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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 2013, 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. 
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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: 
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This report is free, but it is still copyrighted information that may be updated from 
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Executive Summary 
 

The 10 best-designed intranets for 2013 are:  

 Acorda Therapeutics, Inc., a biotechnology company (U.S.)  
 American International Group, Inc., an insurance organization that provides 

life insurance and retirement services to commercial, institutional, and 
individual customers in more than 130 countries (U.S.)  

 AT&T, a telecommunications company (U.S.)  
 Hager Group, a manufacturer in the electrical industry for residential and 

commercial buildings (Germany) 
 Luzerner Kantonalbank AG, one of Switzerland’s largest cantonal banks, 

focuses on basic banking services, mortgages, corporate financing, and 
wealth management advice, and offers integrated wealth advisory services in 
the private banking segment (Switzerland) 

 ONO, a telecommunications company (Spain)  
 Saudi Commission for Tourism and Antiquities (SCTA), a governmental 

agency that specializes in and is responsible for supporting and controlling 
tourism places and activities and antiquities that represent the history of 
Saudi Arabia (Saudi Arabia) 

 Swiss Mobiliar Insurance & Pensions, an insurance company (Switzerland) 
 WorkSafeBC, the Worker’s Compensation Board of British Columbia (Canada)  
 XL Group plc, an insurance and reinsurance company servicing industrial, 

commercial, and professional firms throughout the world (Ireland) 

Most of our winners are full-scale intranet applications designed to serve the entire 
organization and a variety of job roles. Two of this year’s winners have specialized 
intranets: AT&T offers a knowledge management portal for customer-facing 
employees, and Luzerner Kantonalbank’s intranet caters to its customer advisors.  

This is the second year in a row that the insurance business fostered three of our 
top-10 spots. The utilities and telecommunications industries also repeated last 
year’s tally with two winners each.  

There’s a notable showing from the government sector, with two winners this year. 
Biotech and manufacturing each claimed a winning slot this year and last year. 

In summary, six industries are at the forefront of intranet design in this year’s 
winning set: 

 Insurance (3)  

 Utility (2) 

 Government (2) 

 Biotechnology (1) 

 Financial (1) 

 Manufacturing (1) 
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The financial1 and technology industries made a strong showing in the early years of 
our intranet awards but have been unpredictable since 2008. The technology sector 
had no winners in 2011, seized three places last year, and this year, have no winners 
again. Financial organizations have the second greatest showing overall, with 18 
percent of winners since 2001—second only to technology (22 percent). If we don’t 
include the insurance business as part of the financial industry, then the financial 
sector had no winners last year, but grabbed one spot this year.  

Although the U.S. and European economies are still suffering, the intranet designs in 
these countries are flourishing. This year, winning companies come from seven 
different countries: 

 United States (3) 

 Switzerland (2) 

 Canada (1) 

 Germany (1) 

 Ireland (1) 

 Saudi Arabia (1) 

 Spain (1)  

The Saudi Commission for Tourism and Antiquities (SCTA) is the first winner of our 
Design Annual from the Middle East. The rest of the winning countries are no 
strangers to our top-10 list. Since our first Design Annual, the U.S. has won 66 
times; Canada, 9; Germany, 8; Switzerland, 7; Spain, 5; and Ireland, 3. The Swiss 
showing might be the most impressive, given the country’s size (7.9 million people, 
or 2.5 percent of the U.S.). 

GREAT INTRANETS REQUIRE YEARS TO CREATE 
Creating a new intranet or intranet redesign has never been a small or quick 
endeavor. Since 2001, we’ve tracked the length of time it takes to create a great 
intranet from inception to launch. On average, the process lasts for 42 months—
or about 3.5 years. This year, the average was 26.56 months, or about 2.3 years 
to create the winning designs. 

                                          
1 For the purposes of this analysis, we count the insurance industry as separate from 
the remaining financial industry.  
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Pictured: If the goal is a great intranet, organizations should plan 
approximately 3.5 years for their intranet development process. 

 

SMALLER COMPANIES NOW LEADING THE WAY 
For the past four years, smaller organizations have been gobbling up most of the 
top-10 spots. This year, the average number of employees at organizations is 
18,800, which is the smallest since we launched our contest 13 years ago (excluding 
2004’s government-only focused Design Annual). Organization sizes this year range 
from 350 employees at Acorda Therapeutics to 127,000 at AT&T.2 Seven sites 
support fewer than 5,000 employees, while an eighth supports just 6,000.  

Very large companies do make some showing, but across all 13 Design Annuals, the 
overall average company size is about 57,000 employees—again emphasizing the 
smaller size of this new crop of winners. In recent years, the average number of 
employees at winning organizations was:  

 2009: 37,500  

 2010: 39,100 (excluding the mammoth outlier Walmart, with its 1.4 
million store associates) 

 2011: 37,900 

 2012: 19,700 

 2013: 18,800 

The numbers were essentially the same three years in a row, but dropped last year 
and held around that number this year. 

                                          
2 AT&T has approximately 300,000 employees, but its winning intranet, My CSP, 
supports 127,000 of the company’s employees and third-party partners. 
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Two years might not be quite enough data to declare a trend, but we’ll go out on a 
limb: the data seems to indicate that it’s getting easier to create a good intranet, in 
that it’s now within the reach of somewhat smaller organizations that have more 
limited resources. 

 

TEAM SIZES ARE STILL GROWING  
Although organization size has been decreasing, the average intranet team size is 
increasing—this year to an impressive all-time Design Annual high of 27 people 
working on the intranet. AT&T had the most team members we’ve seen—a notable 
107—which brought this year’s average up. But, even if we exclude AT&T, this year’s 
average is still the highest at 18 team members. 

Intranet teams equal 0.144 percent of the organizations’ entire employee pool, which 
is about double the previous high of 0.074 percent last year. Before that, the highest 
percent we saw was only 0.038 percent, so this is quite a great jump. 

 
 

More resources are being allocated to the intranet design and it shows. To make a 
great intranet, you need adequate people resources. It’s not possible to piece 
together a first-rate intranet that informs and motivates employees and increases 
productivity and sharing unless you have the staff to design, develop, deploy, write, 
manage, and govern. It’s not fair to ask a tiny team to take on an endeavor as great 
as designing and managing an intranet, even if you are “simply deploying” an out-of 
box solution.   

 

CONTINUED INVOLVEMENT FROM OUTSIDE CONSULTANTS 
Winning intranet teams seek extra hands and guidance from outside consultants. In 
2004, we began gathering information about each winning intranet team’s makeup; 
at that time, only four out of the 10 winning teams included external consultants. As 
in the previous two years, eight of this year’s 10 teams have included outside 
consultants. Many of those consultants served in development roles (with 
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SharePoint, in particular), but they also worked on design, development, usability 
research, planning, project management, and scheduling.  

External agencies or independent consultants provide targeted expertise—that is, 
skills that intranet teams don’t need permanently on hand—and add credibility to 
employee insights. 

 

INVOLVING CONTENT AUTHORS EARLY IN THE DESIGN PROCESS 
The best intranet teams involve people from around the organization at the new 
intranet’s very inception, ensuring that employees from varied teams, offices, and 
cities describe their needs and way of working. One group that used to fall through 
the cracks was content writers, who were often brought in later in the design 
process. Winning teams this year met with content owners and writers very early on, 
so they could relentlessly cut unused content, edit older content, give feedback, and 
have adequate time to migrate, test, and optimize. 

We know from our research on both writing for the web3 and intranet content4 that 
words are often the most impactful part of the total user experience, because users 
go to both websites and intranets to get information. 

 

FEATURE TRENDS 
Strong feature trends in intranets in years past include: 

 mega menus 

 video channels 

 beefed-up personal profile pages in the employee directory 

 personalized homepages and sections  

These trends persist this year, along with a few new ones, including: 

 Featuring the organization’s feeds from Twitter, Facebook, 
LinkedIn, and other social sites on the home or news pages. In the 
past, social features on intranets were often relegated to internal 
sharing, not to tapping into what’s happening outside the office walls. 
Acorda Therapeutics, Inc. and AIG both offer especially good examples 
here.5 

 Including filters in the UI to help users hone in on the right 
information set. Using facets to decrease and target content in search 
results was once too foreign or difficult for users to handle. But filters 
have become a better designed and more common website staple, and 
intranets are now following suit. XL Group, Luzerner Kantonalbank, 
AIG, and AT&T have some good implementations. 

                                          
3 Please see http://www.nngroup.com/topic/writing-web/ 
4 Please see http://www.nngroup.com/reports/intranet-communications/ 
5 Please see http://www.nngroup.com/reports/intranet-social-features-case-studies/ 
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 Offering actionable links in people search suggestions that 
include the person’s most relevant information and let users invoke 
actions from the list itself, such as emailing, calling, and bookmarking 
the contact. Ono, Luzerner Kantonalbank, and Acorda display 
interesting features like this. 

 

MOBILE OPTIMIZATION IS PAUSED 
Like last year, only one of this year’s winners offers a special mobile version of the 
intranet; growth has simply paused in the mobile intranet area. Our 2009 Design 
Annual had three winning intranet designs optimized for mobile, and in 2011 the 
mobile space looked even more promising, as the number doubled to six winners.  

This year, AT&T offers a mobile app optimized for iPads, built primarily to support 
the company’s frontline sellers and sales management team and to align with AT&T’s 
retail mobilization roadmap. The company will support Android and Windows 
operating systems as its frontline sellers begin migrating to those tablet operating 
systems. A great challenge for this and other teams was determining whether to 
develop a mobile web site or native mobile apps for each operating system; at AT&T, 
the team created a hybrid app, using HTML5 wherever possible but still offering the 
usability benefits of native controls where needed. 

Sites such as Swiss Mobiliar and Acorda offer mobile intranet access to employees on 
the network, but neither site is optimized for mobile.  

Common barriers to mobile design entry for intranets include:  

 data security concerns,  

 difficulty of choosing a platform,  

 lack of resources to create and maintain the design; and 

 uncertainty about whether to implement a full feature set with a good 
mobile user experience or an app for particular tasks. 

 

SHAREPOINT ADVICE  
Among this year’s winners, 70 percent use Microsoft SharePoint in some way to 
create their wonderful intranets. We typically avoid making recommendations about 
specific intranet software and development tools because such recommendations are 
typically too narrow and short-lived for a broad design audience. However, given the 
prevalence of SharePoint use among this year’s winners—and the growth in 
SharePoint use in general—we’ll share here some of the winning team members’ 
tales of SharePoint-related gladness and anguish.  

Some of the strongest takeaways:  

 Use SharePoint features to tackle usability challenges. Several 
vexing intranet usability issues can be solved using SharePoint 
features: 
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o Improve search capabilities using embedded indexing of 
all content. SharePoint enables indexing not only by document 
or page titles, but also by all content on every page. 
Organizations such as Hager Group used this to greatly improve 
search capabilities. The taxonomy model facilitates efficient 
metadata or full text searches with refinement options.  

o Facilitate document creation and management through MS 
Office integration. 

o Restrict and hide features, such as editing controls, from 
users who don’t need them. 

 Plan for design customization and development to make 
SharePoint work well for your organization. It’s a misconception 
that any out-of-box product will be great for an organization; such 
products typically require considerable design and development work. 
Indeed, you might need to hire external resources to help with 
development. Five of the seven sites that use SharePoint hired 
external SharePoint consultants to make the most of the system. 

 Educate employees about team (collaboration) spaces, and 
develop rules about when to create new spaces. SharePoint 
makes it easy to create team spaces that let non-developers set up 
and maintain areas for people to communicate. These areas can 
become thriving, breathing ecosystems that aid teams—or dark silos 
where information is old, duplicated, buried, and difficult to find, 
especially for people unfamiliar with the space. If organizations aren’t 
careful, an old intranet problem—having content hidden among many 
different intranet sites—could easily rear its ugly head in a slightly 
altered form today. To avoid this: 1) ensure that all team space 
content is well indexed; 2) make a plan for integrating far-reaching 
content into the main intranet’s IA; and 3) encourage people to use an 
existing space when possible, rather than making a new one. It’s also 
important to designate “official” non-team-space content writers. 
Team spaces let people share all kinds of content, which is a very 
powerful model within organizations. However, with this model, 
general corporate content can fall through the cracks. To avoid this, 
establishing a communications team for the organization can be 
helpful.  

 Understand that implementing your own branding can take 
time. Designers agree that using the organization’s branding is a 
SharePoint specialist’s job, as is customizing the default SharePoint UI 
to draw attention to particular areas. 

 Keep permissions simple. Designers tend to make personalization 
very helpful for users, but complex on the backend due to very specific 
roles. In all systems, this can be a quagmire to plan and maintain, and 
SharePoint is no different. To avoid this, winners this year recommend 
that you protect confidential documents, but don’t put too much 
granularity in the permissions. 
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 Accompany Enterprise 2.0 features with good planning and 
employee communication. SharePoint makes it easy to switch on 
powerful features such as commenting and rating, but employees need 
guidance on how to use these features on intranets. For example, 
management should formally sanction and use social features, and a 
document should live on the intranet describing expectations and rules 
surrounding their use. To assist content writers in encouraging reader 
responses, have them add a question or a call to action at the end of 
all articles to get readers thinking about the topic. Finally, persuade 
champions to start the conversations; many people are interested in 
commenting, but don’t want to be the first to do so. 
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Overview of the Winners 
 

SEVEN COUNTRIES AND SIX INDUSTRIES 
Once again, our winners hail from all around the world. Among the seven different 
countries represented are the United States, which had three winners, and 
Switzerland, which had two winners.  

Rounding out the list are Canada, Germany, Ireland, and Spain with one winner 
each; we also have our first winner from the Middle East: Saudi Arabia.  

2013 WINNERS BY COUNTRY 
COUNTRY NUMBER OF WINNERS 

UNITED STATES 3 

SWITZERLAND 2 

CANADA 1 

GERMANY 1 

IRELAND 1 

SAUDI ARABIA 1 

SPAIN 1 

 

This year’s set of winners roughly follows the typical breakdown we’ve seen over the 
past 12 years. Since 2001,  

 58% of winners have been from North America, 
 32% from Europe/UK, 
 8% from Asia/Pacific, 
 1% from South America, and 
 2% with no official headquarters.  
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In summary, this year’s winners represent six industries:  

 Insurance (3)  

 Utilities (2) 

 Government (2) 

 Biotechnology (1) 

 Finance (1) 

 Manufacturing (1) 

 

The chart below shows the industries represented by winning intranets since our first 
annual in 2001. Winners of 2004’s Design Annual, which was focused solely on 
government intranets, are excluded. 

 

 
Pictured: Since 2001, 20 industries have been represented in our Design 
Annuals. Although technology companies account for 22 percent of winning 
sites, this year there were no winners in that industry. Three insurance 
companies won this year, raising that industry’s percentage to four percent. 
Utility companies, accounting for 18 percent, have almost caught up with 
financial organizations. (In 2004, we focused our design annual on government 
agencies, so we’ve excluded those 10 winners from this chart.)  
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size includes all employees working full- or part-time on the site and those working 
on the intranet from outside the organization, such as employees at design firms or 
other external consultants.  

The median team size across all winners is 14, just shy of last year’s median, which 
is our all-time high of 15 people. 

 
Pictured: The average intranet team size for this year’s winning companies 
grew to an impressive all-time Design Annual high of 27 people working on the 
intranet. If we exclude the 107 AT&T teammembers, the average drops to 18. 
(For information about individual team structures, see the team profiles.)  

We are so glad to see team sizes continue to grow, and with such a great leap this 
year. As intranets become more complex, it is essential to properly staff teams to 
not only handle a redesign, but also to maintain the site going forward. More 
resources are essential to making intranets business-critical tools. No longer just 
document repositories, intranets can truly impact the company’s success and the 
speed and enjoyment with which employees get their work done.  

Even more exciting is this year’s team size in relation to company size. With 
company size smaller than ever and team size larger than ever, the team size as a 
percentage of company size is way up again this year. We thought last year’s high of 
0.074 percent was huge, but this year it more than doubled to a new high of 0.144 
percent. If we remove AT&T from the calculation, the percentage is even greater—
0.269 percent.  
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Pictured: Intranet team size compared to company size is at an all-time high 
this year. Teams comprise 0.144 percent of the company, which is more than 
double last year’s all-time high. 

We are always happy to see a growth in intranet team sizes. It’s important to keep in 
mind, however, that these numbers include outside consultants and agencies that 
are often brought in specifically for the redesign. This means that the team left to 
support the intranet once the redesign project is complete typically includes fewer 
people. Further, even internal employees assigned to the redesign might need to 
return to other responsibilities once the intranet project is complete. It is essential to 
keep teams well staffed; a lack of proper staff to maintain an intranet can quickly 
erase the redesign’s benefits. 

Eight of this year’s 10 winning companies used some external resources on their 
redesign projects. When we started the Design Annual, it was common for third-
party agencies to design sites with little or no design work from the organization, 
similar to the process with one of this year’s winners, Acorda (designed by Klick). 
Over the years, however, intranet design has become more of an integrated project, 
involving both internal and external expertise. Agencies and consultants are brought 
in to round out the team’s skills rather than to do the work entirely. Internal team 
members lend in-house expertise and knowledge about the organization’s inner 
workings, while external resources add world experience and varied expertise.  

This year’s winning companies looked to outside resources for many types of 
activities:  

 Content inventory and strategy 
 Data processes (importing data from external tools)  
 Development (including SharePoint development) 
 Implementation 
 Information architecture (IA) 
 Interaction/interface design 
 Programming  
 Project management 
 User experience research (interviews and testing) 
 Video production and editing 
 Visual design 
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Pictured: Eight of the 10 winning teams this year were made up of internal and 
external resources, combining employees and outside consultants. For more 
information on individual teams and their collaboration with outside firms, see 
the individual profile. Prior to 2007, third-party web design firms created most 
of the winning sites. 
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 THE 10 WINNERS IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER 

Acorda Therapeutics, 
Inc.  
(Biotechnology; US) 

Extensive prep work led digital agency Klick to design a streamlined 
site that meets Acorda’s needs as a growing company of busy 
employees. Understanding the user was key to translating tools and 
content into a site that retains the company culture and helps 
employees get their work done. 

American International 
Group, Inc. (AIG)  
(Insurance; US) 

The AIG intranet boasts clear navigation and exhaustive news article 
offerings to help communicate the organization’s depth and unify all 
regions, companies, divisions, and individuals under one parent 
company.  

AT&T (My CSP) 

(Telecommunications; US) 
Helping frontline employees provide quick answers to customers, the 
AT&T My CSP knowledge management portal streamlines essential 
communications focused on making every second count. Clean 
design, smart details, video messages, and mobile access all 
contribute to educating and informing employees in a remarkably 
efficient way. 

Hager Group 
(Manufacturing; Germany) 

Designers instituted clear and creative space-saving options on the 
homepage that engage employees from the moment they feast their 
eyes on them. And information about colleagues and various site 
areas is accessible, helping employees collaborate productively. 

Luzerner Kantonalbank 
AG 
(Finance; Switzerland) 

The Luzerner Kantonalbank AG (LUKB) intranet harnesses and 
exploits the power of metadata and taxonomy to ensure that the 
right kind of content automatically makes it to the right places. 
Marrying this with a calm, consistent design throughout makes this 
intranet an unusually supportive tool.  

ONO 
(Telecommunications; 
Spain) 

ONO’s intranet team worked to create a SharePoint site in disguise 
via a custom design. Beyond the visuals, integrating a social 
networking and collaboration tool throughout the site turned a dated 
design at a company using email to communicate into an engaging 
site that encouraged collaboration and streamlined workflows, 
reflecting a corporate cultural change. 

Saudi Commission for 
Tourism and Antiquities 
(SCTA)  
(Government; Saudi 
Arabia) 

With diverse, thorough content and unusual, whimsical features, the 
intranet for the Saudi Commission for Tourism and Antiquities far 
exceeds its goal to involve, include, and attract all employees. 

Swiss Mobiliar Insurance 
& Pensions  
(Insurance; Switzerland) 

Setting out to create a joyful intranet experience, the team at Swiss 
Mobiliar focused on usability and user experience throughout the 
redesign. The result is a site that lets users find content and 
company expertise, connect with others, and enjoy a personalized 
site experience. 

WorkSafeBC 
(Government; Canada) 

With only three months to improve the site, the WorkSafeBC team 
created a SharePoint 2010 site that informs and engages 
employees. The site boasts myriad opportunities for colleagues to 
compliment, encourage, and educate one another.  

XL Group plc A gutsy design, collaborative features, and the right content 
available when employees need it make this a marvelous intranet 
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(Insurance; Ireland) for today and for the future. 
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Common Themes Among the Winners 

LINKS TO EXTERNAL SOCIAL SITES 
In years past, management sometimes considered social websites to be frivolous 
time-wasters, but not today. Because customers and users expect and refer to 
Twitter feeds, Facebook pages, and other social sites, corporate communications 
groups at organizations demanded a presence there. And naturally, it’s becoming 
commonplace for intranets to offer an area on the homepage or in the news section 
that displays the most current social posts. Alternatively, intranets link out to these 
external social sites. Either way, winning intranets enable employees to keep abreast 
of what the world is saying about the organization, its products, services, team 
members, and more.  

Although employees could easily visit social sites via their personal bookmarks, 
offering these features as part of the intranet news serves as a frequent reminder, 
enables speedy access, and demonstrates support for the organizations’ 
representation on social sites. It also sends a message to employees that they 
should care about what customers are saying. 

This year’s winner AIG offers icons to AIG channels for Twitter, LinkedIn, and 
YouTube. At Acorda, a Twitter feed from @AcordaNews populates the site’s main 
news area.  

FULL-ON SOCIAL INTEGRATION  
For years social features—such as commenting on articles and tagging documents—
have made their way onto intranets. But these features were often segregated from 
the typical content in their own special section or even in a different social intranet 
site. Employee sharing happens more naturally when social features are integrated 
into the IA and standard page templates, and encompassed in process workflows. 
This year’s winning intranets often display full control over social features. For 
example, Hager Group offers social networking icons in the upper left of all pages so 
users are reminded about the features and can quickly access them. Users can rate, 
like, tag, and email from any page. At ONO, most content is posted on walls where 
employees can like or comment on it. These integration methods help advertise 
social features and imply their sanctioned use.  

Even organizations that are slower to adopt full-on social integration can creatively 
make it work well. At Swiss Mobiliar, collaboration is a rather large cultural change 
so designers are approaching it cautiously, allowing agencies to opt in or out of 
collaborative areas. But designers have embedded safeguards for when agencies opt 
out and employees can’t easily find each other through community or collaborative 
areas. Instead, employees can find each other via the site search, as any keyword 
search returns people results. Alternatively, users can enter a keyword in the 
employee directory search and get results of people with that expertise. So, even 
without fully integrated collaboration and community, the design helps people find 
one another. 

FILTERS 
Some of the very first intranets offered search results sorting, such as by date and 
title. But filtering—choosing checkboxes or links to display only results that contain 
particular keywords—has only recently become more standard. Given that one of the 
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greatest issues with today’s intranets is that they house too much content for users 
to deal with in an IA or even typical search results, employees are willing to 
manipulate results to find exactly what they want.  

Winning designs employ filtering in effective ways. For example, the XL Group 
intranet’s search results are divided by people and other content, and users can filter 
by tags, date, type, and other criteria. Luzerner Kantonalbank AG users can refine 
the SERP by content type, products, and creation date, and can filter news and 
events by locations, departments, categories, and products. AIG designers provide 
filters in the news archive to select type, year, and month.  

AT&T filters are strengthened by the people behind them: The team added resources 
to the search team and emphasized the importance of search when training content 
contributors on keywords. 

CULTIVATING METADATA 
Data filtering features (and sorting, and even basic search) are only as strong as 
their backend metadata. For years, many intranet designers completely avoided or 
gave up on offering a helpful search function. They simply didn’t have the resources, 
know-how, or technology to make it happen. The popular social feature of tagging 
has likely been the greatest catalyst for this year’s wave of positive change: we’re 
now seeing a robust emphasis on metadata to ensure that content management and 
search are as efficient and effective as possible. It’s probable that new technology 
has also helped further this change, and surely seeing so many external websites 
using metadata commendably has inspired intranet designers to rise to the occasion 
as well. 

XL Group created a new knowledge bank that uses a metadata-driven organization of 
the company’s vast amount of content and files. At AIG, when news is created, it’s 
assigned a metadata marker so it can be filtered in the archived appropriately.  

Excellent metadata strategy does come at a price. For example, AT&T’s 18-month 
endeavor to update the search engine included 90 days of testing common searches; 
the goal was to fine-tune the algorithm with metadata and thereby optimize the 
experience. AT&T team members say the work was worth every minute.  

PSEUDO-PERSONALIZED HOMEPAGES 
Role-based, personalized intranet homepages began appearing in the early 2000s 
and grew increasingly popular over the past decade as designers realized the value 
of streamlining and targeting content. But to create thriving personalized homepages 
(or any other personalized intranet elements), organizations must have:  

1) a large amount of content, 

2) large amounts of content beneficial only to particular user groups, and  

3) a true handle on the background of each and every employee who logs in to the 
intranet.  

Meeting all three factors is a tall order and can be expensive and time-consuming. 
Today’s designers are thus getting back to basics and evaluating what their 
organizations truly need in the way of personalization, and what they can 
meticulously create and support. In doing this, some designers have found that a 
scaled-down approach is the best choice. These designers push a small amount of 
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work out to the users—that is, they let users choose the type of homepage that best 
suits their needs.  

For example, Hager Group has employees in 21 countries within 40 companies to 
support. Rather than deploy a complicated role-based system, employees simply 
choose their language and input the company code of where they work. These 
choices dictate the information that appears on each person’s homepage. 

Similarly, Luzerner Kantonalbank employees choose the homepage that best suits 
them. Designers created various customized homepages with helpful content and 
links targeted toward particular user groups. A homepage for client advisors shows 
current interest rates, for example, while a homepage for marketing staff displays 
current news and one for IT staff offers an overview of all IT systems.  

There are tradeoffs to having users choose the homepage rather than having 
designers implement an elaborate role-based system and automatically sending 
users the right information. Making the benefits of choosing a homepage clear to 
users, and giving them clear instructions on how to choose (and change) their 
homepage is imperative to a good user experience in this type of model. 

Role-based intranets can still be effective if the team has detailed a strategy and the 
expected maintenance requirements. For example, our Swiss Mobiliar winner created 
36 different user profiles in the CMS for personalizing content. That’s not 
uncommon—however, in this case, designers go the extra mile and regularly review 
the profiles to ensure that they’re meeting user needs. The intranet team works 
closely with HR to plan for any organizational changes and make profile changes 
accordingly. At Swiss Mobiliar, creating and revisiting the profiles results in a 
successful implementation. 

ACTIONABLE SUGGESTED PEOPLE SEARCH 
This year’s submissions showed an undeniable trend toward expediting people 
search. Technology such as SharePoint supports a people search feature that 
suggests people once the user starts typing a name. Many submissions to our 
contest and many of the winning designs offer variations on this theme. In the best 
cases, the suggestion list includes the person’s most relevant information and lets 
users invoke actions from the list itself, such as emailing, calling, and bookmarking 
the contact. So, users don’t even need to type a full name—let alone click through to 
an employee profile—to the find and contact the right person. Among this year’s 
winners, Ono uses an imaginative visual display of people search results, and 
Luzerner Kantonalbank and Acorda expedite contact by displaying links and icons in 
their search suggestions. 

HARMONIOUS ENTERPRISE APPLICATION INTEGRATION 
Intranets and enterprise applications have long had a love-hate relationship, 
sometimes supporting each other, other times vehemently competing. Today’s 
winning intranets showcase the apps that employees need and make them easy to 
find and access. Designers thus avoid the perils of duplicating functionality already 
well offered in existing apps. Many organizations give users applications based on 
their roles; on intranets, users are often served apps based on their department or 
location. Users can also add apps they want or need to their personal lists or pages. 
Organizations sometimes make particular apps mandatory to ensure that all 
employees have access to the right tools; such apps cannot be removed from the 
intranet links. 
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Several organizations—including the Saudi Commission for Tourism and Antiquities, 
Luzerner Kantonalbank, Swiss Mobiliar, and Acorda—make apps highly accessible by 
placing them on the intranet homepage. Users at Swiss Mobiliar access apps via a 
shortcut or through the main site navigation. The Acorda intranet houses all web-
based apps in one place, and users can add apps to their homepage and their My 
Apps page based on their permissions. At AIG, logging in to the intranet passes the 
employee’s login information through to the applications that most people use. These 
apps are consolidated in the site’s Workbench section.  

IMPROVED MEGA MENU AESTHETICS 
Designers at Acorda, AIG, and Luzerner Kantonalbank chose a mega menu as the 
navigation mechanic because it lets users see more choices simultaneously, scan 
them, and—with one mouse click—arrive at the page they desire. Designers know 
that the more choices users have to make before they find the right menu items, the 
more chances they have to make the wrong choice.  

