team, or when you 

attend a Usability Week course, you are learning directly from some of the best‐educated and most experienced 

minds in the business. 

 Our principals are considered pioneers in the fields of user research and interface design.  

 Our researchers and consultants tackle the most recent and relevant topics in usability, from evergreen 

challenges such as information architecture and intranet usability to emerging trends in social media 

and mobile usability. 

 

Stay Informed 

Jakob Nielsen’s Alertbox Newsletter 

Summaries of our latest research and insights published twice per month. 

To subscribe: http://www.nngroup.com/articles/subscribe 

   



     
Evidence-Based User Experience Research, Training, and Consulting 
 

TRAINING  

Usability Week Events 

Usability Week training events are offered in the U.S., Canada, the U.K., Europe, Asia and Australia.  

Each week‐long event features full‐day, immersive training courses where attendees learn practical skills directly 

from experienced practitioners so they can solve complex UI problems and create better interface designs. 

           

Over 40 courses offered in these categories: 

 Agile 

 Applications 

 Content Strategy 

 Credibility & Persuasion 

 Email 

 Information Architecture 

 Interaction Design 

 Intranets 

 Mobile & Tablet 

 Non‐Profit Websites 

 Prototyping 

 Social UX 

 User Testing 

 Visual Design 

 Web Usability 

 Writing for the Web 
Available courses and upcoming locations:  www.nngroup.com/training 

 

In‐house Training 

Many of our courses can be taught at your location and customized to fit your unique offerings, methods and 

resources.  

In‐house training is ideal for: 

 Large teams that want to spread user experience perspective throughout the group 

 Teams working on large projects that need to kick start the creative process and head in the right 
direction 

In‐house training information:  www.nngroup.com/consulting 
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REPORTS 

NN/g has published over 60 reports that detail thousands of evidence‐based design guidelines derived from our 

independent research studies of websites, intranets, application, and mobile interfaces. 

 

 

Over 60 reports addressing these topics: 

 Agile 

 Applications 

 Audience Types (e.g., children, college students, seniors, the disabled) 

 B2B Websites 

 Corporate Websites 

 Ecommerce 

 Email 

 Information Architecture 

 Intranets 

 Mobile & Tablet 

 Non‐Profit Websites 

 User Testing 

 Social UX 

 Strategy 

 Web Usability 
 

Shop for reports here: www.nngroup.com/reports 
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CONSULTING 

The same experts who conduct our research and teach Usability Week training courses are available for custom 

consulting including: 

 Evaluating your website, application, intranet or mobile interface (average cost $38,000 USD) 

 Usability testing (average cost $35,000 USD) 

 Strategic planning (average cost $12,000 USD) 

 On‐site training with your team (average cost $9,000 USD per day) 

Consulting details: www.nngroup.com/consulting 
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