
48105 WARM SPRINGS BLVD., FREMONT CA 94539–7498 USA WWW.NNGROUP.COM 

Intranet Design Annual
 

The 10 Best Intranets of 2005

By: Kara Pernice, Mathew Schwartz, and Jakob Nielsen 

March 2005 

Copyright © Nielsen Norman Group; All Rights Reserved. To get your own copy, visit: 
https://www.nngroup.com/reports/intranet-design-annual/ 



 WWW.NNGROUP.COM 48105 WARM SPRINGS BLVD., FREMONT CA 94539–7498 USA 

Copyright © Nielsen Norman Group; All Rights Reserved. To get your own copy, visit: 
https://www.nngroup.com/reports/intranet-design-annual/ 

About This Free Report 

This report is a gift for our loyal audience of UX enthusiasts. Thank you for your 

support over the years. We hope this information will aid your efforts to improve 

user experiences for everyone. 

The research for this report was done in 2005, but the majority of the advice 

may still be applicable today, because people and principles of good design change 

much more slowly than computer technology does. We sometimes make older report 

editions available to our audience at no cost, because they still provide interesting 

insights. Even though these reports discuss older designs, it’s still worth 

remembering the lessons from mistakes made in the past. If you don’t remember 

history, you’ll be doomed to repeat it. 

We regularly publish new research reports that span a variety of web and UX related 

topics. These reports include thousands of actionable, illustrated user experience 

guidelines for creating and improving your web, mobile, and intranet sites. We sell 

our new reports to fund independent, unbiased usability research; we do not have 

investors, government funding or research grants that pay for this work. Visit our 

reports page at https://www.nngroup.com/reports/ to see a complete list of these 

reports. 

HOW TO SHARE 

Do not link directly to the PDF file (the hosted address could change). Instead, we 

encourage you to distribute the following link to the report’s page on our website to 

allow people to decide whether to download it themselves: 

https://www.nngroup.com/reports/intranet-design-annual/ 

REPORT AUTHORS 

Kara Pernice, Jakob Nielsen, Mathew Schwartz 

https://www.nngroup.com/reports/


INFO@NNGROUP.COM About This Free Report 

Copyright Notice 

Please do not post this document to the internet or to publicly 

available file-sharing services. 

This report is free, but it is still copyrighted information that may be updated from 

time to time, so please don’t distribute this file or host it elsewhere. 

Even when people post documents with a private URL to share only with a few 

colleagues or clients, search engines often index the copy anyway. Indexing means 

that thousands of people will find the secret copy through searches. 



2 INFO@NNGROUP.COM 48105 WARM SPRINGS BLVD., FREMONT CA 94539–7498 USA 

Contents 

Contents........................................................................................................2

Executive Summary.......................................................................................3

Overview of the Winners...............................................................................9

Common Themes Among the Winners .........................................................11

Banco Español de Crédito (Banesto) ...........................................................13

Cisco Systems, Inc. .....................................................................................35

The Electrolux Group...................................................................................74

The Integer Group.......................................................................................92

NedTrain ...................................................................................................113

Orbis Technology ......................................................................................129

Park Place Dealerships..............................................................................149

Procter & Gamble ......................................................................................165

Schematic .................................................................................................190

Verizon Communications...........................................................................211

Recommendations for the Intranet Design Process...................................227

Intranets Not Selected: Common Issues ...................................................229

Selection Criteria and Process...................................................................231

About the Authors .....................................................................................234

Acknowledgments.....................................................................................235



 

 

 
 

© 2005 NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 3 

 

Executive Summary 
 

Selecting the ten best intranets gets harder every year because the number of great 
designs keeps increasing. While tough on the judges, this is good news: it shows 
that the intranet usability movement is winning. More and more companies are 
treating their intranets as productivity tools and are investing in improving their 
design’s usability instead of leaving the intranet to grow as it may. 

The recommendations from our previous reports on intranet usability are now being 
widely implemented. This year’s designs were so good that our list of runners-up 
included at least ten additional intranets that were worthy of being recognized, 
featured, and emulated. However, a top-ten list can only include ten winners, so we 
had to select the best of the best. 

THE WINNERS 

The world’s ten best intranets for 2005 are: 

• Banco Español de Crédito (Banesto), the third largest bank in Spain  

• Cisco Systems, the world’s leading computer networking vendor (U.S.) 

• Electrolux, the world’s largest manufacturer of powered appliances (Sweden) 

• The Integer Group, the seventh largest promotional marketing agency (U.S.) 

• NedTrain, the Dutch National Railway’s maintenance subsidiary (The 
Netherlands) 

• Orbis Technology, a small software developer (U.K.) 

• Park Place Dealerships, operator of ten luxury automobile dealerships (U.S.)  

• Procter & Gamble, a leading manufacturer of branded consumer goods (U.S.) 

• Schematic, an interactive design and technology agency (U.S.)  

• Verizon Communications, a leading telecommunications company (U.S.) 

Cisco is particularly remarkable because its sales-support intranet application was 
among the 2001 winners. This year, Cisco won for its overall intranet design. 

Schematic won for its extranet connecting employees, clients, contractors, and 
vendors. The other nine winners are internal-use intranets. 

Sweden seems to have the world’s highest concentration of intranet design talent 
relative to the size of its population: it now accounts for 8% of the fifty intranets that 
have won our design competitions since 2001. An impressive achievement for a 
small country. The U.K. retains second place, with 10% of the winners since 2001. 
The United States continues to have the most winners. In general, however, we 
continue to find good intranets from over the world; this year’s winners represent 
five different countries. 

Four of the winning intranets support relatively small companies with less than 1,200 
employees. Two others are mid-sized, with 4,000 to 10,000 employees, and four are 
big, with 34,000 to 236,000 employees. The winning intranet teams range in size 
from one person at Park Place Dealerships to twenty people at Cisco and twenty-four 
at Verizon. 
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ADVANCED DESIGN CONCEPTS 

This year, several intranets were designed to work best at a 1024 x 768 screen 
resolution. Intranets have an advantage over websites here, as organizations often 
give all employees the same sized monitors. At Banesto, for example, all bank 
employees have standard-issue monitors that support 1024 x 768 resolution. The 
intranet designers used this wider screen space to good effect, implementing a 
homepage with multiple columns in a layout that would feel cramped on a smaller 
screen. 

In the future, we expect to see much bigger screens, starting in knowledge-focused 
small and mid-sized companies, which will get the most substantial productivity 
gains from including more data within the visual field. Except for slightly boring 
examples (such as spreadsheets), we’ve yet to see many good examples of 
interfaces optimized for screens that are 2,000 pixels wide or more. In the coming 
years, advanced intranets might well be pioneering these broad-canvas designs.  

Intranets are already pioneering the use of online video, which websites rarely use to 
good effect (aside from movie trailers). Intranets can take advantage of one of 
video’s key benefits: it can show a speaker’s personality. Several winning intranets 
use video to strengthen the corporate culture through messages from the CEO and 
other executives. Because video messages carry both information and emotion, they 
can convey the multiple layers of a CEO’s message. 

Among this year’s winners, the Integer Group has perhaps the most elaborate online 
videos, often produced in a highly original style in which the company’s Denver-
agency president makes fun of himself. Although that specific tone might not fit as 
well in more staid organizations, the general idea of highlighting personality and 
illustrating corporate culture by example definitely translates. 

Orbis has probably the most unusual intranet approach, building its site entirely on a 
Wiki platform. In this collaborative authoring environment, any employee can edit 
any page at any time (except for a few modification-controlled pages). As a result, 
employees can easily and immediately update information whenever they come 
across outdated content. The result is that the Orbis intranet is much more richly 
informative and current than what is typical for small organizations with limited 
intranet resources. Even companies that don’t want to completely open up edit-
access can benefit from making department- and project-level pages easier to edit. 

BEYOND THE OFFICE 

Intranets began as document repositories and soon grew into support tools for office 
workers. We are now starting to see intranets move beyond this desk-bound role to 
take on the world beyond the office. 

Four of this year’s winners (Electrolux, NedTrain, Procter & Gamble, and Verizon) 
offer kiosk-based intranet access for factory-floor workers and others who work 
outside an office environment. These kiosks are basically traditional PCs on stands, 
maybe slightly ruggedized to withstand dust and grease. In the future, we hope to 
see a new kind of user interface developed for workers who are not routinely 
exposed to computers. It’s difficult to ensure good usability for blue-collar workers 
when you’re building on top of a UI platform optimized for office use. 
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Several of this year’s winning intranets have special applications to support the 
physical environment. For example, NedTrain has a real-time list of available train 
parts, the most important piece of information it needs to keep its trains running. On 
the Park Place Dealerships intranet, the Client Concern Resolution system proactively 
contacts managers — such as the repair shop’s foreman — who would otherwise be 
hard to locate. By enabling electronic communication with important employees who 
are highly mobile, this feature expedites customer service, which is much 
appreciated by the demanding clients of these luxury dealerships. 

INTERNATIONALIZATION 

Several of the winning intranets support employees in multiple countries, and 
Electrolux and Procter & Gamble have made internationalization a core design 
element. Proctor & Gamble provides an especially impressive location-change tool 
that employees can use to control the intranet’s language and location-dependent 
information, such as HR policies. Having one place to define location-based settings 
beats the typical scenario, in which employees must wade through information about 
multiple locations in multiple languages in order to find the appropriate documents. 

In addition to its English-language pages, Electrolux supports localized portals in 
French, German, Hungarian, Italian, Portuguese, Spanish, and Swedish. To ease 
collaboration across time zones, the company also provides a handy reminder of the 
current time-of-day at three main locations (Sweden, eastern United States, and 
Sydney, Australia) at the top of every page. 

TECHNOLOGY CONFUSION 

The only conclusion regarding intranet technology platforms is that there is no 
conclusion. No single solution dominates the space. In fact, most winners didn’t even 
build their intranet from a single, integrated platform. Typically, designers cobbled 
together widely diverse software using little more than spit, bailing wire, and 
willpower.  

In total, the ten winners used thirty-nine different technology products. Most winners 
also feature a significant amount of homegrown software in their overall intranet 
technology platform, confirming the conclusion that it’s still not possible to buy 
everything you need for a great intranet. 

The most-used technologies were Apache, Microsoft ASP.Net, and Microsoft SQL 
Server. Other often-used technologies included Documentum, Google Search 
Appliance, IBM WebSphere, and Java 2 Enterprise Edition (J2EE). 

Some winners relied strongly on solutions from HP or IBM, and one winner was a 
committed Microsoft-only shop. Open-source software also made a strong showing 
this year. Beyond the heavily used Apache, winners used Eclipse, Linux, Mambo, 
MySQL, Hypertext Preprocessor (PHP), PostgreSQL, and TWiki. 

All that said, we do see some progress in intranet technology platforms: solutions 
are emerging that support more of the necessary design elements and these 
solutions are becoming easier to integrate. For example, plug-in search engines are 
easier to handle than past search packages, which required extensive hacking before 
they could spit out decent results. Still, a significant opportunity remains for software 
vendors who truly understand the needs of intranet users and intranet teams. 
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DESIGN PROCESS 

The average time between redesigns for this year’s winning intranets was 29 
months. This is about the same as we’ve seen in earlier years: the typical time 
between redesign rounds is between 2.5 and 3 years. 

What’s new is that companies have dramatically expedited the redesign process 
itself. This year, the average project duration was a brief 7.6 months; in earlier 
years, redesigns typically lasted between 11 and 13 months. In fact, as the following 
chart shows, projects have moved progressively faster since we began our intranet 
design competitions. (Data on redesign duration is unavailable for 2001.) 
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Why are design projects moving faster? One reason is that technology solutions have 
in fact improved, making it easier to build what you want. Another reason is that we 
know more about intranets. As a result, we can concentrate resources on 
improvements that really matter to users and on getting the key changes out faster, 
while deferring less important ones. 

The chart also shows a substantial increase in the number of different usability 
methods employed during redesign projects over the last five years. The fact that 
designers have more than doubled their usability methods, while decreasing their 
redesign cycle time by six months, is striking proof that usability doesn’t have to 
delay project launch.  

The 2005 winners used an average of 4.5 different usability methods. The most-used 
method was user testing, employed by 80% of this year’s winning projects. Other 
heavily used methods included card sorting and heuristic evaluation, both of which 
were used by 50% of the projects. 
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In the past, few projects used heuristic evaluation. In 2001 and 2002, only 10% of 
the winners used the method, which basically involves judging a user interface 
relative to known usability principles. The recent growth of heuristic evaluation for 
intranets makes sense, because we have only recently established comprehensive 
intranet usability guidelines. It’s now possible to review an intranet design relative to 
a list of important intranet usability issues. Prior to 2003, this was possible for 
websites, but not for intranets. 

In general, we recommend using a variety of methods at different project stages, 
starting with field studies and tests of the old interface to set the new design 
direction. Next comes iterative design and testing with users. Few design projects 
fully follow this recommended user-centered design process, but in tracking good 
design projects over the years, we’ve seen more projects get increasingly closer. 

IMPROVEMENT METRICS 

Averaged across the winners, intranet use increased by 149% following redesign. 
Organizations typically measured usage in terms of pageviews or user sessions per 
month. Intranets are discretionary-use environments; employees only visit them if 
they feel it’s worth their time. Thus, increased use is a good indicator that a redesign 
is providing recognizable value to employees. 

That said, pageviews are not a fully satisfying ROI metric because it’s hard to 
estimate the monetary value of the increased use. Some types of use translate more 
directly into cost savings. Verizon, for example, saw the number of employee self-
service transactions grow from 1.3 million to 6.3 million per year after it improved its 
intranet’s usability. 

On a smaller scale, Schematic saves $100,000 per year on express shipments to 
clients and other partners now that they can directly view their project’s progress on 
the extranet. This type of cost savings comes as hard dollars that are easy to count. 

Quantifying the productivity gains from increased intranet usability requires a formal 
benchmarking study, which few organizations bother conducting. Thus, even good 
intranet teams usually don’t have complete estimates of how much money they save 
their organizations. 

Cisco is one of the rare exceptions. The company’s intranet team collected time-on-
task measurements for employees using the old and new intranet designs to perform 
fifteen representative tasks. Overall, the average task took 17.6 seconds less with 
the new design. When considering total intranet usage, this faster performance 
saves Cisco $3 million per year simply from the reduced time it takes employees to 
navigate from the intranet homepage to a subsite. The gains from improving subsite 
usability will probably be even greater. 

Cisco also improved its user success rate across the test tasks by 2%, increasing it 
from 87% to 89%. This improvement might seem modest, but the higher the 
success rate gets, the harder it is to increase. The fact that Cisco’s old design had an 
87% success rate indicates that it was already very good; we usually see 
substantially lower success rates in our studies. As this example shows, even great 
designs can get better with close attention to usability — and small improvements 
can be worth millions.  
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In real life, it’s infeasible to expect a 100% success rate, but it’s definitely possible to 
add a few percent with a good redesign. Across a big company, that’s a lot of 
additional employee tasks you can empower each year. The average intranet project, 
which sits at the 60% or 70% success level, should expect even bigger 
improvements: low-hanging fruit is very real given the current state of intranet 
usability in most organizations. 

As the ten winners show, it’s possible for intranets to achieve a level of excellence 
lacking in most companies, and it doesn’t require a lot of time to realize major 
usability improvements. 
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Overview of the Winners 
 

The top ten intranets come from five different countries: the United States had six 
winners, while the Netherlands, Sweden, Spain, and the United Kingdom had one 
winner each.  

The winning designs are from companies in various industries, including: banking, 
software, networking technology, powered appliances, household product 
manufacturing, promotional marketing, train- and railway-maintenance and 
overhauling, and automotive sales. 

In terms of general attributes, no particular patterns contributed to an intranet’s 
usability. In-house intranet teams created six of the ten winners. The other four 
winning designs were created either exclusively by an outside firm or through a joint 
effort between in-house employees and outside firms. Team sizes ranged from one 
person to more than twenty people. Company sizes varied from just over 100 people 
to 236,000 people. 

All designers did, however, have one thing in common: they learned valuable lessons 
from their intranet development experiences. The Lessons Learned section at the 
end of each intranet’s summary contains priceless insights.  
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THE TEN WINNERS LISTED IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER 

Banco Español de 
Crédito (Banesto) 
(Spain) 

When you’re building a new design, the tendency is forget the old, and even clear all 
evidence of it away. Banesto designers avoided this common mistake. Realizing that you 
can always learn from an existing design, they used theirs as a prototype for an excellent 
new one.  

Cisco Systems, 
Inc. (U.S.) 

With thousands of individual websites, an intranet such as the one at Cisco Systems, Inc. 
could easily get out of hand. But Cisco’s intranet strategy team ensures consistent design 
by employing interface standards and a hands-on engagement model. The company’s 
longstanding commitment to electronic processes also helped in the intranet design 
process.  

The Electrolux 
Group (Sweden) 

The Electrolux Group’s intranet designers know the needs of their nearly 19,000 users 
and strategically target those needs in the intranet’s segmented portals. Their secret to 
success? Involve others in the project and respect their opinions. But also: hold your 
own. If you try to satisfy everyone, you’ll satisfy no one. 

The Integer Group 
(U.S.) 

Designing an engaging intranet for creative people can be a challenge. Designers at The 
Integer Group met this challenge using dynamic homepage content to encourage daily 
use. They also conducted extensive paper prototyping and other usability testing to hone 
navigation and overall usability, ensuring that users can actually find and use the 
features they need. 

NedTrain (Macaw 
B.V.) (The 
Netherlands) 

Clear goals are critical to any intranet project. When a company works with outside 
designers, they’re even more important. Designers at Macaw BV worked with NedTrain 
employees to understand their goals, which lead to a successful relationship and a highly 
usable final design. For Macaw designers, managing client expectations is also important, 
and helps retain the client’s full cooperation. 

Orbis Technology 
(U.K.) 

Despite a limited budget, the Orbis intranet team created an award-winning design. They 
did this using both open-source technology and creative thinking. The designers also had 
their priorities straight, employing a series of field studies and usability tests that 
contributed to their design’s success.  

Park Place 
Dealerships (U.S.) 

Research and guts are the driving forces behind this excellent intranet deign. When 
looking for software tools to meet an automotive dealership’s unique needs, Park Place 
designers found limited off-the-shelf options. Rather than settle for those, they built their 
own intranet and extensive sub-applications in-house.  

Procter & Gamble 
(U.S.) 

Procter & Gamble’s designers developed a role-based architecture to create an intuitive 
intranet. Now all P&G employees — office workers and warehouse technicians alike — 
can quickly find the news and resources they need. Post-launch marketing also created a 
buzz about the new intranet to help ensure user interest.  

Schematic (U.S.) Pinpointing what users need, which tasks they perform, and where you’re wasting money 
with current systems is key information for a successful intranet design. By giving their 
users the tools they need to do fundamental tasks (mostly file sharing), Schematic’s 
designers have saved the company more than $200,000 per year.  

Verizon 
Communications 
(U.S.) 

Having proper support and defined roles can help the intranet design process. At Verizon, 
usability and development efforts had full support from the business unit directors and 
the usability team was given control of the design. This mandate helped the team avoid 
potential usability problems from the start.  
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Common Themes Among the Winners 
 

Despite their unique style and the fact that they were designed for very different 
people, needs, and organizations, this year’s winning intranets featured several 
common design elements.  

KIOSKS FOR INTRANET ACCESS ARE BECOMING COMMONPLACE 

Even a year ago, only workers who sat at desks could typically access corporate 
intranets. Management did not mandate access for all employees because:  

• Print media duplicated all or most of the important information found on 
the intranet. 

• Intranet-based information and tools were not required for people to 
complete their jobs or receive up-to-date corporate news.  

• Many organizations assumed that blue-collar workers didn’t know how to 
use the Web or (by extension) the corporate intranet.  

Many organizations are now eliminating or reducing their print media budgets for 
corporate communications, relying instead on shared computer kiosks strategically 
positioned in factories and in the field. This both saves on costs and offers workers 
more timely news. Also, as more and more people access the Web at home, it’s no 
longer assumed that factory workers don’t know how to use the intranet. Most 
importantly, today’s intranets are becoming a strong communications medium and a 
necessary workhorse for accomplishing widely diverse jobs. Most organizations now 
recognize that all employees need intranet access.  

GOOD NEWS 

In the past, intranet news sections basically offered users world news grabbed from 
a feed. Today, however, many intranets offer employees industry news, pertinent 
regulatory and legal news, press about the company, and news about its 
competitors. Providing this news, as opposed to generic world news only, makes 
employees well versed and informed about their current and future work. 

VIDEO AND TV 

In addition to offering textual news items, designers are providing video streaming 
and downloadable videos of company meetings and speeches. Some larger 
organizations even broadcast their own television channel on the intranet. Giving 
users various media to choose from makes absorbing information more interesting 
and colorful. To make this work, however, organizations must involve the corporate 
IT department to ensure that employees’ systems — and the server space and 
network bandwidth — can support such offerings. Categorizing and archiving media 
presentations appropriately are also design considerations. 



 

 

 
 

12 INFO@NNGROUP.COM 48105 WARM SPRINGS BLVD., FREMONT CA 94539–7498 USA 

 

ADDING AND EDITING CONTENT 

In the last few years (and especially this year), we have seen more and more 
intranet designers and management teams encouraging employees to add and edit 
content. At the same time, organizations are advancing what editors can do with the 
templates used to display content. Some intranets allow editors to discretely design 
department-level homepages from a selection of user-tested news, tools, or 
miscellaneous functionality. Other intranets continue to push out distributed 
authoring capabilities. This puts content-creation responsibilities in the hands of 
people in the know. As a result, the sites get more relevant and engaging content, 
without necessarily increasing the intranet team’s workload. 
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Banco Español de Crédito (Banesto) 
Using the Intranet: 
Madrid-based Banco Español de Crédito S.A. 
(Banesto), a financial entity founded in 1902, is 
Spain’s third largest bank by volume of managed 
resources. By virtue of its revenues — 2003 pre-
tax profits of more than €640 million ($689 
million) — it’s quoted on the primary Spanish 
stock market. The bank has 9,840 employees, 
1,600 branches in Spain, and serves more than 3 
million customers. The bank focuses on services 
for small-to-medium enterprises, corporations, 
and the retail banking market.  

Banesto is part of the Grupo Santander Central 
Hispano (SCH), which is Spain’s largest banking 
group and the largest banking group in the Euro-
currency zone. 

Design Team:  
In-house 

Members:  
Pablo Sánchez, head of Banesto’s usability and user 
interface design department; Ángel Laguna, creative 
director; Sergio Cabrera, art director; Ricardo 
Salazar, interactive designer; Danny Poves, usability 
consultant; María José Téllez, information architect; 
David Gil-Esteban, information architect; Pilar Ónega, 
usability consultant; Luis García, human-computer 
interface consultant 

SUMMARY 

Good planning and research were the first things intranet designers did right at the 
Spanish bank Español de Crédito (Banesto). Defining specific redesign goals, 
identifying the existing intranet’s problems, and assembling a top-notch usability 
team made a world of difference for this intranet design.  

Wanting to create a completely new design, many intranet and Web designers ignore 
the existing design. This is a mistake, and one Banesto avoided. You can always 
learn from the existing design, and then use it as a prototype for your new design. 

So, what was there to learn from? In the first version of the Banesto intranet, 
navigation was arranged according to the bank’s departmental structure. At 
organizations with only a few clearly defined business units and functions, a 
department-based intranet structure can be effective. Banesto’s organizational 
structure, however, is too complex for this approach; the bank has many different 
business units, including personal banking, private banking, corporate and 
institutional banking, financing for small and medium enterprises, agricultural 
banking, and more. As is true of many departmentally organized intranets, Banesto’s 
original design wasn’t scalable, encouraged information duplication, and required 
untoward maintenance. From the user’s perspective, it was difficult to find 
information. The main challenge for Banesto designers was to find a new, easy-to-
use organization for the existing content.  

The redesigned Banesto intranet homepage — which automatically launches in users’ 
browsers when they turn on their PCs — is elegant and practical. As is apparent on 
the homepage and all other pages, designers clearly understand the tools and 
systems users require. The pages are conservatively designed, which helps maintain 
fast download speeds. Designers also created an intranet that takes full advantage of 
the fact that all Banesto employees use company-standard monitors that support a 
1024 x 768 screen resolution. 



 

 

 
 

14 INFO@NNGROUP.COM 48105 WARM SPRINGS BLVD., FREMONT CA 94539–7498 USA 

 

 

Pictured: The Banesto intranet homepage, which automatically launches when users 
turn on their PCs. Designers struck a balance between design elegance and practical 
download speed. All bank employees have monitors that support a 1024 x 768 
screen size, which designers used to full advantage. 

The intranet redesign team had to allow for a broad range of user roles, each with 
varying professional needs. Research showed that each business unit needed its own 
set of portals, with each portal having a unique group of banking applications, 
financial tools, business reports, directives, and banking-sector news.  

Throughout the intranet, designers maintain a subdued color scheme, using color to 
draw attention or call out sections. They delineate various portals across the intranet 
using specific colors, which are reflected in the menu and various user interface 
elements. This subconsciously reminds users of exactly where they are in the vast 
Banesto intranet.  

In addition to the customized portals, the intranet also saves Banesto’s nearly 
10,000 employees time by making forms quick and easy to fill out. All Banesto 
intranet forms have a clean layout, headlines for specific sections, and clear and 
concise names for all field labels. Form fields are also automatically filled in, to the 
extent possible, based on a user’s login and previous selections.  
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Pictured: Clean, straightforward, and well structured, Banesto’s data-entry forms 
are specially designed so users can fill them out quickly. Note the intelligent use of 
color here: the color of this particular portal (green) is reflected in the form labels, 
page background, menu, and various other user interface elements.  

Consistent navigation helps users traverse Banesto’s many portals. The top-most 
navigation bar also leads to the different portals users can access with their specific 
privileges. The selected portal’s menu then appears in the left-side vertical-
navigation bar.  
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Pictured: Homepage portals offer a range of options tied to a user’s business duties, 
such as generating business reports and visiting relevant forums. 

Banesto’s business reports allow users to easily analyze, explore, interact with, and 
understand large amounts of stored information. The various reporting tools, 
including the Business Agenda feature, enable quick drill-down and, for example, 
help the sales force understand and meet sales goals. Another important feature 
facilitates client data management. Consolidated lists and trouble-free chart-
generation tools add to ease of use.  

Although numerous off-the-shelf software applications offer similar business 
reporting capabilities, integrating them can make consistent intranet design 
impossible. Banesto found this to be the case, so its designers created their own. 
The end result is an excellent user experience. 
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Pictured: The Agenda tool makes it easy for salespeople to track client information 
and meet sales goals. 

For the redesign, the bank’s top executives required that the intranet include reports 
that clearly distinguish and highlight — in a single view — the real-time status and 
situation of each Banesto branch.  

Once again, the use of color, combined with the intelligent use of user interface 
elements, creates a successful design that’s popular with end users. At a glance, 
managers can assess the basic state of the bank or a branch, letting them evaluate 
performance and make vital decisions more quickly. In essence, they see just the 
surface of a very complex banking application — and that’s the point.  
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Pictured: One of the business reporting tools displays high-level status information 
for each bank branch. Senior management required this at-a-glance feature. 

Of course, just building a new intranet with excellent productivity tools and a usable 
design doesn’t guarantee its success. Here, support from upper management can 
make a tremendous difference, enabling changes in corporate culture and 
encouraging employees to use the intranet.  

Here’s one example of how senior managers can help: Instead of the annual 
conference call, Banesto’s president conducted the company’s annual employee 
meeting — which highlights goals for the upcoming year — via the intranet. Note the 
professional picture of her gracing the relevant page: she’s confident, yet 
approachable. On a design-use note, with this type of image, it’s imperative to 
include a name and title next to the picture. In general, we see too many upper-
management messages on intranets that include only the executive’s picture, devoid 
of name or title. This is a mistake, because employees — especially new employees 
— may not be familiar with a senior manager’s face.  

At Banesto, the president’s messages are posted in an engaging, multimedia format, 
including video streaming. From this same page, users can interact with the 
president during the annual meeting, directly answering questions or making 
suggestions for improvements. 
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Pictured: The president’s message keeps employees informed of the company’s 
annual goals, via an engaging design and multimedia presentation.  

Creating a sound, well-researched information architecture and applying consistent 
usability standards helps create an intranet useful for all Banesto employees. The 
Banesto intranet team’s innovative use of design, homegrown applications, and 
management buy-in all combine to meet the redesign team’s primary goals of 
improving employees’ efficiency and increasing the standard internal communication. 

URL AND ACCESS 

The Banesto intranet’s address is http://portal.intranet.banesto.es. The intranet is 
the default homepage for all employee browsers, which launch automatically when 
they turn on their PCs. The intranet then authenticates users and automatically 
restricts their intranet view to the appropriate parts, filtered by job type.  

Many employees — including managers, external collaborators, executives, and the 
sales force — can access the intranet remotely from their laptops using Banesto-
provided General Packet Radio Service (GPRS) cards, WiFi, or DSL connectivity. 

CONTENT MANAGEMENT  

Banesto uses Fatwire (formerly Open Market) Content Server version 5.5, 
customized to meet its needs. One feature Banesto added, for example, is the ability 
to flag urgent content to prioritize its editing.  

Content creators must use templates, which the usability department maintains. 
Interestingly, templates are not “portlets” — small applications fitting into predefined 
sections of the page — but rather a three-by-three grid, which users can customize 
with various types of content or applications.  
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TECHNOLOGY 

Banesto’s own data processing center hosts the intranet’s secure servers. Middleware 
and back-end software running the intranet include Microsoft Internet Information 
Server, Windows 2000, Sun Solaris, and IBM WebSphere. 

For designing and maintaining the intranet, Banesto’s information architecture and 
usability tools include Microsoft Visio 2000, Office 2003, and Project 2003. For Web 
design, Banesto uses Adobe Photoshop and Illustrator, plus Macromedia Flash MX 
and ACDSee. Software-development tools include Macromedia Dreamweaver 
UltraDev, IBM’s WebSphere Studio v5.1.2 and Eclipse, and the Microsoft .NET 
development platform. 

Intranet search is handled by technology from Altavista, though Banesto is 
transitioning to Autonomy technology. For bug tracking, Banesto uses software it 
developed in-house, called bGrid Monitoring Architecture. 

The intranet also offers business software used at Banesto, including Business 
Objects, Staffware, Savvion, Siebel, and PeopleSoft. 

Most Banesto PCs run Windows 2000, though the company is upgrading to Windows 
XP. Some employees also use Unix.  

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 

Goals:  

• Create a common platform for all employees, regardless of their job 
descriptions. 

• Move all employees from host-based PC applications to an intranet-based 
application environment. 

• Reduce costs by furthering a less-paper policy. 

• Enhance corporate communications.  

• Institute a knowledge-management program. 

Constraints:  

• Managing senior managements’ expectations and deadlines. 

• Enticing Banesto’s employees — who are mostly over forty and not very 
technology savvy — to move from a host-based to a Web-based environment. 

• Designing usable yet lean pages, interfaces, and navigation, as many bank 
branches’ connectivity consisted of 45KB-per-second modem connections. 

BASIC INTRANET FEATURES  

Banesto’s employees have a one-stop shop for their computing needs: the Banesto 
intranet. The intranet creates a single access point for — and a consistent interface 
to — any of the portals, intranet tools, or business applications a user needs, 
whether it’s reading corporate news, mining data using Business Objects, or 
checking e-mail in Lotus Notes.  
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Beyond the built-in capabilities of those business applications, Banesto employees 
can use the intranet to access sixty different banking applications, often via intranet 
portals personalized for their specific job description (such as a branch manager or 
cashier). The portals gather the tools and news users regularly need, minimizing 
click-throughs to reach the content. For example, customer-service representatives’ 
workflow is accessible via a link on their portal homepage, allowing them to quickly 
walk a customer through a problem-diagnosis script. If that fails, the final intranet 
screen gathers the needed information, and then automatically creates a trouble 
ticket for follow-up. 

Another often-used feature is the online catalog of bank offerings, which everyone 
from a salesperson to branch manager can use when a customer wants to buy or 
change a service. The catalog contains essential information about the product, plus 
the means to complete the transaction.  

For employees themselves, an extensive self-service area lets users check their pay 
stubs, check tax withholding, and even make bank-matched charitable contributions. 
An online learning portal help employees plan their career path and follow through 
via online training.  

USERS 

Users work in Banesto’s Madrid-based headquarters or in one of 1,600 branch banks 
located throughout Spain.  

The average user is “40.85 years old,” says Pablo Sánchez, head of head of 
Banesto’s usability and user interface design department, and user testing found that 
they were “not so well-versed in modern technologies.”  

Users typically work for one of the bank’s business units, which are based on banking 
services offered and include retail (individual), business, small-to-medium 
enterprise, corporate and institutional, and agricultural banking.  

Typical job titles include cashier, customer-service representative, market analyst, 
risk and insurance specialist, salesperson, business analyst, branch manager, and 
senior executive.  

USER TASKS 

• Carry out banking transactions for clients 

• Refer to client records 

• Sell finance and banking products  

• Participate in online training 

• Consult business intelligence reports, updated in real time 

• Consult company news, including the latest products and campaigns, 
Banesto shares and stocks, internal memos, and corporate messages 

• Report tasks accomplished and hours worked (required for all head-office 
employees) 

• Read banking industry and economic news 

• Consult employee regulations, including collective agreements, equal 
rights, codes of conduct, the company hiring process, and vacation policy 
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• Consult company regulations, from the posting of internal job openings 
and information regarding product campaigns to notification of withdrawal 
of obsolete advertising material 

• Access the company directory  

• Resolve customer incidents 

• Collaborate via Lotus Notes Quickplace 

• Check wages and tax-withholding information  

• Post to the intranet forums 

• Search the documents archive 

• Use e-mail or instant messaging, or send SMS messages (up to 150 
characters) to a cell phone 

• Locate offices and branches 

• Check Web-based agenda 

• Recommend a Banesto employee or an external person for a job opening 

BACKGROUND 

In 2001, seeing the intranet foundering, Banesto’s director of technology 
commissioned Cap Gemini Ernst & Young (now Capgemini) to conduct an in-depth 
usability review of Banesto’s intranet.  

The report was well received; in April 2002, the consultant who wrote it — Sánchez 
— was hired to head Banesto’s in-house usability and interface design team. As 
Sánchez notes, Banesto is today “one of the few banking organizations in Spain with 
its own in-house usability department.”  

After the usability team was assembled, “the first steps we took were to draft a 
much-needed collection of usability and design directives,” says Sánchez.  

The team also brought the bank’s software developers in to help build new intranet 
prototypes. Collaborations of this type occurred throughout the start-up and later 
redesign efforts.  

In fact, the intranet redesign itself was part of the Banesto board of director’s 
broader four-year strategy to improve overall technology practices. The strategy’s 
goals were to acquire and adopt leading-edge software products, such as 
applications from PeopleSoft and Siebel, and the Microsoft .Net platform; to increase 
bandwidth to every branch and office, most of which had an RDSI (ISDN) connection 
that was slower than a 45KB-per-second modem; and to modernize all employees’ 
PCs. “With this sound technological base, the goal was to make the intranet the one 
and only work tool for all employees, regardless of their position,” says Sánchez. 
“Ultimately, both Banesto’s cashiers and CEO would use Internet Explorer to do their 
jobs.”  

In the spring of 2003, the now-larger redesign group began actively redesigning the 
intranet, with noticeable improvements. By the spring of 2004, nine employees, 
including information architects, interactive and graphic designers, and usability 
consultants, were working full-time in the department, addressing the bank’s portals 
and applications, as well as features such as the business-intelligence reports.  
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A steering team continues to hold regular meetings and make all major intranet 
decisions. That team is composed of the usability and user interface department, the 
systems architecture department, and the group developing finance and banking 
portals.  

To develop the intranet, the steering group and related employees work with in-
house technology architects, systems analysts, and quality-control consultants from 
the company’s technology architecture department. 

Most programming at Banesto is delegated to external software-development firms; 
the intranet’s prototype and production programming are no exception. These 
external firms must rely heavily upon the Banesto usability department’s intranet 
user interface standards and style guides. 

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 

For redesigning the intranet, “the main challenge was how to organize the huge 
volume of content that exists in the bank,” says Gil-Esteban, a Banesto information 
architect. “Unlike other banks that only have two business units (usually retail and 
business banking), [Banesto] also deals in personal banking, private banking, 
corporate and institutional banking, small-and-medium business financing, 
agricultural banking, and so on.”  

Beyond organizing this information, the resulting intranet “had to be sufficiently 
intuitive and uncomplicated,” he says, since most employees are not very technically 
literate.  

The problem with Banesto’s existing intranet was that it largely reproduced the 
bank’s organizational structure. “This rigid stance did not allow for much in the way 
of scalability,” says Gil-Esteban, “and it also meant almost twice as much 
maintenance was needed” simply because of duplicated content. “Due to vested 
interests and internal divisions, content was never reused or shared.” Last but not 
least, users couldn’t find much of the existing content and functionality.  

So, for the intranet redesign, the design team decided to abandon the old 
information architecture and introduce a reusable-portal model.  

First, however, the team decided to study how the old intranet worked (and didn’t 
work), so it began user testing and interviewing, and commissioned a heuristic study 
of the old intranet. The study found “a complicated navigation scheme, total lack of 
usability and design standards, no room for scalability, serious integration problems, 
and a clearly non-user-friendly interface,” says Luis García, an HCI consultant. Those 
findings coincided with users’ perceptions.  
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Pictured: The old Banesto intranet. Users complained about the complicated 
navigation and unfriendly user interface.  