Designers organized the menu links so that users can easily scan them—that is, the 
headings are clear and easy to pick out. Also, the designers embedded positive 
visual signals so users won’t make the common mistake of thinking the mega menu 
is part of the page behind it. 

FEEDBACK COLLECTION 
This year’s winning design teams are always looking for ways to further improve. 
Doing user research and analyzing search logs and site metrics are helpful indicators 
of areas in need of improvement. The winning designs also make it easy for users to 
send good old-fashioned emails and to complete forms so team members can collect 
kudos and complaints from employees.  

The AT&T intranet offered feedback links on each page, and the Saudi Commission 
for Tourism and Antiquities offered these options on almost all sections. Similarly, 
WorkSafeBC provided a Lost icon that let employees provide feedback. 

The AIG team created discussions and emails about how employees felt about the 
new intranet. On the day the new intranet launched, the team placed The New 
Contact—What’s Different? banners on high-visibility pages; these generated 
considerable feedback. The team took each comment seriously and used comments 
as the basis for improvements. Similarly, AT&T team members used the feedback 
they collected to follow trends from content creators to assess their problem areas 
and also to provide feedback to those content creators.  

Designers are not only incorporating ways to collect constant feedback about the 
site, they’re also using that feedback for more than just fixing errors. AT&T is 
building a workflow/system just to process the feedback, and WorkSafeBC uses 
feedback to recruit participants for usability testing.  

ATTENTION TO CONTENT MIGRATION AND MANAGEMENT  
For the past few years, great intranet teams have been emphasizing regular content 
updates and creating processes and workflows that religiously keep content up-to-
date. This year’s winners are no different in this respect. We’re also seeing more 
scrutiny of existing content and whether it should make it to the new intranet at all. 
Usually, the older an intranet gets, the more content it accumulates. Designers of 
intranets with copious content should consider not just migrating, updating, and 
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reformatting it, but actually eliminating it. It might take longer. It might be more 
painful. It might even be frightening. But in the long run, it’s easier to place a 
smaller set of good content in a manageable IA and deal with its indexing and 
taxonomy than to deal with a large set of mediocre content. 

XL Group took a bold approach: it started fresh rather than just editing and moving 
most content from the old intranet. So, at launch, employees were delivered a shiny 
new design with totally fresh content. 

Swiss Mobiliar took a different, pragmatic approach. The team migrated old content 
to the new intranet but thoroughly scrubbed it before doing so. And, to separate 
employees’ feedback about the new design from feedback about cleaned-up content, 
the team removed outdated or untouched documents from the old site months 
before the new site went live. 

MOBILE OPTIMIZATION IS STILL NOT COMMON 
Although most winning intranets can be accessed on mobile devices, they’re not 
optimized for mobile. Common barriers to mobile design entry for intranets include: 
data security concerns, the difficulty of choosing a platform, and a lack of resources 
to create and maintain the design. Additionally, teams are sometimes unsure 
whether to implement a full feature set with a good mobile user experience or an 
app for particular tasks. 

Swiss Mobiliar and Acorda both were starting to plan for mobile, with Acorda focusing 
primarily on sales representatives, and Swiss Mobiliar primarily on agencies. AT&T 
had some interesting mobile advances, such as using iPads to distribute information 
to employees on sales floors and using text messaging to quiz them about products 
and promotions (and thus encourage them to actually watch the videos they’re 
supposed to watch about products and promotions).  

VIDEO GROWTH  
Although not quite as prevalent in the winning entries, most submissions to our 
contest included much posting, sharing, and use of videos to communicate. AIG, 
AT&T, and the Saudi Commission for Tourism and Antiquities offered video 
capabilities.  
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Acorda Therapeutics, Inc.  
 

Using the intranet: Acorda Therapeutics, 
Inc., is a biotechnology company whose 
mission is to develop and market therapies 
that restore neurological function and 
improve the lives of people with multiple 
sclerosis, spinal cord injury, and other 
nervous system disorders. 

Headquarters: Ardsley, NY, U.S. 
Number of employees the intranet 
supports: 350 

Company locations: U.S., with a presence in 
other countries through external partnerships 

Locations where people use the intranet: 
U.S. 
Annual sales: Forecast of $280+ million 
annual sales in 2012 

Design team:  
Klick, a third-party digital agency, designed, developed, 
and implemented the intranet in collaboration with 
project management and departmental representatives 
at Acorda.  

Members:  
Klick: Michael Melnick, Director, User Experience; Neville 
Thomas, Program Director; Barry McKelvey, Director, 
Project Management; Cynthia Dahl, Senior Technical 
Architect; Peter Cheung, Associate Director, Analytics; 
Yamini Ramamoorthy, Associate Creative Director; Mark 
Hadfield, SVP, Program Delivery; Mark Donaldson, Senior 
Web Developer; Armando Narvaez, Manager, Quality 
Assurance 

Acorda Therapeutics: Mike Russo, Senior Director, 
Corporate Digital Strategy & Innovation; Kyle Kuhn, 
Associate Director, Business Development; Pasqual 
Zottola, Senior Director, IT 

SUMMARY 
Improving communication, preserving culture, and ensuring intranet adoption were 
the goals that digital agency Klick set out to accomplish when creating Synapse, the 
intranet for Acorda Therapeutics. Having outgrown its previous site, the 
biotechnology company saw the need for an internal technology change to support 
its growing needs.  

Acorda brought Klick in on the basis of previous collaborations and their similarities 
in company size, growth rate, and culture. Klick also has its own intranet, Genome, 
which helps the company increase operational efficiencies and enables the use of 
analytics for decision-making.  

Klick knew that any intranet must meet the needs of its users. Acorda’s employees 
are busy developing and marketing therapies that restore neurological function for 
multiple sclerosis, spinal cord injury, and other nervous system disorders. Its 
approximately 350 employees are already pressed for time, and the Acorda/Klick 
team concluded that to successfully implement a new intranet system, it would need 
to be fairly intuitive and require a minimal investment of employees’ time. In 
addition, given other priorities, the intranet could not introduce major organizational 
changes. This was a challenge, as one of the main objectives was to more fully 
integrate the intranet into employees’ day-to-day lives at work—which was a big 
change from the existing intranet’s somewhat marginalized role.  

The Klick team started the project with interviews and contextual inquiries, trying to 
understand the company, culture, employees, and business needs. An interview 
guide, used for consistency, asked not only about areas of improvement and how a 
better intranet could make employees’ work easier, but also about what motivates 
and inspires employees and why they love working at Acorda. The Klick team wanted 
to make the intranet a place that employees wanted to go, and knew a strong 
awareness of the company’s culture could help them create a site to meet 
employees’ needs as well as provide the content they were most interested in. 



 

28 INFO@NNGROUP.COM Acorda Therapeutics, Inc. 

 

The company intranet had to serve as a useful tool both for getting work done and 
for connecting with the company. Klick recognized that it needed to get employees 
excited about the new site before its launch to help its reception. Because the 
existing intranet was not widely used, Klick planned a campaign featuring posters 
placed around the office to draw employees’ attention and highlight the benefits of 
using the new site. They also had a “name the intranet” contest, with the tempting 
prize of an iPad for the winner (resulting in the site name: “Synapse”). They used a 
humorous “People You Know” campaign, creating posters with actual employees 
(including the CEO) highlighting some of Synapse’s functionality and reflecting the 
fun Acorda culture.  
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Pictured: The “People You Know” campaign posters garnered laughs but also 
educated users as to the benefits of key intranet features. 

The homepage is built to communicate messages as well as enable daily work. A 
three-column design focuses on productivity-based tools on the left, news in the 
center, and culture and events on the right. A mega menu drop-down offers quick 
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access to internal pages, and a pervasive footer includes links to the latest winners 
of a company award, an acronym decoder, and tertiary navigation.  

The top of the page conveys timely messages, alerts, or reminders, drawing the 
users’ attention. The left productivity column includes shortcut links to apps, 
documents, and how-to information that users have flagged as useful and added to 
their customizable lists. Users can manage their lists or add more content to them 
via links at the bottom of the section. A customizable list of websites appears below 
the productivity column; a key icon indicates when single sign-on is available for the 
website. 

One of the biggest successes on the site is the change to single sign-on. A key 
finding of Klick’s initial research was that many employees used several web-based 
applications and tools in their daily work, and having to log in to each one 
individually was a huge annoyance. This problem was brought to the team’s 
attention most notably when visiting an employee’s desk, which was covered with 
Post It notes with usernames and passwords crossed out and rewritten, which was 
the only way she could keep track of all her separate logins.  

The Synapse site now offers single sign-on to many of the websites that employees 
use daily. These tools are indicated with a key icon in the list of websites on users’ 
homepages, providing quick access to tools without them having to remember 
passwords. Users who access these tools or sites via Synapse can bypass login.  

The middle of the page is focused on news items, which are updated frequently. All 
news items are dated and the content owner is listed as well. A Twitter feed from 
@AcordaNews also populates the site’s main news area. Users can discuss or like 
news items; the number of likes is indicated next to each item.  

The right column focuses on news from the CEO, important information for adverse-
effects reporting and complaints, and event information. Photos accompany events 
information; this was a popular feature on the previous site, so the Klick team 
carried it through and put it on the new site’s homepage. 
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Pictured: The Synapse homepage features efficiency tools on the left, news in 
the middle, and cultural information on the right, fulfilling the site’s goals of 
communicating, reflecting culture, and adding productivity.  

The site lets employees see all web-based apps in one place. Users can “install” an 
app on their homepage using the My Apps functionality. These links open the tool in 
a new window or tab, with a thin strip across the top that quickly links users back to 
Synapse—as well as encourages them to add the app to My Apps if they haven’t 
already done so. Apps can be accessed via the customizable list on the user’s 
homepage (via the navigation bar’s Apps link) or on the My Apps page. The My Apps 
page shows all the apps the user has selected. The All Apps tab shows all available 
apps, based on permissions, with filters and sorting similar to the Apple App Store.  

Users can remove most apps via an “X” on the screen. However, some apps, such as 
IT HelpDesk and HR information, can’t be removed.  

 
Pictured: Users can customize a list of apps to gain quick access to tools they 
commonly use. 

Apps are added at first launch, through the initial set-up process. Some apps are 
recommended based on the user’s department affiliation, while others are used 
throughout the organization and are pre-populated. Additional available apps are 
listed as well. Users simply have to select an app to add it to their customized list.  

Customization on intranets is generally most successful when its availability is 
obvious to the user and the customization is easy to do and has a clear benefit.  
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Having users make these selections at first launch shows users that the process is 
simple, introduces them to the customization concept, and helps them through the 
process. Customization often fails because users either don’t realize it is possible or 
don’t take the time to do it, even if the time commitment is minimal. Including app 
selection in the initial set up helps mitigate those problems.  

 
Pictured: The My Apps section, which appears on the homepage or is accessible 
via the site navigation, can be populated during the user’s initial login to the 
site.  

One successful site feature—which is intended to both support the company’s culture 
and drive traffic to the site—is the FaceGame, which appears in the right column on 
the homepage. To create it, the team asked all employees to provide up to three 
pictures of themselves as kids or teens prior to the site’s launch. These photographs 
are shown on the homepage, and employees can guess which colleague’s picture is 
shown. Once they submit a guess, employees see the correct answer and a link to 
the employee’s profile so they can learn more about that individual. This game has 
been very popular on the site, garnering more than 10,000 plays over three 
months—an average of 3.5 plays per user per day! A leader board shows the current 
FaceGame champion and also shows which photos fool the most people.  
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Pictured: The FaceGame engages employees, supports the company culture, 
and facilitates relationships as employees learn more about each other through 
this entertaining interface. 

As with any intranet, search was a key component in this design. When doing initial 
research, the Klick team realized that the most common type of search was for 
people: locating someone to call or email right away. The team used Apache Solr, an 
open source solution, and implemented an auto-complete that streamlines this 
common task. Now, as users search for colleagues, search results appear in less 
than two seconds, giving employees quick access to the contact information they 
need. Results update almost instantaneously while users type their queries. 
Employees can then simply click on the phone number to dial that number on their 
desk phone via the company’s voice over IP system or click the email address to 
send an email directly.  

The click-to-dial feature is a big hit internally—for those that know it’s there. Before 
launch, this feature was a showstopper in executive planning meetings. And those 
employees who have discovered or been shown the feature love it. However, 
because it’s an unexpected feature, it has low discoverability—a problem that Klick 
realized only after launch. They plan to release new features with more fanfare in the 
future to try to increase employee awareness of them.  

Because looking up colleagues is the primary use of search, people results are the 
first facet of results listed in the auto-complete window. The window shows the top 
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three results in each facet, with a link to see more results; this emphasizes the 
number of results found and indicates that more results are available.  

Results are grouped by type (people, websites, documents, how to’s, and apps), and 
a thick gray bar helps emphasize the different types of results. Users can click 
directly on a result or click to view the full lists of results.  

 
Pictured: The auto-complete function in the site’s search offers quick access to 
information. Employees can see colleagues’ contact information without having 
to click through to a full employee profile.  

Users can click through to full employee profiles, which also include the click-to-dial 
feature. Profiles are integrated with Microsoft Outlook, so employees’ real-time 
appointment status (available, booked, tentatively booked, or away) can be shown in 
their profiles.  

Profiles include information collected from users on their first use of the site. Tenure 
is also automatically calculated based on an HR database.  

At first launch, employees are asked to provide profile information, including 
preferences for subscriptions and lists of websites and apps that help customize the 
homepage. The profiles also show location information. If they work in the office, 
employees are prompted to click on a map to indicate where they sit; if they work 
outside the office, they are asked to indicate the city and state in which they work. 

Based on the employee’s department, the site automatically recommends news, 
websites, and apps. 

Questions are clearly marked as optional, and each has descriptive text to help the 
employee understand why it’s relevant. For instance, a question about previous jobs 
is accompanied by the text, “Each Acordan brings a diverse wealth of experience to 
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the work they do. Share with your co-workers the experiences you’ve had that make 
you what you are today.” Job-related skills are described as a way to “allow fellow 
Acordans to understand which projects may suit your needs,” followed by a few 
examples. Employees are also reassured that they can “change these later within My 
Profile.”  

 
Pictured: At first launch, employees are prompted to answer a few questions 
about themselves to help populate their user profiles.  

Because much of the user profile information is self-reported, it’s important that 
employees keep the information up-to-date. Acorda and Klick are working together 
on ideas that will make profiles more robust without relying on busy employees to 
take the initiative, including to let employees: nominate each other for performance 
awards; tag and display photos on profile pages; and show employee stats on profile 
pages, such as how many comments they received or what content they liked. 
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Pictured: User profiles include information employees submit upon first use of 
the site, as well as some auto-populated information.  

The other key user profile feature is the user’s fish tank. The fish tank shows which 
Principles & Values (P&V) awards the employee has earned. P&V awards are given 
approximately biannually; receiving one is a rare, honored accomplishment. The fish 
tank lets employees display such awards, and is part of the corporate culture.  

At each new employee orientation, CEO Ron Cohen tells the “Fresh Fish Told Here” 
story, which he had read and remembered from a childhood book of Jewish folklore. 
The moral of the story is: “People don’t care what you say or write about yourself. 
They only know what you do and who you are. At the bottom of the list of principles 
and values we will write ‘Fresh Fish Sold Here’—so that we will always remember 
that this list is only words, unless our actions give them life.”  

This story is now part of Acorda’s legend, making fish a meaningful symbol at the 
company. At orientation, every new employee receives a glass fish, along with the 
nine P&Vs to live by. The P&V awards also have fish associated with them, with each 
principle or value mapping to a fish species. So, when employees receive a reward, it 
is rendered as a fish in their fish tank. Clicking on a fish displays the award details 
and the related principle or value. 
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Pictured: New employees receive a glass fish at orientation. 

 
Pictured: User profile fish tanks feature fish representing any P&V awards they 
have won. “Catching” or clicking on a fish displays information about the 
awards. 

Clearly, Cohen is a huge presence at Acorda, and Klick’s research showed that he is 
indeed a big motivator within the company. However, as the company succeeds and 
therefore grows, employees have less exposure to him than in the past. To continue 
to make his inspiration felt within the growing company, Synapse offers Ron’s 
Corner, an intranet section that features quarterly videos of the CEO addressing 
employees and talking about company performance and expressing his gratitude for 
employees. The latest video is always featured on the homepage. The site also 
features a video of Cohen telling the fresh fish story.  
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Pictured: Video messages in Ron’s Corner help employees feel more connected 
to the CEO, who is a strong motivator within the company.  

Acorda also moved some critical work assets to the intranet. These documents 
previously lived on a shared network drive, and employees had complained that 
finding documents they needed there was difficult. Now, such files are organized 
under Documents and How-to’s based on department. Documents now have 
permissions-based management and display their owner. Users can search to easily 
find and view documents by department, or to see all documents, regardless of 
department. 

Employees can also comment on documents, but this feature is rarely used. The 
team realized that social features, such as “liking” or commenting on an item, didn’t 
work particularly well for work-related documents. They therefore removed the “like” 
button but kept the commenting function. So far, however, comments are not 
automatically forwarded to document owners; as a result, comments that raise 
questions aren’t necessarily addressed by the document owner. This is an area the 
team plans to revise in the next iteration.  
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Pictured: Users can view documents by department or see all available 
documents. Facets on the side of the page help narrow options. The date of the 
document’s last update is always listed. 

Half of the Acorda workforce is in the field, and future plans include mobile apps. 
Sales reps currently rely on third-party apps to do their scheduling, promotional 
material orders, and expense reports. Although the current intranet can be accessed 
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via mobile devices, it’s not optimized for mobile. For instance, some site content 
uses Flash, which doesn’t work on iOS. However, because sales reps use company-
issued iPads, apps built specifically for them might be included in the future.  

The Klick team has done an admirable job moving from an outdated intranet site to a 
gracefully integrated tool, built with the end user in mind.  

BACKGROUND 
Following FDA approval for its first Multiple Sclerosis (MS) therapy—Ampyra—in 
2010, Acorda found itself overwhelmed by the growing needs of an ever-expanding 
audience: patients, healthcare professionals, corporate partners, and external 
stakeholders including the FDA and the SEC. Given their similarities in size, growth 
rate, and culture, Acorda asked Klick for guidance on how to manage its explosive 
growth. In response, Klick demonstrated the capabilities of its own intranet—
Genome—to Acorda executives. After seeing the potential benefits of a custom-built 
intranet, Acorda and Klick initiated an in-depth discovery process to uncover the 
specific business needs required to ensure success in both the short- and long-term.  

To guarantee that the intranet’s design met those business needs, the Klick User 
Experience team conducted onsite visits and contextual inquires, culminating in 10 
in-person executive-level interviews and 35 in-person departmental interviews, 
including two ride-alongs with Acorda sales representatives in the field. The research 
gathered during the interview process provided critical insight into the day-to-day 
issues that intranet technology could address. 

Interview findings were compiled, analyzed, prioritized, and augmented with intranet 
best practices. The team then proposed functionality to meet the business objectives 
and address the most common interview findings.  

The phase I launch of Synapse was intended to accomplish three key goals: 

 Improve communication flow across the organization 

 Preserve the unique Acorda culture  

 Ensure adoption of Synapse 

The long-term objectives for Synapse are more far-reaching and have greater 
business impact. The ultimate vision for Synapse is to improve Acordans’ productivity 
by offering increased automation and interactive tools to promote positive behavior 
(and process) changes across the organization. Accomplishing these goals means 
developing a customized intranet that can both surface project-based data and 
reports to Acordans and provide Acorda’s management team with rich analytics to 
drive decision-making.   

Adoption Challenges  
To ensure a successful launch, Klick had to overcome a few significant hurdles. For 
instance, during the interview process, one of the key findings that emerged was 
that Acordans are extremely busy and set in their established workflows. The team 
was concerned that the intranet’s success would be compromised unless there was 
an awareness or marketing campaign that clearly spelled out the intranet’s benefits. 
Klick thus planned a significant pre-launch hype campaign that included posters to 
support two key pre-launch efforts: the “What’s In a Name?” campaign promoted the 
Name-the-Intranet contest, awarding an Apple iPad to the Acordan with the winning 
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submission; and the “The People You Know” campaign teased the benefits of 
Synapse features prior to launch. 

“The creative approach for ‘What’s In a Name?’ was to draw immediate attention 
from every single person walking the halls at Acorda,” says Yamini Ramamoorthy, 
Creative Director. “We wanted people to stop in their tracks, take a look, and start 
talking to their colleagues about the game, and inspire and excite them. The ‘Name 
Game’ posters perfectly tied into Acorda’s culture.” 

“The ‘People You Know’ posters employed professional photography of actual 
Acordans in exaggerated poses to illustrate the benefits of specific features being 
built into the initial Synapse launch,” he says. “The shock value of seeing 
recognizable Acordans—including CEO Dr. Ron Cohen—in such humorous poses 
generated a lot of buzz about Synapse and generated a significant amount of 
excitement.” 
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Pictured: The “What’s In a Name?” posters leverage established brands to lend 
visual stopping power.  
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The pre-launch tactics ensured that momentum peaked as Synapse launched. A 
company-wide lunch-and-learn event celebrated launch day and included a complete 
intranet walkthrough, a takeaway pamphlet with tips and tricks, a Synapse-branded 
“bobble” water bottle, and the announcement of the Name Game winner. The 
winning name, Synapse, had a neurological reference that resonated strongly with 
this biotech company’s employees, and the posters were seen as instrumental in 
engaging employees and driving intense excitement about the intranet’s launch. 
 

 
Pictured: All main nav nodes utilize mega menus. The Department drop-down 
uses Acorda-defined department groupings. Here, the user’s department is 
highlighted.  
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Pictured: Each department is represented by a departmental homepage. It 
contains a description, a targeted news feed, a list of contacts broken down by 
topic area, and widgets representing the department’s top Documents, How-
to’s, and Events. 
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Pictured: This page lists the Acorda Principles and Values (P&V), with links to 
details of each. P&V Awards are granted when employees exemplify a particular 
principle or value in an outstanding way, and the fish representing that principle 
or value then appears in the person’s fish tank.  
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INTRANET TEAM 

 
Pictured: The Klick Health Synapse team (from left to right): Peter Cheung, 
Heeyol Lee, Rob Brander, Michael Hambor, Cynthia Dahl, Sivasankaran 
Uthayasankaran, Mark Hadfield, Michael Melnick, Leerom Segal, Birgit Cole, 
Glen Webster, Neville Thomas, Armando Narvaez, Ari Schaefer, Mark 
Donaldson, and Andrew Middlemas. 

GOVERNANCE 

Ownership 
A Synapse Governance Committee recommends and approves functional changes or 
enhancements to Synapse and manages the site. The committee is a group of seven 
Acordans with representation from across a range of departments and organizational 
levels. The Director of Business Development handles day-to-day project-related 
communications and site management. Content updates are handled by each 
department, which has a nominated representative who is responsible for 
administering Synapse content.  

The Synapse Governance Committee was assembled only recently, so its impact on 
the site is yet to be determined. Prior to this model, Kyle Kuhn, the Associate 
Director of Business Development, filtered and prioritized all Synapse-related 
requests that arrived in his inbox from the various departments.  
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SYNAPSE TEAM RESPONSIBILITIES 
Role Responsibilities 

Departmental 
Administrator (Acorda)  Manage day-to-day updates of departmental 

content on Synapse, including news, 
documents, how-tos, events, and contacts 

 Surface high-priority Synapse functionality 
enhancement requests to the Synapse 
Governance Committee 

 Review solutions proposed by Klick to meet the 
above requests 

Synapse Governance 
Committee (Acorda)  Review and prioritize Synapse functionality 

enhancement requests from departments and 
committees/teams  

 Review and approve proposed Klick-provided 
solutions to the above requests 

 Review and approve short- and long-term 
budgets and timelines 

Account Director and 
Project Manager (Klick)  Work with the Synapse Governance Committee 

to track performance and consolidate feedback 
and lessons learned 

 Work with Klick’s internal teams to develop 
solutions to enhance Synapse’s on-going 
performance  

User Experience Lead 
(Klick)  Evaluate feasibility and understand business 

problem being solved by Synapse enhancement 
requests submitted by the Synapse Governance 
Committee 

 Ideate and design (wireframe) appropriate 
solutions to meet the enhancement requestor’s 
needs 

 Review and ensure appropriate implementation 
of enhancements 

Design, Development and 
QA Teams (Klick)  Help establish feasibility and scope of solutions 

proposed by User Experience Lead 

 Implement solutions on time and budget, in 
collaboration with Acorda IT 

USERS 
Synapse services all Acorda employees, although only half the company is physically 
located at the head office in Ardsley, New York.  
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Because Acorda deals with the complexities of developing, distributing, and 
marketing an FDA-approved drug, the list of departments that use Synapse is long 
and varied and grouped according to three categories:  

 Research and Development (e.g., Clinical Affairs, Regulatory, and 
Technical Operations) 

 Commercial (e.g., Field Sales, Managed Markets, and Marketing) 
 General and Administrative (e.g., Finance, HR, IT, and Legal) 

Although Synapse offers departmental landing pages, the site IA and search 
functionality were purposely designed to be department-agnostic—that is, users can 
find documents and other assets on Synapse without knowing which department 
“owns” that asset. 

At phase I launch, all department pages were identical in their functionality and 
layout. However, as enhancements are continually rolled out, there will be an 
opportunity to customize each department landing page to meet Acorda’s growing 
needs. 
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Pictured: The site’s organization chart uses a collapsible/expandable tree view. 
Clicking on a name displays that user’s profile in a dialog box. The search box’s 
look-ahead functionality lets users easily find the person they are looking for. 
Once a user chooses a person, the org chart auto-expands the tree and the 
located Acordan node is brought into focus.  
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Pictured: This interactive office map was made available to coincide with 
Acorda’s relocation to a new facility. Using it lets users find other Acordans, 
meeting rooms, and shared spaces with ease.  

URL AND ACCESS 

ACCESS INFORMATION 
Item Status 
URL  http://synapse.acorda.com 

Default Status  Synapse is set as each user’s homepage, but 
users can change this setting if they wish. Also, the 
site is set as the homepage in each user’s browser. 
Users click the home button to reach Synapse. 

Remote Access  Users can access Synapse outside of their VPN. 
Doing so brings up a login screen that is bypassed 
if the user is already logged into the VPN. 

 

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY WORK 

Design Approach  
As mentioned earlier, the Klick team initiated the design project with a series of 
stakeholder interviews, field visits, and user research. Klick had previously delivered 
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successful digital project work on other Acorda brand initiatives and had established 
a reputation for high-quality work. Acorda brought Klick in to work on various 
aspects of the intranet project, including all of the discovery, design, 
implementation, and testing services, in collaboration with Acorda Business 
Development and IT.  

The selection of usability methods for the Synapse project was largely based on two 
criteria—time and usefulness—and included the following: 

 Attending new employee orientation: To immerse itself in the 
Acorda environment and understand what makes Acorda so unique, 
Klick sent three representatives to attend new employee orientation 
onsite at Acorda. This intensive two-day session (which was attended 
by 15 new Acordans) included: 

o A brief history of Acorda 

o An overview of Acorda’s structure and systems 

o A presentation by CEO Cohen, including an entertaining 
explanation of the Acorda P&Vs  

o A presentation by each department head introducing his or her 
respective department, what they do, and how to work with 
them 

o An overview of employee logistics and benefits (insurance, 
stock options, etc.) 

New employee orientation not only gave Klick team members a wealth 
of information about how Acorda operates, but also let them mingle 
among the (soon-to-be) Synapse user base. This gave them a unique 
opportunity to understand the challenges that arise when on-boarding 
new hires and the questions that are commonly asked during the 
process. 

 In person interviews: As a follow-up to the executive-level 
interviews conducted early in the project, Klick interviewed more than 
35 Acordans across multiple departments and from different 
organizational levels. Common themes that emerged from the 
interviews were later addressed, wherever possible, by specific 
intranet functionality.  

The team used an interview guide to maintain consistency from one 
interview to the next. “The interview guide was critical in order to 
establish interview consistency, ensure a simple analysis process, and 
prevent the interviews from getting too off-track,” says Michael 
Melnick, Director, User Experience. “What I found tremendously useful 
was asking Acordans not only about their pain points or how we could 
make their jobs easier, but also the positive aspects of their work: 
what motivates and inspires them, and why they love working at 
Acorda.” These findings greatly impacted the intranet design and were 
leveraged to help the team create features on the site, such as the 
Awards Fish Tank and Acorda FaceGame. 
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These interviews, together with field research (explained below) 
yielded the richest findings and had the greatest impact on the 
Synapse design.  

