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Executive Summary 

 
In last year�s Intranet Design Annual, we predicted that 2002 would be the year of 
the intranet, after a decade of neglect.  Judging from the results of this year�s design 
competition, we were right. 
 
We received a huge increase in nominations, and, more importantly, most of the 
nominated designs in 2002 showed that many big companies are making great 
efforts to get their intranets under control.  This year, 118 intranets were nominated 
for the design award; given the high quality of so many of the designs, it was hard to 
narrow down the field to only ten winners.  The best of the best intranets designs in 
2002 were (in alphabetical order): 

• ABB 
• BellSouth 
• Credit Suisse Financial Services 
• Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu, Australia 
• Lonely Planet Publications 
• Mira Networks AB 
• Northwestern Mutual 
• Wal-Mart Stores, Inc. 
• Washington Mutual 
• The World Bank Group 

 
Washington Mutual won for an intranet application to manage executive 
compensation.  The other nine winners were company-wide intranets.  Most of the 
winners are huge corporations, such as Wal-Mart and ABB with 900,000 and 160,000 
users, respectively.  Indeed, one of the main trends this year was that major 
corporations are making major strides toward coordinating their intranet designs and 
improving usability. 
 
Still, much smaller companies can also design great intranets.  This year�s winners, 
for example, included Lonely Planet Publications, with 450 users, and Mira Networks, 
which has only twelve employees.  Of course, a smaller company will have fewer 
resources, but it also has a more focused mission for its intranet and can more easily 
involve all parties in the design process to ensure usability. 
 
A disproportionate number of winners came from the financial services sector, which 
accounted for four of the top ten intranets in 2002.  One possible explanation for this 
is that financial companies have a long tradition of professionally managed 
development projects to centralize and coordinate company-wide services.  Such a 
tradition bodes well for establishing a well-functioning intranet with a consistent 
design.  Because financial companies tend to be big and have much money at stake, 
they have also traditionally focused on productivity and usability in their software 
projects.  This focus may have transferred to their intranet projects, giving them a 
further leg up on companies with less established usability traditions.  Telephone 
companies also have a strong tradition of software development productivity and 
usability, and we have a winner from this industry as well. 
 
The remaining winners covered a broad spectrum of industries, from consulting and 
publishing to retail and manufacturing. 
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In terms of management structure, the only trend we found was that there was no 
clear picture of who winning intranet teams report to within the organizations.  The 
two most common organizational homes for the intranet teams were information 
technology departments and human resources (HR) departments, but we also found 
good intranet teams reporting to the corporate secretary and the corporate 
communications department.  Finally, a few intranets belonged to broader e-
solutions departments responsible for both the public Internet website and the 
private intranet within the firewall. 
 

INTERNATIONAL INTRANETS 
Great intranets are found in all parts of the world.  The 2002 winners include five 
companies headquartered in the United States, three companies headquartered in 
Europe (ABB in Switzerland, but designed in Norway; Credit Suisse in Switzerland; 
and Mira Networks in Sweden), and two companies headquartered in Australia 
(Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu and Lonely Planet Publications).  And, while the World 
Bank Group is headquartered in the U.S., its design agency was in India (Satyam 
Computer Services). 
 
The international scope of the top 2002 intranets is even wider than indicated by the 
winning companies� headquarter locations.  Many of the companies cater to 
international operations, such as the World Bank, which has personnel on missions in 
countries with low-speed dial-up connections, and the much smaller Lonely Planet, 
which nonetheless operates branch offices in three countries outside Australia.  The 
intranets enhance communication across borders and help multinational companies 
achieve a more integrated feel, as well as supporting more pragmatic features, such 
as document sharing between countries.  Integrating a single intranet across 
multiple countries was a definite theme this year, whereas many companies in the 
past had separate intranets for each country in which they operate. 
 
Overseas offices usually have their own pages in the local language to cover local 
content and interests.  Unfortunately, some intranets are using content management 
systems that don�t update the navigation features for international users, leaving 
them to read global menus in English.  Multilingual search remains an unresolved 
problem.  We hope that the underlying technology for intranets will evolve in the 
coming years to provide better support for international users. 
 

LONG DEVELOPMENT TIMES, BUT NO BIG BANG 
Most of the winning projects spent about two years on their intranet redesigns.  This 
is an important lesson for companies and cautions against exaggerated hopes for 
instant gratification.  For a big company, it�s a big project to redesign an intranet and 
roll out a consistent design across all divisions.  Great intranet usability and 
employee productivity requires more work than just adding water to some portal 
software. 
 
Even though the full process can take about two years, our winning projects did not 
hold off until everything was perfect before releasing the new intranets to an 
unsuspecting public.  Some companies had been burned before by �big bang� 
development projects that took forever to create a hoped-for solution to all problems 
in a single, delayed release.  Instead, all of the winning companies followed a staged 
approach, gradually releasing new templates, portals, search engines, 
personalization features, and other components of the full intranet.  Also, the central 
design teams typically aimed at converting individual departments to the new design 
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one at a time, rather than asking everyone to change all of their pages all at once.  A 
big bang would be an impossible strategy considering the size of these intranets: 
BellSouth has 3 million pages across 1,000 subsites, Credit Suisse Financial Services 
has a million pages, and even a smaller company like Lonely Planet has 50,000 
pages. 
 
Some projects had very tight deadlines due to organizational restructuring or 
corporate mergers.  Because we can not expect big companies to base their business 
strategy on the convenience of intranet designers, it follows that intranet teams need 
to be flexible enough to accommodate big, sudden changes.  Intranet designers 
should enhance their readiness by continuously collecting usability data and insights 
so that they know where they should move if they get sudden marching orders.  For 
very fast projects, it may not be possible to employ the full human-centered design 
process, but you can leverage the usability knowledge and guidelines you have 
already collected.  Projects on overly accelerated development schedules typically 
followed up on their initial release with a round of usability clean-up and gradual 
improvements, leading them to a winning design in the end. 
 
In the long term, we will need better tools to quickly implement major changes in 
intranet designs.  For now, one helpful approach is to structure the intranet�s 
information architecture based on employees� tasks and job goals instead of on the 
company�s org chart.  Even major reorgs are likely to leave large parts of a task-
based intranet in place, whereas an organizationally structured intranet will require 
redesign.  Indeed, most of this year�s winners chose information architectures and 
navigation schemes that are primarily task-based. 
 

KILLER APPLICATIONS AND ONE-STOP SHOPPING 
Much of the value of an intranet comes from making it a communications tool that all 
employees check every day.  This can be a challenge, especially if the old intranet 
was universally hated for being clumsy and impossible to work with, as was the case 
in some of the companies.  A common solution (in addition to redesigning for better 
quality, of course) is to prominently feature a killer app that is so useful that people 
will voluntarily � and frequently � visit the intranet homepage. 
 
In most companies, an employee search tool serves as the killer app.  We also found 
several companies that used a daily lunch menu as their killer app.  No matter what 
you pick, pay special attention to your killer app�s usability.  Many employees will use 
it, so any weaknesses will cost your company big bucks in lost productivity.  More 
importantly, a highly usable killer app sets the quality level for all other intranet 
pages and applications that other departments will add.  Because they will be using 
the killer app just as much as everyone else, these designers will internalize the 
good usability guidelines embedded in its design, and will be reluctant to launch 
contributions with significantly lower quality. 
 
Many companies provide one-stop shopping for employees by using customized 
home pages with the most important features and particular employee needs.  We 
also saw several intranets that used a control panel design that let employees tab 
between a few focused views for different types of information they need.  For 
example, BellSouth integrates views for company information, job information, and 
personal information in a simple, yet powerful portal. 
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The one-stop shopping approach extended to the security features for most of the 
winning intranets.  Single sign-on is finally becoming a reality on many good 
intranets, following years of persistent user requests. 
 

CMS USABILITY 
Content management systems have been big for some time and were a common 
theme for most of last year's winners.  This year�s winners also relied heavily on 
CMS, but with a twist: Several companies conducted usability studies of their CMS 
designs, rejecting many of the initial approaches and authoring templates. 
 
Of course, it�s essential to test the usability of the end-user design, but as we saw 
this year, it is also important to work on usability for authors.  In order to be fresh 
and relevant, intranets rely on having many employees contribute content.  If the 
CMS is too difficult, huge areas of the intranet will quickly grow stale. 
 

MOBILE INTRANET 
In terms of keeping the intranet fresh, a special prize goes to Mira Networks.  In 
typical Scandinavian fashion, Mira employees rely heavily on their mobile phones and 
make frequent use of SMS text messaging.  The Mira intranet has a feature for 
integrating mobile text messages, letting employees update the intranet from their 
mobile phones � when they�re out on an assignment, for example.  Talk about up-
to-the-minute fresh content. 
 
We expect greater emphasis on mobile intranet access in the future, as mobile 
devices become more prevalent and allow more powerful remote information 
services than are possible with traditional cell phones.  Many employees work outside 
the office, but most current intranets only support these users if they dial in with a 
laptop.  It will be interesting to see what new designs emerge to offer more true 
mobility to intranet users. 
 

WE OWN THE DESIGN 
Many intranets suffer from a fragmented design and the resulting loss of usability as 
users are confronted with different rules at every click.  The winning intranets had all 
made great strides toward consistency and were typically successful at overcoming 
internal politics by the sheer quality of the central design, as opposed to the dubious 
designs usually produced by individual departments. 
 
Wal-Mart has a particularly fruitful strategy for managing its intranet for consistency: 
Users own the content and the central team owns the design. 
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Selection Criteria and Process 

This year marks the second annual Nielsen Norman Group intranet usability 
competition, which is aimed at finding examples of intranets that are easy to use and 
that meet users� needs.  This year, we posted the call for submissions on 
www.useit.com in the winter of 2002.  We received submissions from 118 companies 
of different sizes and from various industries and countries.  These submissions 
included: screenshots of the intranet, explicit descriptions of the intranet�s design 
and how it works, notes about the design process (including usability methods 
employed), explicit information about users and potential users, and the intranet�s 
goals. 
 
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 (see the About the 
Authors section of this report on page 159) conducted simple design reviews and 
whittled down the intranets to the tier-one submissions. 
 

FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEWS 
After choosing the top submissions, we asked the site designers many follow-up 
questions about the site, design decisions, their usability evaluation methods, and 
lessons learned.  We them asked them more specific questions, some exclusive to 
their particular intranet and some more generic.  For example, the more generic 
questions included the following: 

• 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 he or she want to achieve? 

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

• Describe the development process and usability findings. 

• Who was involved in the project and what are their roles in the 
organization? 

 

RATING, SORTING, AND MORE THOROUGH DESIGN REVIEWS 
After collecting this extensive information from site designers about their users and 
goals, and their own usability evaluation findings, we conducted thorough design 
reviews on the intranets.  We evaluated them based on usability, look and feel, and 
elegance.  We also considered the users that the site was designed for, their tasks, 
and how well the site�s applications might help them complete their tasks.  As is the 
norm for design annuals, the award is based on the judges� analysis of the designs, 
based on certain criteria. In contrast to virtually all other design annuals, our criteria 
are weighted heavily toward usability. 
 
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 
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some benefits from supplying employees with a pleasant working environment. Still, 
most of the weight in our design award relates to employees� ability to easily 
understand the intranet, easily navigate it, and efficiently perform their jobs. 
 
In addition to written commentary, we rated each site numerically.  Using seven 
areas typically viewed as very important in intranet usability, we scored each design 
on a 0 to 3 scale, with 3 being the best rating.  The seven criteria are: 
 
1. Simple look 
2. Simple navigation 
3. Consistent navigation and design 
4. Visible search 
5. Simple search 
6. Limited (well-presented) text on pages 
7. Home page 
 
In judging the nominated designs to select the winners that are honored in the 
design, our assessment of what constitutes usability is based on the lessons from the 
large number of empirical studies we have conducted with employees in a wide 
range of companies, using a wide range of intranet designs. Unfortunately, most of 
these specific studies have to remain confidential since they were conducted as client 
projects. We have also performed a series of intranet tests that we funded ourselves, 
and which we can therefore discuss in public.1 

                                          
1 Our intranet design guidelines are based on many usability evaluations of various 
corporate intranets. The report, Intranet Usability Guidelines, will be available for 
download at http://www.nngroup.com/reports/intranet/guidelines .  Scheduled release 
November 2002. 
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Overview of the Ten Winners 

COMMON THEMES AMONG THE WINNERS 
Any company, regardless of size, industry, or location, has the potential to have a 
great intranet.  The winners in this report come from five different countries: 
Australia, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, and the U.S.  Four of the ten winners are 
from companies in the financial services/ banking industry; other industries include 
power and automation technologies, telecommunications, Internet, travel 
information, and retail.  In terms of general attributes, we found no particular 
patterns that contributed to an intranet�s usability.  Some sites used in-house 
designers, while others hired external designers, and company sizes varied from a 
few hundred employees to many thousands. 
 
The ten intranets in this report were all well designed with users and their tasks in 
mind.  The common theme across all or many of these first-class intranets include: 

• Customization.  In some intranets we have studied, customized designs 
were really only done as a workaround to fragmented designs on huge 
intranets.  When a company couldn�t get their act together and create one 
cohesive design, portals and customization features came to the rescue.  
In these winning intranets, however, customization is used the way it 
should be � to push the right information to individuals or to let them pull 
the information they want.  Such information includes weblications and 
process documents they use everyday to do their job, and simple items of 
interest, such as what�s for lunch in the cafeteria. 

• Single sign-on.  Several winning sites integrate many employee work 
functions on the intranet.  Although various organizational units typically 
control the different applications and procedures, users don�t have to 
know this.  Offering single sign-on prevents users from having to log-in to 
each area separately. 

• Limited use of graphics.  These winning intranets use graphics 
minimally, and to add to content, not detract from it.  In lieu of useless 
stock art, the designers created elegant pages, using creative layout, 
colors, and fonts.  They use graphics effectively and sparingly, which 
users appreciate. 

• International focus.  With tightening schedules and wallets, it is easy to 
consider the most typical and easily accessible users and just design for 
them.  It takes more time and effort to learn about users around the 
world and design for them all.  These noteworthy intranets support 
international users with added features and careful translation and 
localization.  And, in the best cases, the content and even parts of the 
design change for different locations. 

• Templates based on predetermined styles.  While not all intranets 
have a huge style guide or standards, some of the most consistent 
designs use templates based on tested, proven designs. 
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The Ten Winners: Insight and Advice from Designers and Company Staff.  Intranets 
are listed in alphabetical order. 

ABB & BEKK 
Consulting AS 
(ABB) 

Especially for intranets with high page counts, creating good, thorough design guidelines 
for all site sections and pages are key.  Ensure that pages are created based on a 
flexible template.  This site provides inventive collaboration and customization features to 
enhance productivity for some 160,000 ABB employees.  Recognition of and tailored 
design for specific divisions and countries also enhances the experience for all 
employees everywhere.   

BellSouth When setting goals, be concise, but cover a wide range of areas.  Don�t be overcome by 
the daunting task of integrating the design of many different subsites already out there.  
Other teams often welcome good templates and style guides.  The customization 
features on this site let employees seamlessly see and work with information most 
important to them � from work tools and information to benefits, career development, 
and HR policy.   

Credit Suisse 
Financial 
Services (CSFS) 

To build a system that can interact with many people, you must understand how they 
think and accommodate their different ways of working.  With a tight schedule and 
already existing designs, this team exercised constraint and innovation, learning from 
what they had instead of starting from scratch.  And, recognizing the need to design for 
multinational employees, the designers met the challenge through inventive 
personalization features. 

Deloitte Touche 
Tohmatsu  & 
Eclipse Group 

Behavioral research is still the best.  What users say they want is often not what they 
really want or need.  You must put something in front of them to know for sure.  Also, 
these designers realized the importance of allowing users to post content themselves.  
They also incorporated individuality and fresh content by letting individual teams create 
their own pages and areas of the intranet. 

Lonely Planet 
Publications 

When launching a new intranet: Make it fun and attractive and get people to go there 
even before putting any business-related systems or information online.  To ensure a 
cross-cultural interface, take advantage of designers in various locations.  Recognizing 
that employees are not necessarily technologically literate, one of the main defined and 
remembered goals was ease of use.  The intranet had to be a system that anyone could 
pick up and use without training. 

Mira Network 
AB 

Steal from existing good designs when applicable.  Achieve balance between what users 
put into the intranet, and what they get out of it.  These designers understood that their 
users reap productivity gains from an intranet that provides familiar designs.  They also 
�know someone has already put a lot of thought into designing them.� 

Northwestern 
Mutual 

If you want people to find something, put it on the same page as the lunch menu.  And, 
make changes gradually.  The designers listened to what users said � for example, they 
listened to complaints when the intranet design changed.  More importantly, they 
consistently analyzed users� behavior to redesign a site that works.  They also seized the 
opportunity to create Web design guidelines to be used in tandem with the corporate 
branding redesign effort, which was already happening.  

Wal-Mart 
Stores, Inc Design philosophy: The users own the content � designers provide the look and feel.  

The team found that a pretty face wasn�t enough, as users were less concerned about 
how the intranet looked than about how easy and fast it was to use. 

Washington 
Mutual & 
Towers Perrin 

Don�t underestimate the time it takes to coordinate the data from the various sources, 
and give data suppliers a pre-defined format to populate.  Pulling it all together takes 
time.  The designers exploited the sound technology infrastructure already in place, 
appreciating that that the intranet needs to be accessed on a platform that�s fast enough 
so that you don�t frustrate the users. 

World Bank 
Group & Satyam 
Computer 
Services 

Commitment to the intranet by many different people and departments lets all employees 
submit content, which is automatically routed to the right people for approval and posting 
if it�s approved.  Creating a template with standard components will set the ground rules 
for all groups contributing, saving time and energy, and necessitating fewer interactions 
between the intranet team and other departments. 
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ABB and BEKK Consulting 
USING THE INTRANET: 
ABB (Global Web Management) is a 
global leader in power and automation 
technologies.  It is one of the world�s 
largest companies with 160,000 
employees in more than 100 countries. 

DESIGN TEAM: 
BEKK Consulting AS, Oslo, Norway, is a 
leading e-business consulting firm and 
employs about 100 consultants.  The firm 
delivers consulting services in eBusiness 
strategy and organizational development, 
eBusiness platform solutions, and Internet 
solutions. 

MEMBERS: HELENE GUNTHER MERG, GLOBAL 
WEB MANAGEMENT, ABB; RITA LARSEN, ART 
DIRECTOR, BEKK; ARNE FOLKESTAD, 
PROJECT MANAGER, BEKK 

Pictured: The ABB home page.  Inside.abb.com Group News is the first 
page that ABB employees see when they log on to the Inside.abb.com 
intranet.  The home page has a stock ticker showing the ABB stock quote 
on major stock exchanges, a content area featuring ABB news relevant to 
all ABB employees, and a search field for searching across all 
Inside.abb.com content. 
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SUMMARY 
Inside.abb.com is ABB�s personalized intranet portal.  It serves a very large and 
diverse user group � more than 160,000 people whose work ranges from support 
functions to highly technical line functions.  The users are located around the globe, 
speak multiple languages, and report to different organizational units.  Given the 
multitude of user types and the equally varied tasks they perform, designing a 
website that serves them all is no small achievement. 
 
The site navigation is a simple horizontal and vertical bar.  The colors and look and 
feel are elegant and minimalist.  The graphic design suits both the Europeans and 
the other users it serves.  Text is well written and easy to read and scan.  Pictures 
are used sparingly and add to the content.  The picture quality is high, with crisp 
images and agreeable colors. 
 
In addition to providing the usual contact and corporate information, ABB also 
provides discussion forums, which keep users in touch with each other and the site�s 
content.  The intranet also takes collaboration to the next level.  For example, 
Inside.abb includes the G5 Net, a collaborative network for global engineering.  This 
is an online application to support engineering that lets users collect, identify, and 
distribute comprehensive engineering knowledge to support global reuse.  It�s one of 
many ways the intranet supports different types of users and attempts to enhance 
productivity. 
 

Pictured: An example of a collaborative network for global engineering. 

 
 
 
International design is a difficult challenge for many global corporations.  ABB 
provides a nice solution by offering both country portals and multi-language support, 
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including multiple character sets with news, information, and services pertaining to 
the specified country. 
 

Pictured:  The country portal for Norway.  Users link to country pages 
from the Inside.abb.com main page.  The local home pages all have a 
structure similar to the Group News main page, but the information is 
written in the local language and is relevant to the individual country. 
 

 
 
Additionally, most intranet designs must meet the needs of different divisions with 
different skill sets, responsibilities, competencies, forms, and jargon.  The ABB 
design provides division pages containing information relevant to the specific 
divisions.  Users access the division pages from the Inside.abb.com main page. 
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Pictured:  An example of a global division page, which has a structure 
similar to the Group News main page, but offers information relevant to 
the individual division. 

 
 
 
Across these sites and company divisions, the intranet navigation is standard and 
consistent.  This is a very important usability factor, as many companies have 
intranets for each division and country, but fail to standardize the navigation across 
those subsites.  To ensure consistency across all intranet portals, the company 
created and makes available detailed Web design guidelines, which support content 
providers throughout the organization.  Further, mandatory sections ensure that 
each site has a minimum amount of relevant information and services.  With more 
than 200,000 pages on the intranet, adhering to these guidelines is imperative.  This 
not only creates a positive experience for the users, but it also saves time for 
content providers, as they will know where and how to publish their information. 
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Pictured:  An example from the ABB Web Guidelines.  This page shows 
detailed guidelines for content area use in the Web templates. 

 
 
Because of these guidelines, employees� experience using the design will be more 
positive, and productivity will be enhanced.  The designers also considered methods 
to improve efficiency on the backend, building the intranet application on the same 
platform as the existing Internet sites.  So, ABB achieves significant synergies 
through one common ABB Web platform, with unified content management and 
publishing for the intranet, Internet, and extranet. 
 
Most of the site�s design is minimalist, and the form for editing user profiles follows 
suit.  It doesn�t ask for too much information, and its fields and labels are clear and 
simple. 
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Pictured:  The process of creating an engineer�s personal profile on the G5 
Net, a collaborative network for global engineering. 

 
 
Users can also customize the site to suit their needs.  The MyPortal feature is a 
personalized portal page with a selection of pages of interest to the user. 
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Pictured:  MyPortal, a personalized portal page on the ABB intranet.  The 
example shows the front page, where the user includes the news feeds of 
his or her choice, updated pages within a specified category, a 
personalized menu, and links to external pages. 

 
 
Even with an extremely short development schedule, these designers were able to 
achieve an award-winning intranet.  Key to this success was constructive 
communication between the designers and the host company, and a strict five-stage 
development process. 
 

Scoring  (3 = best) 

Simple 
look 

Simple 
navigation 

Consistent 
navigation 
and design 

Visible 
search  

Simple 
search 

Limited (well-
presented) 
text on pages 

Home page 

2.5 2 2 3 3 2.5 2.5 
 

DESCRIPTION OF THE INTRANET 
The intranet is based on a flexible framework that lets ABB integrate country-specific 
and division-specific intranets in one common portal accessible to all employees 
worldwide. 
 
Inside.abb.com was recently upgraded, dramatically improving the usability of 
content management.  Significant development effort was invested in making 
publishing easy for content providers.  The result is a content management system 
(CMS) that is easy to use and supported by flexible templates that enable 
decentralized content production. 
 
ABB�s intranet serves multiple purposes. First, it is the primary source of information 
for ABB employees in all countries and across all organizational units.  Second, 
interactive technologies invite key target groups to share ideas and information.  
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Third, it facilitates ABB�s goal of moving internal processes to the Web to increase 
efficiency. 
 