So, what needed to change from the old intranet to the new? Through user testing, 
the redesign team identified many discrete problems. For example, navigation was 
too complex to scale easily. “Navigation was limited to the use of either tabs or 
cascading menus, with no other alternatives,” says María José Téllez, a Banesto 
information architect, and yet the intranet was growing rapidly. “Soon the tab menus 
were obviously going to be piling up on top of each other.” To make matters worse, 
she says, the navigation was already “awkward and difficult, and it took forever to 
reach desired content.” 

The intranet’s numerous design styles and user interface types also clashed; users 
were “frustrated and disoriented” by the inconsistencies, says Sergio Cabrera, 
Banesto’s art director. Also, because users typically regarded the intranet as a 
document repository, a lot of content was in PDF documents, yet the intranet had no 
software to index or search the content of PDF files.  

Off-the-shelf business applications integrated into the intranet also created many 
usability problems. Each application looked different: upon launching, some would 
dominate the whole browser screen and eliminate the navigation, others would 
generate a completely separate browser window, and still others would move 
navigational elements to different parts of the screen. “Furthermore, these 
applications, which had to display a large amount of content, blatantly abused both 
the vertical and the horizontal scroll bars,” says Cabrera. A particular culprit in this 
respect, he says, was the default Business Objects interface.  

The old intranet also featured a proliferation of pop-up windows, which are almost 
always disorienting for users. “When trying to read the latest economic news, for 
example, two or three new windows would open up to the user,” says Sánchez. In 
general, pages often bulged with images, making page-download times noticeably 
long, especially at the many branch offices still sharing a single DSL connection.  
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Rather than tackle each of these features in turn, however, the redesign team 
decided to first understand the intranet’s users, to better meet their needs. So, the 
team began profiling users. Because the team worked at the bank, this profiling was 
relatively easy. “Having an in-house usability department meant that over time the 
usability consultant could understand more and more the intricacies of the bank and 
its employees,” says Sánchez. “Information exchanged in the corridor, or casual 
chitchat at the coffee machine, can very often produce invaluable data.” 

Next, the redesign team benchmarked the best intranets in Spain. That was 
relatively easy since “the majority of them are run by our strategic business 
partners,” says Sánchez. Intranets studied include those of IBM, Cisco, and 
Microsoft. While, overall, the process was useful, he says “this study didn’t shed 
much light on the Banesto project, since the objectives of these other corporations 
were extremely different than Banesto’s.”  

The intranets did spark ideas about usability guidelines, however. The main 
objectives of the bank’s usability guidelines, says Sánchez, were to ensure ease-of-
use and performance speed, make navigation consistent, ease learning, and improve 
integration and scalability. In all, there were thirty specific criteria for achieving 
these objectives. “These became the ‘lingua franca’ of the usability and GUI 
consultants the bank hired,” he says. “Naturally, each consultant arrived with his or 
her own personal views, but having this consensus of opinion, and clear objectives, 
was critical for the success of the in-house usability department.”  

Next, the redesign team began designing new prototypes for the intranet. “We made 
many attempts which failed, but luckily none of these prototypes ended up in 
management’s hands,” says Sánchez.  

One hurdle was picking technology to run the intranet. Microsoft SharePoint and 
WebSphere Server Portal made the shortlist. After the intranet team tallied pros and 
cons, however, it eventually threw them both out, meaning “freedom from the 
limiting ‘portlet’ concept,” says Sánchez. “From this moment on, the usability 
department was free to think up new design concepts.” This would ultimately lead to 
a more-modular design concept.  

After the near-final prototype was created and user-tested, information architects 
made further tweaks as they finished inventory, categorization, and taxonomy work.  

With the prototype coded, they had to make further changes based on stress- and 
performance-testing results. “We had to reduce the number of server calls, and 
therefore we had to limit images displayed in the interface,” says Sánchez. 
Thankfully, he says, the changes were minor.  

The first part of the new intranet to launch was the Portal del director de Banca 
minorista (the portal for retail banking directors). Before it launched, the redesign 
team did user testing to hone the final design. “There was an atmosphere of great 
expectation as everyone was anxious to see the results of the first user testing 
carried out on the branch managers,” says Sánchez. Testing covered all tasks that 
end users were supposed to carry out on the intranet, and produced excellent 
results, he says. The portal homepage’s combination of icons, search, business-data 
display, button order, and content were all apparently working. Still, “although the 
initial results were encouraging,” he says, “it was also clear that users would still 
need time to get accustomed to the new intranet, no matter how well received it was 
during testing.”  
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The usability team therefore took steps to ensure that all intranet features were well 
documented by launch time, from user help to revised usability guidelines. “This 
documentation was also going to be crucial for the hundreds of software developers 
— some of them outsourced developers — who work with the bank,” says Sánchez.  

TIMELINE 

• September 2000: The first intranet was launched, with a mix of HTML and 
Lotus Domino Web Profiling, giving employees access to their e-mail and 
Lotus Notes agendas 

• May 2001: Launched first business portal with the company’s directives 
and communications from senior executives 

• July 2001: Extended intranet access to Banesto branches and offices  

• September 2001: Considered forming an in-house usability department 
following results of a commissioned intranet study 

• October 2001: Adopted OpenMarket to manage content 

• December 2001: Conducted user profiling and benchmarking studies 

• February 2002: Implemented usability and IA solutions in the first two 
transactional application prototypes (“SAME” and “Propuestas”) 

• April 2002: Created an in-house usability and interface design department 

• July 2002: Outlined new intranet redesign for senior management 

• Spring 2003: Launched intranet redesign  

• March 2003: Deployed new intranet for “banca minorista” (retail banking) 
employees; old intranet remained operative for all others 

• June 2003: Deployed new intranet for “empresas” (business banking) 
employees; usability department conducted first intranet-based online 
employee-satisfaction survey 

• July 2003: Incorporated first online banking operations into the intranet  

• August 2003: Banesto’s president transmitted the company’s annual 
objectives speech via intranet-based multimedia 

• September 2003: Began redesign on Portal público, the default intranet 
homepage for all employees 

• December 2003: Began construction on what would become two of the 
intranet’s most-used sections: Portal de contratación (Product Hiring 
Portal) and the Catálogo comercial (Products and Services portal) 

• January 2004: Incorporated Microsoft .NET technology; Microsoft Pivot 
Table business report became available 

• February 2004: Began upgrading content management software to 
OpenMarket 5.5 

• Spring 2004: In-house usability and user interface team had nine full-time 
employees 

• April 2004: Launched the CUSUR (customer-service portal) for the call 
center, which deals with all incidents and claims 
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• May 2004: Launched the Agenda comercial (business-agenda portal) to 
support Banesto’s sales force 

• June 2004: Launched the Gestión hipotecaria (mortgage management) 
transactional application, which was two years in the making  

• July 2004: Began redesign for the call center portal and deployed the 
Portal de cumplimiento (compliance portal) 

RESULTS 

The redesigned Banesto intranet began launching, portal by portal, in March 2003. 
With these new portals, for the first time the intranet was scalable, maintained a 
consistent interface — no matter the portal or business application — and utilized 
well-defined, intuitive interfaces.  

Getting there, however, wasn’t easy. Just in the usability department, “each team 
member had to constantly juggle seven or eight projects at a time, some of a very 
complex and serpentine nature,” says Danny Poves, a usability consultant at 
Banesto. The process is still ongoing; multiple portal redesigns remain.  

Yet the work paid off, with users benefiting from the myriad design and interface 
improvements, plus the bank’s upgraded technology infrastructure. “Though a better 
Internet connection has undoubtedly improved response times, the decision to set 
guidelines on the use and optimization of images, the sensible use of the design 
program Macromedia Flash, and the reutilization of modules, has all contributed to 
improve interfaces, leaner pages, and faster page downloads,” says Ricardo Salazar, 
an interactive designer at Banesto. 

Users are embracing the new intranet, including the personalization features, which 
deliver information and applications tailored to their job function. During April 2004, 
the intranet had more than 6 million page visits, up from 1.5 million in April 2003. 
The Normativa (regulations) section alone received almost 1.1 million page hits in 
November 2003 when the bank reorganized. Employees also have online training 
options, and logged a total of 19,339 hours of online training in 2003. 

The new intranet allows the bank to better conduct all of its business via a Web-
based interface. 
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Pictured: The Banesto intranet standardizes the interface for any application, including 
this customer service signature-review tool. 

 

 

Pictured: This portal, devoted to employees’ outside pursuits, offers another 
example of the intranet’s standardized interface. 



 

 

 
 

© 2005 NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 29 

 

One example of how the Web-based interface simplifies business is the recently 
launched Tarifa Plana (flat rate) product, which uses the intranet to guide the sales 
team’s efforts. “First the product was promoted internally on the main intranet portal 
homepages,” says Poves. By clicking a banner, users navigated to the Catálogo 
Comercial (the product and services portal), which offered a detailed product 
description. The sales force could also view tips on how to sell the product, and could 
launch the application they use to record sales with a single click. Also, because the 
portal reacts to user profiles, if the user browsing the catalog was, say, a business 
analyst rather than a salesperson, the portal might offer access to client records or 
display business intelligence reporting based on the product’s sales. 

  

Pictured: The new intranet presents a range of information to users in a consistent 
way, without requiring them to navigate through back-end applications or other 
user interfaces.  

Another cost-reduction example is the customer-service portal (CUSUR), which 
customer-service representatives use while handling incidents or claims. “Today, the 
user walks through a series of questions that eventually lead to a solution, or else a 
simple, online report will be generated and sent to the relevant department,” says 
Téllez. Behind the scenes, this portal integrates with Banesto’s PeopleSoft 
implementation.  
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Pictured: The Contact Center portal centralizes information and access to 
applications for customer-facing employees, improving productivity.  

The use of more modular and reusable code has simplified the overall intranet. The 
usability team estimates that the new intranet’s code base is about half the size of 
the old.  

One new piece of code is a rotating carousel menu that lets users navigate between 
available portals, an interactive map, and collapsible portal menus. Thanks to this 
carousel navigation, says Salazar, “out of Banesto’s 9,000 employees, not one has 
complained about their experience navigating the new Banesto intranet.”  

As the rotating menu indicates, the new intranet is more fun. Users now have an 
online marketplace: a “cambalache” (second-hand store) for buying and selling 
almost anything. The intranet also features an online leisure magazine, online advice 
on health-related work issues, and a portal with “good deals on products with special 
financing schemes,” says Sánchez.  

Another portal, Solidaridad x2 (solidarity times two) is an online program for 
donating to selected charities. When users make a donation, the amount is 
automatically debited from their Banesto bank account, and the bank matches the 
donation with an equal contribution.  
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Pictured: Banesto matches employees’ donations to a number of charitable 
organizations. 

The intranet redesign also furthers Banesto’s move toward paperless branch offices. 
“Today, in the Banesto intranet, users don’t see any print buttons or icons in banking 
applications or portals,” says Sánchez. In fact, 98% of applications now lack such 
graphics. Thanks to this design change, he says the number of pages Banesto 
employees print dropped by 41%, from 7.9 million in 2002 to 3.4 million in 2003. In 
addition to being better for the environment, Banesto projects that this change will 
decrease its toner and paper costs by 30% per year.  

One secret to the intranet’s success was moving from a department-centric 
information architecture to one focused on job function. In other words, in the new 
intranet, departments no longer own content. “For example, in the new Banesto 
intranet, the customer-service portal doesn’t belong to any business unit in 
particular. But an employee can still access this portal regardless of whether he or 
she is in private banking, personal banking, or retail banking,” says García, the HCI 
consultant.  

Even better, the new intranet is personalized, and includes business-dashboard 
capabilities. “Although providing personalization for each and every intranet user 
does considerably increase costs, this is a feature that is becoming more and more 
appreciated, and required,” says Sánchez.  

One benefit of personalization is a less-cluttered intranet, since users only see or 
have access to what they’re authorized to see. For example, “an employee from 
retail banking will never get to see the technology portal or the markets portal,” says 
Sánchez. For getting your job done, he notes, “less is more.” 
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One example of the new personalization features is the homepage for Banesto’s 
retail banking directors. The page reiterates the director’s current objectives and 
level of completion. “The information that feeds the diagram is gathered in real time 
from numerous sources, including the number of new clients gained, sales growth, 
products and services hired,” says Sánchez. “The employee can even compare his 
results with the average scores achieved by other branches,” while not having to 
navigate to specific data-mining applications.  

Another example of employee personalization is “banesto personas,” a portal for 
employee career advancement. Here, employees can research courses and 
availability, see a list of courses already taken, and browse personal information, 
including salary, taxes, and remaining vacation time.  

For recruiting new employees, Banesto offers “recomendar amigos,” a way of 
recommending friends or Banesto colleagues for a new job. In addition to helping 
generate valuable leads for HR, the recommender can attach the person’s resume or 
curriculum vitae “to speed up an otherwise slow staff-hiring process,” says Sánchez. 

 

Pictured: Banesto employees can recommend friends or colleagues for a new job, 
and attach a resume to help speed the hiring process. 

For employees, another personalization feature — of a sort— is the user-feedback 
option on every page, which forwards messages directly to the usability department. 
This feedback often generates or directs future redesign work. In fact, says Sánchez, 
“this information also reaches the director of technology himself,” to whom he 
reports. “This indicates how seriously Banesto’s management takes employees’ views 
of, and ideas for, the intranet.”  
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Pictured: Intranet ideas and feedback go not only to the usability department, but 
also to the usability department director’s boss, the director of technology.  

LESSONS LEARNED 

Insights from Pablo Sánchez:  

The art of persuasion. “Some of our success can be traced to political backing in 
the company, which made the bank both think about usability and take it seriously. 
To maintain that, our usability department now regularly promotes usability 
internally, through introductory courses for new software developers, and 
communications collateral, such as posters, to keep spreading the word.” 

Create a multidisciplinary user-interface team. A team that combines usability 
consultants, information architects, graphic designers, and programmers not only 
guarantees better results, it also helps cross-train — or at least make knowledgeable 
— all employees in the other disciplines.”  

Be patient. “In user testing, interviews, measuring results, and gauging feedback, 
you need a strong dose of empathy to understand what the user is saying, and what 
he or she means to say.”  

Don’t hurry usability. “As Ángel Laguna, our creative director, would say, ‘quality 
cannot be improvised.’ In other words, you can’t achieve fast, intuitive, and elegantly 
designed solutions overnight. So, rather than looking for shortcuts and quick results, 
take the time and effort you need to do it right. Only this will make the user 
experience as smooth as possible.” 

Insight from María José Téllez: 
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Maintain thorough documentation. “With everything the department juggles, 
gathering all of the decisions we’ve made, plus test results and solutions to 
problems, can be difficult. We could easily fall into the trap of forgetting which 
decisions we’ve made, and even contradicting ourselves. Therefore, we constantly 
update our usability manuals and guidelines, not only to track change, but also to 
help guide consultants and acculturate new team members.”  
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Cisco Systems, Inc. 
Using the Intranet: 
Cisco Systems was founded in 1984 by a small 
group of computer scientists from Stanford 
University. Since then, Cisco’s development of 
Internet Protocol-based (IP) networking solutions 
— hardware, software, and services — have 
made it the world’s leader in Internet networking 
technology. Today, Cisco’s IP technology 
addresses the core Internet areas of routing and 
switching, and brings advanced networking 
technologies to home networking, optical and 
storage networking, IP telephony, network 
security, and wireless LANs. Cisco’s hardware, 
software, and service offerings are used to create 
Internet solutions that let individuals, companies, 
and countries increase productivity, improve 
customer satisfaction, and strengthen 
competitive advantage. The Cisco name has 
become synonymous with the Internet, as well as 
with the productivity improvements that Internet 
business solutions provide. 

Design Team:  
In-house 

Members:  
Mathew Burns, senior manager; Molly Barry, project 
manager; Jim Beno, information architect, 
applications; Melissa Dickerson, news strategy; Nikki 
Dudhoria, business analyst, enterprise news tool; 
Scott Gardner, developer, intranet user interface 
templates; Nitin Gupta, project manager, enterprise 
news tool; Dolan Halbrook, developer, enterprise 
news tool; Rikio Kaneko, developer; Michael Lenz, 
information architect, user interface standards; 
Sharon Meaney, usability program manager; Diana 
Morshead, information architect, taxonomy; Blaise 
Rattana, developer; Zain Rehan, developer, 
enterprise news tool; Ruben Rohde, visual designer; 
Jennifer Sterkel, news operations; Marshall Uy, lead 
technical developer; Gilbert Yu, search program 
manager 

SUMMARY 

With thousands of individual websites, an intranet such as the one at Cisco Systems 
could easily get out of hand. Autonomy and the efforts of a strong Web community, 
however, ensure that this intranet remains useful. Also contributing to success is 
Cisco’s company-wide, longstanding commitment to employ electronic processes, 
wherever appropriate, in place of paper. 

The Cisco Employee Connection (CEC) is Cisco Systems’ intranet starting point and 
provides the primary gateway to all Cisco internal websites and applications. CEC 
supports 34,000 employees in seventy countries. “Virtually every team at Cisco has 
an intranet Web presence, and has worked over the past ten years to bring offline 
processes online,” says Mathew Burns, senior manager of Cisco’s intranet strategy. 
“This is part of the fabric of how we work at Cisco — most mission-critical tasks have 
a component that involves the intranet.” The CEC homepage content is largely 
devoted to providing a meaningful business context to help employees understand 
the company’s goals, culture, and key initiatives. That information takes the form of 
internal, public, and industry news stories, all of which are usefully located in the 
homepage’s right column, with tabs that make it easy for users to find a particular 
type of news. The Culture & Initiatives section houses feature stories, and the 
Business Metrics component keeps employees updated about the company’s 
performance. 

The understated design keeps users focused on the content, while graphics help tell 
a story. When an article profiling an employee includes that employee’s picture, for 
example, it helps readers remember — or at least recall the face — of the person 
profiled. It also personalizes corporate communications, keeping it engaging and 
thus accessible. Charts, including simple bar graphs, display numeric data and help 
give users the gist of a story before they read it.  
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Pictured: The homepage of Cisco Employee Connection (CEC), the Cisco Systems 
intranet, provides a gateway to all of the company’s internal intranet sites, and 
displays internal, public, and industry news. 

On the left side of the page, a Navigation tab consolidates intranet site navigation 
options into one concise area. Well-chosen and user-driven names for employees’ 
top-level navigation choices — with logical sorting under those main links — helps 
users quickly find the information they’re looking for. Overall, links are categorized 
and labeled based on key user tasks, tools, and expectations informed by card sorts 
and usability testing. As a result, these links are organized based on cross-functional 
and user-centered — as opposed to organization-centered — views of the intranet. 
This makes it easier for employees to find what they need without having to know or 
remember which organization built the page or tool. Overall, there are only a few 
links to choose from, which is nice: a multitude of links burdens users, making it 
incredibly difficult for them to remember all possible choices. In the top horizontal 
section of every CEC page, utility navigation links to the CEC homepage and Cisco’s 
public-facing website, among other things.  
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Also on the left side of the page, grouped with the Navigation tab, is the My Links 
component, which includes tools and sites that are applicable to most Cisco 
employees. Currently, employees can customize some links within My Links. Adding 
or editing My Links is easy: users simply click the component’s Edit button and add 
one or more URLs at once. Users can also add a link to any intranet page they’re 
currently viewing by clicking on an icon in the site-wide toolkit, located at the top-
right of every template-based intranet page. (In the future, Cisco will let employees 
subscribe to fully customized folders managed by organizations throughout the 
company.)  
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Pictured: Users can add links manually or edit existing favorites in their My Links by 
using this editor, accessed by clicking the Edit button from the My Links tab. Note a 
link will be automatically generated on this page, with the URL pre-filled, if users 
click the “Add to My Links” icon — a yellow page and arrow on the upper-right of 
every page.  

The My Links editing interface allows users to not only add links, but also to modify 
link names and reorder their links.
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Pictured: Help for users who want to add to or edit My Links.  
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While a “favorites” feature on intranets isn’t uncommon, many sites store the 
favorites in cookies, which makes users’ favorites unavailable if they’re browsing on 
a different computer. Cisco solves this problem by storing My Links in a database on 
the intranet server so users can see them from any machine. This ensures that users 
can take complete advantage of their My Links, and not lose their customizations. 

 

Pictured: Cisco provides a dedicated troubleshooting page to help users access their 
My Links. While the links are stored in a centralized database so users can access 
them from anywhere, they must first log in, and may have to reconfigure the 
browser’s security settings.  

Aside from adding their favorites and using the homepage’s main navigation 
categories, employees can navigate by selecting topics via an alphabetical list of 
intranet sites. For navigating to internal Cisco sites, users can also use drop-down 
lists in the Navigation area. These lists include organizations, geographic locations, 
and job roles. Specific job roles, for example, include administrator, documentation 
developer, engineer, manager, project manager, salesperson, sales engineer, service 
account manager, service & support manager, and Web developer. 

Even for an intranet with effective navigation, search remains an important feature, 
and that’s especially true for CEC, which has some 3.5 million pages. Every intranet 
page contains an open search field, making search easily accessible. From the CEC 
homepage and other pages utilizing the template-based intranet interface, users can 
also restrict searches to specific sites. Search results can be filtered by a variety of 
criteria: file format, the date the file was last modified, or any string of characters 
contained in the URL.  



 

 

 
 

© 2005 NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 41 

 

 

 

Pictured: E-Sales, a centralized location for all of Cisco’s sales force programs. 
Available tools here include opportunity management and forecasting, deal support 
automation, quoting, and sales territory maps. 
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As mentioned, the intranet homepage includes navigation to several sites centered 
on job roles. For example, the E-Sales portal is a centralized location for all sales 
force programs globally, aimed at increasing the entire sales force’s productivity and 
profitability. Tools herein include opportunity management and forecasting, deal 
support automation, quoting, and sales territory maps.  

 

 

Pictured: The E-Sales Quoting Tool, integrated with the Opportunity Management 
and Forecasting tool (picture follows), reduces duplicate information entry and 
speeds quote generation for customers.  
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Pictured: The Opportunity Management and Forecasting tool provides the global 
sales force with one application to manage their sales pipeline; streamline forecasts 
into a single, weekly forecast; and submit opportunity-based forecasts. 
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Pictured: Sales Rack enables the sales force to quickly and easily locate current 
product, solution, service, program, technology, and vertical collateral. The page 
itself is a collaborative effort by several different Cisco business units and groups. 
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Pictured: The Worldwide Sales Support Programs page gives Cisco’s sales force a 
centralized intranet location for accessing sales-force tools, including downloadable 
sales initiatives, business metrics, and an organizational chart.  

Another example of a domain-specific portal is the Manager Portal. It provides quick 
access to a customizable list of tools for managers, as well as categorized navigation 
to manager-specific information, policies, and applications. In addition, Cisco will 
soon add real-time, decision-support data portlets, providing a formal starting point 
for many managerial tasks. 
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Pictured: The Manager Portal aggregates various tools for managers, including links 
to the quarterly manager-meeting schedule and feedback tools for leadership 
development. Future page iterations will add more manager-centric tools, making 
this page the starting point for many managerial tasks.  

Another intranet site targets new employees, who can more quickly acclimate 
themselves to Cisco via the New Hire Dashboard. The dashboard includes a checklist 
of tasks that new hires need to perform in the first week, month, and quarter. It also 
includes a New Employee Orientation section, which provides a company overview, 
including vision, culture, history, customer focus, Cisco products and services, Cisco 
history, corporate philanthropy, Cisco University, benefits, compensation, and more.  
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Pictured: The New Hire Dashboard helps orient new employees by providing them 
with a checklist of tasks they need to perform in the first week, month, and quarter 
of their employment.  

With so many intranet applications and processes available, Cisco employees need a 
place to get their bearings. The Workplace Resources page helps with just that. 
People can find information about the organization’s mission, employee services, 
building-related information, security badges, and much more.  
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Pictured: On the Workplace Resources page, employees can find the workplace-
related information they need to perform their jobs, including facilities-related 
information such as maps, security badge applications, and cafeteria menus. 

Today, many organizations have intranet-based learning portals for fast access to 
key education and development opportunities. What’s special about Cisco University, 
however, is that it showcases not only in-house training courses and e-learning 
opportunities, but also presents experience and exposure opportunities, plus 
guidance for creating and managing a self-development plan. In other words, this 
site is essentially a single, centralized location for employees to manage their Cisco 
career.  
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Pictured: Cisco University provides fast access to key learning and development 
opportunities, as well as guidance for creating and managing a self-development 
plan. 
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Cisco TV lets employees view broadcasts of company or organizational meetings, 
along with tutorials and other educational sessions. This content is available both live 
and on-demand following the broadcast. A calendar lets users browse available titles 
by date, and click on the multimedia icon to watch a program. The calendar defaults 
to the user’s geography and time zone. Users can change those criteria by selecting 
a geographical location via tabs at the top of the Cisco TV page.  
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Pictured: Through Cisco TV, employees can view broadcasts of company or 
organizational meetings, along with tutorials and other Cisco-related content. 

In an organization with literally thousands of intranet sites, providing guidance on 
good, consistent design is imperative. At Cisco, the intranet strategy team handles 
this through a thorough set of user interface standards and a hands-on engagement 
model. This not only makes for a more consistent and integrated user experience 
overall, but also supports the Cisco brand.  
 
In addition, the intranet strategy team developed the Intranet Web Development 
Center to provide the processes, policies, and standards needed to develop the 
intranet. The goal is to keep driving Cisco’s intranet toward a more consistent, 
integrated, and managed environment and thus to further increase employee 
productivity.  



 

 

 
 

© 2005 NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 53 

 

 

 

Pictured: The intranet strategy team’s Intranet Web Development Center provides the 
processes, policies, and standards needed to create a consistent and usable Cisco 
intranet. 



 

 

 
 

54 INFO@NNGROUP.COM 48105 WARM SPRINGS BLVD., FREMONT CA 94539–7498 USA 

 

 

Pictured: The Visual Design, Fonts & Graphics page contains essential information 
for maintaining a consistent, Cisco-branded intranet look. This includes font and 
interactive-media guidance, as well as prohibitions on altering the Cisco logo, its 
placement on the page, and its particular shade of red.  
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Detailed design and coding standards, and many example templates and 
components, not only guide designers, but also prevent developers from recreating 
existing work. They also allow business teams to focus on their content. “The 
standard intranet user-interface templates make it easy for developers to create 
sites, while letting us ensure design consistency, and manage key components 
centrally,” says Burns. “This is all in the absence, so far, of a unifying content 
management system.” 
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Pictured: To maintain consistent zones of navigation across Cisco’s 3.5 million 
intranet pages, the Content Templates page details the six basic templates available 
for any page, and how to use them.  

Creating these standards and templates inspired designers to take their approach to 
a higher level, resulting in the creation of an intranet-wide navigation system. “The 
cornerstone of the system is our hierarchical-navigation component — the left-hand 
navigation — or HiNav, as it is known here,” says Burns.  

In a nutshell, HiNav is a “you are here” for the intranet — no easy feat for an 
intranet with 3.5 million pages. But HiNav also lets users navigate from their current 
location. Using HiNav, users can: 

• See their current location’s subsites or child sites in the left-navigation 
area without reloading the whole page. To do this, users click a familiar, 
Windows-style “+” sign, which lets them compare multiple sections 
without having to wait for a page reload after every click. 

• View parents, grandparents, etc., of their current location, all the way up 
to the homepage. This vertical-breadcrumb path helps users define their 
location, and surroundings, in the overall site hierarchy. 

• View peers of parents, grandparents, etc., through fly-out menus, which 
let users move not only up and down, but also across the site. 

The various HiNav features add extra clarity to the massive CEC intranet. “We are 
able to expose a huge portion of a site’s hierarchy through HiNav, avoiding extra 
clicks and page loads,” says Burns. Just as importantly, “it helps reinforce for both 
users and stakeholders the notion that everything is connected.” 

The CEC user interface contains not only HiNav, but also the header, footer, and 
other standard components such as related items, popular items, top of mind, and 
toolkit — in other words, almost everything except content. These templates have 
also been coded and tested to meet the Cisco Accessibility Coding Standards for the 
Web, which are based on the World Wide Web Consortium’s (W3C) Web Accessibility 
Initiative (WAI). “By implementing these intranet templates, we can ensure that the 
Cisco intranet meets accessibility guidelines,” says Lai. 
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Pictured: The Cisco Accessibility Design Requirements for Web Content ensures 
intranet pages meet accessibility guidelines. 

Together, CEC’s many valuable features and applications let users browse all of 
Cisco’s intranet sites in a cohesive way.  

URL AND ACCESS 

The Cisco Employee Connection (CEC) is Cisco’s intranet starting point and the 
gateway to all of Cisco’s internal Web sites and applications. The intranet default URL 
is http://wwwin.cisco.com. When away from the Cisco LAN, employees can use a 
VPN to access the LAN, and thus the intranet.  

For Cisco-supplied browsers, CEC is the default homepage and also a bookmark.  
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CONTENT MANAGEMENT  

CEC is made up of thousands of individual websites, and includes about 3.5 million 
pages, plus another 10 or 15 million pages that exist on informal Web servers as 
part of the “gray Web.” Given the intranet’s size, “we could not mandate that the 
standard intranet user interface templates be adopted by all teams, since the return 
on investment would not be there, and the disruption to all businesses would have 
been enormous,” says Burns. 

Because of its size, Cisco uses a highly distributed approach to content 
management. Currently, it has more than twenty-five casual and formal 
content management systems (CMSs) in place, mostly a legacy “of Cisco’s IT 
funding model,” says Burns, since “each business has had broad discretion to 
fund IT development to meet its own needs.” Especially during the 1990s 
economic boom, the imperative was to get a site or application launched 
quickly. “While this strategy was successful in the context of the boom market, 
it led to ‘siloed’ sites, applications, and content management systems,” he 
says.  

To centralize and consolidate the many existing intranet processes, redundant 
technology, and content-management processes, Cisco is now implementing a 
new, shared intranet services program. For content management, 
centralization should save money and make central governance easier.  

One of the first moves in this shared intranet services program is a recently 
completed pilot implementation of Documentum content management 
software. Cisco will standardize the entire intranet on the software, and the 
intranet team will supply standard user interface templates for content 
creators, ensuring a consistent intranet look.  

Until the central CMS is in place, individual site developers can choose whether 
or not to use the new, standard intranet templates. To ensure full template 
compliance, however, the intranet team set several ground rules. First, “we 
communicated that the standards are not mandatory, but that they must be 
implemented 0% or 100%,” says Burns. Site teams can’t pick and choose 
which pieces of the user interface system they want, or modify the 
components, since that would compromise other sites’ efforts to implement 
the standards in full. To ensure the point gets across, “we make every 
developer sign a ‘terms of service’ agreement to this effect before being able 
to view the standards,” he says. 

To access the templates, intranet site development teams also go through an 
engagement process with the intranet strategy team. “During this process, we 
gather information about the sites being developed, we introduce the user 
interface system and its key components, we provide training on how to build 
sites with the templates, and we provide consultation checkpoints once teams 
have created their information architecture and executed their layout,” says 
Burns.  

“We worked initially with a few willing partners, who helped us quickly evolve 
the user interface system from something that was fairly vanilla to something 
much more comprehensive,” he says. “We actively encourage change requests 
to expand the user interface standards. This way, we can create solutions for 
real business requirements that will be in alignment with the rest of the 
standards, and we can leverage these solutions beyond the requesting team.”  
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Templates aren’t stuffed with every last feature; they contain only what users 
and developers find valuable. Examples for users include customized link 
creation and scoped searching.” For developers, examples include fast 
component creation and simplified maintenance. 

The overall process of phased deployment and working with individual teams 
ensures that the intranet maintains a consistent look and feel as the intranet 
team improves the templates.  

Aside from assisting other teams, the intranet strategy team is also taking its 
own medicine. By continually working on various intranet team development 
projects, “we ensure we are not some austere policing body,” says Burns. “We 
are constantly working with our own standards in a variety of projects, so that 
we better understand the needs of developers, and many change requests 
come from our team.”  

TECHNOLOGY 

The Cisco intranet team uses a number of custom scripts to maintain the 
intranet homepage and its supporting, top-level pages. The scripts provide 
such things as file optimization and link management for indices.  

Cisco’s intranet developers utilize three environments: development, staging, 
and production. “From a solely technical standpoint, these environments are 
basically identical, except that staging is distributed on two servers and 
production is distributed across three servers,” says Marshall Uy, manager of 
the intranet team’s technology strategy. Each server is a Sun E6500 running 
Solaris 2.8, Apache 2.0, Java 2 Platform — Enterprise Edition (J2EE), plus 
Cisco Content Switching Modules for load balancing. Whenever possible, Cisco 
developers use the Web servers’ built-in technologies. For example, on the 
content and CGI server, Apache is used for browser detection, content 
negotiation, and handling Perl for CGI applications. With the recent 
development of the J2EE environment, however, most enterprise applications 
are Java applications, rather than Perl scripts. A Google Search Appliance 
handles intranet searches, then “we serve the search results through a custom 
search script, which provides additional functionality and metrics,” says Uy.  

Bug tracking and case support software varies by development team. The 
central intranet team, however, uses Remedy Action Request System for case 
management and OpenText’s Livelink for enhancement tracking.  

For page design, Cisco recently switched from using HTML-table-based page 
layouts to Cascading-Style-Sheets-based positioning and JavaScript. They 
were able to do this, says Uy, “by updating the corporate browser standard 
during our last homepage redesign” to ensure its compatibility with CSS and 
JavaScript.  

For presenting content, Cisco migrated much of its static intranet content to XML, 
and now uses XSL Transformations (XSLT), a language for transforming XML 
content. “Often we perform XSL transformations and stamp the results into static 
files. Over the past year, however, we also started providing richer interactions for 
users with browsers able to perform client-side XSLT — namely, Internet Explorer, 
Mozilla, and Mozilla’s Firefox,” says Uy.  
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Cisco’s engagement-process approach to a new CMS is also being used for new 
intranet applications. “We have built a repository of user interface components 
to be leveraged by application development teams,” says Burns. To guide 
developers, the intranet team maintains extensive documentation on the 
dedicated Intranet Web Development Center site. This site includes 
instructions for using the templates, including sample code, layout examples, 
business rules, and best practices. 

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 

Goals: 

1. Further develop a consistent and integrated user experience, aligned 
with user needs and end-to-end processes. 

2. Push for more centralized intranet standards. 

3. Consolidate the team’s governance of the intranet. 

4. Better deliver meaningful business information. 

5. Improve navigation to subsites through more intuitive categorization 
and design. 

6. Create better intranet user interface standards. 

7. Incorporate more user-centered design in the development of the 
intranet information architecture, and promote usability best practices 
to the enterprise. 

Constraints: 

1. Dealing with the intranet’s scale and highly distributed state, and the 
resulting difficulty of establishing common frameworks for such things 
as portal services, content management, and role or profile 
management. 

BASIC INTRANET FEATURES  

CEC gives users the tools they need to do their jobs, and to navigate Cisco’s many 
organizations, people, and products. Features of top-level CEC pages and sites 
include the ability to navigate the intranet by job role, organization, geographic 
location, topic, or an alphabetical list of all intranet sites. The intranet also enforces 
Cisco Accessibility Design Requirements to ensure all employees can access the 
information.  

Each organization at Cisco manages its own additional functionality. For example, the 
Human Resources site includes online performance management and compensation; 
the Sales site has real-time bookings data; the Finance site lists stock-option values; 
and the Workplace Resources site includes global employee services information.  

Search is available from a consistent, highly visible location. All search results can be 
filtered by file format, the last date the file was modified, or any string of characters 
in the URL. For keyword searching, users can select from dedicated, topic-oriented 
tools: the Organization Locator, Product Finder, or Site Index. As users type letters 
into a keyword search tool on these pages, the display dynamically changes, 
narrowing options according to the user’s entry. 
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The My Links feature accesses a user’s stored personal information and favorite 
links, which are maintained on a back-end database — instead of using cookies — to 
make the features available from any machine.  

USERS 

CEC supports 34,000 employees in seventy countries. Most employees’ mission-
critical tasks at least partially utilize the intranet.  

Dedicated sites within CEC provide extra support for the following roles: 
administrator, documentation developer, engineer, manager, project manager, sales, 
sales engineer, service account manager, service and support manager, and Web 
developer.  

USER TASKS 

Common user tasks include:  

• Look up contact information in the employee directory 

• Send an intranet page to another employee 

• Share documents collaboratively in real-time 

• Set up conference calls 

• Book travel 

• Fill out expense reports 

• Submit and approve purchase requisitions 

• Request paid time off and leaves of absence 

• Access document repositories and team work areas 

• Open technical- and HR-support cases 

• Order products, equipment, or supplies 

• Look up paycheck stubs 

• Look up stock balances in personal accounts 

• Submit and approve performance reviews and award bonuses 

• Engage in learning and career development 

• Fill out internal job applications  

• Check voicemail online 

• Find building floor plans and facility maps 

• Enroll in benefits programs 



 

 

 
 

© 2005 NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 63 

 

BACKGROUND 

The Cisco intranet started in 1994 as a loose collection of sites managed by 
employees who taught themselves HTML. “A cross-functional team met regularly in 
an ‘interest group’ setting to create some structure and standards for the intranet, 
and to discuss potential applications for the technology,” says Burns. Starting in 
1994, he also maintained a simple homepage that linked to all of Cisco’s internal 
sites.  