 Field research/contextual inquiries: More than half of Acorda’s 
workforce works in the field, so gaining an understanding of the needs 
of those users outside the home office was crucial for building an 
effective intranet. To better understand that world, Klick conducted 
ride-alongs with Acorda sales representatives. The UX team members 
acted as silent observers as Acorda sales reps traveled to neurologists’ 
offices to “detail” the product. This experience gave the Klick UX team 
valuable insight into how the intranet could be designed to meet the 
unique needs of these workers.  

For example, to perform many tasks associated with their jobs, sales 
reps rely on third-party websites—far more so than folks working at 
headquarters. They use various partner websites to schedule seminars 
with neurologists, order promotional material, and submit expenses. 
“During a field ride along, one of the Acorda representatives griped 
about how many passwords she had to remember because all the 
Acorda partner websites required individual logins,” says Melnick. 

“I recall getting a tour of one of the reps’ workspaces,” says Mark 
Hadfield, Senior Vice President, Program Delivery. “Her desk and 
computer monitor were littered with dozens of Post-It notes that 
contained scribbled or crossed out usernames and passwords. She 
complained how each website she was required to work with had 
different password requirements and reset schedules. This kind of 
observation wouldn’t have been possible unless we were physically 
present in the rep’s home office to prompt about the Post-It notes.” 

This particular finding gave rise to the site’s single sign-on feature. 
Klick identified the most commonly accessed Acorda partner websites 
and worked with them to allow single sign-on directly through 
Synapse. This means that users accessing partner websites are 
seamlessly authenticated (behind the scenes) if they’re already signed 
in to Synapse; no need to login separately. This convenience feature 
remains one of the Synapse platform’s most useful benefits. 

 Checking SharePoint usage stats: Prior to the availability of 
Synapse, Acorda used a SharePoint-based intranet to share files and 
post news alerts. Reviewing the usage stats of the Portal proved 
helpful for the design team, and this data helped corroborate findings 
that were uncovered during the interview process. Klick team 
members looked for usage trends to avoiding leaving popular, well-
used features on the cutting room floor when they created Synapse. 
For example, during the user interviews, several Acordans said that 
one of the reasons they visited the old intranet was to look at the 
event photo albums. The site statistics backed up this claim and 
revealed that other areas, such as news and announcements, were 
also getting a lot of traffic. Personal news items, such as birth and 
wedding announcements, were especially popular. Given their 
popularity, photo albums and news items were enhanced in the 
redesign and included in the Phase I feature set for the new site. 
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 Guerilla-style usability testing: Throughout the wireframing phase, 
Klick UX team members found great value in conducting ad hoc, five-
minute “guerilla” usability tests to validate various aspects of the 
interface and IA on the fly. With limited time to devote to these 
sessions, they were, as Melnick describes, “a lesson in crude 
simplicity.” A typical session was conducted as follows: 

o Print a wireframe or series of wireframes. 

o Ambush a colleague (not involved in the Synapse project) who 
agrees to participate in a five-minute test. 

o A UX designer (acting as facilitator) explains the testing 
scenario to the participant (e.g., “Let’s pretend you wanted to 
find a document on the intranet….”) 

o The facilitator lets the subject explore the page and asks the 
subject to explain what they would do in context of the 
scenario, prompting them to think aloud. 

o In the cases where major design or architecture decisions 
needed to be made, some tests were conducted with three or 
four subjects. 

These tiny tests yielded big results. Despite the informal approach, the 
tests provided key usability-based findings and allowed the UX team to 
proceed with key design decisions with confidence of knowing how 
they would play out in the real world. “The costs of conducting these 
simplistic tests were far outweighed by the benefits provided,” says 
Melnick. 

 Research and visioning: Throughout the design process, Klick 
scoured countless articles and research publications from both online 
and offline sources for design inspiration (including the 2011 Nielsen 
Norman Group Intranet Design Annual) to both augment the team’s 
extensive knowledge and experience and to gain exposure to current 
best practices.  

Also, prior to doing any discovery work, Klick assembled a mock-up of 
what an Acorda intranet homepage might look like so that Acorda 
executives could visualize the potential. 
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Pictured: The homepage as envisioned before any usability or research methods 
were carried out. Note: on this screen, the site is called “Acordinator,” which 
was the working title before Name Game was completed.  
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Pictured: A department landing page as envisioned before any usability or 
research methods were carried out.  

This mix of research methods was a good investment for the Klick team. “User 
research played a huge role in the shape of the final product,” says Dave Lougheed, 
Vice President, User Experience.  

“We initially proposed concepts that were grounded in best practices but weren’t 
specifically tailored for Acorda. As we gathered real user insight, it became clear to 
us that we needed to rethink some of our base assumptions,” he says. “The final 
product now clearly reflects the daily reality of a growing company with an important 
mission in healthcare. I couldn’t be more pleased with the results.”  

Klick is still actively involved in a consultative role when Acorda proposes new 
features. Klick also provides ongoing strategic direction and counsel on how best to 
leverage the Synapse platform to meet the company’s growing and ever-changing 
needs. 
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Pictured: The Synapse information architecture.  
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TIMELINE 

INTRANET TIMELINE 

Milestone Date Milestone Description 

2003 (approximate)  First Acorda intranet launched (SharePoint-
based Portal) 

August 2010  Klick and Acorda meet to discuss ideas for 
managing growth and culture 

September 2010  Acorda agrees to intranet redesign 

 Klick conducts executive interviews 

October 2010 
 

 Klick conducts departmental interviews and 
field ride-alongs 

November 2010  Interview findings are analyzed and presented 

 Prioritized features and functionality list is 
created and approved 

December 2010– 
January 2011 

 Initial IA, wireframes, and creative concepts 
are completed 

February 2011  IA, wireframes, and creative concepts are 
presented and approved by the Acorda 
executive team 

February–May 2011  Wireframes and page-level creative designs 
completed with periodic check-ins and 
approvals 

 Web and application development initiated 

 Content creation initiated with department 
representatives 

June–August 2011  Web and application development completed 

 Content creation completed 

September 2011  Quality assurance testing is initiated and 
completed 

October 2011  User acceptance testing conducted at Acorda 

 Pre-launch adoption plan begins  

November 2011  Final tweaks, fixes, and updates 

December 2011  Synapse launch 
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CONTENT AND CONTENT CONTRIBUTORS 
Klick’s proprietary content management system, SmartSite, is both a development 
platform and a traditional CMS. As a result, Klick was able to leverage an established 
codebase to begin Synapse’s development and to deliver it on schedule, even with 
tight timelines. Although customized administration tools were built for Synapse 
content owners, SmartSite lets Klick quickly update content throughout Synapse, 
including areas that don’t have an administration tool. 

The form-based administration tools use several methods to ensure high-quality 
content: 

 Contextual help is provided inline, right beside fields that are 
ambiguous or esoteric. 

 Smart defaults are offered (wherever possible) to permit quick 
content creation in each administration tool.  

 Shortcuts help populate input fields whenever possible (shortcuts 
include a “copy poll” function, check all/uncheck all controls, and a 
quick link to populate the Acorda Head Office address when defining 
event location). 

Content on Synapse is mainly created and managed by department administrators. A 
customized permission engine allows master administrators to define who can be a 
department administrator. For areas that are new and require initial content 
creation, Klick works with designated Acordans to provide in-house copywriters to 
produce the new content.  

Each department has one or two content contributors, with approximately 75 in 
total. Content contributors use the customized administration tools to quickly add 
documents or how-tos to their department page. There are also customized 
administration tools for the following sections: 

 News 
 Documents 
 How-tos 
 Websites 
 Events 
 Contacts (departmental contacts) 
 Photo albums 
 Alerts  
 Polls  
 Users (permissions, user profiles) 
 Ardsley TV (TVs that display intranet content throughout the facility) 
 BioCentury Issues (newsletter) 
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Pictured: An example of what appears on the television screens at Acorda’s new 
facility. A Synapse administrator controls the top area, while the bottom strip is 
automatically generated by integration with Synapse news items. Each TV is 
connected to an iPad and the TVs are controlled by an iPad app.  

All content updates are accomplished through customized administration tools 
developed specifically for each Synapse asset (such as news, documents, and how-
tos). Each department administrator provides metadata about the asset being 
provided, and Synapse takes care of the rest.  

Currently, there is no formal editorial workflow, although the Synapse Administration 
tool lets authors preview new content before publication. Content creators can create 
and share a preview link to the staging environment by applying a “draft” status to 
new content. When appropriate, the content creator can then move the content to 
“published” status. The Administration tool also lets users schedule future content 
publication or removal. This puts the onus on the tool rather than the person to “flip 
the switch” on schedule.  
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Pictured: The News Administration tool index screen. Dynamic text searching 
and sorting options let admin users find news postings quickly and easily. 
Users’ admin permissions dictate which news items they can administer.  
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Pictured: The News Administration tool’s New News Item screen. Contextual 
help and clear chunking of sections let users create news postings quickly.  
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TECHNOLOGY 

TECHNOLOGY  
Category Technology Used 

Web Server Hardware and 
O/S  Windows Server 2008 

 SQL Server 2008 

Bug Tracking/Quality 
Assurance  Genome (Klick’s intranet) ticketing system  

 Email error-stream reporting 

Design Tools 
 

 Photoshop 

 Illustrator 

 Flash 

Site Building Tools  Microsoft .NET 3.5 

 SmartSite (Klick’s proprietary CMS) 

Content Management Tools  SmartSite 

Search  Apache Solr 

Other Functions  Microsoft Exchange integration 

MOBILE 
Users can access Synapse on mobile devices. However, the Flash components won’t 
work on iOS devices and there is no mobile-optimized layout. Because all field 
personnel use Acorda-issued iPads, future Synapse enhancements might include 
dedicated Synapse-powered iPad Apps.  

SEARCH 
Apache Soir powers search on Synapse. Several factors influenced the choice of this 
platform, including: 

 Performance: Ultra-fast search is one of the key factors that makes 
Synapse successful. Because Solr allows the search auto-completer to 
return results quickly, users can refine their search with nearly 
instantaneous results rather than waiting for a traditional search 
results page to load repeatedly.  

 Out-of-the-box features: Solr made sense because it provided key 
features that didn’t require customization. The tool’s full-text 
capabilities, results highlighting, dynamic clustering, and 
configurability met the needs of Synapse almost immediately. 

 Open source: Because Solr was open source, it was easy on the 
Synapse budget. 
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Pictured: This screen shows search on the homepage. Search is powered by a 
powerful faceted search that is grouped by people, websites, documents, how-
tos, and apps. Users can make phone calls to other people in the head office by 
simply clicking on the phone number beside the person’s name (in the auto-
completer). Clicking the arrow or the enter key takes users to a comprehensive 
search results page.  

Refining Search Results 
After observing user behavior on the Klick intranet and studying user stats from the 
original Acorda intranet, the design team had a better understanding of when and 
why people use intranet search. “Far and away, the most frequent usage of search 
was to find people with the intention of getting in touch with them right away,” says 
Melnick. “As a result, people results are displayed as Synapse’s first search result 
facet with click-to-call and email to links displayed directly in the auto-completer 
box, meaning that Acordans can dial others without even leaving the Synapse page 
being viewed.” 

Other facets are also shown in the search auto-completer, including websites, 
documents, how-tos, and apps. To prevent the auto-completer from scrolling too far 
down the page, each result facet is rolled up to the top three results, with a link to 
explore all results. The hyperlink also shows the number of results—such as, view all 
4 people results for Smith—so users will know when not all results are displayed in 
the auto-completer. 
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The full search results screen is broken down by each facet using tabs, with an added 
Pages tab that surfaces content pages throughout Synapse that match the searched 
term. 

“The search look-ahead is a feature that is heavily relied upon to ensure scalability 
as Synapse grows,” says Melnick. “As Acorda adds employees, websites, documents, 
how-tos, and apps, the search facility indexes that content automatically.”  

 
Pictured: The complete search results screen, with tabs to allow for navigation 
across facets.  

RESULTS AND ROI 
The Synapse team doesn’t stray far from its original goals when figuring out ways to 
measure the site’s success. “The original business goals of Synapse should always be 
the yardstick against which success should be measured,” says Melnick. “Does 
Synapse improve communication and preserve culture, and are Acordans adopting 
the system? In all three cases, yes.” 
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“The analytics approach can be summarized in this way,” says Peter Cheung, 
Associate Director, Analytics. “We tied the measurement strategy to the initial 
business goals of Synapse. It wasn’t so much about dollars and cents as it was about 
promoting culture, improving communication throughout the organization, and 
ensuring adoption. Our key performance indicators were carefully selected from key 
actions that could be taken on Synapse that indicate the initial goals are being met, 
including participation in FaceGame, clicking on apps and assets within the 
customizable panels, and reading news items. 

“The vast majority of people using Synapse—a whopping 98 percent of Acordans—
performed at least one key action,” he says. “In other words, people weren’t just 
visiting Synapse, they were using it to help improve the way they work, 
communicate, and get informed.” 

Acorda is still adapting to Synapse, and over time it’s becoming more entrenched in 
the company’s day-to-day processes. Each day, more content creators and 
department administrators lean on it more heavily to disseminate information—and, 
increasingly, to improve productivity and collaboration. This gradual adoption is part 
of the design. “The design affords the scalability necessary to grow the system along 
with the organization,” says Cheung.  

Klick and Acorda agreed on several user actions to serve as benchmark 
measurements for the site. These include: 

 Number and percent of employees who access Synapse, and how often 

 Percent of employees who did more than just visit the Synapse 
homepage 

 Percent of employees who customized Synapse (using My Apps, My 
Websites, My Documents, or My How-Tos) 

 Percent of employees who read at least one news item 

 Percent of employees who have used the Acordan Directory 

 Uptake of social features (such as liking and commenting) 

 Quantity of P&V award nominations (37 nominations as of this 
writing!) 
 

For a time after launch, Klick sent Acorda monthly reports tracking these numbers in 
an interactive spreadsheet. One of the key insights from a report produced shortly 
after launch was that engagement was particularly strong in work-related functions 
(the app section with forms and tools), but not yet as strong among culture-building 
actions (photos, FaceGame, and so on). The takeaway from this is that it might take 
some time for users to become accustomed to having both types of content available 
in one portal. 

The team continues to track the numbers through a custom Google Analytics 
implementation. 
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Pictured: A sample analytics report. Klick produced these reports for Acorda 
after launch to track Synapse usage and trends.  

LESSONS LEARNED  
The Synapse teams shares some lessons learned:  
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 Maintain momentum after launch. “Synapse launched to great 
fanfare at Acorda, but after the initial buzz died down there was a 
slight ‘hangover effect.’ Despite Klick’s best effort to seed useful 
content and allow users to hit the ground running with smart 
personalization recommendations, Synapse’s momentum eased and 
some Acordans became somewhat indifferent to the platform. Part of 
the issue was that, despite the detailed walkthrough at launch, some 
Acordans elected to not fully explore or utilize the features of the site.” 

 Selling the feature is sometimes just as important as the 
feature itself. “A handful of power users grew largely dependent on 
Synapse’s click-to-dial feature—clicking ‘dial’ anywhere near a user’s 
name in Synapse would dial their phone to that person’s extension—
while others had no awareness that feature even existed. Users who 
have the feature demonstrated to them are surprised and use it 
moving forward! This issue emphasizes the importance of ensuring 
‘feature awareness,’ going beyond fundamental control affordance.”  

 Recruit confederates. “During the interview process, several 
Acordans voiced sensitivity to the release of any new application that 
would add to their already significant workload. As a result, Synapse’s 
user sentiment was somewhat low and the probability of a successful 
launch was at risk even before the design took shape.  

“While the negative stigma associated with Synapse was overcome to 
a great extent after launch, the feeling is that the system would have 
benefited from having recruited Acordans as intranet advocates in 
place before launch. Even a few Acordans actively demonstrating 
excitement about Synapse would have influenced others to adopt the 
same attitude.”  

 Context is king. “Individual documents and how-tos are each 
represented with a page on Synapse that displays metadata about the 
asset (publish date, contact, description, etc.). Originally, this included 
the ability to ‘like’ and comment on the asset. After reflecting on this 
design and gathering feedback from the Acorda Synapse team prior to 
launch, it was decided that ‘liking’ work-related assets wasn’t 
appropriate, as the social context is awkward—what does it actually 
mean to ‘like’ a document? This feature was subsequently removed 
from asset-related pages. 

“The commenting function has remained but has floundered since 
assets aren’t naturally conducive to conversation. Additionally, there is 
a risk that a comment is added to a document page that requires a 
response, yet a response is never provided since asset creators are not 
notified when a comment is added. News postings that announce 
social milestones (weddings, baby announcements, etc.) do garner 
good quantities of comments and ‘likes,’ underscoring the learning that 
(social) context is everything!” 
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American International Group, Inc. (AIG) 
 

Using the intranet: American International 
Group, Inc., (AIG) is a leading international 
insurance organization serving customers in 
more than 130 countries. AIG companies serve 
commercial, institutional, and individual 
customers providing property-casualty and life 
insurance and retirement services.  

Headquarters: New York, NY 
Number of employees the intranet supports: 
Approximately 35,000  

Company locations: 130 countries 
Locations where users use the intranet: 
Americas, Europe, Singapore, Hong Kong, 
Philippines, Australia, China, New Zealand, 
Vietnam, Papua New Guinea, and Japan 
Annual sales: $17.8 billion (2011) 

Design team:  
The core team designed the look and feel, IA, and 
overall user experience and is responsible for ongoing 
support. A partner agency offers project-specific 
support. 

Team members: 
Victor Aviles, Keerthy Raghuveer, Frank Williams, 
Bryce Lee, Huy Lim, Jechul Wee, Pinkal Gandhi, Brian 
Kirby, Lawrence Yee, Marie Villanueva, Richie Block, 
and Sean Ryan  
 

SUMMARY 
The American International Group, Inc., (AIG) intranet, named Contact, provides a 
forum for both corporate information and material from various regions. This creates 
a harmonious, unique gathering among companies under the parent organization.  

The homepage immediately brings employees up to speed on current corporate 
happenings and news through various supporting features, including a list of the 
most current internal news items—which are pulled in as a feed based on content 
tagging—and a link to the News Archive. Another section displays links for press 
releases and announcements, while yet another section links to webcasts and videos. 
The presence of these links on the homepage makes all employees aware of the 
features and—more importantly—reminds employees to consult them periodically. 
The organization promotes particular topics in a few ways, the first being the main 
content area’s carousel, which rotates through recent feature stories. The homepage 
also hosts “feature blocks” below the carousel, which include assistance-related 
content and advertising for intranet features. 

To keep up on what people are saying about AIG and its products on social 
networking sites, users need to click no further than the icons linking to AIG 
channels for Twitter, LinkedIn, and YouTube, in the top center of the page. Although 
users can certainly get easy access to these sites via their bookmarks, the links are a 
nice reminder, provide speedy access, and demonstrate support for the 
representation on social sites. 

People can quickly see what time it is for many of their colleagues, as the current 
local time for three prominent AIG offices—New York, Chennai, and Shanghai—
displays just below the logo in the upper left. And the current stock price appears in 
the upper right. 
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Pictured: The homepage for Contact, AIG’s intranet, is like having a corporate 
newscaster sitting nearby, keeping employees apprised of news, 
announcements, webcasts and videos, and press releases.  

Clicking a news link in the carousel opens the related article, which displays the 
article along with a way-finding cue: the same image that appeared on the 
homepage, resized appropriately. This immediately confirms to users that they are 
on the page they wanted, which boosts confidence. The new articles live in the Our 
Company section’s News & Media area, which can be easily deciphered in the 
navigation. The Our Company tier-one menu item changes from grey to blue when 
selected, and a blue bar appears above it. Within the second tier navigation, the 
News & Media link also turns from grey to blue so it’s easy to tell which is selected. 
Users can access the news archive via the Back to News Archive link within the 
article itself.  

Because content meta-tagging was implemented for all news items, articles can be 
pulled into appropriate feeds. In the case of the homepage, news that affects the 
whole organization appears here, and local news is pulled into the appropriate 
departmental main page. If an article relates to more than one area, it can be tagged 
so it will appear in multiples areas. 
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Pictured: Clicking a headline in the homepage carousel opens the related news 
article, which includes the same image that appeared on the homepage. 

Knowing the importance of referencing past news items, designers provide the news 
archive and make it easy to stride through it using the filters on the left to select 
type, year, and month. When news is created, it is assigned a metadata marker, so 
companies at AIG can filter it in the archive. Clicking one of the tabs at the top in the 
archive filters the articles; the default selection, Global, includes all news from all 
major AIG companies.  
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Pictured: Articles in the news archive can be sorted by type, source, year, and 
month. 

AIG designers are in the process of fully implementing single sign-on because they 
understand the value of pre-populating content for users and not forcing them to 
remember multiple passwords. Employees will soon be able to log in to their 
computers and automatically be authenticated in Contact and most other 
applications. Currently, logging in to Contact passes the employee’s login information 
through to the applications most people use. These are consolidated in the intranet’s 
Workbench section. The Tools & Applications area offers links to various items people 
need, including technical support, meetings and events, office supplies, travel 
arrangements, expense reports, and temporary staff. The How Do I… section 
presents common questions and answers in plain, helpful language.  

Additionally, the phone number for technical support appears in the right rail, so 
users who need help don’t have to click or search any further to start solving their 
problems. Links to the most popular areas appear at the top of the right rail, making 
them very easy to get to. 
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Pictured: The Workbench area consolidates tools to help employees complete 
various work-related tasks.  

With a global workforce and varied product offerings, the designers wanted to ensure 
that employees could use the intranet to better understand the organization itself. 
Previous intranet versions didn’t make it easy to learn about AIG’s different 
companies and functions. The new intranet was meant to further unify AIG and its 
subsidiaries and to establish a better foundation for unifying the brand and culture. 
One way to ensure that the depth of the organization and its offerings are well 
represented on the intranet is to include them in an easy-to-navigate IA. On Contact, 
the mega menu navigation helped designers make the organization’s departments 
and layers more transparent. The list of 30 links is easy to find under the Our 
Company section’s Global Functions area. An “X” in the upper right of the mega 
menu lets users close it easily. 
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Pictured: The mega menu lets users see many different organizations and 
offices at a glance. 

In the second tier navigation, employees can link to the main pages for each of AIG’s 
major companies, including Chartis, SunAmerica Financial Group, and United 
Guaranty. These links are located in the second tier navigation because they are not 
considered to be global functions and thus wouldn’t be understandable under that 
category.  

Because many employees within these AIG companies will visit these section pages, 
some of the main homepage’s content is ported here, while the rest is focused on the 
particular company. Also, these pages are meant to partially retain each company’s 
particular identity while still looking like part of AIG. Thus, the page layouts vary, as 
do many of the colors, but the treatment for section headings remains the same as 
that of the homepage to keep a similar look throughout. 
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Pictured: The main section page for SunAmerica Financial Group, one of AIG’s 
major companies. 

Contact connects not just divisions and companies, but also regions, which can be 
found under the Regional Editions menu. The main section pages include news items 
and images in a carousel, plus a list of more news articles. The left side menu has 
links for news, brand and marketing information, HR, and other information specific 
to the region. The right rail has links to webcasts, pages related to countries within 
the region, and other helpful areas. 
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Pictured: Contact connects not just divisions and companies, but also regions.  

The navigation empowers employees to easily move around the AIG intranet, as 
does the search feature. Located in the upper right of all pages, employees can enter 
queries in the open field and can choose to search the intranet or just the employee 
directory. Search results display all the elements needed, including an editable field 
with the query repeated in it and a link to tips below the field, which is helpful for 
those who need it and easily ignored by those who don’t. The number of results also 
displays, with pagination to scroll through.  
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Suggested Links are distinguished with a grey background from the rest of the 
organic links, which appear below on the page’s white background. Items are added 
to the suggested links area based on the page’s popularity according to metrics. The 
link to each result is shown in blue with descriptive text in grey below.  

Users can click the Other Available Results filter in the upper left, which lets them 
see results for a particular AIG company. The number to the right of the company 
link indicates how many results will be returned. 

The right rail displays a helpful feature: the top people results related to the search. 
These employees either match the query or are members of a department relevant 
to the query. This is useful for finding expertise about a topic an employee is 
interested in. 

Overall, the inclusion and organization of a wide range of content and the diligent 
tagging of news items make the AIG intranet an informative and uniting experience 
for all employees. 
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Pictured: Contact’s search results have all of the important usability features, 
including an editable field with the search query and simple links and 
descriptions. The results for people related to the search topic in the right rail 
are an added bonus. 

BACKGROUND 
The company’s latest intranet design was intended to further unify AIG and its 
subsidiaries and to provide communications platform supporting better access to key 
tools. “The goal was to unify the organization by breaking down both technical and 
cultural silos,” says Victor Aviles, Director, Corporate Communications, as well as to 
“provide intuitive access to important tools and systems, make it easier for 
employees to access their important accounts (benefits, expenses, purchasing, 
business applications) and create a footprint for something more than just a site, and 
more along the lines of a global business and communications platform.” 

To accomplish these goals, the team gathered a significant amount of anecdotal user 
feedback through emails, as well as through a formal feedback form and surveys, 
personal interviews, and usability testing. “Some surveys were not specifically about 
the intranet per se,” says Aviles. “While they were more about the organization as a 
whole and/or about particular departments and business units, they still provided 
valuable information. We also benchmarked other intranets and even websites.” 

Once there was buy-in, the project proceeded smoothly. It was executed within 
budget and on time.  
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Pictured: The landing page of Giving Back, one of Contact’s top-level navigation 
sections. As this page shows, the primary blue used in the navigation is carried 
through to the rest of the design and is used for tabs and links, while a 
complimentary shade of blue is used in headings and backgrounds. Green and 
orange are used as accent colors in emphasized text.  
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Pictured: An interior site page showcasing the Chief Administrative Office’s 
Chief of Staff. This design is used as a template for all businesses represented 
on Contact: a headshot and title appear at top-right beneath the header, with 
related links and an org chart for that department below them. Each page also 
includes introductory text so that visitors can quickly understand the 
department’s function, regardless of how they navigated to the page.  
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INTRANET TEAM 

 
Pictured: The AIG intranet team (front row, left to right): Pinkal Gandhi, Marie 
Villanueva, Victor Aviles, Keerthy Raghuveer, and Jechul Wee; (second row, left 
to right): Huy Lim, Bryce Lee, Sean Ryan, Lawrence Yee, and Brian Kirby; 
(back row, left to right): Richie Block and Frank Williams.  

GOVERNANCE 

Ownership 
Corporate Communications owns the intranet, which has helped the site thrive. 
“Since Corporate Communications is at the epicenter of the company’s news and 
strategic initiatives,” says Aviles, “it is in a good position to prioritize intranet-related 
projects and to decide on the overall direction of the intranet.” 

This placement has also, conversely, helped influence the way the Corporate 
Communications team thinks about and communicates with employees worldwide. 
“In general, it has provided some common ground where employees can learn about 
and better interact with each other.” 
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INTRANET TEAM RESPONSIBILITIES 
Role Responsibilities 

Corporate Core Team  Provide governance, program management, 
coaching, and Tier 2 support  

 Manage and maintain content and features 
available on the group intranet level 

Producers/Content 
Managers  Oversee portions of the site, ranging from a 

single page to dozens of pages and assets 

 Provide Tier 1 support for colleagues in their 
respective areas (by region, business unit, 
and/or corporate practice area) and vet and 
publish their content 

 Work with the core team to publish content on 
the homepage and provide direction on 
navigational and functional improvements 

Technology   Maintain the technical footprint and 
infrastructure and translate business 
requirements and Tier 3 support 

USERS 
Intranet users include employees in the US; Europe, the Middle East, and Africa 
(EMEA), the Asia-Pacific (APAC) and the Americas. This includes full- and part-time 
employees and consultants. As an insurance organization, the mix of employees 
includes a wide range of risk and underwriting professionals, as well as finance, 
administrative communications, and technology professionals. 
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URL AND ACCESS 

ACCESS INFORMATION 
Item Status 

URL  https://contact.aig.net 

Default Status  The intranet is bookmarked in users’ browsers 
but can be changed. 

Remote Access  All employees are provided with secure, remote 
connectivity. The site is also accessible from the 
latest company mobile devices. 

Shared Workstations  A small group of users access the intranet from 
shared workstations (in mailrooms, for example) 
and at a resort (a legacy real-estate acquisition). 

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY WORK 

Design Approach  
The AIG team understands that the intranet is never “done” but is instead always 
evolving. That understanding informs the way they approach design—as an 
iterative, ever-changing process rather than a destination that can be reached. 
“Over the years, we’ve realized that the intranet is a good place to try new things 
(in a measured way, of course),” says Aviles. “The intranet will never be ‘done’ 
per se—meaning, if we do our jobs, the intranet should constantly evolve and 
reflect the company’s character and how it operates. As a team, we’ve come a 
long way from the days of suffering from ‘analysis paralysis.’ 