BASIC FEATURES 
Inside.abb.com offers a global intranet portal containing news, information, and 
functionality relevant for all nationalities.  Furthermore, it lets users personalize their 
own portal.  To address cultural issues and differences in needs, ABB also 
encourages countries and divisions to create their own intranets using the global 
platform. 
 
Basic features on Inside.abb.com include: 

• ABB group corporate information and services 

• Country portals with country-specific information and services 

• Division portals with division-specific information and services 

• Multi-language portals/sites 

• Support for multiple character sets (this feature is also in the menu 
system) 

• An advanced search engine, searching across all ABB intranet sites and 
document libraries 

• Standardized navigation on all sites 

• Seamless integration of division and country sites into the corporate site 

• Access to document libraries 

• Personalization 

• Discussion forums 

• An idea bank (New Ventures) 

• Contact information 
 

ADVANCED FUNCTIONALITY 
ABB is Web-enabling and is integrating more and more employee work functions on 
the intranet.  Some of these functions are open on the intranet, others are password 
protected.  Single sign-on prevents users from having to log-in to each and every 
function.  Examples of advanced functionality include: 

• The Response Form module lets content providers set up a tailored Web-
based form where users can respond to a survey, order printed information, 
and so on.  User responses/inputs are aggregated and exported to Excel for 
further processing by the content provider. 

• News Application is an efficient tool for ABB�s global editorial staff to share 
and publish news messages and press releases.  The messages are published 
in a news feed; a news editor can also suggest that his or her article be 
published in a colleague�s news feed.  Portals or other Web pages using a 
given news feed are automatically updated when new messages are 
published. 

• G5 Net is a business-critical application for a unit that produces automation 
equipment.  From business locations around the world, G5 Net enables reuse 
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of RFQ documents and solution specifications, and � based on updated 
competency maps � puts together a good solution-specification team. 

• eSMART is a procurement system.  It�s also an example of a standard 
application that was equipped with a front-end, in keeping with ABB�s design 
and navigation guidelines. 

• The Traffic Center contains weekly statistics on global Web platform usage.  It 
also lets portal owners and content providers order specific statistics related 
to one or more of their Web pages. 

 

URL AND ACCESS 
ABB�s Inside.abb.com intranet cannot be accessed via URL from outside the 
corporate network firewall.  Inside the firewall, Inside.abb.com is not password 
protected and there is no user identification or log-in.  Hence, anyone who has 
access to a computer connected to ABB's corporate network can access the intranet. 
 
It is, however, possible to explicitly password-protect selected intranet pages.  This 
option is only used for sensitive content or applications with restricted distribution.  
In this case, the username and password is managed by the Lotus Notes groupware 
client (mail, calendar, etc.) used by most ABB employees. 
 
Users access the corporate part of the ABB intranet by typing �Inside.abb.com� into 
their browser�s address field.  When configuring new computers, this address is set 
up as the browser�s home page.  Hence, the intranet is launched every time the user 
starts the browser. 
 
Users can reach other parts of the intranet through the menu system.  However, a 
number of shortcuts are defined to enable direct access to certain sections.  For 
example: 

• All country intranet sites can be access using URLs of the type: 
inside.abb.com/fr.  The two-letter code following the slash is the Internet 
country codes; the example specifies France.  Other examples include 
�no� for Norway and �us� for the U.S. 

• The Traffic Center, which provides intranet usage statistics, is available at 
inside.abb.com/traffic and at inside.abb.com/statistics. 

• The Common ABB Web Platform (CAWP) CMS, along with user guides, 
hints, and tips for publishing on the intranet, is available at 
inside.abb.com/cawp. 

 

BACKGROUND 
Currently, ABB�s intranet serves multiple purposes.  First, ABB uses it as the primary 
source of information for ABB employees in all countries and across all organizational 
units.  Second, its interactive technologies invite key target groups to share ideas 
and information.  Third, it facilitates ABB moving internal processes to the Web to 
increase efficiency. 
 
When ABB originally decided to enhance its IT systems further by developing and 
launching the global intranet, developers built the application on the same platform 
as existing Internet sites.  In other words, ABB achieves significant synergies 
through CAWP, which unifies intranet content management and publishing; the 
Internet; and the extranet.  In addition, ABB�s intranet has a common and 
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standardized structure for the global, country, and division sites, providing 
timesavings for 

• intranet users, who only have to learn �how to navigate� and �where to 
find what I�m looking for� once; 

• site owners, who have a standard procedure for building new sites; and 

• content providers, who know where and how to publish their information. 
 
Furthermore, the common document structure enables extensive filtering and 
personalization possibilities, and the sites� mandatory sections ensure that each site 
has a minimum of relevant information and services. 
 

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
The intranet�s goal is to improve information usage and workflow within ABB by 
centralizing all information; providing a consistent, easy to use interface that is open 
to everyone in the organization; and applying global standards for publishing 
information.  ABB sees itself moving toward these goals in a continuous 
improvement process, rather than a one-off project. 
 

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 
ABB uses Lotus Notes as its groupware (including mail) platform.  In 1999, the ABB 
intranet was basically a large collection of Lotus Notes databases.  There was no 
common portal to the databases; each user had to locate and open relevant 
databases on his or her Notes workspace.  The databases were hard to find, hard to 
search, and contained overlapping information. 
 
In addition to the Notes databases, several small and simple websites had been set 
up to serve small groups of users.  �The sites had nothing in common apart from the 
ABB logo,� says Helene Gunther Merg, global Web management.  �Anyone who 
wanted to start a website could do so, and everyone wanted to keep their own 
information to themselves.� 
 
The lack of information sharing between divisions was a problem for ABB; divisions 
often sell to each other, and solutions sold to external customers always involve 
input from more than one division.  �We lose a lot of contracts and money by not 
being well coordinated,� Merg explains.  �There have been cases where people in the 
company have brought in items from outside companies to sell to customers, 
because they weren't aware we made those items.� 
 
In 1999, the Global Web Management department was formed at ABB�s Zurich head 
office, and was given responsibility for building a common platform for company-
wide intranet and Internet development. 
 
During the fall of 1999, the department worked on a white paper outlining a strategy 
for unifying ABB�s Web-based communications and introducing a common CMS.  
Published in December that year, one of its recommendations was that work should 
start on creating an integrated, browser-based intranet in early 2000.  Then, in April 
2000, the executive committee suddenly decided it needed the intranet up and 
running for ABB�s annual forum for high-level managers, which gave the team only 
eight weeks for development and deployment. 
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Although the old ABB intranet was organized on a divisional basis, Global Web 
Management�s white paper proposed a navigational structure based on working tools 
rather than organizational structure.  Also, as with information architecture, many 
elements of the intranet�s visual design had already been laid down by the group�s 
design guidelines for ABB�s public Internet site. 
 
The task of getting the new Inside.abb.com live on the new publishing platform in 
eight weeks was not quite as impossible as it seems, because the Global Web 
Management group had already laid a lot of the groundwork.  In addition to the 
business case for a new intranet, its white paper contained a new proposed 
information architecture, and ideas about how the intranet should develop and how 
language versions should be treated.  The company also already had a usable CMS 
based on Lotus Notes in place for ABB�s global Internet site. 
 
To help meet its deadline, the group called in Norwegian e-business consulting firm 
BEKK, the developer of the ABB�s Internet�s CMS.  ABB and BEKK have continued to 
work closely on the intranet�s development ever since. 
 
BEKK has applied its five-stage process of iterative development to the later stages 
of the intranet�s development.  Those five stages are: 1) decide (establishing 
business goals), 2) define, 3) design, 4) develop, and 5) deploy.  User input is crucial 
at all but the first stage of this process. 
 
However, in the rush to get the initial intranet version out, all types of formal 
methods had to be abandoned.  �We didn�t have time to sit down with groups in 
ABB,� says Arne Folkestad, BEKK�s project manager.  �We already had some 
feedback from the existing Internet site and the structure there, and we had good 
ideas about how the new intranet should be.� 
 
Key groups from areas such as management, HR, and corporate communications 
were informed that a corporate intranet was about to be launched.  The information 
was distributed by email, because � prior to the first version of the browser-based 
intranet � there was no channel to reach all of the targeted ABB employees.  The 
intranet has since been actively used to inform individuals and groups about 
changes, and to provide user guides and other relevant material for content 
providers and regular Web users. 
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Pictured: The first version of Inside.abb.com, January 2001. 

 
 
Once the new Inside.abb.com was live, team members went back and carried out in-
depth usability studies, and made a series of improvements.  They used both 
questionnaires sent out to key user groups and direct observation of user groups.  
For example, the team did extensive usability work with groups of content providers 
in August 2001, just before a major upgrade to the CMS. 
 
�We sent out questionnaires to the content providers and sat down with them and 
watched them work.  The user friendliness of the CMS�s templates increased 
incredibly as a result of their feedback,� Folkestad says. 
 
In June 2001, team members made minor changes to the design as a result of user 
feedback.  Then, after they upgraded the CMS in November, they began looking 
more closely at how they could improve the intranet navigation.  Important input to 
this work was a system usability evaluation that BEKK carried out, based on user 
feedback and an expert walkthrough.  They concluded that although the basic design 
and navigation principles were good, the front page wasn�t effective at drawing users 
into the site; navigation was too time-consuming; the site structure was hard to 
understand and users could easily get lost; and menu items were not intuitive 
enough. 
 
In April 2002, the new navigational and menu structure went live, and is now being 
migrated to all countries and divisions. 
 
�It might not be the fanciest Web design in the world, but we think it�s a nice, clean 
structure,� says Merg.  �ABB is a bit like this: serious, strict, clean.  Most of our 
business is in Europe, and our design reflects that we're a European company, 
though we have to consider that we do have employees and customers all over the 
world.� 
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ABB continues to canvass user feedback in several ways.  It has an intranet user 
group of twenty-eight people, representing the major divisions and countries in 
which it operates.  The group was established in the summer of 2000, and has 
evolved with the intranet, with the emphasis on keeping the group relatively small 
and action-oriented. 
 
The intranet user group meets for a two-day workshop four times a year, and also 
sends out quarterly email surveys both to existing intranet users and to a random 
sample of ABB employees who don�t use the intranet to find out why.  On its first 
attempt, the group sent 3,000 random surveys and got a 20% response. 
 
The group�s email surveys contain introductory text and a link to a questionnaire 
prepared using the publishing platform�s Response Form module.  Using this module, 
the user group and all ABB content providers can easily define flexible 
questionnaires, along with feedback and registration forms.  The Global Web 
Management group and BEKK use the platform in their work in the same way as 
regular content providers. 
 
Another source of improvement information is Inside.abb.com�s Traffic Center, which 
provides statistics on Web usage and information about how content providers and 
webmasters can use these statistics to improve their pages.  This process of 
continuous improvement has led to many minor and major design changes since the 
new Inside.abb.com was launched. 
 
BEKK developed and deployed a new, easier to use version of the CMS in autumn 
2001.  At that point, all existing content had to be moved into the new Notes content 
templates, and team members took the opportunity to clean up much of the 
structure and design.  Before developing the new CMS, they completed thorough 
usability studies of the previous version to pinpoint where users had problems, 
experienced the system as inefficient, or wanted to see improved and added 
functionality. 
 
During the development phase, the BEKK team ran several sessions with the ABB 
helpdesk, which serves global content providers, to assess the system�s usability and 
get feedback on the proposed functionality.  This proved very useful; in addition to 
being advanced content providers, the helpdesk knows quite well where the different 
user groups were likely to face problems.  Since deploying the new CMS, user 
feedback on it has been consistently very positive. 
 
ABB has about 4,000 content providers around the world, and their technical skills 
and ability to write vary.  Global Web Management�s focus is now on improving the 
quality of the intranet content by providing Web guidelines, writing guidelines, and 
online training, as well as hands-on courses. 
 
Several other changes were made in response to user feedback.  In June 2001, a 
more flexible menu system was introduced, giving content providers more control 
over the sequence in which published pages at a given menu level appear in the left 
menu.  Previously, the sequence was strictly alphabetical, but users indicated that 
they needed more flexibility.  At the same time, the icons for help, home, and 
contact us were moved from the footer to a more visible place at the top of the page. 
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Pictured:  In June 2001, a more flexible menu system was introduced and 
the icons for help, home, and contact us were moved from the footer to a 
more prominent place at the top of the page. 

 
 
On the Internet site, the icons appeared in the top right-hand position.  Users 
indicated their preference for this placement, so ABB decided to use it on the 
intranet site as well. 
 
Further design modifications were introduced in November 2001, including making 
search available on all pages and moving the intranet�s front page stock ticker to just 
below the page title. 
 
In May 2002, more far-reaching changes occurred, with navigation reorganized 
around a site structure based on business tools and functions rather than 
departments.  The new structure is heavily influenced by this �radical� proposal, 
which implies profound changes in the usability evaluation. The same structure is 
being applied to the country and divisional subsites. 
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Pictured:  A new menu structure based on business tools and functions, 
rather than departments. 

 
 
In September 2002, the design team plans to launch a new front page that, in 
addition to news, will feature more functionality and interactivity, including a 
calendar of events, a poll function featuring issues relevant to ABB, a tips and links 
of interest feature that includes user submissions, and a better shortcut navigation to 
important intranet sections.  In addition, work is progressing on making tailored 
portals to encourage more intranet participation by less active user groups.  In the 
first stage, this includes managers and sales people. 
 

LANGUAGE ISSUES 
Employees in all divisions and all countries use the intranet.  About thirty countries 
have already set up their own intranet, seamlessly integrated into the global 
solution; more countries are in the process of doing so.  Currently, content is 
generated in twenty-seven different languages, all from a single CMS. 
 
The CMS automatically translates most of the menu system, and has special coding 
to handle Chinese and other non-Latin character sets.  The top navigation remains in 
English, however, to emphasize that it is the entrance to the global intranet. 
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TIMELINE 

• December 1, 1999: ABB�s Global Web Management department formed, 
initially as an interim working group. 

• December 1999: Web White Paper published, recommending that work on 
an integrated intranet begin. 

• April 2000: Executive committee decides it wants an intranet ready in 
eight weeks. 

• May 2000: Prototype intranet is launched. 

• June 2000: Global site goes live. 

• Fall 2000: Several country-specific intranets are established and 
integrated into the global solution. 

• June 2001: More flexible menu system introduced, along with some 
changes to the design. 

• November 2001: Major upgrade to CMS. 

• November 2001: Further design modifications. 

• April 2002: New navigational and menu structure goes live and is rolled 
out worldwide. 

• September 2002: Planned release of a new version of the front page. 
 

RESULTS 
The team is in the process of migrating information from various global sites to the 
intranet, and the company is confident that centralizing the technical infrastructure 
and intranet design will save a lot of money.  �Before, there was a lot of duplication, 
and that was obviously very costly,� Merg says.  �Now, content providers can 
concentrate on content rather than design.� 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 
Insights from Helene Gunther Merg: 
Start small, grow fast.  �You could sit around forever deciding what the intranet 
should look like.  It�s best to get started and try it out, then change it later.  Iterative 
development is the Internet way.� 
 
Have figures at your fingertips.  �People always ask about costs and benefits.  
It�s important to be able to give them an answer.� 
 
Get your priorities right.  �People will put everything on their wish list, whether 
they will use it or not.  You have to focus on what's really needed.� 
 
Go for quality, not quantity.  �To start with, people will create a lot of content that 
can be good or bad.  You need to be selective.� 
 
A user-friendly CMS is key to success.  "Invest in making life easy for your 
content providers.  A user-friendly interface is a key to having a live intranet with 
frequently published and updated content.  A good user interface will also save 
money on user support.� 
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BellSouth Corporation 
USING THE INTRANET: 
BellSouth Corporation is a Fortune 100 
communications services company 
headquartered in Atlanta, Georgia.  It 
has 46 million customers in the U.S., 
95,000 total employees, and 40,000 
employees with intranet access in the 
U.S. and sixteen other countries. 
 

DESIGN TEAM: 
BellSouth Corporation, ePortal Team 

MEMBERS: DEBORAH BAKER, DIRECTOR, 
EPORTAL; CAROL GOULD, DIRECTOR, 
COMMUNICATIONS; DIANE TUCKER, 
DIRECTOR, IT; JOHN STEFANIK, MANAGER, 
DESIGN AND DEVELOPMENT; KIRK 
AHLQUIST, MANAGER, INFORMATION 
ARCHITECT; MARK CHILTON, MANAGER, IT 
PLANNING; ANDY KOCIS, MANAGER, IT�
TECHNICAL; BETH CORBITT, TECHNICAL 
WRITER; LINDA KENNEDY, MANAGER, 
EPORTAL 

 

Pictured: The ePortal home page.  The myBellSouth tab is designed to 
provide the user with direct access to sites of interest throughout the 
corporation.  All tabs are fluid in design, stretching to fill the window 
horizontally for any screen resolution.  The news channels, in the center, 
are fed from other internal BellSouth news sites. 

 
 

SUMMARY 
BellSouth has 40,000 intranet users around the U.S.  These employees comprise 
more than 3,000 different job descriptions in five operating divisions, making for an 
especially diverse user base.  This intranet succeeds because of the designers� clear 
goals, which they established and communicated at the project�s onset.  These goals 
ranged in areas and scope, from managed content, to single sign-on, to consistent 
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corporate branding.  This coverage of a wide range of areas demonstrates the team�s 
good experience combined with their early and thorough planning and research. 
 
With 95,000 employees at the company, finding the right person and their contact 
information is an important task for most users.  The intranet lets employees easily 
search for each other by name, nickname, title, email address, and location, among 
other things.  This makes it possible to find people even when you only have minimal 
information about them.  By default, the users are only offered the most minimal 
fields to find a person, but clicking More search options will give them many more 
fields to do a detailed search.  The most important fields are first, so the user rarely 
has to use the advanced form to find an employee.  The employee locator is one of 
the more popular features on the intranet.  The developers use Oracle to maintain 
and update employee information.  Before this area of the ePortal went online, 
employee update information was maintained in several areas across the corporation 
and updates were inconsistent.  This one simple feature alone makes the employee�s 
lives easier, and makes the intranet worthwhile. 
 

Pictured:  The employee locator feature, found in the upper right corner of 
pages. 
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Pictured:  The employee locator advanced search feature, which appears 
when the user clicks More Search Options. 

 
 

Pictured:  An employee�s details page. 

 
 
Many intranets provide static information and applications to support employees.  
However, few modify pages so that the applications that individual employees need 
are available on their own work page.  Even fewer permit the employee to choose 
the best applications and information for themselves.  The BellSouth intranet 
facilitates both of these timesavers.  The myWork page lets employees build a site 
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based on individual work needs.  Employees can add or delete links or channels 
based on their job needs, which lets them focus on the information most important 
to their performance, and ignore superfluous information. 
 

Pictured:  A customized myWork page. 

 
 
In addition to the work productivity feature funneling, the intranet also feeds the 
user the right information about career development, their 401K, health guidance, 
and more.  Of course, an intranet like this can only work if those policies are in place 
at the organization.  But, once those policies are in place, having an intranet that 
makes this important information available can actually drive employees� decisions to 
both determine and write down career path and benefits information. 
 
The myPage tab includes individual employee information, such as benefits, career 
development, and community service links.  The tab also lets users add their own 
links in the myPage Links Channel or take advantage of links already on the site. 
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Pictured:  An example of the myPage tab, which includes information 
relating to the individual employee. 

 
 
To make the site�s vast quantities of information manageable, a channel approach 
gives users some control over what information they see on the home page.  We 
know from many usability tests that even when the most sophisticated customization 
features are available, people only use them if they are simple.  If they need to hunt 
for commands or go through a long process to customize, users will not bother.  But, 
in this case, the intranet is very simple to customize.  The Add/Remove Channels 
button takes the user to a page displaying all the channels available on the ePortal. 
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Pictured:  The Add/Remove Channels button takes the user to a page 
displaying all the channels available on ePortal.  The user clicks a 
checkbox to add or remove the channel from the current tab.  The user 
can assign a channel to any of the four tabs. 

 
 
Even with all this customization, users can access nearly all the sites without logging 
in.  But, logging in gives users the ability to rearrange the display and add or delete 
links. 
 



 
 
 

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

 

In addition to letting users choose the content they want, BellSouth also makes 
recommendations where appropriate.  For example, the main page�s Quick Links 
channel contains the most often-accessed user tasks.  And, the Choose Your News 
channel saves the company $10 million by eliminating the need for multiple paper 
subscriptions to news publications. 
 
The navigation is consistent across pages, with the ever-present tab structure and 
high-level top horizontal commands.  The customization features let people utilize 
the intranet that is best for them.  The look is inviting, with hints of soothing blue, 
and legible black text on white pages.  Graphics are used to enhance the messages.  
The overall feature set and customization capabilities make for an intranet 
experience that employees will want to return to � or maybe never leave. 
 

Scoring (3 = best) 

Simple 
look 

Simple 
navigation 

Consistent 
navigation 
and design 

Visible 
search  

Simple 
search 

Limited (well-
presented) 
text on pages 

Home page 

2.7 2 2.3 3 1.5 3 2 
 

DESCRIPTION OF THE INTRANET 
BellSouth�s ePortal is an enterprise information portal designed to give employees 
across the corporation access to the considerable knowledge resources maintained 
by business units and work teams.  With many intranet sites maintained by 
employees across the region, a central intranet location was needed to make intranet 
information accessible and accurate. 
 
The ePortal uses the iPlanet enterprise portal as its main application, with an 
interface customized in several innovative ways in cooperation with Sun.  Netegrity 
SiteMinder was used for single sign-on capability. 

BASIC FEATURES 
• Users can access nearly all the sites without logging in. 
• Logging in gives users the ability to rearrange the display and add or delete 

links.  There are also two channels that are designed exclusively for user 
bookmark links. 

• The employee locator helps people find each other at this large company. 
• The help feature is comprehensive and provides links to appropriate help 

topics placed near the point of need. 
• The tab structure enhances organization of the numerous links. 
• The search function uses key word search, search by organization, search by 

external link list, and an alphabetical index.  Sites are cross-referenced under 
all commonly used names in the alphabetical index. 

• The Quick Links channel on the main page contains the most often-accessed 
user tasks. 

• The Choose Your News channel eliminates the need for multiple paper 
subscriptions to news publications. 

 

URL AND ACCESS 
Users can access a generic version of the site without a password.  To access the site 
that includes their individual settings, they need a user ID and password. 
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BACKGROUND 
Prior to the redesign, the company had set up a nominal forum to manage the 
intranet, but in practice individual content providers basically had free rein to put up 
intranet content in any way they chose.  The result was that the system was getting 
increasingly cumbersome and hard to use.  By 2000, there were about three million 
pages, many of them obsolete or inaccurate, and there were no guidelines or policy 
for how intranet content should be presented and how long it should stay there.  
There is very little to show that the old home page and the old Measurements 
Analysis Resource System page, for example, belong to the same corporate intranet. 
 

Pictured:  The old home page and the old Measurements Analysis 
Resource System page.  The inconsistent design makes them look as 
though they belong to different intranets. 
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�We had fabulous data out there, but either you didn�t know it was there, or by the 
time you found it, it was too late,� says Deborah Baker, director of BellSouth�s 
ePortal. 
 
In 2000, BellSouth decided to develop an intranet portal that would act as an 
umbrella site for the intranet as a whole and give easy access to its information 
resources.  �We saw an opportunity to go in and change the way we as a company 
wanted to communicate with our employees and how our employees could expect to 
communicate with us,� adds Baker. 
 

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
The overall goal of the redesign was to improve communications and company 
productivity.  The ePortal team also had six specific goals for the intranet�s design: 

• Provide a virtual workspace with single point of entry. 
• Develop consistent corporate branding and navigation across the enterprise. 
• Create a managed content environment. 
• Establish guidelines and standards for all sites. 
• Offer single sign-on access to multiple resources. 
• Furnish an embedded search engine against current corporate information. 