In 1996, oversight of Cisco’s intranet — then called CiscoWeb — switched to the 
corporate marketing department, which re-launched the intranet as the Cisco 
Employee Connection (CEC). “This launch provided the first basic sense of common 
design, structure, and governance to what had been a loose collection of sites,” says 
Burns, and included basic user interface guidelines, a simple information 
architecture, several navigation pages, a search engine, and a feedback mechanism.  

Responsibility for maintaining the intranet rested with one or two people. By 
contrast, Cisco’s public Web site — also managed by the corporate marketing team 
— received much more attention. Thus, in 1998, HR took over intranet 
administration “due to its stronger focus on employees and its role in employee 
communications,” says Burns. From 1998 and 2002, the intranet team numbered 
between five and eight people.  

Between 1997 and 2000, the intranet grew rapidly “as teams answered the call from 
executive management to become leaders in Internet capabilities in all functions,” 
says Burns. Sites sprang up independently, to meet specific business processes, and 
Cisco estimates that it saved $2.1 billion annually from the productivity 
enhancements and cost reductions from this period of rapid growth. On the flipside, 
however, few of Cisco’s intranet sites integrated into a holistic “Cisco intranet,” 
whether by look or design; only a small set of common standards existed.  

In March 2000, the intranet team redesigned the CEC homepage and several other 
high-level pages to improve user productivity, site navigation, and the intranet’s look 
and feel, and to eliminate redundant content. “This was carried out by employing 
basic user-centered design practices, which ensured a seamless transition on 
launch,” says Burns.  

Yet by June 2002, the intranet had grown so large that its inconsistent applications, 
design, and navigation was costly to maintain, and not optimized for users’ or 
developers’ productivity. “We began to realize that we had hit a ceiling of sorts in 
what we could accomplish with the intranet with our ‘siloed’ approach to 
development,” says Burns.  

To increase user productivity, “we needed to bring consistency and integration to the 
intranet,” he says, “and not just with the user interface, but also to such things as 
interaction standards, vocabulary, back-end data, and tool consolidation.”  

Accordingly, HR created a larger intranet team and increased its mandate to tackle 
those concerns. Today, the intranet team includes twenty people: eleven employees, 
seven contract workers, and two interns. The team consists of a senior manager for 
intranet strategy, a manager of technology strategy, two usability and metric 
program managers, a user interface lead, two project managers, six user experience 
architects, a search program manager, four developers, a visual designer, and a 
business analyst. The team reports to the employee commitment team, the HR 
group responsible for internal employee communications.  
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Since 2002, the intranet team’s quarterly budget for contractors, usability services, 
development, and other miscellaneous charges — excluding full-time employees’ 
compensation or benefits — has been between $150,000 and $200,000.  

Today, the intranet strategy team also promotes user-centered design processes in 
Cisco’s standard IT development processes, ultimately supporting a community of 
several hundred Web developers and program managers.  

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 

Planning the Redesign 

The intranet team began discussing and planning for the latest CEC redesign in 
December 2002, though the redesign wasn’t the only project underway. “We 
did have a number of other projects and day-to-day activities on our hands 
throughout this process,” says Burns, “though this was of course our highest 
priority.”  

The intranet’s numerous pages and highly distributed state made central 
governance and the introduction of new templates and technologies difficult. 
However, the project did have an upside: no externally imposed timeline. 
“There were nothing driving the timeline other than a good use of our 
resources, so we were able to spend the time to get it right,” says Burns. 

A Four-Step Program 

The redesign project distilled into three key deliverables: redesign the CEC 
homepage and other top-level navigation pages and tools; revamp the User 
Interface Standards from version 1.0 to version 2.0; and create templates to 
enable adoption of the standards.  

Given the sheer number of intranet pages and sites, the team decided on a four-step 
approach to the redesign. In step one, they would develop the user interface system 
with standard templates, components, and a supporting engagement process. In 
step two, they would redesign the homepage and other top-level navigation. In step 
three, they would redesign and better integrate CEC’s most commonly used 
applications to improve the user experience. Finally, in the last step (still 
forthcoming), they would implement an enterprise framework for personalization and 
customization, including a personal homepage for each employee “that feels like an 
employee work area,” says Burns.  

The team began user research and design activities in April 2003. After beginning 
template development and the related engagement process with Cisco intranet 
teams, the intranet strategy team tackled the homepage and higher-level pages. 
Their goal was to give them a better structure. “The homepage had remained fairly 
static over three or four years,” says Burns, and a variety of navigation paths and 
methods had sprung up. 

For actually communicating information about Cisco, the homepage also lacked 
context. “We wanted the homepage to not only facilitate the job of successful, user-
centered navigation, but also to communicate to employees what’s important to 
Cisco and how we are doing against our measures,” says Burns. In other words, 
besides news, the homepage needed to draw in readers and communicate how the 
content related to Cisco’s goals, initiatives, culture, and values. 
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The intranet team began user research to gather data for a redesign and to get 
stakeholders — end users and different Cisco business units — thinking about the 
concept.  

Cisco already had information about its users, their tasks, and the information and 
applications they needed to successfully perform their jobs. “We do a fair amount of 
formal and informal benchmarking with other companies and with Cisco customers,” 
says Burns. Because the intranet had adopted the conceptual look of Cisco’s external 
Web site in version 1.0, the team also had additional information at hand. “We had a 
very good idea about what was working and what was not from usability studies 
conducted there,” says Burns.  

Creating an Intranet Baseline 

Even so, the intranet team first created a CEC Snapshot report on current user 
behavior. “This included looking at homepage traffic, referrer-page logs, and detailed 
homepage clickstream logs to discover the most popular ‘zones of navigation’ on the 
homepage, plus an analysis of intranet feedback received from employee users, and 
a look at past survey data,” says Sharon Meaney, usability program manager.  

The team also launched a new survey to research employees’ existing intranet 
perceptions, and conducted in-person usability studies on existing CEC pages. The 
usability study drew questions from various sources, including the survey data, 
feedback data, and management concerns. The survey included users’ responses to 
two questions — “What are your top tasks?” and “What’s hard to find on the existing 
intranet?” — which became natural sources for usability test tasks. In addition, tasks 
were drawn from user complaints, and management concerns about whether users 
could easily access corporate messaging and see it in its business context.  

The redesign team also added must-have functionality to the test, including how 
users would look up a news article, request time off, and reach their particular Cisco 
organization’s dedicated homepage using the intranet.  

The list of tasks included some that were specific to certain employees, and 
some were used to test functionality applicable to all employees. Locating 
accounts payable, for example, was “a task representative of finding any 
organization sitting three or four layers deep in the hierarchy,” says Meaney. 
Following is the study’s baseline list of tasks, including derivations for each 
task:  

Industry and Products: 

• Locate the Business Unit product page for the Cisco Aironet 350 product. 

• Locate the competitive portal for Huawei. 

Technical Support: 

• Where would you look for the VPN expense policy? 

• You need to download Visio for Microsoft Windows. How would you do that? 

• How would you locate information about forwarding calls on your IP phone? 

Human Resources and Personal Information  

• Locate the number of hours left on your PTO balance. 

• How do you get to the application that lets you look at your check stubs? 
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Communication: 

• You need to work on a document, in real time, with a colleague. Locate the 
SameTime Meeting Center to help you do this. 

• How do you set up an audio conferencing call or bridge line? 

News: 
• In the headlines a few weeks ago, there was an article posted in the headlines 

from VAR Business News about an interview with John Chambers. How 
would you go about locating that article? 

• You want to find the latest news about Cisco’s competitors. Locate the site 
that shows Cisco Competitor News articles. 

Training, Learning and Development: 
• Please use the Education Management System to register for a Cisco Business 

Essentials course. 

Organization and Functional Questions:  

• Find the website for accounts payable. 

• Find the Intelligent Network Services Management BU website and locate the 
website for managers at Cisco. 

Baseline User Testing of CEC 

Following task development, the intranet team conducted in-person usability 
tests of the homepage, including a short interview. “The purpose of the test 
was to discover how Cisco employees utilize the existing CEC homepage to 
perform various common tasks,” says Meaney.  

The usability test posed three main questions:  

1. What are your impressions of the existing CEC homepage? What are 
your likes and dislikes with the page as it stands? 

2. Using the CEC homepage, how long did it take you to perform the task 
outlined by each question? How many clicks did it require? Did you 
find the answer to the question? 

3. What common navigational routes did you use to find the answers to 
common tasks and questions? 

“By measuring time-to-task, clicks, and success rates, we were able to achieve one 
of our primary goals, which was to establish quantitative measures on the existing 
interface by which the new CEC user interface could be measured,” says Meaney.  

The results of all the above were used to set baseline metrics and focus development 
work. “Meshing together the aggregate traffic data (from server logs), the employee 
perception data (from the employee survey), and the observed behavioral data (from 
the usability study) gave us the information we needed to identify what to focus on, 
and what not to waste time on,” says Meaney.  
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Plotting Improvements 

While expert reviews had already identified most of the needed improvements, the 
user research and baseline usability study helped the intranet team distill all of the 
intranet’s must-have improvements: showing users where they were in the site’s 
hierarchy, eliminating information and site silos, simplifying navigation indices, and 
creating a taxonomy based not upon tool or organization names, but business tasks.  

Curiously, end users’ descriptions of the intranet varied widely. “Employees 
described the intranet in dichotomous terms, some saying it was ‘useful, 
friendly, informative, and functional,’ while others indicated things like 
‘confusing, complicated, conventional,’ and ‘too much on the page,’” says 
Meaney.  

With the usability results in hand, the intranet team began its outreach efforts, 
conducting meetings with intranet stakeholders to solicit their opinions on 
recommended changes.  

The intranet stakeholders are communications leaders and business function 
representatives drawn from across Cisco. The team conducted an exercise with 
them, asking them to describe, using adjectives, their vision for the future 
homepage.  

The team also asked stakeholders to describe the types of components that 
characterized their vision for the homepage. Sample responses from the 
stakeholders included “business metrics,” “a Q&A with CEO John Chambers,” and “a 
feature story on Cisco culture.” The purpose of these exercise was two-fold: to 
gather input, but also to “help set business priorities for meeting the objectives of 
the redesign, in a way that synchronized stakeholders with user input,” says Burns.  

Conducting Additional Usability Tests 

Beyond the homepage-baseline study, the intranet redesign team guided their 
efforts through multiple usability tests. To define the information architecture, 
for example, the team used two card-sorting exercises and an online 
categorization study. “Both of the initial card sorts were open sorts, and the 
online exercise tested categorization in a similar way to how a closed card sort 
would,” says Meaney. The team also used heuristic evaluation and sent e-mail 
invites to Web-based surveys at the project’s start and end. 

All together, the team conducted six usability studies during the redesign 
project, using a combination of in-person testing and NetRaker, online 
usability-testing software from Keynote Systems, Inc. “These studies were 
iterative and cumulative, focusing first on discrete, critical components, and 
adding additional components with each study,” says Meaney.  

The redesign team also did an accessibility review and an in-person 
accessibility test with a blind user, to gauge needed intranet changes to best 
accommodate screen-reading technology.  
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The accessibility requirements also drove several subsequent changes. First, 
designers increased the contrast of the site’s color palette, so color-blind users 
could view and navigate pages more easily. Second, they added skip-to links 
for the navigation, footer, and center column on all major pages, to help blind 
and keyboard-only users navigate the site more easily. Third, they increased 
the font-size-change delta when users toggle font sizes, to help users with 
poor eyesight. Fourth, they added header and screen-reader-friendly summary 
information for data tables. Finally, for screen-reading software, developers 
ensured that all ALT tags contained useful text descriptions.  

“One of the core benefits of the UI system and its templates and code snippets 
is that 90% of the accessibility work has already been done for developers,” 
says Michael Lenz, the Cisco information architect for user interface standards. 
“This makes compliance with the accessibility requirements easier for all the 
parties involved. The UI 2.0 code relies heavily on CSS and DIVs [division 
tags], which are better for disabled users as a whole.” In fact, he says the 
team has been “leading by example” here, both inside and outside Cisco. As a 
result of his work on the intranet, for example, Lenz began working with the 
W3C’s WAI Education and Outreach Working Group. “This allowed us to share 
what we’d learned with other accessibility advocates, and also leverage their 
expertise.”  

Developing applications  

A separate but related research project was conducted while the intranet 
redesign was underway, and it illustrates Cisco’s approach to developing 
intranet applications for end users. The project was an ethnographic field study 
of Cisco managers’ working habits. “We visited managers at their desks in San 
Jose, North Carolina, England, Belgium, and Singapore to understand how to 
help make them more efficient, productive, and self-reliant through the 
intranet,” says Burns.  

The researchers conducted interviews, observed managers in the work 
environment, and interacted with managers and their staff. The team collected 
almost 100 hours of video footage, plus “scores of spreadsheets, documents, 
and other artifacts used by managers to conduct their work,” says Burns.  

As a result of its research, the usability team gained a composite view of 
managers’ time.  

For example, the team modeled end-to-end process flows by getting managers 
to describe specific business processes they conducted, “such as budget 
management, performance management and development, compensation, and 
business alignment,” says Burns. When completing common tasks, managers 
described each step in detail, referring to all applications and documents — 
official or otherwise — used along the way. The results helped the redesign 
team learn how to move from a view of single applications to a focus on 
managers’ end-to-end process, for a more seamless end-user experience.  

As managers completed a task, researchers also watched how managers 
integrated related processes as necessary. “Seeing these relationships was 
tremendously insightful,” says Burns. Researchers gathered results not just 
from task-based usability testing, but also satisfaction measurements and log 
analysis.  
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Using the data, researchers then noted functionality gaps, workarounds that 
managers took, or homegrown tools they built, then reconciled those with the 
already developed business process flows to identify “where managers felt the 
most pain,” says Burns. The results also clarified how to best improve the 
managers’ user experience. “The results showed us where we had deployed 
multiple applications to address specific parts of a process, and conversely 
where we had deployed nothing to address an area of pain,” says Burns.  

They used all of this information to build a model of a Cisco manager’s work 
experience, to help designers better understand their needs.  

For guiding future design efforts, the researchers categorized the managers — 
based on their work approach and the teams they work with — into a number 
of personas. “Each persona approaches our applications in different ways, and 
must be accounted for in future development,” says Burns.  

Researchers also learned how to encourage managers to adapt new 
applications. “We learned many lessons about how best to encourage user 
adoption of applications through effective communication, feedback loops, and 
support,” says Burns.  

Finally, researchers shared their data about how Cisco managers do their jobs with 
business leaders and application owners in Cisco’s HR, finance, and IT departments. 
The results “helped increase their awareness and understanding of user needs,” says 
Burns, as well as “the importance of incorporating those needs” early into future 
business projects.  

TIMELINE 

• 1994: Launched CEC  

• July 1996: Launched CEC 2.0  

• March 2000: Launched CEC 3.0  

• April 2003: Conducted CEC annual satisfaction survey  

• June 2003: Conducted in-person baseline usability study  

• July 2003: Conducted in-person local navigation study  

• August 2003: Conducted page framework usability study (in person and 
online)  

• August 2003: Conducted page component testing (in person)  

• August to September 2003: Stakeholder requirements workshops held 

• September 2003: Conducted first CEC homepage test (in person and 
online)  

• October 2003: Conducted second CEC homepage test (in person and 
online) 

• December 2003: Launched CEC 4.0 beta  

• December to January 2003: Conducted third CEC homepage test (in 
person and online) 

• March 2004: Launched CEC 4.0  

• July 2004: Conducted in-person CEC post-launch study  



 

 

 
 

70 INFO@NNGROUP.COM 48105 WARM SPRINGS BLVD., FREMONT CA 94539–7498 USA 

 

• October 2004: Conducted the CEC annual satisfaction survey online 

RESULTS 

Launching CEC 4.0 

CEC 4.0 launched in March 2004, and the intranet team conducted post-launch 
testing in July 2004. Thanks to the redesign, “employees can navigate a lot more 
easily, and have more access to a broader set of news and other business 
communication,” says Burns. In addition, “the redesign creates an overall intranet 
information architecture framework to which other organizations can easily connect 
via our templates.” 

For starters, the redesign fixed homepage problems identified by users. “The CEC 
homepage now employs the standard intranet user interface, with clear zones for 
navigation, news, and other elements,” says Burns. The homepage also presents 
Cisco-related information in a meaningful business context by using various content 
monikers, including Business Metrics, Q&A with John Chambers, and Culture Feature 
Stories.  

The new standards and changes to the information architecture ensure that the 
homepage now connects hierarchically with any page on the intranet.  

In the navigation, a new My Links tab lets users toggle between navigation and their 
customized set of CEC links.  

Responding to users’ need to quickly find certain information, the intranet redesign 
team introduced tools for finding product information and CEC-specific sites within 
the CEC intranet. 

For searching the intranet, users can now filter by file format, URL string, and date, 
and can set language preferences. For search terms not returning results, the search 
engine also offers SmartMatch, which “provides users with ‘best bets,’” says Burns.  

The intranet team also introduced user-centric sites, instead of just having 
organization-centric sites. For example, some of what was under Human Resources, 
Finance, and Workplace Resources is now part of a user-centric Employee Services 
site. The use of more user-centric sites is growing.  

Thanks to the redesign, users are already saving time, and thanks to baseline 
studies, Cisco can quantify the changes. Overall, the average time-to-task improved 
by 17.6 seconds per task, a marked improvement. Overall, completion times for 
eleven of the fifteen baseline tasks (73%) stayed the same or improved. In addition, 
twelve out of fifteen tasks (80%) now require fewer clicks, with an average reduction 
of 0.8 clicks per task overall. Finally, thirteen out of fifteen baseline tasks (87%) 
have the same or improved success rate. The average success rate for the baseline 
was 87%, and post-launch it was 89%.  

The redesign team estimates that Cisco saves $3 million from the reduced time 
needed just to navigate from the homepage to subsites. Note: all of these savings 
were just from homepage improvements. “This particular project did not try to solve 
usability issues on the subsites themselves, but rather an employee’s ability to get 
from the homepage to the subsites,” says Meaney, opening the door for future 
returns after tackling subsite usability. In addition, teams have been enticed to adopt 
the new user interface, both for its ease of use and because it makes the intranet 
more valuable for users.  
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“We computed the dollar savings by using a Nielsen-Norman-Group-inspired return-
on-investment calculation, presented at the User Experience 2004 conference in Las 
Vegas,” says Meaney. That calculation takes an estimate of how many times, on 
average, each employee would do a task in a year; it then factors in the estimated 
hourly salary per employee, plus overhead. The pre- and post-launch time per task 
for both the old and new sites is multiplied by the first two variables, then compared.  

Cisco employees are buying into the changes. As one user wrote, “I love the new 
CEC! It’s taking a little time to get familiar with it, but the logic of organization is 
there, and the Site Index is always a last resort.” Another user called out the 
intranet’s improved context: “Great to see information on culture and Cisco 
University to help us see the future direction of Cisco internally.”  

The intranet’s popularity is reflected in its prevalence as employees’ homepage. 
While Cisco builds its PCs with CEC as the default browser homepage, users can 
change the setting. Still, “recent surveys and tracking indicate that roughly 80% to 
90% of employees use the CEC homepage as their default startup page, while most 
of the rest use either a geographic or functional intranet site as their startup page,” 
says Meaney. 

Templates Drive Time and Cost Savings 

As it redesigned CEC, the intranet team also redefined its role. Today, it supports the 
design, distribution, training, and maintenance of standard user interface templates 
for the entire intranet, and works with all Cisco sites to maintain an integrated 
intranet architecture.  

“Our standard intranet user interface templates contain a number of innovations that 
make it easy for developers to create sites while ensuring consistency and 
centralized management of key components — all in the absence, so far, of a 
unifying content management system,” says Burns.  

Since November 2002, the team has worked with about 150 teams from 300 Cisco 
sites, comprising over 150,000 pages, and the template development work is already 
paying off. “The templates have saved an estimated 50% or more of development 
time, resulting in a $45.7 million savings,” says Burns.  

The templates’ cornerstone is the HiNav navigation component. In addition to 
offering users highly flexible navigation options, the technology driving HiNav saves 
developers’ time by easing site coding. “HiNav is one XML file that site developers 
maintain, thus one file controls all their navigation menus — there’s no repeat 
coding,” says Burns. While one HiNav file can drive an entire site, for distributed 
ownership, multiple HiNav files can be joined to cover a site. Even so, “to the user, it 
looks like one connected navigational model,” he says.  

Information in HiNav can also be automatically imported elsewhere to save time, 
maintain a standard user experience, and reduce errors. For example, specific HiNav 
entries are used to create the HTML page title, the title displayed in the banner area, 
and page ownership and contact information. “HiNav drives various parts of the page 
framework so that developers need not worry about getting all that information 
coded for their specific team across multiple pages. It also ensures that page titling, 
ownership, and support is consistently identified within a given site,” says Burns.  
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This approach to templates also helps Cisco meet accessibility requirements and 
facilitate scoped searching, and it gives developers more than 100 pre-made page 
components to make publishing easier. “They can find visual samples and code 
snippets for these items online, and just cut and paste them into their pages,” says 
Burns. 

Even with this phase of the redesign complete, the intranet is never static. “Each 
quarter, new features, content, and enabling intranet framework components will 
continue to be introduced in an effort to bring consistency, integration, business 
context, and next-generation functionality to Cisco employees,” says Burns. 

LESSONS LEARNED 

Insights from Sharon Meaney:  

Ready multiple options after inconclusive usability tests. “Our testing 
indicated about a fifty-fifty split on the layout of employee-customized links, so we 
prepared both solutions. Post-launch, however, we received a mountain of feedback 
demanding we go with a toggled, rather than a stacked, layout for those links. That 
settled the issue, and we were already prepared with the alternate solution.”  

Start with a baseline. “Always conduct a baseline study. If you don’t, you 
have nothing to stand on to prove the return on investment.”  

Test components iteratively. “Test design components individually, then 
test them within the context of a page. We did this with navigation styles, first 
testing them by themselves, then testing a page framework with the 
navigation styles incorporated, and then testing content within that 
framework. Having separate studies allows us to gather more detail on 
individual components first, before applying them to an overall page.” 

Don’t expect landslide results. “One or two usability studies will not 
conclusively settle all your issues; don’t expect a landslide. Expect to conduct 
many tests, to keep refining and modifying your design to ‘creep up’ to 
something the majority of users can use.” 

Insights from Mathew Burns:  

Define a shared vision. “Create a shared vision — a set of tenets — with 
your team and stakeholders. To do that, document the key functionality, 
foundation technology, and processes needed to achieve those tenets. This 
helps focus the team on what’s important, and focuses stakeholders on 
working with you, not against you.” 

Phase in changes. “An incremental approach to intranet development is 
usually the best way to go. While you need to understand where you’re going 
and — in general — how to get there, launching in phases is the fastest way to 
achieve your vision with maximum quality. We view our intranet as an 
enormous puzzle. We started with the edge pieces — user interface templates, 
information architecture — to provide structure, and are now filling in the 
middle.” 
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Communicate user interface ramifications. “Make sure stakeholders 
understand a user interface is much more than just ‘look and feel.’ The user 
interface is a system that governs and standardizes such things as user 
interaction, vocabulary, design elements, and common tools. When 
stakeholders understand that, and how independently modifying the standards 
degrades the effectiveness of all other sites, they are much more likely to 
adhere to user interface standards.”  

Get the end-to-end task picture. “In usability and user experience 
architecture, make sure you understand not just tasks but end-to-end 
processes supporting employees, including the parts of the process that have 
nothing to do — at least so far — with the intranet.” 

Employ usability to arbitrate disputes. “Usability is a great way to break 
deadlocked stakeholders’ opinions, and much more effective than relying on 
internal politics. When teams disagree, test with users.” 

Avoid the clever. “Stay away from acronyms and clever, branded names for 
sites and applications. We are still extricating ourselves from an alphabet soup 
of archaic application names. Strongly encourage stakeholders to use clear, 
simple, plain terminology.”  

Change is painful. “No matter how outdated or dysfunctional a site, your 
users have learned how to use or cope with it, and any redesign will disrupt 
their work. Change is almost always painful for users, and after a redesign, 
site-satisfaction scores may not increase at first. So: have quantitative 
usability data in hand to get past the emotion and demonstrate success.”  

Prioritize “what’s changed” communications. “When launching new sites 
or applications, communicate the changes, but prioritize them to reduce 
overall noise. No matter how proud you are, don’t describe every last feature, 
because minutiae-laden change messages increase users’ blood pressure. Also, 
don’t just send the update e-mail. Provide users with roadmaps, ongoing 
feedback loops, and support to encourage adoption.”  

Provide a redesign fallback. “When launching a redesign, provide fallback 
navigation assistance or tools as needed. When we redesigned CEC, a number 
of organizations fell off our homepage. To address that, we built an 
organization locator tool to quickly and easily find any organization.”  

Redesign never stops. “Never consider any aspect of the intranet as done; 
don’t just complete a project and completely move on to something else. 
Expect to continue to make enhancements as you better comprehend users’ 
needs, and learn from developing other site elements. This continuous-
improvement mindset keeps you listening to users, brings vitality to your site, 
and — especially — empowers your intranet team.”  
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The Electrolux Group 
Using the intranet: 
The Electrolux Group, based in Stockholm, is the 
world’s largest producer of powered appliances 
for kitchen, cleaning, and outdoor use, such as 
refrigerators, washing machines, cookers, 
vacuum cleaners, chain saws, lawn mowers, and 
garden tractors. In 2003, the Electrolux Group 
had sales of around $17 billion and 
approximately 77,000 employees. Every year, 
customers in more than 150 countries buy more 
than 55 million Electrolux Group products for 
both consumer and professional use under 
famous brands such as Electrolux, AEG, Zanussi, 
Frigidiare, Eureka, Flymo, and Husqvarna. 

Design Team:  
Electrolux, Lowe Brindfors, Grow 

Members:  
Lowe Brindfors 

Grow: Jari Ullakko, creative director 

Electrolux: Ralf Larsson, E-gate manager; Claes 
Nordén, E-gate manager (from November 2003 to 
May 2004) 

 

SUMMARY 

The Electrolux Group’s intranet designers know their users, and strategically target 
them with segmented portals to give users the information they need, when they 
need it. 

On the homepage, pleasing aesthetics and good content quickly draw in users. The 
site’s subpages are displayed in the left menu. The homepage also offers simple 
headlines about internal news, overall company news, and industry news — for 
example, one headline announced a competitor’s release of a groundbreaking new 
saw with higher torque, lower fuel consumption, and reduced emissions. Articles like 
this keep employees apprised of new inventions and inspire them to conceive of their 
own, better innovations.  

Times of day are shown across the top of the screen for the three biggest Electrolux 
locations: Stockholm; Augusta, Georgia; and Sydney. This reinforces the fact that 
Electrolux — and, by extension, E-gate — is a global entity. (While users can’t 
currently change the default time locations, they will be able to in a future version.)  

On the homepage’s right-hand side, Newswatch tracks industry-related news. CNN is 
the default here, though users can also select from media in their language, such as 
the French business magazine La Tribune or the German Frankfurther Allgemeine.  
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Pictured: The homepage on the Electrolux Group’s E-gate intranet looks good and 
gives users a diverse choice of news topics.  

As for the actual news pages, the content is well written, leading — as it should — 
with the story’s most important points. The writing style is light, personal, and 
engaging. The designers also strive to use good, clear photographs to help illustrate 
points or add color to a story. When appropriate, photographs are labeled so users 
can easily get pertinent details, such as who’s in the picture. Using the links above 
every article, users can also create a printer-friendly text layout of the article, e-mail 
it to another employee, or add the article to their shortcuts, located in the left-hand 
bar. 
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Pictured: An example of a news page with good photographs and an engaging 
writing style. Using the links above the article, users can create a printer-friendly 
text layout, e-mail the page to another employee, or add the page to their 
shortcuts, which are located in the left-hand bar.  

No wonder designers refer to E-gate as their “internal news portal.” Furthermore, to 
sate users who want news as it breaks, Electrolux offers the ability to subscribe to 
news feeds. On the content-generation side of this scenario, news editors have a 
mass-mailing system for notifying such users of important, breaking news.  

Giving employees the information they need can be challenging, especially at large, 
global organizations such as Electrolux. While the 16,800 intranet users are mainly 
white-collar workers, they all have different roles and do very different jobs, 
including sales, marketing, product development, production, communication, quality 
control, financial control, and administration. To further complicate matters, users 
access the intranet from six different continents and a total of fifty-four countries. 

To satisfy these diverse groups, the intranet provides a series of portals — from 
country-based to department-level — that users access via the top horizontal tabs. 
The intranet lets editors change the look of their portals, giving them new “skins” — 
Electrolux shorthand for a collection of design elements and templates. To 
differentiate the portals, each must have a different skin than the main group’s 
portal.  
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E-gate has national portals for all major countries where the user base might not be 
fluent in English, including Brazil, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Spain, and 
Sweden. The major design elements on these pages are identical, as is most of the 
content, yet these translated, localized pages help all employees feel represented, no 
matter where they are.  
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Pictured: An example of the local portal for Spain. E-gate has national portals for all 
major countries where the user base might not be fluent in English, including 
Hungary, Italy (image follows), France, Spain, Brazil, Germany, and Sweden (image 
follows). 
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Pictured: The local portal for Italy. 
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Pictured: The local portal for Sweden. 

Each business area also has its own portal. Users access business portals by clicking 
the MySector tab. The start-page features news items related to that sector, with 
relevant subpages in the left-hand menu. 
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Pictured: Each business area has its own portal with its own skin. This screenshot 
shows the start page for Professional Outdoor products. The relevant subpages are 
displayed in the left menu. 

Users access their department-level start pages by clicking the MyLocal tab. The 
head office has about twenty local portals in E-gate. The left menu shows subpages 
for this department. 
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Pictured: The start page for the Stockholm head office’s portal, which is a 
department-level portal. The left menu shows subpages for this department.  

E-gates editors have their own portal, which makes it easy for them to monitor their 
intranet section’s usage. The Statistics section makes usage patterns easily readable, 
and the Pipeline area encourages editors to change their content weekly, and makes 
doing so easy.  



 

 

 
 

© 2005 NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 83 

 

 

Pictured: The editorial portal contains information for E-gate editors. One 
interesting feature: dynamic statistics of the most-popular pages within each 
editor’s portal.  

The editorial portal also targets users with news. Articles are aimed at helping 
editors; story headlines highlight things such as contacting users, page-view 
statistics, and system upgrades. 
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Pictured: An example of a news story in the editorial portal.  

Electrolux intranets have always provided internal job listings, but previous versions 
forced users to access them via a Lotus Notes database. To make jobs easier to find, 
designers created the Open Labor Market to help employees locate all available jobs 
at the organization. The Latest jobs in the Group… area showcases some of the most 
recent job openings. Users can also search for jobs by country or sector. Search 
results clearly display the job title, location, and a summary job description; the 
Respond by date motivates interested parties to act quickly. Note that job titles are 
links to the Lotus Notes job-openings database, which offers more information about 
specific positions.  
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“Now all new jobs are sourced from Notes and published on our start page, which 
has been a huge success, attracting many employees,” says Ralf Larsson, the E-gate 
manager. 

 

Pictured: The Open Labor Market shows all internal job openings. This interface 
aggregates information from other systems — in this case, importing from Lotus 
Notes — to help users easily find and apply for jobs.  

E-gate incorporates various other features and applications, including a built-in 
business-support process tool; a slideshow manager that lets users select slides and 
create their own presentations; and a travel manager for booking flights and hotels, 
and reporting expenses. Electrolux also uses the intranet to welcome and assist new 
employees. Each new hire receives a personalized welcome e-mail and a link to E-
gate’s Welcome page, which includes the CEO’s comments and links to important 
tools.  
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Pictured: New Electrolux employees receive a personalized welcome e-mail, which 
links them to E-gate’s new-employee page. The page includes links to important 
tools and a message from the CEO.  

Tabbed sections at the top of each page and obvious left-hand navigation make the 
intranet easy to navigate. The You are here breadcrumbs at the top of each page 
help employees swiftly determine where they are. Users can also add pages to their 
personal shortcut menu for faster access.  

With numerous simple applications, and multiple targeted portals, users find exactly 
what they need on E-gate.  
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URL AND ACCESS 

E-gate is bookmarked in all employees’ browsers. The intranet is the homepage for 
most people who view the intranet via Lotus Notes, and for some employees who use 
Internet Explorer. 

Users who are away from the corporate LAN can access the intranet by connecting to 
the network via VPN. Electrolux also has kiosks for blue-collar workers at some of its 
European sites.  

CONTENT MANAGEMENT  

For content management, Electrolux uses off-the-shelf software, EPiServer 3.2, 
which they’ve customized to meet their needs. EPiServer works with Microsoft Active 
Server Pages and logs ASP changes (including user and time); Electrolux uses this to 
handle version control.  

Content owners within the company vary. For the group section, the owner is Paul 
Palmstedt, vice president of internal communications. Each local section also requires 
a content owner; content teams are typically led by the local HR, marketing, or 
public relations departments.  

All intranet sections — as well as external Electrolux Web sites — must follow the 
brand guidelines developed by Lowe Brindfors, a brand-design agency. (The public-
facing electrolux.com website is set to be updated, per the new guidelines, during 
the spring of 2005.) Prior to launching the intranet redesign, the team created and 
distributed the new guidelines to content editors.  

EPiServer enforces all major templates and all design elements. “Only administrators 
can change those,” says Larsson. Also, all new skins must be approved by the 
company’s brand manager. 

To help maintain a cohesive look and feel, the intranet team frequently 
communicates with editors via a dedicated editor portal. This portal, says Larsson, is 
“where they find guidelines, read news, and chat online about various issues.” 
Maintaining this outreach is important so that “everyone understands the logic 
behind all of the guidelines,” he says.  

TECHNOLOGY 

The E-gate intranet team uses Microsoft Visual Studio for building intranet 
applications. It runs the intranet with EPiServer for content management and a 
Microsoft SQL database running on Dell servers with Windows 2000. 

Users access the intranet through the Lotus Notes browser or Internet Explorer.  

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 

Goals:  

1. Have every user visit the site at least once daily. 

2. Follow new brand guidelines. 

3. Personalize different intranet sections with different skins. 

Constraints: 

1. Accomplishing site redesign in three months. 
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BASIC INTRANET FEATURES  

All E-gate intranet pages feature: a “print page” for printer-friendly page rendering, 
the ability to send a page to another employee, and related links for more 
information about a topic. For fast access to frequently used pages, users can add 
pages to a personalized shortcut menu. Users can also subscribe to any E-gate 
information source and get e-mail notifications of content updates.  

To find people, users can search the corporate address book.  

E-gate integrates various business tools, including a travel center, with relevant 
news, hotel and airline booking, and an expense-report tool. Another tool offers 
business process support. Users can also browse a directory of new internal jobs.  

Newly hired employees receive a special e-mail directing them to a “getting started” 
section of the intranet, along with links to essential intranet tools. 

USERS 

The intranet has 18,800 users divided among six continents and fifty-four countries; 
most are in the United States, Sweden, Italy, Germany, Australia, Brazil, and Great 
Britain. Users typically have their own PCs. The target audience works mainly in 
sales, marketing, product development, production, communication, quality control, 
finance, or administration.  

USER TASKS 

• Get news and updates 

• Search the staff directory 

• Book airline and hotel reservations 

• Report expenses 

• Search and apply for internal jobs 

BACKGROUND 

E-gate began as a Lotus Notes database in 2001. The IT department managed all 
aspects of the intranet, and content was segmented into a few so-called “news 
channels.” There were few readers, however, as the database “was very difficult to 
find,” says Larsson.  

Since then, corporate communications took over intranet management from IT. 
Technologically, the intranet team transitioned the intranet from Notes to EPiServer 
and Microsoft ASP in September 2002.  

The management change brought a different approach to the intranet. “We prefer to 
call E-gate, our intranet, ‘our internal news portal,’ as we believe the Web-based 
news format is a good way to inform our colleagues,” says Larsson. “Our goal is to 
have better-informed colleagues, as better-informed people make better decisions,” 
says Larsson.  

Previously, Notes administrators edited the content; there are now 50 to 100 
dedicated editors, including “everyone from secretaries to professional editors,” says 
Larsson. As a result of all this involvement, “the cost for editing is reduced, and 
editing is much more effective.” The number of news channels has also dramatically 
increased, as have the number of registered users.  
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In 2003, the corporate communications group unveiled a new Electrolux brand 
identity. Suddenly, the intranet looked out of date. “With the identity in place, it was 
obvious that our intranet needed to align with the new brand,” says Larsson.  

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 

The E-gate team needed to redesign the intranet to meet the new Electrolux brand 
identity, which applies to all of the company’s intranet and Web sites. Thus, 
“meetings with design, brand, and Internet people started the whole process. This, 
coordinated with editorial teams, inspired us a lot,” says Larsson.  

To guide the redesign, the intranet team conducted a Web-based user survey and 
heuristic evaluations, studied server logs to note user behavior, and ran usability 
field tests of the old intranet with twelve users. According to E-gate’s former 
manager, Claes Nordén, the field test tasks were centered on finding specific 
information, such as “Can you find the news story X in the portal Y?” and “Can you 
find the latest letter from our CEO called XYX?” The team also referred to a usability 
study from the Electrolux USA website (http://www.electroluxusa.com), and to that 
site’s look and development, as it was adopting the identical branding guidelines.  

While most users liked the intranet, the team’s research indicated that “the general 
opinion was that the design, information structure, and search functionality needed 
to be improved,” says Nordén.  

The project’s first phase focused solely on redesign, without considering the 
fundamental intranet technology. “We chose to exclude major changes in 
functionality,” says Larsson, because of the limited time available.  