“In a sense, the intranet has been an ongoing series of controlled experiments,” 
he says. “We’ve gotten better at learning from our experiences and have 
developed more mature practice areas in usability, search, and content 
architecture.”  

The team’s approach is as practical as it is iterative. “For us, it is more often a 
matter of expediency than not,” says Frank Williams, VP, Creative & Usability 
Services. “So sometimes it is easier for us to work off of comps because we were 
constantly iterating the designs based on the feedback we were receiving.  

“We arrived at many of our solutions through a process of discussion, development 
of visual prototypes, and the iteration of those prototypes in response to many 
rounds of interaction with business owners, stakeholders, and end users,” he says. 
“Having an accepted visual design really circumvented the need for bare-bones 
wireframing in a lot of the development because, without the need to remain design 
agnostic, we could just modify the closest-fit template to show the new 
functionality.” 

The AIG team utilized several research methods to inform its winning design. These 
methods included: 
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 Checking server logs or usage stats: “We try to base our decisions 
on web analytics, search analytics, content management activity logs, 
web logs, and helpdesk statistics reports,” says Jechul Wee, 
Information Officer, Corporate Communications. “The historical usage 
stats are the real time saver. Things like load testing and 
understanding when the site is most heavily trafficked during the year 
(enrollment, employee performance cycles, etc.) and even what are 
the ‘peak hours’ help us plan ahead.” 

 Beta testing of new design: One of the key features of the new 
design was the mega menu for navigation. “Users told us that they 
wanted a better navigational structure, so we introduced the mega 
menu which became a big hit from day one,” says Wee. Introducing 
the mega menu was done through beta testing sessions.  

“Once we had a working model of the mega menu and left side 
navigation, we conducted a series of demonstrations with 
approximately 100 employees of businesses across the US,” says Brian 
Kirby, Manager, Content Strategy. “After explaining the purpose of the 
new navigation, we provided a staging URL so that attendees could try 
it out for themselves. This allowed us to validate the structure of the 
navigation and the links used in their construction, as well as provide 
an opportunity for feedback.” 

These sessions helped the team confirm the new navigation approach. 
“We were pleased that the vast majority of the participants were both able 
to understand why the design changes were made and were supportive of 
the changes.” 

 Meeting with other companies’ intranet teams: During the 
process of vendor discussions, the team was able to meet with intranet 
teams from a variety of companies and ask some pertinent questions 
about design, strategy, and technology, and learn from those teams’ 
experiences. 

 Researching usability or design through books, reports, or 
other resources: “Certainly, we pay a lot of attention to what key 
players are talking about and working on through blogs, reports and 
newsletters, seminars, design annuals, and personal relationships with 
other professionals in the field,” says Bryce Lee, Associate Director of 
Creative and Usability Services. “When proposing specific solutions or 
defending their retention (people search, for example), it is useful to 
be able to point to authoritative support from outside of the company. 
Wherever possible, we validate our usability decisions by referencing 
published research from well-known firms like NN/g and Forrester.” 

 Card sorting: Although the team did not conduct formal card sorting, 
they did sort the extensive list of proposed features and functionality 
based on perceived user need, usage metrics, specific requests, and 
other value criteria, which determined inclusion and placement 
accordingly. 
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 Sitting in on support calls or training: Sitting in on support calls 
proved to be pivotal to helping team members really understand the 
challenges of features such as single sign-on from a perspective 
broader than their own expertise. “When we were working to enable 
some more advanced functionality on Contact, like single sign-on and 
establishing a standard password service (user authentication, 
password resets and retrievals, time outs, etc.), we spent a lot of time 
with technology teams from across the company, including the help 
desk,” says Wee.  

“We have a good understanding of how technology can be put to 
practical use and a good enough grasp on systems—at least enough to 
marry them to business requirements,” says Aviles. “But not all of us 
come from IT backgrounds, so sitting in on support calls with technical 
teams was very enlightening. It really influenced how we think about 
and interpret technical terms and specs and translate them into better, 
more intuitive functionality. For example, the password service is now 
pretty intuitive, and is similar to what people are used to experiencing 
at home when they reset a password on any of their other online 
accounts. That’s not how it used to be on Contact. So that was 
definitely a step forward.” 

 Monitoring user feedback: The team paid close attention to how the 
site was being received by users. “Before we went live, we had a lot of 
discussions, sent an array of ‘heads up’ emails to key teams and to the 
company as a whole,” says Aviles. “We really went out of our way to 
let people know that the changes were coming. We even provided a 
sneak preview of the site with explanations of the major changes, 
benefits, and a bit about our strategic direction. All of that really 
helped set expectations.”  

The team also extended this outreach throughout the site launch 
period. “On launch day, there were also bright, visible banners on the 
homepage and on several high-visibility pages that read: The New 
Contact—What’s Different?” This outreach yielded a lot of feedback 
that was both informative and useful for the team to act upon.  

“Thankfully much of it was positive,” he says. “But people also let us 
know if they thought something that was easy to find before was now 
buried, or if they thought a particular graphic or sidebar treatment or 
font style made some copy difficult to read, or if they thought some 
aspect of the navigation was confusing,” says Aviles. “We took each 
comment seriously and are getting ready to release some 
improvements.” 
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Pictured: A look at the redesigned homepage early in the process. The top tabs 
had been removed, although tabs were still being used to provide some 
separation between news items from different business units, as well as to 
separate press releases from announcements and webcasts from videos. Most 
images were reduced to free up the space needed to present more information. 
Links to AIG’s social media presence, as well as a login link, were both 
introduced in this iteration.  
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Pictured: An early attempt at the mega menu navigation that was one of the 
key drivers of the site redesign. At this stage, the first column was dedicated to 
showing AIG’s major divisions. However, it was decided that this approach was 
insufficient to the site goals. There were numerous instances of sub-pages 
below what can be seen here.  
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TIMELINE 

INTRANET TIMELINE  
Milestone Date Milestone Description 

1996  Launched first AIG corporate intranet 

1997  Issues of Contact, the company’s longest 
running employee print publication (established in 
1931), are made available online for the first time  

2000  Launched new corporate intranet called “AIG 
Today”  

2007 
 

 Redesigned and repositioned AIG Today as the 
core corporate intranet 

2007–2009  Consolidated the majority of intranets at the 
parent company/corporate 

2009  Rebranded the assimilated corporate intranet 
collection under the name “Contact” 

2010–2011 
 
 
 

 Unified the company’s largest intranets 
(Contact and the two largest business unit 
intranets) with a shared navigation, search 
collection, and sharing of content and news stories 

2011  Introduced single sign-on and a common 
password service utility 

 Enabled high-quality video capability on the 
site 

 Enabled document collaboration through 
integrated SharePoint Team Sites 

2012  Repositioned Contact as the enterprise 
intranet, collapsing the largest business unit 
intranets into it and applying a common 
navigation, architecture, look and feel, search 
index, and domain 

 Released APAC edition of Contact  

Overall redesign timeframe: Five years 
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Pictured: The AIG intranet (then called AIG Today) as it appeared in 2009, two 
iterations ago. The site’s focus leaned heavily on the company’s structure, as all 
but two of the sections in the primary navigation (within the orange stripe) 
were dedicated to departmental information. The new design reduces this to a 
single section with the other navigational links pointing to sections for employee 
tasks and company policies and initiatives.  
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Pictured: AIG Contact prior to the start of the company’s most recent redesign. 
At the time, the top tabs were intended to link to the intranet sites of other AIG 
business units, each of which had its own look and feel. The live site at the time 
had only three tabs (AIG, Chartis, and SunAmerica); this screenshot shows 
what would have been the next iteration had tabs for United Guaranty and 
International Lease Finance Corporation been added. This divergent approach 
to representing the various intranets was one of the reasons why the most 
recent redesign effort was focused on unifying AIG’s business units into a 
common look and feel.  

CONTENT AND CONTENT CONTRIBUTORS 
The AIG team chose Tridion as the CMS because, “it was very well rated at the time 
(and still is),” says Pinkal Gandhi, Director of Content Management Services. “It 
complies with AIG’s rigorous corporate branding, security, and legal standards; 
allows employees to access the system no matter where they are located and also 
permits them to localize content to better fit the needs of their region; establishes 
design templates that are easy to understand and can be centrally managed; and 
provides support for a variety of rich Internet applications, such as Flash and 
Silverlight, but also social networking platforms that AIG is beginning to use more 
broadly, such as YouTube, LinkedIn, and Twitter.”  

“Tridion has served us well over the years,” he says. “Today, we’re actually using 
both SharePoint and Tridion and are starting to rely more heavily on SharePoint.” 
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Although thousands of employees use SharePoint collaboration spaces on the site, 
the Corporate Communications team has identified about 60 employees who actively 
produce online editorial content for both functions and businesses. 

“Several functional, business, and regional sections comprise Contact,” says Keerthy 
Raghuveer, Manager, Multimedia Services. “Each has a content owner. Although we 
try to ensure the integrity and consistency of messages, and tone and style, we try 
to let subject-matter experts take ownership of their content. Accountability is 
crucial.” 

Editorial Workflow 
Workflow is critical to keeping high-quality content on the intranet. “We don’t just 
post and leave content,” says Raghuveer. “We actively manage it and take pride in 
looking at content through the eyes of our employee audience.”  

Here’s how it works: content owners submit content for relevant site sections 
(including the homepage). The team reviews the content, provides edits and 
recommendations (if any), returns it to the content owner for approval, and then for 
final sign-off. Lastly (if there are no other changes), they provide an online preview 
and publish the story/content live. 

Working with Templates 
All content owners/contributors are given a standard set of design and page 
templates/wireframes options, giving the content developers both choice and 
standard guidelines. “We have also started standardizing employee newsletters,” 
says Williams. “The new templates provide a concise interface that allows content to 
be housed on Contact, where it can be searched and easily retrieved.” 

The AIG team takes the carrot rather than stick approach to encouraging compliance 
with the templates and standards. “We think it is more about encouraging than 
ensuring or enforcing” says Raghuveer, “especially since more and more people are 
working and collaborating on Contact. While each and every content 
owner/contributor must comply with our guidelines, they also need a certain level of 
freedom to effectively ‘own’ their section of the intranet.” 

Training Content Contributors 
Training is critical to maintaining quality content standards. “Providing adequate 
training to the contributors is vital from an operational standpoint,” says Raghuveer.  
“Content contributors come from different professional backgrounds and have 
different levels of technical understanding. So, asking someone to manage an 
unfamiliar system is unfair and will only create a mess.” 

Generally speaking, the team assesses the level and type of training required on a 
case-by-case basis. It can vary from a web meeting to a classroom to a one-on-one 
training session. The team also provides supporting documentation as users 
complete the training session. “Additionally, we team up with IT to make it as easy 
as possible for content contributors to access, edit, and update their content,” he 
says. “A few examples of this partnership with IT include addressing performance 
issues, automating the archiving and syndication process, and rolling out a script to 
address desktop issues related to the content management system.” 
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Pictured: Content on SharePoint sites is managed by their departmental 
owners, who are permitted to add, modify, and remove template web parts as 
well as the “quick launch” navigation, which replaces Contact’s left-side 
navigation. The look and feel of the header and primary navigation are pulled in 
from Contact to maintain the established design.  
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TECHNOLOGY 

TECHNOLOGY  
Category Technology Used 

Web Server Hardware and 
O/S  Intel-based hardware running windows and 

Linux O/S 

Bug Tracking/Quality 
Assurance  Serena Business Manager 

 HP Quality Center 

Design Tools 
 

 Adobe Suite 

Site Building Tools  Tridion 

 SharePoint 

 The design team’s hands, heads, and eyes 

Content Management Tools  Tridion 

 SharePoint 

Search  Ultraseek 

 SharePoint search 

Other Functions  CA SiteMinder 

 Novell IDM  

MOBILE 
The site is mobile friendly, meaning everything that works in a desktop browser 
scales to a mobile screen, but nothing has been optimized specifically for small 
screen viewing. 

SEARCH 
AIG’s intranet search is powered by the same search engine that is behind the 
company’s public website. AIG, like most companies, makes refining search results 
an ongoing process. “We tweak search results so that they’re aligned with what 
people are clicking on and searching for,” says Wee. “We also sometimes tweak the 
search engine based on the company’s lifecycle, reflecting things like benefits, 
performance, branding, and other timely information. However, we are gearing up to 
upgrade to Google Search Appliance, which will allow us to combine people and 
intranet results, and generally provide the type of search experience to which people 
are accustomed in their daily personal lives.” 
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Pictured: The employee search on Contact initially presents results in a list, 
sorted alphabetically by last name. As this screen shows, when clicking a name, 
the site visitor is presented with a detailed view.  

RESULTS AND ROI 
Members of the AIG team explain how the new intranet has impacted the business: 

 Cost-saving integration without user disruption. One “feat” worth 
noting is the successful integration of content from about 50 intranets 
(so far). Accomplishing this has meant constantly tweaking the site 
architecture and navigation, and repositioning and streamlining 
content almost continually over the past few years—all without 
disrupting employee’s work lives.  

“This integration has set the foundation for more serious cost-savings 
and cost-avoidance discussions when it comes to the intranet. Based 
on the annual cost of launching and maintaining a distinct intranet, 
which we now know, it is possible to quantify some value. Every site 
we decommission can arguably be viewed as a maintenance cost-save; 
every section we develop within the fold can be viewed as a cost-
avoidance.” (Aviles) 
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 An intranet by any other name would not be as successful. 
“Although it may seem nominal, one of our successes was choosing 
the right name for the intranet. ‘Contact’ is the name of AIG’s longest 
running employee publication, which has been in circulation for more 
than 80 years. Contact is an extremely well-respected publication with 
a rich history (and deep archive), which benefitted us greatly.” (Aviles) 

 Region editions. “We are also proud of our regional ‘editions’ of 
Contact, which we have started rolling out recently. This is important 
because businesses outside the Americas have historically not been as 
well represented.” (Aviles)  

“This is a significant departure from the days of every region fending 
for itself with very little guidance—and no real connection between 
regional intranets and the core enterprise intranet. Having all 
employees log in to the same intranet (albeit a different section of the 
same intranet) sends a very powerful message. For new employees, 
one site, one company will be the norm.” (Kirby) 

 Increased usage. The new intranet has seen a marked increase in 
overall usage. “The Life and Career section of Contact, where many 
employees access their benefits and goals, saw an increase of over 
100,000 hits in July of this year compared to the year prior. The new 
navigation also resulted in increased visits to a number of areas of the 
site. For example, the team site for the Corporate Center has a 340 
percent increase in visits year over year, and Corporate 
Communications’ visits were up 320 percent. Metrics also revealed 
that the decision to integrate other applications into Contact via single 
sign-on made their usage more prevalent. The figures for direct access 
noticeably increased for four of the five applications from June to July 
of this year. That number has remained higher than the previous 
usage trends, so we know that this method of access has become the 
standard for most of the employees who use these applications.” 
(Richie Block, Manager, eMetrics) 

Single Sign-on: One Feature with Many Benefits 
Providing a reusable single sign-on and password service via the intranet has been a 
“big deal.”  

“It means that employees have an intuitive and centrally managed way to log in to 
some of the company’s most widely used applications,” says Aviles. “As many 
employees see it, it means a whole bunch of passwords that they no longer need to 
worry about. All they need to remember is whatever information they use to log in to 
work every day. From a technology and business process perspective, it means not 
reinventing a very expensive wheel.” 

Single sign-on also means that individual business units don’t have to build their own 
solution to provide easy access to an application or tool that is specific to their 
business. And this is a cost savings. “We measured the cost of building a stand-alone 
password service—including tweaking the security environment, interface, password 
rules, etc.—and quantified it based on the amount of time a typical engagement 
takes and the number of people involved,” says Wee. “And the number was 
significant. Every application that now benefits from the central service can be 
considered a significant expense that has been avoided.” 
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Metrics have also revealed that single sign-on has led to increased usage for the 
applications integrated into the service. “The figures for direct access noticeably 
increased for four of the five applications from June to July of this year,” says Block. 
“That number has remained higher than the previous usage trends, so we know that 
this method of access has become the standard for most of the employees who use 
these applications.” 

LESSONS LEARNED  
Aviles shares two of the team’s key lessons learned:  

 More white space and less clutter. The generous use of white space and a 
less cluttered approach to landing pages was the biggest lesson (from a UI 
perspective) for the AIG team. Many aspects of the site benefitted from this 
design approach, including the following specific design elements and 
outcomes: 

o Mega menu: “Allowed us to simplify navigation across the first 
four levels of the site, and opened up space on the main 
landing pages.” 

o Shorter news teasers: “Allowed us to make the page less 
text-heavy and better prompt readers to click to read more.” 

o Strict use of spot color: “Lessened the dependency on 
heavier formatting elements—like rules, boxes, heavy fonts, 
icons, and other things that can weigh down content.” 

o Strict design parameters: “Ensured that banners, photos, 
and other graphic design elements tightly integrate with the 
overall look and feel of the site, and can serve as integral parts 
of the user experience of the site, rather than just randomly 
placed eye-candy.” 

 Don’t try to solve everything at once. “Focus instead on the big 
issues related to your businesses, and make visible progress on 
resolving those issues, even if it’s gradual. Momentum is key to the 
success and adoption of an intranet, and visible progress is a key 
driver for building that momentum. Also, start with a sensible design 
without too many bells and whistles; establish a baseline upon which 
you can build and morph over time. Lastly, I’d say keep the business 
goals of the organization in mind throughout every iteration. That’s 
where the answers lie for design, architecture, and overall intranet 
strategy.” 
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AT&T (My CSP) 
 

Using the intranet: AT&T is the largest 
communications holding company in the world, 
by revenue. 

Headquarters: Dallas, Texas 

Number of employees the intranet supports: 
110,000 employees and third-party call center 
representatives, as well as 17,000 
representatives of authorized dealers and 
national retailers. 

Locations where people use the intranet: 
U.S. and 55 other countries 

Annual sales: $126.7 billion (reported 
consolidated revenue for 2011)  

Design team: 
The 70-person internal team includes content 
management, visual and video design, search 
optimization, project management, and channel 
oversight. In addition, 37 IT employees manage 
infrastructure and technical development and 
600 qualified subject matter experts supply 
content. 

Members:  
Steve Hyska, Executive Director 

Content management: Amy Chisam, Director, 
Content Management; Daniel Bailey, Sr. Manager 
of Editorial QA; Nickey Allen-Clayton, Shannon 
Hughes, Jason Johnson, Peggy Marceaux, Jill 
Romeo, Michelle Thomas, and Amy Turner, 
Editorial QA Managers; Charlena Fisher, Keeley 
Hale, Christian Miller, and Gina Nicolas, Sr. 
Managing Editors; Bea Adesina, Kayla Berry, 
Linda Blackmore-Ingram, Adam Boudreaux, John 
Bridges, Carey Erickson, Brant Evans, Cheri 
Gaylord, Angie Gottfried, Ernie Guerra, Kat 
Helton, Byron Henry, Jamie Jones, Scott 
Kanbara, Teri Kneppar, Linda Licon, Todd 
Newport, Curtis Rogers, Rachel Parker-Stephen, 
Michelle Spontak, Trent Smith, Anna Waddell, 
Jessica Walton, Sandy West, Steve Williams, and 
Shane Wright, Content Managers 

Multi-channel communications: Dan Northington, 
Sr. Manager, Field Communications; Jill Anders and 
Jessica Carter, Field Communications Managers 

Knowledge management technologies: Kevin 
Burns, Director, Knowledge Management 
Technologies; Steve Chesterton, Debbie Granada, 
Debbie Mulitsch, and Sandy Shiver, Project Managers; 
Russell Richardson, UAT Manager; Doug Beighley, 
and Peter Chyan, Reporting & Analytics Developers 

Multimedia creative services and channel 
management: Tiffany Cook, Director, Multimedia 
Creative Services/Channel Management; Travis Cook, 
Sr. Manager, Site Design and Usability; Joanne Chao, 
Site Design and Usability Manager; Jeff Frye and Lisa 
Meitzler, Sr. Managers, National Channel 
Management; Scott Beck, Raechelle Chisolm, Tracey 
Herring, and Eric Williams, National Channel 
Managers; Mary Harrison, Sr. Manager, Search 
Administration/Optimization; Michael Willis, Search 
Administration/Optimization Manager; Ken Langston, 
Strategy Research Manager; Kathryn Smith, Social 
and Digital Media Manager  

Video creation/production: Lori VanNess: Director, 
Video Creation/Production; Dorian Crawford, 
Christopher Rivera, and Bobby Shively, Video 
Producers; and Kevin Eagan and Chris Shurley, 
Production Managers 

IT and development teams: Mark Croney, Director; 
Sreekantha Jonnalagadda, Dan Lippert, and Gary 
Thrasher, Senior Technical Directors; Susan Sill, IT 
Project Manager; Alia Brantly, IT Development 
Manager; Cristy Basa, Grecilda Cook, Thomas 
Cummins, Laura Dawson, Srinvasa Dodda, Sudhir 
Edara, Jay Gaudreault, Bradley Grogger, Elaine 
Johnson, Anjani Kumar, Charisse Lane, Jeff Laporte, 
Mallik Medarametla, Darrell Milton, Anthony Ngo, 
Murali Parvataneni, Srinivas Rajanala, Mila Renert, 
Timothy Russell, Rachana Shetty, Adrian Skinner, 
Walid Taraf, Prakash Tatineni, Patty Torres, Yashwant 
Verma, Erveine Walker, and Svetlana Zharovsky, IT 
Development Managers; and Shabana Haider, Doreen 
Mruk, Nazir Razvi, and Karrie Schloemer, IT QA 
Managers 

SUMMARY 
Fast access to information—that’s the essential goal of AT&T’s My CSP knowledge 
management portal, which is aimed at customer-facing employees. These employees 
are on the frontline with customers and need quick access to information to keep 
customers happy and informed.  

My CSP (for My Customer Solutions Portal) acts as the primary information source 
for servicing customers; it supports 110,000 employees and third-party call center 
representatives as well as 17,000 dealer and retailer representatives.  

Although many intranets strive to get information to users quickly, for MY CSP doing 
so is mission-critical. A few seconds here and there can make a crucial difference 
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when dealing with a customer. The My CSP intranet team has dedicated years to 
ongoing site improvements, resulting in the impressive, functional, and usable tool it 
is today.  

The project began years ago when three different knowledge management systems 
came together into a single site. Continual work to improve the site has resulted in 
its current streamlined iteration, complete with video content, quick user feedback, 
mobile and tablet access, and customized content for different user groups. All of 
this has helped the team reach its goal of providing quick and accurate customer 
service.  

The large, 107-member team has worked tirelessly to meet users’ needs as well as 
the company’s. Team roles include content management, visual and video design, 
search optimization, project management, and channel oversight, as well as 37 IT 
employees working on infrastructure and technical development. Management 
supports the efforts, recognizing the vital importance of such information for 
employees who are serving customers. Every second counts when answering a 
customer’s question.  

In approaching a homepage refresh, for instance, the team wanted to eliminate 
visual clutter to help employees find things faster. It therefore used metrics to 
determine the most commonly used site areas and gave them visual priority on the 
page. For example, Channel Links were used four times more frequently than 
Bookmarks, so the team swapped their locations to give Channel Links higher 
visibility in the page’s left-side navigation. Also, because Search was a hugely 
popular tool, they gave it an even more prominent placement at the top of the page.  

The homepage highlights the newest information and provides shortcuts to important 
site content. Users need to know what information is current, so the site lists dates 
with all content, indicating when it was last updated. A carousel features content at 
the top of the page, followed by the latest information, as well as an indication when 
users need to complete a required action. In the screen below, for example, Action 
required indicates that the What’s New article contains a specific call to action for the 
reader (and that action is called out in the content).  

The page also includes a list of Important Links, highlighting commonly used site 
areas (however, the Important Links section will have morphed into the Customer 
Solutions Center by the time this is published). The side of the page is devoted to 
providing quick access to additional areas.  

The site navigation is broken down by types of support, such as Bill/Account, Offers, 
and Services, letting employees dive right in to address their particular issues. The 
page’s left side includes highlighted links to AT&T systems and tools specific to the 
employee’s role, as well as relevant third-party sites. Users can add to a 
personalized list of links, adding or editing that content via an Edit link next to the 
section heading. They can also manage their bookmarked content using the 
bookmark icon at the top of each page, which lets them easily and quickly add 
content to their list.  
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Information accuracy on this customer-service-oriented site is crucial to the 
business. Rather than porting existing content into the new tool, the teams started 
each group with clean content and implemented a review process to make sure 
content stays relevant. All content is assigned to a content owner to help keep 
information current. When the team works to migrate content, the process includes 
weekly meetings to help teams build out their content.  

The 600 subject matter experts (SMEs) who work on the site create or update an 
average of 220 pieces of content daily. A review workflow is built in to ensure quality 
content, and content is tagged for review after six months. Contributors are trained 
not only on backend systems, but also on how to write for the web, including 
guidelines for writing at an eighth-grade level. Bi-weekly calls give them a chance to 
ask questions, and a social media community, called The Writer’s Bloc, promotes 
collaboration and community among contributors.  

One of the main ways the site stays current is through the favorability feedback 
process. The site relies on end users to say what needs updating, fixing, or 
improving. Previously, if something on the site was incorrect, a representative had to 
take the initiative to inform a manager, who then had to report it. With the addition 
of a quick and easy way to flag site content during use, the team now handles 9,000 
ratings and 1,600 comments per week. Such instant feedback helps keep content 
up-to-date, as well as offering feedback to content owners about their information 
and the use of it. The team uses this information to track common problems, which 
can then be addressed on group calls or in community areas. In fact, the team 
receives so much feedback that they developed a tool to prioritize and report back 
on feedback progress.  

 
Pictured: Each content page includes a Like or Dislike icon. When clicked, users 
can add comments to explain their rating and provide further feedback to the 
team and content owner. 

The search function is crucial to the site’s success. Although previous versions of the 
site emphasized navigation, this design emphasizes search. Updating the search 
engine was an 18-month endeavor of planning and implementation. After an 
extensive search for the right solution—including proof of concept with the search 
vendor before selecting it—the team spent 90 days testing common searches to fine-
tune the algorithm with real metadata to optimize the experience before users saw 
the new tool.  

When the team examined users’ search behavior, they realized very few users 
looked outside the top five results for the right information. Because of this, they 
knew it was crucial to get the right results at the top of every search. Fine-tuning the 
algorithm helped usher the right responses to users, but the team also wanted to 
help users formulate strong search queries. Predictive text suggestions, drawn from 
analytics, help drive users to more detailed queries, moving them to the specific 
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answers they need more quickly. For instance, a user searching for “bill” now sees 
further options, such as “bill review,” “bill cycle,” or “bill format explanation.”  

Filters help refine results. The tool is also strengthened by the people behind it: 
AT&T added resources to the search team and empowered it to make quick changes, 
and also emphasized the importance of search when training content contributors to 
use effective titles, keywords, and nomenclature. 
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Pictured: The revamped search tool includes predictive text to focus user 
queries as well as filters to help refine results. 
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It can be difficult to get headquarters’ messages out to the field, but the My CSP 
team took on the challenge. Frontline Focus is a site area originally developed to 
streamline communications to team members who interact with customers in retail 
sales channels. The team created it to provide an easy, clear, and engaging method 
of communication to draw employees’ attention.  

A weekly publishing schedule for Frontline Focus gives employees time to absorb 
each week’s information and also accommodates shift workers who might not be on 
the job daily. The site uses a 1-2-3 design at the top of the page to make it easy for 
employees to understand the priorities. The three main areas are: Retail Essentials 
Video (REV), Manager Guides, and Fast Facts.  

Manager Guides are customizable by region and include important information for 
the week as well as daily huddle topics for staff. Fast Facts sheets are printed weekly 
and posted for staff. They include a QR code that employees can scan with their 
company-provided mobile devices to see that week’s REV video.  

REV viewership has increased from 10 to more than 80 percent of the staff; as its 
popularity has grown, the team has dedicated more resources to this method of 
communication. The videos are short but informative, balancing the need to hold the 
user’s attention with the need to get messages across to the sales team. The 
intranet team recently invested in equipment and staffing to improve production 
quality, as well as using a more engaging delivery to hold user interest.  
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Pictured: The Manager Guide provides a weekly agenda for store employee 
meetings that covers all the initiatives and tasks that employees need to 
complete.  
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Pictured: Printable Fast Facts are posted in retail back offices and include a QR 
code to give employees quick access to Retail Essentials Videos (REV).  

Retail employees can also answer a Knowledge Quiz, which is sent to their mobile 
device and asks them three to five questions about that week’s top initiatives. The 
quiz is synched to a scheduling tool to ensure it is sent only to reps that are working 
that day. Users receive a notification when the quiz is ready, and it provides 
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immediate feedback about the correct answer. This works to reiterate the weekly 
information as well as encourage employees to pay attention to it when they read or 
view it.  