 
The main constraint, apart from budget limitations, was that the team needed to 
somehow incorporate the old intranet�s diverse home pages, which many employees 
heavily used. 
 

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 
The designers kicked off the project in May 2000 by sending out an email to a 
randomly selected sample of 100 BellSouth employees, canvassing their views and 
requirements for the intranet.  In late 2000 and early 2001, they followed this up by 
holding focus groups to determine users� feelings about the old site and wishes for 
the new one. 
 
To assess the breadth of the BellSouth intranet, including the number of sites, site 
owners, and locations, the designers set up a link on the old site called Register Your 
Site Intranet.  The result gave them an initial inventory.  Based on this, they carried 
out an analysis of two intranet home pages and more than 900 other group �home 
pages.� 
 
During January and February 2001, the team continued to solicit users� views with a 
series of surveys about how users grouped links and categorized intranet sites. 
 
�Each business unit came up with their requirements for the site, and took them to 
the IT group,� Baker explains.  �We used techniques like card sorting to find out how 
people liked to group information.� 
 
By the end of February, the designers had the intranet�s preliminary information 
architecture.  At the same time, they were working on the ePortal site�s visual 
design.  An external design firm produced design storyboards and BellSouth�s 
internal design group produced design templates.  These were combined into three 
final design proposals, which were shown to a focus group. 
 
The following month, team members created a prototype of the new ePortal in a test 
environment and ran user scenario tests.  They also conducted surveys comparing 
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the old and proposed new home page.  The results of the testing were a new version 
of the information architecture, followed by the first version of the BellSouth Intranet 
Style Guide. 
 
Then, in May, they launched the ePortal in pilot form, as a static site with just four 
tabs and no customization, help, personalization, or log-in.  During the second half of 
the year, they gradually refined the pilot in an iterative process.  In addition to 
customization features, such as add/remove channel, edit tab layout, and edit, they 
developed maximize and minimize channels and integrated a single sign-on feature 
to log-in to the interface. 
 
At the same time, the team started applying the Style Guide to some of the 
BellSouth intranet subsites. 
 
During the six months that the static site was live, users were encouraged to provide 
feedback via email.  Also, team members developed a formal usability plan, including 
user surveys and use cases; they also carried out user scenarios in the company�s 
usability lab over a four-day period.  Based on this, they added several new features, 
including a help application, revised log-in functionality, the ability to search 
alphabetically and by organization, and external links and professional group 
channels. 
 
The dynamic site went live in October 2001.  With the main ePortal up and running, 
the designers are now working to persuade subsite content providers to use the new 
templates and style guides.  The guidelines seem to be catching on as users realize 
that they help save time and free them up to focus on content. 
 
�We've asked people to incorporate the guidelines as they go forward with new 
content,� Baker says.  �We do get some resistance because someone wants to do 
their own creative thing, but mostly the people who own the content are concerned 
about content, not design.� 
 
Baker estimates that about 30% of the BellSouth subsites are now consistent with 
style guidelines.  This is not bad, considering the site contains about 1,000 subsites 
with an estimated one- to three-million pages overall.  As yet there is no corporate 
CMS, but one is planned for the future. 
 
Team members asked users about the final design ideas for the main portal page.  
To their surprise, people rejected more colorful orange and green mockups in favor 
of a much plainer design using the standard company blue.  �We were expecting 
them to want something jazzier, less blue, but they liked the BellSouth blue and the 
logo,� says Baker.  �It seemed that internally, people felt strongly about the brand 
and expected to see it on the site.  To them, changing it was like tampering with the 
corporate identity.� 
 
Once the design was selected, the team fine-tuned navigation elements and 
conducted usability testing.  Team members asked user groups to carry out specific 
tasks using a prototype portal page.  One finding was that users wanted to see a 
navigation style familiar to them from the applications they used every day.  �We 
had people come to the focus groups with different levels of IT expertise,� Baker 
recalls.  �One user in particular was comfortable using Word, and kept trying to do 
the exercises using Microsoft commands.� 
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Since one of the redesign�s objectives was to minimize the need for training by 
making the site more intuitive, this idea was incorporated into the site in features 
such as the Windows-like plus and minus signs used to open and close panels. 
 

Pictured: A page that adopted familiar controls, based on usability test 
findings. 

 
 
Other user feedback included preferences for dark rather than light text, quick links 
to their favorite pages, only three to five major content tabs, and clear messages in 
the section headers.  Users also wanted to see �happy� photos in the design, linked 
to content. 
 
The home page�s design is driven by its function: to provide easy links to a vast 
number of topics and subjects.  �That determines how much creativity you can have 
in a page,� Baker says, adding that they decided to design the tabs based on the 
site�s three primary types of information: 1) company-wide information that 
everyone needed, 2) employee-specific information on things like benefits and 
training, and 3) work-specific information.  Whereas the original home page was 
structured along organizational lines, the main tabs at the top of the new portal page 
provide links to tools and information individual employees need for their work. 
 
The operating divisions and policies and guidelines columns are fixed, but the Quick 
Links are customizable, as is the news that appears in the center panel. 
 
In the absence of a central CMS, the intranet team relies on subsite content 
providers to abide by design guidelines, and some have done so more than others.  
The Product Encyclopedia subsite, which used to have an extremely individual design 
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has partially submitted to the guidelines in its new version.  The page banner has 
been modified with a search graphic and the link style is nonstandard, though the 
page does have a standard curved box and �happy� photo. 
 

Pictured:  The Product Encyclopedia subsite�s original design, which was 
highly unique. 

 
 

Pictured:  The Product Encyclopedia subsite now, after partially submitting 
to style guidelines. 
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�We, the intranet team, don�t control user group content, and we haven't asked 
people to change their websites wholesale,� says Linda Kennedy, who manages 
ePortal.  �We simply send out guidelines asking content providers to use the 
standard templates and abide by our design guidelines.  Many people are complying 
because they don�t have the resources to do design, and they're mainly interested in 
content anyway.� 
 

TIMELINE 

• Late 2000 to January 2001: Focus groups on old site.  Register Your Site 
Intranet developed and initial intranet inventory carried out. 

• January�February 2001: User surveys conducted on information 
architecture; development of preliminary information architecture and 
graphic design iterations. 

• March 2001: Creation of consolidated home page prototype; usability 
testing. 

• April 2001: First version of BellSouth Intranet Style Guide appears. 

• Q2 2001: Iterations of consolidated home page.  Style Guide applied to 
Technology and Online Buying subsites. 

• May 2001: ePortal pilot launched as static site.  Release 2 of Intranet 
Style Guide. 

• May�August 2001: Customization features developed. 

• May 2001: Dynamic news feeds from major operating divisions. 

• August 2001: Usability plan developed to include user surveys and use 
cases; users scenarios conducted in usability lab environment over four-
day period. 

• August�October 2001: Features added based on usability research and 
findings; performance testing. 

• August�September: Functional testing. 

• October 2001: Dynamic site launched. 
 

RESULTS 
Usability studies have shown that users find the new ePortal easier to use.  However, 
the intranet team has found it difficult to put a return on investment figure on the 
intranet portal itself, as opposed to the applications it carries. 
 
�Intuitively, everyone agrees that it saves you time and makes you more productive, 
but we couldn�t reduce that to a budget figure that would satisfy our finance people,� 
says Baker.  �It�s easy to quantify applications such as processing vouchers online, 
but the portal itself is harder to pin down.� 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 
Insights from Deborah Baker: 
Get backing from the top.  �The appropriate executives with budget controls must 
be involved from the beginning.� 
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Money matters.  �You need centralized funding.  At the start of the project, if 
you're asking departments to give up something they're attached to, you can't 
expect them to provide funding, too.� 
 
Make it fun.  �Getting collaboration between different groups was easier because it 
was an exciting project, and everyone wanted to work on it � the IT people and the 
business people.� 
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Credit Suisse Financial Services 
USING THE INTRANET: 
Credit Suisse Financial Services 
provides banking and insurance 
solutions for private clients, companies, 
and institutions around the world. 

DESIGN TEAM: 
Credit Suisse Financial Services internal 
design and IT team. 

MEMBERS: 

CSFS: URS BUOB, DIRECTOR; ANDREAS 
HEDINGER, VP; JAMAL SADICK, VP; BOJAN 
BLECIC, ACCOUNT MANAGER FOR 
TECHNOLOGY AND OPERATIONS 

 

Pictured: The intranet�s home page is a non-personalized portal with 
generic news.  The portal is in English, and the navigation displays the 
organizational structure of the company. 

 
 
 

SUMMARY 
The Credit Suisse Financial Services (CSFS) intranet, composed of one million pages, 
supports about 28,000 employees distributed all over the world.  The many user 
groups carry out distinctive tasks, from simple information gathering to complex 
work processes, so it�s important not to inundate users with information that is not 
essential to them.  This intranet succeeds through the simple navigational scheme, 
subsites, and personalization features. 
 
The default home page (pictured above) shows a simple, attractive page with news; 
the organizational structure is disclosed via the left vertical navigation.  In most 
cases, we recommend that your organizational structure does not drive intranet 
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design.  However, in this case it works since the organizational units actually make 
sense as navigational categories. 
 
Once logged in, only some of the default page remains, and the rest is customized to 
the specific user�s needs.  The news and articles are displayed in the employee�s 
language.  A set of community dedicated news and/or channel news is displayed in 
place of the generic news, and a new menu, MyMenu, appears.  This menu is 
editable and configurable, which lets employees with different international working 
places instantly get their own bookmarks. 
 

Pictured:  The home page, MyPortal, once the user has logged in.  The 
new page is in the user�s language, with site-specific news and MyMenu. 

 
 
The employee search feature is important, with more than 25,000 users.  After 
searching for a user, the detailed view shows all the most important information a 
person might want. 
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Pictured:  Detailed view of an employee�s information. 

 
 
An innovative feature of employee search is that users can locate a person based on 
their position in the company using the organization chart.  This feature lets users 
navigate the org chart and different company units to find a person, which is 
convenient if the user knows the person is in a specific group, but doesn�t know his 
or her name.  The system also lets users cross-navigate through the chart�s 
interactive boxes, clicking on boxes to show employees in each unit.  The employee 
names also link to each employee�s My Page. 
 
The most interesting aspect of this feature is that it is one of many designs that had 
roots in an earlier intranet design that the designers were, in some ways, forced to 
follow.  While many designers find it attractive to have a blank slate to exercise their 
creativity on, it can be a great gift to use an existing design as a prototype that they 
can test and mold to meet its potential.  In so many ways, starting with any design 
is better than starting from scratch, which this team had the wisdom to recognize.  
Instead of being defeated by the recommendation to follow a general existing 
design, the team learned from the design and made vast improvements � lemonade 
from lemons, so to speak. 
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Pictured:  The organization chart people can use to find company 
employees. 

 
 
As far as customization, users can choose different subscriptions and channels for 
their own page.  Each subscription is described in full, and focuses on relevant 
company information.  Each subscription also offers various channels that users can 
choose from. 
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Pictured: A page that lets users edit their subscriptions and channels. 
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Pictured: Some of the channels offered. 

 
 
 
Search is present and predictable.  The navigational elements are obvious and 
memorable.  The overall design is discreet, and the color palette of blues, grays, and 
white set the stage for a pleasant user experience. 
 

Scoring (3 = best) 

Simple 
look 

Simple 
navigation 

Consistent 
navigation 
and design 

Visible 
search  

Simple 
search 

Limited (well-
presented) 
text on pages 

Home page 

2.8 2.3 2.5 3 2.8 2.7 2.8 
 

DESCRIPTION OF THE INTRANET 
The CSFS intranet supports four languages � English, German, French, and Italian 
� and has about one million pages.  The main navigation is based on three levels: 1) 
global navigation, 2) subsite navigation (contextual), and 3) personalized navigation. 
 
MyPortal, the CSFS intranet, is a working tool and information repository.  It serves 
40,000 CSFS employees with a wide range of jobs and responsibilities.  Employees 
are based in CSFS�s Zurich headquarters and in regional offices around the world. 
 

BASIC FEATURES 

• Personalized interface 
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• Dynamic organization chart bound with directory services 

• Community-based News Delivery System 

• News channels based on subscription 

• Call-in support center operating twenty-four hours a day, five days a week 

• Decentralized network of subsite editors and content providers 

• Centralized unit of Key Account Managers 
 

URL AND ACCESS 
Users access the intranet through a default browser setting that opens the intranet�s 
home page when users open their browsers.  Users have to log-in only the first time; 
after that the system recognizes the machine through a Cookie.  Log-in requires that 
users submit a personal identification number (PID) and a password.  Users 
accessing the intranet from outside the firewall must enter a three-level security log-
in (PID, password, and secure ID card).  Only a few select employees are allowed to 
access the intranet that way.  The URL is not public; only CSFS employees are 
allowed to access the intranet. 
 

BACKGROUND 
In November 2001, the board of Credit Suisse decided to merge the organization�s 
corporate and private banking units into a single company, Credit Suisse Financial 
Services.  One visible sign of the change would be a single unified intranet; the 
design team was given until January 2002 to get it up and running.  Faced with the 
requirement to deliver a working intranet in just two months, the team pragmatically 
decided to use elements from the existing intranets. 
 
The corporate banking unit had a fairly simple intranet known as WebHotel, which 
acted mainly as an information source, giving about 20,000 retail and corporate 
banking staff within Credit Suisse electronic access to documents, procedures, and 
so on.  It was published in German, French, and Italian � the three main languages 
spoken in Switzerland � and had its own CMS. 
 



 
 

NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 48 

 

Pictured: WebHotel, the predecessor to the new intranet. 

 
 
 
The private banking unit, however, had a very different intranet.  PrivateLink, 
published mainly in English, served primarily as a business tool for 8,000 relationship 
managers and other private banking staff.  Because private banking employees often 
have to travel around the world and work from different PCs, this intranet included 
extensive personalization features allowing users to, for example, set their 
bookmarks centrally. 
 
�PrivateLink was a working tool with applications in it.  It was more frequently used 
than WebHotel,� says Bojan Blecic, account manager for technology and operations.  
�WebHotel users wouldn�t routinely start their browsers up first thing in the 
morning.� 
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Pictured: The private banking unit�s own very different intranet, 
PrivateLink. 

 
 
The board saw personalization as a crucial feature.  Given the tight schedule, the 
design team decided to base the new, combined intranet mainly on the look and feel 
of PrivateLink, despite the fact that the bulk of the user base was accustomed to 
WebHotel.  �It was a case of technology deciding how people should work,� Blecic 
admitted. 
 

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
One of the combined intranet�s key goals was to promote effective collaboration 
between interdisciplinary teams and enable employees to share knowledge.  To 
accomplish this, they set several design goals. 
 
For example, because the combined intranet would hold far larger quantities of 
information than either of its predecessors, one goal was to optimize information 
delivery to dedicated target groups through the use of communities.  Information 
would be filtered and delivered only to members of the community for which it was 
relevant.  Other goals included: 

• Provide a solid directory system that would make it easy to locate 
employees. 

• Avoid information overflow through filtering and personalization. 

• Enable and promote efficient collaboration and knowledge sharing 
between interdisciplinary teams. 
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All of these goals had to be accomplished within the main constraint: a very tight 
time scale. 
 

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 
With no time for user consultation, team members simply took what they saw as the 
previous intranets� best elements and tried to merge them into a single system.  The 
team created new templates and design guidelines for content managers to use.  
These can be applied either via the existing WebHotel CMS or to basic HTML pages.  
In some cases, existing WebHotel content could be dropped into a new frame.  Not 
all existing content is suitable for this treatment, however, and so far only about a 
third of the intranet content is displayed using the new look and feel. 
 

Pictured:  In this page, existing WebHotel content was dropped into a new 
frame that provides the new top menu bar navigation and translates the 
old left-hand navigation into the new style. 

 
 
Given the tremendous time pressure, the team dropped usability testing in the initial 
development of MyPortal.  �People had to decide based on their own usability 
experience what was right and wrong,� Blecic says.  �Now we're going back and 
slowly gathering the information we need to fix the main usability problems.� 
 
Over the coming months, the team is planning to carry out user studies at both a 
portal and subsite level, and do a detailed analysis of the intranet log files to find out 
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what is and isn't being used.  However a number of usability issues are already 
apparent. 
 
The main issue is the culture shock for former WebHotel users, who must use a very 
different content structure in the MyPortal site.  These users were accustomed to 
content organized by task.  MyPortal, like PrivateLink, is organized by business, with 
the left-hand navigation reflecting departments within the organization.  �Users tell 
us they can't find things any more,� Blecic says. 
 
For example, the server list that appears as the top item in WebHotel navigation is 
now found in the All Subsites link at the top of the MyPortal page � not an obvious 
place for users to look.  Furthermore, because there has not been time to change the 
design of all one million or so subpages, navigation might work differently, 
depending on where users are in the site.  �The navigation looks consistent, but it 
isn't,� Blecic says.  WebHotel users also face language issues with the new site, 
which is all in English. 
 
Yet another issue is that links need to be further defined and described.  Currently, 
users can click on a link expecting to jump to an HTML document that will open 
instantly, and find instead that Acrobat Reader is launching and they must wait 
several seconds for a PDF file to download. 
 
The new design uses the typography and understated design from WebHotel, but the 
same general layout as the latest version of PrivateLink.  As discussed above, 
existing content can be dropped into a standard template, which provides the 
horizontal navigation at the top of the page and puts the left-hand navigation into a 
consistent form. 
 
The design team increased the type size from PrivateLink�s hard-to-read 8-point type 
to 10 point, as used in WebHotel.  Links are underlined throughout. 
 
One change from both of the previous versions is a double menu bar across the top.  
The lower bar shows mainly personalized applications available through the 
individual�s portal page (the exception is WebMail, which is available to all 
employees). 
 
Another change is a move away from the small red boxes featured in the PrivateLink 
design, which user feedback showed were frequently mistaken for check boxes.  
Although the boxes appeared in the first version of the combined portal, they have 
been removed from the current version, which came out in summer 2002. 
 
Users are given several ways to access critical information.  For example, they can 
search for people by going straight to the Directory link or they can use the dynamic 
organization chart.  Using this chart, which is based on the WebHotel organization 
chart, users can click on employee names to bring up contact details or click on 
departments to bring up basic information, including a map of each department�s 
location. 
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Pictured:  The new directory organization chart design is based on 
WebHotel�s old organization chart design. 

 
 
The Topics column, which takes up about a third of the main portal page, is intended 
to contain information that is less business-critical, and more general and social.  
However, the team would like to reduce it.  �We think the topics are not as relevant 
as they look, and that too much surface area is being used for nice-to-have rather 
than need-to-have content,� says Blecic.  �We will be trying to convince content 
owners that this section should be reduced to one topic that will change regularly, 
making more room for news.� 
 
The CSFS intranet has around 400 subsites that users can search in a flexible way: 
By entering keywords or by skimming through the alphabetical All Subsites list. 
 
The concept of communities is fundamental to personalization within MyPortal.  A 
network of community managers can build user communities by adding groups of 
employees according to non-organizational factors such as location, language 
spoken, type of job, and so on.  The news and topics are then pushed to users 
according to which communities they belong to.  Users can also choose to receive 
certain news channels, so the MyNews section on the main portal page will typically 
be driven on both a push and a pull basis. 
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Another new feature of the MyPortal design is the tabs in the left-hand menu 
column, which let users switch between the global menu that appears on the general  
home page, a customizable menu (MyMenu) that users can add bookmarks to and so 
on, and a subsite menu that appears when users select a subsite (10_chann.jpg). 
 
Large sections of the site are still using the old WebHotel look and feel.  Over time, 
they will be migrated to the new design. 
 

LANGUAGE ISSUES 
Around 70% of CSFS employees are based in Zurich where German, French, and 
Italian are spoken � a language mix that was reflected in the old WebHotel intranet.  
In MyPortal, English is the main language, with some of the content and navigation 
also available in other languages when users set their preference accordingly.  
Translation is, however, another pragmatic issue.  �It�s time sensitive � if we have 
to get news out quickly we don�t always have the time to translate it,� Blecic says. 
 
Select site content is also available in other languages, including French, Italian, 
Spanish, and, most recently, Japanese.  When available, alternative language 
versions of an item are indicated by links at the end. 
 
Language has been one of the major usability issues in combining the two intranets 
into a single corporate portal.  WebHotel users accustomed to having their intranet in 
German, French, or Italian are now typically confronted with a largely English-
language front page.  With no time to translate all content, however, English 
speakers can find that a link from the main English MyPortal page takes them to 
content like this, which is still all in German. 
 

TIMELINE 
November 2001: Work on MyPortal begins. 
January 2002: MyPortal launch. 
February 2002: Intranet team begins review of design and usability issues. 
 

RESULTS 
The decision to create MyPortal using the PrivateLink look and feel made it possible 
of get the new intranet up and running in two months � an impressive feat.  
However, it also left CSFS with a lot of disgruntled WebHotel users who suddenly 
found their familiar interface had been taken away.  �They lost their own intranet, 
which was quite different, and had to be reeducated in use of the new one,� says 
Blecic. 
 
Selling the largely Zurich-based corporate banking staff on the benefits of 
personalization has proven tricky.  Because most of them work in the same office, 
from the same PC, preferences such as bookmarks can easily be set locally, and the 
advantage of being able to personalize them through the portal wasn�t obvious.  
�They felt their browser bookmarks worked well, and wanted to know how they could 
import them into the new intranet � which unfortunately isn't possible at the 
moment,� Blecic explains. 
 
Cultural changes will also be needed to fine-tune the personalization strategy; it is 
not yet meeting the goal of tightly focusing content for those who want it, without 
overloading those who don�t.  �It�s a people problem, not a technology problem,� 
says Blecic.  �We need the community managers to understand the meaning of 
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communities and how to build them.  At the moment, everyone thinks their own 
news is the most important and wants it to reach the maximum number of 
employees.� 
 
One obvious adverse result of too much information being pushed out to users is 
that some divisions are threatening to abandon the corporate intranet and build their 
own subportals where they can display what they feel is more relevant information 
on the front page.  Rather than letting the intranet be fragmented in this way, the 
team is hoping to introduce community navigation that could be either person- or 
process-oriented, and enable divisions to display relevant news within the overall 
MyPortal framework. 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 
Insights from Bojan Blecic: 
Technology isn't a silver bullet.  �A content management system won't solve your 
problems if people misunderstand the rules and put in unstructured, hard-to-
understand content.  Content management is part of the solution, so is 
personalization, but educating people is the major challenge.� 
 
Uniformity isn't consistency.  �A uniform look and feel is different from a 
consistent look and feel.  Consistency, too, is only part of the solution to creating a 
usable intranet.� 
 
Understand the way users think.  �The logical model or conventions one person 
has are just their ideas, not universally applicable.  If you want to build a system 
that has to interact with lots of people, you have to understand their mental 
structures and allow for their different ways of working.� 
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Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu and Eclipse Group 
USING THE INTRANET: 
Headquartered in Sydney, Deloitte 
Touche Tohmatsu 
Australia is part of Deloitte Touche 
Tohmatsu, a global professional 
services firm offering assurance, tax, 
and advisory services. 
 

DESIGN TEAM: 
Eclipse Group and Deloitte Touche 
Tohmatsu 
 
Eclipse is a specialist Web consultancy and 
fully owned subsidiary of DTT.  They 
provide a broad spectrum of services, from 
initial strategy formulation to development. 