The team also gathered redesign input from numerous sources. “Since the design 
needed to align to the new brand identity, a number of designers were invited to 
give suggestions. The best suggestions were chosen and a project team was put 
together,” says Nordén.  

TIMELINE 

• 2001: Launched first intranet (based on Lotus Notes)  

• September 2002: Launched redesigned intranet (based on EPiServer and 
Microsoft ASP)  

• December 2003: Began latest redesign project, incorporating new 
Electrolux branding guidelines 

• March 2004: Launched redesigned E-gate  

RESULTS 

This redesign meets Electrolux’s primary goal: altering the intranet to match the 
company’s new brand identity. Yet, along the way, the redesign team also improved 
site usability and laid the foundation for making changes that user testing diagnosed, 
and that users had requested.  

For example, users had difficulty finding two popular intranet sections: the internal 
job market, and the internal travel agency. “Our internal job market is integrated 
with E-gate, to help colleagues find other available jobs in the company,” says 
Larsson.  
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The internal travel agency includes travel-related news, and integrates other Web 
sites to facilitate hotel and flight booking, and to report travel-related expenses.  

“Before, both these applications were hard to find and difficult to access,” says 
Larsson. The redesign emphasized their locations and reduced the number of clicks 
needed to access them. In addition, background technology changes eliminated 
some application log-in requirements once the user is authenticated in E-gate. 
Future versions of the intranet will extend single sign-on.  

Also, different portals can now customize their look. “Editors can have their own 
layout, or skin, to make their own portal more individual,” says Larsson. As long as 
content heads follow the E-gate branding team’s graphic guidelines, they can add 
their own graphical elements, such as top images and arrows. However, some 
standard elements must appear, and the skin must then be approved by an 
Electrolux brand manager. Afterwards, the skin is set. “Local editors can’t change 
these elements — only the text and images on the pages they edit,” says Larsson, 
referring to elements designed to be changed, for example on a news page. “We 
don’t want to allow too much freedom, as we all work for the same group, and E-
gate supports our CEO’s effort to build one strong, global Electrolux brand.”  

Now, with the redesign in place, “it feels like people are more positive about our 
intranet,” says Larsson. “As the corporate communications group is focusing heavily 
on our new brand identity, we also have ‘new ambassadors’ like brand managers and 
marketing managers who like the redesigned intranet even more” because it mirrors 
the new branding.  

Overall, when it came to redesigning the site, Larsson was surprised by how easily 
the redesign went. “To my knowledge, this was the first time we did a redesign 
following a professional graphic guideline that was for the whole group,” he says. “As 
one or two external websites based on the guideline had already launched, we 
already had very good reference tools and templates available. We also excluded 
functional changes from the redesign, to only focus on layout and graphical 
elements. In short, we were very structured, and patient, and didn’t rush into it.” 

With design changes implemented, search engine improvements are now underway. 
As for the information structure, “that has now been improved, and is about to be 
implemented in all portals throughout the site,” says Nordén.  

The intranet team is also planning a migration from ASP to ASP.NET for several 
reasons. First, it integrates more easily with more tools, including the Lotus Notes 
environment, and Lightweight Directory Access Protocol (LDAP) and Active Directory 
servers, which they’ll eventually use to meet the single sign-on goal across the 
intranet. Second, the new software will enhance usability, because it includes a 
language module, hot keys, zooming, and low- and high-resolution versions of 
pages. Those features are especially useful because about 75% of Electrolux 
employees’ mother tongue isn’t English, and many travel and use modems on the 
road. Finally, ASP.NET includes: a better editing tool that allows direct publishing 
from Microsoft Office, improved image and document handling, and more-flexible 
templates.  

LESSONS LEARNED 

Insights from Ralf Larsson:  

Get branding help. “Involve your brand people. Having a brand guideline before 
you start the project makes life easier.”  
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Think big. “Always try to incorporate feedback from users and editors into any 
redesign. Always think big.”  

Insights from Claes Nordén:  

Manage end-user expectations. “Involve others in the project and respect their 
opinions. Be careful, however, about trying to satisfy everybody’s suggestions, and 
make it clear beforehand who has the final say, and why.” 

Make life easy for editors. After reading the brand guidelines, translate those into 
intranet design guidelines for editors. Be sure to communicate these guidelines to 
editors before — or at least at the same time as — launching the redesigned site; it 
makes life easier for the editors. 
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The Integer Group 
Using the Intranet: 
The Integer Group is one of ten biggest 
promotional marketing agencies in the United 
States. The agency creates campaigns to support 
retail, field, and promotional marketing for clients 
in market categories such as beverages, 
packaged goods, telecommunications, financial 
services, fast food, home shelter, home 
appliances, sports apparel, eyewear, and retail 
jewelry. An Omnicom company, The Integer 
Group has agencies in Dallas; Denver; Des 
Moines, Iowa; and Cleveland, Ohio; as well as 
multiple field offices. The Integer Group is 
headquartered in Denver. 

 

Design Team:  
In-house 

Members:  
Anne Mitchell, director of knowledge management; 
Christiaan van Woudenberg, senior developer; Jill 
Kliger Saliba, usability consultant; Tim Bock, 
interactive design director; Sarah Herold, director of 
corporate communications 

SUMMARY 

The Integer Group’s intranet serves some 850 users in various agencies throughout 
the United States, including its agencies in Dallas, Denver, Des Moines, and 
Cleveland, and its coast-to-coast field offices. Users include managers, art directors, 
account supervisors, sales people, and various support personnel. By providing a 
central location for company information and facilitating employees’ communication 
and collaboration — especially across agencies — the intranet helps users more 
easily do their jobs.  

When users first log in, the intranet streamlines several tasks for them. First, it logs 
appropriate users into secure areas, and secures these areas against people who 
shouldn’t have access. Second, the intranet pre-populates many form fields. This is a 
major employee timesaver — not to mention headache-reducer — because it frees 
employees from entering their name, job title, and office number umpteen times. In 
addition, the system queries important information employees might need but not 
remember, such as the date they were hired. Again, this saves time and energy. 

On the homepage, the intranet recognizes users and greets them with a Welcome. 
Important announcements are readily available in the middle of the page, and users 
can easily view past announcements by clicking the See Previous Announcements… 
link at the bottom of the page. Also, users can easily submit their own 
announcements by clicking the Submit a New Announcement… link, also at the 
bottom of the page. This links to the intranet team’s e-mail account, automatically 
adding the “Intranet News Submission” subject line. 

The intranet is personalized, with announcements filtered by agency. The Quicklinks 
also change according to the user’s agency, geographical location, and department 
assignment. For example, users in different offices might see local restaurants or 
links to local weather based on zip code.  

In addition to internal announcements, the homepage helps employees stay 
informed, and even competitive. Industry News has a prominent space on the 
homepage in the left-side column. The Useful Sites list links out to informative 
publications that employees should be reading. 
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The homepage also has whimsical elements to engage employees. Birthdays, job-
hire anniversaries, and new employee hires are all listed on the right side of the 
page. (Only listings relevant to the user’s location appear.) The top banner artwork is 
Flash, and the image changes depending upon date, time of day, and user location.  

While homepage announcements are concise, in places they can also be light, 
playful, and even quirky. For example, the description for the Denver office’s 
Halloween-party photos reads: “The strange, the beautiful, and the bizarre. See it 
all.” The writing style and supported features all sustain the company’s culture and 
fun-loving atmosphere.  
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Pictured: The Integer Group intranet’s homepage offers important industry news 
and announcements, along with fun elements that employees can relate to, such as 
quirky announcements, birthdays, and anniversary dates. The image in the top bar 
changes according to the time of day. 

To be a good communication tool, the intranet must include a thorough employee 
directory. Integer Group employees can sort their directory by any column title, 
including departments. Clicking a name shows the employee’s office location, 
building-map location, and other relevant information, including experience and 
skills. When users click save Excel file, the intranet saves the file as users see it 
sorted. (All search results also let users view results in a table format, which they 
can then sort.) 
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Pictured: The employee directory is straightforward and searchable, and can be 
sorted by clicking on any column. The above picture is sorted to show only 
employees in the Denver office. If users click save Excel file, the file will be saved 
as sorted.  

Like its employee-search feature, Integer’s corporate directory isn’t the “same old” 
employee list. Instead, users can browse by various skills — everything from specific 
job competencies to whether or not the person is a notary public.  

 

Pictured: Users can locate fellow employees with the needed technical or 
application-based skills to help solve specific problems.  

Users contribute some of the directory information themselves. They use the Edit 
Profile form to add to or edit their information. Because there are so many possible 
fields to attend to, the form is broken up into several parts: Contact Information, 
Position Information, Work History, Client Experience, Industry Experience, Other 
Experience, and so on. 
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While the section includes serious business questions, the design team “decided to 
insert some levity into what could be the tedious process of filling out a user profile,” 
says Anne Mitchell, The Integer Group’s director of knowledge management. 
Accordingly, along with questions about industry, clients, and agency experience — 
which helps Integer address client and new-business needs — users can answer 
questions of a more esoteric nature. For example, there are birthday-gift preferences 
(one example: “love, chocolate, cash”), the employee’s “real” title (“queen of 
paperwork”), a personal e-mail or website address, and their self-stated personal-
hygiene habits. To the latter question, “we were being funny, but it turns out most 
people answered it,” says Mitchell. “Now we tell users how many others answered 
the question like them.” Another popular question regards little-known facts. “We get 
some interesting answers here, such as, ‘used to be a clown,’ ” she says.  
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Pictured: When a user logs in, the system saves time by pre-populating many form 
fields. The above form is used for entering searchable user profile information for 
display in the employee directory and elsewhere. 
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As the personal-information pages show, cross-employee communications don’t have 
to be flat or boring. Take the monthly video messages from The Integer Group’s 
Denver-agency president, Mike Sweeney. Among his repertoire: a range of 
characters, and often some relevant hilarity. While these important communications 
could be conveyed through a few paragraphs on an intranet page, instead he 
employs humor and video to convey the messages quickly and effectively, and 
amuse people along the way. Videos like these — as long as they convey a message 
and aren’t too long — are often well received among employees. People appreciate 
leaders who are willing to give of themselves, and laugh at themselves. 

In a recent video on corporate culture, for example, Sweeney stops by the cafeteria 
— “Where else can you get a breakfast burrito and not leave work?” He subsequently 
visits a local ice cream truck, bums money off the person behind him in line, then 
gets a shoulder massage (cue alarming crunching noise). The video then cuts to 
Sweeney losing his golf cart at the annual Integer golf tournament and later visiting 
Integer’s hockey team.  

In another video on agency communications, barely disguised employees — their 
faces in shadow profile, their voices altered — discuss agency rumors. It’s all 
reminiscent of a bad TV show. Then, Mitchell recalls, someone labeled “Mike” begins 
talking “about how he thinks communication at Integer is great, much better than 
the last place he worked, and the Got A Minute? [video] segments have changed his 
entire perception of the company. The light starts to get brighter and we see that it 
is Mike Sweeney.” From there, Sweeney switched to a more-serious discussion of 
communication successes, as well as areas still needing improvement.  

“I’m not sure if these written descriptions translate as being funny, but I can assure 
you they are very engaging to watch,” says Mitchell.  

The Got A Minute? area presents the current video in the middle of the page. The 
video automatically plays when the users hit the page; this works well, since the 
videos are only about a minute long. If users have technical problems, the intranet 
team’s e-mail address is visible, along with the instructions and a page description. 
The page is dated, so users know how recent the message is. Other recent videos 
appear, with dates, on the right.  
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Pictured: This page provides monthly videos from the Denver agency’s president, 
Mike Sweeney, who gives employees informative and often humorous updates on 
various agency issues and topics. 

Another interesting aspect of this intranet is its use of a CMS as its core development 
platform. Specifically, the team uses Mambo, which offers features that enable 
employee collaboration on the intranet. The open-source code makes this a very 
cost-effective approach, which is important because the intranet team’s budget was, 
and continues to be, limited.  
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As its use of open-source software illustrates, The Integer Group chooses efficient, 
creative, and often amusing ways to make its intranet the backbone of cross-
employee communications and job support.  

URL AND ACCESS 

The Integer Group intranet’s URL is http://intra.integer.com, though the site can also 
recognize and redirect entries such as http://www.intranet.integer.com. All new 
users have the intranet set as their default homepage. The intranet offers employees 
the option to remember their passwords via browser cookies. If users forget their 
passwords, a forgotten-password feature will e-mail the password to the user’s e-
mail address.  

Users can also access the site from any Web browser, using the above URL, then 
authenticate with a username and password.  

Clients can access portions of the intranet via a secure extranet.  

CONTENT MANAGEMENT  

The intranet runs the open source Mambo 4.5 (http://mamboserver.com) as its CMS. 
Technically, Mambo is an application framework that can run a large library of free 
components (http://mamboforge.net). “We chose Mambo because of its strengths in 
time-sensitive content publishing, its large developer community, and its very open 
framework that we were able to extend easily,” says Christiaan van Woudenberg, a 
senior developer at The Integer Group. The Integer Group also adapted a number of 
the free components for its intranet-specific needs. 

The basic Mambo installation includes a CMS with distributed content authoring 
capabilities, a user authentication and permission system, page caching, several 
WYSIWYG- and Web-based content editors, and content syndication through Really 
Simple Syndication (RSS). Mambo also creates pages with URLs that can be indexed 
by search engines, a crucial feature for The Integer Group’s intranet searching.  

Using free Mambo components, The Integer Group added such things as stock prices 
and image galleries to its intranet. The organization also developed components for 
Mambo itself, including an employee profile manager, corporate training tools, and a 
client database. 
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Pictured: Integer’s corporate training tools — the tongue-in-cheek-entitled Integer 
State — also runs atop its CMS.  

While most of the intranet revolves around Mambo, The Integer Group has a paid 
subscription to Moreover.com, which provides users with industry news via RSS 
feeds. 

TECHNOLOGY 

Mambo is an Apache, PHP, and MySQL-based application. The Integer Group runs it 
on a dual-processor Apple Xserve G5 with 2 GB of memory and a 250 GB disk.  

Site graphic design is done with Adobe Photoshop and Macromedia Flash 
Professional. For handling scripting and development, “we use Allaire Homesite 4.5, 
an old but good HTML editor,” says van Woudenberg.  
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For version control of code and text, the intranet team uses the open source 
Concurrent Versions System (https://www.cvshome.org). The team also uses 
DotProject (http://dotproject.net) for managing intranet projects and defect 
resolution, and Canto Cumulus Enterprise for managing digital assets.  

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 

Goals:  

1. Create an engaging homepage with dynamic content to encourage 
daily intranet use. 

2. Centralize company information and internal announcements. 

3. Improve content organization. 

4. Build an intuitive, persistent, menu-based navigation system with 
single-click access to selected corporate initiatives. 

5. Introduce personalized links to encourage users to keep the intranet as 
their homepage. 

6. Find a new CMS that gives employees greater control of intranet 
content and thus improves its quality. 

7. Improve the intranet’s graphic design. 

8. Consolidate the agency’s two intranets, yet preserve existing features 
and functions for all users. 

Constraints:  

1. Having fewer resources than needed to execute the redesign team’s 
ideas and the intranet-redesign needs they identified. 

2. Meeting the goal of creating single solutions usable by all agencies, 
which was complicated by technological incompatibilities between 
agencies; this continues to be a challenge.  

3. Feeling pressure to quickly complete the project, despite a small 
budget and the reliance on donated time from the Denver agency’s 
employees.  

BASIC INTRANET FEATURES  

Among the Integer Group intranet’s basic features are a news area, team pages, 
Wiki-like collaboration areas, FAQs, and customizable quick links.  

The intranet supports employees’ promotional marketing activities through features 
such as a comprehensive phone list containing employee account assignments, work 
experience, and category expertise (useful for finding “power users”). It also lets 
employees’ share market research materials and industry-related information.  

USERS 

The Integer Group intranet supports about 850 users in the company’s Denver 
headquarters; its agencies in Dallas, Denver, Des Moines, and Cleveland; and its 
coast-to-coast field offices.  
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USER TASKS 

Frequent user tasks include:  

• Find contact and basic profile information about other employees 

• Read current news and search news archives 

• Download forms and templates 

• Conduct research using the online resource library and employee profiles 

• Download client assets and logos 

• Locate employees to assist with technical needs 

• Enroll in training classes 

• Learn about the company and its benefits, events, and opportunities 

• And, for senior managers, share new business information and collaborate 
on business initiatives 

BACKGROUND 

The need to redesign The Integer Group’s intranet arose from its history of 
acquisitions.  

The Integer Group started in 1993 as a Denver-based promotional marketing 
company. In 1996, the agency added a Dallas office to serve Texas-based clients 
and, by 2000, had acquired three more agencies: one in Des Moines (now called The 
Integer Group — Midwest), one in Cleveland (Stern Advertising), and a second 
Denver agency (Karsh & Hagan). 

In 1998, “the Denver agency launched a simple intranet with a primarily cultural 
focus,” says Sarah Herold, The Integer Group’s director of corporate 
communications. An all-volunteer team of “creatives” and technologists developed 
this intranet, and in 1998 and 2000, brought in two vendors to standardize the 
software. Both efforts, however, “failed to produce the desired results,” she says. 
The problems: lack of executive buy-in and difficulty finding a product that met The 
Integer Group’s needs. In the latter case, the problem may have been related to a 
problem in defining those needs, and/or the lack of in-house programmers to 
evaluate new technology. 

Meanwhile, in 2000, a Denver-based corporate office was formed to manage the 
five-agency network. “The corporate office’s first communication initiative was 
creating an intranet to serve as a single source of information, and to promote a 
sense of the agencies as one entity,” says Mitchell, who was charged with building 
the new intranet in collaboration with the corporate office.  

The corporate intranet, introduced in 2000, subsequently underwent radical and 
effective transformations to better meet users’ needs. After the 2002 intranet 
version was introduced, for example, user visits increased by 450%.  

Nonetheless, the intranet wasn’t The Integer Group’s one-stop shop. The Midwest 
office’s 100 employees had created their own intranet in 1998, prior to that agency’s 
acquisition by The Integer Group. The Midwest office kept up development, 
eventually using the intranet to standardize their accounting, workflow, and 
information-sharing processes. “It is now used daily by everyone in that agency,” 
says Herold.  
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Pictured: The previous version of the Integer intranet, which was used by all 
employees except the Midwest office. The company decided to design a new 
intranet to bridge the various offices’ needs and expectations.  

In 2003, the company decided to merge the two intranets. “We were also on 
schedule to do a redesign that year, because the previous design was over eighteen 
months old,” says Herold. The plan: all five agencies would standardize on a single, 
new intranet, thus creating a more consistent user experience, making corporate 
communications easier, and allowing all agencies to share intranet tools and 
development. “The corporate goal was to integrate the contents and functions of 
both intranets without degrading the user experience at any agency,” says Herold. 

Various agencies agreed to split the workload, with headquarters underwriting the 
venture. Because Denver was the largest agency (with 500 employees) and most 
needed the new intranet, it would helm the project. The Midwest office agreed to 
share its independent intranet’s content and use the newly developed intranet. 

Many Web-based conferences ensued, during which all agencies hammered out an 
acceptable development plan, including the intranet’s structure and the technology 
to run it. “The agreed-upon solution was to have a single entry page with common 
main navigation, but personalization at login that would serve up agency-specific 
content and applications, depending on the user’s location,” says Herold. “This 
ensured that there would be one intranet for the entire network, delivering on the 
business objective of a shared communication medium and a single branding 
experience for all 850 employees throughout the five agencies.”  
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DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 

The design process began as a collaborative effort between the intranet redesign 
team and users in multiple agencies. “All of the agency people involved agreed to 
come to the table and contribute to a shared solution,” says Herold. The goal was to 
get everyone on board and contributing, and to make that the model for all ongoing 
intranet development — not just for the redesign. 

The redesign effort was funded by all agencies, which contribute to a pool for 
developing agency-wide solutions. “From 2000 to 2004, some of this budget was 
allocated to Denver to underwrite outsourced and in-house intranet development,” 
says Herold. Beyond the salaries and related overhead costs for two full-time 
intranet staff members and occasional support personnel, the intranet-redesign 
development team used about $20,000 worth of outside resources.  

At the start of the redesign, the intranet team opted not to test the existing intranets 
due to time and budget constraints. “Because we intended the change to be radical, 
we felt spending time on the new site was more critical,” says Mitchell. In addition 
“before the development of this new intranet, we had never undertaken extensive 
user testing,” she says. Given what the team knows now, “we will probably make 
user testing of the existing site a bigger priority before developing our next one.”  

However, the redesign team did take several other steps to ascertain what worked 
and didn’t work for intranet users. Team members collected user feedback about the 
old site; conducted detailed, heuristic evaluations of the existing homepage and key 
intranet sections; and solicited additional intranet feedback from employees in the 
lunchroom. 

After studying that research, the redesign team wrote a functional-requirements 
document. “This became the blueprint we used to ensure key objectives would be 
met,” says Mitchell.  

With the blueprint as a guide, the team conducted card-sorting exercises with users, 
asking them to group and name intranet features and content buckets. “These card-
sorting exercises were conducted informally, with items written on 3x5-inch index 
cards and laid out on tables,” says Mitchell.  

With that testing complete, the redesign team outlined the homepage and secondary 
pages’ structure. “The results of the card sorting and the planning stages led the 
team to the development of a wireframe layout for the intranet homepage and a few 
inside pages. A detailed navigation document was also developed,” says Mitchell.  

The team generated ideas and assembled an initial homepage plan by studying 
various external resources, including past Nielsen Norman Group design annuals and 
heuristic guidelines, and by attending two NNg conferences in early 2003. “We came 
away with new ideas and tools for planning a more useful intranet for our users,” 
says Mitchell.  

As for the homepage redesign, “from the outset, we were focused on exposing some 
links in the left sidebar, placing news in a large area down the center, and displaying 
birthdays and a poll in the right sidebar,” says Jill Kliger Saliba, a usability 
consultant. Using the heuristic guidelines, the team iterated paper prototypes, 
adjusting layouts where necessary. 
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The redesign team then tested wireframe models of the site online. Users submitted 
feedback through in-person user tests and an online tool. The team used the results 
to identify areas still needing improvement, then improved the paper prototypes. 
“We went through this cycle about five times, and when we decided that we had a 
wireframe layout that would work well, we engaged a graphic designer to apply an 
attractive look and feel,” says Mitchell.  

 

Pictured: A wireframe-model prototype of the redesigned intranet. Users could test 
it and submit online feedback. 
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The Denver office lent one of its graphic designers. With the intranet’s objectives in 
mind, he used Adobe Photoshop to translate the paper prototypes into page design, 
abiding by certain constraints dictated by the CMS. “As soon as we could, we held 
user testing on the live prototype intranet, asking users to comment on the site and 
perform specific tasks. Gathering feedback from these exercises, we went through a 
rapid iterative-development process in which we made changes between user tests,” 
says Mitchell.  

The intranet team limited testing to two or three users per day, “to allow for the 
team to regroup and make changes before the next day of testing,” says Kliger 
Saliba. The team paid special attention to navigation, because the previous intranet 
lacked persistent pull-down menus. In general, users’ responses to the intranet were 
positive; the team attributes this to the site being not only attractive, but easier to 
use.  

Most user testing took place at the Denver agency, but, because the testing involved 
navigation, “the test results were considered to be universal and not agency-specific, 
and were readily acceptable to the Midwest agency,” says Herold.  

Along the way, the team kept other agencies informed of redesign progress. “The 
Midwest agency team especially was included at key points along the way to ensure 
that they were agreeable to the overall design and that it was compatible on multiple 
levels with Midwest’s intranet content,” says Herold.  

User testing produced myriad changes. For example, many users expected to see 
recent news in the news section. “Almost every tester mentioned the importance of 
fresh information appearing on the homepage at least once a day,” says Kliger 
Saliba. As a rule of thumb, the team now adds one to three new announcements per 
day.  

In terms of the amount of news content users expect, “we learned people 
consistently resonated with seeing five announcements in the center area,” she says, 
but for heavy news days, they wanted to see all the day’s announcements.  

The redesign team encountered various surprises while testing users. “We were 
especially surprised during the usability testing by how many people would try to use 
the search field for non-traditional queries,” says Kliger Saliba. “For instance, they 
wanted to type ‘home,’ ‘people directory,’ ‘my profile,’ or ‘client logos’ into the search 
field. In fact, just about any item that was listed under a pull-down menu was a ripe 
choice for someone to try to enter into the search field.” Users also tried to enter 
departmental names when searching for department contact information. As a result, 
she says, “our decision was to hard-code some of these items so that a special link 
would appear above the regular search results to take users to the specified area.” 

One user also suggested increasing font size in the left-hand navigation, to make the 
links easier to read. “Changes were made overnight to try to increase the font size 
on the left, but they were visually problematic, so subtitles were added instead,” 
says Kliger Saliba. While only two more people were tested with the proposed 
homepage design, neither mentioned a problem with the left-hand font size, so the 
redesign team moved the subtitles into production.  

Another interesting surprise was “how pleased the users were to be able to see 
birthdays, anniversaries, and new employees’ names,” says Mitchell. Her 
explanation: “Users were excited about the personal touches that helped foster a 
sense of community within the company.” Engaging photographs were also popular 
with users.  
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TIMELINE 

• January 2004: Began planning the new intranet 

• February 2004: Examined logs and began writing functional requirements  

• March 2004: Developed and conducted initial card-sorting exercises, 
attended usability conferences, and conducted heuristic evaluations of the 
existing intranet 

• April 2004: Continued card-sorting exercises, fine-tuned functional 
requirements, and began investigating CMS options 

• May 2004: Developed paper prototypes and began user testing 

• July 2004: Finalized functional requirements and tested various CMS 
products 

• August 2004: Selected and began implementing Mambo CMS 

• September 2004: Continued Mambo development, launched prototype 
site, migrated content, conducted user testing with live beta of site, and 
introduced new graphic design  

• October 2004: Launched new intranet 

RESULTS 

From start to finish, redesigning The Integer Group’s intranet took ten months, and 
included extensive paper prototype testing with users, and subsequent user testing 
to hone navigation and overall usability.  

The work paid off: With the redesign complete, The Integer Group now has a single 
intranet for all employees. “The result is a very user-friendly site that is excelling in 
its objective as a central company communication tool,” says Mitchell, with an 86% 
increase in daily use. “We believe this large increase is primarily due to the 
constantly updated announcements,” as well as a better look and improved 
searching.  

For the first time in The Integer Group’s history, employees have an intranet tailored 
to their needs, and it’s largely driven by the open source Mambo software. With 
Mambo, for example, the intranet team can now allocate content-authoring 
permissions so content managers can independently maintain intranet sections and 
documents.  

Mambo also allows employees to search site-wide. “On the old intranet, people could 
look up other employees to get their contact information, but users had to know 
where to find specific content items,” says Mitchell. By contrast, the redesign 
introduced a clearly visible search box on every page that returns results from all 
site content, as users expect.  

By and large, users have reacted positively to the new intranet. One user described 
it as “awesome,” while another said “I have put it as my homepage instead of 
Google, which says a lot.”  
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As befits a promotional marketing company, the intranet includes features tailor-
made for its audience. For example, users gave high marks to the Flash-based 
banner atop every page, which changes based on factors such as the time of day and 
season. “User reaction was particularly favorable to the slow animation in the 
daytime and nighttime ‘cloud’ versions,” says Kliger Saliba. In hindsight, “the 
banner’s popularity justified the design decision to allow it be to rather tall.”  

The intranet team plans to use the banner in other creative ways as well. For 
example, it plans to have an in-house photography contest, with the best photos 
becoming banner images. “This is an easy way for users to get involved in the 
intranet,” says Kliger Saliba.  

The new announcements area has also been a hit with users, who both enjoy reading 
the news and having a centralized outlet for their announcements. “People can now 
easily submit news items that go through an administrator for final approval before 
bring posted on the site,” says Mitchell.  

The intranet team is still developing some of the intranet’s other features. In user 
testing, for example, the quick poll “drew varied reviews,” says Kliger Saliba. Still, 
the team plans to use it to gather feedback to help prioritize future features and 
gauge employees’ reaction to corporate events. Another possibility includes “fun 
questions — such as predicting how much snow Denver will receive in May,” she 
says. “Realistically, however, there will only be eight to twenty new polls in a year, 
so we expect to frequently replace the quick poll with a ‘tip of the day’ or cultural 
‘thought of the day.’”  

As part of the redesign, the intranet team had to surmount several time and 
technology constraints. One hoped-for feature, put on hold due to time restrictions, 
is the ability for users to add personal links to the homepage, “so users can really 
make the homepage their own,” says Kliger Saliba.  

Using the Mambo CMS also entailed some restrictions. For example, “there is a 
vestigial login and logoff box in the right sidebar of the homepage that cannot be 
removed without upgrading the CMS,” says Kliger Saliba. “That space would be 
better suited to a suggestion box.” Newer versions of Mambo can eliminate the login 
and logout box; the intranet team will eventually upgrade.  

Another technology restriction makes it difficult to search or present certain types of 
information. With the redesign, for example, industry news moved to the left-hand 
navigation bar to create center space for the announcements page — and to simplify 
the homepage’s look. While moving industry news “was well received, more than 
once users mentioned the need for a link to get to ‘More Industry News,’ or to the 
news for each major news source,” says Kliger Saliba. Yet incorporating information 
from different back-end systems can be difficult with Mambo, she says, without 
extensive, custom coding. The group hopes to address this in a future redesign.  

Today, however, the intranet team is helping employees transition to using the new 
intranet. “We are helping employees who send broadcast e-mails learn to use the 
intranet as their primary vehicle for news and announcements,” says Mitchell. The 
rule of thumb: “announcements with high interest or historical value should be 
placed on the intranet,” she says. For group e-mails with little long-term or archival 
value, or for urgent group messages, however, the intranet team still advocates 
using e-mail.  
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Already, recent management decisions are laying the next redesign’s foundation. 
“The agencies that use the intranet the most derive the greatest value from having a 
platform and forum with which they can deliver location-centric solutions,” says 
Herold. “For this reason, corporate will turn over all intranet decision-making 
authority to each individual agency in 2005, as a strategy for encouraging user-
driven ideas, input, and development.” The intranet team, however, will still 
maintain and enforce a consistent intranet look.  

LESSONS LEARNED 

Insights from Anne Mitchell: 

Build in extra time. “Always allot extra time — beyond your best estimate — for 
fine-tuning the redesign during the final stages of development, especially when 
transferring content from an old intranet to a new one. Such a project requires 
tremendous organization, and often more time than you might anticipate.”  

Keep end users in the loop. “Invite input, early on, from whomever will be 
affected by intranet changes, then keep them appraised of progress. This approach, 
while time-consuming, greatly improves the final product and users’ buy-in.”  

Insights from Jill Kliger Saliba: 

Define criteria for navigation links. “One ongoing debate involved which links to 
put in the left sidebar. While some links aligned with corporate initiatives — such as 
user-profile updating and linking to brand standards — others had fleeting 
importance, including one for a special summer celebration. Simply put, the latter 
type of link doesn’t belong in persistent menus. To apply a consistent approach, we 
eventually defined criteria for deciding which links should appear prominently. In the 
future, however, users will have more flexibility, via an area for customizable links.” 

Management buy-in is key. “While we kept upper management well-informed 
during all design stages, they nevertheless trusted us to autonomously make large 
decisions. That approach allowed the project to move forward rapidly. If our team 
had been less empowered, redesigning the intranet may have taken much longer.” 

Empower small teams. “We aimed to launch a radical redesign in six to nine 
months. While upper management was aware of each design stage, they trusted our 
small team to make decisions autonomously. Our size allowed us to communicate 
and make progress quickly, and iterate the redesign each night of our multi-day 
usability testing cycles. The next day’s subjects could provide input on whether our 
latest modifications were successful. By contrast, a larger team might not have met 
our tight schedule — more time would be required to maintain specification 
documents, hold meetings, and write detailed reports. One disadvantage of our small 
team, however, was that, with only one developer, we had to delay some features 
and design improvements.” 
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NedTrain 
Using the Intranet: 
NedTrain, based in Utrecht, the Netherlands, is a 
subsidiary of the Dutch National Railway 
Company (Nederlandse Spoorwegen). NedTrain is 
an expert in train- and railway-maintenance and 
overhauling. Before any new parts or equipment 
are allowed on the Dutch Railway, NedTrain first 
assays them. Other domestic and foreign 
transport operators also rely upon NedTrain’s 
services. NedTrain has thirty-nine locations 
throughout the Netherlands. 

 

Design Team:  
Macaw B.V. 

Members:  
NedTrain: Arienne de Vries, communications 
department manager; Belle Prinssen, webmaster  

Macaw B.V.: Arie Duindam, project manager, 
architect and lead programmer; Marco Roling, System 
analyst, project manager; Jelger Groeneveld, 
developer; Antoni Dol, lead designer and art director; 
Elise van Looij, developer; Berry Vorstenbosch, senior 
developer for application services 

 

SUMMARY 

One of NedTrain’s main objectives for their IntraNed intranet is to make information 
available for all employees and improve communication between departments and 
locations. The intranet achieves this goal, beginning with the homepage, which 
features current news relevant to all NedTrain employees. Users also have access to 
articles, events, FAQs, and discussions. Employees use these areas extensively, 
along with more thematic pages, personal organizational pages, and project pages.  

IntraNed’s look and feel is business-like but not stuffy, and follows NedTrain’s 
corporate guidelines: be efficient, and avoid excessive dynamic design and content 
elements. 
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Pictured: IntraNed’s homepage features events, FAQs, discussions, job 
opportunities, a map of locations, a who is who listing, and search. The design 
follows NedTrain’s corporate guidelines on intranet design efficiency. 

Users enter the intranet through a very simple login page with open fields. This 
straightforward page also offers assistance for users who have password issues. 
Users who are not yet registered can request a login. The page also lets users 
change their passwords, and will e-mail current passwords to users who’ve forgotten 
them. If they have login problems, the help screens offer users questions with 
yes/no answers that ultimately lead to solutions.  

 

Pictured: The login page makes it easy for users to log in quickly and offers help for 
people who need it, including the option to change or request passwords. 

Once logged in, users are given permission to view specific content, such as 
particular projects or department information. When creating a document, the user 
can choose whether it can be viewed by all users, or only by those with proper 
permissions. 

IntraNed has many different types of user groups. Employees in corporate 
departments hold jobs such as personnel officer, communications manager, payroll 
clerk, and administrative assistant. NedTrain’s maintenance employees include 
assemblers, co-operating front-rank men, warehouse employees, 
mechanical/electrical servicemen, and shunters. Traditionally, people doing these 
jobs do not have access to desktop PCs at work. But at NedTrain, most of the 
workshops have kiosks with touch screens, keyboards, and trackballs. Employees 
use these kiosks to access IntraNed, as well as technical manuals. 
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Pictured: NedTrain offers workshop-based kiosks in easily accessible locations.  
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Pictured: Two NedTrain employees use IntraNed at a kiosk in their workshop. 

With 4,000 intranet users in more than thirty-nine locations in the Netherlands, the 
employee directory at NedTrain is an important feature. The colorful address book 
shows the employee’s name, job title, and picture. By offering pictures with the list 
of employees, the application lets people easily find the names of employees they 
know only by face, or see the faces of people they know only by name. Because the 
pictures are not all taken in a studio, the shots also help show people’s personalities. 
Clicking the person’s name link leads to a document that includes the person’s name, 
address, phone numbers, tasks, and holiday schedule.  
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Pictured: The colorful address book helps the 4,000 intranet users in more than 
thirty-nine locations find each other. A picture of each employee adds a personal 
touch, and helps colleagues learn each other’s faces.  

A simple open field for searching is available on the homepage and on every page of 
the intranet. Extensive search functions let users search the entire intranet, all public 
documents, or specific subcontexts or document types. 

For users who prefer browsing to searching, a straightforward navigation scheme 
leads them to their content. Tabs across the top include Theme, Organization, and 
Project and are always available. This tabbed interface makes it easy for users to 
acclimate. The left-side navigation menu choices (in the lighter green area) change 
depending on which of the roughly 90 subsites is selected via one of the top-
horizontal tabs. In some cases — such as on the Organization tab — there is no need 
for related navigation, so it doesn’t appear. 

At the top of the left side navigation area, blue-green buttons offer global level 
choices that are always available. The global choices include Colleagues, Locations, 
Employment Opportunities, Library, and Bulletin Board.  
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Pictured: The Organization tab shows the high-level company organization chart. 
The screenshot also shows the left-side global navigation, which is always available. 

An interesting IntraNed feature is its locations map, which automatically 
regenerates, using latitude and longitude, whenever the page is changed. "Locations 
on the map do not change very much," says Antoni Dol, lead designer and art 
director, "but to allow NedTrain to not be dependent on a graphic designer in any 
way, we decided to build it this way." (He also concedes "it was an easy and fun 
thing to do" for Arie Duindam, Macaw’s project manager, architect, and lead 
programmer, who has a passion for global-positioning systems and maps.) 
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Pictured: The map of locations is automatically regenerated, using latitude and 
longitude. Thus, NedTrain is not dependent on a graphic designer to make the 
changes. 

NedTrain’s corporate departments read and actively contribute content to IntraNed. 
Users need not be very technical to add content: they can submit information via a 
simple form. The text is legible and field labels are left-aligned for easy scanning. 
Users can tick off radio buttons and checkboxes, and type their content in fields.  