 
Pictured: A Knowledge Quiz is sent to retail employees’ phones to reinforce the 
weekly message within Frontline Focus.  

My CSP Mobile provides access to users through their company-issued smartphones 
or tablets. The app—which offers video content, popular My CSP content, and news—
is primarily for frontline sellers and sales management teams, though other groups 
within AT&T have plans to use it as well. The app’s search history is a hugely helpful 
feature, as employees don’t enjoy typing on a tablet, particularly when standing on a 
sales floor. Search history lets users quickly access content they’ve searched for in 
the past without having to type. An option to clear the search history helps users if 
the list grows too long. 
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Pictured: In My CSP Mobile, small details like offering a search history to 
minimize typing on a mobile device go a long way to improving the user 
experience.  

The same attention to detail is reflected throughout the site. Know the Facts pages 
were developed through an enterprise project to determine the best way to introduce 
new devices to the field. The pages highlight key selling tips, customer benefits, 
important features, target audience information, and differentiating accessories, 
helping employees quickly grasp crucial details about each device. The pages offer 
clear section headings, good use of white space, bulleted key points, and brief 
information. 
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Pictured: Pages about new devices boil down information to the essentials: who 
the target customer is, what’s different about the phone, and what the device 
can do.  
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On a site where seconds matter, details can make a huge difference. The large and 
skilled team working on My CSP recognizes this and continually works to make 
changes big and small to help customer-facing employees get the job done.  

BACKGROUND 
My CSP was initially developed to bring together three different knowledge 
management sites after the Cingular-AT&T Wireless merger in 2005. AT&T then 
merged with Cingular and BellSouth in the final days of 2006, and after the 
company’s IT department did an analysis of the combined companies’ knowledge 
management systems, My CSP was selected as the enterprise solution for knowledge 
management.  

“So, we then spent the next several years consolidating those additional knowledge 
management systems and bringing those users into My CSP,” says Steve Hyska, 
Executive Director, Knowledge Management and Communications. “Once we were 
able to move all of these groups into the ‘business as usual’ model using My CSP, we 
were able to focus on some great initiatives, throughout all aspects of our program. 
So the past couple of years have been a push on several fronts. There hasn’t been a 
single ‘relaunch’ date.” 

During this period, the team has been focusing on several initiatives:  

 Homepage redesign and deployment of new navigation pages, also 
known as Customer Solution Center (CSC) 

 Search engine redeployment, including the introduction of predictive 
text suggestions, automatic spelling corrections, and search results 
displayed with post-search filters 

 Enhancements to content maintenance, including review tasks and 
favorability feedback 

 Development of a directory tool for key contact information, 
segmented by channel  

 Development of the Frontline Focus program, a multimedia 
publication for weekly initiatives, with integration to internal social media 
sites to facilitate dialogue between frontline employees and SMEs 

 Introduction of video and a video-sharing portal (YouShare) 
 Development of mobile apps: YouShare Mobile, My CSP Mobile, and My 

News (for alerts) 

“The overarching goal,” says Hyska, “has been to improve the experience for our 
frontline so that they can service customers faster and more accurately. 

“We’ve focused on those areas with the biggest operational impact,” he says, “such 
as reducing call handle times. Our site is visually appealing, but what we do is more 
than just paint. We really went after helping improve the business.”  
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Pictured: Customer Solutions Center (CSC) was designed as one-click access to 
each channel’s top content.  
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Pictured: The popularity of CSC ultimately drove its inclusion on the homepage 
as a dedicated portlet.  
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Pictured: Directory information—departmental contacts, hours of operation, and 
so on—were originally stored in one massive HTML page called the Frequently 
Used Numbers (FUN) List.  

 

Pictured: The Directory Tool simplifies access to more than 600 teams, 
including iconography to alert the user if the team’s center is open. The tool is 
accessed more than one million times per month.  
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Pictured: YouShare a website for posting HQ-developed as well as frontline-
submitted videos. The architecture includes cloud storage, integration with 
AT&T Content Delivery Network for scalability, and secure delivery via web 
junction over AT&T’s 3G/4G/LTE network.  
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Deciding What to Fix, Change, or Improve 
Many of the initiatives outlined above were in the service of an overarching strategic 
initiative: to mobilize the sales organization. “We knew we had to take a leadership 
position in this strategy as our sales reps rely solely on My CSP for all of their critical 
communication and knowledge management functions,” says Kevin Burns, Director, 
Knowledge Management Technologies. 

Figuring out what to change and how was a combination of studying analytics and 
feedback, and also re-aligning the site so that it was more consistent with the ways 
the business had changed over time. 

“All along the way, we looked at analytics from the site, and we talked to various 
levels of users and their leadership to help drive the development and delivery 
methodology,” says Dan Northington, Senior Manager, Multi-Channel 
Communications. “We continually refined along the way, based on analytics and 
feedback from all levels.” 

Historically, the organization had looked to surveys to inform some of its decision-
making, but this approach had fallen away in recent years. “It wasn’t actionable 
enough,” says Hyska. “We did keep one survey, which was started last year and 
given to the retail sales employees, based on a willingness to recommend. Over the 
years, we have done onsite observations and focus groups, particularly as we were 
launching new groups onto My CSP.” 

Heat map reporting was instrumental in ensuring that the functionality that was used 
the most was given prominent placement on the site. “For instance, we validated 
through metrics that search was the most often accessed feature, so we elevated 
that to a more prominent location and gave it more visibility,” says Travis Cook, 
Senior Manager, Site Design and Usability. “Additionally, we found that Channel 
Links were used four times as often as Bookmarks, so we swapped their locations to 
make Channel Links more accessible with less scrolling. 

“For the homepage redesign, the goals were fairly straightforward: focus on 
enhancing the features and elements that are used the most, while downplaying the 
rest and reducing the visual clutter that had crept in over several years’ worth of 
enhancements.”  

For the retail sales channels, the business had evolved from a more decentralized 
group of offerings to a centralized one. So the organization wanted to consolidate 
communications to support that. “We needed to come up with a way to support 
headquarters’ communications on a timely and consistent basis,” says Northington, 
“that boiled down the main initiatives as much as possible, in a way that really 
engaged the field. And that was the start of Frontline Focus.”  
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Pictured: Heat map reporting was instrumental in the homepage redesign.  

Challenges 
Getting everyone on the same page was the biggest challenge across the team’s 
many initiatives. “The biggest challenge is gaining agreement amongst the different 
groups and then executing in a unified way,” says Hyska. “For the big stuff, budget 
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has always been simple for us. Leadership has always understood the value of our 
initiatives.” 

Although budget wasn’t a big hurdle for the AT&T team, it faced lots of smaller 
challenges along the way, such as:  

 Prioritizing the homepage: “One of the biggest challenges we faced 
with the homepage redesign was the myriad user types and competing 
user groups and serving all of those needs.” (Cook) 

 Meeting user needs: “When we rolled out CSC, our challenge was 
meeting the user’s time constraints. These users are primarily call center 
reps, so it’s all about average handle time (AHT) and getting to the 
information as quickly as possible. The layout of this information really 
does facilitate that need, and we’ve heard that time and time again.” 
(Cook) 

 Marrying technology and content: “The biggest challenge in 
implementing a new search engine is integrating the technology with the 
content. We spent 90 days testing common searches and fine tuning the 
search algorithm with our metadata to ensure the user experience was 
extraordinary.” (Burns) 

 Processing feedback (tracking and synthesizing): “When we rolled 
out favorability feedback, we overwhelmed our sponsors with how much 
feedback we got, and then [with] the data behind it. Our Senior Vice 
President calls feedback a gift. Well, our frontline has been incredibly 
generous with those gifts.  

“We had all of this great feedback, but we didn’t yet have the ideal 
infrastructure for tracking of this feedback. We were making do with 
spreadsheets on SharePoint. So, we worked in parallel: developing 
business requirements for our longer-term solution that will involve 
workflow integration, and, in the near-term, developing a tool for 
sponsors that prioritized their feedback and allows them to more easily 
track their progress.” (Amy Chisam, Director, Content Management) 

 Managing communications: “For Frontline Focus, one of the challenges 
we faced was the solidification of headquarters initiatives in time to 
communicate on a weekly basis. It’s an ongoing challenge to get 
headquarters to meet deadlines when developing new initiatives. And it 
takes a lot to change the mindset of the field when you have a very large 
organization with varied groups of users by age, education level, tenure.” 
(Northington) 
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Pictured: Homepage of Cingular’s original knowledge management intranet.  
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Pictured: (right tablet, left to right): Tracey Herring, Shannon Hughes, Steve 
Hyska, Jason Johnson, Jamie Jones, Scott Kanbara, Teri Kneppar, Ken 
Langston, Linda Licon, Peggy Marceaux, Lisa Meitzler, Christian Miller, Debbie 
Mulitsch, Todd Newport, Gina Nicolas, Dan Northington, Rachel Parker-Stephen, 
Russell Richardson, Christopher Rivera, Curtis Rogers, Jill Romeo, Bobby 
Shively, Sandy Shiver, and Chris Shurley.  

Pictured: (horizontal phone, left to right): Kathryn Smith, Trent Smith, Michelle 
Spontak, Michelle Thomas, Amy Turner, and Lori VanNess.  

Pictured: (vertical phone, left to right): Anna Waddell, Sandy West, Eric 
Williams, Steve Williams, Michael Willis, and Shane Wright.  

Not pictured: Kayla Berry, Kevin Eagan, Brant Evans, and Jessica Walton. 

GOVERNANCE 

Ownership 
My CSP is owned by the knowledge management team, which falls within the 
mobility retail sales operations, even though it supports a much broader scope of the 
company (sales and care, business and consumer, and wireless and wired). Staffing 
the team has been very strategic.  

“For certain key roles, we have hired web-based talent outside the company and 
then integrated them into the business,” says Hyska. “For instance, some of our 
video production team and our graphics lead were hired from outside. For other 
roles, we prioritized them having experience already working within a different part 
of AT&T, and we trained them on the job for their specific role. This was true, for 
example, for our content managers and channel managers. These people come into 
our group really understanding the needs of the business and what their success 
measures are, as well as who to tap on the shoulder.”  

“Our strategy has been to develop internal talent that understands knowledge 
management and the associated technologies,” says Burns. For example, when the 
team needed a video collaboration portal, they looked internally first and decided to 
leverage AT&T Private Video Management Services, which is part of AT&T’s cloud 
services. “Having this large pool of internal expertise has helped reduce costs and 
improve in the collaboration of ideas on continued site improvements,” he says. 

This hybrid staffing model fills the team with the right mix of experts and has been 
pivotal to the team’s success. “I don’t think we would have been as successful 
strictly hiring from outside the company or in using an outside firm to develop our 
site,” says Hyska. “And, quite frankly, I don’t think we would have gotten channel 
buy-in, either. So today we have a very robust team with every discipline 
imaginable—and we’re able to do all of our work in-house.” 
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INTRANET TEAM RESPONSIBILITIES 
Role Responsibilities 

Content Management 
Team  Work with content sponsors to 

develop/maintain site content 

 Apply editorial styles and standards to site 
content 

 Refine content based on feedback and reporting 

 Train/assist content sponsors on technical and 
editorial aspects of content maintenance 

Multi-Channel 
Communications Team  Oversee content development for headquarters 

initiatives 

 Coordinate across user groups to develop 
tailored communications/training packages 

Knowledge Management 
Technologies Team  Maintain budget and technology roadmap 

 Create business requirements 

 Manage relationship with IT 

 Develop custom and ad hoc reporting 

Multimedia Creative 
Services and Channel 
Management Team 

 Maintain, update, and enhance site design to 
maximize usability and user satisfaction 

 Design and develop mobile apps to provide on-
the-go access and functionality for end users 

 Enhance information offerings and knowledge-
expanding interactions through the use of 
social media elements 

 Evaluate and refine search performance 

 Provide ongoing support and day-to-day 
channel management for all user groups 

Video Creation/Production 
Team  Produce in-house videos, including scripting, 

editing, and all post-production 

 Create and develop weekly coaching videos 

 Identify marketable projects and provide 
learning through video entertainment 
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USERS 
My CSP is the knowledge management portal for AT&T’s 110,000 global customer-
facing employees and third-party call center representatives, as well as 17,000 
representatives of authorized dealers and national retailers. My CSP is AT&T’s 
primary source of information for servicing customers.  
 
Users are split into 21 business channels with 99 sub-groups that include users as 
diverse as a salesperson in a retail store, a technical support specialist in a call 
center, an account manager offering solutions to businesses, a door-to-door sales 
representative, and a specialist who supports customers via the company’s social 
media avenues. [Note: AT&T has a separate intranet for all employees that focuses 
on corporate communications.] 

URL AND ACCESS 

ACCESS INFORMATION 
Item Status 
URL  http://mycsp.cingular.net 

Default Status  More than 30,000 sales employees have this 
page set as their homepage. The site is integrated 
with various CRM applications for customer care 
employees. The site is also easily accessible from 
the company’s Intranet homepage. In addition, it 
is very common for users to bookmark this page. 

Remote Access  My CSP is accessible to AT&T dealers via an 
external-facing Internet site with encrypted ID and 
password combinations. A subset of content is 
personalized to users of the external site. Internal 
employees must access My CSP through a secure 
VPN connection when not on the company LAN or 
use the My CSP Mobile app on their company-
issued mobile device or tablet. Users at shared 
workstations log in with their individual credentials. 

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY WORK 

A Custom Approach 
The design activities used for the My CSP project were guided by the individual 
needs of the component being designed. For instance, for the homepage redesign, 
the team circulated comps to each end user group, gathered feedback, and made 
changes accordingly. “One of the things we changed based on that feedback was the 
arrangement of Channel Links and Bookmarks,” says Cook. “We got this feedback 
from our users, and then we confirmed this in looking back at our heat map 
reporting.” 
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Iterating Frontline Focus 
Frontline Focus was another area where the team let user feedback guide the design 
direction. “For Frontline Focus, we received feedback that reps were overwhelmed 
with information, and they needed to know quickly what each weekly publication was 
all about,” says Cook. “We streamlined it over several iterations, over a few months, 
to give a clear visual hierarchy. The 1-2-3 at the top of the page was added for that 
reason. We showcased it as prominently as possible so that it was impossible to 
miss.” 

A process of gradual streamlining has guided the Frontline Focus design as it has 
evolved over time from complex to relatively simple. 

“Initially, we experimented with how much information we presented directly on the 
Frontline Focus main page versus how much we linked from it,” says Northington. 
“As a business, we also had to consider how many initiatives we were throwing at 
the field. The prioritization process had to evolve so we could honestly look at 
striking a balance. We have to be careful not to overwhelm them with too much 
information and possibly dilute the most important messages.” 

To attempt that balance, they tested different link label formats and different 
terminology for headings and other text elements. “We had to think more about the 
tiers of priority and how to visual present them,” he says. “We also had to consider 
what was covered in the video versus not, and balance all of the pieces of Frontline 
Focus so they worked together.” 

As the interaction evolved, team members experimented with the best methods for 
delivering the video from both a content and visual perspective. To improve 
production quality, they invested in equipment and staffing. And, to improve the 
content delivery, they moved from a very sparse to a more animated delivery.  

“We experimented with how effective it is to show role plays or to show more than 
just a host in the video,” says Northington. “We’ve also looked at how long the video 
should be to effectively convey the info but not lose the user’s attention.”  
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Pictured: The original goal of Frontline Focus was to put all relevant 
headquarters initiatives onto one page. As streamlined as the information was, 
however, it was still text heavy.  

 

Pictured: As Frontline Focus evolved, the team added REV and Manager Guides, 
but those elements still got a bit lost on the page. It wasn’t until the current 
design (shown below) that all of the end users’ needs were met.  
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Pictured: Frontline Focus conveys weekly messages from headquarters to 
AT&T’s retail sales staff. The team has cleaned up and focused the section, 
understanding that less is more. The easier it is to get information quickly, and 
the clearer that information is, the more likely staff members are to use and 
remember it. 
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Designing My CSP Mobile 
Since My CSP Mobile was targeted toward tablets (iPads, specifically) the team had a 
good starting point: they knew how much screen real estate was available, as well as 
the general interaction conventions. With that as the starting point, the team could 
focus on streamlining and prioritizing the features. 

The mobile app offers most of the content and features users are accustomed to 
finding on the site’s desktop version, but presents it in a design more optimized for 
the tablet experience and filters out some of the more complex content.  

For example, for My News, the team wanted to provide an interface and brand that 
was clearly recognizable on both the desktop and tablet, while at the same time 
providing an optimized tablet experience. Tablet users receive alert notifications that 
are consistent with the way other alerts pop up on iOS devices. Additionally, the 
individual news items display in categories, including marketing, devices/services, 
and so on. 

One early change the designers made was to add the search history, which was 
critical to save users from having to type on the tablet screen while standing on the 
sales floor. With search history a user can just select from previous searches, saving 
keystrokes. And if the list becomes unwieldy he can clear the search history. 

 
Pictured: My News provides alerts to sales floor employees about important 
marketing, network, and operational updates.  
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Pictured: The Mobile version of YouShare uses both a native and HTML5 code 
base and is accessible over AT&T’s 3G/4G network and internal secure Wi-Fi 
network.  
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TIMELINE 

INTRANET TIMELINE 
Milestone Date Milestone Description 

September 2004  Creation of CSP, the combined knowledge 
management site for Cingular’s sales and care 
representatives 

February 2005–July 2007 
 

 Development of My CSP 

July 2007–March 2009  Deployment of My CSP to initial groups from 
Cingular/AT&T Wireless 

April 2009  Deployment of new search engine 

October 2009–March 2011  Deployment of My CSP to groups from 
AT&T/BellSouth 

November 2010  Deployment of Directory Tool 

December 2010  Deployment of the YouShare video sharing 
portal 

January 2011  Deployment of Frontline Focus 

March 2011  Deployment of automated review tasks 

Initial deployment: 
September 2011–August 

2012 
Integrated version: 

November 2012 

 Deployment of Customer Solutions Center 

November 2011  Launch of homepage redesign 

Initial ratings:  
November 2011 

 
Comments added:  

March 2012 

 Deployment of favorability feedback 

Initial deployment:  
July 2012 

 
Alert notification added: 

September 2012 

 Deployment of My CSP Mobile 

August 2012  Deployment of Knowledge Quiz 

Overall redesign timeframe: Two years 
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Pictured: The MY CSP homepage during its development in 2006.  

CONTENT AND CONTENT CONTRIBUTORS 
More than 600 SMEs submit content for My CSP. These sponsors are drawn from 
across the company and include many headquarters employees from marketing, 
supply chain, operations, and so on. These experts create or update an average of 
220 items daily. 
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Starting Off with a Clean Slate and Keeping It Clean 
The team migrated to a new CMS (Vignette) in tandem with the My CSP project’s 
development phase, and along with that switch came a desire to start with a clean 
slate content-wise.  

“From a content perspective, we had been very deliberate about only migrating 
content into My CSP that was current, concise, and unique,” says Chisam. “We did a 
lot of upfront work to ensure this was the case, so that each group started off using 
My CSP with clean content.”  

Starting with good content goes only so far unless a system is put in place to ensure 
that it stays that way. So, the team developed a review process “that helped ensure 
content was kept relevant for our end users,” she says. “Later, we built out our 
favorability feedback process so that end users could tell us themselves what needed 
updating, what needed fixing, what needed improving.” 

The first step was ensuring that every article had an owner, or sponsor. “We started 
off with sponsors identified for 60 percent of our content,” she says, “and we 
increased it to 99.6 percent. Once we had that in place, we partnered with our 
sponsors to make sure they were equipped to support their content.”  

In terms of prioritizing the content to tend, the favorability feedback mechanism has 
been a great help to the team. “Before this, we would get anecdotal feedback that 
content in My CSP was wrong or outdated, but it was hard to pin people down to 
specifics,” says Chisam. “Most groups had a means of collecting feedback, but it was 
nowhere near the scale of what we have today. Prior to this, the typical model was 
for a representative to notify a manager of an issue, and the manager would enter it 
into a SharePoint form. Because this was such a clunky process for already busy 
employees, the volume of feedback was sort of small. Our two largest and most 
active groups were getting about 100 issues per week. However, with our new 
feedback process, we’re getting more than 9,000 ratings and 1,600 comments per 
week.”  

The favorability feedback also means sponsors are able to get a truer picture of 
what’s going on with their content. “Each article gets its own focus group,” says 
Chisam, “rather than one or two opinions in isolation.” 

This system also means that it’s much easier to identify trends and to quickly spot 
content errors that need immediate attention. The sponsors get feedback that shows 
their content’s overall favorability score, number of hits, type of issue, and number 
of comments, as well as seeing the comments themselves. They can thus prioritize 
what needs to be fixed. 

Publishing Content 
The standard workflow goes something like this:  

 A sponsor submits an article, and it is routed to one of the content 
managers based on the project folder in which the content is created (the 
back-end project folder translates to the front-end site taxonomy). The 
sponsor is responsible for information accuracy and for validating which 
end user groups should be able to view the content.  

 The content manager is responsible for the information’s overall 
presentation, including to ensure that the site’s styles/standards are 
upheld; the formatting is correct; the grammar is accurate; the target 
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audience is correct; the project folder/taxonomy selections are correct; 
and the title is intuitive to end users.  

 Once this is complete, one of the QA managers offers a second set of 
eyes to ensure everything is ready to go. 

Although the turnaround time is approximately three to five days (with an urgent 
workflow of one day), Chisam says both time estimates are usually exceeded. For 
major projects, with advance planning, publishing can occur at the same time as a 
press release or executive announcement. 

“For projects, such as a major launch announcement or a rebranding, our team will 
pull reporting to identify any pre-existing content impacted by the news and work 
back with sponsors and subject matter experts to ensure content is updated 
accordingly,” says Chisam. “For initiatives related to Frontline Focus, our content 
managers work with the SMEs to create content from their raw materials.”  

Expiring Old Content 
The process for expiring old content is built into the new system. Every article that 
has been untouched for six months generates a review task, and that task routes 
automatically to the sponsor so he or she can ensure that the content is still current 
and needed. Once the sponsor reviews the content and makes any updates, it is 
routed to a content manager and QA manager. If a sponsor does not take action on 
a review task within eight weeks (after receiving reminder emails that eventually 
escalate to the sponsor’s manager’s manager), the content is presumed to be no 
longer needed and is expired. And, while safeguards are built into the process to 
automatically expire content, they are rarely used. “We rarely have to expire content 
under these circumstances,” says Chisam. “Our sponsors are really great about 
keeping up with their content.” 

Training Authors on How to Create Great Content 
A dozen new sponsors are added each month, so training them well is paramount to 
maintaining content quality. “Training” used to mean training users on how to use 
the CMS, but it now encompasses how to write for the web and how to best use the 
style guide.  

“We’ve realized that our sponsors typically come into their roles as experts on the 
business they serve but not necessarily with editorial backgrounds,” says Chisam. 
“So, we’ve added training specifically on writing for the web and give specific 
techniques on how to write at an eighth-grade level. We also make the Editorial Style 
Guide available as a Wiki and regularly update it with suggestions from our sponsors 
and team members. In addition, we really emphasize ongoing learning with our 
author community.” 

This includes bi-weekly calls, which keep authors updated on new developments or 
processes and give them the chance to ask questions. The team has also created The 
Writer’s Bloc, an internal social media community, to promote a culture of 
collaboration among its authors.  

“What they do is a skill and we want to promote the advancement of that skill,” she 
says. “So, on this site, we discuss authoring best practices and have weekly 
grammar challenges, etc.” 

Once content is written and published, the learning doesn’t stop. Sponsors and their 
management receive feedback from multiple avenues. First, if anything requires 
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immediately attention, they get real-time feedback on their submissions from the 
content management team. If an article seems to be missing key information or is 
confusing or outdated, then a content manager returns the article to the sponsor 
within the workflow and includes notes. 

Further, the content team provides a quarterly snapshot of the sponsors’ 
submissions to their managers, and the favorability feedback lets sponsors see what 
end users are saying about their content. 

Ensuring Quality 
All content authors are not created equal. Acknowledging this means building in 
mechanisms to support everyone, regardless of their skill level or mastery. Content 
that passes through two levels of validation (as it does on My CSP) assures a certain 
level of quality before anything is published to the portal, but it also means that 
content of lesser quality can take longer to get through the pipeline.  

“We felt like we needed to quantify this for the sponsors’ managers, since those 
items that had issues were taking longer to get to portal and were delaying other 
items as well,” says Chisam. “So, we created a system for highlighting those who 
were doing a stellar job and those who needed more coaching—and then, 
specifically, what they needed help with.” 

Submitter evaluations launched in March 2012 and are distributed to managers 
quarterly. These reports show managers the work volume, rate of return, and 
reasons for returns.  

“For our content team, this reporting helps identify larger themes that we can then 
bring up on our bi-weekly calls with the submitter community,” she says. “For those 
who are struggling, we have an ambassador program where we provide additional 
training and support. Many times, sponsors are intimidated by the content 
management system and just need somebody on our team to help answer their 
questions.” 
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TECHNOLOGY 

TECHNOLOGY  
Category Technology Used 

Web Server Hardware and 
O/S  BEA Portal 10.3 

 Sun Enterprise Web Servers 

 Sun Solaris 

Bug Tracking/Quality 
Assurance  HP Quality Center 

Design Tools 
 

 Adobe Dreamweaver, Fireworks, and 
Illustrator 

Content Management Tools  Vignette 8 

Search  Autonomy IDOL7 

Video  AT&T Private Video Management Services 

MOBILE 
Mobile users access My CSP via the My CSP Mobile app, which is optimized for iPads. 
The mobile app was built primarily to support the company’s frontline sellers and 
sales management team and to align with AT&T’s retail mobilization roadmap. The 
company will support Android and Windows operating systems as its frontline sellers 
begin migrating to those tablet operating systems.  

“One of the challenges we faced when ‘mobilizing’ My CSP was determining if we 
should develop a mobile web site or native mobile apps for each operating system,” 
says Burns. “Both approaches had various pros and cons that would have long term 
impacts on our mobilization strategy. Ultimately, we decided to deploy a hybrid app 
using HTML5 wherever possible, but still having the usability benefits of native 
controls where needed.” 

The mobile app strategy was predicated on simplifying the most common 
interactions with the company’s knowledge base. “Once we determined the most 
important interactions, we took a fresh look at how to ‘mobilize’ each with simple 
touch screen interactions,” he says. “Ultimately, we developed a utility app that is 
very use case oriented.”  

The team also deployed all of the content pages in HTML5 to ensure it was accessible 
across mobile operating systems. 

Team members looked to a field sales organization committee to help prioritize the 
functionality that the app would include, and a user subset was engaged for feedback 
on design iterations. The functionality includes search and various methods of push 
communication. The app also provides quick access to other mobile tools based on 
the user’s role within the organization. 

The team relied on research and in-house expertise to guide the initial development 
activities, and then field-tested different iterations during the development process. 
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“We utilized the agile development process and were able to make quick, iterative 
changes throughout the development lifecycle,” says Burns. 

 

Pictured: The initial display of My CSP Mobile is a carousel of tiles that link to 
the app’s most important content.  
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Pictured: All content must be well written and succinct; when accessing articles 
from a mobile device, that fact is reinforced.  

SEARCH 
The largest technical change was migrating search engines, which was done in 2009. 
The project required 18 months of planning and implementation, but the team says 
it was worth it. User satisfaction immediately increased by 10 percent and has 
continued to increase incrementally year over year.  

“When we analyzed our user’s search behavior, it became evident that users would 
rarely look outside of the top five results for the right answer,” says Burns. “This 
realization became a driving factor in every change we made to our search engine. 
For example, our predictive text suggestions leverage our search analytics data to 
ensure each recommendation is driving the user to more refined search results.” 

Making sure that those results are the most relevant is an ongoing process. “We try 
not to game the search results using administrative capabilities as much as possible 
to avoid unintended consequences,” says Burns. “We have ongoing processes to 
analyze new topics to ensure the predictive text suggestions are guiding users to 
well-structured search queries.” 

The team conducted an extensive capabilities analysis among all of the top search 
vendors, “and it confirmed our beliefs that our current search capabilities were not 



 

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 137 

 

best in class,” says Cook. “Before selecting a vendor, we did a proof of concept to 
ensure their capabilities could be realized. We worked together with our new vendor 
partner to determine what a more detailed design would look like and how to 
incorporate their capabilities into our portal.” 

 
Pictured: In this early version of search, there was only one way to refine the 
search results.  