MEMBERS: 

ECLIPSE: MICHAEL KEAN, PROJECT 
DIRECTOR; VANESSA ROWE, PROJECT 
MANAGER; ANDREW BODDY, LEAD 
CREATIVE; EUGENE O�BRIEN, DEVELOPER; 
SIMON JACKSON, DEVELOPER 

DELOITTE TOUCHE TOHMATSU: TONI 
HAMILTON, INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS 
DIRECTOR; SUE COLWELL, INFORMATION 
SOLUTIONS MANAGER; YUSUF MANSURI, 
DIRECTOR INTERNET & E-BUSINESS 
SERVICES (NO LONGER WITH DTT) 

 

Pictured: The home page for the Deloitte Australia Intranet Service 
(DAIS).  Headlines link to a full article with more detailed information.  A 
gray headline link indicates the article has been read. 
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SUMMARY 
The Deloitte Australia Intranet Service (DAIS) primarily supports employees of 
Deloitte Australia.  The core user base comprises more than 2,600 employees across 
twelve offices in all major cities in Australia.  Users are predominantly accounting, 
tax, or consulting professionals, as well as internal service teams.  About two-thirds 
of all users spend the majority of their time outside the office at client sites. 
 
A key element in the design is the home page�s simplicity.  The designers set a clear 
objective: to ensure that as many employees as possible receive important 
messages even if they only read the home page.  This is a smart idea, as many 
users do not have the time or desire to surf the intranet on a daily basis, but they 
will check out the home page.  And, for those users at remote sites, getting the 
information they need on one page can be crucial.  For those who can and want to 
use the intranet past the home page, the most used tools are easily accessible from 
their own area on the home page. 
 
Among many good features, one of the best on this intranet is a feature that lets 
employees contribute content.  All employees can contribute content to key areas by 
filling in online forms.  Because some content approvals are necessary, these forms 
are automatically routed to the right people for approval.  Users can type in a 
headline, summary, and the full article, as well as an activation date for the news.  
Making it possible and simple for users to add content will help keep the information 
on the intranet diverse and changing, which keeps people informed and coming 
back.  Also, the user contribution forms are very straightforward and not too long.  
They ask for important information about the submitter, but also let the user type a 
different author name for when they are posting material written by someone else.  
Also, users can choose the news date, the activation date, and the expiration date 
for the information.  This ensures that information on the intranet will be dated, 
posted, and removed at the right time. 
 



 
 
 

48921 WARM SPRINGS BLVD.  FREMONT, CA 94539-7767 USA INFO@NNGROUP.COM 57 

 

Pictured:  An example of a contribution page where any Deloitte employee 
can submit a news story. 

 
 
Allowing users to post content is only one way DAIS incorporates individuality and 
fresh news.  It also lets teams create their own home pages, while still adhering to 
the intranet design standards.  This ensures a consistent design across the intranet, 
but lets groups highlight people, services, and events. 
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Pictured:  The People & Knowledge teams� home page is an example of 
how subsites can have their own identity while complying with overall look 
and feel guidelines. 

 
 

Pictured:  The Signals corporate culture home page is another example of 
how subsites can have their own identity while still complying with overall 
look and feel guidelines. 

 
 
 
The overall look of the pages is attractive and cheerful, with splashes of bright 
orange.  In addition to projecting a simple, business-like image, the designers gave 
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the intranet a human face by judicious use of quirky graphics, such as the cow on 
the example home page.  The intranet designers also involved upper management, 
turning the new CEO�s mustache into �the twirling moustache� � a feature that gives 
users access to the CEO�s news.  (Such features and graphics only work, of course, if 
they match with your corporate culture, as they do here.)  The static horizontal and 
vertical menus make navigation simple and memorable.  All pages have a simple 
search box, which is one more way users can quickly and easily use this intranet to 
get the information they are looking for. 
 
 

Scoring (3 = best) 

Simple 
look 

Simple 
navigation 

Consistent 
navigation 
and design 

Visible 
search  

Simple 
search 

Limited (well-
presented) 
text on pages 

Home page 

2.7 2 2.4 3 2.7 3 2.7 
 

DESCRIPTION OF THE INTRANET 

BASIC FEATURES 
DAIS provides a central repository for corporate information and includes the 
following basic features: 

• An online directory of employees that includes photos, biographies, and key 
skill areas 

• A news tool that facilitates internal news publishing 
• A file library document repository 
• Employee self-services such as online expense claims, personal details, and 

payroll information 
• Information pages with background and contact details for all service areas, 

internal support teams, and communities within Deloitte Australia 

 

URL AND ACCESS 
User access is automatic by log-in.  The intranet loads as soon as a user enters his 
or her correct log-in and password details. 
 

BACKGROUND 
Before work started on DAIS, the company had various intranets at the business-
units level, plus a company-wide intranet launched at the start of 1999.  No formal 
resources were allocated to the old intranet, which was developed on a part-time 
basis.  As a result, it contained little more than links to the departmental intranets, 
was not maintained, and employees did not use it. 
 
At the start of 2000, the company decided it needed something better to facilitate 
information sharing across the organization.  It called in the design company Eclipse 
Group to help. 
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Pictured:  The home page of the old company-wide intranet, launched at 
the start of 1999. 

 
 

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
�Management wanted to use the intranet to build a Deloitte-wide community where 
people could make connections across the whole Australian practice,� explains 
Michael Kean, chief executive officer for Eclipse.  �It has a number of large business 
units, and it�s easy for them to just stay in their silos and not be aware of all the firm 
can offer.  Management wanted to create awareness of the firm�s specialty offerings 
in order to increase cross-selling.� 
 
Other key goals included: 

• Create a primary channel for internal communications through which 
employees can find out what�s happening across the organization, rather 
than just in their own practice area or office. 

• Create opportunities for people to build internal networks. 
• Facilitate more efficient information sharing by providing a central access 

point for resources. 
• Make DAIS itself a collaborative experience, where everyone has the 

opportunity to contribute. 
 

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 
Work started on the DAIS project in July 2000.  Deloitte had held a series of informal 
discussion sessions earlier that summer.  Eclipse then ran a strategy workshop in 
Sydney for about thirty representatives of the firm�s major service areas, including 
communications, knowledge management, and financial professionals working in 
client-facing roles. 
 
Using the workshop findings, Eclipse produced a scoping document to define the 
site�s information architecture and a plan for carrying out the work.  Deloitte signed 
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off on the information architecture in September 2000.  The aim was to complete 
phase one of the intranet by December 2000, and launch in mid-February 2001.  
Deloitte ran a competition in August to come up with a new name for the intranet, 
resulting in the DAIS name.  �The old intranet was so bad we felt we had to distance 
ourselves, and come up with an entirely new brand,� explains Andrew Boddy, lead 
creative for Eclipse. 
 
The competition was part of a conscious effort to get intranet buy-in from 
employees.  The previous intranet was almost universally disliked within the firm, 
and the team had an uphill struggle to gain acceptance for the redesigned version. 
 
Before the launch, the team gave a series of presentations to internal stakeholders 
who would be key to providing content and managing subsites, showing them the 
site structure and features and ensuring they understood how it worked.  To 
generate interest and anticipation, Deloitte also arranged for key executives to leave 
voicemails for employees, telling them that the new-look intranet was on its way and 
explaining the thinking behind the changes. 
 
Deloitte continues to use voicemail to promote the intranet.  �The CEO does a lot of 
voicemails, and he will specifically refer to DAIS in his announcements, telling people 
to click on DAIS for more information,� says Kean. 
 
The firm is also continuing to stress the intranet�s top-level backing, including the 
�twirling moustache� feature.  �We had a change of CEO about four months after 
DAIS launched,� explains Sue Colwell, information solutions manager for Deloitte 
Touche Tohmatsu.  �He had a distinctive moustache, so Toni Hamilton thought up 
the idea of using the moustache device as a link to all CEO announcements.� 
 

Pictured: A page with the �twirling moustache� feature, a link to all CEO 
announcements.  It was created based on the new CEO�s distinctive 
moustache. 
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While Deloitte was wooing the user base, Eclipse was working on the design.  Unlike 
many design companies, it did not attempt to come up with a number of 
alternatives.  �My philosophy is that if you're given time to spend on design, it�s 
better to spend your whole time working on one feel and refining that,� says Boddy.  
�If you have enough information from the client, the design should define itself.�  
The proposal he came up with was very similar to the one they launched, and the 
Deloitte team accepted it without much modification. 
 
By February, the first version of the intranet was launched, consisting of a core 
toolset: news, people and site search, policies, background, and community 
information, plus one or more pages for each of the eight or nine service lines. 
 
Since then, the intranet has developed in a process of continuous improvement, 
rather than formal new releases.  As more tools have been added to the right-hand 
column, the intranet is gradually evolving into a full-blown enterprise portal.  The 
intranet�s design is shaping the design of enterprise applications such as Peoplesoft. 
 
Modifications are driven by user feedback.  Some of this comes via the site�s 
feedback tool; Deloitte also conducts electronic surveys on specific topics.  More 
often, feedback comes from users talking directly to their site coordinator, who then 
feeds comments back to the central team. 
 
Much of the feedback concerns the search capabilities.  People have asked for more 
sophisticated searching, and have also complained that searches are not turning up 
some of the information they want.  �We can resolve that by process, by getting 
people to participate more,� says Kean.  �We're streamlining and automating the 
process by which information is fed through from various back-end systems.� 
 
The content is fixed by standard templates and is increasingly served up 
automatically from a series of databases.  For example, each time a new employee is 
added to the Peoplesoft HR application, an entry is automatically created in the 
intranet people directory.  Employees can then add their CV, areas of expertise, and 
photo.  Additionally, all employees can contribute content to key areas by filling in 
simple online forms, which are routed to the appropriate person for approval. 
 
Projecting a strong corporate identity while letting the business units personalize 
their own site areas was the design�s fundamental objective. 
 
Business units have control over the central panel, where they can, for example, 
change the text structure, add images, add their logo under the DAIS logo, and 
choose colors from a set palette. 
 
The design Eclipse developed was based on the principles of clarity, simplicity, and 
use of white space.  In developing the design, Eclipse designers expanded on and 
incorporated Deloitte�s existing corporate font into a Web identity, and created icons 
for key functions.  They chose a color palette based around warm colors.  �We also 
decided to use frames,� says Boddy.  �It was a big choice, but because we knew the 
platform and browser type, we felt we could control it.� 
 

TIMELINE 

• Early 1999: First Deloitte intranet launched. 
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• July 2000: Work starts on DAIS project. 

• September 2000: Intranet strategy document signed off. 

• February 2001: Phase one of DAIS goes live. 

• March 2001 on: Continuous improvement. 
 

RESULTS 
On a purely practical level, the HR department�s payroll-related transactional 
contacts have fallen by about 80% since the self-service function appeared on the 
intranet.  Also, the company previously used broadcast emails to deal with conflict of 
interest issues � where the firm may be restricted from dealing with a certain client 
because it works for a competitor or for the same company, but on a competing 
issue.  On a typical day, the company would send out ten or twenty such broadcast 
emails, and they were easily lost in employees� email inboxes.  These issues can now 
be dealt with by the site�s Con_Rel search function, resulting in a 90% reduction in 
broadcast emails. 
 
Employees� attitudes to the intranet are steadily becoming more positive.  �DAIS has 
gotten into the vernacular now, and there's a lot of focus around what stories get on 
to the main page,� says Kean. 
 
Most of the subsites, which were initially resistant to being absorbed into the 
corporate site, have now agreed to this.  �Once people saw the quality of design 
work in the new system, most of them folded almost overnight,� Kean says.  Subsite 
owners were further motivated by the company�s decision to stop funding separate 
development efforts and a desire for a better end result that didn�t require them to 
waste resources handcrafting a subsite. 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 
Insights from Michael Kean: 
Never think of the intranet as being finished.  �You can't do everything at once.  
We started out addressing the priorities identified in requirements stage, but the 
intranet will continue to evolve as we meet new requirements.� 
 
Give people something to criticize.  �What users say they want is often not what 
they really want.  You need to put something in front of them.� 
 
Workflow is vital.  �The authorization and workflow processes for providing content 
are vital to making the intranet work, and need to be identified very early on.� 
 
Publicity matters.  �There was a lot of negativity around the first intranet.  Making 
sure this one was promoted well was key to its success.� 
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Lonely Planet Publications 
USING THE INTRANET: 
Lonely Planet is an independent travel 
publishing company with offices in 
Australia, France, the U.K., and the 
U.S.  Based in Melbourne, Lonely Planet 
boasts a publication list spanning over 
600 titles, plus new media enterprises 
such as award-winning Internet sites, 
the ekno communication service, a 
Web-based photography agency 
(Lonely Planet Images), and Lonely 
Planet Television. 

DESIGN TEAM: 
Lonely Planet 

MEMBERS: MELISSA MCVEIGH, INTRANET 
MANAGER; ALAN KOENINGER, WEB 
DESIGNER; ANDREW STEVENS, DEVELOPER; 
CAROL BARTON, EDITORIAL MANAGER 

 

Pictured: Home page of The Loop, Lonely Planet�s intranet. 

 
 

SUMMARY 
Lonely Planet employs 450 people in offices in Melbourne, the U.S., the U.K., and 
France.  It also has an extensive network of over 150 authors and cultivates 
relationships with a broad range of business partners and alliances worldwide.  The 
intranet, named The Loop, unifies the company by providing a service that is not 
only entertaining, but is an essential one-stop shop for communication about 
company news, initiatives, business interests, social endeavors, and personal 
development.  It also lets different global offices share working files and documents. 
 
The home page conveys the fun, young atmosphere at the company, with crisp 
graphics and information sound bites.  The graphics add to the messages and even 
the navigation.  Also, no scrolling is necessary to see the content. 
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The intranet comprises both light personal touches, such as horoscopes and 
birthdays, and more business-related data, such as schedules and product 
information. 
 
A single page template ensures that each page has the same core navigational 
features, such as horizontal navigation, print, search, and contact the page owner. 
 
The Publishing Information database provides a standard template for viewing 
detailed results in Web format.  Thorough labeling and date stamping of content lets 
users reach higher levels of efficiency.  The most common tasks, such as export and 
print, are reachable via simple icons in the upper right, and the print template 
automatically converts data into printer-friendly format. 
 

Pictured: The Publishing Information database, which provides a standard 
template for viewing detailed results in Web format. 

 
 
Many companies have issues with finding, storing, and downloading documents.  At a 
company where publishing is key, the intranet designers have solved that problem.  
The content download pages have a Quick search, making it easy to find specific 
documents.  The document lists show the most important information about the 
documents, such as title, size, and date, making it easy for users to locate the right 
document.  Users can download documents from a file server, regardless of location.  
As each category in the main menu is clicked, vertical expanding menus appear, 
letting users quickly jump down through three levels of the site.  A toolbar and 
expandable menu show the key navigational features, such as Print and Settings, in 
the download area. 
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Pictured: An area where users can easily download content from the file 
server. 

 
 
 
The contact information pages combine business needs with whimsy, with important 
information packaged in an enjoyable design.  Candid photos of employees help 
users recognize each other. 
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Pictured:  A page of search results for contacts. 

 

 

Pictured:  A detailed contact page. 

 
 
 
The top horizontal menu is static and makes navigation predictable and simple.  
Icons specific to the selected area consistently appear in the upper right corner, 
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making it easy to perform the most common tasks in that area.  Unlike some 
intranet designers, whose default is to organize their menu structure based on the 
organizational structure, these designers instead structured the menus around tasks 
and user processes � a good idea. 
 
The design also lets different locations localize the pages.  The main panel can be 
customized to give a regional identity.  The team took an inclusive approach by 
inviting designers from many locations to a meeting where they each presented their 
design ideas and favorite websites.  Involving all those people helped ensure against 
imposing an uninformed, provincial design on the many locations. 
 
Country design managers were each given a selection of 100 images and asked to 
pick eight to represent each main menu category in the top page banner.  �The Paris 
office picked images of Paris, the U.S. tended to pick images showing the U.S. flag or 
Golden Gate Bridge, but Melbourne picked images from all around the world.  It was 
an amazing test of cultural differences,� says Melissa McVeigh, intranet manager.  
Photography is used in the main banner and elsewhere to customize sites.  Country 
offices can also pick their own color scheme, and have come up with very distinctive 
identities, with the U.S. and France picking red, white and blue, while Australia 
selected yellow and green and the U.K. chose purple. 
 
The country offices can provide content in their own language, but as yet the 
standard template�s menu is untranslated.  The appropriate regional look and feel is 
applied automatically according to the user�s IP range.  However, users can manually 
change the settings themselves and edit location, language, and text settings. 
 

Pictured:  A country office in France provides content in French (but the 
menu provided by the standard template is not yet translated). 
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The overall look of the intranet corresponds with the company mood: fun and 
communicative.  No matter their location, users can access pages for other locations.  
This not only inspires a feeling of unity across the company, it leads to increased 
efficiency. 
 

Scoring (3 = best) 
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look 
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DESCRIPTION OF THE INTRANET 

BASIC FEATURES 
The Loop intranet has over 50,000 pages.  Key features include: 

• A customized look and feel for each office, to promote ownership and 
address cultural differences 

• Core navigational features on every page 

• A toolbar feature that lets employees customize the look, language, and 
accessibility needs; print clean, user-friendly versions of any Web page; 
and view every page�s content owner and email address 

• The use of candid staff photos to encourage socializing and celebrate the 
unique workplace culture 

• A searchable global contact directory 

• A search engine on every page that lets users conduct an advanced Web 
and document search 

• Customizable hot links and library items for each business unit 

• A collapsible menu that provides three links into the site in one click 

• Ability for all staff to add content locally, without relying on the intranet 
team 

 
Among the team�s future plans are to expand the intranet to include authors on the 
road, and to launch a comprehensive publishing information database. 

 

BACKGROUND 
Lonely Planet�s Production Services had already started to put its documentation 
online when, in August 2000, the idea emerged for a company-wide electronic 
system for sharing company news and information.  �Lonely Planet had never had a 
staff newsletter, just an author newsletter,� says McVeigh.  �So we decided to create 
an online newsletter and take all the documents we share and put those online too.� 
 

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
The Loop was designed in-house using limited resources.  This prompted the team to 
seek innovative solutions to address users� disparate needs, without the support of a 
sophisticated CMS.  The designers wanted to facilitate the constant and ever-
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expanding exchange of ideas and information within Lonely Planet�s diverse global 
community. 
 
Lonely Planet is a publishing company, not a technology company, and employees 
are not necessarily very technologically literate.  Thus, one of the main goals was 
ease of use.  The Loop had to be a system that anyone could pick up and use without 
training. 
 
Because Lonely Planet wanted a system that was truly global and not just a 
mouthpiece for the head office, it was important to get support and buy-in from all of 
its worldwide offices. 
 
Also, because the intranet contains crucial documentation, information had to be 
available locally even if the Web server was down.  All Web content is stored on a 
single server in Melbourne, but each office also has its own central server for storing 
documents; data from the three overseas offices is replicated to Melbourne every 
four hours. 
 

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 
During December 2000, McVeigh visited Lonely Planet�s four offices, interviewed as 
many people she could, and collected their ideas.  �I interviewed about 150 people, 
every unit manager as well as some other key individuals who�d worked on the Web 
and who had ideas for the intranet,� she recalls. 
 
She then distilled their feedback into a strategy document and presented it to the 
senior management team.  One of the document�s suggestions was that, to get 
employee buy-in, the intranet should leverage Lonely Planet�s corporate culture, 
which emphasizes social activities alongside work. 
 
�My pitch was, rather than trying to jump straight into the heavy duty applications, it 
would be better to start off with the social stuff,� she says.  �People will always use 
an intranet if has fun stuff, then they will already know how to use it when they start 
trying to use it to help them do their jobs.� 
 
Shortly after presenting the strategy paper, McVeigh went on maternity leave and 
things slowed down, but the company�s Web designer, Alan Koeninger, made some 
initial pages and put them online for staff in Melbourne.  His goal was to get people 
used to the idea of a weekly Web newsletter and also to stimulate feedback. 
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Pictured:  Some initial pages put online for the Melbourne staff.  The goal 
was to get people used to the idea of a weekly Web newsletter and also to 
stimulate feedback. 

 
 
When McVeigh returned in July, she found this had worked almost too well.  �The 
intranet was almost unmanageable because it had grown so much and everyone 
wanted to launch their departments online,� she explains.  So she started work on 
scoping out the intranet, using the feedback from the December survey.  The 
scoping took from July to mid-September, and involved creating a detailed site plan 
and infrastructure, as well as all user and functional requirements.  All 
documentation was developed with input from the entire development team, and 
each of the company�s departments nominated a key stakeholder. 
 
The company also decided to launch new sections for two key departments: design, 
and sales and marketing.  These departments operate globally, and so were critical 
in getting overseas support.  User representatives were closely involved in the 
process.  �Our belief was to get two important users involved in all aspects to help 
with our credibility as well as their understanding of how it works,� McVeigh explains. 
 
All the programming, from server setup to application development, was completed 
in two weeks by developer Andrew Stevens.  McVeigh, Koeninger, and editorial 
manager Carol Barton then spent five weeks working intensively to convert the 
existing content and launch the two new sections � Design and Sales & Marketing � 
from scratch. 
 



 
 

NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 72 

 

They broke the design into two distinct areas: look and feel, and content and 
navigation.  Discussions about navigation started as far back as December 2000. �I 
had to get people thinking firstly about knowledge and content, and how best to 
structure it,� McVeigh says.  �This was hard because knowledge is such an intangible 
asset, and people generally are not that good at wanting to share it.� 
 
While planning the site navigation, there were long-running discussions about 
whether it should be structured around business units or functional content.  Content 
won, which McVeigh believes makes for a more flexible system.  �If your intranet 
mirrors the corporate structure and you restructure the company, as we've just 
done, then you have to change everything.� 
 
Because the information categorization was not finalized until application 
development had already started, many design sessions involved prototypes that did 
not reflect the end result.  �It�s hard to explain things to people without an image to 
relate to,� McVeigh says. 
 
McVeigh grouped the content into nine categories � which are now the main 
horizontal navigation on each page �  then presented the categories as part of a 
Photoshop page mockup to the senior management team and senior line managers 
for discussions and briefing. 
 

Pictured:  A Photoshop page mockup grouping the content into nine 
categories, now the main horizontal navigation.  This mockup was used 
for informal usability testing. 

 
 
Her conceptual structure echoes the book-making process: workplace news and 
community; support processes that help employees do their jobs; the publishing and 
production processes; visual design; postproduction sales and marketing activities; 
and, finally, an author-related area. 
 



 
 
 

48921 WARM SPRINGS BLVD.  FREMONT, CA 94539-7767 USA INFO@NNGROUP.COM 73 

 

The original categories are still more or less in place today, though some have been 
renamed, and some categories were merged.  �Even after our restructure, those 
categories still hold because they're about process, not departments,� McVeigh says.  
File servers throughout the organization now use the same eight categories and 
navigation system to store content. 
 
In earlier designs, team members planned to have a second horizontal hidden menu 
appearing under the main one as categories were clicked, but they ultimately felt 
this would be hard to maintain as site information expanded.  �When people saw it, 
we all realized that it would not grow and scale well as the intranet grew in content,� 
McVeigh explains.  �The hidden menu could expand out to a maximum of thirteen 
categories, but areas such as publishing, design, sales, and marketing are such big 
units, there's no way we could get all of the information in.�  Now, as users click 
each category in the main menu, vertical expanding menus appear that let users 
quickly drill down through three levels of the site. 
 