Editors can set up a form to be sent to any e-mail address, and can compose and 
create the auto-reply text sent to users after they’ve submitted the form. Editors can 
then deal with form submissions in the content management application.  
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Pictured: Users can easily add content to IntraNed via a very simple form. 

Systems support personnel allocate rights — such as read, edit, and administrator — 
depending on a user’s role within the company. For highest flexibility, user rights are 
allocated per subsite. So, a user can have admin rights in one IntraNed area and 
read-only rights in another. Systems support personnel can quickly assign rights 
using simple checkboxes in the form. 
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Pictured: Systems support personnel can quickly and easily allocate rights to users 
via a simple list of checkboxes. 

Letting employees access the intranet, no matter where they work, and letting many 
of them add and edit content, make IntraNed a supportive, collaborative tool for 
NedTrain employees.  

URL AND ACCESS 

NedTrain’s intranet URL is intra.nedtrain.nl; IntraNed is the start-up page for 
employees’ Microsoft Internet Explorer 6 browsers. 

For security reasons, when NedTrain employees are away from the LAN they can 
only access IntraNed by calling a special server, which then dials users back, and 
logs them onto the LAN. 

All of NedTrain’s larger workshops now have one or two IntraNed kiosks with touch 
screens, keyboards, and trackballs. IntraNed access from PDAs running Microsoft’s 
Pocket-PC operating system is under development.  

CONTENT MANAGEMENT  

IntraNed’s CMS is a customized version of Code-Rack, a CMS developed by Macaw. 
Both Code-Rack and IntraNed were built using Microsoft’s ASPs technology; Code-
Rack’s development predates the introduction of Microsoft’s .NET framework 
(although a version of Code-Rack now exists for .NET, it’s not used for IntraNed).  
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Code-Rack is “actually more a framework for a CMS, to be customized and added to 
for each project,” says Dol. For the NedTrain project, the CMS was enhanced to 
include passive, or theme, pages. Here’s how they work: when uploading content, 
IntraNed editors can assign themes to it — designating it to be a certain type of 
company or industry news, for example. The CMS then automatically generates and 
maintains a number of pages filled with the most recent publications by theme. 
Theme pages also support project development. “People who have no idea they are 
working on the same subject will see each other’s work appear” on relevant theme 
pages, notes Dol.  

Macaw also added division-level permissions to Code-Rack, so each division can 
maintain its own information and its own templates. 

In NedTrain’s intranet, a user is assigned one of four roles: user (default), editor, 
chief editor, or webmaster. Editors can create and modify several types of 
documents using either HTML or a DHTML editor that resembles the Microsoft Word 
interface. They can then set public or private (restricted) permission for each 
document. As noted above, editors assign themes to pages and can also create 
forms, which are often used to let employees sign up for events and training. Editors 
can set the forms to automatically reply, via e-mail, to employees. Chief editors can 
create and edit all forms and documents they have access to, approve or reject 
documents, and publish approved documents online. The webmaster controls 
additional website functionality, via a Web-based interface. 

Templates handle all content, ensuring NedTrain has a uniform look.  

Content creators can also use pagelets (pre-made sections). Different pagelets — 
which are often used on division and project team homepages — contain such things 
as files, links to current news items, upcoming employee birthdays, and a list of 
recent events.  

NedTrain’s communications department oversees IntraNed’s webmaster and the 
dedicated editors assigned to different business areas.  

The webmaster functions as editor-in-chief, and various communication staff 
members are executive editors. NedTrain’s 200 editors are organized regionally. 
“This democratic set-up mirrors our organizational structure,” says Belle Prinssen, 
IntraNed’s webmaster. While editors typically answer end-user queries, the 
webmaster is the editors’ and users’ first point of contact.  

TECHNOLOGY 

IntraNed was developed using Microsoft Visual Studio, Microsoft Visio, Macromedia 
HomeSite, and Adobe Photoshop. While Macaw typically uses Visual Studio’s 
SourceSafe for source code management, “as a test we were using Rational’s 
ClearCase as an alternative, plus Rational’s ClearQuest as a bug-tracking tool,” says 
Dol. “Although my personal experience with the tools was not bad, Macaw 
discontinued using ClearCase, but we continued to use ClearQuest,” as well as 
Microsoft’s SourceSafe, and now the open source version control system Subversion.  

The intranet runs on Microsoft’s Internet Information Server 5, Windows 2000 
Advanced Server, and SQL Server 2000. A SQL database handles all content, and 
Citrix MetaFrame maintains authentication and access control.  
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The intranet infrastructure resides at NedTrain’s headquarters in Utrecht. For 
supporting IntraNed’s users, NedTrain’s information and communications technology 
(ICT) department provides technical support. Two employees in Macaw’s Application 
Services department maintain the back-office technology and live site. The Macaw 
employees access the NedTrain systems remotely by “connecting to an internal 
server that has a Microsoft Remote Access Server connection to the NedTrain 
server,” says Dol. Macaw also runs its own development version of NedTrain locally.  

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 

Goals:  

1. Enhance internal information distribution and communication between 
NedTrain’s independently operated departments and locations, while 
reducing document-distribution costs. 

2. Make information more quickly available and accessible to more 
employees. 

3. Standardize on department-level intranet templates. 

4. Maintain hassle-free navigation and an intranet consistent with 
NedTrain’s corporate style. 

5. Decrease overall operational costs and increase operating efficiency. 

Constraints:  

1. Having no dedicated project manager available for the redesign. 

BASIC INTRANET FEATURES  

Beyond search and regularly refreshed content (news, articles, event listings, and 
FAQs), NedTrain’s has several other basic features: 

• Extensive information about ongoing projects and subdivisions 

• “Theme pages” that automatically centralize articles on the basis of 
attributes set by content creators; example pages include Safety and 
quality and Materieelbeschikbaarheid (indicating train wagon and 
locomotive part availability)  

• The ability to create forms, such as a form that lets employees subscribe 
to a course 

• A corporate library containing the company handbook and HR information 

• A map of locations that is dynamically generated using site latitude and 
longitude, which eliminates the need for a graphic designer when location 
changes occur 

• Ongoing discussions 

• A poll (linked to discussions) 

• A dynamically built site map with drop-down lists of navigational choices  

• A job listing board for open NedTrain positions 

• The ability to add pagelets — such as a birthday calendar or links to the 
latest news — to any page 
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• In addition to basic contact information, the corporate who is who 
directory lets employees display their current list of tasks where and when 
they’re working, and their replacements for holidays or sick days 

• A general-interest bulletin board, including an ongoing NedTrain garage 
sale 

USERS 

NedTrain has 4,000 employees, located in its Utrecht headquarters and thirty-eight 
maintenance and service locations throughout the Netherlands. Users range from 
corporate employees, with titles such as personnel officer, communications manager, 
payroll clerk, and administrative assistant; to maintenance staff, including 
assemblers, co-operating front-rank men, warehouse employees, mechanical and 
electrical servicemen, and shunters. 

USER TASKS 

• Read news at the organization, division, or project level 

• Share documents 

• Search the company directory, or find telephone numbers and e-mail 
addresses through the who is who feature 

• Update personal information  

• Locate an office or facility and find its address and contact information  

• Access HR information 

• Read manuals  

• Browse internal job openings 

• Enroll in activities 

• Consult the calendar listings for such things as company meetings, 
corporate events, and trade shows  

• Review site-usage statistics 

• Post to discussion boards and the bulletin board 

• Fill in forms 

BACKGROUND 

IntraNed started in 2001 “as an information source for every employee with a PC 
inside the company,” says Dol.  

“IntraNed was initiated by the communications department and developed in 
collaboration with our ICT department,” says Prinssen. Before rollout, NedTrain 
appointed editors to manage different pieces of the intranet.  

The initial intranet included basic information, such as departmental news, and a list 
of employees and locations. Later, Macaw developed the who is who application and 
the Materieelbeschikbaarheid indicator, a “real-time train part availability indicator, 
and the most important piece of information in the company,” says Prinssen. “It 
allows all staff to check if they’ve achieved their targets for maintaining train wagons 
and locomotives.” Both features noticeably increased IntraNed use.  
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While early intranet iterations were separate projects, Macaw now maintains a more 
continuous IntraNed presence, both in running and developing the intranet. For 
example, “Macaw’s Application Support department is now responsible for the 
stability, maintenance, and implementation of intranet additions,” says Dol.  

NedTrain’s annual budget for intranet development is €60,000.  

Planning for intranet redesigns and application changes starts with the webmaster, 
who collects all user feedback. “Small changes or additions can be performed by 
Macaw’s application services department, on the basis of a maintenance contract,” 
says Berry Vorstenbosch, senior developer for application services. 

Any proposed change, however, must fit IntraNed’s look and logic. Thanks to that 
consistency, Prinssen says that, “everything now looks as though it was part of the 
very first delivery of the IntraNed.” 

For this redesign, NedTrain wanted to improve information delivery to all employees 
— not just those with PCs — and improve inter-departmental communications and 
collaboration between employees. By improving the intranet, NedTrain also wanted 
to continue decreasing operating costs and increasing operating efficiency.  

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 

With no project manager available for the redesign, the project’s architect/lead 
programmer covered the project-management tasks, and the system analyst 
identified the requirements and features needed for the design. Later, the analyst 
assumed more of the project management duties, including defect and change 
tracking, planning releases, and coordinating with the lead programmer. Shifting 
tasks between these two team members “worked because both were experienced 
professionals and saw the work that had to be done,” says Dol. While he advocates 
this approach if there’s no project manager and a near-term deadline, in general Dol 
recommends using a dedicated project manager.  

For the original design, Macaw first conducted usability tests, testing working 
intranet versions with users. Tests took about 90 minutes. Tasks included finding 
specific information on the intranet, responding to site-feature questions, and 
evaluating the intranet’s speed, aesthetics, and usefulness.  

For finding specific information, sample questions included: “How many hours per 
week is the operational contract manager job advertised on the NedTrain intranet?” 
“What is the zip code of the Rotterdam Central Station?”  

For evaluating site features, the browsers were turned off and users responded from 
memory to true or false statements. Examples include: “Materieelbeschikbaarheid 
can be reached via the project tab.” “A project team’s news item can appear on the 
homepage.”  

On a scale of 1 to 10, users were asked to rank the site’s look and feel, speed, 
usability, and usefulness. Specific queries about intranet features included general 
questions about the site’s appearance, missing features, and whether or not users 
would visit IntraNed on a daily basis.  
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The tests produced many findings, some related to design and others to technology 
problems. For example, users frequently searched, but occasionally documents that 
they knew should appear in the results didn’t, creating “user irritation,” says Dol. 
Macaw dealt with that problem via a code fix. Following the usability testing, the 
team also replaced one of the tab labels, “communities,” with “organization,” since 
Dutch users didn’t understand the former word. 

Macaw also found that few people used the site map. “The term ‘site map’ is still 
gibberish to a lot of Dutch users,” Dol says, though he notes that “the people that 
did use the site map had no problems.” Because the site map added needed insight 
into the information architecture, Macaw left the feature, but rewrote the names of 
some primary levels to better suggest the site map’s purpose to users. “This site 
map is a nice piece of work, because it is dynamic,” says Prinssen. “If we create a 
new project site, it is added to the site map automatically.” 

TIMELINE 
• May 2001: Kicked off project with requirements workshop, followed by a 

final “vision for the design” document elaborating on the project’s 
important requirements and the desired end result 

• June 2001: Began construction on the intranet 

• September 2001: Launched headquarters intranet  

• 2002: Began subsite creation and related department editing (this is 
ongoing; each new project typically creates a subsite)  

• October 2002: IntraNed on all PCs in all locations 

• February 2003: IntraNed accessible via kiosks in the five largest 
workshops 

• February 2003: Design team began incorporating more “fun” elements to 
draw people to the intranet, including a bulletin board and a pagelet for 
birthdays 

• November 2003: Added another eight kiosks 

• July 2004: NedTrain’s board of directors decided the intranet should be 
the conduit for all future company information, and launched plan to 
discontinue use of network drives for information storage 

• December 2004: Added another ten kiosks 

• For 2005: Enable IntraNed access via handhelds and increase 
personalization  

RESULTS 

Since IntraNed first launched in 2001, the redesign team has been instituting 
modular changes — sometimes weekly. 

Thanks to those ongoing improvements, and with the contribution of 200 editors, 
“IntraNed has grown to be the first and fastest medium employees turn to for news 
about the company,” says Prinssen. “NedTrain has thirty-nine locations throughout 
the Netherlands. IntraNed makes it easier for everyone in these locations to find 
information or colleagues, and has also improved collaboration between employees.”  
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Now the intranet has an array of must-read material, including manuals, procedures, 
mechanical instructions, a hazardous-materials database, and more. For example, 
“the defect codes of our trains are listed on IntraNed,” says Prinssen. “This means 
that if a train shows a defect code on its display, a mechanic can look up both the 
meaning of the code and how to fix the problem on IntraNed, saving time and 
effort.”  

New pagelets also improve information delivery. The company-wide 
“materieelbeschikbaarheid” indicator, for example, is especially popular.  

The improvements have helped drive increased intranet use, with fourth-quarter 
visits growing from over 860,000 in 2002, to 2 million in 2003, to 2.5 million by the 
end of 2004.  

Based upon anecdotal feedback, “users are very happy” with the redesign, says 
Prinssen. For example, when users were queried about whether additional project 
information should be highlighted in its own, separate digital newsletter, “the overall 
response was that they preferred to read this information on IntraNed.”  

Employees looking for a new job can submit their profiles to the IntraNed Matching 
System, which helps HR find the right person to fill job openings. “If a candidate 
matches a job profile, this is displayed on screen” to HR whenever a new job listing 
is created, says Prinssen.  

Editors often use forms to let employees sign-up for events. The redesign added the 
ability for editors to view all results from a form online. “Editors already received the 
form data in an e-mail, but now they can also view this data online,” says Prinssen. 
This online view aggregates all of the information in one interface. Before, each 
response to the form generated a separate e-mail.  

LESSONS LEARNED 

Insights from Antoni Dol:  

Manage expectations. “Expectation management is an important part of any 
project for a client, especially for retaining their full cooperation. With those two 
things, good project management, and the Rational Unified Process Methodology, we 
can build software on time, and on budget.” 

Work without a project manager only in a pinch. “With no project manager 
available for our project, the architect and lead programmer ran such project 
management tasks as planning, budgeting, and organizing, while the system analyst 
researched redesign requirements and features. Later on, the analyst took on more 
project-manager responsibilities. This approach worked because both members of 
the team had extensive experience with such projects, and is something to consider 
if you lack project managers but must start immediately. Otherwise, however, I 
recommend a dedicated project manager.” 

Insights from Belle Prinssen:  

Keep it fresh. “Always have new, but useful, information on your intranet.” 
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Foster intranet champions. “It is very important to have one, or several, intranet 
champions to promote and campaign for the intranet. At NedTrain, that’s my role; 
my nickname is ‘Mrs. IntraNed’ — the one person any employee can ask any 
intranet-related question. Also, I personally trained all the editors, which means they 
know how to find me for any follow-up questions. Especially for our large company, 
with 4,500 employees at thirty-nine locations, it’s crucial to have a central person 
anyone can approach.”  

Make the intranet personal. “Make sure all departments are represented on the 
intranet. For NedTrain, this means having subsites for the communications, ICT, and 
HR departments. In fact, those subsites are the most-visited parts of the intranet.”  

Make the intranet a guide to the organization. “We put our organizational 
structure — with quite a lot of detail — onto the intranet, which has worked very 
well. Now employees can determine which department can best field a particular 
type of question. Conversely, because IntraNed follows the organizational structure, 
and because employees know their company, they also know their way on IntraNed. 
For example, if you have a question about your computer, you surf to the ICT 
department on IntraNed.” 
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Orbis Technology 
Using the Intranet: 
Orbis Technology, based in Chiswick, West 
London, started in 1996 as a small software 
consultancy. In 1999, Orbis developed the 
OpenBet interactive sports gambling software, a 
custom solution for a U.K. bookmaker. Orbis has 
since sold OpenBet to many other gambling 
organizations, including Ladbrokes and 
BlueSquare in the U.K., PaddyPower in Ireland, 
and Macau SLOT in China. 

Design Team:  
In-house 

Members:  
Gordon Ingram, information architect; David Bailey, 
technical communications manager 

SUMMARY 

Designers at Orbis Technology made two brave choices: they empowered employees 
to edit content, and chose surprisingly simple navigation and aesthetics. These 
features — among others — combine to create this successful design.  

The Orbis intranet’s less-is-more design makes it easy for users to navigate and find 
content. The homepage has a clean, three-column layout. Three tabs, plus 
breadcrumbs, also help users easily make choices while keeping their page-browsing 
context. The intranet’s minimalism even extends to its menus, both in the number of 
possible selections and in the visual design. Fewer choices and less clutter make for 
a streamlined user experience. 

As for content, the homepage displays the most important elements on the site, 
including the timesheet and meeting-room booking systems. “All of these 
applications are essential for efficient work practice,” says David Bailey, Orbis’s 
technical communications manager.  

For example, the Messages of the Week page contains social and work-related 
information that employees care about. Featured messages, such as those offering 
helpful tips or details about the employee Christmas party, simply enhance the 
employee experience.  

Another important area, Industry News Cuttings, keeps people apprised of life 
outside the office walls. Sometimes the daily grind or the latest impending project 
can sway the best-intentioned employee from following competitors’ offerings and 
other industry happenings. This intranet, however, brings this key information to 
employees, helping keep them informed.  

A third important homepage area is the intranet search — a simple, open field in the 
upper-right part of the page.  
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Pictured: The Orbis Technology intranet’s homepage displays important content, 
including industry news, and embraces a minimalist approach to navigation via 
simple menus and tabs.  

On the People page, users type the name they are looking for in the Employee box in 
the upper left. They can then select the name they’re interested in from the search 
results. Employee photographs — in addition to name, job, office location, and more 
— spice up the search.  

Such functionality, even at a small company, can dramatically increase the speed 
with which employees find other employees’ phone numbers and important 
information. If done well, as at Orbis, using the intranet is even faster than referring 
to a paper list.  

Like the homepage, the People page includes links to important and contextually 
relevant applications, such as the Orbis timesheet system and the meeting-room 
booking system.  

Another link is to Joining Order, which opens a list of all employees, in order of when 
they started working at Orbis. The list, which links each name to its People page, 
functions as a duplicate phone list, while also having a secondary, social use: 
comparing length of service. 
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Pictured: The Person document displays an employee’s photograph, name, job title, 
office location, and more.  

Providing informative and interesting content makes people feel involved in the 
intranet, and engaged with the company. Deploying technology that lets employees 
add and update their own content is just one way to ensure the intranet is filled with 
interesting, relevant, and up-to-date information.  

Creating and editing content on the Orbis intranet is a snap. This capability is the 
result of a bold and liberal intranet content strategy, which is perhaps not surprising 
given the company’s relative youth and size; it was started in 1996, and now has 
just over 100 employees.  

At Orbis, the intranet content strategy is not only to collect and encourage content 
submissions from every employee, but to let any user add or edit content — and 
even change the navigational structure. This holds for all intranet pages, save a few 
containing administrative information; the homepage is also exempt.  

Does Orbis’s small size and rather technical staff make it more ideally suited to this 
approach? Actually, this model can work wherever employees are involved and 
trustworthy, providing the organization deploys technology and a user interface that 
encourage editing. Of course, it doesn’t hurt that most Orbis employees are software 
developers who aren’t afraid of technology or of altering content and design to suit 
their exact purposes. 

The technology running the Orbis intranet is TWiki (see http://TWiki.org), which 
Orbis deployed in early 2003 to replace a previous Wiki system. The TWiki 
technology makes it easy for users to edit the content.  
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To begin editing, the user clicks the Edit button on the top-left or bottom-left of the 
page. This is an especially nice model, because it encourages spur-of-the-moment 
editing. A user reading a page might see something that needs to be changed or 
realize that certain information is outdated. If so, they simply click Edit. The system 
then authenticates the user and opens the editing form. Once the changes are made, 
the user clicks the Save Changes button.  

 

Pictured: The Edit button appears at the top left and bottom left of all pages. Users 
click it to edit the content. 

On the editing page, the content appears in an editable field. 
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Pictured: In the Edit page, users can easily edit the text and simply click the Save 
Changes button for the changes to take effect. 

So, has Orbis experienced problems with this anyone-editing-anything approach? On 
the contrary, says Bailey, the company has seen “an extraordinarily high level of 
commitment to intranet maintenance from nearly all our staff.” In fact, intranet use 
greatly increased following the introduction of TWiki. For the month of August 2004 
alone, the intranet received almost 2,200 page edits and more than 37,000 page 
views. That’s an average of 370 page views and 22 page edits per employee. Also of 
note: six months after the intranet was deployed, the number of employees setting 
the intranet as their browser homepage more than doubled.  

Why are users drawn to the new intranet? “This ease of change,” says Bailey, “allows 
users to create the content and structure they want, and greatly increases user 
involvement.” 

Today everyone, managers included, uses the intranet to help them complete 
everyday tasks. For example, when a new employee needs orientation, the intranet’s 
version control system lets the development manager create and circulate an 
induction schedule — including the names of all presenters — tailored to the new 
hire. The flexibility really shines, however, by letting the new employee not only view 
the schedule but also update it if conflicts arise. Any of the presenters can do the 
same, meaning the development manager doesn’t have to coordinate every meeting. 
“This greatly reduces the administration overhead of running induction sessions,” 
says Bailey.  
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Pictured: The orientation schedule shows the dates, times, agenda items, and 
presenters’ names. While the development manager creates the schedule, the new 
hire or any presenter can subsequently modify it, which saves administrative time.  

Customer support personnel also use the intranet to do their jobs, storing technical 
information about product releases in the Customers section. The intranet’s 
Customers tab opens the section’s main page, which offers significant information at 
a glance, including lists of supported customers and products. The software release 
pages describe release schedules and link to relevant technical and business 
documentation.  

All of this customer information is vital for good release control and configuration 
management. The customer support teams use the pages accordingly, and 
frequently update them. Yet, the pages’ use goes beyond release control. The 
support team often introduces pages or makes changes as it deals with customer 
calls, for example. “This information is vital for good release control and 
configuration management, and the pages are used specifically by the relevant 
customer teams,” says Bailey. “These pages are updated frequently, by multiple 
users, and it would be difficult to recreate this in a non-Wiki environment.” 

Another advantage of TWiki is automation. In the upper-right part of the Customers 
page, for example, the New Pages section is an automatically generated list of the 
three most-recently-created pages under the Customers tab — an easy way to get 
new content noticed. (A similar list appears on the Tech homepage.) 

Also on the Customers page, Customer Contacts is a password-protected contact 
database with customer phone numbers and e-mail addresses. Also password-
protected is the Support Portal, an external application that contains details of all 
open and closed support calls for each customer.  
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The Releases area contains a table with project release notes, including release date, 
time, customer, summary, details (a link to the release note text file, as sent to the 
customer), and anything else users should be aware of. The area also links to an 
archive of past release notes for each customer. 

The Support Notes area links to useful hints and tips for administering the Informix 
database used by Orbis’s OpenBet gambling software. The area also includes other 
technical issues, as noted by various support team members. 

 

Pictured: The Customers tab keeps all the information that the customer support 
team could need in one place. New Pages are automatically generated by a custom-
created TWiki script. 
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The Project Teams area shows which customers Orbis employees are working for, as 
well as employees’ internal project teams, such as support or infrastructure. Most of 
this information is contained in a table with several columns: customer team (which 
links to a page listing all team members); project manager; technical lead; and 
technical analyst. 

In short, any resource that support personnel could possibly need — from codes for 
call logging, to customer contacts, to applications such as CallChaser (which helps 
track customer calls) — is only a click away.  

  

Pictured: The Support Notes page offers hints and tips for support personnel. 

On every page, the Tech tab leads to the Tech homepage, which provides 
information about anything technical that doesn’t relate to a particular customer. 
Examples include internal product descriptions, shared-code documentation, and key 
technology tutorials. 
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Pictured: The Tech tab houses technical information that isn’t related to a specific 
customer. 

Orbis’s approach is to foster anytime, anywhere editing, and infuse the intranet with 
industry news. The intranet thus not only assists and motivates employees — 
keeping them in the loop on company and industry news, and giving them needed 
project information — but it also helps support Orbis customers.  

URL AND ACCESS 

The intranet’s URL is http://wiki.orbis. The site is not bookmarked by default. “We 
don’t customize our employees’ browser software,” says Orbis information architect 
Gordon Ingram. “But the majority of users have chosen to make it their startup 
page.”  

Employees can access the intranet remotely, using an SSH tunnel to a server on the 
corporate LAN.  
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CONTENT MANAGEMENT  

All content is viewed, and edited, through a Wiki system called TWiki. “The system 
wasn’t developed in-house, but it is open source, so we have customized it heavily 
by creating our own scripts and editing the TWiki scripts and templates,” says 
Ingram.  

In the words of its creator, Ward Cunningham, Wiki is “the simplest online database 
that could possibly work.” In other words, less is more. Core Wiki precepts are open 
editing and allowing anyone to edit any page, as well as open entry reorganization, 
in-browser editing, and easy page creation and linking.  

TWiki (http://twiki.org), a flavor of Wiki, is specifically targeted at intranet 
collaboration. Components include page templates, version control, granular user 
authentication, and CGI scripts for comparing current or historical page versions.  

While TWiki uses templates, it fills them in using server-side includes. As a result, 
only limited forms of page design are possible when using the simple Wiki-style 
markup language native to TWiki. More complex design is possible, however, by 
pasting in HTML fragments.  

 

Pictured: Parts of two different help pages, detailing TWiki’s text formatting 
shorthand and tips for collaborating.  

For content management, Orbis appoints few overt content owners. “Responsibility 
for keeping particular pages up-to-date is allocated informally at present,” says 
Ingram. Anyone in the company can edit any page, with the exception of a few key 
pages. “Having access open to all fits in with the Orbis culture. It was thought that 
certain pages, however, including the front page, were so important that access to 
them should be restricted in order to prevent overall intranet usability from being 
disrupted by frivolous or misguided changes,” he says. In addition to homepage, a 
few intranet administration pages are restricted, and only the technology 
communications team, the administration team, the system administrator, and a few 
senior managers can edit them. 

Despite the current approach, “we are moving towards a more formal system of 
page ownership — still allowing everyone to edit most pages, but specifying that 
certain people have a responsibility to keep particular pages up-to-date,” says 
Ingram. 
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TECHNOLOGY 

Orbis designs Web pages using Macromedia Dreamweaver MX, plus Jasc Paint Shop 
Pro 7 for graphic design. The intranet team uses GNU Emacs 20.7.2 for server-side 
code editing.  

The Web server software is Apache 1.3.26 on Debian GNU/Linux 2.4.24, running on 
an Intel Xeon 2.4 GHz machine with 1 GB of RAM and two 33-GB hard drives in a 
RAID-1 (redundant array of independent disks) configuration to increase 
performance and fault-tolerance. The intranet’s search engine is ht://Dig 3.1.6 
(http://htdig.org/). 

TWiki, which handles Web site content, is based upon CGI scripts and libraries 
written in Perl. TWiki uses the Revision Control System 
(http://www.gnu.org/software/rcs/rcs.html) to handle version control.  

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 

Goals: 

• Merge two existing intranets and give employees a single access point for 
the new Orbis intranet.  

• Improve productivity by making applications and knowledge easily 
accessible.  

• Allow for easy intranet updates by as many people as possible — not just 
“intranet enthusiasts.” 

• Improve navigation by introducing a logical navigation hierarchy based on 
projects or project modules, so users can browse by project, rather than 
just search. 

• Provide a single interface with clearly defined results for searching all in-
use file types, including HTML, PDF, and Microsoft Word.  

• Add transparency and accountability to Web site changes via 
authentication and change tracking.  

• Avoid disrupting established workflows, while also luring and retaining 
users. 

Constraints:  

• Creating a platform-independent intranet when employees are split 
between Linux and Windows operating systems.  

• Producing a working demonstration in three months, with only two or 
three weeks to research technology options. 

• Finding a low-cost solution, given the minimal intranet software budget.  
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BASIC INTRANET FEATURES  

The Orbis intranet gives employees a range of project-oriented tools, including 
project-specific information sets, such as release schedules and links to relevant 
documentation. It also features a search tool that can index any document Orbis 
uses. Because the intranet is built on TWiki, any user can update any page, except 
for a few restrictions, such as the homepage. On the administration front, employees 
can enter their timesheets, search the company contacts database, and book a 
meeting room. New employees also have an induction schedule, including orientation 
and meetings, which can be revised, by anyone, on the fly.  

 

Pictured: Employees can book meeting rooms on the intranet. 

USERS 

The Orbis intranet supports more than 100 employees, most of whom are located at 
the company’s Chiswick, West London office. While all staff members use the 
intranet, it is targeted at approximately seventy technical employees — the 
company’s key revenue-earners. Other employees include project managers and 
administration and sales staff. All employees use a PC or laptop. 

USER TASKS 

• Create or view project-specific data, including technical details of release 
information  

• Read industry news 

• Find an employee’s phone number 

• Enter timesheet data  
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• Book meeting rooms 

• Field a customer-service call 

BACKGROUND 

In 2002, Orbis faced a problem: competing intranets. The official intranet contained 
about thirty static HTML pages with useful HR and administration-related 
information. That intranet competed with a MoinMoin Wiki 
(http://moinmoin.wikiwikiweb.de/) system implemented by developers, which they 
preferred because it contained the information they needed to accomplish their jobs. 
Yet, the Wiki intranet lacked the useful administrative information, and there were 
few links between the two systems.  
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Pictured: Dueling intranets. The official Orbis intranet, on the top, contained useful 
administrative information. Developers preferred their grassroots intranet, on the 
right, because they used it to store project-specific information they needed to do 
their day-to-day jobs. Few links existed between the two intranets.  
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So, Orbis management decided to combine the two intranets. “The impetus for the 
redesign was Orbis’s rapid growth, from a startup where everyone could shout at 
each other across the office, to a middle-sized company with a lot of new starters 
who had a big learning curve to overcome,” says Ingram. “Although we only had one 
office at the time, we found that expanding from one floor to three floors also 
created a significant barrier to knowledge sharing.” 

In late 2002, Orbis completed the first stage of its redesign plan: hiring a new 
employee “specifically to develop and maintain the enabling technologies and 
infrastructure for the intranet,” says Bailey, who project manages the intranet and 
reports to the vice president of product and business development. Ingram, the new 
employee, became the other half of the technical communications team, and began 
evaluating next steps for the intranet.  

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 

Redesign planning began in 2002 with Ingram’s hire and progressed rapidly; a 
working prototype was due in three months, and only about three weeks were 
allotted to study new intranet technology.  

First, Ingram studied users to see what they needed in an intranet. “We canvassed 
the whole company for their opinions by e-mail,” he says. “That included their 
perceptions of the existing intranets — from what was easy or hard to use, to which 
features they liked or didn’t like.” He also studied server logs to analyze user 
behavior.  

To better understand users and their job requirements, Ingram also ran field studies 
of users in their environments. “We conducted a series of structured, one-to-one 
interviews — in front of a PC — with a ‘focus group’ of twelve people chosen to 
reflect a broad cross-section of the company, and to represent different interest 
groups,” he says.  

During the design phase, while he says there weren’t any big surprises, “what was 
most surprising to me was the degree that different people wanted completely 
contradictory things from the intranet, and the difficulty in reconciling such opposing 
viewpoints,” he notes. For example, some users wanted access control for the 
intranet, while others preferred it to be completely open.  

When it came to translating users’ needs into intranet design, Ingram says, “we 
made frequent reference to useit.com and to a book called Information Design” (ed. 
Robert Jacobson, MIT Press, 1999). Ingram also redesigned the intranet’s navigation 
to allow for a user-requested feature: logical browsing of projects. Previously, most 
employees navigated using the search engine. He also began looking for a search 
engine that could index and search all of the document types used at Orbis.  

To vet prototypes and new iterations, Ingram would return to the focus group. As the 
intranet progressed, “feedback was generally positive,” he notes.  

One challenge was finding technology that fit the Orbis culture. “Over 75% of our 
staff works in development. All of our developers have expertise in some key areas, 
and they are all used to working with HTML and markup syntax. Lots of our 
developers also use non-Windows systems, and browsers other than Internet 
Explorer,” says Bailey. “These factors mandated using a cross-platform solution, 
which would also allow as many people as possible to maintain and update 
information.” 
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So, for the new intranet technology, the redesign team proposed TWiki. An open 
source, Web-based collaboration platform, TWiki lets any user alter content and even 
structure, a crucial feature since the intranet team didn’t have time to edit every 
post — not that developers would want them to. “For us, this democratic 
updateability is the best feature of a system like Wiki,” says Bailey.  

Because it’s open source software, implementing TWiki is relatively inexpensive. “As 
a small company, we did not have the budget to afford high-cost packaged solutions; 
this ruled out most professional content management systems,” says Bailey. TWiki 
had the added benefit of mirroring the functionality of the developers’ old intranet, 
which would reduce learning time. With properly done usability and feature 
improvements, the redesign team thought they could hook people with the new 
intranet, giving it the critical user mass that it would need to succeed.  

Technologically speaking, TWiki “was much easier to customize than the previous 
Wiki system, and included many useful authentication and version tracking features,” 
says Ingram. Orbis created its own “skin” for TWiki, and added customized 
navigation links, plus homegrown scripts for searching and displaying news 
headlines.  

With a working prototype constructed and management’s sign-off, the team began 
transitioning to TWiki. “We installed the TWiki system, migrated the old Wiki content 
over, and created a new homepage and navigational templates with links to included 
content from the old intranet,” says Ingram. The new site went live in January 2003. 
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Pictured: The first version of the new TWiki intranet, launched in January 2003, 
included all old Wiki content, a new homepage and redone navigation, plus links to 
content on the old intranet.  

In September 2003, Ingram redesigned the TWiki site, integrating a new search 
engine. The new search tool indexed formats such as HTML, PDF, and Microsoft 
Word, letting employees search everything from the corporate directory to network 
files to the e-mail system. Orbis also created TWiki scripts to generate automatic 
boxes that listed new pages, using built-in TWiki functionality to display recently 
changed or created pages.  

 

Pictured: The second version of the TWiki intranet included more mature content 
and extra links to make the site more relevant for users.  

Just before the second redesign, performance issues — unrelated to the intranet’s 
design — manifested. “We had a system problem lasting a month, which slowed 
down page access from less than one second to 1.5 to 2 seconds,” says Ingram. As 
the site slowed, users’ site visits also noticeably decreased. After the performance 
issue was solved, however, user visits rebounded. Based on the experience, 
“performance needs to be constantly monitored in a growing intranet system,” he 
says.  

Finally, for the latest redesign, in September 2004, “we reduced the number of 
‘webs’ — discrete sections of the intranet, displayed as tabs at the top of the page — 
from seven to three, to improve usability,” says Ingram. 
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At the same time, he migrated the intranet to a new version of TWiki, this time with 
a dedicated server to stay ahead of performance problems and allow more control 
over the production environment. Ingram says the migration process “took almost as 
long as when we introduced the new system in the first place,” with data migration 
being especially time-consuming. Another slowdown was trying to change software 
and hardware at the same time. “Don’t change the hardware at the same time as 
changing the software platform, if you can avoid it,” he says.  

TIMELINE 

• June 2002: Merged two existing intranets into one; began recruitment for 
new employee to run the new intranet 

• Early September 2002: Recruited new technical communications staff 
member, Gordon Ingram 

• October 2002: Ingram researched choices for next intranet version; 
proposed TWiki, a Wiki-based system 

• December 2002: Implemented trial version of TWiki intranet for 
demonstration and wider usability review 

• January 2003: Launched new TWiki intranet  

• September 2003: Implemented second phase of intranet, including new 
search engine 

• September 2004: Implemented third phase of intranet, including a 
thorough redesign and content restructuring  

RESULTS 

Today, Orbis has a single intranet that lets employees collaborate and easily search 
for employee information, files, and e-mail. Employees can also read industry news, 
view project-related data, enter their timesheets, and book meeting rooms.  

The TWiki intranet is “both a knowledge area, and a portal to other areas,” says 
Ingram. From the homepage, it gives users easy access to administrative-related 
functions, such as entering weekly timesheet data. In addition, “it promotes a sense 
of community through social messages and functions,” he says. Finally, it’s an 
efficient medium for communicating technical information, as well as management 
messages.  

Because the intranet runs on TWiki, “any member of staff can quickly and easily 
make alterations to both content and structure,” says Bailey, except for a few key 
pages, such as the intranet homepage. Built-in TWiki functionality also includes a list 
of recent changes, to keep developers up-to-date; version histories, so anyone can 
see edits and why they were made; and automatic page linking, so an intranet 
administrator doesn’t have to edit site content. “The recent-changes pages are 
always in the top ten ‘most popular views’ pages,” says Bailey. Boxes displaying this 
information also “help generate interest by providing a transparent view of changes 
as soon as those changes are made.” 
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Beyond the built-in TWiki capabilities, “we have also developed our own 
improvements, designed to add more structure and make the Wiki more suitable for 
a corporate environment,” says Bailey. Such changes “include hierarchical 
organization, improved search functionality, and user authentication when editing 
pages.”  

The new site makes content creation easy. “Any user can make almost any changes 
to content, and some changes to the navigational structure, without needing to get 
changes approved and implemented via a central authority,” says Bailey. 
Empowering users, he says, “greatly increases user involvement and commitment to 
the intranet.”  