RESULTS AND ROI 
The AT&T team has seen improvements across many areas since launching My CSP. 
Team members outline some of the ways their work is making a tangible difference 
across the organization:  
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 Increased adoption levels: “We get 30 million page views and 11.5 million 
searches every month. When you talk about the number of hits our site gets 
daily, the number of times our videos are downloaded each week—it’s 
staggering. Our frontline employees depend upon our site to support AT&T’s 
customers, and the numbers show that.” (Hyska) 

 Increased content consumption: “We implemented robust reporting to 
ensure the field was reviewing the REV (Retail Essentials Video) and Manager 
Guide. Viewership of the REV increased from 10 percent of store reps in 
March 2012 to more than 80 percent by August. Downloading of the Manager 
Guide increased from nine percent of store managers in March 2012 to 93 
percent in August. Given that up to 10 percent of the retail workforce is 
estimated to be out at any given time due to vacation, illness, leave, or off-
site training, we are very pleased with these adoption rates.” (Northington) 

 Gains in employee achievement: “On the sales side, we wanted to study 
the effectiveness of our materials. So, we analyzed viewership rates, May to 
June, against the attainment of rep sales goals. Reps who viewed the REV 
three or more times per month had a 40 percent higher sales goal attainment 
than those reps who did not.” (Hyska) 

 Improved content freshness: “We’re exceptionally proud of the fact that— 
despite the fact that we’ve had some of our channels on My CSP for five 
years, and that we publish about 220 articles per day—our site hasn’t gotten 
bogged down with out-of-date and irrelevant content. Last year, we reduced 
our overall count of active articles by 10 percent, while continuing to add 
groups and their associated content onto My CSP. We maintain about 14,000 
active articles on our site; 88 percent of that content gets reviewed every six 
months, and 94 percent [has been reviewed] within the past year.” (Chisam) 

 Reduction in call time: “With many of our care groups, they really monitor 
average call handle time (AHT) and first call resolution. If we provide 
information to their reps quickly, and that information is accurate, then these 
metrics should trend positively. One area where metrics were tied very tightly 
to ROI was the build out of the Customer Solutions Center for care. They 
calculated that the introduction of CSC into their centers saved them $56 
million in call time.” (Chisam) 

 Transformation in communication to frontline staff: “The REV process: 
1) ensures alignment on priorities and key messages throughout the sales 
organization—from frontline sellers to executive leadership; 2) provides a 
standard operating rhythm for the field teams, including consistent format 
delivered weekly; and 3) conveniently delivers key messages in a format—QR 
code via smartphone—that today’s generation of employees prefers to use for 
learning. It’s truly beneficial: improving the employee and customer 
experiences with increased seller knowledge of the latest AT&T customer 
solutions.” (Jane Gordon, Vice President of Sales Operations, West Region) 

LESSONS LEARNED 

My CSP team members share some of their lessons learned:  

 Don’t over promise. “I’ve learned many things along the way. A big one for 
me is not overpromising. You can’t walk out of every meeting having signed 
your team up for the impossible. You have to truly understand the needs 
versus the nice-to-haves. Prioritization is so important.” (Hyska) 
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 Surround yourself with experts. “Surround yourself with experts in their 
fields. And know that over the years, you’ll need to keep retooling. Skills that 
were relevant three years ago are not necessarily the ones you’ll need 
tomorrow.” (Hyska) 

 Have a business case. “Make sure you’ve got a compelling business case for 
what you’re doing. We’ve always been fortunate to have our senior 
leadership’s full support. When we built My CSP originally, we got our 
President’s signature directly on the PowerPoint used to explain what we 
wanted to build and why.” (Hyska) 

 Enlist the help of executives. “When you take initiatives down to the 
manager level, it can be tricky getting the right support. In those situations, 
the managers don’t have the bandwidth to prioritize the work that you’ve 
created for them, and executives aren’t aware of the problems that need 
addressing. So, we’ve gone back to the executives to recalibrate on priorities. 
And what really works is giving those leaders specific details about how this 
impacts their frontline representatives, whether its [using] metrics or, even 
better, when you can let those end users do the talking themselves.” 
(Chisam) 

 Put strategy first. “First, spend quality time developing a detailed strategy 
before engaging in business requirements or site design. Second, ensure you 
have multiple team members with a focus on usability. Third, use an agile 
development method so you can make iterative changes to the design during 
the process.” (Burns) 
“Always try to get as much direct user feedback as possible. Always be as 
critical of the content as possible to make it as succinct and effective as 
possible. We have to really tailor the content to the user group—we have to 
anticipate their questions and concerns prior to delivering it.” (Northington) 

 Engage the users. “Performing user testing and field research is going to 
pay big dividends. The user will frequently stumble on something that you’ve 
never considered.” (Cook) 

 Keep up with the times. “At times, I’ve been surprised by the amount of 
times that people want to hold onto the old. Business changes, technology 
changes, expectations change. Our user base is made up of young people 
who are educated and tech savvy, and they have high expectations of the 
systems and tools they need to do their job. And it’s our job to deliver that to 
them.” (Hyska) 
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Hager Group 
 

Using the intranet: Hager Group is a leading 
supplier of solutions and services for electrical 
installations in residential, commercial, and 
industrial buildings.  

An independent family-owned and run company 
with 11,400 employees, Hager Group is one of 
the industry’s innovation leaders. The company’s 
components and applications are produced in 20 
locations for customers in more than 80 
countries. 

Headquarters: Blieskastel, Germany 
Number of employees the intranet supports: 
Approximately 6,000 connected users; non-
connected users can access the intranet from 
public kiosks. 

Company locations: Hager Group operates 57 
local companies. Its products and solutions are 
available in 84 countries. 

Locations where users use the intranet: 
The intranet is used in more than 90 locations 
worldwide, including France (20), Germany (17), 
Greater China (6), Switzerland (4), Italy (3), 
Poland (3), India (3), Spain, the UK, the 
Netherlands, Australia, and Dubai.  
Annual Sales: 1.55 billion Euros (2011) 

Design team:  
The Hager Group core team was composed of 
individuals from Corporate IT, Corporate Human 
Resources (internal communication), and Corporate 
Communication.  

This core team was augmented by several 
organizations that actively contributed to the success 
of the project, including:  

Expertime (Paris): A Microsoft Partner for 
Collaboration, Expertime developed the portal and 
custom web parts and helped Hager Group define 
functionality.  

Quatrepointzero (Paris): A web agency specializing 
in ergonomics and design, Quatrepointzero designed 
the portal based on Hager Group branding. 

Reymann communication (Strasbourg): 
Contributed to communication and training materials.  

Members: 
Hager Group core team: Philippe Dennler, David 
Pauly, Friedrich Eva, Thomas Lhuillier, Julie Roiatti, 
Sandra Hartmann, Isabel Krämer, Laure Battiston 
Apostolo, Kirsten Born, Jean Gersbach, and Michael 
Nezet  

Hager Group extended team: Philipp Alsfasser, 
Gerard Aubry, Benjamin Baechler, JeanBalayer, Anna 
Bielak, Fabrice Canton, Tharon Dalgliesh, Matthieu 
Fenger, Claire Freudenberger, Dieter Geiger, Christine 
Grosshans, Henri Hasenfratz, Stefan Kranz, Angelique 
Krupa, Cécile Lafaury, Grace Lei, Anna Katharina 
Loew, Mark Lukkassen, Martin Mosler, Carole Ritter, 
Jean-Christophe Sapin, Olivier Seyler, Mathias 
Templin, Nadine Theobald, and Sonia Worrall 

SUMMARY 
Intranet designers at the Hager Group made resourceful use of SharePoint to create 
an agreeable intranet experience for all of the company’s employees. The team’s 
inventive use of space and icons, plus its tireless work to organize content in a clear 
way, contribute to this wonderful intranet. 

The intranet team took on the challenge of moving away from its old model—one 
intranet per country—to providing a unified portal. Offering one intranet for an entire 
organization has several benefits:  

 It centralizes content, making it less likely that information will be 
duplicated, out of date, or left out of search and IA taxonomies and 
indexing. So, overall, content is easier for employees to find and 
maintain, and they feel more confident that what they are reading is 
current and correct. 

 It provides one IA framework for finding and using the UI, so users 
don’t have learn different IA structures, menu mechanics, or acclimate 
to different page templates and application designs. 
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 It promotes unity among all employees, regardless of their location 
or job title. 

Additionally, designers immediately created a very fulfilling experience on the 
homepage, which offers a series of sections of varied content—some of which rotates 
to offer more information in less space. 

Employees in 21 countries and 40 entities use this intranet; when supporting many 
countries, language choices often result in long discussions and planning. In this 
case, the intranet team knew that English is the common group language, but that 
some employees don’t speak it. They thus determined that the intranet actually 
needed to support three different languages on the homepage and main corporate 
sections, and several different languages in other areas more specific to different 
companies. Given the employee needs, the team decided to use customization to 
properly filter the content: Users would choose their own language and the company 
code where they work, and this would dictate homepage information. Thus, 
employees will see content written in the language they choose, and will see content 
for the company they work for in the homepage’s My Company News section. 
Besides these differences, the look of pages for employees across the organization is 
identical. This helps promote harmony among the organization’s various locations 
and entities.  
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Icons related to social networking—email a link, print, rate, like, and tag—appear in 
the far left column, giving users easy access to these commands. 

The team also made use of space by placing some content in tabs, including content 
for departments, projects, and communities; and by presenting different content in 
the bottom row of small sections, known as the “rolling widget line.” In this area, 
designers alternate content between four RSS widgets, three special topics blocks, 
one media gallery, one company event calendar, and one best-rated pages section.  

Other features on the homepage immediately engage employees. For example:  

 The daily turning picture in the top right header promotes 
community at the organization by showing various images, such as a 
photo of a customer event, symposium, or simply a corporate location. 

 The rolling KPI section displays progress data that employees can 
use to keep abreast of how the organization is doing and to motivate 
themselves. Some of the indicators displayed include number of 
employees, turnover, on-time delivery, and cash flow. 

 The Corporate News block appears in the upper left of the 
homepage. The news is translated into all three portal languages and 
is of interest to many employees, who can simply click a headline to 
see the full article. 
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Pictured: Users can edit their employee profiles and select a company and 
language—in this case, German.  

Once edited, the employee profile document displays all of the pertinent information 
about the employee. A helpful feature in a multilingual organization is the notation 
about the person’s native language, as well as other languages the employee speaks. 
The profiles also offer a place for employees to list their Interests so that they can 
share something about themselves; they can also add information to the Ask Me 
About area. 

Designers customized the default SharePoint UI to draw more attention to particular 
areas, such as Ask Me About, Recent Activities, and the Note Board. 
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Pictured: The Corporate IT organization area offers a summary of what it does, 
how many staff members work there, and an organization chart. 

If employees need to travel to unfamiliar company locations, information on the 
intranet will certainly help. Each location has its own section, displaying the contact 
information, hotels in the area, names and phone numbers for taxis, the time zone, 
photos of the location, maps, and other helpful information. The page also displays 
current job openings, as Hager Group encourages internal mobility. 
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beauty contest” with 25 users, Microsoft SharePoint Portal 2010 was declared the 
winner. The beauty contest consisted of three-hour presentations for all participants. 
The presentations were split into two parts: a demonstration of how each tool would 
address a challenging scenario that Hager Group defined in advance and highlights of 
each tool’s most outstanding features. 

As Dennler explains, SharePoint won the contest for three reasons. First, SharePoint 
offered the advantage of integration with Microsoft Office 2010, which Hager Group 
was rolling out at that time. Second, SharePoint let them take advantage of other 
business application integrations: “Most IT systems have connectors available for 
SharePoint—and surely all the Web 2.0 portal functions,” Dennler says.  

Finally, Hager Group’s Vorstand (Board of Directors) linked the redesign to the 
company’s latest five-year project, Project 2015. “Every five years, we analyze the 
environment, assess our resources, detail our vision, and define the targets and 
objectives—the appropriate strategies and the way to achieve them,” he says. “The 
new intranet project was presented during Symposium 2010 to 800 attendees. We 
developed a story describing the vision of Hagernet 2.0, including two to three 
mockups.”  
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Pictured: A mock-up used to share the new “Hagernet 2.0” with the larger 
Hager Group community during a symposium with 800 managers. This iteration 
resulted from a brainstorming session designed to help articulate the vision of 
what Hagernet 2.0 could be.  
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Pictured: Hager Group team members (from left to right): Cordula Hans, 
Philippe Dennler, Karen Overmass, Carlos Lima, and Günther Unterweger 
presenting the intranet redesign concept during Symposium 2010.  

Project Goals 
Historically, Hager Group has been deeply rooted in the company’s two pillars of 
France and Germany, with each culture maintaining equal importance across the 
company; but the group is growing, and the company has recognized that it must 
support the entire global community across Europe and even beyond. “The cross 
border and collaboration activities are also more important for us,” says Martin 
Mosler, Senior Manager Corporate Digital Communications. This realization weighed 
heavily on decisions made throughout the redesign. 

“The aim of Hagernet 2.0 is to empower our community by creating one unique 
intranet for the whole group based on Web 2.0 and social network functions,” he 
says. The project had three primary objectives:  

 Empower the Hager community 

o Offer 360° communication flow across the entire organization 

o Facilitate networking opportunities across teams, projects, 
expertise, and personal interests  

o Provide communications about success at the company, team, 
and individual levels  

 Improve information accessibility and efficiency 

o Provide a user-friendly interface to help employees access 
information  
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o Maintain a strong content governance structure to avoid 
information discrepancies 

o Create central stores for common assets 

 Support collaboration and innovation 

o Support collaboration across projects and borders, and 
encourage team work  

o Display information across the whole portal and offer enhanced 
search functionalities 

o Speed-up administrative processes 

Facing Challenges 

Although the project had a successful outcome, it was not without its challenges. 
David Pauly, Collaboration Applications Manager, outlines some of them: 

 Cross-cultural team. “It was an internal project involving people 
from France, Germany, the UK, and the Netherlands. So, even if Hager 
Group in general—and Corporate IT in particular—are used to dealing 
with intercultural teams, it’s still never easy.” Some of the issues that 
emerged involved language issues, competing/conflicting priorities 
based on region, and the simple truth everyone has their own ideas 
when it comes to design and content management.  

 Technology. “Side difficulties came from Microsoft SharePoint 
language management, which was not in line with our expectations. 
This implementation required much more time than originally 
estimated. Some SharePoint usability issues also created additional 
work for the team.” 

 Timing. “The constraints of the timeline meant we had to work on the 
implementation and content creation at the same time. Working on 
both sides in parallel created difficulties because our intranet is 
template-based, but at the end of the project the first movers were 
satisfied despite that complexity.” 
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INTRANET TEAM 

 
Pictured: The Hager Group intranet team (back row, left to right): Martin 
Mosler, Thomas Lhuillier, David Pauly, Gérard Aubry, Philipp Alsfasser, Sandra 
Hartmann, and Stefan Kranz; (front row, left to right): Isabel Krämer, Matthieu 
Fenger, Angélique Krupa, Christine Grosshans, Laure Battiston Apostolo, 
Philippe Dennler, Anna Bielak, Jean Gersbach, Henri Hasenfratz, and Julie 
Roiatti; (kneeling, left to right): Carole Ritter, and Mathias Templin. Missing 
from photo: Friedrich Eva, Kirsten Born, Michael Nezet, and Claire 
Freudenberger.  

GOVERNANCE 

Ownership 
Hagernet 2.0 is a joint project between Corporate IT, Corporate HR, and Corporate 
Communications. The intranet has multiple functions, content, and clients across the 
organization. “In general, Corporate IT is responsible for the platform, performance, 
and has to introduce innovations,” says Mosler. “Corporate IT is also the platform 
webmaster and responsible for template enhancements (departments, projects, 
communities). Corporate Communications is the ‘webmaster’ of the homepage 
(including the branding) and provides corporate content. Corporate HR owns the 
local (country) internal communication to employees and all HR-related information.” 

Depending on the content, the three main owners are supported by other areas of 
the group. For example, Corporate Quality has ownership of the ISO portal.  
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URL AND ACCESS 

ACCESS INFORMATION 
Item Status 

URL  All intranet content and functionality is 
available from a single address (http://hagernet2), 
but the company has divided the site into four 
additional distinct URLs, each used to access 
different content or functions: 

o http://departments 

o http://projects 

o http://communities 

o http://my 

Default Status  All users with a network account have direct 
access to the intranet simply by opening their web 
browser, which loads the homepage by default. 
Every connected employee has the same basic 
access to the intranet without any additional 
permission. This includes: general information, 
company news, HR information, Group key 
performance indicators, organization charts, and 
job offers. The default language is set in each 
user’s profile. 

Remote Access  Remote access is reached through VPN as it is 
for all internal IT systems. Once VPN is enabled, 
users can access the intranet as if they were on 
site simply by opening their web browser. 

Shared Access  Users can also access the intranet via shared 
workstations (self-service computers and touch 
screen devices) in production zones, coffee break 
rooms, and so on. This lets users without a 
personal network account access the intranet. 

So far, public kiosk use has seen limited uptake, 
mainly because production staff members spend 
their break time doing other things rather than 
surfing the intranet. The team is investigating 
several alternative solutions for this target group, 
including to broadcast company news, KPIs, and 
job offers on TV screens and tablets in the break 
rooms.  
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Pictured: Public kiosks are available in production areas and break rooms at 
several locations. The kiosk is touch screen, but a mouse is also available. 
(Pictured: Cecile Lafaury).  

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY WORK 

Design Approach  
At the beginning of the project, the team conducted a survey; the goal was to 
identify the existing intranet’s most useful content as well as to figure out what 
functionality was missing. They also benchmarked against several research studies 
(including the NN/g Intranet Design Annual 2008 and 2009) and visited companies 
with significant intranet portals. However, the real work began when they started 
conducting workshop sessions with users.  

“At the beginning, we used heuristic maps to describe the content that we wanted 
and the content of each template,” says Thomas Lhuillier, Project Manager Corporate 
Digital Communications. “The designer gave us proposals using Visio before the 
mock-ups were produced. In the end, the mockups were used to validate the design 
with feedback gained through user interviews.”  

The homepage’s evolution through this process exemplifies how the site design 
evolved overall. The process is detailed in the following six screens: 
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Pictured: The first homepage wireframe, developed in Visio. Even at this 
preliminary phase, the homepage’s main elements are starting to surface. This 
wireframe was derived from heuristics maps that emerged from workshop 
sessions with users.  



 

164 

 

Pict
init
issu
bra

INFO@NN

tured: The f
ial user inte
ues, includin
nding; the 

GROUP.COM 

first design 
erviews. Thr
ng too many
unstructure

mock-up of 
rough those 
y colors; rou
d header; a

f the homep
 interviews,
unded corne
and the too-

age, which 
, the team id
ers that wer
-rich footer. 

 was used d
dentified de
re not aligne
  

Hager Group 

uring 
esign 
ed with 

 



 

© NIELSE

 

Pict
due
the

EN NORMAN G

tured: A pro
e to translat
e design afte

ROUP 

oduction scr
tion issues (
er testing an

reen of the h
(linked to th
nd reduced t

homepage. 
he menu des
the footer.  

WWW.NNG

The menu h
sign). The te
 

GROUP.COM 

has been ch
eam also sim

165 

hanged 
mplified 

 



 

166 INFO@NNGROUP.COM Hager Group 

 

 

Pictured: During the workshop phase, the team used this view to show users 
what they would see when accessing the homepage on their laptop computers. 

Working with Agencies 
Having chosen Microsoft SharePoint 2010 as the intranet platform, the team then 
had to select a partner to help with several project components, including: 

 Definition of the portal 

 Definition of the technical architecture 

 Design of the portal in line with the company’s branding rules 

 Management of the web integration (in SharePoint) of the company’s 
branding 

 Delivery of the relevant solution on time 

To achieve all of this, the team decided to work with Expertime, a Microsoft Partner 
that delivers several solutions, including portals and collaboration, e-commerce, 
business intelligence, and design; and Quatrepointzero, a Paris-based advertising 
consulting agency specializing in ergonomics and design, specifically in user 
experience. “The main reason for choosing these partners was the proven track 
record each had with intranets and branding, and the ability to deliver the full 
package at a fixed cost following the requirements phase,” says Dennler. 

Also, to help with communications efforts around the launch, Corporate 
Communications selected a partner that Hager Group has worked with for many 
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years, Reyman Communication in Strasbourg, France. “Here, we wanted to launch 
with humor and create a teasing tone with a stop motion video,” says Lhuillier. “And, 
due to the significant number of users on the intranet we also requested the 
production of video tutorials.”  

An example of these tutorials is available publicly on the company’s YouTube 
Channel: http://www.youtube.com/user/hagergroup. 
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TIMELINE 

INTRANET TIMELINE 
Milestone Date Milestone Description 

1999  First intranet: This initial intranet was set-up with a local 
intranet page for each country and an international page 
to share applications. 

2002  Updated design: This release included an updated design 
with several new functions, including search, calendar, 
mail, and the resource reservation system.  

 Updated navigation: Top-level navigation was redesigned 
using a drop-down list to replace icons. 

2005  Third version: This new version was created to 
incorporate newer technology and to improve and grow 
the company’s information flow. 

 To help attract employees to the intranet, the company 
held a naming contest that resulted in the name 
“Hagernet.” 

2009  Hagernet design updated as part of the Hager Group 
branding initiative.  

End 2009  Voice of Customer survey elicits more than 100 
responses from around the world. 

End 2009  Team identifies potential technology solutions for the 
new intranet.  

March 2010  “Beauty contest” held to evaluate top two technology 
suppliers. 

April 2010  Microsoft SharePoint Portal 2010 is chosen as platform 
for new intranet. 

 Project on hold for a short time while other projects play 
out. 

June 2010  First design mock-up is created to evangelize the 
possibilities of the new Hagernet at the company’s 
Symposium. 

October 6, 2010  Team presents the Hagernet 2.0 vision to 800 attendees 
worldwide.  

December 2010–
March 2011  Project restarts with SharePoint partner in place.  

February–March 
2011  Internal staffing and project organization (steering 

committee, project committee, and members from 
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several countries) 

February 2011  Installation of a SharePoint 2010 sandbox 

April 29, 2011  Official project team kick-off 

May–July, 2011  Develop detailed specifications based on 17 workshops 

July–August 2011  Wireframing of Hagernet 2.0  

August–
September 2011  Set up technical environment  

September 2011–
January 2012  Development phase 

January–April 
2012  Content creation  

January–April 
2012  Bug fixing 

March–April 2012  Communication campaign  

March–April 2012  Create online help documentation 

End April 2012  Pre-campaign (teasing prior to launch) 

May 7, 2012  Hagernet 2.0 launches in all countries  
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CONTENT AND CONTENT CONTRIBUTORS 

Content (Contributors) are King 
The Hager team stands behind the old adage: content is king. And that means that 
those who contribute content to the intranet are the real royalty. 

“Content is a matter of contributors,” says Roiatti. “Including contributors right at 
the beginning of your intranet is really important because you can provide the best 
and most responsive architecture, but there will be no interest in participating if 
there is not enough quantity and quality (timely) content.”  

Although the team prefers to be hands-off and let contributors manage their spaces 
unfettered, some oversight is necessary to maintain sensitive content. “We really 
wanted to let owners be free to decide the way they will manage their web spaces, 
but for sensitive issues—like some Human Resources topics—editorial and review 
committees have been set in place,” says Roiatti. 

After the new intranet’s launch, the team had approximately 150 trained contributors 
to help provide content to end users. Since then, file share migration, news 
publishing, and a complete rethinking of information sharing in general has helped 
increase that number to more than a thousand potential contributors.  

The Hager team attributes this rapid increase in contributors to having a motivated 
workforce, and that motivation goes hand-in-hand with training and support.  

The Corporate IT collaboration team provides dedicated content training sessions, 
documentation, and daily support to contributors and site owners. “The more 
contributors feel confident with the system,” says Pauly, “the easier it will be for our 
IT team to receive the feedback about issues, enhancements, or questions they may 
have.” 

In addition, key users are invited to periodic workshops so they can use and give 
feedback on platform enhancements (such as new functionalities or web parts).  

Content Governance 
The screenshot below outlines how Hager Group manages intranet content 
governance. The team has established a set of fixed criteria that it tracks for each 
main content area, functionality, or application featured on the site.  

The governance categories include: 

 Content description 

 Availability: Who can access the information (public or closed user 
group)? 

 Owner/sponsor  

 Who is responsible for the content?  

 Who updates the content? 

 Update frequency 

 Origin: When was it first created or migrated from the old system?  
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TECHNOLOGY 

TECHNOLOGY  
Category Technology Used 

Web Server Hardware and 
O/S  Windows Server 2008 R2/IIS/SQL Server 

2008 R2 

 Hardware: QuadCore 3.4 GHz, 12GB RAM 
for FrontEnd, 8GB for App [server], 24GB 
for SQL [server] 

Bug Tracking/Quality 
Assurance  SharePoint lists 

 Team Foundation Server 2010 

 Microsoft Excel 

Design Tools 
 

 Excel, Xmind 

 Microsoft Visio 

 Adobe Photoshop  

 Silverlight Designer 

Site Building Tools  SharePoint Designer 

 Visual Studio 2010 

Content Management Tools  MS SharePoint 2010 Server 

Search  MS SharePoint Enterprise Search Engine 

Other Functions  Nintex Workflows 

 Nintex Forms 

 Several Web parts coming from Pentalogic, 
Infowise, and Nevron 

MOBILE 
Hagernet 2.0 is available for mobile browsing, but it has not been customized for 
mobile. The site is compatible with devices and tablets used in the company.  

SEARCH 
Using SharePoint search has made a big difference in the redesigned intranet by 
providing embedded indexing of all content—not just by page or document titles, but 
by all the content on every page. “This is really powerful,” says Friedrich Eva, IT 
Consultant, “and lets us take advantage of (Microsoft) Office application integration. 
For instance, PDF files can also be indexed. 

“We also added some of our shared file areas into the search scope, enhancing 
cross-content results. The search is smart, powerful, and easy to use.” 
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But maintaining a high-level search is not so easy. “It is a daily challenge for every 
contributor to place metadata, synonyms, and favorites that will help in indexing 
content in the way users try to find it,” Eva says. “Monitoring ‘no match’ results 
enable us to know what is searched and how.” 
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LESSONS LEARNED  
Dennler shares some of the team’s lessons learned: 

 Think globally: “Think about the entire information flow. Don’t 
concentrate on one function.”  

 Integrate the intranet into your company’s DNA: “An important 
part of the Hager Group’s DNA are projects—that’s why we created a 
specific area for this subject.”  

 Use of templates: “Don’t just use templates but explain what is 
mandatory in the template and what can be changed. And don’t be too 
strict.” 

 Take your time: “User adoption is not immediate. It took one month 
until a ‘difficult’ question was asked in the comments. And our 
organization needed two weeks to answer. That’s too long, but we’re 
also still in the learning process.” 

 Know your limitations: “SharePoint is powerful but complicated 
when you want to have your own branding on top of the tool. The 
development of a specific branding in SharePoint is a specialist’s job.” 

 Use complementary tools: “Use the integration capabilities of 
SharePoint 2010 to integrate Office 2010. You will make your users 
happy.” 

 Keep an open platform (within reason): “Permissions and security 
can be a nightmare! Be open and explain that only really confidential 
documents should be protected. Don’t create too much granularity in 
the permissions.”  

 Use the intranet to make your organization more transparent: 
“We have integrated an organization browser that shows the reporting 
lines, from all employees up to the top management. This feature is 
really appreciated.” 

 Be inclusive: “Be equitable! Every employee should have access, 
even if it’s complicated when you have production units or small 
locations.” 

 Double check translations: “Check content in every possible 
language. You will always have surprises, so do this as early as 
possible.” 

 Raise awareness: “Do ‘open days’ where ambassadors present the 
intranet functions and content during one or one-and-a-half hour 
sessions. It’s not a training session, just an awareness session to help 
people to jump in. We have had over a thousand employees attending 
such sessions so far.”  

 Take full advantage of SharePoint’s capabilities: “Sell the big 
advantages of SharePoint libraries. We did it using the example of a 
contract database. By adding metadata such as the ‘reviewed date’ of 
the contract, values, and supplier, you have an information system 
with added value, not just a collection of documents. And this can be 
done by the departments themselves.” 
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 Keep it fresh: “Provide daily employee self-services. Fresh content is 
what motivates people to come back day after day. The intranet must 
help them to solve their problems, such as who can replace a broken 
chair.” 

 Lunch is important: “The restaurant menu pages were the most 
searched page in the first few days. Don’t forget it.” 

 Continue to extend content and functions. “Employees must see 
that the launch is only the beginning and that the intranet will continue 
to grow and expand continuously over time.” 
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Luzerner Kantonalbank AG 
 

Using the intranet: Luzerner Kantonalbank AG 
(LUKB) is the leading bank in Canton Lucerne, 
Switzerland, with 27 branches and approximately 
1,000 employees. 