Running concurrently with work on the content structure was the process of 
designing the look and feel.  In August, Koeninger, McVeigh, and Lonely Planet�s 
international design manager wrote an initial brief on how to create the feeling of a 
strong global brand with local identities.  �The thing I found very hard as a designer 
was trying to meet all those needs,� McVeigh says.  �Someone in the U.K. office can 
have a whole different way of thinking from someone in Melbourne.  We had to be 
very careful with terminology, too.� 
 
To ensure that all the regions were represented, designers from all four offices 
attended a design meeting.  Everyone sat around the table and gave a twenty-
minute presentation on their favorite websites, and the navigation and design 
features that impressed them.  Then, each designer had to produce three visual 
designs: 1) text-only, 2) photographic, and 3) graphical.  Each also wrote a design 
brief discussing visuals, branding, and the core elements on each page.  It took 
about three weeks to complete the mock-ups.  Although the graphical design concept 
never got off the ground, designers presented the photographic and text-only 
designs to a core group of key stakeholders from each office and their local design 
managers. 
 
These designs were combined into a single page template, which ensures that the 
same core navigational features appear on every page, including the horizontal 
navigation and buttons to print, search, and contact page owners, and settings to 
customize the look, language, and accessibility needs.  The main panel, however, 
can also be customized to give a regional identity. 
 
When the photographic version was approved, Koeninger applied a navigational 
framework and further developed the photographic design in consultation with the 
local design managers.  As the design progressed, each section was allowed to have 
its own visual style. 
 
The design also allows for user customization.  Users can modify the navigation 
image, the left side�s subnavigation, the Favorites and Library features, the right side 
links, and the center content. 
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Pictured: The Help & Support page with all elements visible. 

 
 

Pictured:  An application results page with left- and right-hand navigation 
turned off. 

 
 
McVeigh and the company�s international design manager signed off on the final 
design, with agreement from local design managers.  A working HTML prototype, 
showing how the actual navigation and other core features would operate, was then 
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presented to all staff at open sessions in Melbourne.  For overseas staff, there were 
dedicated meetings and telephone conferences with key stakeholders.  Once the core 
design was finalized, the team created templates of each core page, the programmer 
built the application, and, in late September, the final design was approved. 
 
Since the launch, the team has modified the front page design to make it easier for 
the editorial manager to update without having to rely on a designer.  The new 
design also allows for more interactive features, including a quick poll, tip of the 
week, and photo gallery.  The new front page took about four weeks to design and 
test.  Testing involved a group of core users with differing intranet exposure and 
requirements.  The team also got ideas from the 2001 Nielsen Norman Group 
intranet report2 and by talking to other companies with proven expertise in the area. 
 
Refining the design is a continuous process, and the company is now considering a 
new look.  Also, it plans to add remote access for its network of over 150 authors in 
early 2003. 

Pictured:  A new look the company is considering. 

 

                                          
2 Intranet Design Annual 2001: 10 Best Intranets of the Year; 
www.nngroup.com/reports/intranet/2001  
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TIMELINE 

• August 2000: Concept of The Loop is broached. 

• December 2000: McVeigh interviews users in four offices, and sends 
strategy paper to senior management team. 

• Early 2001: Prototype site for Australian staff launched. 

• July 2001: McVeigh returns from maternity leave; starts scoping out 
intranet. 

• July�September 2001: Design work on intranet completed. 

• October 2001: Construction. 

• November 2001: Existing content converted to electronic form. 

• December 2001: The Loop goes live worldwide. 
 

RESULTS 
Though Lonely Planet has not put any figures on business gains from the intranet, 
information duplication within the company has already been reduced and files 
previously kept in four different places are now in one location.  Communications 
have also improved.  Once the internal database is up and running, the team plans 
to do a cost-benefit analysis. 
 
McVeigh feels that the greatest gain from the intranet has been improved inter-office 
communication.  In early 2002, for example, Lonely Planet went through a major 
restructuring during which almost all the publishing staff had to reapply for their 
jobs.  �The Loop provided a place where all staff could find information on the new 
structure, timelines, updates, job descriptions, and so on,� says McVeigh.  �We also 
offered access to staff on maternity leave and holidays.  It was a stressful time for 
the whole company, but at least all staff could be reassured that the information was 
there whenever they needed it.  I believe that the fact the process ran smoothly and 
we did not get many complaints is proof of the intranet�s value.� 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 
Insights from Melissa McVeigh: 
Start with the fun stuff.  �People will always use an intranet if has fun stuff; then 
they will already know how to use it when they start trying to use it to help them do 
their jobs.� 
 
Give people something to look at.  �It�s hard to explain things to people without 
an image to relate to.� 
 
Share experiences.  �A great source of inspiration is to talk to other companies 
with Web-based intranets.� 
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Mira Network AB 
USING THE INTRANET: 
Mira Network, started in 1998, is a 
Swedish Internet consultancy with 
twelve employees, headquartered in 
Stockholm.  The company helps other 
companies use the Internet to 
transform their business by focusing on 
systems that are closely integrated 
with the clients' core business.  Mira 
Network is also an incubator for 
Internet-related business ideas.  

DESIGN TEAM: 
Mira Network 

MEMBERS: HÅKAN ANDERSSON, TECHNICAL 
CONSULTANT, INTRANET COORDINATOR; 
RONNY BELIN, BUSINESS CONSULTANT; 
MAGNUS BRATT, BUSINESS CONSULTANT; 
OLLE ERIKSSON, TECHNICAL CONSULTANT; 
JOHAN WENNSTRÖM, BUSINESS 
CONSULTANT 

 

Pictured:  The home page, which contains news and shortcuts to the 
specific responsibilities for the person logged in.  It also pushes important 
information such as a link to the time-reporting function with a comment: 
You haven�t reported your time for three days.  You should do this every 
day. 

 
 

SUMMARY 
The users of this intranet are primarily the employees who work with system 
development, project management and administration, customer contact, and sales.  
Some users frequently access the intranet from other locations, such as client sites, 
their home office, or when traveling.  Meeting the needs of these different users, 
especially those who travel and those who deal with customers, cuts right to the core 
of their business.  The intranet, organically developed by the users, meets this 
important challenge.  The employees use spare resources to create functionality that 
suits their needs.  The designers boldly decided to involve all users, which creates 
high usage and functionality over a wide range of areas. 
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While some intranets are strong on content, and others are strong on data collection, 
this intranet excels in both areas.  The site combines information that users can 
consume with text entry and reporting features that streamline corporate processes; 
employees can exploit both to thoroughly communicate with each other.  Much of the 
site�s functionality is based on the bulletin board, which works as a universal 
message management machine that users can easily customize for multiple 
purposes, making input verification possible. 
 
Understanding that users transfer knowledge from one interface to the next, the 
designers created the intranet such that all data input uses an email metaphor 
familiar to all users.  Further, users can submit messages via ordinary email or SMS 
straight into specific intranet locations. 
 

Pictured: A simple message entry form. 
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Pictured: Another simple message entry form. 

 
 
The time-reporting function provides an easy way for the employees to report their 
hours, independent of where they are at the moment.  Ironically, reporting time daily 
could take up much of an employee�s time if the system is not well designed.  Worse, 
employees could rebel against reporting time consistently or at all if they do not like 
using the system.  In this case, however, the month report is the basis for salary 
payout and hence the time-reporting function works as a usage booster on the 
intranet.  Also, the simple design makes for a painless time-reporting experience. 
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Pictured: A time-reporting form. 

 
 

Pictured:  The month report, used as basis for salary payout. 
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Employees can also use the intranet creatively to keep abreast of customer and 
potential customer relations.  The site provides an area for management of customer 
and prospect relations.  The site includes a diary for each customer, in which 
employees can record contact events. 
 

Pictured:  An area to manage customer and prospect relations. 

 
 
Once clients are signed, the intranet provides information about the status of the 
clients� systems, how many users they have, and how active they are.  And, to 
expedite efficient maintenance for client systems, the intranet provides a function 
that issues automatic alerts when errors occur in clients� systems.  This leads to 
better relationships with clients. 
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Pictured:  The client systems usage page. 

 
 

Pictured:  A function that automatically alerts employees when errors 
occur in the clients systems. 

 
 
The error reporting feature is only one way that the intranet designers provide 
innovative, up-to-the-minute information to employees.  For example, the site 
provides a simple method for creating, modifying, and following up on invoices.  
Keeping accounts up to date is key to any well-run business, and using the home-
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grown intranet to do this in a way that suits your company processes and culture is 
clever. 
 

Pictured:  A simple method for creating, modifying, and following up on 
invoices. 

 
 
The employee contact feature lists all company employees, with links to more 
detailed information about them.  This function is also integrated with mail programs 
using vCards, and the list notes when each person last logged in to the intranet, so 
users know who has started working that day. 
 
The intranet�s look and feel is comforting, with consistent tab navigation and an 
always-present search box.  The color scheme is uncomplicated, using maroon for 
delineation lines and a splash of color, legible black text on white pages, and 
standard blue text for links.  The welcoming graphic design compliments the 
inventive productivity features that employees can use throughout their workday. 
 

Scoring (3 = best) 

Simple 
look 

Simple 
navigation 

Consistent 
navigation 
and design 

Visible 
search  

Simple 
search 

Limited (well-
presented) 
text on pages 

Home page 

3 3 2.9 3 3 2.5 2.8 
 

DESCRIPTION OF THE INTRANET 
Mira Network�s intranet provides the company�s staff with tools to make their work 
more efficient. 

BASIC FEATURES 
The intranet supports the administrative parts of the users� work as well as the more 
creative and educational parts.  Features include: 

• Time reporting 

• Customer relationship management (CRM) 

• Bulletin board (with support for Web, email, and SMS input) 
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• Invoice administration 

• A support tool that automatically reports errors in clients� systems 

• Client, project, and project team administration 

• Executive information support 

• Maintenance tools for client product updates 

• User statistics from clients� systems 

• Office equipment ordering 

• Phone list 

• News 

• Calendar 

• To-do list 

• Information about Mira Network 

• Micro features for several miscellaneous functions 

 

URL AND ACCESS 
The intranet is hosted externally by a professional hosting company and is accessed 
by the URL http://www.mira.se/intranet/.  Log-in requires a username and 
password, making the intranet available from any computer with Internet access.  
From the company�s personal computers, most users use an "autologin" feature to 
avoid having to type username and password each time they access the system.  
The log-in is not integrated with Windows normal network log-in since some intranet 
users do not have access to the local area network.  Some LAN users (employees of 
other companies sharing the same facilities) do not have access to the intranet. 
 

BACKGROUND 
Mira has had a basic intranet since the company was set up in 1998.  Initially, some 
of the company�s employees worked at home and others worked in separate offices, 
so it was important to have a way of exchanging information easily and creating a 
sense of common purpose.  The intranet was originally created to support time 
reporting, a function that is essential for generating Mira�s revenues.  Since then, 
new functions like bulletin boards and company news have been added. 
 
There have been three distinct versions of the intranet; the most recent was 
introduced for two reasons: user dissatisfaction with the previous design, and the 
need to add several major new functions.  These included an invoicing system; a 
search function, which was needed to handle a growing volume of intranet 
information; and improved navigation for selecting time-reporting dates. 
 

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
The intranet�s main goal is to provide users with tools to improve their work 
efficiency.  The company achieved this goal by providing a platform that makes it 
easy to add suitable functionality. 
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Mira encourages its employees to add new intranet functions.  The only constraint is 
that they be able to justify the time needed to build a function in terms of the 
business benefit it will deliver. 
 
The site�s design reflects Mira�s corporate branding, and is intended to work on a 
wide range of browsers and platforms so it�s easily accessible when employees are 
traveling.  �It�s important to use very simple technology,� says Ronny Belin, business 
consultant.  �We only use JavaScript if we have to.� 
 

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 
Mira has a philosophy of continuous development, not only for its own intranet but 
for projects it works on for external clients.  Users gradually add new functionality to 
the intranet themselves, in response to a business need and when they have the 
time to work on it.  �The employees use spare resources to create the functionality 
that suits their needs.  If you want a new function, you just build it yourself or get 
someone else to build it,� explains Belin. 
 
He estimates that time spent on intranet development can range from zero to forty 
hours a month, with most new functions taking ten to twelve hours to build.  The 
entire development time for the intranet is probably 400 hours in total. 
 
Because Mira is a small company, and all of the staff is closely involved in building 
the intranet, user feedback is a natural part of the development process.  �We have 
a culture where it�s natural to seek feedback from the users and for users to give 
feedback,� Belin explains. 
 
The high user involvement in building the intranet also encourages high system 
usage.  New functions are tested in the most practical possible way.  �If the function 
proves to be useful, we keep it; if not, we disable it,� Belin explains.  In practice, 
only a few minor features have actually been disabled. 
 
In addition to the ongoing feedback, the company has a regular meeting every 
Friday afternoon to discuss usability improvement across all its projects, including 
the intranet.  �It�s a very informal meeting.  Sometimes we just have a beer and a 
chat,� according to Belin. 
 
In early 1999, the Mira intranet was somewhat minimalist.  �We had no design at 
all!� comments Belin.  Nonetheless, the intranet serves its purpose of providing 
common tools for employees who do not work out of one office. 
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Pictured:  The minimalist Mira intranet, early 1999. 

 
 
Later the same year, the intranet still had a very simple layout, but did feature some 
design elements, such as the company logo in the top right-hand corner and a 
shaded menu bar on the left; the left-hand menu content remained the same.  The 
extra section, Administrera, was only shown to users with a higher access level, and 
enabled them to add, deactivate, and edit system users.  One major change let users 
fill in and submit four different time reports at once, rather than doing them 
sequentially, thereby saving time and making it more appealing to use the function. 
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Pictured:  Another iteration of the intranet in 1999.  It still had a very 
simple layout, but included some design elements, such as the company 
logo in the top right-hand corner and a shaded menu bar on the left. 

 
 
In the summer of 2000, the intranet underwent a major rewrite, partly to improve 
the design (which was unpopular with users), and partly to add new invoicing, 
Fakturering, and search functionality.  Also, a new CRM function, Projekt, was added 
prior to the new design�s release. 
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Pictured: The summer 2000 intranet design featured a major rewrite, with 
added functionality for invoicing, search, and customer relationship 
management. 

 
 
�The aim with the design was that it should feel like a tool, not a brochure,� Belin 
recalls.  �We wanted it to look like Office.�  For example, the bulletin board message 
composition feature uses standard Outlook icons. 
 
To minimize the area needed by navigation, the left-hand navigation bar was 
replaced with horizontal tabs across the top of the screen (the application uses full 
screen width, regardless of screen resolution).  Clicking on either the company logo 
or the Internt tab takes the user back to the start page. 
 
The time-reporting page includes a new navigation for selecting dates by clicking on 
the appropriate day, and users can now do project-based time reporting and day 
reporting on the same page. 
 
Users also have a wider range of information to help them do their jobs, including a 
summary of all time reports submitted, Tidrapporteringar, and a record of all 
potentially billable activities carried out on the intranet, such as discussions in the 
technical bulletin boards.  This is automatically populated from relevant areas of the 
site.  �If you post a message in the development bulletin board, it automatically 
appears in this section,� Belin explains. 
 
The Konsultklockan function at the bottom of the page is a stopwatch, which 
employees can use to determine how much time they spend on work for each client.  
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�It�s not widely used.  You tend to forget to switch it on, or off, but it works for some 
people so we haven't disabled it,� Belin says. 
 
Similarly, the current start page draws together several information sources, 
including a list of which employees are logged into the intranet, and can thus likely 
be contacted.  The start page also includes the most recent news and bulletin board 
messages, and direct links to information on each employee�s clients. 
 
Both the current time-reporting application and home page have a layer of 
secondary navigation for each section under the main section tabs � a feature 
introduced to deal with the growing quantity of intranet information.  �This was an 
idea we stole from other sites.  We find it very effective in making navigation 
compact,� says Belin.  The most commonly used secondary functions are positioned 
under the section tab.  For example, news and the telephone list are near the main 
start page tab, and the CRM application is near the project management, Projekt, 
tab. 
 
Mira�s intranet is continuously evolving; the proposed design for one of its 
management information applications shows a more striking design using contrasting 
colors and Windows XP-like look and feel. 
 

Pictured:  A proposed, more striking design for one of the intranet�s 
management information applications. 

 
 

TIMELINE 

• 1998: Mira founded; Web-based time-reporting application created. 
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• Early 1999: News, bulletin board, and project information applications 
added. 

• Late 1999: Design elements introduced, time-reporting function 
enhanced. 

• Summer 2000: Major redesign. 
 

RESULTS 
�The intranet is now a critical tool for Mira.  Each employee uses it every day, several 
times a day,� says Belin.  The company has not tried to quantify the business 
benefits, but believes there have been clear gains from automating core functions 
such as time reporting.  In Belin�s own experience, for example, the recently 
introduced invoicing feature halved the time it took him to produce an invoice. 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 
Insights from Ronny Belin: 
Arrange your intranet around your business structures.  �Because we modeled 
the system around the structures in our business, it was easy to communicate what 
the various functions did.  They were functions users were already familiar with.� 
 
Keep it simple.  �It can be good to trade flexibility for less complexity.  There's no 
point having a good-looking browser if it won't work in your hotel room.� 
 
Learn from other designs.  �Amateurs borrow, artists steal.  We try to steal ideas 
from existing interfaces because the user will feel comfortable with them, and 
because we know someone has already put a lot of thought into designing them.� 
 
Look for the killer app.  �You need a killer app in your intranet to create usage.  In 
our case, it was time reporting.� 
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Northwestern Mutual Life Insurance 
USING THE INTRANET: 
Northwestern Mutual and its 
subsidiaries offer an array of financial 
products.  The company was founded in 
1857 and now services 2.8 million 
policy owners holding more than five 
million policies.  In 2002, Northwestern 
Mutual was again (for the nineteenth 
year in a row) voted the most admired 
company in its industry by Fortune 
magazine.   

DESIGN TEAM: 
Northwestern Mutual�s software product 
design team 

MEMBERS: 

MICHELE BERKES, USER-CENTERED DESIGN 
(UCD) SPECIALIST; MICHAEL DELGAUDIO, 
USER INTERFACE (UI) DESIGNER; DEBORAH 
HALL, MUTUALNET SITE COORDINATOR; 
MICK ROSOLEK, UI DESIGNER; MARK 
BENDER, UI DESIGNER; JUDY HURLEY, UCD 
SPECIALIST 

 

Pictured: The Mutualnet home page, which provides navigation across the 
entire intranet. 
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SUMMARY 
Mutualnet is the Northwestern Mutual Life Insurance Company�s corporate intranet, 
which serves the specific business needs of approximately 5,000 employees and 
contractors, plus the many off-site employees in regional real estate offices across 
the U.S.  Users include attorneys, accountants, doctors, actuaries, engineers, and 
stockbrokers.  Operations staff includes people in data entry and processing, 
customer service, training, and sales support.  Marketing and sales departments also 
have process and product specialists.  The Information Systems department alone 
has over 800 employees. 
 
Mutualnet combines simple design, data collection, and communication all in one 
place.  The home page provides navigation across the entire intranet, and designers 
chose a Yahoo-like design to provide quick links to heavily used items.  The page 
makes minimal use of graphics, making it fast to load and easy to keep current.  The 
visual design of the page is flexible to accommodate different browser resolutions.  
The scrollbar on the Today column let designers maintain a shorter, more balanced 
page.  This column includes employee-oriented news items as well as weather and 
traffic information.  On the downside, designers report that the single search box, 
which combines two search functions into one entry box, has not been as well 
received.  The two buttons do let directory-centric users eliminate a click to locate 
phone numbers, however.  Designers are also working to improve the department 
focused navigation structure. 
 
In addition to having design goals of a clean look, fast-loading pages, and consistent 
navigation across sites, Northwestern Mutual is the only intranet winner that 
specifically set a design goal dealing with accessibility for user with disabilities.  The 
company focused on testing and adhering to Priority One W3C Web Content 
Accessibility Guidelines.3  Making it possible for users with disabilities to use the 
intranet is extremely important, and we�ve found that making improvements to this 
end typically helps all other users, too. 
 
At many companies, HR planning and maintenance is at best a quagmire of papers 
that are copied, faxed, or mailed through the office to whatever HR person you 
happen to know or find.  Northwestern Mutual, however, has implemented a full HR 
area of the intranet where users not only find benefits information, but can make 
changes to their electives and personal information.  For example, HR offers two 
forms on their department-level Mutualnet site that help eliminate the large chain of 
paper communication and electronic data re-entry required by their predecessors. 
 
The Employee Personal Data Change form lets employees directly inform HR of any 
changes to their address, name, marital status, and so on.  The form is a bit long, 
but necessarily so, and it is well laid out, with obvious fields and field labels. 
 

                                          
3 W3C Web Accessibility Initiative, guidelines at http://www.w3.org/WAI/Resources/#gl.  
See also the Nielsen Norman Group report with usability accessibility guidelines, Beyond 
ALT Text: Making the Web Easy to Use for Users with Disabilities (Coyne, Nielsen)  
www.nngroup.com/reports/accessibility.  
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Pictured:  The Employee Personal Data Change form, which lets 
employees inform HR of changes in personal information. 
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The Open Enrollment forms let employees view and directly modify their benefit 
options.  There are two very nice features in this process.  First, data is automatically 
batch-processed nightly, so there is no extra administrative hassle and HR 
representatives have timely information.  Second, employees need various items or 
information on hand before they can actually go through the forms.  Rather than 
hitting users with a �gotcha� in the middle of the process, designers had the 
expertise to give users a list and explanation of the information they need to 
complete the forms before they even begin.  This is an innovative way around a 
common form problem. 
 

Pictured: A page beginning the Open Enrollment process, which lets 
employees view and modify their benefit options.  This first page helps 
users get started and tells them what they will need to complete the 
process. 
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Pictured:  A form within the Open Enrollment process.  It is well laid out, 
and the forms are short and to the point. 

 
 
 
Like many intranets, Northwestern Mutual�s offers an employee directory.  However, 
their design is innovative in that it takes information that is currently available from 
several different resources and combines it into one, making it faster and easier to 
find people at the company.  The directory search lets users type a name or browse 
by letters.  If a search returns one unique result, the result displayed is a detailed 
page including the employee�s photograph.  If more than one match is found, a page 
listing the possible matches, including name, phone number, location, department 
and division, and budget code is displayed.  Regardless, the results show the most 
important information for the users.  Knowing that the Home Office Directory is a 
frequently used featured, the designers usability tested it, and in the course of the 
usability evaluation gathered information about what other information users 
expected or needed there.  They then used the information to make sure that the 
details given on the intermediate list page were those most pertinent to users.  In 
addition to the directory, designers created the How Do I section in part to help 
direct users to other site resources. 
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Pictured: An employee directory search results page.  More than one user 
was found based on the search criteria. 
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Pictured: An employee�s results page.  This page is a unique search result, 
and thus is displayed instead of a list of search results. 

 
 
Aside from small news bits and letters from the CEO, many intranets miss the 
opportunity to communicate current information to employees.  Northwestern 
Mutual, however, has taken the opportunity to use the intranet to communicate 
about a delicate topic: a new facility design. 
 
Having your office arrangement and architecture change can be exciting.  Many 
people, however, feel stress with such changes and the worst thing a company can 
do in this situation is to withhold information about the changes.  Thanks to the 
intranet, the opposite is true at Northwestern Mutual.  Information is posted 
thoroughly and regularly, using the Franklin Campus site, an all-in-one location for 
information regarding the home office�s new campus expansion.  As the planning and 
construction on the new campus progresses, so does the site.  Employees can look 
for the most current answers to questions about things like amenities and parking 
excerpted in a FAQ document.  But a FAQ is the not the whole story.  Employees can 
also ask their own questions and receive individualized answers via the Franklin 
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Campus Q&A Domino application.  The Communications department also made 
maps, plans, and drawings available on the intranet.  Taken together, such features 
have successfully alleviated employee concerns and inaccurate grapevine information 
by providing more direct communication between employees and management.  
Now, employees can look forward to the changes with anticipation and excitement. 
 