Orbis has kept its intranet-related costs low, especially since TWiki is open source, 
and thus has no purchase or licensing costs. Since late 2002, the intranet — beyond 
staff costs — has required an investment of £2,000 (about $3,700) for a server 
dedicated to TWiki. Orbis also spent about £2,000 on intranet and usability training, 
including conferences.  

Users have bought in to the new intranet. When TWiki went live in January 2003, 
total intranet page views stood at 11,700 per month. Five months later, that figure 
had almost doubled, as had the number of users making the Orbis intranet their 
homepage. By October 2004, with the latest redesign, total page views stood at 
37,930 per month. “As Orbis has just over 100 employees, this currently works out 
at approximately nineteen page views per person per working day,” says Bailey.  

 

Pictured: A listing (both by pages browsed and edited) of the most-popular pages in 
the Customers sub-Web, by month. TWiki automatically generates these statistics, 
which aid the development team’s assessment of current features and functionality.  
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Beyond viewing content, users are getting involved in editing. The old Wiki system 
averaged 409 edits per month. For the new TWiki system, that figure increased to an 
average of 1,116 edits per month for the twelve months prior to April 2004. While 
users have added several project-related pages, they’ve also used the intranet in 
surprising ways. “It has been used in ways that we hadn’t predicted, including for 
documentation of shared code modules, and to provide a repository of customer 
release notes,” says Ingram. On a lighter note, he says it’s also used “to record staff 
look-alikes and a dream diary.”  

Giving end users the ability to alter almost any page on the intranet extends to the 
“induction schedule” for each new employee. While a development manager sets up 
an initial schedule for new employees to meet with presenters, any new hire or 
presenter can subsequently alter the schedule as needed, saving administration 
time. These schedules, which are saved, make planning future ones easier. “By 
updating the same page, the TWiki version control functions automatically ensure we 
have a record of successive schedules for new hires, for review and inspection 
purposes,” says Bailey.  

LESSONS LEARNED 

Insights from Gordon Ingram and David Bailey:  

Involve users: “Making sure everyone was consulted for their intranet perspective 
and kept informed of changes eliminated complaints. Most people were 
overwhelmingly supportive of our redesign work, and regarded it as a significant 
improvement over the old intranet. Remember that usability improvements 
implemented in isolation and without consultation may not be popular, and may even 
create resentment.”  

Pursue evolutionary change: “Whenever possible, pursue evolutionary intranet 
change. Above all, ensure any new intranet fits the current corporate culture and, if 
possible, current working practices.”  

Good logging tools are essential: “If you don’t know how popular or unpopular 
areas of the system are, you can’t tell what changes are needed. Ensure you can 
view log files to diagnose problems and then track the effectiveness of changes.” 

Separate hardware and software migration: “Migrating data from the old 
system to the new took longer than expected, and caused a lot of hiccups. Don’t 
underestimate how difficult data migration can be, and don’t change the hardware at 
the same time as changing the software platform, if you can avoid it.  

Use a dry run: “Next time I’ll also use a dry run, asking select users to switch to the 
production system, watching for issues and pitfalls, and only then taking the new 
intranet live.” 
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Park Place Dealerships 
Using the Intranet: 
Park Place Dealerships operates ten luxury 
automotive dealerships: eight in the Dallas-Fort 
Worth area, and two in Houston. They sell many 
types of luxury cars, including Mercedes-Benz, 
Lexus, Porsche, Maserati, Bentley, Rolls-Royce, 
Land Rover, and Jaguar. 

 

Design Team:  
In-house 

Member:  
Ryan Counts, programmer, designer, and database 
administrator 

SUMMARY 

Just because you haven’t done something before, doesn’t mean you can’t do it now.  

Make that the slogan for the intranet designers at Park Place Dealerships, which 
operates ten luxury automotive dealerships in Texas. When looking for software tools 
to meet an automotive dealership’s unique needs, the designers found existing off-
the-shelf options to be severely limited. As a result, Park Place chose to develop its 
intranet and extensive sub-applications in-house. Today, the intranet features some 
forty-five applications: a custom help desk, a Client Concern Resolution (CCR) 
system, a service-scheduling system, action-plan and management-strategy 
tracking, training-class management, inventory management, and more.  

While the intranet supports diverse tasks, one commonality is usage: most of the 
more than 1,200 employees use one or more intranet applications at least weekly, 
and almost half the employees use the intranet daily. “Our intranet has become the 
glue tying all of our other business applications and processes together,” says Ryan 
Counts, Park Place’s programmer, designer, and database administrator. “As a 
result, almost every employee utilizes the intranet on a weekly or daily basis.” 

By developing the applications in-house, designers had greater control over the 
applications’ features and interface. “We’ve achieved a higher level of usability, 
simply because the users have direct access to the programmer,” says Counts. 
“When a new application is requested, our process is to form a team of all principal 
users, and this team meets regularly with the developer and even assists in rollout, 
which has the added benefit of gaining internal ‘evangelists’ to promote the 
application’s benefits to other users.” 

Today, when users log in, they all see a homepage divided into three columns. The 
information itself is ordered left to right, from most global to most user-specific. 
Thus, in the far left column, Park Place News highlights news of interest to all 
employees. The news might be anything from philanthropic and volunteer 
opportunities to recognition for years of service at the organization. This area can 
include news about any Park Place group or organization. 

The middle column contains department news. For example, IT administrators can 
add, edit, or delete news that can only be seen by IT employees. Users can also add 
news simply by clicking a link and filling in a form. Users can also read archived 
news.  

The far right column includes crib notes — a knowledge base for each department. 
Managers and IT administrators also administer this, and users can use the Search 
Dept. Notes feature at the bottom of the column. 
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Note that while the page’s top header is branded for each location — displaying a 
picture of that location’s main car brand — this will soon change. “In an earlier 
version of the intranet, the logos at the top went to the public-facing homepages for 
each of our dealerships,” says Counts. “Our logs showed, however, that the links 
were rarely used, so they were removed, and we’re currently working on a new 
revision that eliminates those logos entirely, since that real estate is too valuable to 
have no useful function.”  

 

Pictured: The Park Place Dealership intranet’s homepage shows global company 
news in the far left column. The other two columns house information based on the 
user’s department. The header reflects the user’s location — in this case, the red 
Porsche indicates the Porsche dealership. 

The top, horizontal navigation is simple and available on every page. Park Place 
found, through usability studies, that users could easily locate department-related 
applications through a department-name-based information architecture. This is 
rare; departmental names often don’t facilitate easy navigation. In this case, 
however, the names provide users with clear-cut possibilities for what’s underneath: 
Home, Sales, Service, Parts, H.R., Accounting, Management, Administration, Profile, 
and Log Off.  

Technologically, the menus are simple CSS drop-down menus, and back-end 
programming renders only menu items that the logged-in user has permission to 
use. 
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Pictured: Menus are well organized. The top-level names are based upon 
departmental names, which usability tests showed gave employees clear-cut 
options. 

Beyond the homepage, search pages allow employees to search by name, location, 
department, job title, or e-mail address. Search results display the user name, 
telephone extension, job title, and dealership. Clicking on the envelope to the left of 
a name creates a new e-mail message, addressed to the selected member.  

The Functions button on the far right of each result lets administrators alter the 
user’s account information. Using the inline menu, administrators can edit the 
profile, create a help-desk ticket, view the training schedule, view detailed 
specifications of the user’s computer, review long-distance phone calls, view assets, 
assign a manager, and more. 
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Pictured: Search results in the member directory display the user name, telephone 
extension, job title, and dealership. Clicking on the envelope to the left of a name 
creates a new e-mail message, addressed to the selected member. The Functions 
button lets administrators alter user account information via an inline menu.  

Park Place’s intranet highlights the organization’s emphasis on keeping employees 
informed and productive, and constantly improving client satisfaction. On the latter 
front, whenever a client has a problem, members log the case in the CCR 
application.  

When users select the CCR menu, a simple but thorough case form appears, 
requesting specific model and part information. The form also provides open spaces 
for users to elaborate on explicit issues. When possible, the application populates the 
form fields with default values based on the user’s login.  

The MTD Department Stats area, in the bottom right, displays information based on 
the user’s job title. Department managers, for example, see an overview of the MTD 
stats for their department, at their location; general and higher-level managers see 
an overview of their entire location. 

Employees can also use the quick forms section on the right to generate reports, 
search records, and list unresolved CCR tickets. The section’s bottom right side 
displays personal month-to-date stats for the current user. Having all of this 
information and all of these options in one place is very convenient. 
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Pictured: Whenever they have a dissatisfied client, members log the case in the 
Client Concern Resolution application. The CCR case form is simple but thorough, 
asking for specific model and part information. 

The CCR reports themselves are also quite helpful, and have an easily scannable 
table format. Each report begins with a summary view of the departments, followed 
by the types of concerns. Knowing which concern types are generating the most 
problems lets the organization isolate problem areas. Clicking on either a department 
name or a concern type drills down to a detailed summary of all tickets meeting the 
criteria. Users can also easily access quick report forms on the right, to do additional 
queries. 
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Pictured: A CCR report, beginning with a summary view of the departments and 
followed by the types of concerns.  Quick report forms are also available on the 
right, so users can conduct further queries. 

As soon as an employee enters a CCR, their manager receives an e-mail detailing the 
issue to ensure that every client issue is satisfactorily resolved. The manager can 
then review the situation, take action to ensure that the client is satisfied, and close 
out the ticket. If the CCR involves the services department, the application 
automatically sends an additional e-mail to the shop foreman, so he can act to 
resolve the issue as well. This might include adding additional work to the repair 
order, or talking to the technician involved with the client’s car to make sure the 
client’s needs are fully addressed. Because some locations have more than 100 
service stalls, these e-mails help cut down on the time it would take to actually find 
the relevant managers or employees.  
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Pictured: As soon as employees enter a case in the CCR, their managers receive an 
e-mail with case details, facilitating a rapid follow-up with the customer.  

One of the intranet’s underlying design concepts is that critical information should 
proactively reach out to employees, rather than waiting for employees to find it. The 
CCR application is one example of this concept in action. Another is that department 
managers have critical reports waiting for them in their e-mail inbox every morning. 
These e-mails contain hyperlinks to the intranet with even more detailed information. 
As these two examples illustrate, many of Park Place’s applications use e-mail to 
rapidly communicate business-critical changes or events to employees. 

Not all automation, however, involves just e-mail. This is especially true for the HR 
department, which has a form to add, edit, and remove employees, or assign them 
assets such as uniforms, pagers, and cell phones. This functionality sits atop 
automated processes. For example, once an employee’s name is added to the 
general HR information form, users click either New Hire, Change, or Termination, 
each of which triggers specific events.  

When editing an employee’s profile, a user sees the employee’s complete HR-related 
history at the top right of the form. 

If a new employee is being added, the HR form will create an intranet account for the 
new employee, send an e-mail notification to the payroll and IT departments, and 
register the employee for new-hire orientation. It will also automatically add a job 
ticket to send the employee a welcome packet.  

When terminating an employee, the HR form triggers the deactivation of the 
employee’s user account, and notifies the payroll and IT departments, via e-mail, to 
close the relevant network accounts, and reclaim any assets. 
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As a direct result of the HR application, and the related automation, the time it takes 
to prepare a new employee for work has been reduced from days to hours. Also, far 
fewer new hires are lost in the shuffle — they get needed account access and assets 
quickly, helping them get to work. 

 

Pictured: HR personnel use this form to add and terminate employees, and to 
update employee information. When editing an employee profile, the HR staff can 
see the employee’s complete HR-related history in the top-right area of the form. 

While the intranet automates and streamlines many functions, some core business 
metrics simply must be manually entered every month. To facilitate manual entry, 
the data entry screen must be as easy to use as possible.  

The Park Place intranet embodies this idea. For the business-metrics page, there isn’t 
even a Submit button. Instead, as the cursor leaves each field, a simple JavaScript 
saves the information to a database, then analyzes the results. Users see real-time 
feedback, with color-coded metrics and an appropriate text explanation. Three icons 
to the immediate right of each metric’s title provide even more context. Clicking the 
first icon, for example, opens a pop-up window that explains the business reasons 
behind the metric. The second icon opens a pop-up window that explains how the 
user should gather and calculate this metric. The final icon generates a year-to-date 
graph of the metric. 
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Pictured: A simple form expedites the entry of core business metrics each month. 
The data entry screen is as easy to use as possible. A simple JavaScript saves the 
information to a database and then analyzes the results to provide real-time 
feedback.  

The detailed, mission-critical applications on the Park Place intranet make the 
intranet itself mission-critical for producing quality work. While home-grown 
applications can be more expensive than buying a canned solution, if the internal 
applications are as well-designed and useful as the ones at Park Place, it’s well worth 
the time and energy to create and maintain them.  

URL AND ACCESS 

The intranet’s URL is http://intranet. All new PC builds include a shortcut to the 
intranet on the desktop, and some users make it their start page.  

Mobile users can log in to the intranet through the company’s external website. “We 
allow our customers to create logins on the website,” says Counts, “but one piece of 
sneakiness — not advertised — is the same login authentication system handles both 
employees and customers, intelligently redirecting based upon the type of user 
authenticating.” For security purposes, however, users logging in via the website 
cannot access financial information.  

CONTENT MANAGEMENT  

At Park Place Dealerships, the same group designs, develops, and maintains both the 
intranet and the website. To serve both, they use a custom-designed CMS.  
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The CMS was originally written using Microsoft ASP, COM+ distributed component 
technology, and a Microsoft SQL Server database. While Park Place is keeping the 
existing database, it’s currently transitioning to ASP.Net, plus C# for the front-end 
code.  

When it comes to distributing content management, “because we are a relatively 
small company with a very small IT department, management of our content is 
distributed to each department as much as possible,” says Counts. The CMS lets 
managers enter the rough outlines of content they want published, then routes the 
content to the intranet staff. The staff cleans up and enhances the text, ensures that 
it meets professional standards, and then publishes it. Along the way, a back-end 
logging system tracks all changes, allowing the intranet staff to revert to previous 
versions.  

TECHNOLOGY 

On the technology front, “we are almost entirely a Microsoft shop,” says Counts. That 
goes for the custom CMS software Park Place built, as well as the Web server and 
database server running the intranet — both are Compaq Proliant servers, running 
Windows 2003 Server.  

The intranet is a custom application. Today, after two years of intranet development, 
it includes forty-five applications for such things as resolving client concerns and 
service scheduling.  

For bug tracking, the intranet team takes three approaches. First, developers coded 
custom http 500 error pages. Besides telling the user that there’s been an error, the 
pages also immediately e-mail the programmer all pertinent information. “We found 
programmers are much more inclined to fix a problem faster when their in box is 
flooded with error reports,” says Counts. 

The intranet team reviews server performance monthly to help isolate memory holes 
and slow pages. For harder to find problems, a periodic survey queries users’ 
perceptions of performance and effectiveness for different intranet sections. “For 
example, three months after deploying the Client Concern Resolution application on 
the intranet, a survey was sent to the departments that most use the application,” 
says Counts. “This aided in identifying opportunities for improvement, and helped us 
find a slight bug that wasn’t showing up in error reports.”  

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 

Goals:  

• Enhance interdepartmental communication. 

• Reduce duplicate data entry. 

• Redesign site navigation to increase available screen space. 

BASIC INTRANET FEATURES  

The intranet offers a number of standard features, including company news, 
departmental news, a corporate phone book, and the ability to search for employees.  
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Park Place also custom-built forty-five applications to tackle discrete, previously 
time-consuming business processes. These applications cover such things as the help 
desk, resolving client concerns, scheduling service, action plans and management 
strategy, new employee hires, training classes, and Park Place’s inventory.  

USERS 

Park Place has ten dealerships and more than 1,200 employees, including HR 
managers, sales consultants and managers, automotive technicians, call-center 
representatives, valets, body-shop estimators, and accountants.  

USER TASKS 

Some common user tasks include:  

• Search for employees 

• Reference the internal phone book 

• Read company and departmental news 

• Add new employees to HR, payroll, and IT systems 

• Enroll in new-employee orientation classes 

• Contact the help desk 

• Resolve client issues via the CCR system 

• Track inventory  

BACKGROUND 

The groundwork for the Park Place Dealerships intranet began in 1999, when the 
organization needed to revamp how it tracked clients’ issues and resolved problems. 
The goal was to reliably track and report on customer service weaknesses.  

A search of off-the-shelf software, however, turned up nothing. “Unfortunately, the 
automotive industry is technically about five to ten years behind all other industries,” 
says Counts. “As a result, there is a limited set of options when it comes to business 
applications that target the specific needs of a car dealership.”  

Park Place decided to build its own intranet, starting with basic intranet functionality 
and then adding applications to address significant business problems. “Since then,” 
says Counts, “our intranet has largely been a product of two words: ‘what if.’” 

The first application was the CCR. When its early versions succeeded, departmental 
managers began asking what else the intranet could do. “Park Place is fortunate to 
have a large number of managers who actively seek ways to make their departments 
more efficient,” says Counts.  
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Not every proposal ends up as an application. One question they ask before creating 
a custom application is, “Will it streamline a manual, time-intensive business 
process?” One such process was tracking vehicles after they’d been sold. Before a 
customer could take delivery, the vehicle had to visit between two and four 
dealerships for final touches. During this process, the make-ready manager — 
responsible for preparing a vehicle before it’s handed over to a client — had a 
difficult time knowing where a vehicle was at any given moment. Of course that’s not 
something a customer waiting for her Porsche wants to hear. To solve the problem, 
Park Place investigated whether existing hardware and software programs could 
track vehicle location, but the cost of available options would have precluded any 
return on investment.  

So, Park Place began building its own application to track vehicles. “I built up an ugly 
first draft, focused on the functionality, in a couple of days. Then the manager used 
it for a couple of days, and we got together to discuss what worked and what didn’t,” 
says Counts. “Based on his feedback, we went through a period of daily updates until 
he was happy with the product, and that’s when we started rolling it out.”  

Development took only three weeks, and cost dramatically less than commercially 
available options. “We ended up building a simple check-in and check-out system on 
the intranet for a fraction of the cost,” says Counts.  

As the inventory-tracking solution illustrates, many of the business processes that 
the intranet solves don’t seem complex. “Most of our applications have turned out to 
be deceptively simple, some taking less than a week to develop. Yet a simple 
application, targeting the often overlooked details of a process, can have a 
considerable impact on the business efficiency of a department,” says Counts.  

Currently, the intranet staff consists of one person who reports to the corporate IT 
department. The intranet staff once had three people, including a project manager, 
programmer, and content coordinator. “This lasted for about six months, after which 
the project manager position was eliminated, and the content coordinator was 
promoted out of our department,” says Counts. The dealership is currently looking 
for a new content coordinator.  

Currently, the intranet budget “is confined to the salaries of the personnel involved,” 
says Counts. 

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 

For the latest redesign, begun in April 2004, Park Place wanted to address two 
weaknesses. First, because intranet applications were grouped in a vertical menu, as 
the number of applications grew users had difficulty finding them under the existing 
headings. “We reached a critical mass of links and when watching people use the 
intranet, we started noticing they were having increasing difficulty finding specific 
applications.”  

 The second problem was that the vertical navigation bar had grown too much. 
“Approximately 95% of our applications do not require the user to scroll vertically, 
but this was becoming increasingly difficult to maintain because the navigation 
region ate up too much space,” says Counts.  
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Pictured: The old version of the intranet sported vertical menus on the left side of 
the page. An increasing number of applications made it difficult for users to find any 
of them, however. In addition, the vertical menu bar ate up valuable horizontal 
space and limited the design options.  

The plan: do away with the vertical navigation bar. “Moving from our vertical menu 
to a horizontal menu was kind of a no-brainer,” says Counts. Park Place opted for a 
small, horizontal strip that wouldn’t require so much screen space. Because the 
horizontal bar had much less space for names, the intranet team grouped 
applications by departments. “Since each application was designed for a specific 
department’s needs, grouping by department just seemed a natural conclusion, 
which was reinforced in multiple discussions with users,” says Counts.  

To test the menu order, Park Place created a group with members from each 
department, then did card sorting. Nonetheless, “we ended up organizing the menus 
by usage,” based on server logs, says Counts, putting the most-used applications on 
top, then tweaking placement for individual departments. “For the most part, the 
critical factor on the order of the menus was consistency. Once the user has gotten 
used to a link being in a certain spot, they start instinctually clicking that area 
without reading the link names.” 

As this redesign scenario illustrates, when it comes to intranet design at Park Place, 
“the overriding design principle is KISS,” says Counts, and keeping it simple creates 
fewer problems in the long run. “Most of our users have very limited training and 
experience with computers,” he says, “so it’s absolutely essential that every page be 
as self-explanatory and easy to use as possible.”  
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Park Place’s intranet redesign projects often begin as end-user requests. If approved, 
the intranet designers form a team of all principal users to articulate the 
requirements. The company’s Business Excellence department also maps the 
business process or processes behind the application. “Usually, they are called in 
with a specific objective in mind, such as improving service revenue. They start by 
documenting the current process and use that as a guideline to determine areas for 
improvement, to build a new process specifically designed to meet the objective,” 
says Counts. The development group follows this documentation as much as possible 
to ensure a streamlined process; it also meets regularly with the principal-user team 
to gather feedback. 

One benefit of this approach is that a project simply takes as long as it needs to take 
— within reason, of course. “Since all of the people involved in process 
documentation, development, and training are part of our company, it really 
provides quite a bit of flexibility,” says Counts. “We don’t have to worry about strict 
budgeting, or time and contract restraints.”  

The team frequently waits until the beta stage — when the applications can actually 
be used — to test designs with users. “Working in a non-technical company, it’s far 
easier to get people thinking about a project with a mockup they can see and use; 
wire guides and drawings have tended to be more difficult for our users to wrap their 
minds around,” says Counts.  

To ensure the intranet is easy to use, however, Park Place focuses especially on 
socializing developers and end users. “The key to making our applications as easy to 
use as possible is our communication, mixed with understanding of the fundamentals 
of usability,” says Counts.  

On the communication front, developers work in the same building as users. They 
thus see people actually using the applications, which helps the developers “actively 
participate in process development and application training,” says Counts. 

This development approach helps Park Place avoid what Counts sees as a too-formal 
approach to usability in many organizations. Calling for formal usability studies and 
formal user research at discrete development process stages, he says, leads to an 
on-again, off-again usability approach. According to Counts, less-rigid structures are 
needed. “By breaking out of a formal process, the process becomes free enough to 
fully integrate into the social atmosphere of development, and causes ‘usability’ to be 
less of a buzzword and more of a natural part of the development process.”  

Another usability aid: making developers train end users on their applications and 
demonstrate iterations to the principal user group. “By being forced to stand in front 
of a group of users and explain how to use a piece of software,” says Counts, “user-
flow kinks really begin to stand out.”  

The overall design process is iterative. During training, users pose “the questions 
that all-too-often fail to reach developers,” says Counts, with the result that 
sometimes simple but overlooked solutions come to light. Another benefit is that 
users get to know the developers. “That familiarity encourages users to contact the 
developer directly with questions and solutions,” he says.  

Case in point: For redesigning the intranet’s vertical menu as a horizontal one, the 
designers kept the new intranet in beta, gradually expanding the test group to sixty 
people, then “waited for the stream of suggestions to turn into a trickle,” says 
Counts. That took about three months. Then, when the new intranet was ready to 
launch, Park Place promoted the redesign via an internal e-mail campaign.  
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Of course, a redesign doesn’t stop there, and involving principal users in the 
development process means they assist in the rollout, then go on to evangelize the 
intranet’s functionality. 

TIMELINE 

• 1999: Revamped method for tracking client issues; began creating its own 
applications in-house  

• June 2000: Rolled-out intranet 

• June 2001: The intranet now contained three applications: an early CCR 
version, a help desk application, and an early version of a training 
management system 

• April 2004: Began menu redesign 

• June 2004: Began beta testing redesigned menus 

• September 2004: Launched redesigned intranet and promoted it with 
internal e-mail campaign  

RESULTS 

Today, almost half of Park Place’s employees use the intranet daily, and most use it 
at least weekly. Driving that use is a design team open to users’ ideas and feedback, 
and that designs applications to address specific end-user pain points.  

Take page design, for example. While Park Place tries to maintain pages that require 
no scrolling, links to new applications and functionality in the old design were 
threatening to make vertical menus longer than screen contents. So, Park Place 
switched from a vertical to a horizontal menu bar. “By moving the menus to the top, 
we gained considerable screen real estate. The code change also decreased page-
load times,” says Counts.  

Designers also reorganized menu contents to address users’ navigation complaints. 
“After a little testing, we discovered that using departments to organize links was 
more intuitive for new employees, and it allowed them to more easily find needed 
applications.” The new departmental headings include sales, service, parts, HR, 
account, management, and administration. The switch reduced the number of links 
from seventeen to ten, simplifying the interface. 

Going forward, Park Place will increasingly rely upon its intranet — and of course, its 
website — to support the business. “Dealership staffs are going through an 
interesting transition as the old-school, stereotypical used-car salespeople give way 
to a new generation that relies more on technology,” says Counts. “In sales 
especially, you have a new generation of staff looking more to the Web for 
customers than the showroom floor, and then to the intranet for support.”  

Central to meeting employees’ needs is to never view an intranet application as 
finished. For example, Park Place might expand its make-ready application from just 
tracking cars during their post-sale preparation for customers, to also tracking its 
rental-car fleet. “For insurance purposes, using a PDA, we’d photograph vehicles 
when checking them out to a client,” he says, then automatically store the images on 
the intranet.  
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Such tweaks bespeak an ongoing improvement process at Park Place. “I don’t like to 
think of any application as being finished,” says Counts. “There’s always an 
improvement to be made, and a fluid development process like ours makes it much 
easier to react to changing user environments and needs.”  

LESSONS LEARNED 

Insights from Ryan Counts:  

Keep users involved. “Having a casual conversation with a user when we’re out on 
a smoke break has often sparked ideas for improving a product. If users have 
ongoing input during development, it really increases their buy-in and use of the 
resulting application.” 

Foster developer–user conversations. “Avoid having a brick wall between your 
developers and users. It’s important for developers to be as close as possible to the 
people that are using their software. While I’ve worked at several development shops 
with structured project plans, formal usability studies, and weekly status meetings, 
I’ve never developed better applications than I have while working in an 
environment where I simply have daily contact with people who are using my 
applications. Even in organizations with millions of users, have the developer e-mail 
a client or two.”  

Bake-in usability studies. “Because of the expense and time required for formal 
usability studies, many organizations only conduct them on a quarterly or yearly 
basis. This is probably all right if you are only updating your code or content on a 
yearly basis, but most sites tend to change daily. For usability to be truly effective, it 
must be a daily part of the development cycle. You can’t just have a study, make 
some changes based on the results, and hope that it fixes your weaknesses. There 
has to be follow-up. And perfection is an evolutionary process; you can’t build it on a 
white board, and rarely by committee.” 

Don’t treat usability studies as scorecards. “For formal usability studies, the 
development team needs to deactivate its ego. All too often — especially in non-
technology companies — a usability study is treated as a scorecard for the 
application or website being developed, and people often cringe when a test subject 
fails to achieve a common task. Get over it: usability isn’t about right or wrong, but 
making things that work.”  

Localize usability results. “Because of time and expense, usability studies often 
draw attention from senior managers. When those managers only read the executive 
summary, however, or lack technical expertise, and then involve themselves in the 
process, it can be counterproductive. So, while the development team — those doing 
the redesign work — need to hear the raw truth, outside of that department, I think 
usability study results should remain secret.” 
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Procter & Gamble 
Using the intranet: 
The Cincinnati-based Procter & Gamble Company 
(P&G) began in 1837 as a small, family-operated 
soap and candle company. Today it’s the largest 
manufacturer of household products in the United 
States, with $51.4 billion in 2004 revenue. P&G 
markets its products to consumers in 140 
countries, under such brand names as Actonel, 
Always, Ariel, Bounty, Charmin, Crest, Downy, 
Folgers, Head & Shoulders, Iams, Olay, Pampers, 
Pantene, Pringles, and Tide. 

Design Team:  
Procter & Gamble’ s Global Business Services (GBS) 
group and the employee-communications 
department; Hewlett-Packard; Bridge Worldwide  

Members:  
Procter & Gamble: Michelle Gosselin, GBS brand 
manager and initiative leader; Barb Nieman and Scott 
Bennett, employee communications; Linda Weaver, 
technical liaison with HP; Gail Macke, employee 
resources page leader; Mark McCabe, people 
management page leader; Gretchen Terhar, business 
management page leader; Steve Schmidt, P&G 
deployment and launch leader; Kim Rechtin, 
employee research leader 

Hewlett-Packard: Donna Quinn, project manager; 
Vincent Jacobs, Jim Kruckeberg, Mandy Huth, Cuong 
Vu, Mark Owen, Phil Stam, Jeff Sen, and Cary Harlow, 
technical development 

Bridge Worldwide: Jeff Haun and Steve Kirschner, 
account team; Dave Maly, Kerry Broderick, Nicole 
Wehrle, and Kristine Shuey, creative team 

 

SUMMARY 

Procter & Gamble brands include some of the world’s most recognizable product 
names — Pampers, Tide, Bounty, Pringles, Folgers, Charmin, Downy, Crest, and 
Clairol are a few of its creations. To keep an incredible machine like this well oiled 
takes a large staff, superior communication, and the right tools. The P&G intranet, 
my.PG.com, is at the center of this effort. 

All P&G employees have access to the intranet for news, HR services, business 
support services, and business data. My.PG.com makes it fast and easy for 
employees to get the information, tools, and resources they need. 

On the homepage, all employees see the Corporate News area, which contains global 
news about the organization, including important awards and references — such as 
making Fortune’s “best companies to work for” list. The area also displays high-level 
announcements, such as major product launches, acquisitions or divestitures, and 
corporate sales milestones.  

Following corporate news is business-unit news, local news, and news related to 
various company functions. Here, the intranet’s personalization features serve 
relevant news based on an employee’s selections. For example, local news is keyed 
to the employee’s worksite, city, or country. Also, because employees often belong 
to more than one business unit, they can receive news from up to three 
organizations or units, as well as select news from up to three functions (including 
research and development, marketing, finance, HR, and sales). By clicking on P&G 
News, users can see all recent references to P&G in external media.  
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Users can change their business unit and function news settings by clicking on the 
Edit button for each section. To change their location setting, users click on Change 
settings in the banner in the page’s upper-right-hand corner. They can also click on 
their current country or city (each a separate link in the upper-right part of the page) 
to change it. The location setting is prominent because it determines the content 
users see in other sections of the portal. 

Users can easily search the entire intranet (using the Google appliance), employee 
directory, or other areas of the intranet via the search function in the upper-right 
corner of all pages. To select the search area, employees use the drop-down menu, 
which gives them many search choices, including a people finder; the intranet 
(Google); the Employee resources, People management, or Business management 
sections; an acronym database; the location directory; and the Internet. The nicest 
thing is that the most-used functions — searching the entire intranet and the 
employee directory — are the first two choices. 
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Pictured: Users can search the entire intranet, employee directory, or other specific 
intranet areas by selecting from a drop-down list next to the open search field. 

Users also see the stock quote on the homepage, and can link or navigate to various 
business sites via the left-side drop-down menus. 
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P&G’s corporate visual identity, denoted by the moon-phase-type graphics and royal 
blue color, also comes to life on the intranet homepage (other colors from P&G’s 
corporate color palette are often used to denote other intranet sections). The 
corporate logo, referred to internally at P&G as a “phase graphic,” plays off P&G’s 
historic moon-and-stars logo.  

 

Pictured: The Procter & Gamble homepage displays global corporate news to all 
employees. More news is personalized by the user’s location and any corporate-
group news to which they subscribe.  

When employees click on a news item, they see the full story, complete with a title, 
short summary, and date of the posting — in an international format that spells out 
the month. In addition, pertinent photographs enhance the story, cropped to 
reinforce P&G’s brand identity.  
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Pictured: News stories on the P&G intranet demonstrate good writing, appropriate 
and relevant photographs to enhance the story, and include full information, such 
as a story title, description, and date. Recalling P&G’s corporate logo, pictures are 
cropped to reinforce the corporate brand identity.  

In addition to horizontal controls at the top of the page and the left-side navigation, 
the intranet provides a site map, reinforcing the main sections:  

1.) Employee resources: pay, benefits, relocation, career and training 
information, IT, buildings, purchasing, and travel. 

2.) People management: everything managers need, including the compensation 
system and organizational charts. 

3.) Business management: role-based applications and content for employees’ job-
related needs, whether their jobs are commercial (sales, marketing) or 
technical (logistics, research and development). 



 

 

 
 

170 INFO@NNGROUP.COM 48105 WARM SPRINGS BLVD., FREMONT CA 94539–7498 USA 

 

The page clearly lists and provides thorough descriptions for each of these areas. 
The color-coded page also resembles a subway map — and that’s no accident. “Our 
offline communications to employees used the site map theme and further 
capitalized on the idea by using a subway theme as the launch campaign,” says 
Michelle Gosselin, brand manager for P&G’s Global Business Services division and 
head of the redesign.  

 

Pictured: For the new intranet’s marketing launch campaign, P&G picked up on the 
site map’s subway design theme to introduce users to the intranet’s information 
architecture.  

In terms of Web design, a site map might seem rather old-school, but in this case, 
it’s a useful element: after the redesign, it was the first page every user saw. P&G 
took this approach because “we found that it sent a much stronger signal that this 
was something new and different, and that my.PG.com was going to deliver much 
more than just news,” says Gosselin. “In our user research, we found that about half 
of our users preferred to land on the news page, while the other half preferred a site 
map-type page, describing our top-level navigation.” Based on that research, the 
designers gave users the option to eliminate the navigation page at startup and 
instead start on the news page.  

Users who set the news page as their intranet home can easily access the site map 
via the Site map link at the top of every page. 
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Pictured: The site map page clearly distinguishes and describes the intranet’s four 
main sections. Users can either use this page or the news page as their homepage. 

The main-category colors on the site map carry through to the top-level global-site 
navigation. The navigation bar is royal blue, and once a button is selected, it briefly 
turns a different color to indicate it’s a link. This attention to colors makes it very 
easy for users to determine which intranet area they’re in, and it creates a consistent 
look and feel across the entire intranet, using colors from P&G’s corporate brand 
palette. 

Beyond the site map, employees need other ways of locating crucial information, and 
with almost 110,000 employees in more than eighty countries, the employee 
directory is a work staple. To be useful, however, user profiles must be thorough and 
helpful, and indeed they are in P&G’s PeopleFinder application. The profile shows the 
employee’s name, phone numbers, e-mail, and any other communication information 
they provide. The employee’s P&G organization, cost center, role, and location are 
also visible, as is a picture.  
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Pictured: The employee profiles in the corporate directory provide all the 
information you could need to contact someone. A picture of the person also helps 
people to get to know each other. 

At large organizations such as P&G, every little bit of time wasted on a bad interface 
can prove costly. Even time wasted trying to find forms, when multiplied by many 
users, can really add up. A great way to save users’ collective time is to consolidate 
forms from across the organization. P&G does this by consolidating forms from its 
three main content areas — Employee resources, People management, and Business 
management — into a single interface. The Forms/Request Center lists the forms and 
divides them into specific, easy-to-decipher categories. Links open either HTML 
forms, Word documents, or, for paper-based submissions, PDF documents. 
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Pictured: The Forms/Request Center houses the organizations’ forms and presents 
them in categories that users can easily navigate. 

Communication with an organization’s leaders helps keep employees in touch and 
aware of important directives and accomplishments. On this front, P&G’s intranet 
contains an engaging section hosted by A.G. Lafley, P&G’s chairman of the board, 
president, and chief executive. The smiling picture of Lafley makes him seem friendly 
and approachable, and the page’s information is concise and presented in a simple, 
bulleted list. Terms an employee might not understand, such as “organic sales 
growth,” are defined in a call-out box. This helps employees actually understand the 
information and learn from it, and helps them feel like part of the organization’s 
future. 
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Pictured: The P&G president and CEO offers an announcement page to keep 
employees informed. 

With so much information on the intranet, it’s important that all employees get 
access to it. Of course, some employees work in plants and warehouses rather than 
at a desk in an office. For these employees, the organization provides workstations 
for e-mail and intranet access. 

 

Pictured: A shared workstation in a meeting room in Mehoopany, Pennsylvania, 
gives plant technicians access to their e-mail and P&G’s intranet.  

Through consistent navigation and branding, and good search capabilities, the 
intranet unifies different P&G groups’ intranet sites and gives employees access to 
both the intranet and the P&G organization as a whole. News, personalization, and 
employee-oriented communications materials also keep employees engaged and 
informed.  

URL AND ACCESS 

The intranet’s URL is http://my.pg.com. The intranet is the default homepage for all 
employees, though they can change it. “Most employees choose to keep their 
homepage set to the default,” says Barb Nieman, who works in P&G’s employee 
communications department.  

When not connected to the corporate LAN, employees can access the intranet on a 
company-provided computer via a VPN connection. In some plants, technicians also 
access the intranet via kiosks connected to the corporate LAN. 
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CONTENT MANAGEMENT  

“The content management system is a custom-developed, Web-based system that 
uses a combination of portal server and document management systems to generate 
the HTML and JavaScript files used to render the site,” says Mark McCabe, leader of 
the people-management page.  

Based on the intended audience, portal content beyond news is arranged into one of 
three sections: content relevant to all employees, to staff managers, and to business 
managers. “There is a global portal owner, an owner for each section, regional 
owners for each piece of content, and in some cases, country-specific owners,” says 
McCabe. This approach to content ownership arises from P&G’s highly distributed 
operations, including multiple locations and languages. Much of the content relevant 
to all employees, including HR, pay, benefits, travel, and building information, is 
actually location- or country-specific.  