Headquarters: Lucerne, Switzerland 

Number of employees the intranet supports: 
1,000 

Locations where users use the intranet: 
Switzerland (27 branches in Canton Lucerne and 
Zurich) 

Annual sales:  
Not applicable 

Design team:  
An in-house team of six people formed the core team, 
with Pius Peter as internal project manager. For 
workshop sessions, three to six representatives from 
different business departments were involved. Namics 
AG moderated the workshops, developed the business 
and technical concepts and the design, and 
implemented the solution. 

Members:  
In-house: Pius Peter, Project Manager; Roger Müller, 
Content Migration and Quality Manger; Roger 
Baumeler, Requirements Analyst; Peter Mitura, 
Webmaster; Esther Schwarzentruber, Webmaster; 
and Rudolf Künzli, Head of Steering Committee 

Namics AG: Bernd Langkau, Program Manager and 
Intranet Consultant; Samuel Peyer, Project Manager 
and SharePoint Consultant; Kirsten Pilih, Designer; 
Markus Spiekermann, Technical Architect; Urs 
Wanner, Software Engineer; and Lars Kadner, 
Frontend Engineer 

SUMMARY 
The Luzerner Kantonalbank AG (LUKB) intranet harnesses and exploits the power of 
metadata and taxonomy to ensure that the right kind of content automatically makes 
it to the right places. Marrying this with a calm, consistent design throughout makes 
this intranet an unusually supportive tool. 

Employees can find most of the information and tools they want right on the 
homepage; upon login, users see personalized information, such as the calendar in 
the lower left column (Termine). The page also shows a list of appointments that 
match the user’s interests, which are chosen by filtering (from all LUKB events) 
those categories the user has expressed interested in (as with the news filter). Users 
can filter news and events by locations, departments, categories, and products. The 
homepage shows events and promotions, important links, and news. What appear to 
be simple news and events lists are actually powered by a sophisticated, carefully 
considered backend system that accommodates metadata for news and calendar 
items, as well as the rest of the intranet’s content.  

Depending on the user’s background, the homepage displays the current interest 
rates (Zinssätze) in a table in the middle of the right column. The site’s taxonomy 
model facilitates efficient use of metadata, including about interest rates, which is 
imported from other systems and is linked to the intranet content.  
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Pictured: Users can access tools, news, current rates, and more from the 
homepage. 

To cater to various user types, designers created customized homepages with helpful 
content and links targeted for each intranet user group. For example, the homepage 
for client advisors shows current interest rates, while the homepage for marketing 
staff displays current news. Employees can choose the most suitable homepage or 
“startpage” to see what they want and need. 
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Pictured: Users can select the homepage that best suits their needs from a set 
of homepages. 

To ensure that users see the news they need and care about, some news is marked 
as obligatory, meaning all users must see it. Those items are grayed out in the list 
for selecting news channels, so users can see them and know they can’t be removed. 
As for the rest of the news, users can choose topics from five different channels:  

 Wichtige Kategorien (Important Categories) 

 Abonnierbare Kategorien (Subscribable Categories)  

 Standorte (Locations)  

 Departemente (Divisions)  

 Produkte (Products) 
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Pictured: Users can choose the news channels that suit them. 

In addition to choosing a homepage, news channels, and appointments (Termine), 
users can work with another helpful personalized area, Mein Intra (My Intra) section 
of the intranet. The yellow tab in the global navigation is set off from the others, to 
the far right. Users can customize this dashboard by adding unlimited pages, with up 
to 15 elements (or web parts) per page. Because of the consistent metadata 
scheme, whenever a document is added, it is automatically positioned in the correct 
web part. Among the sections are:  

 Meine Kontakte (My Contacts) 

 Meine Prozesse (My Processes) 

 Meine Weisungen (My Instructions) 

 Meine Links (My Links) 

 Meine Produkte (My Products) 

 Meine abgelaufenen Inhalte (My Outdated Content; this section is only 
for authors) 
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Pictured: Users can thoroughly customize the intranet’s Mein Intra (My Intra) 
section to best suit their needs. 

The top-level navigation menu is persistent and appears on all intranet pages. The 
white text on the blue tabs is clearly legible; on the selected tab, the background 
changes from blue to white and the text changes from white to blue so that it’s 
clearly distinguished from the other menu items. This helps users stay grounded as 
they traverse the site.  

Employees can search for colleagues using the Person field in the upper left. As the 
user types, relevant people appear in the suggestions list, which includes pictures of 
the employees to help users recognize people they know by face. The person’s 
name, location, and phone number—with a flyout click-to-dial feature—also appear 
in the list. But, on this intranet, you don’t just click a name to move forward; 
designers offer several possible actions to take here via three small icons to the right 
of each name and description. The first icon, a miniature representation of a profile 
document, allows users to bookmark the contact, which adds the person to the 
logged in user’s My contacts area. The envelope icon opens and addresses an email 
to the selected person. The telephone icon lets users send a phone notice (similar to 
a missed call message).  

Users can also click the person’s name or photo to go directly to the profile page. 
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Pictured: Users can save the people search results to their contacts list. 

The user profile page first shows a clear picture of each employee, along with his or 
her name and title. The rest of the key information, such as location and phone 
numbers, appears in the profile’s top section, while other information, such as a 
dynamic org chart (the “Organigramm” tab) appears in tabs below it.  

As in the search list, users can use icons to perform various actions, including to 
bookmark the information or email the employee.  
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Pictured: On the profile page, important information appears at the top, with 
less important information following below it in tabs. 

Designers chose a mega menu for navigation because it lets users see more choices 
simultaneously, scan them, and with one mouse click access the page they desire. 
Designers know that the more choices users have to make before seeing the related 
menu items, the more chances they have to make the wrong choice. Although 
showing about 90 links at once might seem daunting, designers found a way to 
organize the links so users can easily scan them—that is, the headings are large, 
blue, and bold—and easily make their choices. If users like the main topic, they can 
scan some of the items below it. Because of the white space and the subtle lines 
between sections, it’s easy to tell which links go with which heading. 

One flaw we often see with mega menus is that users can mistake the large menu 
for part of the main page. Designers avoided this issue here with a few important 
visual signals: 

 There is vertical space between the menu’s edges and the page on 
both sides. 

 The menu tab’s background is the same color as that of the mega 
menu. This is a cue to users that they are in a particular menu. 

 There is no line or other separator between the tab and the page, so 
they flow into each other.  

 The page behind the mega menu is grayed out, so users know they 
can’t act on that page in the current state. 
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Pictured: The mega menu lets users easily scan dozens of links to almost every 
financial product at LUKB. This is the intranet’s largest mega menu. 

If users think they know the term they’re looking for, they can choose to use the 
site’s extensive search features. The search results page displays the search query, 
results sorted by relevancy, clear headings, short descriptions, URLs, and an icon 
denoting the document type (such as Word or PDF). Users can scan the titles or 
further refine the list using the Trefferliste filter (Result List Filter) area on the right. 
The taxonomy model makes it easy to use the metadata, so users can refine their 
search results. As for the UI, check boxes are often the easiest way for users to deal 
with filters, as they can easily select and deselect the boxes, and see which are 
currently selected. Users can choose from several filters, including: 

 Erstellt (Creation Date)  

 Geändert (Last Edited) 

 Inhaltstyp (Content Type) 

 Produkte (Products) 

 Sachverständiger (Expert) 

 Weisungen (Instructions) 
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Pictured: Users can filter search results by various factors, including creation 
date, last edited, and content type. 

Customer advisors regularly use the financial product pages to find information for 
clients. It’s thus important that they find correct, current, and thorough information 
in these areas. The intranet again uses metadata to automatically populate the 
product pages in understandable ways. This eliminates the usually necessary work 
by content authors, as well as eliminating human error in finding and harnessing 
information about products’ processes, interest rates, related forms and instructions, 
and affiliated products.  

To ensure advisors benefit from knowledge transference, layout of the product pages 
is kept consistent: the most important information is on the first tab, with other 
information, such as Weisungen (Instructions) and Prozesse (Processes), in the 
embedded tabs. A list of Verwandte Produkte (Related Products) and Word and Excel 
templates (IDV Dokumente) appear in the right rail. 
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Pictured: The very popular product pages are consistently laid out across the 
intranet and are auto-populated via metadata. 

Like product pages, the process page, which lists all processes, is also heavily 
supported by metadata. In a few keystrokes, users can find any process in the 
process management system (which is imported daily) and see the name, process 
structure, search term, process number, and responsible person. This is a “filter as 
you type” functionality, which filters possible matches as users type.  
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Pictured: Users can search for any processes in the process management 
system. 

The LUKB intranet is consistent and offers meaningful information throughout, much 
based on its taxonomy system. These traits, along with personalization and 
customization features, help all employees, but cater especially to the customer 
advisors—the people who can truly make the difference in the business. 

BACKGROUND 
The vision driving the new intranet had many branches, including: improve 
workflows, use shared knowledge, strengthen employee participation, and create 
“digital values.” 

Two events were driving this push toward change:  

 Outdated technology: The existing intranet used Microsoft CMS and 
SharePoint 2003, which were outdated.  

 Changing agency support: The company’s partner agency, Aseantic, 
had stopped providing project support.  

Pius Peter, Vice President and Project Manager, outlines the mission statements 
developed to guide the project:  

 Users should be able to find their desired information at any time 
through a well-structured information design and a powerful search 
function. 

 A flexible, user-friendly (partly personalized) user interface should 
support work processes.  

 Information and functionality should be reachable through (ideally) 
only one click. 

 Collaboration, information flow, and knowledge exchange should be 
improved through the use of Web 2.0 technologies.  
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Pictured: The old LUKB intranet, which was based on Microsoft CMS and 
SharePoint 2003.  
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INTRANET TEAM 

 
Pictured: The LUKB intranet team (standing, left to right): Urs Wanner, Bernd 
Langkau, Pius Peter, Lars Kadner, Markus Spiekermann, Roger Baumeler, and 
Roger Müller; (seated, left to right): Samuel Peyer, Esther Schwarzentruber, 
Lars Kadner, Peter Mitura, and Rudolf Künzli.  

 

GOVERNANCE 

Ownership 
The intranet is technically owned by the intranet team, which consists of three 
people and is part of the IT department. The communications department is 
responsible for content. The rest of the team’s roles are outlined below:  
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INTRANET TEAM RESPONSIBILITIES 
Role Responsibilities 

Intranet Committee   Strategic intranet development  

 Intranet governance 

 Quality assurance 

Intranet Administrators  First- and second-level support: 

o First-level support: handling issues such 
as misspelling and problems with the 
CMS that are not intranet system 
problems. 

o Second-level support: Problems with the 
intranet system that can be handled by 
the administrators, such as by rebooting 
the system or importing new data from 
interfaces 

 Various changes 

 Operations and maintenance 

 Triage/third-level support: All issues that 
cannot be solved by in-house administrators 
but that require knowledge about the system 
from the developer’s side (Namics) or 
knowledge about the com infrastructure (Swiss 
IT Services). (“Triage” means that the admins 
can judge whether it’s an issue for Namics or 
Swisscom IT Services.) 

Content Owners 
(Sachverständige)  Each page must be assigned to a content 

owner. The company has approximately 50 
content owners; they are important to the 
content lifecycle as they must confirm/update 
their content every 13 months. 

Editors/Publisher  Decentralized content publishing 
(approximately 60 editors/publishers) 

Provider  
(Swisscom IT Services)  Hosting and third-level support 

Solution Provider  
(Namics AG)  Development and third-level support 

USERS 
All employees use the intranet, but the relaunch was targeted mainly to support 
customer advisors. The idea was to develop a digital workplace for them, so they can 
easily find all the information they need for their daily work. 
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URL AND ACCESS 

ACCESS INFORMATION 
Item Status 

URL  http://intranet.lucorp.ch 

Default Status  The intranet is set as each employee’s default 
homepage, and users have their own application 
icon on the Citrix client.  

Remote Access  Users can access the site remotely via a Citrix 
client. Employees use this option regularly when 
working from home. 

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY WORK 

Deciding What to Change  
The company used several research methods to inform its project decisions. “We 
used those methods in order to get to know users needs and requirements and to 
give them an opportunity to bring in their ideas,” says Samuel Peyer, Senior 
Consultant, Project Management and SharePoint Consulting (Namics AG). These 
included: 

 Analysis of intranet statistics 

 Visits to other companies to get insights about their intranets 

 Interactive workshops with business representatives to help with the 
design of key features (such as navigation and product display) 

 HTML prototypes derived from wireframes (using Axure) and used in 
functional specification workshops 

 Analysis of NN/g Intranet Design Annual winners main navigation 
structures to help develop the intranet’s high-level IA 

Asking the Users 
Prior to jumping into design, the team conducted an employee survey that focused 
on content and achieved a 60 percent response rate.  

Survey Facts: 

 600 participants  

 60 percent were customer advisors and 40 percent were back 

office workers 

Survey Results: 

 75 percent of respondents consider the intranet as important 

today, but see a much higher importance for it in the future 
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 The five most important content areas for customer advisors and 

back office workers were the same: 

1. Conditions/rates/prices  

2. Instructions 

3. Product information 

4. News 

5. Employee directory 

 Employees want a more powerful search and want to reach 

relevant information with just a few clicks  

 Standard presentations and project information are less relevant 

for customer advisors  

 The existing intranet is not user friendly enough, and employees 

tend to create their own private document storage workarounds 

(such as link lists and template downloads to their own PCs)  

 There is too much information, and the information is unstructured  

 There are no connections/links between related documents (such 

as instructions, regulations, and processes)  

Additional Findings: 

 Content management is too complex 

 News/announcements should be on the homepage 

 Departments should be better represented (such as with employee 

photos) 

 Document storage should be editable by several people—that is, 

the new systems should support e-collaboration in project teams 

 The site should have better document search capabilities, 

especially to support users in locating lost documents 

 Search can’t find documents, even when they have been uploaded 

correctly 

Working with Agencies 
The LUKB team worked closely with Namics AG, a professional Internet and intranet 
service provider headquartered in Switzerland, and with Swisscom IT Services AG, 
which provided intranet hosting and application management.  

After its existing partner, Aseantic, announced that it would no longer offer intranet 
support, the company invited several agencies in to pitch their services. “Namics AG 
won due to their in-house expertise in requirement analysis, concept, design, and 
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implementation of the new intranet,” says Roger Baumeler, Vice President, Deputy 
Project Manager, Requirement Analysis. “Namics convinced us with a high-fidelity 
prototype (wireframes) during the pitch. They adopted the described functionalities 
of our rough concept and outlined them in the presented wireframes. Thus, we got a 
good feeling of how our new intranet could look.”  

The LUKB team worked closely with Namics to develop the business concept 
(intranet goals, IA, wireframes, and functional specification) and also outsourced to 
Namics the screen design, technical specification, front-end engineering, 
programming, and implementation of the solution (on SharePoint 2010 and 
MatchPoint 3.0).  

Iterative Design and Team Work 
The design prototype was developed as a series of wireframes in Axure. These 
wireframes were used in workshops, where the team developed the site’s functional 
specification iteratively. This process worked very well for both teams. “The process 
of us (Namics) presenting different solution variations from our experience and 
technical background, discussing those with LUKB and finding the most appropriate 
solution for and together with LUKB worked best,” says Peyer. 

The Namics team developed a rough concept for the pitch using the survey results 
and requirements list as a starting point. “Then, we tried to visualize this rough 
concept within a set of wireframes (using Axure) for the most important pages—such 
as the start page, profile page, search results page, my site, etc.,” says Bernd 
Langkau, Senior Principal Consultant, Program Management and Intranet Consulting 
(Namics AG). 

From these wireframes, the Namics team generated a clickable HTML-prototype that 
it could present and discuss as a basis for the new intranet. The pitch prototype gave 
the LUKB team a good preview of possible new functionality. The screens below show 
how the prototypes evolved throughout the workshop process. 
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Pictured: The second version of the start page created in the first design round.  
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Pictured: The final design, arrived at after reviewing the design with the LUKB 
team and making necessary adjustments.  

TIMELINE 

INTRANET TIMELINE  
Milestone Date Milestone Description 

2004  Intranet launches based on Microsoft CMS 
2002 and SharePoint 2003 

New Intranet 

April 2010   Requirements analysis 

March 2011  Detailed concept specification 

June 2011   Implementation 

January 16, 2012  New intranet goes live 

CONTENT AND CONTENT CONTRIBUTORS 
Approximately 60 content contributors add content to the site. The editors are 
mainly from executive departments, such as institutional and company clients and 
private banking. 

Although content reviews were once part of the workflow, these reviews were not 
considered valuable enough to carry over to the new intranet and have been 
eliminated. Instead, content today is reviewed by the content users of through the 
comments and ratings functionality available on every page.  

Content contributors are trained and given a standard set of templates, which acts as 
an enforcement method. “We enforce standards and ensure consistency by providing 
training and standard templates,” says Roger Müller, Deputy Head Corporate 
Communications, Content, Migration, and Quality Management. “Additionally, LUKB 
follows a pragmatic approach. In case someone (communication or web team) 
discovers something that isn’t following the guidelines, they directly contact the 
author. Author information is displayed in each section.”  

The templates are provided to all contributors and the formatting functionality of 
SharePoint’s rich text editor (RTE) is significantly restricted to help enforce 
compliance with the company’s content guidelines.  

Also, approximately once a year, the team provides FAQs that contain both 
frequently asked questions and the most commonly made mistakes on the intranet.  
 

TECHNOLOGY 
The underlying technology changed from Microsoft CMS 2002 (which had reached 
the end of its lifecycle) to SharePoint 2010. Using SharePoint 2010 opened up many 
new possibilities for Office integration, document management, and Web 2.0. 
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TECHNOLOGY  
Category Technology Used 

Web Server Hardware and 
O/S  Windows Server 2008R2 

 Virtual Servers (4 Server Farm) 

 Microsoft SQL Server 2008 

Bug Tracking/Quality 
Assurance  Atlassian JIRA as bug tracking and issue 

tool for conceptual phase and development 

Design Tools 
 

 Adobe InDesign CS5 

Site Building Tools  Axure RP Pro 6 (for prototyping) 

Content Management Tools  Microsoft SharePoint Server 2010 

Search  Microsoft SharePoint Server 2010 (we use 
MatchPoint web parts to display search 
results)  

Other Functions  Colygon MatchPoint 2.0 
(www.getmatchpoint.com) for Metadata 
Management (in addition to SharePoint)  

SEARCH 
Although SharePoint search powers the intranet, MatchPoint web parts are used for 
input display, search results, and faceted search. The team chose MatchPoint 
because it met the specific requirements to combine metadata and full text search. 

“The core of the intranet application consists of a sophisticated metadata concept 
(taxonomy),” says Langkau. “Automatic inheritance of metadata along the 
information architecture automatically increases data classification.” 

Data from peripheral systems (such as processes, instructions, and interest rates) 
are imported into the core data model so they can be linked with the intranet 
content.  

“This technology has been applied, in particular, to the individual financial products,” 
he says. “All associated terms, interest rates, instructions, processes, forms, 
product-specific deadlines, and affiliated products are automatically displayed with 
the help of the metadata. As a result, users are presented with all relevant product 
information without the author going through laborious manual link-up processes.”  

The taxonomy model facilitates efficient metadata or full text searches with 
refinement options (see screenshots below).  
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Pictured: Final version of the taxonomy model. All topics can be connected to 
each other.  



 

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 205 

 

 
Pictured: A content search results page with rich refinement (right side).  

RESULTS AND ROI 
The true test of an intranet’s success is sometimes simply how much it is used. By 
that standard, the LUKB intranet is indeed a success. “Today, a lot more employees 
look for required information in the intranet than in other systems,” says Peter 
Mitura, Webmaster Internet/Intranet. “Users no longer have to store information 
locally (for safe keeping), because now they trust that they will be able to find what 
they are looking for and that information will be useful.  

“Our intranet is again the central information system for customer advisors,” he 
says. “Since the redesigned intranet has been launched, almost no negative 
feedback has been heard. Prior to that, a lot of negative feedback was received, also 
from management level. Especially the search, performance, and content had been 
criticized.” 

Measuring results 
The LUKB team has many impressive metrics that demonstrate how much the new 
tool is used, including that 800 of the company’s 1,000 employees use the site each 
day.  

Top 10 pages:  
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o The six start page variations: 130,000 views/month  

o People search: 20,000 views/month 

o Content search: 8,000 views/month 

o Advanced people search: 5,000 views/month 

o News overview: 3,000 views/month 

o Phone notice (a light-box form linked from the people search that 

informs people when they’ve missed a phone call): 2,500 views/month 

o Organizational browser: 2,400 views/month 

o Product pages: 1,800 views/month 

o Open positions: 1,400 views/month 

o Pin board: 1,300 views/month 

LESSONS LEARNED  
Team members share the project’s lessons learned:  

 Understand SharePoint’s restrictions. “SharePoint has some usability 
deficiencies—for example, in the provisioning of web parts on My Site by a 
‘normal’—not on SharePoint-trained—user. We did not recognize this before 
the implementation phase, since we did not know SharePoint well enough. 
Hence, Namics had to develop a drag-and-drop provisioning mechanism for 
web parts on My Site.” 

 Start with low-fidelity wireframes. “In the first step, the wireframes were 
too near to the screen design, and the intranet core team discussed too much 
about the design instead of the positioning and functionality of the web parts. 
Try also to avoid corporate colors in the wireframes to make it clear that the 
wireframes are not yet ‘designed.’” 

 Create communication groups. “Important concepts such as the product 
page functionalities were discussed in a bigger circle, with details discussed in 
a smaller project group. Thus, we could guarantee that the design was 
actually user-centered, since we understood in detail the client advisor’s 
working procedures.” 

 Involve the content authors and migration staff early. “We started 
training of content authors very early—upon deployment of the SharePoint 
content management system, but before all start page web parts were 
developed. Hence, there was enough time for migration of content and testing 
by the authors and optimizing by Namics. This empowered us to launch an 
intranet system of high quality.  

 Be aware of the SharePoint user profile cache’s fragility. “Usable 
features like the type-ahead functionality developed for the people search 
require intense caching of user data. We found out that the SharePoint user 
profile cache is not as solid as it should be.” 

 Screen designs in detail. “We would put more focus on the design concept 
and would suggest going into more depth (at least three to four levels) to 
avoid a lack of clarity and misunderstandings.”  
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 Design with all of the content in mind. “At the beginning, we would 
suggest to do an analysis of all different content elements before starting the 
screen design. Further, we suggest to not only design page types and 
standard elements such as search, lists, and forms, but also to design all 
other page elements.”  
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ONO 
Using the intranet: ONO is a solid, reliable 
alternative within Spain’s communications and 
entertainment market. It owns more than 45,000 
kilometers of fiber optics used throughout Spain. 
Headquarters: Madrid, Spain 
Number of employees the intranet supports: 
2,846 
Company locations: Operates in 82 percent of 
Spanish territory. 

Annual sales: €1,485 million 

Locations where users use the intranet: Spain 

Design team:  

In-house: Three people 

Outside firms (GMV and Spenta): Three 
people 

Members:  
In-house: Moisés Rodriguez, Innovation Manager & 
Intranet Project Manager; Alfredo Navarrete, Internal 
Communication Supervisor; and Alicia Delgado, 
Internal Communication Manager 

In-house IT coordinators: Carmen Martinez García, 
IT Projects Supervisor; Carlos Fernandez Hortelano, 
IT Projects Analyst; and Sara García Loro, IT Projects 
Manager 
 
GMV: Antonio Gómez, Project Manager; Rodrigo 
Amo, Software Engineer; and Sergio Martín, Software 
Engineer 
 

Spenta: Alfredo Temprano, Project Manager; Ivan 
Gomez, Senior SharePoint Developer; Miguel Tabera, 
SharePoint Architect; and Luis Ruiz Pavon, Software 
Architect and Microsoft MVP C# 

SUMMARY 
A change in corporate culture came just in time for ONO’s intranet team, which had 
been looking for a reason to update its aging site. The intranet, which supports the 
Spanish telecommunications company’s 2,900 employees, was six years old and 
needed a technology, design, and functionality update to be a current, useful tool 
within the organization. The cultural change involved promoting collaboration, 
knowledge exchange, idea sharing, and multidirectional internal communication, and 
came along at just the right time to inspire and influence the new site.  

Prior to the redesign, most company communication was through email, and 
employees regularly complained about the difficulty of collaborating across different 
areas of the organization. The in-house intranet team thus worked to make the 
intranet the primary method of communication.  

Collaboration was a key part of the redesign, as the site needed to reflect the 
changes afoot at the organization. As such, the team knew that the site couldn’t 
merely link to a social page, but needed to integrate social functionality throughout. 
So, the homepage and pages for different corporate areas feature “walls” for 
content. Internal Communications posts the content on the main homepage wall 
(taking suggestions for content from employees); on area walls, only employees 
from those areas can post content. Throughout the site, however, any employee can 
like or comment on content.  

The walls are quite popular. Employees can also post more traditional messages, 
rather than wall postings, but people prefer using the walls for sharing information 
because it is faster, more visible, and accept comments.  

The homepage also features a one-minute survey: 30 seconds to vote, 30 seconds to 
know the results. It also includes a list of links to commonly used systems, people 
and services (including IT and facilities). Before, whenever employees had a request 
related to one of those areas, they had to go to that area’s specific website. This was 
uncomfortable for employees, but comfortable for the service administrators; but 
now it’s easy for both as employees don’t have to remember which department is in 
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charge of which service, they just choose what they need from an alphabetical list 
that includes the contents of the three sites. 
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Pictured: The homepage features a “wall” of content posted by Internal 
Communications. All employees can post comments on it about any content.  

It was important to the team that the site, which uses SharePoint, didn’t look like 
SharePoint. An internal team member did the visual design, and an outside 
consultant was brought in to execute that design in SharePoint. The team wanted an 
attractive, colorful, and user-friendly design. A vibrant banner at the top of the page 
provides content in a visual way.  

The team makes a point to change the homepage daily to keep it fresh and current, 
and to keep employees interested and coming back to the site. Team members view 
content as a draw to the site, but also as a way to engage employees in 
conversations—through commenting and liking—and thus to learn more about 
employees and their opinions and ideas. 

The large banner on the homepage highlights current information, with items 
changing daily. The top left corner shows strategic messages. Clicking a message 
leads to the full text; clicking the arrow leads to a list of messages. The bottom left 
has a corporate calendar, where light purple squares indicate an event that day, 
including things such as payday or sales conventions. Clicking the square shows the 
event’s details to the right. The arrow opens the whole calendar, which also lets 
employees add items from the corporate calendar into their personal calendars, or 
set for events of interest.  

The bottom left also includes the Press Room, with news of the day, press analysis, 
links to the most read news (changed twice daily), press releases, and a news 
search.  

The top right promotes the latest videos. The TV department produces videos about 
monthly TV features, video club, or TiVo content, as well as promotions for concerts, 
series, movies, or documentaries.  

The bottom right includes messages that were previously displayed in the top left, 
but have moved down in priority—though they’re still important enough to remain on 
the homepage. Finally, the bottom right corner shows details of the latest 
commercial offer for ONO’s customers. By listing the best deals of the month, it acts 
as a mechanism to turn any employee into a potential seller of services to friends.  

 
Pictured: The homepage banner highlights the site content that changes daily, 
giving users a reason to come back.  

The site features a variety of personalized and customized content, available on the 
right side of each site page through the Mi espacio (My space) links. 
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One of the site’s big successes is how it consolidates all outstanding requests or 
processes in one place for employees. The site brings together pending tasks 
generated by 92 workflows at ONO. The tasks are consolidated into a single database 
that is then queried by SharePoint. These tasks are listed under Mis tareas (My 
tasks) area. Anything needing processing or approval is gathered in this central area 
to speed up the approval processes.  

Employees can—and do—create groups on the site. So far, employees have created 
43 voluntary groups and a huge number of employees have joined them (82 percent 
at last count). Mis grupos (My groups) lists the most visited groups sorted by activity 
level.  

Mis enlaces frecuentes (Frequent links) lists those site areas that the employee visits 
most often. The list is automatically generated based on the user’s behavior on the 
site. Thus, users don’t have to consciously create shortcuts to commonly used 
information; the site takes care of it for them.  

This area of the site is rounded out by a list of colleagues added manually by each 
employee. It is, basically, a list of favorites. The final list links to each user’s private 
or public personal spaces, such as expense reports, training courses, payroll 
information, and vacation time. 



 

212 INFO@NNGROUP.COM ONO 

 

 
Pictured: Each page includes Mi espacio (My space) in the right column, which 
consolidates information specific to the user.  

The corporate information page includes policies and procedures, as well as mission, 
vision, and values information. It also includes a library of all the corporate 
messages published on the site.  

This page also highlights a different employee daily. Employees are picked randomly, 
and the site features the employee’s picture and a link to his or her full profile.  
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Pictured: The corporate information page gives users access to procedures, 
policies, and notices, but also features a different employee daily, giving users 
a quick way to learn more about their colleagues.  