Pictured:  The first page of the new campus site, used to communicate 
changes and information to employees. 
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Pictured:  The Question and Answer page allows users to ask their own 
questions about the changes.  This is a much better alternative to stale 
FAQs. 
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Pictured: A page of plans, the actual location, and maps for the site. 
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DESCRIPTION OF THE INTRANET 
Mutualnet is composed of a community of home office department subsites with an 
umbrella enterprise layer.  The intranet resides across thirteen servers, including 
more than 150,000 pages plus applications.  First implemented in 1996, it has been 
through four revisions.  Currently, Mutualnet adds approximately 1,000 pages of 
content per month. 

BASIC FEATURES 
Mutualnet�s top layer is considered the enterprise level.  These are the pages that 
provide navigation across the entire intranet.  The redesigned site uses global and 
local Cascading Style Sheets to ensure branding and best practices consistency 
across subsites.  Creative content and color palettes let each subsite illustrate its 
uniqueness within the Mutualnet community, while communicating an identity with 
the Northwestern Mutual brand.  There are two standard navigation areas in the 
page structure: global navigation and site navigation.  Site navigation provides a 
�you are here� functionality.  Designers encourage consistency in site navigation 
labels across subsites.  A scoped search box is available on subsite home pages, and 
all pages include a global navigation bar with a link to the full site search.  All pages 
must have metadata titles and descriptions, and all graphics require Alt tags.  All 
branded sites are link and spell checked, and monthly reports are run for content 
owners. 
 
Types of content/applications include: 

• Forms to initiate various internal processes 

• Daily company news column, company newsletter (Coverage), department 
newsletters 

• Policies and procedures � A to Z, standards, guidelines 

• Online training, scheduled training calendar, professional development 

• Computer help desk, password change, software downloads, contacts 

• Third-party news and research links 

• Employee self service � job postings, 401K, benefits enrollment 

• Home Office Directory with photos and other directories 

• Company calendar of events 

• Project and Competency Center databases of documents and team 
collaboration 

• Weather and commuter information links 

• Interactive Q&A, bug trackers, minutes and agenda databases 

• Job aids and documentation 

• Clubs, lunch menu, special discount offers, credit union 

• Business and leisure travel information 
 

URL AND ACCESS 
Employees must be authenticated, of course, to access home office systems, but 
Mutualnet itself has no separate log-in.  After successful user authentication, 
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Mutualnet is generally available.  Certain applications or sections of information do 
have restricted user groups, and users in those areas must reauthenticate.  The 
designers are piloting a project called Mutualnet Anywhere, which will let employees 
access a limited subset of Mutualnet content from home.  Employees will, of course, 
need to authenticate to get into Mutualnet Anywhere. 
 

BACKGROUND 
The first version of Mutualnet appeared in 1996, having grown out of a previous 
intranet created for Northwestern Mutual�s sales force.  Initially, the rationale for 
having the intranet was simply to make corporate information more accessible by 
putting policy and procedure manuals online.  Since then, the intranet has been 
through four revisions, including a major redesign that was launched in 2000 
following an extensive usability review. 
 

Pictured: A page from Mutualnet�s major redesign in 2000, based on 
usability evaluations. 
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In 2001, all intranet department and club sites were redesigned.  In 2002, redesign 
of forms, applications, and Domino databases will begin.  It will take approximately 
two years to complete these conversions; they are currently converting over 1,000 
pages per month. 
 
Many of the intranet revisions were motivated by user feedback.  As information 
volume grew, respondents in Northwestern Mutual�s annual survey of intranet users 
started to complain about difficulty in finding what they wanted.  Many were 
unhappy with the search facility, which by default delivered a search of the head 
office directory rather than the whole site.  The team was also becoming aware of a 
lack of uniformity across the site�s different departmental areas. 
 
Meanwhile, in 1999, Northwestern Mutual�s board had decided to introduce a new 
brand identity throughout the organization, including the intranet.  During 2001, the 
design team received funding to bring Mutualnet into line with Northwestern Mutual�s 
corporate branding standards.  The designers decided to take the opportunity to 
introduce a simpler, more consistent site design that would increase user 
productivity and reduce the maintenance issues involved with diverse designs. 
 
�As we had to touch every page anyhow to apply the corporate branding, we felt that 
we could use Web best practices to improve usability of the site,� explains Deborah 
Hall, Mutualnet site coordinator.  �We've found that consistency is good for the user; 
it helps them focus on content rather than navigation.� 
 
Content publishing is still done manually, with all content passing through a central 
group that applies corporate design standards and turns content into HTML files.  
Northwestern Mutual does, however, plan to move to automated content 
management by 2004. 
 

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
Mutualnet exists to meet three overall goals: improve both individual and 
organizational productivity, provide a reliable centralized information source, and act 
as a platform for collaborative applications. 
 
The aim of the 2001 restructure was to create a unified site with a simple, clean, and 
consistent design.  By increasing consistency across the site, the team hoped to 
make it easier and therefore more efficient for employees to use, thereby increasing 
corporate productivity and reducing design costs. 
 
Since Northwestern Mutual has a number of employees with impaired vision, another 
aim was to comply with W3C Web Content Accessibility Guidelines by making pages 
suitable for screen-reading devices. 
 
The new corporate branding guidelines dictated several design elements, such as the 
use of photographic images in the menu bars.  But the guidelines have been a 
benefit as well as a constraint for the team.  �If we didn�t have the corporate 
initiative to brand the site, I'm not sure we'd have had the same amount of 
credibility about going in and requiring that standards be met,� Hall says.  �We do 
have people complain about things like the color palette, but I can point out that it�s 
beyond my control.  It�s mandated by corporate standards.� 
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Other Mutualnet goals include: 

• Improve organizational and personal productivity. 

• Provide an enterprise collaboration platform. 

• Provide a centralized source for quality data and information. 

• Minimize use of graphics to speed load times. 

• Use simple, clean, and consistent design to reduce design costs and 
improve usability and user satisfaction. 

• Adhere to and test Priority One W3C Web Content Accessibility Guidelines. 

• Ensure consistent navigation across sites to shorten task completion and 
learning curve. 

 

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 
In spring 2001, the team received signoff from Northwestern Mutual�s branding 
committee for the redesign, and started work on the page design and information 
architecture in parallel.  Before the 2000 launch of the redesigned Mutualnet portal 
site, the design team had carried out a major usability exercise, using techniques 
such as brainstorming with user groups, card sorting, prototyping, and several 
rounds of usability evaluations and user feedback.  The team used these usability 
findings as the basis for developing the new version. 
 
The team also carried out a comparative usability exercise using Northwestern 
Mutual�s usability lab, which has a video facility with video cameras that can film the 
user�s face, keyboard, and screen.  The lab is used for both enterprise application 
interface development and Web design.  For the Mutualnet project, team members 
ran tests both before starting the redesign and again when the new version went 
live, giving users a range of tasks to complete.  They then compared user responses 
across various parameters (the tests are described further in the Results section 
below). 
 
A core working group of ten people, including the design team and representatives 
from various business departments, spent six months working through the intranet 
sections developing standards and information design. 
 
It was an evolutionary process.  �The information design evolved as we found chunks 
of information that didn�t fit in,� Hall says.  �At the end of the process, we had 
developed some more sophisticated thinking, so next year when we fine-tune the 
branding, we're planning on going back to the early sites and tightening up the 
information design, too.� 
 
The resulting information architecture is already delivering benefits to both users and 
content providers. 
 
�For example, the fact that we now have a taxonomy of navigational terms provides 
a comfort level for users,� Hall says.  �They know that under People And 
Organization they will always find an organization chart, mission statements and so 
on, and that improves productivity, because the user is not trying to learn 
everyone�s language.  The reverse is also true: departments don�t have to waste 
time having to decide what words to use for the navigation.  Instead of solving the 
same problems over and over, they can focus on improving content.� 
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Finalizing the designs took about four months of negotiation with the company�s 
internal designers.  �To be polite, you could say it was iterative,� Hall recalls.  �It was 
a classic clash between usability people, wanting a flexible design that would work 
with a fixed page width, and graphic designers who were used to having absolute 
control over the look of a page.� 
 
Fortunately for the intranet team, the corporate branding also worked well on the 
Web.  �The very squared off look is a branding element,� explains Hall.  �When we 
took it to the Web we found it worked well; the simple, chunked-up screen helped 
people understand what was in the various boxes.� 
 
The team also worked to add elements that made sense to both groups.  �We felt 
strongly about putting in global navigation as well as having search on all pages,� 
says Hall.  �By having this simple design controlled by CSS we can reduce design 
time and focus on content.� 
 
Now that the site is live, the team uses the annual user survey and monthly 
WebTrends reports to continually refine the home page content.  For example, each 
main heading leads to a secondary page with a listing of all Mutualnet resources 
related to that topic, and the most commonly accessed pages are listed as subtopics 
on the home page. 
 
The current home page retains many elements of the 2000 home page, including the 
high proportion of the page devoted to navigation.  �There are people who feel that 
news should take up two thirds and navigation one third.  But we feel that navigation 
is more important than news, because it bubbles up content that users might not 
otherwise be aware of,� Hall explains. 
 
The weather forecast is still a prominent home page feature because of the region�s 
extreme weather and the geography of Northwestern Mutual�s offices.  �We're in five 
different buildings, so we need to know if we have to put a coat on to go for a 
meeting with our colleagues in another office,� says Hall. 
 
The team sees this kind of practical information, along with commuter information 
and details of the lunch menu, as helping to draw users into the intranet by telling 
them things they want to know on a daily basis. 
 
One change has been to the search function, which now explicitly offers users the 
choice of directory and site search, but the team still isn't entirely happy with the 
solution.  �We went through four or five proposals for the search, none of which was 
obviously the fix,� Hall says.  �The trouble is that if users click Return in the heat of 
the moment, it still goes to the default, which is directory search.  So we're 
examining options like splitting the boxes or letting people set their own search 
preferences.� 
 
Unlike the previous version, the home page now features a scrollbar on the news 
column to avoid having large volumes of news in a long, thin left-hand column and 
white space on the right.  Hall is aware that this change may raise eyebrows in 
usability circles, but explains: �The common idea is that people don�t want to scroll, 
but if there's something they want to scroll to, they will.  We had people look at it 
and test drive it and got favorable results doing that.� 
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In line with its aim of moving away from a department-focused navigation structure, 
the team relegated navigation by department to the bottom of the page.  
�Departmental navigation is still wanted by some users, but we hope to eventually 
move this level of navigation deeper,� Hall says. 
 
The most radical change has been to subsite pages, where team members replaced a 
wide diversity of old designs with a uniform, and more professional, look and feel.  
They applied this new look to both company sites and sites for the wide range of 
company-sponsored clubs. 
 

Pictured: The HR company site with the old, non-uniform design. 
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Pictured: The HR company site with the new, uniform design. 

 

 
One of the new branding guidelines was to use photos rather than clipart on 
company material, focusing on images of people rather than objects and thus 
emphasizing human relationships as one of the company�s core values.  The team 
selected images for the subsite pages� top menu bar in cooperation with the 
departments concerned.  One department, Policy Owner Services, uses photos of 
actual employees, which are changed on a monthly basis. 
 

TIMELINE 

• 1996: Original Mutualnet launched. 

• 1997 and 1998: Additional features added. 

• 2000: Significantly new design introduced, intended to provide a more 
functional look at information. 

• 2001: Funding received to apply corporate branding.  Departmental and 
club sites redesigned (the company funds thirty clubs as benefits for 
employees; women�s golf is one example). 

• 2002: Work starts on redesign of electronic forms, applications, and 
Domino databases.  Converting existing information is expected to take 
about two years, at a rate of around 1,000 pages per month. 
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RESULTS 
Because the design team needs solid figures to convince Northwestern Mutual�s 
hard-nosed management to invest in further development, it pays close attention to 
measuring the site�s business benefits.  �Measurable benefits are so important to 
getting future funding that we'd be foolish not to do metrics at this point,� Hall points 
out.  Metrics are mined from server logs, annual user surveys, benchmarking outside 
organizations, and on-site usability testing.  In 2001, the team measured the 
following attributes: 
 

• Users� level of intranet use and satisfaction 

• Timesavings 

• Information credibility 

• Contribution to productivity 

• Individual ROI studies on new features 

• Pain points for users 
 
Although there has been some user resistance to change, it is balanced out by 
growing recognition that a consistent design is easier to work with: �People grumble, 
but people grumble at just about any change,� says Hall.  �Quite early on we started 
to get feedback that the redesigned pages were easier to navigate through, so when 
were we going to finish the redesign of this and that department?� 
 
According to the team�s most recent user survey: 94% of respondents used 
Mutualnet daily or multiple times each day, 95% thought it was an honest and 
credible source of information, and 87% said that it contributed to their job 
performance. 
 
In addition to holding the annual intranet satisfaction survey, team members 
benchmarked the whole site during 2001 using thirteen different test scenarios and 
three key measures: success at completing tasks, time taken to complete tasks, and 
number of clicks involved.  They ran the same test again in 2002 on the new site, 
using nine testers each time.  On both occasions, the team recorded users on video 
in Northwestern Mutual�s usability lab. 
 
Initial results (the team is still carrying out further analysis) show that, though the 
number of clicks remained the same, test users took 20% less time to complete 
tasks, and the number of times users gave up and failed to finish the task at all was 
reduced from 9% to 1%. 
 
�We're pretty pleased with that,� Hall says.  �We're going to use those numbers to 
try and justify more money so we can carry out further enhancements next year.� 
 
The team has now been given the task of developing an extranet for the field sales 
force, which Hall sees as an endorsement from the top: �Clearly we've got some 
credibility with management, seeing as they're trusting us to do it again!� 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 
If you want people to find something, put it on the same page as the lunch 
menu.  �If you want people to use the site, you need to provide information they 
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want to see.  Adding softer information, such as the lunch menu and weather and 
commuter information, draws people in,� says Hall. 
 
Make changes gradually.  �We had a lot of unhappiness among our users when we 
moved to a more Yahooish look.  It was too radical a change, and they couldn�t find 
what they wanted.  So the change from 2001 was more subtle.  We've found that 
the best approach is to make small significant changes, but to keep them coming so 
people don�t get entrenched,� advises Michele Berkes, a UCD specialist at 
Northwestern Mutual. 
 
You can never rest on your laurels.  �As soon as you improve something, the 
users raise the bar and expect more,� says Hall. 
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Wal-Mart Stores, Inc 
USING THE INTRANET: 
Wal-Mart Stores, Inc. is an 
international retail chain with 
headquarters in Bentonville, Arkansas. 

DESIGN TEAM: 
Wal-Mart Pipeline Team 

MEMBERS: 

WEB DEVELOPERS/PROJECT MANAGERS: 
MICHELE MAESTRI, NITA MIX, LAURA 
HAMMARSTROM, AND PAUL SCHAEFER; 
NORMAN WILLIAMS, TEAM LEADER; ALSO 
INVOLVED IN THE PROJECT WERE TIM 
CRANE, JAMES MARSHALL, AND MARK 
QUINALTY 

 

Pictured: The Pipeline home page. This is the default page for users in the 
home office. 

 
 

SUMMARY 
Approximately 900,000 staff in the U.S. alone use Wal-Mart�s Pipeline intranet.  The 
company has separate intranets for its operations in Canada, Germany, and the U.K, 
but all use the same publishing guidelines, ensuring consistency across the company.  
Intranet teams in other countries essentially use the U.S. intranet�s design, but with 
some interpretation to suit each country.  The sites have been very well received by 
the associates and colleagues in each country, and in many respects have become 
the communication tool of choice. 
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Pictured: A page used in Germany.  Designers in all locations use the 
same guidelines. 

 
 
Individuals from all areas of the company use the intranet, including people in 
marketing, merchandising, and logistics, to name a few.  What�s more interesting is 
that these individuals also provide content by emailing it to the Pipeline team, who 
then prepares it for publication.  �Our design philosophy is simply this: They own the 
content, we provide the look and feel,� says Paul Schaefer, Web developer and 
project manager. 
 
Knowing that numerous users have many different needs, these designers came up 
with a novel approach.  When a user logs in, they are sent to the department page 
for the department they work in.  This lets them quickly see the information that is 
most pertinent to them.  Clicking the Home button on the browser or using the WM 
Stores link on their department page takes them to the home page for the stores.  
This intranet does an excellent job maintaining a consistent navigation model across 
many pages, stores, countries, and functions.  The department and stores pages 
have basically the same look and feel, but with different color schemes and links to 
related content. 
 
The designers understand the need to keep content new and different.  A key feature 
of these pages is the Last Updated date found in the upper left of the page, directly 
under the header image.  The Pipeline team uses this feature to manage the content 
for the department and ensure that pages are being updated regularly. 
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Pictured:  The toys department page.  When an associate in one of the 
stores logs in to the system, he or she is taken to their department page. 
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Pictured:  The logistics division's home page.  Like other department 
pages, it has basically the same look and feel as the stores page, but has 
its own color scheme that sets it apart.  The same style of navigation is 
used, but with links to logistics-specific content. 

 
 
The links under Menu are the same on all department pages (with a few exceptions), 
while the links under Resources are department-specific.  Content under the 
department Menu includes specific guides and information employees need to do 
their jobs efficiently.  The intranet�s publishing guides help reduce printing costs and 
ensure that all stores have access to the same information. 
 
Pictured:  An example of a content page that would be found under the department 
Menu.  The intranet�s publishing guides help reduce printing costs and ensure that all 
stores have access to the same information. 
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Reference material is one valuable type of information that The Pipeline 
communicates.  Employees also use the intranet to convey timely and time-sensitive 
information. 
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Pictured:  A page displaying how the buyers in the head office can 
communicate timely or time-sensitive information to the stores.  Like all 
other content pages, the look is consistent and controlled by the template 
and CSS. 
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Pictured:  A home page for one of the Wal-Mart stores. 

 
An interesting feature of the stores page is a weekly poll, on the right side of the 
page.  Designers use this as a tool to educate the associates about current topics. 
 
The home page for the associates in the Wal-Mart home office campus in Bentonville, 
Arkansas, is tailored to that location.  Also, like the other location pages, it shows the 
current stock price.  This reflects the company�s culture of ownership and has proven 
to be a very popular feature of the site.  The stock price is displayed through an I-
frame that is refreshed approximately every five minutes while trading is in session. 
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Pictured:  The home page for the associates in the Wal-Mart home office 
campus in Bentonville, Arkansas. 

 
 
One of the things employees say sets Wal-Mart apart from other companies is their 
corporate culture.  To support this, designers created a Culture and History page on 
the site.  This links to everything from the Statement of Ethics to the company�s 
history.  It even has a virtual tour of the Wal-Mart Visitor's Center. 
 

Pictured: The Culture page. 
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The Pipeline intranet embodies the efficient operations and hometown feeling that 
Wal-Mart is known for.  Even with almost a million users, the intranet was designed 
to make employees feel that it was made for each of them individually. 
 

Scoring (3 = best) 

Simple 
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search  
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2.5 3 3 3 3 3 3 
 

DESCRIPTION OF THE INTRANET 
Wal-Mart Stores� intranet, The Pipeline, delivers information to store employees.  It 
is a static, template-driven site made up of more than 12,000 HTML files, 6,600 PDF 
files, and nearly 7,000 images. 
 

BASIC FEATURES 
Wal-Mart�s intranet, The Pipeline, delivers the information that employees need to do 
their jobs, including: 

• Departmental policies and procedures 

• Departmental information, such as internal and supplier contact numbers, 
lunch menu, and stock FAQs 

• Employee self-service, including company benefits information and online 
enrollment 

• Information about upcoming sales and promotions 

• Company news 

• Corporate information such as stock price, history, and culture 

 

URL AND ACCESS 
Users can access The Pipeline by opening their browser.  The PCs have been 
modified so that the default page is the intranet.  In the stores, users go through a 
sign-on that identifies the department they work in and sends them directly to that 
home page (that is, a department manager in electronics will be directed to the 
Electronics home page).  Pipeline is not a public site; it resides on servers within the 
corporate network. 
 

BACKGROUND 
The Pipeline has its origins in the policies, procedures, and guidelines that the 
company�s training department had to relay to stores around the U.S., and is still 
part of the training department.  It first appeared in Web form in 1998, and from 
then on other departments, such as merchandising and public relations, started 
adding information to the site.  As the volume of content grew, users started to 
complain that it was hard to find the information they wanted quickly. 
 
One challenge was that the site was trying to address two very different sets of users 
with different needs: staff at Wal-Mart headquarters in Bentonville, and employees in 
its stores around the country.  Both groups entered the site from the same high-level 
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page and someone in search of merchandising information, for example, would have 
to drill down through three levels to find what he or she wanted to know. 
 

Pictured:  The high-level page that both home office employees and those 
from other stores around the country originally entered the site from. 

 
 

Pictured:  A second-level page a user would drill down to if he or she were 
searching for merchandising information, for example. 
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Pictured:  A third-level page the user would have to drill down to in order 
to find that merchandising information. 

 
 
Another challenge was that information was organized by department, rather than by 
operation.  �In the old intranet, for example, if the training department published a 
goods-receiving manual, it would put it in the training area of the site,� says Mark 
Quinalty, former business analyst.  �But associates [this is what Wal-Mart calls its 
employees] looking for that information out in a store might not have thought of it as 
training.  They just knew that certain pieces of information applied to their business 
in a certain way.� 
 
So, in January 2000, The Pipeline team started work on a new intranet version, in 
which users would be taken straight to the information they needed to do their jobs.  
�It�s a filtered rather than a restricted view,� Quinalty explains.  �You can see any 
information you want, but you're guided to view it in a particular way.�  For example, 
someone working in the toy department of a store will be presented with a different 
start page than someone in the head office. 
 

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
The primary redesign goal was to improve ease and speed of navigation.  �Time 
spent on the intranet is time spent not taking care of the customer, so easy access 
to content was a high priority,� says Quinalty. 
 
A secondary goal was to raise awareness about and usage of the intranet within the 
company.  �Some departments were very excited about it, while others weren't 
aware of how they could use it,� says Quinalty. 
 
As speed of usage was a priority, the team set a maximum page size of 40Kb to 
ensure fast download (though it occasionally bends the rules for Acrobat 
documents). 
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DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 
Efficiency is a high priority at Wal-Mart, and usability testing was seen as essential to 
ensure the intranet would be quick and easy to use.  �Ninety-nine percent of our 
associates don�t sit in front of a computer on a daily basis; they have to be able to 
get on, get the information they want, and get off quickly,� says Quinalty. 
 
The team used a wide range of methods to elicit user feedback during the 
development of the latest version of Pipeline, including Web-based surveys, cold calls 
to randomly chosen users, and visits to stores all over the country to talk to content 
providers and observe people using the intranet.  Quinalty, Laura Hammarstrom, 
Michele Maestri, and James Marshall observed the users.  Feedback from about 
5,000 users influenced the new version. 
 
Discovering user and content provider requirements took up five months at the start 
of the Pipeline redesign project.  In March, work on the visual design started in 
parallel, and was influenced by user feedback about their information needs.  Wal-
Mart�s in house designer came up with a series of design iterations.  In the early 
stages, the team showed these static pages to nearly 100 people in the field � 
mostly sales staff and department managers in the stores � and sought their 
comments on both the functionality and visual appeal. 
 
As the design neared completion, the designers conducted usability testing on a 
dummy click-through site with about 500 people, chosen to represent both a variety 
of job roles and locations, and experienced and new users.  The team observed them 
as they attempted a series of tasks that involved locating certain pages within the 
site.  Users were asked, for example, to find out how to order fixtures for their 
department or find information regarding a product recall. 
 