Country-specific content owners add or change all content via templates, making it 
easy to enforce design and presentation. P&G tracks all changes with the content 
management tool. 

TECHNOLOGY 

The software running the intranet, Plumtree Corporate Portal, runs on Microsoft 
Internet Information Server and Windows NT servers. Plumtree also handles the 
intranet navigation and site localization, including serving relevant translations.  

P&G uses custom-built portlets that integrate with Plumtree to create some dynamic 
features. The site also uses static HTML, and JavaScript, both of which the Plumtree 
software serves.  

A Google appliance handles general intranet searches, while the custom-developed 
document management engine searches for content, and various other engines 
locate people, company locations, acronyms, and so on.  

HP handles the bulk of P&G’s IT needs through an outsourcing arrangement that 
includes most of the intranet technology. “Some of our Web applications are sourced 
to other strategic suppliers as well,” says Gosselin, “such as IBM for our online travel 
booking and online expense reporting systems.” P&G also uses real estate services 
company Jones Lang LaSalle for its conference-room booking system.  

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 

Goals:  

• Implement a role-based architecture to make the intranet more intuitive 
so employees find the news, data, tools, and resources they need more 
quickly.  

• Update the intranet’s graphic design to reflect P&G’s new visual identity, 
and standardize the whole intranet’s look and feel.  

• Better exploit portal-software capabilities to improve corporate content 
delivery, and localization and personalization features. 

Constraints:  
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• Timing: Senior management wanted the intranet to sport P&G’s new 
visual identity as quickly as possible, while the redesign team wanted to 
ensure the role-based framework and navigation improvements were 
ready. 

• Dealing with technical limitations related to the time constraints, since 
“waiting for the ideal technology to be qualified and ready would have 
added considerable time to the project,” says Gosselin.  

BASIC INTRANET FEATURES  

The intranet offers a range of information for P&G employees, much of it localized 
and in relevant languages so employees don’t have to wade through irrelevant 
information. For example, a range of content — including vacation policies, benefits, 
travel, and building services — is country-specific, and is only revealed when users 
select their location via a drop-down menu.  

Other intranet features include links from the homepage to corporate news and 
organizational announcements. Employees also have access to a variety of job-
specific tools, including sales, marketing, logistics, and research and development 
functions. For example: managers can access relevant compensation system 
calculators and organizational charts; marketing personnel can access work in 
process, including advertising clips and artwork packaging; salespeople can see 
customer-shipment reports; and scientists in research and development can search a 
global library of research that has already been performed on various technologies.  

USERS 

P&G has over 100,000 employees working in almost eighty countries worldwide.  

USER TASKS 

Typical user tasks include:  

• Read corporate, business unit, or site and facility news 

• Access company-specific reference or policy information  

• Search for content, employee information, and common P&G acronym 
definitions 

• Book travel 

• Obtain computer support or applications to install 

• Order supplies 

• Report building problems 

• Obtain HR-related information and download related forms  

• Access job- and business-related data, systems, and applications 

BACKGROUND 

Intranet development at P&G began in 1996, when the IT department created 
prototype sites for two of the company’s most important competencies: research and 
development, and sales. “A site for public-affairs employees was also slipped in, 
since work was already well underway on that,” says Nieman.  
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Those three sites went live in 1997, with an HTML-based homepage. From there, the 
intranet grew organically — “there was no central organization structure,” says 
Nieman — as different departments and teams added their own stand-alone sites.  

In 1998, IT still managed the intranet, but the employee-communications 
department began managing the communications-related parts of the homepage. At 
this point, the homepage “began to evolve from a launch page to more of a 
communication tool, as well as providing some high-level navigation to key intranet 
sites,” says Nieman.  

In 2000, the introduction of new page-creation tools (that required no HTML 
knowledge or programming), plus pre-built “easy start” sites for such things as team 
collaborations, led to a rapid increase in the number of internal intranet sites.  

Later that year, P&G began implementing portal technology from Plumtree, moving 
beyond its Lotus Notes infrastructure. In October 2001, the Plumtree-driven intranet 
went live, supporting 60,000 employees worldwide. One notable new feature was a 
dynamically generated directory page, providing better insight into the intranet’s 
content.  

In 2002, the intranet’s functionality and appearance was updated.  

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 

Assembling a team 

One catalyst for redesigning the P&G intranet was that “employees told us they 
didn’t know where to go for various services,” says Gail Macke, leader of the 
employee-resources page. “Frankly, we’d gone a little ‘brand crazy,’” with application 
titles such as “SourceOne,” “A&FRSConnect,” “BBP,” “ESConnect,” “Company at your 
Fingertips,” “my.PG.com,” and “eSupport.”  

For an analogy to the challenge users faced, “imagine a grocery store organized by 
manufacturer rather than by product category,” says Gosselin. The naming was a 
legacy of an intranet architecture driven by internal P&G departments rather than 
employee needs.  

Another redesign catalyst was the desire to update the intranet to reflect P&G’s new 
visual-identity standard.  
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Pictured: The old P&G intranet was organized by department, and its design didn’t 
match the new corporate-branding guidelines.  

 

Pictured: Subsections in the old P&G intranet lacked navigation or design 
consistency with other subsections.  
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To start the redesign, P&G first needed to assemble a redesign team. At P&G, there’s 
no one intranet team per se, says Gosselin, because “historically, the intranet has 
been a loose confederation of sites linked together across the enterprise.” The 
employee-communications department, for example, maintains content for P&G 
Inside, the de facto intranet homepage, while HP, in conjunction with a P&G 
governance organization, makes technology-related intranet decisions.  

For this redesign, the project team was composed of employees from a variety of 
P&G’s groups. Gosselin, as brand manager for Global Business Services (GBS), which 
owns most corporate-wide content, led the project. The employee-communications 
department also participated, especially advising on news and visual-identity issues. 
Meanwhile, HP provided systems development and integration expertise, and the 
design firm Bridge Worldwide delivered the graphic design, based on the design it 
created for P&G’s public-facing website (http://www.pg.com).  

Because P&G’s shared-services group maintains much of the intranet content, 
several of its managers also joined the redesign team to handle the Employee 
resources, People management, and Business management sections.  

Setting the scope  

With the team in place, members outlined a plan of attack. “We knew we wouldn’t be 
able to redesign the thousands of pages of an organically grown corporate intranet 
all at once,” says Gosselin. Instead, the first phase of the project — the winning 
redesign — would target about twenty of the largest corporate intranet sites. Others 
would be redesigned later.  

The first step of the redesign plan was to learn from the existing site, so the team 
commissioned an expert review of the existing intranet, analyzed previous 
employee-satisfaction surveys, and benchmarked the functionality of popular 
Internet portals. At the same time, Bridge Worldwide began developing a new 
graphic design for the intranet.  

The redesign team also began user research. “We needed to understand how 
employees approached the intranet,” says Gosselin. Research began with card-
sorting exercises, to discern a better information architecture.  

All of that research “showed us employees visit the intranet for one of three key 
reasons,” says Gosselin. Employees’ primary activities were to look for news, HR 
information, or perform administrative tasks; to perform tasks associated with 
managing other employees; and to use business tools, data, and information 
relevant to their role in the company.  

Based on the results, says Macke, “we decided we needed to move to a more role-
based design, to make it easier for employees to find what they were looking for.” 

Through research, the team honed a new, role-based navigation structure, with six 
primary pages: news, employee resources, resources for managers, key business 
tools and data, personalized pages, and communities (individual sites for P&G 
departments and organizations).  
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To speed the project, “the team got agreement to do visual design and content 
organization through the use of an HTML- and Java-Server-Pages-based mockup 
design, which we used to demonstrate and ‘sell’ the new portal design to functional 
leaders and content owners,” says McCabe. This step was necessary “to get them to 
agree to such a dramatic change, and to move their content to the new portal.” This 
HTML and Java server pages (JSP) mockup, which was done only in English, sped up 
the process since it “let us test 90% of the design and functionality of the new site 
with users before making a significant investment in technology,” says McCabe. 

Launching a prototype 

In January 2004, the redesign team created the HTML and JSP intranet prototype, 
then conducted usability testing on it in February and March. “The testing focused on 
the thirty tasks most commonly completed by an employee or manager, and our goal 
was to have users successfully complete 80% of the tasks,” says Macke. However, 
with the first version of the prototype, “we didn’t meet our goal.”  

To improve employees’ success rate, the redesign team studied results from the 
prototype test to understand the current design’s pitfalls and why users couldn’t find 
the information. This research sent the information architecture design team back to 
the drawing board to make content easier to find. With a new prototype in hand, the 
team ran a second round of usability tests on both the prototype and the existing 
intranet to benchmark improvements. This time, task-completion rates for the new 
site met the needed 80% success rate and were significantly better than the current 
intranet.  

Meanwhile, the team discussed technology needs with HP, which returned with an 
implementation proposal in April 2004. The timing here was a challenge for P&G. 
Management wanted the intranet updated with the new P&G branding quickly. Yet, 
the intranet redesign required significant changes to the content stores and to the 
technology, which the team would need to rigorously test and qualify before 
launching it to over 100,000 users. Technologically, there was no way to stage a 
phased rollout — it had to be done all at once. 

Balancing the need for speed and new functionality “led us to use an older version of 
Plumtree that didn’t allow as much design flexibility as we would have liked,” says 
Gosselin. A newer version of Plumtree would bring many of the enhancements the 
team wanted, but would have taken much longer to implement. So, the team chose 
the older technology, knowing that “we could implement the next version, and get 
the improvements, without changing the role-based framework we were creating 
with the current redesign.”  

After the sign-off on the proposal, the HP team implemented the technological 
changes in Plumtree on the development server and in the Web-based CMS in less 
than two months. The team launched a pilot of the redesigned intranet in June. “We 
recruited 500 users, representative of our global user base, and tested it for about a 
month,” says Gosselin. In July, the redesign team took those test results and made 
enhancements to the system on the development server.  
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Heralding the new intranet 

With the new intranet release upcoming, P&G implemented an internal-marketing 
plan. “We wanted to give employees enough information and notification that the 
intranet was changing,” says Gosselin. The expectation was that the intranet would 
be intuitive enough to use without much training. Accordingly, “we struck a balance 
between informing and training.” 

First, the team began describing the impending switchover through e-mail messages 
and articles posted on the old intranet.  

The redesign team also released three marketing pieces: a poster with high-level 
information, which they hung in offices and plants; a quick-reference guide to the 
new intranet, in the form of a subway map; and a detailed brochure for heavy users, 
including administrative assistants. The team also sent the brochure to users who 
voiced concerns about navigation and e-mailed or called with content-finding 
problems. P&G was also mindful of “diffusion marketing”: early adopters (who tend 
to be technology-savvy) adopt a new offering quickly, and can champion it into 
widespread use and help educate later adopters.  
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Pictured: The redesign team released a poster for all P&G offices and plants, 
heralding the new intranet. The poster further reinforced the team’s subway design 
theme.  
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The subway idea came from Bridge Worldwide, the agency responsible for the new 
intranet’s graphic design. “The map communicated the benefits of the change 
perfectly — a faster, more organized, and more efficient route to the information you 
need,” says Gosselin. The approach was also elegant, since “the concept was globally 
relevant” to the entire P&G user base. 

The new site went live, over two weekends in August, to the more than 100,000 P&G 
employees.  

TIMELINE 

• 1996: Began development of prototype intranets for three groups: 
research and development, sales, and public-affairs employees 

• 1997: Moved three initial sites into production; new sites were added 
organically 

• 1998: Evolved the intranet from a launch page to a full-fledged 
communication tool, including high-level navigation to key intranet sites 

• 2000: Introduced easier-to-use intranet authoring tools (no HTML or 
programming knowledge needed), which rapidly increased the number of 
intranet sites 

• December 2000: Began rollout of Plumtree portal technology 

• October 2001: Implemented Plumtree, which supports 60,000 employees 
worldwide 

• May 2002: Upgraded to Plumtree Portal version 5.5 and made some 
cosmetic changes  

• October 2003: Began latest redesign project 

• December 2003: Bridge Worldwide delivered initial graphic designs for 
intranet 

• January 2004: Developed HTML version of new site for testing purposes 

• February–March 2004: Tested content usability  

• March 2004: HP studied intranet’s technology needs 

• April 2004: HP and P&G agreed on technology to be implemented 

• May 2004: HP finished intranet technology development 

• June 2004: Launched global test pilot  

• August 2004: Launched latest redesign, over two weekends, to 100,000 
users 

RESULTS 

The new site launched in August 2004 and included customized content for more 
than 200 locations and sixteen languages. For consistency and standardization, 
several important corporate sites, previously standalone, now sport the intranet’s 
design and are completely integrated into my.PG.com, making for a more seamless 
user experience.  
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The redesign helps users browse more efficiently, and it replaced difficult-to-decode 
names of intranet sections with a simple, user-focused and color-coded information 
architecture. This helps guide users in finding everything from corporate news to 
employee and manager tools.  

From start to finish, redesigning the intranet took about a year. One complication 
was the outsourcing deal with HP that took effect August 1, 2003. In addition to 
spending time on designing, testing, prototyping, and development, P&G and HP had 
to learn how to work together. 

How did the launch go? “Having gone through a number of intranet design changes 
over the past eight years, this was the quietest in terms of employee complaints,” 
says Nieman. The secret, she thinks, was two-fold. First, P&G conducted extensive 
usability testing prior to changing the design. Second, the project team developed an 
effective marketing campaign, alerting employees to the new intranet’s impending 
launch, then supported them once the intranet appeared. “It’s not that everybody 
was thrilled with the changes — there were the usual comments of ‘why did you 
have to change this, I can’t find anything’ — but just at a much lower volume than 
before.” 

Beyond usability and interface design, new technology helped enhance intranet 
functionality. For example, honing the my.PG.com localization feature — which 
delivers content such as HR information, travel, and building services — took time 
and ingenuity.  

“By changing the location, via drop-down menu selection, employees can see the 
content specific to that location, in the local language,” says Donna Quinn, HP’s P&G 
project manager. This approach reduces time spent needlessly paging through 
irrelevant information. While the localization concept was part of the initial redesign, 
implementing it was difficult. The drop-down localization solution was part of an 
application that had been integrated into the new my.PG.com; however, Plumtree 
came with a different localization solution that could not replicate the same 
functionality. HP tried merging the two localization settings but was unsuccessful. 
Ultimately, HP developed the code to allow the two settings to co-exist without 
negatively impacting each other or the end user. 
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Pictured: The new localization feature lets users select their location and language, 
then only see relevant information. This is useful because much of P&G’s HR and 
business-location information, including vacation time and building services, is 
specific to a location or country.  

Just how much did the redesigned site benefit user productivity? The redesign team 
tested for business-scenario-completion success rates on both the old and new sites, 
and, based on the results, “we expected a 20 to 30% productivity improvement over 
the old site,” says Macke. Early results indicate that the redesign is meeting this 
goal.  

Productivity improvements should apply to new employees as well. “We know that 
new hires need a lot of pay, benefits, relocation, and policy information when they 
join the company, and we tried to ensure they would be able to find this information 
easily,” says Gosselin.  

The new intranet platform will also let P&G keep adding new features, such as 
personalization. For example, the large Business management section will become 
more personalized. “The vision for the Business management page is to allow 
personalization so that what the employee sees is uniquely tailored to his or her role 
within the company,” says Gosselin. For commercially focused job functions, such as 
sales and marketing, employees will get “dashboards” containing shipment and 
market-share information. Employees in logistics or operations will get access to 
plant and supply-chain data, and employees who work in market research will have 
access to analytical tools.  
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Personalization will continue with the My Pages and within each section — Employee 
resources, People management, and Business management. Currently, employees 
can customize the My Pages with about 100 portlets, such as a world clock, 
exchange rates, and news headlines from external sources. In the future, employees 
will get such things as local cafeteria menus; travel tips related to upcoming trips; a 
list of meeting rooms they’ve booked; and, on the Employee resources page, a list of 
new, internal jobs that match employees’ specific search criteria. On the People 
management page, features will include pending salary-plan notifications, employee-
review-management tools, and budget updates. On the Business management page, 
users will see personalized business cockpits or other job tools. Additional portlets for 
My Pages will also become available. 

LESSONS LEARNED 

Insights from Barb Nieman:  

Warn employees of pending change. “Take the time to communicate — and keep 
communicating — what you’re doing and why. Thanks to that approach, this was the 
quietist rollout in my eight years of intranet redesigns.”  

Follow feedback through to problem resolution. “When employees provide 
feedback, follow up promptly. Post-launch, track the types of questions you’re 
getting, then address those concerns in periodic updates to employees, to improve 
the intranet’s usefulness.”  

Insights from Donna Quinn:  

Plan for the unexpected. “No matter how much initial usability testing you’ve 
done, there will always be additional surprises from the actual, working intranet. 
Always budget sufficient time during the project to tweak the design due to 
unforeseen problems.”  

Work with real end users. “When engineers and designers have access to real end 
users, they can ask questions and make suggestions that get to the root cause of a 
problem. So, instead of making assumptions about what an end user would 
understand — technical terms are often a culprit here for end users, and vice versa 
for engineers, who don’t always understand what end users are trying to say — we 
allowed the two groups to speak directly. This approach helped create a more robust 
intranet.” 

Insights from Michelle Gosselin:  

It’s the process, not the tools. “Start testing with any type of prototype. Maybe it’s a 
mockup in PowerPoint or HTML. Just don’t wait for the final technology to be ready to 
start testing; you want to start iterating early to produce the best possible results.”  

Testing variety helps. “For best results, gather both qualitative and quantitative data, 
using many different types of employee-focused research, such as card sorts, surveys, 
and focus groups.” 

Protect the end user’s best interests. “Often, content and application owners will 
push to give their material more prominence on the intranet, because all stakeholders 
think their material is the most important. Remember, however, you’re the voice of the 
employee. Keep end users’ needs foremost, and don’t be afraid to push back when 
stakeholders make demands. Similarly, keep stakeholders informed throughout the 
redesign process, yet clearly define up front who makes the final decisions.” 
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Insight from Dave Maly, part of Bridge Worldwide’s creative team:  

Simplicity is a design virtue. “One design challenge was making the intranet 
appeal to all of P&G’s 98,000 employees — a diverse, global workforce. Our approach 
was to simplify the navigation, to highlight the wide variety of available information 
and tools. We also used graphic-design elements sparingly but efficiently, to avoid 
overshadowing the content. This economical approach has another benefit: it more 
consistently presents P&G’s visual identity, regardless of language, across a number 
of sites.” 
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Schematic 
Using the Intranet: 
Schematic is one of the nation’s leading 
interactive agencies. Headquartered in Los 
Angeles, with offices in New York and Atlanta, the 
firm provides award-winning design, user 
interface, and technology solutions for the Web, 
advanced devices, and television. Schematic 
serves clients in multiple industry verticals 
including media and entertainment, healthcare, 
and consumer electronics. The company develops 
across an array of platforms, including set-top 
boxes, game consoles, mobile devices, and the 
Internet. Recent projects include the new 
Microsoft Xbox Live Arcade service, application 
development for Nielsen Media Research, 
Cablevision’s new set-top gaming service, the 
Gold’s Gym Web site and customer relationship 
management system, and broadcast design for 
the National Football League. 

Design Team:  
In-house 

Members:  
Trevor Kaufman, CEO, visionary, architect, and 
iconographer; Isaac Golino, design director and 
interface designer; Jason Brush, director of interface 
engineering and client-side developer; Lisa Smith, 
director of software development 

SUMMARY 

At an interactive agency, it’s imperative that employees be able to quickly and easily 
store files, then share them with colleagues and clients. ShareServer, Schematic’s 
extranet, supports hundreds of users inside and outside the company, including 
designers, contractors, clients, vendors, executives, and salespeople. Yet 
ShareServer not only shares files, but organizes them as well — an asset-
management dream. 

For example, ShareServer lets users download individual files, or select a discrete 
group of files and put them into a single Asset Box, in the compression format of 
their choice. Links to Asset Boxes can be e-mailed to external users, letting them 
retrieve items without giving them full-fledged system access. Schematic’s 
ShareServer can even assemble files as slideshows for remote, real-time 
presentations. 

ShareServer looks as it were designed by a contemporary artist. The muted colors 
are pleasant and easy on the eyes. Even so, there is good contrast between text and 
background, which is difficult to achieve when working with pastels. Overall, pages 
are sparse, but in a welcoming — not cold — way. 
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Pictured: Schematic’s ShareServer extranet is beautifully designed. Besides being 
easy on the eyes, the site lets users — whether employees or clients — personalize 
it for easy access to a variety of assets.  

From the homepage, ShareServer grabs you by the collar, calling out For Your 
Attention. This list is customized for each user, deliverable based on login, and 
displays all open boxes (client shipments) and slideshows the user is invited to view. 
These slideshows contain design work and drafts, which are often shared with 
several people.  

At other organizations, the asset-management process is not typically so 
streamlined. Often, designers must figure out which files they need, find them on an 
external server or FTP site, then download them for review. Reviewing or updating 
the wrong files because they’re misnamed can waste time and lead to 
miscommunication — or worse, if it happens during a client presentation. Similar 
problems occur when designers send files to clients, plus clients don’t always have 
the required software to view files. ShareServer eliminates all of these issues, and 
modernizes the process.  

With ShareServer, users can see which files were most recently uploaded, which 
assets are receiving the most download activity, and which documents have new 
comments. These new comments are indicated by a small, yellow “sticky note” icon 
that appears in the file view. Each asset also carries its own log, so users can see 
when it was created, overwritten, or downloaded, and by whom. 

ShareServer can handle any file type, and its built-in media intelligence understands 
characteristics of most major media types.  
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When working with many different projects and files, it can be challenging to keep 
track of them and keep them in order. The homepage helps with this, too. The 
Shortcuts area lists the user’s most recently accessed folders and assets, and any 
slideshows the user needs to finish before posting for others to review. 

A comprehensive filing system, under the Files tab, also helps users maintain order. 
Users can view items by icons, list, or images.  

The icon view, for example, is the default view for browsing files (it’s also available 
from the Files drop-down menu). The icon view displays individual folders and files 
within a graphically rich environment that’s similar to an Apple Macintosh GUI. In 
addition to folders, the view displays related information. For a JPEG image, for 
example, users see the height, width, dots per inch (DPI), file size, and last date 
modified. Users can also click the blue tab to view or download the file. By clicking 
the Hide Details link, users will see only icons. Note that the server dynamically 
generates the icon graphic and file metadata. 

 

Pictured: The icon view under the Folders tab displays individual folders and files, 
plus related information. 

Selecting list view from the Files drop-down menu gives users a standard-looking 
tabular list for sorting assets by specific metadata, including name, type, size, and 
last-date saved. In this view, users can manipulate large groups of files at once by 
simply selecting their related checkboxes. Users can then create folders, upload, 
move, delete, or ship out the group of files. 
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Pictured: The list view is one of three ways of viewing files under the Files tab. 
Here, users can select multiples files from the list and create folders, upload, move, 
delete, or ship out the group of files. The small yellow icon indicates a file has new 
comments.  

ShareServer is an homage to designers, making their lives easier by building in the 
image-manipulation functionality lacking in today’s graphical operating systems. 
“Most GUIs don’t provide particularly convenient ways to rename more than one 
document at a time,” says Trevor Kaufman, Schematic’s CEO. “ShareServer, 
however, has a specific interface that enables users to very rapidly append a suffix to 
lots of file names, for example, or to delete a part of a name from a group of files.”  

The extranet also gives users sophisticated rollback functionality in case they make a 
mistake or change their mind. “Users can see at a glance which file names they’ve 
changed, and roll them back to the original before committing the changes to the 
group,” says Kaufman. “It’s an easy interface for novices, but we find that expert 
users appreciate it even more. It’s a system that combines the best components of 
GUIs and command-line interfaces.” 
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Pictured: After selecting one or more files or folders, users can rename them. 
Similar screens will also move, copy, or delete all selected files and folders. (Note: 
“Design4 site links” is the name of a file.) ShareServer lets users enter a URL, which 
it then screen captures to create a thumbnail of the page in the file view — a kind of 
bookmark. 

Combining security and usability, ShareServer gives asset creators an easy, slider-
based method for determining who can access or edit a folder or file. Designers did 
not try to choose one-word descriptions for the permission levels, which is very nice. 
Instead of cryptic names, they chose easily understood phrases such as can view this 
folder and can choose this folder. 

ShareServer’s security features further reflect the software’s designer orientation. 
“Most digital asset management systems are awkward because of elaborate roles 
and responsibilities that must be set in a granular way, and through check-in and 
check-out procedures that put barriers between users and their documents,” says 
Kaufman. When it comes to security and usability, there’s a simple rule: If you make 
security difficult for users, they will attempt to route around it.  
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Hence, Schematic opts for a visually and textually clear approach. “ShareServer 
allows users to set permissions on directories with a simple pair of sliders — slide left 
for more open, slide right for more secure. One slider controls which groups can view 
the folder; the other dictates who can change the folder’s contents,” says Kaufman. 
“One simple interface element not only shows all the potential complexity of 
permissions in a simple form, but enables users to set complex rules in an intuitive 
way.” Setting a permission for a folder also sets identical permission levels for 
everything inside it — all child folders and files. 

 

Pictured: Too often, security sacrifices usability. Here, however, asset creators can 
use a simple slider bar to easily manage permissions for files and folders.  

Selecting image preview from the Files drop-down menu shows previews of all 
assets, including related information. While similar to the icon view, image preview 
lets users view comps (preliminary designs or sketches), logos, and other graphics 
files without having to open the file. 
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Pictured: The image preview view on the Files tab shows previews of all assets, 
including related information. This view makes it easy to quickly review comps 
without having to open files. 

Beyond image handling, one frequent ShareServer use is to present slideshows to 
other team members or clients. Slideshows tend to contain “creative work, or 
diagrams, or Flash animation,” says Isaac Golino, Schematic’s design director and 
interface designer. These shows can contain any number of JPEG and .swf (Flash) 
files.  

On the homepage, users see an easily visible list of slideshows they’re invited to 
view. The list includes the slideshow’s name, the name of the person who posted it, 
and the post date and time. Users simply click the Enter button to instantly review 
the show. Invitees can view a show at its specific show time, then access it 
afterwards for a length of time specified by the show’s administrator. 

Users can also access slideshows via the minimalist navigation. The universal global 
tabs make it easy for users to know where they are. For quick navigation, users can 
access the familiar folder tree on the left. 
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The Shows tab is where the user creates, organizes, and schedules slideshows. Users 
can also sort shows by various criteria, including name, status, and size. When 
creating a show, users can add JPEG and Flash assets from ShareServer; the back-
end software handles the related storage and presentation. 

 

 

Pictured: Under the Shows tab, users see a list of current shows and can easily 
view, delete, and duplicate them. 
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Pictured: Once users create a show, they can invite others to view it. The user 
enters the e-mail addresses of all recipients, then clicks the Invite button. 
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Pictured: Users can edit the titles or contents of their slideshows. The black up-and-
down arrows also let them rearrange the content display sequence.  

To keep design reviews simple and focused, the administrator controls the 
slideshow and what participants see on their computers. In the 
administrator’s view, there are simple controls at the bottom to activate the 
show and scroll pages, as well as for archiving the show. Names of the 
participants in the show, as well as their status, are listed down the right side 
of the view. What’s nice here is that most of the screen’s real estate is 
reserved for the star of the show — the page designs.  
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Pictured: The slideshow view for the controlling administrator. Participant names 
and their status are on the right, and controls are placed horizontally, across the 
bottom. The slide itself rightfully occupies most of the screen. 

Beyond asset management, users can also easily manage entire slideshows and 
shipments. Shipment and slideshow creators get information about the status of all 
shipments, and can create a new “box” on the Shipments tab. The cardboard box 
metaphor helps the user see the status at a glance. An open box indicates that a 
shipment is still being assembled; the closed box indicates a shipment has been 
sent. Green checkboxes next to e-mail addresses indicate which target recipients 
have viewed the shipment. 



 

 

 
 

© 2005 NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 201 

 

 

Pictured: The Shipments tab uses a cardboard box metaphor to show the status of 
all shipments. An open box hasn’t been shipped, while a closed box indicates all 
recipients have been e-mailed a link to the shipment or show. A green arrow 
indicates that the recipient has downloaded a shipment.  

After selecting one or more items, users can pack them into a shipment.  
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Pictured: Users select images and pack them to prepare for shipping.  

After packing images into a shipment, a user selects recipients and presses the Ship! 
button to send the shipment. The server helpfully zips all files into a single archive 
before shipping them. 
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Pictured: Once the files are packed, the user enters the e-mail addresses of all 
recipients, then clicks the Ship! button. Behind the scenes, the server zips the 
shipment into a single archive before sending it.  
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Pictured: Shipment recipients get an e-mail with a link to the shipment. The link 
takes them to a screen such as the one pictured; no login is required. Recipients 
can download the box as a zip file. 

Using a simple, appealing design that removes interaction and usability barriers, 
ShareServer brings clients closer to designers, making it easy for everyone to share 
files in a fast and safe way.  

URL AND ACCESS 

The default URL for the intranet, ShareServer, is extranet.schematic.com. The site is 
meant as an extranet — both for internal use and for clients and partners, so the 
site, while password-protected, is publicly available.  

Upon login, users see a portal page with all recently accessed files and an activity 
guide to all files they have permission to view. 

CONTENT MANAGEMENT 

The ShareServer file and folder structure mimics internal departments, and each 
department owns the content in its folders. “As ShareServer is, fundamentally, a file 
repository, there’s been no issue with users having to interact with content templates 
— they just post documents as they see fit,” says Kaufman. 

Behind the scenes, ShareServer generates the relevant icon graphic for each asset to 
help designers visually distinguish between JPEG images, Photoshop PSD files, and 
PDFs. The server also maintains the file metadata, and a log for each file that tracks 
all events — such as moving, copying, deleting, and viewing the file. 
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“While ShareServer doesn’t expose this distinction to users, our development team 
makes very specific distinctions between metadata, and what we call ‘summary 
data,’” says Golino. “Summary data is how we refer to characteristics about the file 
we’ve obtained from opening the binary, whereas metadata is based on user entry.”  

 

Pictured: ShareServer maintains a log for each file, noting what occurs to a file and 
when, including moving, copying, deleting, or viewing.  

TECHNOLOGY 

ShareServer is a Web-based application built in PHP. Application elements use Flash 
MX technology, PostgreSQL, and open-source server applications such as 
ImageMagic. It runs on Linux and Apache, on a dedicated server that Schematic 
hosts at its data center. 

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 

Goals: 

1. Provide a simple, reliable way to access, archive, and share digital 
assets. 

2. Start the project without any assumptions about the way it should 
work. 

3. Reduce travel costs and lost time related to client visits.  

Constraints: 

1. Creating a system that Schematic’s staff, clients, and partners could 
use without any training and without reading documentation of any 
kind.  
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2. Keeping pages light, while also creating the complex DHTML needed to 
make ShareServer behave like a GUI within the constraints of a 
browser. 

BASIC INTRANET FEATURES  

ShareServer is asset management software for storing and organizing media assets. 
For ease of use, ShareServer resembles a classic, desktop GUI, complete with Mac-
like graphics. The software understands most file types, and displays relevant 
information, such as image dimensions. 

When users first log in, their personalized portal page links to all recently accessed 
files, and includes an activity guide for all files they have permission to view. “You 
can see which documents have new comments, which sets of files were most 
recently uploaded, and which assets are receiving the most download activity,” says 
Kaufman. ShareServer maintains a log for each asset so users can see when a file 
was created, downloaded, or overwritten, and by whom.  

Users can view individual folders and files and modify their attributes singly or in 
batches, as well as move, delete, or ship groups of files with a click. “There are also 
some workflow features that allow users to trade notes about a particular file, and an 
approval process for design work,” says Golino. 

Access rights revolve around the familiar concept of users and groups. “Users and 
groups can be assigned three different levels of access: internal, external, and 
superuser (admin), and the permissions work much like most operating systems,” 
says Golino. “In addition, we included the concept of a ‘caretaker,’ who is the creator 
of a folder or the uploader of a file. The caretaker has special permissions and rights 
concerning their files.” 

USERS 

ShareServer has 386 users, including designers, executives, and salespeople on 
staff, plus contractors, clients, and partners. 

USER TASKS 

Typical user tasks include:  

• Store files  

• Present files to clients 

• Exchange files 

• Modify or delete large groups of files 

BACKGROUND 

Schematic is an Internet design and technology company that develops software and 
interfaces for such corporate clients as Turner, Comcast, Disney, Pfizer, and Nielsen.  

ShareServer, however, was a project designed to meet Schematic’s own needs. 
“ShareServer is the first software project we started just for our internal use,” says 
Kaufman. “We began with the idea that clients would be exposed to our technology 
and design services, in an interesting way, just by interacting with the software.”  
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“The initial idea for a sophisticated company extranet existed as early as 2002, and 
we put together a four-person task force to start conceptualizing the software with 
no associated timeline,” says Golino. “That group kicked around some loose ideas 
and designs over the next year or so until we landed on the appropriate structure. 
Once we settled on the psuedo-desktop model, and created a proof of concept of the 
interface in HTML, we knew we had what we wanted and started in earnest.” 

Planning and design started in January 2003. As ShareServer development began, 
however, “we realized it might be something flexible enough that other companies 
would want to license it,” says Kaufman. A beta went live in March 2003, then the 
software launched in May 2003, followed by a couple of months of revisions based on 
initial user feedback. 

Since then, while the underlying technology hasn’t changed, “we’ve continued to add 
new components to the software as we introduce new features,” says Kaufman. 

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 

The core ShareServer team is four people who set about to solve the company’s 
asset-management problem. They eventually settled on a Web-based asset 
management tool and a tool for delivering work to clients. “We created a few very 
early prototypes, but they were completely different than what you see now,” says 
Golino.  

Along the way, four other people helped with development: a project manager, a 
production artist, and two Flash programmers.  

Throughout the project, “the testing and iterating was mostly based on what felt 
right,” says Golino. “We drew upon resources throughout our company — which is in 
the Web and software interface development business — in order to design and 
redesign each interface until it was exactly how we wanted it.”  

One design challenge was ensuring the software would be easy to use — so easy 
that clients wouldn’t need training. “This project serves as our client extranet, and 
we don’t have the luxury of going to each client and training their personnel on our 
system,” says Golino.  

First, however, Schematic would have to entice internal users to adopt ShareServer. 
“It’s tough to get people to change the way they work, and equally tough to get 
people to learn new software,” says Golino. In short, any new approach would have 
to be at least as easy as the old method: e-mail. “We knew that if the system was 
too hard to use, people inside Schematic would circumvent it and our clients would 
become frustrated by it. And there’s no return on investment for software no one 
uses.” 

So, most user testing focused on internal users. “The thing we learned right away is 
that people want instant responsiveness. They want the application to move as 
quickly as they can and keep up with them,” says Golino.  

Testing also revealed how users approached the GUI, which resembles a traditional 
desktop operating system interface. “One thing that surprised us is that, since 
ShareServer looks so much like a desktop, people forget they’re using a Web page, 
and try to drag files out of their browser into their operating system folders,” says 
Golino. Schematic is currently designing drag-and-drop file moving and downloading 
— at least for some browsers — to address that.  
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While ShareServer makes it easy for designers to work with images and shows, 
maintaining such functionality is an ongoing task, since applications and file formats 
evolve. Take the software’s automatic generation of thumbnails. “Every time a new 
version of PhotoShop is released, we need to tweak our code to properly thumbnail 
the updated .psd file format,” says Golino. “When you consider that ShareServer 
thumbnails and previews literally dozens of different file formats, keeping up can be 
a challenge.”  

Since ShareServer’s initial launch, Schematic added the “shows” component, along 
with support for additional file types. The company also maintains a separate site for 
ShareServer user feedback. “We’ve been very careful to make it like a suggestion 
box — not a threaded message board — because we want to get users’ opinions in 
the purest way possible, unaffected by the shouts and murmurs of their peers,” says 
Kaufman. “Keeping those discussions separate means we get some conflicting 
requests, but we find that’s a constructive way to get varied inputs and to infer the 
underlying problems.” 

If users have difficulties while using ShareServer, they can click the small i icon in 
the upper-right corner of every page, which leads to site feature descriptions, and a 
short help and FAQ section. “Most users have no problem with the interface, and are 
right at home using the application after only a few minutes,” says Golino. 

The core team typically implements changes to ShareServer. Severe bugs, security 
flaws, and performance and stability issues are dealt with first, followed by tweaks, 
improvements, and efforts to address user annoyances. “We maintain a long wish list 
of other features and improvements that we plan to make in early 2005,” says 
Golino, in what will be the single biggest redesign of ShareServer since it launched.  

TIMELINE 

• 1999: Schematic founded 

• 2002: Four-person design team began conceptualizing new asset-
management software, and eventually settled on an appropriate structure 

• January 2003: Began ShareServer planning and design 

• March 2003: Launched ShareServer beta version  

• May 2003: Launched ShareServer  

• June–July 2003: Refined software based on user feedback 

• Current: Ongoing site revisions and feature improvements 

RESULTS 

As a busy design firm, Schematic was driven to build a mechanism to make working 
with images and shows easier. “With the number of projects we’re working on, we 
share files with project teams and clients two or three times each day,” says 
Kaufman.  

Previously, sharing those files meant segmenting them into bite-sized pieces to send 
over e-mail; creating custom Web sites for clients to visit to download the files; or 
sending them via courier. “Trafficking that media with outside parties used to cost us 
over $100,000 per year,” says Kaufman. “We also save about $100,000 in regained 
time that we used to spend internally searching for or recreating files that are now 
easily accessible and archived on our extranet.”  
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Schematic worried that its ShareServer software wouldn’t be adopted by enough 
employees or customers to hit critical mass. “If people found it to be too difficult to 
use, they’d circumvent it, and keep managing their files on the fileserver and 
sending them through e-mail,” says Kaufman.  

The software, however, turned out to be a success. “What surprised us most is how 
successful the application is, and how much we rely on it in our day-to-day work. It 
really is at the heart of our business,” says Golino. “I’m also continually surprised 
and delighted by how comfortable our clients — who can be impatient and 
demanding — are with ShareServer.”  

While Schematic earns money selling ShareServer as a stand-alone product, the 
company also saves money by reducing employees’ travel costs. That’s because the 
company uses ShareServer not only for storage, but also for presentations. 
“ShareServer shows are synchronized slideshows that we can run full-screen on the 
clients’ computers, without them having to download or install any software. When 
coupled with a conference call, they’re almost as good as presenting in person,” says 
Kaufman. “As client visits costs us over $1,000 on average in lost time and travel, 
we’re saving about $200,000 per year, even if only a fraction of our ShareServer 
shows were direct substitutes for client visits.” 

As the sheer number of files to manage grows, Schematic also needs to find new 
methods for navigating all those assets. “One way of finding things in a large 
universe of data is through Google-style, text-based search,” says Golino. “But that’s 
not an inherently browsable way of looking for things — you don’t have as many 
happy accidents in that model as you would when, say, drilling through nested 
folders.”  

Maintaining easy browsing and the potential for happy accidents is Schematic’s 
current usability project. “The fact that you can get a search slightly wrong and still 
have it come up with results that are right has been a great advance in text-based 
search in recent years,” says Golino. “While people tend to believe that Google is, in 
many ways, exact, its fuzziness is more valuable.” 

Going forward, Schematic will try to implement directory structures with more than 
one type of categorization. “Criteria such as file type, date, pixel width, or frame rate 
are all other ways to categorize,” says Golino. “So we’re now looking at ways that we 
can allow users to keep assets in a certain consistent virtual ‘place,’ dictated by a 
traditional, nesting-folder pathname, but also browse to them with other structures.”  

As an example of alternate browsing, he says “the ‘history’ panes in Web browsers 
are starting to use these kinds of techniques.”  

Another idea is a pull-down menu listing all files and folders accessed in the last 
week, which “would immediately cut down on the number of folders you’d see in any 
average visit by a factor of ten, yet still give easy access to a large array of files — 
and all without resorting to textual search,” he says.  

Beyond tackling next-generation navigation, “we have a huge list of things we want 
to add,” says Golino. “We want to improve performance, add even more file type 
support, develop more views and previews of assets, enable better search, include 
more personalization and customization — the list goes on and on.” Schematic also 
just tied ShareServer in with its local file servers and Active Directory. 
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LESSONS LEARNED 

Insights from Trevor Kaufman:  

Launch with the smallest scope possible. “While we did a good job in our user-
interview process determining which features should be included, the software 
includes some features which are rarely, if ever, used. In retrospect, we should have 
launched the site sooner, leaving more development available for feature additions 
later on.”  

Give users what they expect. “The ShareServer interface is designed like a Web-
based desktop. Yet it has limits — during user testing, some users try to drag icons 
off of the browser page and onto their own desktops. Of course, they’re using a Web 
site; you can’t do that. So now we’re now trying to come up with an alternative: 
either interfaces with standard GUI functionality, or interfaces able to clearly 
delineate what users can and cannot do.”  

Plan for success. “We didn’t anticipate that ShareServer installations would get the 
amount of use they do, and we didn’t plan for truly massive amounts of assets. As 
we start thinking about installations with millions of discreet files, the traditional 
directory structure of files and folders becomes unwieldy, and a Google-style search 
box alone gives users no way to browse. So, we’re now looking at different ways of 
creating a matrix for the directory structure, based on additional categories, so that 
browsing thousands of directories is as easy as browsing twenty folders is today.” 
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Verizon Communications 
Using the Intranet: 
Verizon Communications Inc., based in New York, 
is one of the world’s leading providers of 
communications services. Verizon companies are 
the largest providers of wireline and wireless 
communications in the United States, with more 
than 140 million access line equivalents and 37.5 
million Verizon Wireless customers.  

Verizon is also the world’s largest directory 
publisher. With more than $67 billion in annual 
revenues and more than 236,000 employees, 
Verizon’s global presence extends to over 35 
countries in the Americas, Europe, Asia, and the 
Pacific.  

Design Team:  
In-house, Yani Technologies 

Members:  
Verizon Communications: James Turner, executive 
director of Digital Workplace; Robert Weihmayer, 
executive director of intranet development; Sergio 
Canetti, executive director of HR and payroll 
technologies; Gregory Swindle, HR technology; Joel 
Angiollilo, usability manager; Greg Wilt, usability 
senior staff consultant; and intranet groups in 
Waltham, Mass.; New York; Baltimore; Tampa, Fla.; 
and Dallas 

Yani Technologies: Martin Jasinski, eWeb program 
lead; Juliana Yamashita, eWeb graphical design 

 

SUMMARY 

A successful organization like Verizon needs an intranet to offer support tools and to 
push information to all employees. Designing this intranet for more than 100,000 
users is demanding enough. At Verizon, however, designers face another great 
challenge: the structure of the actual organization is rather complex due to the 
various government regulations affecting the telecommunications industry. The 
intranet design accounts for these complexities, but does not bog down the user with 
them. Good personalization and customization features, plus simple navigation help 
make using the intranet a positive experience for all users. 

Verizon’s intranet, the eWeb, is available without logging in, but employees can 
access a customized intranet portal by logging in. After logging in, employees arrive 
at the homepage for the eWeb portal. The homepage’s main center section provides 
general news and communication information, including breaking company news and 
industry-related stories about Verizon and its employees. The Employee Spotlight 
area focuses on employee human-interest stories, such as one about the longest-
serving Verizon employee. These are fun for employees to read, and enrich the 
sense of community at the company. 

The Featured Video section posts speeches and presentations that employees can 
watch. The My Calendar displays at the bottom, giving employees direct access to 
their schedules. They can choose, via very simple icons, to view their calendars by 
one day, two days, seven days, or the whole month. 

The top horizontal header provides the Edit Page link, with options for editing the 
eWeb homepage’s content and layout. People can use an uncomplicated form to 
select the content that appears on their homepage. In addition, they can customize 
the display of some content, such as which stock indices to display. 
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Pictured: Employees can use this form to customize their eWeb content, including 
stock symbols, link lists, and weather forecasts.  

The homepage’s upper-left section is devoted to Quick Links, the intranet’s most 
frequently accessed feature. The My Links area lets users easily access their own 
customized list of important sites. In addition, the employee’s instant messenger 
contact list, Sametime Contact List, appears on the left. Through it, users can start a 
Sametime chat discussion with a single click. 

On the homepage’s right side, the banners display discounts for Verizon employees. 
A customizable a stock portfolio and weather forecast are also available. 
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Pictured: The Verizon intranet’s homepage provides news, human-interest stories, 
an employee calendar and chat list, and various other customizable features.  

The intranet’s tabbed structure encapsulates the site’s main information groups, as 
identified during usability testing. This tabbed global navigation works particularly 
well in this design for several reasons. First, there are only four tabs, which makes 
the choices easy for users to scan. Second, the names of the tabs are all quite 
different, making the choices easy to distinguish, including: eWeb, which can be 
renamed by the user, Work Tools, About You, and Verizon Info. Third, the selected 
tab looks selected, changing to red while non-selected tabs remain gray. And fourth, 
the tab’s aesthetics are good — they really look like selectable tabs. 
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Within each of the tabs (excluding the eWeb area), a prominent, left-side navigation 
offers simple choices, so users can easily acclimate.  

 

Pictured: The Verizon Info tab area provides access to corporate information, 
including Web casts, company news, policies, and volunteer/charity efforts. 
Employees can either select a link from the left navigation or from its counterpart 
directly on the page.  
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Pictured: The About You tab is currently being redesigned to bring more employee 
self-service options into this central location. This graphic shows the employee data 
page, which lets employees modify their personal and work contact information, as 
well as education and emergency contact information. Employee programs and 
discounts are available in the left navigation. 

“From these pages, employees can list the links they visit most often, set up 
personal reminders, get weather for any city, and track stocks,” says Joel Angiollilo, 
usability manager. “Employees can also access job-specific tools, such as online 
meeting applications, network and computer support systems, online travel 
reservations and expense reimbursement applications, as well as performance 
management and job-training systems,” he says. “The corporate information page 
lets employees obtain company news, view Web casts, or volunteer for community 
projects. Additionally, a personal information page lets employees manage items 
such as payroll, direct deposit, benefits, and W-4 information.” 

Single sign-on drives the versatility of eWeb features. “This enables employees to 
sign-on once to access multiple applications,” says Angiollilo. 
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Another navigation alternative, search, is present on every page. The employee 
search, eDirectory, appears just above the whole site search. The opens fields are 
clear, as are the labels and buttons to invoke the search. The readily available 
Advanced search button provides more search capabilities, but appears after the 
basic search so it doesn’t hinder simple searching. Because site search and employee 
directories are so important to most users, it’s critical that both are available on each 
page of the site. It’s also vital to clearly distinguishing between the two. The Verizon 
intranet does a nice job on both fronts.  

The Work Tools tab provides access to several intranet features, including computer 
support, travel support, forms, office services, and more. The main landing page, 
which first appears when the user selects the tab, mimics the left-side navigation, 
and also includes additional descriptions for each menu item. 

 

Pictured: A navigational landing page for eWeb. Employees arrive at this page after 
clicking on the Work Tools tab. This page mirrors the options in the left-hand 
navigation, and provides brief descriptions to remind employees of all available 
features. Note that the headings are also hyperlinks.  

One of many content-rich areas of the intranet’s Work Tools section is the Market 
Research and Business Intelligence page. Information about the market helps users 
know their domain and stay competitive. Also, because telecommunications is a 
highly regulated industry, this page helps employees keep abreast of some of the 
most recent regulation, tariff, and legal information. 

When users select items from the left-side navigation in the Work Tools area, the 
selected menu choice turns red, so users can easily tell where they are.  



 

 

 
 

© 2005 NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 217 

 

 

Pictured: The Market Research & Business Intelligence page is one example of an 
eWeb content page. The page gives employees relevant market and business 
information, including access to research libraries, competitive-analysis reports, and 
online magazines.  

Another commonly used Work Tools area is the Computer and Network Support 
section. The page areas are clearly delineated graphically, with simple titles such as 
Web Publishing and Security. Under each area, there are descriptive link names for 
the types of support available to users. Security alerts are also available, positioned 
in the upper right of the page.  
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Pictured: The Computer and Network Support page is another example of an eWeb 
content page. The page gives employees access to essential information such as 
computer security alerts and contact information and resources for computer and 
network issues.  

Overall, the expected navigation model, rich content, and unfussy aesthetics make 
this intranet easy and helpful for all employees. 

URL AND ACCESS 

The intranet’s URL is http://eweb.verizon.com, and while it’s the default homepage 
for every user’s browser — preloaded as part of Verizon’s standard desktop image 
build — users can change it.  

When outside the firewall, Verizon’s managers can access the eWeb through a secure 
VPN connection from anywhere in the world. Otherwise, a small portion of the eWeb 
content is accessible from Verizon’s external website at 
http://www.verizon.com/eweb. This content, however, “is limited to Verizon’s press 
releases, general HR information, and information relevant to Verizon’s retiree 
population,” says Martin Jasinski, eWeb program lead. 

In some locations, such as repair garages, call centers, and central offices, eWeb is 
also accessible through kiosks. These kiosks typically cater to unionized employees 
— such as repair, installation, and central office technicians — who don’t have their 
own PCs.  
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CONTENT MANAGEMENT  

The overall portal is based on the top-level component of the IBM’s WebSphere 
family. The CMS is WebSphere Content Management (WCM), which uses Java/J2EE-
based technology and is installed as a Web application in the WebSphere Application 
Server. “We have configured multiple instances of WCM running on separate 
application server instances, in order to insure redundancy and availability. The 
content is delivered to content server instances by using syndication — content 
syndication is a feature in the WCM application. So the user enters content in one 
location, and the content is syndicated simultaneously to all the content servers,” 
says Robert Weihmayer, executive director of intranet development. 

For managing documents, including change management, Verizon uses 
Documentum.  

Portal content is rendered in WebSphere Portal Server using portlets. Content from 
Documentum is rendered using HTML and Java server pages.  

Content owners are drawn from Verizon’s business lines: network services, retail 
markets, enterprise solutions, and wholesale markets; as well as from corporate 
organizations including HR, public affairs, communications, IT, and the legal group. 
This arrangement grew organically, “a natural result of the multiple businesses 
within the intranet population,” says Weihmayer. While different organizations 
contribute content, it is centrally aggregated, then made available where appropriate 
to other portals and applications.  

For managing content, “we have created custom templates and are in the process of 
finalizing the guidelines for designing and deploying templates,” says Weihmayer. 
Templates are created using WCM and associated with particular page designs. 
Enforcing their use isn’t difficult, says Weihmayer, because to enter content, a user 
must select a pre-designed page, which is tied to a related template. 

TECHNOLOGY 

The intranet operates on Sun F15 hardware running the Solaris 8 operating system. 
Bug tracking is handled by in-house software called Infoman CMIS. Mercury 
Interactive’s LoadRunner is used for quality assurance and load balancing.  

The search engine is from Verity, the application servers are WebSphere Application 
Server and WebLogic Application Server, and the database is Oracle 9i. The directory 
is handled by an iPlanet LDAP server, and Netegrity Siteminder manages single sign-
on. 

To build eWeb’s software infrastructure, Verizon used WebSphere Portal Server 
5.0.2.2. That was layered over an enterprise identity management LDAP application 
tied into corporate ERP systems, with Netegrity Siteminder providing single sign-on 
— including the required authentication and authorization.  

This framework is used to build not only the overall portal, but also Web applications 
and content therein. Each Web page typically relies upon one or more portlets. “The 
portlets allow the content owner to manage the design and presentation of Web 
pages, through controlling the placement and content of each individual portlet,” 
says Weihmayer.  

The primary portlet development tool is WebSphere Studio Application Developer.  
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“For building the Web pages, we use the administrator interfaces provided by the 
WebSphere Portal Server, in conjunction with WebSphere Content Management,” 
says Weihmayer. Verizon also uses a variety of HTML tools, including the open 
source Eclipse from The Eclipse Project, Microsoft FrontPage, IBM WebSphere Studio 
Application Developer (which is built on Eclipse), and Macromedia Dreamweaver.  

This sum total of all this technology, says Weihmayer, is “a fully transactional and 
componentized intranet portal for all employees and all organizations” that includes 
personalization and customization. 

The scalable portal environment includes distributed development, centralized 
deployment for more easily managing updates, and the ability to have a federated 
portal structure, meaning different parts of Verizon can build or share parts of their 
departmental-level intranets.  

GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 

Goals:  

1. Increase employee efficiency by providing easy access to needed 
information and tools, and decreasing time spent on “administrivia.”  

2. Enhance communication both between executives and employees, and 
among employees. 

3. Introduce new productivity tools and applications, including greater single 
sign-on capabilities across systems and applications, better search tools, 
Web-based e-mail, new calendar and instant messaging systems, online 
forms, online travel arrangement and expense reimbursement tools, and 
self-service HR and payroll. 

Constraints:  

1. Accounting for regulatory concerns: some business units couldn’t have 
access to some types of information.  

2. Dealing with realities of life at Verizon, including navigating a potential 
labor strike by 70,000 unionized employees, and managing an early 
retirement offer to more than 60,000 managers. 

BASIC INTRANET FEATURES  

eWeb supports a multitude of tasks that help employees work effectively and 
efficiently. For example, with eWeb, employees can list the links they visit most 
often, set up personal reminders, get weather for any city, and track stocks. 
Employees can also access job-specific tools, such as online meeting applications, 
network and computer support systems, online travel reservation and 
reimbursement applications, and performance management and job-training 
systems. Additionally, a personal information page is available, where employees can 
manage such items as payroll, direct deposit, and W-4 information. In these cases, 
and many more, the eWeb portal helps employees connect to the information they 
need to effectively manage their work and life. 
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USERS 

The intranet supports over 100,000 users worldwide, including everyone from 
administrative assistants to executives, contingent workers to management, and 
Verizon charitable organizations to market research and business intelligence teams.  

USER TASKS 

• Search the employee directory 

• Set up personal reminders 

• Access job-specific tools, such as Web conferencing, instant messaging, 
and network and computer support 

• Manage payroll, direct deposit, and W-4 information via self-service 
applications 

• Access performance management, online travel reservation, and expense 
reimbursement tools  

• Obtain the latest Verizon news, including business unit information, and 
view Web casts  

• Read about Verizon’s product initiatives 

• Learn about the latest employee programs and discounts  

• Get weather for any city 

• Track stocks 

• Volunteer for community projects 

BACKGROUND 

In 2000, “eWeb was built as a static Web site providing general navigation to a 
variety of corporate resources, policies, and tools,” says Jasinski.  

The most popular services at that time were the employee directory search, general 
search utility, and corporate discounts, says Jasinski. Users also typically accessed 
applications such as online travel reservations, expense vouchers, forms library, and 
HR policies.  

For the next version of eWeb, Verizon wanted “to evolve from a static, anonymous 
website to a personalized portal with better tailoring of content to groups, or even 
individuals,” says Jasinski.  

Verizon decided the best route would be adopting existing portal software, as well as 
an integrated CMS.  

“Verizon’s corporate intranet has evolved from a records-management group in IT,” 
says Jasinski, adding that in the late 1990s, initial intranet funding “came from 
savings associated with Web access to paper records and forms.” 

When Bell Atlantic and GTE merged in 2000 to form Verizon, the event “provided an 
impetus to building a large-scale intranet that would, on the one hand, create a 
navigational shell and a cohesive guide to corporate resources and processes, and on 
the other hand, reinforce the new corporate branding to the more than 200,000 
employees,” he says. 



 

 

 
 

222 INFO@NNGROUP.COM 48105 WARM SPRINGS BLVD., FREMONT CA 94539–7498 USA 

 

Today, the intranet team contains three groups: business requirements and design 
(five people), technical development (seven people), and intranet operations (twelve 
people). The intranet team is part of the IT-Corporate Systems department. The HR 
department’s technology group assists with presentation of its content and in the 
design of self-service systems.  

Currently, IBM helps with technical support for WebSphere. It also prototyped an 
early, high-level version of the portal for Verizon. Yani Technologies, a New-York-
based boutique consulting firm, collaborated with an internal Verizon team to help 
plan the overall intranet strategy, information architecture, and look and feel.  

Virtual teams from other parts of the organization, including the employee 
communications, IT, and user-centered design groups, also support the intranet. 
Workers — in-house, independent contractors, and temporary employees — include 
developers, graphic designers, and human factors specialists drawn from the HR and 
IT groups and working from Waltham, Mass.; New York; Baltimore; Tampa, Fla.; and 
Dallas. 

In addition, “various departments and business units within Verizon have their own 
operational portals or websites, which are supported internally by those 
departments,” says Jasinski. 

Verizon’s intranet, eWeb, is governed by an eWeb Council, drawn from senior 
managers from all major business units, and co-chaired by the employee 
communications and HR departments’ executives. The council was formed in 2001, 
following the Bell Atlantic–GTE merger that formed Verizon and around the time of 
eWeb’s first release.  

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 

The process of moving to an intranet that targets each employee was supported by a 
series of usability initiatives, including card sorts, wireframe and prototype 
development, formal lab tests, and site visits to several Verizon locations. The eWeb 
information architecture and user experience were guided by these usability efforts, 
and users have responded positively and successfully to the changes.  

“The goals of the latest redesign of the portal were to enable sophisticated 
personalization and customization of the content for the users of eWeb,” says 
Jasinski. This version of the portal, however, would provide a consistent look and feel 
for Verizon’s intranet, regardless of business unit.  

On the old intranet “employees were not able to efficiently utilize the technology 
available,” says Verizon usability analyst Suzy Czarkowski, which led to the usability 
and intranet development teams collaborating to produce a better intranet.  

“It was our intention to create a portal framework that serves all employees for the 
information and applications that are common, and at the same time, allow for 
individual business units to seamlessly create and publish content that would only be 
applicable to their employees,” says Jasinski. 

After the group created project goals and a timeline, the usability team weighed in 
on “where they could be most helpful to the development team, and have the most 
user impact,” says Czarkowski.  
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Because the previous site had problems with information access speed, the redesign 
team targeted that first by studying the site’s information architecture. Specifically, 
they looked at how users accessed information. They gleaned this information from 
interviews with users, employee surveys, and search logs, focusing on what 
employees most frequently sought.  

 

Pictured: On the previous Verizon intranet, users had difficulty finding information 
quickly. Also, the intranet’s look and feel often differed from one business division 
to another.  

As the redesign progressed, the usability team conducted card-sorting exercises and 
navigation studies using prototypes. This helped the usability team communicate —
particularly to developers — how employees “envisioned and interacted with the site 
content,” says Verizon usability analyst Beth Davis.  

“The changes proposed throughout the eWeb redesign were made based on the 
severity of the issue and the feasibility of change,” says Michael Flynn, a Verizon 
usability analyst. “The usability team ranked and rated problems for global and 
specific issues, and then discussed these issues with the development team. This 
collaboration between the usability and development teams enabled both groups to 
make informed decisions for the redesign.” 
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Given the results, the intranet team proposed a navigation structure with four tabs 
that allowed for logical task groupings: a personalized homepage, work tools, 
corporate information, and personal information. Users can customize their 
personalized homepage name.  

The usability team tested the tabs in the usability lab and in remote visits. Results in 
hand, “the development team took the site structure information and began 
constructing the new eWeb portal,” says Davis. 

Following the first round of development, the usability team ran additional tests with 
users, both in the lab and in people’s offices, “to verify the architecture was 
accurate,” says Czarkowski, “and to identify any problems with the page-
customization functionality” which it then communicated to the developers.  

During development, the usability team also studied ongoing work, “identifying 
potential problems and also communicating what was working well,” says 
Czarkowski. The team sometimes submitted new designs to emphasize certain 
functionality, and occasionally brought in other employees for feedback on mocked-
up eWeb pages. “These mock-ups were iterative, some undergoing several rounds of 
changes,” says Czarkowski. 

As the design progressed, the intranet team also had to keep regulatory concerns in 
mind. In short, different Verizon business units might be governed by certain 
restrictions. “There are certain constraints on the intranet that reflect the complexity 
of Verizon’s structure, driven by government regulations,” says Jasinski.  

The original rollout date was planned for late 2003, “but two major events changed 
the priorities for the project,” says Jasinski. “The first was a potential strike of more 
than 70,000 unionized employees in August 2003.” Management decided, says 
Jasinski, “to use the portal platform that was under development to prepare instead 
for the anticipated labor dispute. We used this platform to disseminate strike 
assignments and training packages to over 50,000 management employees,” says 
Jasinski. The portal provided related updates, including details of labor negotiations.  

Ultimately, the strike didn’t happen because the union agreed to work past the 
contract expiration. For a month, however — while working to reach a new contract 
agreement — Verizon remained on high alert, using the intranet to disseminate 
crucial information.  

The other major event to impact the intranet’s rollout was “an early retirement offer 
to over 60,000 management employees,” says Jasinski. The offer was released and 
managed entirely via the eWeb portal.  

Both experiences sold Verizon on a personalized-portal approach and “paved the way 
to the 2004 deployment of the new version of the intranet,” says Jasinski. 

Usability testing, intranet iteration, and redesign are ongoing.  

TIMELINE 

• 2000: Launched initial eWeb  

• March 2003: Released first version of the personalized portal, MyeWeb 

• August 2003: Used portal platform for the VZReady program — work 
stoppage preparations and business-continuity event management 

• October 2003: Used portal platform for early retirement offer to more 
than 60,000 Verizon managers  
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• January 2004: Began development on second version of eWeb, including 
design of the new look and feel, information architecture and navigational-
structure development, usability studies to validate the design, portlet 
development, content migration, and testing 

• October 2004: Launched the redesigned eWeb 

RESULTS 

Thanks to the redesign, today Verizon’s intranet provides efficient access to an 
enormous library of corporate resources, websites, online tools, applications, and 
more. In particular, “the latest release of eWeb moves the intranet from a static site 
and general navigational shell to a personalized portal that supports extensive 
customization — for both users and business units — via personalized content and 
application access based upon such things as the user’s career level, function, 
business unit, and geography,” says Jasinski. 

In addition, the intranet helps users locate Verizon’s more than 400 internal 
websites. These range from large, organizational websites to small sites for specific 
groups. “All are registered with the intranet,” says Jasinski, “and can be navigated to 
and from the corporate intranet — eWeb,” which is no small feat. An improved single 
sign-on system also helps employees access all of those sites and applications, 
automatically signing them on to 100 of them, with greater integration planned for 
the future.  

Verizon’s employees are taking to the changes, with over 100,000 of them accessing 
the eWeb monthly, and over 80% of those people using it every day. That’s no 
surprise since the intranet gives employees easier access to the tools they need to 
do their jobs. In fact, the redesign helped drive instant messaging use from 63,000 
chats per year to over 100 million. Likewise, Web-conferencing use grew from 2,400 
to 70,000 sessions per year, and the number of employee self-service transactions 
grew from 1.32 million in 2001 to 6.28 million in 2004.  

The new intranet divides information into work, human resources, and corporate 
information segments. For users, “the structure meets their expectations,” says 
Flynn, adding that employee feedback indicates that they “read information more 
easily, they notice storylines, and on a whole, they report that the eWeb is a 
dramatic improvement from the original.”  

Search, however, is the most-used feature. “Other, less high-profile tasks include 
obtaining the latest news about Verizon and its product initiatives, staying informed 
of specific business unit information, and learning about the latest programs and 
discounts available,” says Flynn. 

For the rollout, Verizon also managed to balance ease of use with regulatory 
requirements. “Employees of certain subsidiaries that are governed by different 
regulatory rules have only limited access to eWeb’s resources, which imposes 
architectural challenges on the content management system and the overall design 
of the intranet,” says Jasinski.  

In particular, employees in unregulated subsidiaries cannot have access to particular 
resources. “The issue of which resources they can access and which they cannot was 
handled by IT, in conjunction with our corporate legal team,” says Flynn. “Then, 
appropriate safeguards were put in place to prevent unauthorized access.” 
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What’s next? “As the eWeb moves forward, and as the understanding of employee 
needs and behavior grows, the appropriate tasks available from eWeb will evolve,” 
says Flynn. Verizon plans to keep redesigning the eWeb portlets to help employees 
more efficiently complete their critical business tasks. Near-term goals are to 
improve employees’ ability to manage their corporate card expenses, make 
corporate travel arrangements, and obtain computer or network support. 

LESSONS LEARNED 

Insights from Joel Angiollilo: 

Get top-to-bottom commitment. “The usability and development efforts had full 
support, from the business unit directors to the team members. Such organizational 
commitment enabled the teams to complete the work necessary to create a usable 
and useful product.” 

Control the design. “The usability team was given control of the design, including 
page layout and content. This control enabled the usability team to focus on its 
strengths while the development team focused on its strengths. Ultimately, having 
significant control of the ultimate design enabled the team to avoid potential usability 
problems from the start.”  

Allow for design iterations. “The usability team created several iterations of the 
screens, each incorporating greater levels of detail. Staying flexible — both 
personally in the management process, as well as in development — allowed the 
best approaches to surface.”  

Insights from Martin Jasinski:  

Design the information architecture in advance. “While designing information 
architecture for a large, complex organization such as Verizon is a challenge, do the 
work upfront. Otherwise, a narrowly conceived architecture will result in continuous 
adjustments and compromise.”  

Simplify role management. “In a static environment, managing personalized 
content — via user profiles — is easy. For a large, personalized intranet, however, 
things get complex. For example, how do you manage temporary delegations of 
authority or roles? Perhaps someone — filling in for another employee, but only on a 
temporary basis — needs to access certain systems, yet can’t be allowed to see the 
absent user’s personal information. Or how do you provide access to employees 
matrix-managed by different business units? Too often there are no simple answers 
to these situations. Our rule has been to establish general rules for role 
administration, but to make it decentralized and self-administered by departments or 
work groups.” 
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Recommendations for the Intranet Design Process 
 

Understanding the lessons learned from these good intranets will help you design a 
better intranet for your organization or your client’s organization. You can also do 
other, more process-related things to improve intranet usability. Based on the above 
cases, the 2001-2003 winning intranets, the 2004 government-related winning 
intranets, and our other experiences testing intranets, we offer a few of the most 
important recommendations for designing a usable intranet. Note that these 
recommendations have changed very little in the last few years. 

WATCH PEOPLE WORK 

When designing intranets, you know who your users are — the people you walk by in 
the hallways, the people sitting next to you in the cafeteria, the people parked next 
to you in the garage. Use this to your advantage and go watch them work. See how 
they’re using and not using the intranet now, and where the design opportunities lie. 

CONDUCT USABILITY EVALUATIONS 

Remember that you don’t need a complete design to get usability feedback, and in 
fact, it’s better to get early feedback on incomplete designs. You can test prototypes 
and paper mockups. If a website has design elements like ones you are thinking of 
implementing on your intranet, test those. You can watch people using any current 
system, even if it’s not an intranet per se, and determine which activities are already 
well laid out.  
 
When we looked through this year’s design submissions, we once again observed 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 attempt basic tasks using the design. It doesn’t 
take long to do a quick test. We also encourage design teams to get a group of 
designers and developers together — even for just twenty minutes — and review the 
site’s design to discuss and agree on the top usability issues. 

MEASURE ROI 

Most of the intranets in this contest made obvious strides and great usability 
improvements, and, no doubt, have created productivity and efficiency gains for 
their companies. Most companies do not formally (or even informally) measure any 
return on investment. Often, such measurements are not a priority because of tight 
schedules and the way organizations allocate money. For example, the money to 
design and maintain the intranet might be allocated to the IT VP, while the actual 
productivity gains are found in the HR department.  
 
Take the time to measure decreased task time and increased financial savings across 
your 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. 

CONSIDER ACCESSIBILITY 

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 
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low vision, no vision, or motor skill challenges. 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 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. 

ENCOURAGE EMPLOYEES TO CONTRIBUTE CONTENT 

The most well-received intranets are those with 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 high quality of many of the designs submitted to this contest created a 
challenging selection process. As in past years, we found many more than ten 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.  

HOMEPAGES CLUTTERED WITH SOMETIMES USELESS INFORMATION 

Everyone wants a piece of the homepage. Even designers who know that it’s better 
to keep it simple sometimes find it difficult to say no to someone (maybe a vice 
president) asking them to add an element on the homepage. Choose the most 
important information that people need to know and put that on the homepage. 
Remember, the more choices users have, the less likely they are to find anything. 

LACK OF NEWS, OR UNINSPIRING NEWS 

Company news can excite and even involve employees. Some intranets have no 
news sections. Others have a news section, but the news either does not change or 
changes but is always about HR announcements, for example. Old or tiresome news 
will bore employees and make them feel like there is nothing new happening at their 
company. 

INCONSISTENT DESIGN OR WILDLY INCONSISTENT NAVIGATION 
ACROSS THE INTRANET 

Inconsistency — in navigation, not to mention the overall look and feel of the 
intranet — was probably the most widespread flaw we saw. A common symptom of 
this design problem is that users find it difficult to determine their location and 
context. This frequently affects how quickly they can accomplish intranet tasks. 
 
In reading some of the intranet histories, we noticed a common scenario that we’ve 
seen in years past: Individuals or different teams created intranets for their 
divisions, and at some point the company decided to link them all together via one 
main homepage. However, the subsites were never united by a consistent look and 
feel, leaving employees to work with fragmented and disjointed intranet designs. 
Some of the more common reasons for this might include: 
 

• Designers didn’t think of creating a common interface. 

• Designers didn’t think a common interface was important. 

• Other people within the company didn’t believe consistency was important 
on the intranet.  

• Designers couldn’t find the time or budget to redesign all of the intranet’s 
subsites for consistency. 

• The managers or vice presidents who created the different subsites 
wanted to retain their own image (and brand and design) on the intranet.  
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Whatever the reason, if this sounds familiar, please reconsider your intranet design. 
All users will benefit from a consistent design across the entire site. 
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Selection Criteria and Process 
 

This year marks the fourth annual Nielsen Norman Group intranet usability 
competition,1 which seeks the best examples of intranets that are easy to use and 
meet users’ needs. In August 2004, we posted the call for submissions on 
http://www.useit.com. In response, we received submissions from almost fifty 
organizations of different sizes, from various countries and industries. These 
submissions included intranet screenshots, explicit descriptions of the intranet’s 
design and how it works, notes about the design process (including usability methods 
employed), detailed information about users and potential users, and the intranet’s 
goals. 

To judge the entries, we followed a four-step process: 1) initial design reviews and 
numeric rankings; 2) follow-up questions with the top submissions (when 
necessary); 3) design sorting, followed by thorough design reviews to choose the top 
ten; and 4) follow-up interviews with the top ten. 

INITIAL DESIGN REVIEWS AND NUMERIC RANKINGS 

Based on the initial submission information, the three judges (see About the 
Authors) conducted simple design reviews and whittled down the entries to the tier-
one submissions. In addition to written commentary, we rated each site numerically. 
We based these ratings on criteria typically viewed as key to intranet usability, 
including some criteria that emerged from submissions and trends in our previous 
contests. We rated the following criteria in each submission on a 0 to 3 scale (with 3 
being the best rating):  

Navigation:  

• Main navigation on every page 

• Consistent/easy navigation 

• Consistent style across the intranet 

• No horizontal scrolling 

• Minimal vertical scrolling 

Design:  

• Pleasing aesthetics 

• Engaging homepage design 

• Good contrast between text and background 

• Easy-to-read text 

• Easy-to-read links 

• Good use of graphics 

• The right amount of text 

                                          

1 In lieu of a 2004 Intranet Design Annual, we conducted a competition focused only on government-
related and public-sector intranets. Ten Best Government and Public Sector Intranet Designs is 
available for purchase at http://www.nngroup.com/reports/intranet/government/.  
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• The right number of links 

• Clean design 

Search:  

• Consistently available search 

• Good search design (ideally, a simple open field at the top of pages) 

Personalization and News Delivery  

• Personalization/catering to different offices or cultures 

• Organization-related news 

• Information about internal groups 

Content 

• Well-written text 

• Employee directory or directory search 

• Content posting and editing capabilities 

Overall  

• Simple forms 

• Support for the main corporate functions 

• Encapsulation of the organization’s spirit  

• Use of innovative/fun features 

FOLLOW-UP QUESTIONS WITH TOP TIER (WHEN NECESSARY) 

After collecting this extensive information from site designers, along with information 
about their users, goals, and internal usability evaluations, we thoroughly reviewed 
the intranet designs. We evaluated them based on usability, look and feel, and 
elegance. We also considered the target users, their tasks, and how well the site’s 
applications might help them complete these tasks. We did not conduct usability 
evaluations with test participants. We do believe, however, that intranet usability 
studies are best conducted with users, and we’ve conducted (and are currently 
updating) a usability research study in which intranet users tested various intranet 
designs.2 

DESIGN SORTING AND THOROUGH DESIGN REVIEW 

Next, we reviewed the intranets and sorted the top thirty designs based on numeric 
ratings. We then conducted more thorough design reviews of the top twenty-five 
sites, and from this selected the ten best intranets. 

                                          
2 Intranet Usability: Design Guidelines from Studies with Intranet Users is available for purchase at 
http://www.nngroup.com/reports/intranet/guidelines/. Version two of the report, including studies of 
at least ten more intranets, is scheduled for release in July 2005.  
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FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEWS WITH TOP TEN 

After choosing the top ten submissions, we asked the site designers general 
questions about the site and their design decisions, usability evaluation methods, 
and lessons learned. We then followed up with more specific questions — some 
exclusive to their intranet, and some more generic. For example, the generic 
questions included: 

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

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

• Who had the idea for the intranet (or the revision), and what goals did he 
or she want to achieve? 

• What were the constraints? (For example: Were there time or budget 
constraints? Did content have to be published in multiple languages?) 

• Describe the development process and usability findings. 

• Who was involved in the project and what were their roles in the 
organization? 
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• Investor Relations area of corporate website: supporting investors 
• E-commerce user experience: 207 design guidelines 
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INTRANET USABILITY 
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E-MAIL USABILITY 
• Email newsletters: 127 design guidelines 
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• Beyond ALT text: improving usability for users with disabilities, 75 design 
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• Flash accessibility: usability of Flash design for users with disabilities 
• Web usability for senior citizens: 46 design guidelines based on usability 

studies with people age 65 and older 
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• Teenagers on the Web: 60 design guidelines 

USER-CENTERED DESIGN METHODOLOGY 
• Return on investment for usability 
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• Testing users with disabilities: 40 guidelines for running studies 
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• WAP usability report: field study findings 
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INTERESTED IN A CUSTOM REPORT? 
We can conduct a competitive study of a group of websites in your category, 
resulting in customized guidelines to support user behavior on your exact type of 
site. Or, of course, we can test your website or intranet and give you a prioritized list 
of the specific usability problems in your current design with advice on how to fix 
them. We also have training courses to teach you how to do usability yourself. 
Please see http://www.nngroup.com/services 



 

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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