The most significant change in the latest Pipeline version is the new role-based 
approach that takes users to the appropriate site area based on their log-in.  This 
also involved restructuring the site so that unnecessary content layers were stripped 
out or relocated according to the user�s needs. 
 
�We brought the information that your position would require you to know to the 
front,� says Schaefer.  �It has been well received by associates in the stores, 
because they can just go straight in and get information to do their job, and only 
have to drill down at most two or three layers.� 
 
Feedback collected from users and content providers about the existing site was the 
major influence on the new structure.  �We basically made the design based on what 
customers needed, but at same time supporting the information that the business 
says it needed to provide,� says Schaefer. 
 
Because of the simplified structure, the team decided that breadcrumb trails to show 
users where they are in the site were unnecessary. 
 
Team members developed page templates in collaboration with the major content 
providers.  �We worked with the business and sold them as much as possible on the 
concept,� recalls Marshall.  �We went to them, asked them what kind of information 
they wanted to convey, came up with a standard template, and got their buy-in.� 
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The store�s in-house designers created the visual design, once again informed by 
feedback from the users.  It was also based on HCI best practice, culled from reading 
HCI literature. 
 
A few early designs were rejected because the team felt their horizontal navigation 
style would not scale well as the site grew. 
 

Pictured: An early design that was rejected because the team felt the 
horizontal navigation style would not scale well as the site grew. 

 
 



 
 
 

48921 WARM SPRINGS BLVD.  FREMONT, CA 94539-7767 USA INFO@NNGROUP.COM 123 

 

Pictured:  Another early design that was rejected because the team felt 
the horizontal navigation style would not scale well as the site grew. 

 
 
�We were expecting there to be more and more topics to place on that horizontal 
bar, which would have meant either scrolling or using a very small font size in order 
to see all of the navigation,� Schaefer explains. 
 
The final clean, spare design is intended to maximize readability and minimize 
download time.  �Like our stores, The Pipeline is a customer-oriented, business-
driven site,� says Schaefer. 
 
It�s also very much what users were asking for.  The team found that a pretty face 
wasn�t enough; people were less concerned with how the intranet looked than how 
easy and fast it was to use and what there was in it for them. 
 
There is no horizontal navigation on the pages because users didn�t seem to need it.  
�We tried a horizontal menu, but it simply didn�t test as well,� says Schaefer.  �When 
we watched people, they always looked to the side, and that was true of new 
associates as well as those who were used to our old intranet structure.� 
 
In testing, users also seemed to be looking for a standardized view.  There's a lot of 
cross trading between Wal-Mart�s stores, and people want to be able to go into 
different areas of the site and get the same information in the same way.  
Departments do, however, have leeway on how they apply their branding, and are 
asked to choose their own photographic images for the top banner to help with brand 
recognition. 



 
 

NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 124 

 

 
Content providers are given a standard template that lets them add their own 
content to the center panel, but imposes a maximum file size and provides key 
design elements.  The font, crossheads, standard banner across the top, left-hand 
navigation, search, stock ticker, and weekly poll appear on all major divisional pages. 
 
The poll is part of the team�s drive to increase site usage by increasing interactivity.  
In a good week, the poll generates 15,000 responses, and it can also be used to 
improve aspects of the company�s operations. 
 
For example, a recent poll question related to a store promotion on textbooks for 
college students.  The poll asked: �Where would you buy your textbooks for school?  
Campus Bookstore, Private Bookstore, Walmart.com?  When users clicked on the 
vote button they were redirected to a page showing the poll results so far and a link 
to a page about the promotion. 
 
�Our aim was to heighten store associates� awareness of this promotion,� Schaefer 
comments.  �We've recently asked questions about everything from the origins of 
our Father's Day holiday to whether or not you own a pet.  The question is just a 
device to steer them to the content that we hope to emphasize.� 
 
In addition to producing templates that employees can use for producing content, 
the team has put a lot of effort into educating the business about how to 
communicate effectively with end users via the intranet, explaining the thinking 
behind the page templates and providing training in presentation and writing for the 
Web. 
 
�It�s a continuous learning effort,� Marshall explains.  �Most people who contribute to 
the site receive individualized training on using the software, and in some cases we 
run training courses, though we see it as educating rather than training them.� 
 

TIMELINE 

• Spring 1998: First Web-based version of the site goes live. 

• Mid-1999: More operational information added. 

• January 2000: Pipeline team gets go-ahead to redevelop the site. 

• January�May 2000: Requirements analysis. 

• March�May 2000: Design iterations. 

• Summer 2000: Final testing. 

• August 2000: Current version goes live. 

 

RESULTS 
�The goal was to shave 50% of the time taken to find information.  We think we've 
accomplished that, and the comments from the field are that they can find 
information faster,� says Schaefer. 
 
Web statistics indicate that traffic to the site has increased four-fold since the latest 
version was launched, indicating that the team has succeeded in its goal of 
increasing usage, while average time spent on line has decreased by 50%. 
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LESSONS LEARNED 
Insights from the designers: 
Learn the business before you build the site.  In this case, the designers went 
to the different stores, sat down with people, and studied both their tasks and needs 
in their own environment. 
 
Learn about your users, and listen to them.  The designers agree, �We opened 
their lines of communications any way we could.� 
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Washington Mutual,  Inc. and Towers Perrin 
USING THE INTRANET: 
With a history dating back to 1889, 
Washington Mutual, Inc., is a financial 
services company that serves 
consumers and small to mid-sized 
businesses in all 50 states.  Through 
subsidiaries, the company engages in 
the following business activities: 
Consumer Banking, Mortgage Banking, 
Commercial Banking, Financial 
Services, and Consumer Finance. 
 

DESIGN TEAM: 
Towers Perrin is one of the world's largest 
management and HR consulting firms.  It 
helps organizations manage their HR 
strategy and service delivery, benefits and 
compensation design and implementation, 
employee and organizational 
communication, HR technology, and 
outsourced HR administration. 

MEMBERS: 

TOWERS PERRIN: CAROLYN HARPER, 
OVERALL PROJECT MANAGER; JIM 
CUMMINGS, PROJECT MANAGER, EXECUTIVE 
COMPENSATION; MONICA LINN, 
COMMUNICATIONS; BILL PETERS, PROJECT 
MANAGER, CREATIVE & TECHNICAL; ELAINE 
PILIPENKO, WEB DESIGNER/DEVELOPER; 
IVAN EPPS, PROJECT MANAGER/ 
PROGRAMMING; MIKE HACKETT, 
PROGRAMMER 

 

Pictured:  The home page on Washington Mutual�s Leadership Rewards 
Intranet. 
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SUMMARY 
The Leadership Rewards intranet site serves the important purposes of reminding 
executives of their total compensation and enabling them to project their future 
wealth as Washington Mutual employees.  Making information available is only one 
part of the story.  Continued awareness of this information could lead to increased 
retention, which is extremely cost-effective � especially at the executive level.  And, 
a byproduct of the intranet is a large reduction in support calls to the HR 
department. 
 
Usability was a significant consideration in developing and implementing the site.  
Two features make this site especially user-friendly: 1) Executives navigate via left-
hand navigation that expands and collapses to show them where they are within the 
site.  2) Modeler inputs are completely customized, so that executives never need to 
input any personal wealth information (such as number of unexercised stock options, 
retirement account balances, and so on). 
 
Understanding the busy schedule of upper management, the designers customized 
the intranet for each individual executive.  While approximately 120 executives were 
originally included, the site is being expanded to include an additional 500 senior 
managers.  The site requires a personal log-in; upon log-in, the screen displays the 
user�s name, ID, and level.  Other features include a current stock price, expandable 
navigation, password change, search, and a virtual tour to explain site features. 
 
Personalized rewards statements pull personal data from a database.  The data is 
first displayed in a pie chart, which is an easy-to-scan format.  A more thorough 
breakdown of the user�s total compensation is explained in the table to the right of 
the chart. 
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Pictured:  A rewards statement displayed dynamically in a pie chart. 

 
Users can also see a more detailed, tabular look at the information presented in the 
pie charts.  The user can toggle back and forth by clicking the View Table/View Chart 
button. 
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Pictured:  A more detailed and tabular look to the information presented 
in the pie charts. 

 
 
The designers did a great job of keeping pages short and uncluttered.  One method 
they used to achieve this is to put additional explanations and information on 
secondary pages.  Throughout the site, when the user clicks a blue question mark, a 
definition screen appears providing a brief explanation. 
 
The site also provides six different modeling tools to help executives make financial 
decisions about their wealth.  All data is pulled from a database so that users do not 
need to input their own information.  This expedites their calculations and ensures 
accuracy. 
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Pictured:  A modeling tool that helps executives make financial decisions 
about their wealth. 

 
 
Site navigation expands to include only the section the user is in.  With the left 
navigation, it is very easy for users to determine where they are in the site.  The title 
of the page also reflects this, making it effortless for users to traverse the site and 
keep their context at all times. 
 
While most pages are customized for the user, some textual pages do not pull in 
dynamic information, but rather give basic plan information that is consistent for all 
users � such as flexible spending information. 
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Pictured:  The Health and Welfare Basics page.  On this page, the user is 
in My Rewards, Health & Welfare, Basics.  This is also reflected in the 
page title. 

 
 
When users click a link, they are brought to a page of legible, uncluttered text. 
 

Pictured:  A page of text explaining an employee benefit. 
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A simple search box is present on every page, making it easy for people to use this 
alternate to browsing.  The Log Out button is also easy to find, in the upper-right 
corner.  With agreeable aesthetics, a winning search, simple navigation, and 
unbeatable features, this intranet provides executives with a valuable experience 
that lets them save precious time. 
 

Scoring (3 = best) 

Simple 
look 

Simple 
navigation 

Consistent 
navigation 
and design 

Visible 
search  

Simple 
search 

Limited (well-
presented) 
text on pages 

Home page 

2.3 3 3 3 3 2.8 2.6 
 

DESCRIPTION OF THE INTRANET 
The Leadership Rewards site is a stand-alone intranet originally designed to give 150 
senior Washington Mutual executives a complete picture of their income from the 
company, including salary and other benefits and incentives. 
 

BASIC FEATURES 
The company wanted to give executives a complete picture of all company-provided 
wealth.  The intranet accomplishes these goals through three main sections: 

• My Rewards: Summarizes annual total compensation.  Additional screens 
provide historical pay information and brief descriptions of all 
compensation programs, including online access to enrollment forms, and 
so on. 

• My Wealth Today: Aggregates all current values/balances of company-
provided wealth.  Additional screens provide details about the sources of 
this wealth, such as current value of all unexercised stock options and 
recent retirement account activity. 

• My Wealth Tomorrow: Allows executives to project their future wealth, 
both in aggregate and by individual compensation program. 

 

URL AND ACCESS 
Users can type in the URL directly � which they have to do from home � or they 
can click a special "button" on their intranet site to access Leadership Rewards.  The 
button only shows up on their intranet, for them.  They then enter a specific personal 
identifier and a password, which they can change whenever they want.  These 
standards are consistent with other Web-based sites they have access to. 
 

BACKGROUND 
Towers Perrin has worked with Washington Mutual on various projects over a period 
of ten years or so, and knows the company very well.  In spring 2001, Washington 
Mutual asked Towers Perrin to create the Leadership Rewards site and have it 
working by the end of the year. 
 

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
The intranet�s main goal is to reinforce loyalty and aid retention among Washington 
Mutual�s senior employees by giving them a comprehensive, easy-to-access picture 
of all the different income streams they get from the company, and how they add 
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up, including their future wealth projections if they stay with the company.  A 
secondary goal is executive self-service, taking some of the pressure off Washington 
Mutual�s HR department, which would otherwise have to deal with queries about 
remuneration and rewards. 
 
The bank wanted to have the intranet operational as soon as possible, creating a 
time constraint.  In terms of design, the Leadership Rewards site had to echo the 
general look and feel of Washington Mutual�s general intranet site. 
 

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 
Building the site involved cooperation between four groups at Towers Perrin: 
executive compensation experts, programmers, graphic designers/usability 
specialists, and the communications group, which looked at how to present the 
intranet to the users. 
 
The team started on the project in late April 2001.  Following an initial meeting with 
the project sponsor � the bank�s executive vice president of HR � Towers Perrin 
built an initial information architecture for the site, based on the briefing it had been 
given, its knowledge of the company, and its experience of working on other 
executive compensation projects.  The bank agreed on this information architecture 
with only minor changes. 
 
The next phase, analyzing the data requirements, took most of the summer and 
involved finding out what data sources were available within the company and how 
to best pull data from all these sources into a back-end database. 
 
Once it was established what data was available, the team began work on the 
designs for presenting that data to Washington Mutual�s users.  The designers first 
drew up a plan for page behavior and a series of style sheets.  They then drew up 
some alternative visual designs and presented them to the project sponsor in paper 
form.  Once a design was accepted, the team applied it to other site areas and ran 
internal usability tests.  Toward the project�s end, just before the intranet went live 
in early December, Washington Mutual carried out more usability testing. 
 
Team members did not carry out initial user requirements analysis before producing 
initial designs, because they already had in-depth knowledge of the company from 
their longstanding working relationship.  The team also got input along the way from 
its main company contact, the head of HR.  Once the designs were firmed up, a 
group of Towers Perrin staff combed through them to weed out obvious usability 
problems.  One result was that the modelers and information about them were all 
grouped together under the My Wealth Tomorrow.  In November, Washington 
Mutual�s in-house usability department tested the screens on some of the bank�s 
senior staff.  �They had very few changes to make, but we had spent a lot of time 
doing testing ourselves and making sure the design elements made sense,� says 
Carolyn Harper, the overall project manager. 
 
The Leadership Rewards site design was dictated partly by the requirement that it 
reflect the main intranet�s design.  Both sites feature the bank�s logo in the top left-
hand corner, use its corporate colors (blue and gold), and feature a left-hand 
navigation bar rather than horizontal navigation across the top.  The Verdana 
typeface used in the left-hand navigation is also a company standard. 
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Washington Mutual had requested some kind of imagery across the top of the page 
and on the front page.  Towers Perrin picked the globe, watch, and compass to 
project the idea of Washington Mutual as a global company operating across different 
time zones.  The curved shape on the home page echoes the roundness of the 
imagery. 
 
Towers Perrin was also able to draw on its experience of developing intranets for 
other clients, incorporating tried and tested features such as a feedback button on 
every page and the Virtual Tour, which gives users a quick site overview. 
 
The designers modified the main site�s navigation by introducing a collapsing menu 
structure to keep the left-hand column a manageable length and reduce scrolling.  
The white links are section headings, which expand to reveal yellow clickable or 
expandable links. 
 
Color is used throughout the site to reinforce basic functions.  The designers chose a 
pale blue background for pop-ups that give modeler information and light green 
backgrounds for those that give definitions. 
 

Pictured:  A pop-up window that appears after the user clicks the What�s 
This button. 

 
 



 
 
 

48921 WARM SPRINGS BLVD.  FREMONT, CA 94539-7767 USA INFO@NNGROUP.COM 135 

 

One of the project challenges was to present large volumes of information and 
modeling tools in an easy to use way.  The team�s design solution was to keep the 
basic pages simple and let users seek further information by clicking on query 
buttons (presented in white text on a blue background) that lead to a form or pop-up 
definition.  The site contains no fewer than 150 explanatory pop-ups.  �We try to 
make it as unobtrusive as possible while helping the user,� explains Bill Peters, 
project manager for creative & technical. 
 

Pictured: A page with query buttons that lead to a form or pop-up 
definition.  This choice let designers keep the basic pages simple, while 
letting users seek further information. 
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TIMELINE 

• April 2001: Towers Perrin starts work on the Leadership Rewards site�s 
information architecture. 

• May�September 2001: Analysis of data requirements; architecture 
refinement. 

• October�November: Design work. 

• Late November: Usability testing. 

• Early December: Intranet goes live. 
 

RESULTS 
No metrics have been collected for the site, but response from the 150 initial 
executive users has been very positive, and the bank now plans to roll the system 
out to its top 2,000 staff. 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 
Insights from Carolyn Harper: 
Strong project management is critical.  �Building, organizing, and managing a 
large intranet site is a fairly complex task.� 
 
Make sure you have a sound technology infrastructure.  �The intranet needs to 
be accessed on a platform that�s fast enough so that you don�t frustrate the users.� 
 
Pulling it all together takes time.  �Don�t underestimate the time it takes to 
coordinate the data from the various sources, and give data suppliers a predefined 
format to populate.� 
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World Bank Group and Satyam Computer Services 
USING THE INTRANET: 
The World Bank Group is one of the 
world's largest sources of financial aid 
to developing countries.  
Headquartered in Washington D.C., the 
Bank has employees working in country 
offices throughout the world. 
 

DESIGN TEAM: 
World Bank�s Internet Working Group 
and Usability Team; and Satyam 
Computer Services, an Indian IT 
services company, which is 
implementing the CMS and designing 
the input and display templates. 

MEMBERS: 

WORLD BANK:  MARIA DOLORES ARRIBAS BANOS,
TEAM LEADER AND INFORMATION MANAGEMENT 
OFFICER; ISABELLA NUNEZ DE MAGALHAES 
CUNHA, CONSULTANT IN CHARGE OF INTRANET 
MAINTENANCE AND SUPPORT; DAVID CLINGMAN,
VALERIE STEWARD, AND MICHAEL BETTERRIDGE,
COMMUNICATIONS AND CHANGE MANAGEMENT; 
ANGELA FAN, METADATA MANAGEMENT; 
VIRGINIA FOLEY, REGIONS/COUNTRIES 
MIGRATION; CHATCHARES CHITVARANUND, 
TECHNICAL SUPPORT; BAKKIYA MURUGABASKAR,
MANAGES THE TECHNICAL STAFF; ALOK JAIN, 
MAIN DESIGNER WHO WORKS WITH A DESIGN 
TEAM IN INDIA 

Pictured:  The intranet home page is uncluttered, but still provides a 
comprehensive picture of the World Bank's online resources. 
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SUMMARY 
The World Bank has more than 10,000 staff worldwide, and is headquartered in 
Washington D.C.  All employees are not only allowed to post content on the intranet, 
but are encouraged to do so.  Many corporate communications and IT departments, 
and intranet designers have said they cannot let users contribute to the intranet 
because of company rules governing content.  But in this case, the intranet succeeds 
because of the commitment to the intranet by many different departments and 
individuals.  The necessary reviews and approvals for submitted content do not just 
fall on the Web team�s shoulders.  Instead, submitted content is routed to the right 
people, and those people and departments review and actually post the approved 
information.  This helps the organization balance controlling the intranet�s 
submissions and overall content, as well as how it is displayed. 
 
The intranet home page provides a comprehensive big picture of the Bank's online 
resources, and consolidates corporate communications, both internal and external, 
while maintaining an uncluttered look.  The internal communications appear in the 
middle section of the page, and external communications (Bank in the News: press 
releases and press reviews) appear in the left-hand navigation.  Employees can 
suggest articles for each section; the Internal Communications team and Media 
Relations team facilitate and prioritize the content.  The advertising icons toward the 
bottom of the left-hand column highlight items, such as annual meetings, that will be 
posted for more than a day. 
 
The intranet is the perfect place to advertise internal events and seminars.  What 
better way to ensure that all groups are included than to let people post their own 
events?  On the World Bank intranet, all Bank staff can publish their seminars and 
events using the Kiosk tool.  A Kiosk administrator monitors the entries to make sure 
that the audience for the event is big enough that it makes sense to publish it for all 
employees. 
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Pictured:  The events calendar, Kiosk, where users can read the calendar 
of events or post their own events. 

 
 
The services portal lets users browse by service category, by service provider, and 
by headquarter services versus country office services.  It integrates decentralized 
service catalogs with the yellow pages, and lets units that do not have a service 
catalog submit an entry into the yellow pages directly from the services portal.  The 
yellow pages administrator reviews and approves submissions for the yellow pages 
catalog. 
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Pictured:  The services portal lets users browse by service category, by 
service provider, and by headquarter services versus country office 
services. 

 
 
 
The designers chose templates with a standard and simple look and feel, light pages 
that load quickly, and a consistent user experience.  There is a prominent place on 
the header for local branding, such as pictures and logos, while the rest of the 
header components remain constant across the site.  Most of the categories on the 
left-hand navigation are optional, and there is room for free categories that are 
specific to a particular group.  Much of the content is data-driven, but in most cases 
owners have the option to reject or accept content coming from an institutional 
source. 
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Pictured: A country page, demonstrating the templates� standard and 
simple look and feel. 

 
 
For performance reasons, the designers chose to separate the people search from 
the site search.  Because the employee directory search is the intranet�s killer app at 
many large organizations, it�s imperative that this feature is visible, simple, and most 
of all fast.  The site search combines a metadata search for frequently used 
repositories with a crawl search that uses Google�s intranet search appliance for 
uncataloged content. 
 
The search results page repeats the search query, which is always a good idea.  The 
page is easy to scan, the title links to the full document, and the short descriptions 
further describe the documents.  The Hide Descriptions link is a nice feature, which, 
obviously, hides the descriptions and lets the user see more results at once. 
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Pictured:  A search results page. 

 
 
The breadcrumbs, standard navigation, and consistent page layout make this 
intranet�s behavior predictable, but not boring.  The bold colors and exciting pictures, 
plus pertinent and ever-changing content make this intranet a place people will want 
to return to when they conduct their everyday tasks. 
 

Scoring (3 = best) 

Simple 
look 

Simple 
navigation 

Consistent 
navigation 
and design 

Visible 
search  

Simple 
search 

Limited (well-
presented) 
text on pages 

Home page 

2.4 2.8 2.5 3 3 2.7 2.8 
 

DESCRIPTION OF THE INTRANET 
Though the World Bank is a multinational organization, the intranet is mainly 
presented in English.  It does, however, include documents in different languages, 
and the search facilities make it possible to search for content in a specific language.  
Where content is available in a choice of languages, the link to the other language 
versions appear at the top of the page, letting users toggle back and forth through 
the language versions. 
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BASIC FEATURES 

• News subscriptions, staff news, corporate news, and newsletters 

• HR services, such as pension benefits, salary increases, resume updating, 
and job applications 

• General staff services, such as visitor passes, conference room booking, 
coffee services, and cafeterias menus 

• Health services, such as health room schedules, info on vaccinations for 
traveling staff, and gym schedules 

• IT services, such as ordering a Lotus Notes account and requesting 
global/remote access 

• Operations services, such as travel requests and travel expense 
processing 

• Various documents and reports, publications, and information on projects 
and loans. 

• Staff directory 

• E-discussions 

• Events calendar 

• Announcements to employees, extracurricular announcements, and a 
bulletin board for buying and selling items 

• Extranet applications with clients 
 
The intranet also includes a knowledge management system.  Although content 
creation is completely decentralized, with the implementation of the CMS, the 
company has standardized the tool used to update the page and design templates. 
 

URL AND ACCESS 
The intranet is the default page when Bank employees open their Internet browser, 
unless they manually change it.  On the standard desktop, the browser always opens 
at start up, so the intranet home page is the first thing employees see when they 
start their computer.  An exception to this is country offices staff, who sometimes 
have slower connections. 
 

BACKGROUND 
The Bank has had an intranet since about 1994, but started out by letting about 400 
internal content providers around the world contribute on an ad hoc basis, using 
their own tools and design ideas.  �Everyone could do what they wanted: create 
pages in HTML, Lotus Notes, and so on.  Same for design � we had a few standard 
templates, but that was pretty much it,� says Maria Dolores Arribas-Banos, team 
leader and information management officer. 
 
As the intranet grew in size and scope, it became increasingly cumbersome and hard 
to maintain, and content became increasingly hard to find.  In September 2001, the 
Bank embarked on a three-year intranet redevelopment project, which would also 
harmonize the internal and external sites.  Although the technology department 



 
 

NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 144 

 

owns the project, a steering group of representatives from various Bank areas 
approved the budget. 
 

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
There were two main goals for the redevelopment project.  First, the Bank wanted to 
provide a common technical infrastructure for the intranet and public website to 
reduce development speed, create an easily maintainable structure, and integrate 
navigation and search so that information is easier to find.  Second, it wanted to 
transform the intranet from a basic information source into a full-blown corporate 
portal that offered personalization features and provided a platform for Web-based 
applications. 
 
In pursuit of its first goal, the Bank is now migrating existing intranet and Internet 
content into a central CMS, with a dynamic publishing capability.  As it introduced a 
common technical platform and common look and feel, the Internet Working Group 
(IWG) wanted to ensure both that content providers retained control over their 
content and that departments and regional groups retained some individual identity.  
�The templates we had before were very rigid.  We wanted to provide some flexibility 
and local branding,� Arribas-Banos says. 
 
So, content creation will still be decentralized, but the IWG will centralize and 
manage template management and overall design.  Also, some content owners have 
the same content on the intranet and external Web; the CMS should save them time 
by making it easier to repurpose content. 
 
One of the technical problems the team had to resolve was improving the search 
facilities.  �Before, you pretty much had to go to each individual repository to find 
something,� explains Arribas-Banos.  Now, the Google search engine lets users 
search the whole intranet or narrow the search to a particular section. 
 
All 10,000-plus Bank employees have intranet access, some from country offices 
with less than optimal Internet connectivity.  The intranet also has to serve mobile 
employees as they travel throughout the world, and therefore has to work well even 
over low-speed and mobile connections.  This means, for example, a strict limit on 
use of graphics.  But, set against that constraint, the organization�s standard desktop 
gives the design team the advantage of only having to develop for one browser: 
Internet Explorer 5.0. 
 

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 
The team divided the intranet redevelopment process into four stages: requirements 
gathering, development, usability testing, and content migration.  The intranet is not 
yet completed, and the team continues to carry out the final three stages on various 
parts of the site. 
 
Requirements gathering lasted about six months, from July to December 2001, and 
involved about 400 different content providers and users throughout the 
organization.  Satyam, the Bank�s development partner, created a detailed 
questionnaire covering issues such as the goals, target audience, content type, and 
workflow requirements for each section.  The team sent this out to the main regional 
coordinators around the world, who were asked to review it with the different 
country webmasters. 
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One finding from this exercise was that questionnaires had to be worded quite 
carefully to get the desired result.  �We found that the responses to the 
questionnaire were a bit too general, and in many cases we had to go back and get 
more specific information,� Arribas-Banos says.  Once the exercise was completed, 
the results were consolidated into an overall requirements document. 
 
In addition to sending out questionnaires, team members met with representatives 
of various departments at the Bank�s headquarters to discuss their requirements.  To 
create a more user-driven information architecture, they also asked Satyam 
consultants to carry out card sorting exercises with user groups for both the overall 
site and individual subsites to determine where users would expect to find certain 
content. 
 
The team learned some lessons while using card sorting to elicit requirements.  
�Card sorting gives you some insight about how content should be organized, but 
you have to be careful in how you use the results, because it may not be the case 
that people really want it that way,� says Arribas-Banos.  �We found the responses 
would vary widely depending on the person�s background; depending on who you 
asked, you would get a completely different organization, and when you played the 
result of the organization they had chosen back to them, they didn�t always like it.� 
 
The team addressed this issue by creating a flexible structure that lets users 
navigate to the same content in different ways.  Users can find data on Angola, for 
example, by going to the data page and browsing by country, or by going to the 
country page and browsing by data. 
 
Finally, team members conducted a content inventory to determine what content 
was currently on the site, whether any of it should be deleted, and if any key content 
was missing.  They also looked at metadata issues, such as which content required 
cataloging (for example, press releases), and what information they needed to 
capture. 
 
Using all this information, the team created an information framework that included 
the overall site and navigation structure; basic template definitions; what approval 
processes were needed; and any special requirements, such as specific workflow 
processes. 
 
They also specified a basic color palette and a page design framework, which they 
called the C-clamp, consisting of a header across the top, left-hand navigation, and a 
footer.  In addition, local branding goes at the top left in the main menu bar, search 
is always in the top right corner, and help and feedback buttons are mandatory on all 
pages. 
 
Once the information structure and workflow was established, the team started work 
on building each section�s input and display templates, using either existing 
templates or producing customized templates to meet departmental requirements.  
�Some departments, like General Services, need very specific templates, so it was 
very much demand-driven,� Arribas-Banos explains. 
 
Before the designers started working on the site templates, they consulted with 
content owners to come up with a preliminary content structure.  Once the initial 
design was set and the standard components were developed, they built a basic 



 
 

NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 146 

 

storyboard using Lotus Notes to show where the page elements should go, and 
defined the page behavior. 
 

Pictured:  Designers built a basic storyboard using Lotus Notes to show 
where the page elements should go, and defined the page behavior. 

 
 
Being able to specify the storyboards and page behavior in electronic documents is 
particularly important, given that the Bank is working with an offshore design team.  
Face to face meetings are almost impossible, and they carry out most 
communications via email, phone, or video conferences. 
 
Early on in the project, team members developed a migration plan setting out where 
existing content should go � basically, they had to decide whether it should migrate 
to the CMS or a document management system, or just be deleted.  The final 
migration stage is now underway and the aim is to complete the bulk of it by the end 
of 2002.  The data migration is proceeding in parallel with the portal implementation, 
which includes the staff portal, projects portal, managers portal, and so on, plus 
extranet applications such as the donors portal.  This stage also includes training for 
content providers, editing, and testing. 
 
In January 2002, the team launched a pilot site, including news and events on both 
the intranet and the external Web.  By introducing the new system to users in small 
steps, the team hoped to avoid the culture shock associated with a �big bang� 
approach.  �So we decided to go with a pilot and have the owners of those sections 
bring the business on board, and this approach worked well,� Arribas-Banos explains. 
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Rather than appearing as a series of staged releases, the intranet design evolved 
gradually, with some pages going through up to 200 small iterations.  The home 
page is one example of a design that went through many design changes.  The 
Bank�s old home page design had about 50 links on the first screen, visible even 
before scrolling down.  The page contained too much information and redundancy 
within each category.  �It was just too busy,� Arribas-Banos explains.  �People 
couldn�t spot changes in content.�  Furthermore, because all the sections were 
automatically populated from the source material, there was no way of highlighting 
priority items, and, since new material replaced old items, there was no way to 
highlight items for longer than a day (or in some sections, a few hours).  Also, users 
found the black top menu bar hard to read, and tended to miss menu items, 
including the search feature.  They were also confused by the cascading menus, 
which were activated by mouse over. 
 

Pictured:  The previous home page design, which was too busy. 

 
 
In October 2001, Satyam presented its first attempt at a redesign.  However, several 
of the problems identified on the previous intranet remained, so the design was 
rejected, and it didn�t get as far as the Web and user communities.  �It wasn�t fixing 
any of the problems we had,� Arribas-Banos says.  The page was still cluttered, with 
almost the same amount of information as before.  And, while the search option was 
more prominent, it didn�t solve another existing problem: that most users didn�t 
think to change the default search option � people search � resulting in frustration 
and complaints. 
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Pictured:  The first attempt at a home page redesign.  Several of the 
previous intranet�s problems remained, so the design was rejected. 

 
Several further iterations resulted in the next version.  �We liked this much better 
and felt it was much clearer,� Arribas-Banos says.  The search problem had been 
fixed by having two separate boxes for people and site search, and the site had a 
more professional-looking design, most of which has been retained in the current 
version.  In addition, the new version included a name for the intranet, Staff 
Connections, and a new section, Kiosk Announcements, where staff can more easily 
submit their own announcements, enhancing the sense of community.  Because the 
Bank wanted more regional input on the home page, the team introduced an In The 
Field section to carry daily regional news.  However, this turned out to be 
impractical, and had to be dropped. 
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Pictured: A later iteration of the home page that was better, but not final. 

 
 
Even with the improvements to the home page, a number of user criticisms 
remained.  These included unclear priorities for the daily news; no way to highlight 
items for longer than a day; and poor visibility for HR content, one of the site�s most 
popular areas.  The users also disliked the people image used in the top left corner 
with the Staff Connection logo.  Users felt that because the Bank has a multinational, 
multicultural staff, the image should reflect this diversity. 
 
In the latest home page design, the controversial photographic image has been 
replaced with a neutral silhouette, and the logo was redesigned.  To solve the 
problem of being able to highlight items for a longer period, the left-hand menu 
column can now include graphic buttons (such as Millennium Development Goals) 
linking to special items of longer-term interest.  But the page continues to evolve in 
a process of ongoing development. 
 
The latest design also addresses a longstanding issue by having content from the 
Bank�s internal communications and external news departments appearing under the 
same Bank�s World Today banner.  User feedback showed that users did not see the 
difference between the two sections, which both essentially cover news about the 
Bank, and found them confusing.  The solution is a compromise. 
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The drive toward less clutter and greater simplicity is reflected in changes to other 
site areas.  The old services page had a long list of services categories and used 
cascading menus.  Since there was no formal process for content publishing, services 
were often cataloged by the service providers � again by the central yellow pages 
administrator, with help from the services site manager. 
 

Pictured:  The old services page, with its long list of services categories 
and cascading menus. 

 
In the new service portal, the number of service categories was reduced to nine, but 
users have more ways of browsing them: by service category, service provider, and 
headquarter services.  Decentralized service catalogs will be integrated with the 
central yellow pages.  Units without a service catalog can already submit yellow page 
entries directly from the services portal. 
 
One of the problems the design team faced was providing central control over the 
intranet�s structure and look and feel, while also providing a measure of local 
autonomy.  Setting the rules for the information framework, template definitions, 
and page behavior upfront was vitally important.  Before individual departments start 
to look at page design proposals, they have already agreed on the basic ground 
rules.  Their own designers can be involved in the process, but must work with 
design guidelines, such as a standard color palette.  In developing the Bank�s World 
Today section, for example, this meant much fewer interactions were needed 
between the intranet team and the department, because the templates already 
included the intranet�s standard components. 
 
In an organization with more than 10,000 employees, getting representative user 
feedback in manageable volumes is a major challenge.  �Of course you want to hear 
everyone�s feedback, but we have a lot of staff and everyone has an opinion and a 



 
 
 

48921 WARM SPRINGS BLVD.  FREMONT, CA 94539-7767 USA INFO@NNGROUP.COM 151 

 

preference,� Arribas-Banos says.  �So we set a time frame for listening, then we had 
to go ahead and make a decision.� 
 
Principle feedback comes from the IWG Community, which any Bank employee with 
any interest in the Web can join.  The IWG Community distribution list currently 
includes more than 600 people. 
 
New proposals for the intranet are circulated to the IWG Community with a request 
for comments.  The intranet team also puts a link to any new pages on the intranet 
home page, partly to get feedback and partly to alert users that a change is 
imminent.  �We might put up three mockups and ask them questions; we keep them 
up there for maybe fifteen days or longer,� Arribas-Banos explains. 
 
The intranet group can call on the Bank�s in-house usability team, which carries out 
both heuristic evaluation and user testing for page designs as they evolve.  �We do a 
heuristic evaluation ourselves and then, once we're comfortable with the design, we 
send it to the in-house usability team,� Arribas-Banos explains.  �They will find the 
most obvious usability issues and fix them; most of the problems you can fix right 
away but others need more changes.  Once the final templates are ready, we send 
those to the team and they do an evaluation with real users.� 
 
Team members initially focused the user testing on the input templates used by 
content providers; they also extensively tested display templates.  They carried out 
tests with groups of three to five users, who were given a list of tasks to complete 
and a questionnaire to fill out.  One compromise the group had to make was on its 
samples of test users.  �It�s a challenge to get a representative group, because 
people are busy, so you tend to end up working with the people who happen to be 
wherever you are,� Arribas-Banos says. 
 

TIMELINE 

• November 2000: World Bank starts to look for new CMS; sends out 
questionnaire to gather requirements from all content providers. 

• September 2001: Work starts on the intranet metadata model. 

• November 2001: Satyam starts work on page designs.  Pages developed 
on an iterative basis. 

 

RESULTS 
Before the project started, the World Bank hired a contractor to run out a baseline 
assessment of the previous intranet, identifying indicators such as number of broken 
links, time spent configuring subsites, how many consultants were hired to do site 
design, and so on.  When the current system is completed, the same indicators will 
be measured to give quantitative results. 
 
The intranet team also conducted a user survey when the old intranet launched and 
the team plans to do the same survey once all content has been migrated into the 
new version.  The team also analyzes statistics of site usage, conducts surveys of the 
organizational webmasters, and logs comments sent in by users via the feedback 
button. 
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The change has not been painless, and initially many staff found it hard to agree to a 
standard look and feel.  �All the units had technical people who would need to work 
from centralized templates,� says Arribas-Banos.  �Change management was the 
most difficult part of the process.� 
 
Change management measures have included inviting outside speakers to offer 
presentations on the benefits of a consistent user experience across the intranet, the 
benefits of using standard templates, and how sales increase as a result of 
introducing corporate standards.  �When someone from outside comes and tells you, 
you pay more attention, particularly when they're talking about very specific bottom-
line improvements,� Arribas-Banos says. 
 
Though the site is still at the pilot stage, there are already informal indications that it 
is achieving its goals, with an increased number of users reporting confidence in the 
intranet.  The improved search function has proved highly popular.  �Search was a 
huge win,� says Arribas-Banos.  �People actually called us up to say how well it was 
working, which was a pleasant surprise.� 
 
The Bank also expects to make savings by using the CMS to more easily repurpose 
content between the intranet site and the public Web site. 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 
Insights from Maria Dolores Arribas-Banos: 
Change management is more challenging than any technical issue.  �People 
don�t like change.  If you encourage them to participate by sending feedback, they're 
more receptive to the new system.� 
 
Anticipate requirement changes.  �If you need to deal with changing 
requirements and you're working with a contractor, make sure you set up the 
contract to allow for change.� 
 
Involve content providers early on.  �Content providers need to know the 
capabilities of the new system and its potential before they can submit realistic 
requirements.  You have to go to them with a straw man and let them break it 
apart.� 
 
Go for process rather than perfection.  �If you're aiming for perfection the first 
time, you�ll never get anything done.  Aim for continuous improvement instead.� 
 
Get buy-in from decision makers.  �Sponsorship and top management support 
are vital.� 
 
Plan for staff adjustments.  �Don�t forget transitional activities like training, 
ongoing support, and deploying staff whose skills are no longer used in the new 
system.� 
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Recommendations for the Intranet Design Process 

Understanding the lessons learned from these good intranets will help you to design 
a better intranet for your organization or your client�s organization.  There are also 
other, more process-related things you can do to improve intranet usability.  Based 
on the above cases, the 2001 cases, and our other experiences testing intranets, we 
offer the following list of a few of the most important recommendations for designing 
a usable intranet. 
 
1. Conduct many simple usability evaluations on design iterations � and 
watch people work. 
Several of the designers working on our winning intranets said that it�s important to 
come up with something before attempting to get feedback.  This has certainly 
worked for them, as the outcomes show.  However, it�s important to remember that 
you don�t need a complete design to get feedback.  You can test prototypes, paper 
mockups, and competitive sites (if you can find them).  Alternatively, you can watch 
people using current systems, even if they are not an intranet per se, and determine 
the activities that are already well laid out. 
 
When looking through this year�s design submissions, we noticed a lack of consistent 
usability processes, including regular usability testing, heuristic evaluations, and field 
studies.  Even busy development teams with tight deadlines should take the time to 
watch people try to complete basic tasks using the design.  It does not take very 
long to do a quick test.  We also encourage you to get a group of designers and 
developers together � even for just twenty minutes � and do a quick review of the 
site�s design to discuss and agree on the top usability issues. 
 
2. Measure ROI. 
Most of the intranets in this study have made obvious strides and great usability 
improvements, and, no doubt, productivity and efficiency gains for the company.  
However, most do not formally or even informally measure any return on 
investment.  Often this is not a priority because of tight schedules, and the way 
money is allocated at organizations.  For example, maybe the money to design and 
pay for maintaining the intranet is allocated to the IT VP, but the actual productivity 
gains are found in the HR department.  Take the time to measure decreased task 
time and increased money savings across the organization.  Make the gains known to 
the different departments and at higher levels, so even the most upper-level 
managers understand the importance of well-designed internal systems.4 
 
3. Create user profiles and analyze user tasks. 
One of the great the 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 to your advantage.  Find out about the 
people who will be using the intranet, their experience levels, tasks, what other tools 
are available and familiar to them, and how the intranet could streamline their work.  
Visit them and watch them work. 
 
4. Consider accessibility. 

                                          
4 For more information on ROI, see our separate report on that topic, Usability Return on 
Investment, www.nngroup.com/reports/roi 
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Many companies employ people or will employ people who use assistive technology.  
Almost all of the submitted intranets suffered from accessibility issues for users with 
low vision, no vision, or motor skill challenges.  We found no improvements in 
accessibility this year over the 2001 intranet submissions.  The trends toward many 
graphics, tiny text, poor contrast, limited space between links and text, and small 
targets are a bit scary, as these are chief accessibility offenders.  On the positive 
side, while many submissions do overuse graphics, many others use graphics 
sparingly, and when they do use them, they are well labeled for users with low vision 
or no vision. 
 
5. Allow users to add content. 
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 provide 
methods for employees to add and edit information.  Also, letting users add content 
will make them feel some ownership toward the intranet.  And, more good content 
providers will probably lead to more varied information on the intranet, inspiring 
more employees to return. 
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Intranets Not Selected: Common Issues 

The ten intranets featured in this report were selected from more than 100 
submissions.  This created a more challenging selection process, compared to that 
for the 2001 Intranet Design Annual.  It was far easier to select winning intranets in 
2001, as we had a smaller group to choose from and less usable designs were 
common.  Maybe 2002 is the year of the intranet, as among this year�s submissions, 
we found many more than ten very good designs. 
 
Although we won�t name or show examples from intranets not in the top ten, the 
following are some of the major problems we saw across the submissions not 
included in this report. 
 

1. INCONSISTENT DESIGN ACROSS THE INTRANET/WILDLY INCONSISTENT NAVIGATION 
Inconsistent look and feel across the intranet was probably the most common flaw 
we saw.  A common symptom resulting from this design problem is that users find it 
difficult to determine their location and context.  This frequently affects how quickly 
they can accomplish tasks when they use the intranet. 
 
In reading the history of some of the intranets, we noticed a common scenario:  
Different teams created intranets for their divisions, and at some point the company 
decided to link them all together via one main home page.  However, they never 
created a consistent design across the subsites, leaving employees to work with 
fragmented and disjointed intranet designs.  Some of the more common reasons for 
creating such a design might include: 

• Designers did not think of creating a common interface 

• Designers did not think a common interface was important 

• Designers cannot find the time or budget to redesign all of the subsites for 
consistency 

• Managers, vice presidents, or designers who created different subsites 
want to retain their own image (and brand and design) on the intranet 

 
Whatever the reason, if this sounds familiar, please reconsider your intranet design.  
All users will benefit from a consistent design across the entire site. 
 

2. LACK OF CONTENT 
Some intranets seem to be placeholders for the intranet to come.  They have very 
little actual information, news, or processes.  Many provide no way for the users to 
provide or affect site content. 
 

3. GARISH COLORS 
Color can be used to make a site look good, inspire a team feeling, or indicate an 
interface state.  But some of the colors on the intranets are just too loud and 
distracting.  These detract from the message. 
 

4. POOR USE OF PAGE REAL ESTATE 
On many an intranet, pages are far too long, requiring much scrolling.  Also, having 
too much text and information on one page is difficult for users to manage.  Some 
pages are even too sparse, with hardly any information at all. 
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5. VERY DIFFICULT TO READ NAVIGATION AND TEXT 
Text is getting smaller and smaller.  And, many designers choose colors that do not 
contrast the text and the background.  Users should be able to easily read the text 
on a page, especially in navigational elements. 
 
If the intranet is meant to support users with low vision or senior citizens, be sure to 
use a default text size of 12 points or higher, and never use fixed fonts. 
 

6. MISSING OR DIFFICULT TO FIND SEARCH 
It is surprising that some intranets hide their search feature, or provide no search 
feature at all.  People want to search, and they expect it.  Even those users who 
prefer browsing instead of searching will look for a search feature when the site�s 
navigation fails them. 
 

7. TOO MUCH MARKETING (OR ADVERTISEMENTS) FOR THE INTRANET 
Nothing is more annoying than being presented with marketing hype or 
advertisements for the intranet, especially since the user is already using it.  The 
intranet is meant to be a tool to help users get work done, get important and timely 
company information, and possibly to inspire a team feeling across the company.  It 
is also appropriate to post awards and other applicable information on the intranet.  
But, an intranet is not a good place for its designers to post information about 
themselves or advertise the intranet.  Explaining features is one thing: Using it for 
self-promotion is another thing.  It�s an obvious way to send employees away, and 
make them feel unwelcome. 
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Honoring Last Year's Winners 

 
The following table lists the winners of the 2001 Intranet Design Annual. For more 
information about these ten great designs, please see 
http://www.nngroup.com/reports/intranet/2001 
 
 
 
 
 

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. 
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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. 

silverorange Insights: 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. 

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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more than ten years.  Before joining NN/g, she established successful usability 
programs at Lotus Development; Iris Associates, an IBM subsidiary; and Interleaf.  
She managed the first usability program for Lotus Notes and the Domino server, 
and, after her team�s work, PC Magazine wrote, �If this were summer camp, Lotus 
Notes would walk away with the Most Improved Camper award.�  Coyne chaired the 
Usability Professionals� Association conferences in 2000 and 2001, was presentations 
chair for UPA 1999, and was the conference advisor for UPA 2002.  She has an MBA 
from Northeastern University and a BA from Simmons College. 

 
Candice Goodwin has worked for twenty years as a journalist specializing in 
technology and how people use it at work.  Based in London, she has contributed to 
a range of technical and business publications in the U.K., including the Telegraph, 
New Scientist, Computing, Computer Weekly, and Accountancy.  She has a BA in 
psychology from Oxford University and an MSc in human�computer interaction from 
University College, London.  Since earning her master�s degree in 2001, she has 
combined writing with freelance usability and ergonomics consultancy. 

 
Dr. Jakob Nielsen (www.useit.com) is a user advocate specializing in Web usability 
and a principal of Nielsen Norman Group, which he co-founded with Dr. Donald A. 
Norman, former Vice President of Apple Research.  Until 1998, Dr. Nielsen was a Sun 
Microsystems Distinguished Engineer and led that company's Web usability efforts 
starting with the original design of SunWeb in early 1994.  His previous affiliations 
include the IBM User Interface Institute, Bell Communications Research, and the 
Technical University of Denmark.  Nielsen�s best-selling book, Designing Web 
Usability: The Practice of Simplicity, has about a quarter million copies in print in 21 
languages.  In its review, Business Week says that this book �should ... be read by 
any executive with responsibility for managing online operations.�  Nielsen�s Alertbox 
column about Web usability has been published on the Internet since 1995 
(www.useit.com/alertbox) and currently has about 200,000 readers.  Nielsen has 
been called �the guru of Web page usability� (The New York Times), �the smartest 
person on the Web� (ZDNet), �knows more about what makes websites work than 
anyone else on the planet� (Chicago Tribune), and �the next best thing to a true time 
machine� (USA Today).  He holds 67 U.S. patents, mainly on ways to make the 
Internet easier to use. 
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Evidence‐Based User Experience Research, Training, and Consulting 

 

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 
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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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