The Buscador de habilidades (Talent finder) helps employees find colleagues quickly 
and displays results visually. Employees can sort through colleagues using different 
criteria, such as location, position, or knowledge. Users simply open the criteria to 
see the options within and select what they are interested in. The tool returns 
photographs of colleagues who match the search criteria. Employees can click on any 
image to see the person’s full profile. Results are shown first as a whole group, 
depending on the criteria selected—location, position, skills, and so on—and users 
can then apply one of the same criteria to get a more specific result. 

One catch with the tool: employees have to upload their own photographs. At first, 
many were slow to do this, meaning that search results returned many stock images 
of outlines, rather than pictures of employees. But then the team made a concerted 
effort to encourage employees to upload their photos; as of this writing, 2,401 
photos—or 85 percent!—have been uploaded.
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Pictured: The Talent Finder lets users select criteria on the left side of the page 
and see matching colleagues on the right.  
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Much more than just a pretty intranet, the ONO site has gone far to encourage 
communication throughout the organization and streamline processes for users. The 
team has also successfully reached its goal of disguising SharePoint to create a site 
that is unique to ONO.  

BACKGROUND 
After six years using the same intranet, a change was needed—and not a small one. 
ONO needed to evolve its intranet’s technology, look and feel, and functionality. The 
redesign project’s main focus, however, was to make the intranet align with the 
company’s cultural changes. The new corporate culture was focused on promoting 
collaboration, knowledge exchange, idea sharing, solutions, and multi-directional 
internal communication. So, the new intranet had to reflect this new emphasis on 
collaboration and communication. 

The goals for the new intranet were threefold:  

1. Serve as a powerful communication channel. Prior to the 
redesign, e-mail had been used as the main internal communication 
channel. With the new intranet, it was completely replaced by a robust 
homepage featuring several communication spaces. 

2. Become a highly collaborative tool. This goal was achieved by 
integrating collaboration throughout the intranet, from the homepage 
through to area pages and beyond.  

3. Simplify daily information processing. Simplifying workflows and 
creating task efficiencies was one of the driving factors behind the new 
intranet design. “People want to save time in daily tasks,” says Alicia 
Delgado, Internal Communication Manager. “They want to ‘get to the 
point’ once they enter the site.”  
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Pictured: The site contains an entire page dedicated to each executive area: 
Finance, Human Resources, Information Systems, Legal, Network & 
Technology, Online Business Unit, Residential Market, and SMEs. Each area has 
one administrator and one backup administrator, who are both responsible for 
the content. Internal Communication does not control what areas include on 
their pages, beyond offering basic editing if needed. So far, it has never been 
needed.  
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Pictured: The intranet features a mini site dedicated entirely to supporting the 
company’s brand. The mini site’s sections facilitate correct usage and 
application of brand assets.  
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INTRANET TEAM 

 
Pictured: The ONO intranet team (from left to right): Alfredo Navarrete, Alicia 
Delgado, Moisés Rodríguez, Carmen Martínez, Sara García, and Carlos 
Fernández. 

GOVERNANCE 

Ownership 
The Internal Communication department, within HR, owns the intranet. The intranet 
team is comprised of two people: Alfredo Navarrete and Alicia Delgado. 

Internal Communication and Innovation have worked together as a team, sharing 
goals and making the project happen. This joint venture has been especially effective 
given the Innovation team’s role in helping shape the strategy and provide 
technology solutions to meet the requirements and needs that the Internal 
Communication’s intranet team identified. 
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INTRANET TEAM RESPONSIBILITIES 
Role Responsibilities 

Internal Communication 

 Provide governance, program management, 
coaching, support, and evaluation of area 
administrators. 

 Responsible for content of the entire intranet 
except area pages and walls; editors are 
available for those as needed.  

Area administrators  Responsible for updates and consistency in 
their sections.  

USERS 
All ONO employees use the intranet, regardless of role. It is the main channel for 
internal communication, and it provides access to all corporate applications. 
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Pictured: Example of a corporate message to all employees. In this case, the 
Innovation area wanted to launch a new innovation model based on the 
participation of all employees. The team used this messaging to get the ball 
rolling and to lead by example—by creating an innovative communication 
message.  
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URL AND ACCESS 

ACCESS INFORMATION 
Item Status 

URL  http://intranetono 

Default Status  The intranet is the browser’s default page, but 
users can change it. ONO supports three different 
types of devices: 

o Desktop: intranet is automatically 
opened when the computer is turned on. 

o Laptops: intranet is automatically 
opened when the computer is turned on. 

o Thin clients: Intranet is opened only 
when browser is opened (because the 
process of automatic opening on start 
up delayed the boot process). 

Remote Access  Users can access the intranet remotely through 
the company’s LAN and outside the office through 
Citrix from their personal devices (including 
tablets). Once they are connected, users can 
access the intranet directly. 

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY WORK 

Design Approach  
The ONO team vetted the new design with the company’s CEO and, to learn how to 
solve intranet IA issues, reached out to other large companies—including two banks 
(one Spanish, one Dutch); one global technology company; an innovation and talent 
company; and a telecommunications company. However, the team’s most important 
research came primarily from benchmarking and focus groups.  

“We went to several major companies in Madrid to see their intranets and we also 
had that NN/g 2010 Intranet Design Annual that we had bought when the possibility 
of making a new Intranet was being considered,” says Delgado. 

“We (Innovation and IC) had a meeting in order to establish the different methods of 
research that we wanted to do and could pursue,” she says. “Since we did not have 
any budget for this, we did everything in-house, benchmarking with companies 
where we knew colleagues who could help us by sharing their intranets with us.” 

The team assembled focus groups that included participants representing all 
functional areas of the company. “What we expected from the focus groups was to 
learn which features people wanted to keep in the new intranet,’ says Delgado. 
“From my experience, I can tell you that every time that I had the chance to ask 
people what they wanted in an intranet, most of them did not say much. It always 
works better if you propose things and ask people to rank them. In this case, we 
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asked about how they would welcome a social network and a good document 
management system and the answer was very positive in both cases.”  

Benchmarking provided the most valuable information to the design team. “It 
allowed us to find out which features they all had in common and which they all 
missed,” says Delgado. “The first ones formed part of our basic requirements, and 
the latter let us be innovative with the site.” 

Working with Outside Agencies 
The ONO team brought in two outside agencies to help with the project. GMV was in 
charge of project management; it also developed the data import processes to move 
the data from SAP and created workflow programs. Spenta “painted” SharePoint. 
“[They] painted the design we made,” says Delgado. “They programmed the 
different web parts and they integrated the collaborative network (Beezy) into the 
intranet.” 

 
Pictured: The intranet’s social collaborative network is called Agora (a Greek 
word meaning “gathering place”). The Beezy network is fully integrated into the 
site to leverage interdepartmental teamwork; the tool can create groups within 
the same business area or from different departments that are sharing working 
projects or social interests. Each group has the following features: documents 
(a library of assets accessible only to authorized group members); calendars 
(so group members can share important dates); debates (which anyone in the 
group can open); and links (which can be added directly or through a 
contribution on the wall).  
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TIMELINE 

PROJECT TIMELINE  
Milestone Date Milestone Description 

2001  First company intranet 

 December 2006  Second company intranet 

 March 2011  Decision to create a new intranet  

August 2011  Consulting partner chosen 

September– 
January 2011  Development phase 

February 1, 2012  Launch day (with 85 percent of the content) 

March 2012 

 Analysis of user behavior and site usage 

 Bug fixing  

 User survey 

April 2012  Phase II launch (including the remaining content) 

CONTENT AND CONTENT CONTRIBUTORS 
The ONO intranet uses the default SharePoint CMS, and Internal Communication 
manages content updates when requests are made to post items to the homepage. 
Only IC can post content to the homepage; aside from this, all areas have their own 
contributors. 

“We (Internal Communication) work in Human Resources (including Facilities) which 
is the main content contributor, followed by the IT department, CEO, and the rest of 
executive areas,” says Delgado.  

Area administrators can post whatever they consider appropriate in their own areas. 
Because the site’s focus is social, the walls are the go-to content areas, where users 
can receive feedback on their contributions.  
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Pictured: How CMS contributors interact with each other and with the CMS.  
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TECHNOLOGY 

TECHNOLOGY  
Category Technology Used 

Web Server Hardware and 
O/S 

 Web Server: Microsoft Internet Information 
Server. 

 Hardware: 

o Two web servers 

o Two crawl servers 

o Two services servers 

o HD 400Gb, with extra space for logs, 
backup, and temporal data 

 O/S: Microsoft Windows server 2008 R2 

Bug Tracking/Quality 
Assurance 

 Redmine (bug tracking) 

Design Tools  Photoshop, Fireworks, and Dreamweaver 

Content Management Tools  SharePoint BackOffice  

Search  SharePoint standard search engine 

Other Functions 
 Beezy social collaborative network (fully 

integrated in the intranet) 

SEARCH 
ONO uses the default SharePoint search tool. All intranet content is indexed and can 
also be tagged (by the person who uploads the files).  

The SharePoint search tool provides categorized results, such as file name, file 
content, corporate messages made on a SharePoint template, wall contributions, and 
personal employee pages (My Site). 

“It is important to emphasize that the results provided by the search tool are only 
those to which the user has access,” says Delgado. “The user will not see any 
indexed content for which he or she doesn’t have reading rights.”  
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Pictured: The search tool indexes all content added to the intranet. The results 
are sorted by element type, including documents, comments, My Site, groups, 
images, video, pages, and calendar events. Advance search lets users sort 
results by confidentiality level, document type, result type, author, and 
modification date. 

 
RESULTS AND ROI 
Although it’s hard to compare the old site to the new site (because there are no 
statistics from the old site), the new site has met the objectives outlined when the 
project began. “The social collaborative network has been a huge success,” says 
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Delgado. “Forty-three voluntary groups have been created since the launch with a 
total number of 2,314 members. That is 82 percent of the company. We never had 
such an optimistic expectation of how this would work.” 

In addition to participation there is also a constant (and growing) body of feedback 
confirming that everything is now internally communicated at ONO [through the 
intranet]. ”People are (gradually) finding it very interesting to share what they think 
with the whole organization,” she says. “This includes top management—we have 
comments from our President, CEO, and four members of the Executive Team. They 
are also participating in their areas’ walls. This is quite an achievement, believe me!” 

Usage statistics show a very high percentage of site usage and message reading. For 
example, the most popular message posted in the big space in the menu area on the 
homepage had 7,015 readings. “Considering that we are less than 3,000 employees, 
it’s not bad!”  
 

 

Pictured: This chart highlights some of the surprising results gleaned from a 
survey aimed at assessing user response after the team launched the new site. 
Of those who responded, 72 percent said the site was “good or excellent.” 
However, 28 percent found it “regular or bad,” which was the most surprising 
result. The team believes that, while the site is a vast improvement over the 
old one, some people struggle with change and it might take time to improve 
on that impression. Despite the more tepid responses, the usage numbers are 
quite high and show that users are indeed engaging with the site, even though 
some or not used to it yet. 

LESSONS LEARNED  
Delgado shares some of the team’s lessons learned:  
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 Have a training plan in place before you launch: “We should have 
prepared a training plan for employees that was ready to start 
immediately after the launch. Although the site is very user friendly, 
just like anything that is new, it caused confusion and a sense of loss 
of information that could have been easily minimized with training.” 
The team addressed this oversight after the site launched. “We are 
doing it now in small groups of 10 to 12 people, and it’s being very 
welcomed,” she says. “People are discovering the intranet in these 
sessions, and then they start using it much more.” 

 Keep it fresh: “Make sure that your intranet looks a bit different 
every day. In 2012, when we visit a news page on the Internet, we 
expect to find different content every time—otherwise, we lose 
interest. An intranet is mainly an internal communication tool so its 
first goal is to keep the user interested. Why? Because employees 
have to be an active part of the company’s development, not only by 
being informed, but also by being a part of that development with 
their opinions and ideas.” 

 Keep people involved: “Make sure that the users can participate and 
make the intranet grow, to make it better, to make it theirs.” 

 Plan for the complexity of designing on top of SharePoint: 
“When we first showed the homepage design to our CEO, she thought 
that it had ‘too many boxes,’ too many places to look at, and she 
asked us to redistribute the content. This may sound easy but it was 
not simple at all. To ‘draw’ what we wanted over SharePoint is a 
nightmare and it took many working hours to re-adapt the design. This 
created a delay in the project, and yet we could not change the 
promised delivery date. There were days in which we thought we were 
not going to be able to make it. But we did.” 
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Saudi Commission for Tourism & Antiquities (SCTA) 
 

Using the intranet: Saudi Commission for 
Tourism & Antiquities (SCTA) is a governmental 
agency in Saudi Arabia that specializes in and is 
responsible for supporting and controlling the 
country’s tourism places and activities. In 
addition, SCTA is responsible for antiquities that 
represent Saudi Arabia’s history. 

Headquarters: Riyadh, Saudi Arabia  

Number of employees the intranet supports: 
4,000  

Locations where people use the intranet: SCTA 
operates 13 branches across official Saudi Arabia 
provinces. 

Design team: 
Design team members are drawn from the following 
departments: Design and Identity, IT, Human 
Resources, and Media. 

Members: 
Project Team: Eng. Anas Alsolai, Project Manger; 
Dr. Habbas Alharbi, Director of Media Production 
Department; Hamad Alkhaled, HR Operations 
Manger; Hossam Almujallai, Design Unit Head; Ali 
Alabdulwahed, Intranet Content Manger; Nuha Al-
Saeed, Application Specialist; Waqas Chaudhry, 
Solution Architect; Aamir Shahzad, Business 
Architect; Mead Albraheem, Application Specialist; 
and Mohammed Almazrooa, Application Specialist 

Project Board: Abdullah S. Aljehani, Vice President 
of Tourism; Dr. Abdulaziz M. Al-Sheikh, Vice President 
of Support; Majed Alshedi, Media and Public Relations 
Director; and Massar Almassar, IT Department 
Manger 

SUMMARY 
With diverse, thorough content and unusual and fanciful features, the intranet for the 
Saudi Commission for Tourism and Antiquities (SCTA) far exceeds its goal to involve, 
include, and attract all employees. 

The homepage gives an overview of the intranet’s content and varied information, 
including news, tools, weather around the country, and event photographs to help 
draw users in. Specifically, the center column offers various types of news, including 
the President’s Word section at the top, which includes a summary of and link to the 
SCTA president’s letter to the organization. Below this are the top news items, 
followed by Articles posted by employees. This combination of news from the 
president, internal news, and news and announcements written by employees 
themselves makes the homepage inclusive of and appealing to all.  

Users can access eServices—the various tools they need—via the set of icons that 
appear toward the bottom of the center column. 

More amusingly, in the upper left, the photo library section shows one of the latest 
photos that an employee posted. These pictures are related to antiquities and tourist 
attractions. Employees can click through and see more photos. The Media Library, in 
the lower right, links to videos. Also in the lower right, the Comics section links to 
comics written by employees. All of these sections add up to some entertaining 
intranet moments. Another rewarding topic relates to spirituality: The Prayer Time 
area in the middle of the left rail shows the times for praying each day. 

Given that the intranet is written in Arabic and most text is read from right to left, it 
makes sense that the main navigation menu appears on the right side of the page. 
The logo appears in the upper right, rather than left. Also, section headings, tab 
labels, and text blocks are flush right (when not centered).  
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items in the IA. No need to search or find which menu a tool might be classified 
under; they’re all here. Similarly, all documents and procedures are categorized and 
archived in the Records Center. 
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Pictured: The eServices section houses the tools and applications people need 
to do their jobs. 
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employee promotions; or it might be personal, such as marriages or education 
achievements. Mixing the business and personal helps the employees relate to each 
other and support each other on different levels, generally bringing them closer. 
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on comics. Users can submit a comic to the intranet content administrators, who 
ensure that the content is appropriate for the organization. Users enjoy this comics 
feature and visit this intranet area when they crave an amusing break. 

 
Pictured: Employees can post comics and funny stories, and comment on these 
on the intranet. 

The Media Library houses sets of media that employees post (after the media is 
approved by the content administrators). Employees can use the folder on the right 
to view different categories; they can also post comments about each item, adding 
and sharing knowledge and thoughts. 
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Pictured: Employees can edit personal and job information. 

The main page for a sector within the organization displays information important to 
that group, such as: a welcome from the president, events, projects, document 
library, eServices, media library, important links, and various other elements 
available on the homepage. In this case, however, the elements are targeted toward 
the particular sector. 

Department pages also offer similar types of content, but targeted to each particular 
department. 
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The development and design requirements gathering were a group effort, agreed 
upon by team members from different departments across the organization including 
IT, Media, and Design and Identity. The project went smoothly and deadlines were 
met, except for the final delivery date. Because SCTA decided to launch the portal to 
coincide with a big conference event that the organization would be attending, the 
biggest challenge for all of the team members was to hit that mark. This challenge 
was met by focusing their efforts so that they could launch the portal in front of 
thousands of people attending the event. 

INTRANET TEAM 

 
Pictured: The SCTA intranet team (from left to right): Hossam Almujallai, Anas 
Alsolai, Majed Alshedi, Abdullah Aljehani, Massar Almassar, Ali Abdulwahed, 
Mohammed Almazrooa, and Waqas Chaudhry.  

GOVERNANCE 

Ownership 
The intranet is managed by different departments within the organization, but mainly 
by the Media department. The Information Technology department is responsible for 
monitoring and maintenance and for supporting all technical and design issues. The 
Human Resource department manages all employee operations on the site. All 
departments manage their own related content and sections based on their job roles 
and responsibilities. 
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INTRANET TEAM RESPONSIBILITIES 
Role Responsibilities 

All Departments and 
Sectors  Update their sites 

 Manage their site’s content and sections 

All Employees  Send articles and materials they want 
published to site admin 

Media Department  Maintain all published content on the site 

 Control and filter employee submissions for 
articles, news, comics, video, photos, and other 
intranet sections that let employees post 
comments and feedback 

 Provide content for SCTA general news section 

 Manage the Voting section 

Information Technology 
Department  Offer daily monitoring and maintenance 

 Provide technical and functional support 

 Administer all intranet site collections  

Human Resource 
Department  Review employee’s information update requests 

 Manage employee directory 

 Manage all other employee operations, such as 
time off and business travel 

Management Processes   Manage electronics forms and procedures 

 Update and manage the processes and 
procedures library  

Design and Identity  Maintain intranet design and content sections 

USERS 
The SCTA intranet is used by all of the organization’s employees, meaning everyone 
can access content and post articles and replies. One of the team’s main goals for 
the intranet was to allow all employees to engage at all levels as much as possible. 
So, the team made most of the content open for all, with very few levels of 
permissions. 

Some parts of intranet are used only by specific employees because those areas are 
tied to their job responsibilities. For example, all employees can change their job 
profiles and their information on the intranet, but only one or two employees can 
access all employee changes and approve those changes to actually update the 
employee profiles. 
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to learn from their experiences first hand and view their work and ideas in context. 
The goal was to ensure that the team could achieve a high level of quality with the 
SCTA intranet. 

Although the team wanted to achieve a beautiful design, they were more focused on 
how to use beauty to create an effective design.  

The main design goal was to provide a proper and colorful design that would help 
users identify and differentiate the intranet sections, while still following established 
branding standards. However, that was easier said than done. The difficulty came in 
implementing the design without breaking the organizational brand identity. The 
brand identity is defined only in terms of simple guidelines regarding font size, font 
type, proper headers and footers, and so on.  

The team searched far and wide to learn from and apply global design best practices, 
while still keeping the site aligned with the established brand identity and making it 
useful for information finding. The efforts were successful—due mostly to the team’s 
expertise and the valuable information team members gained through site visits to 
other companies and organizations. 

The other factor that played heavily in the team’s success was a reliance on user 
testing. The team felt that testing the design with users was required to ensure the 
maximum usability level for the intranet. Team members describe the results they 
achieved as “perfect” for informing the design. 

TIMELINE 

INTRANET TIMELINE  
Milestone Date Milestone Description 
September 25, 2010  Begin intranet business requirements analysis 

October 17, 2010  Develop interface design requirements 

November 20, 2010  Begin portal development 

March 26, 2011  Complete interface design and portal 
development 

 Begin usability testing 

June 20, 2011  Launch 

CONTENT AND CONTENT CONTRIBUTORS 
Site content is developed and created by all employees within their respective 
specialties and interests. This open publishing approach was in fact one of SCTA’s 
main goals for the intranet. Every employee in the organization has the right to be 
engaged with the intranet and post materials and content as they wish.  

Training was key to making this goal a reality. It’s one thing to open up the tools, 
but this type of decentralized publishing is often more effective when employees are 
given training and guidelines on how to use the system and how to best make use of 
the access they have. When the intranet launched, SCTA conducted training sessions 
to make sure all employees knew how to both use the intranet and post feedback 
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and articles. In addition to functional training, SCTA also trained employees in ethics, 
behavior, and copyright-related subjects to help them avoid illegal action. The 
training covered things such as how to property attribute articles posted from 
outside sources. This might sound like common sense, but when the site first 
launched, the team saw many articles posted without source information.  

The team also conducted specialized training for employees with administrative 
access. For example, it trained some specialized HR employees in how to manage 
the employee directory and approve changes made by other employees. At SCTA, 
content publication basically occurs in three steps: employees submit content 
through the CMS forms; an admin reviews all content that needs approval; and, once 
content is approved, it is made public on the site. When content is rejected (for any 
reason), it is sent back to the author along with the reasons for the rejection and 
suggestions on how to improve it for future publication.  

In addition to the various trainings, the organization provides a user manual, which 
details how to use all necessary functions. This manual is available through the 
intranet. 

TECHNOLOGY 

TECHNOLOGY  
Category Technology Used 

Web Server Hardware and 
O/S  IIS 7.0 and Windows Server 2008 R2 

 HP Blades  

 SQL Server 2008 R2 

Bug Tracking/Quality 
Assurance  SharePoint Trace Logs and the Unified 

Logging Service (ULS) 

Design Tools 
 

 Adobe Photoshop 

 SharePoint Designer 

 Microsoft Expression  

Site Building Tools  SharePoint Platform 

 Microsoft Visual Studio 2010, C#  

Content Management Tools  SharePoint’s default content management 
system 

Search  Microsoft FAST Search 2010 

SEARCH 
To ensure the best possible search results on the intranet, SCTA used a high-
performance search engine called SEEK. Using this engine, the team hopes users will 
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easily find any information they want, across the whole intranet, including all 
sections and content. 

Suggested results are available based on search text and will return results across a 
variety of formats, including .pdf files, photos, page URLs, and text results. In 
addition, the search engine will temporarily store files so that search can help users 
find what they want based on previous search results.  

The team reports that intranet users are very proud and happy to see features that 
will make finding information easy and fast across all content, even if they’re 
searching for old articles. 

 

 
Pictured: The SEEK search engine in action. Users can search and find 
information or articles across the intranet.  
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RESULTS AND ROI 
SCTA was able to achieve all of its major intranet goals, including automating all 
processes and procedures that were previously done manually. Another major 
success was creating an intranet that helped employees feel like members of one big 
family, with the ability to share their news and information and read other people’s 
comments.  

The organization hit the mark on all of these initiatives. Numbers and statistics show 
that the intranet has achieved a high number of comments, articles, and content that 
employees are sharing. Through the intranet, executives and upper management are 
fully engaged in supporting their employees. They now have the opportunity to 
engage further by reviewing their employees’ news and achievements. The team 
hopes that this will help them develop specific ideas based on this information and 
knowledge sharing.  

As of August 1, 2012, the organization has logged the following statistics on intranet 
usage thus far: 

SITE USAGE 
Overall Stats 

Total number of visits 287,349 visits  

Total number of daily unique visitors 500 users 

Total number of search queries 4,400 queries 

Daily Averages 

Average number of daily unique visitors 60 users 

Average number of page views per day 9,700 visits 

 
Pictured: A list of top pages/sections, based number of visits. 
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LESSONS LEARNED  
A few lessons shared from the project:  

 Communication is key. “Good communication stops mistakes from 
becoming failures. Mistakes happen, but recovery is always possible.”  

 Put the customer first. “Know your customer and know the objectives of 
the project at hand. If any significant changes need to be made, do so, but 
with customer involvement.” 

 There is no “I” in team. “The success of a project is largely dependent on 
the skills and strengths of the people involved. Therefore, a project needs to 
have a dedicated, talented set of individuals, working towards a common 
goal.” 

 Lead, don’t follow. “Be proactive in your approach. Reactivity is just not 
good enough.” 



 

252 INFO@NNGROUP.COM Swiss Mobiliar Insurance & Pensions 

 

Swiss Mobiliar Insurance & Pensions 
 

Using the intranet: Swiss Mobiliar, founded in 
Berne in 1826, is the oldest private insurer in 
Switzerland. The Group’s product range extends 
from property, liability, and vehicle, to life 
insurance. An all-line insurer, Swiss Mobiliar is 
the market leader in Switzerland for household 
contents, business, and pure risk health and life 
insurance, as well as for the reinsurance of 
pension funds. Around 1.5 million people 
currently count on Swiss Mobiliar for their 
insurance needs. 
 
Headquarters: Berne, Nyon, and Zurich, 
Switzerland 

Number of employees the intranet supports: 
4,400 
Company locations: Operates in Switzerland 
and Fürstentum Liechtenstein 

Premium volume: Swiss Francs 3.2 billion 
(2011) 

Design team: 
The in-house core team did most of the work on 
the intranet, with support from soultank AG 
(usability and UX) and Nose Design AG (interface 
design). The technical implementation was 
handled mainly by Infocentric Research AG in 
close cooperation with internal IT. 

In-house core team (Marketing/E-Services): 
Klaus Volken, Project Sponsor and Marketing 
Director; Martin Doriot, Head of E-Services; Björn 
Böller, Project Manager, “Re-Launch RedNet,” and 
Intranet Manager; Franziska Buchenhorner, Content 
Master Intranet; Pia Gueblaoui, Content Publisher; 
Carole Scheurer, Content Publisher; Fabian Buser, 
Content Publisher; and Karin Simmen, Interaction 
Designer 

In-house corporate communications: Evelyne 
Koller, Head of Planning & Services; Kurt Messerli, 
Head of Media & Consulting; Jürg Thalmann, Editor 
In-house IT: Jean-Marc Leutenegger, Head of Stream 
“Market Management”; Gregor Koller, Technical 
Project Manager; Adalbert Schwalb, IT Product 
Manager; Giuseppe Marino, Head of SMM Web; 
Pascal Graf, Developer; Simon Ma, Developer; 
Vladimir Vasic, Test Manager; Sandra Wüst, System 
Specialist; Hans Werner, System Specialist; Christian 
Schmid, IT Architect; Lars Welti, Telematics 
Specialist; and Martin Zollet, Telematics Specialist 

External—Interface Design and UX: Marcel Uhr, 
soultank AG; Nele Eckstein and Lydia Passon, NOSE 
Design AG 

External—Technology: Daniel Udatny, Bernfried 
Howe, and Burkhard Pauli, Infocentric Research; Elio 
Zampieri, DTI Management AG 

SUMMARY 
Not every intranet team has a goal to create a “joyful” experience for users. But the 
team at Swiss Mobiliar recognized the importance of an enjoyable user experience 
and of keeping usability and user experience in the forefront when approaching its 
most recent major site redesign.  

With a massive increase in content over an eight-year span on top of outdated 
underlying technology, it was time for a change. The team was looking for a 
complete overhaul of the web infrastructure, and the addition of personalization was 
essential for the project.  

The site supports 4,400 employees located in Switzerland and Liechtenstein. 
Employees are dispersed across three different headquarters locations and 80 
agencies. Employees are located in all three language regions in Switzerland, and the 
site supports content in the three corporate languages: German, French, and Italian.  

Employees at the agencies use the intranet for their day-to-day jobs, getting product 
and training information, and even booking hospitality events for local customers 
through the site.  

Headquarters employees use the site differently than agency employees, accessing 
applications, forms, and databases, as well as social content. The Nyon headquarters 
is focused on customer service, so users there use the site primarily to meet 
customers’ needs.  
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With different offices using the site for different reasons, intranet team members 
needed to know as much as they could about their users. They started with 
contextual inquiries so they could understand user needs and create requirements, 
did early wireframe reviews to make sure they were on the right track, and 
conducted in-person usability testing sessions to fine-tune designs.  

Beyond the usability-related processes, however, the team also kept the idea of a 
good user experience in mind. Team members wanted to give the users a joyful 
experience; they saw no reason that an intranet couldn’t be as enjoyable to use as 
any other site. They fought to make the user experience a valued part of the project 
because they wanted every user to not only be able to find information and complete 
tasks, but also to enjoy using the site. This emphasis on the full experience is shown 
in the attention paid to small details, such as rounded corners, drop shadows, and 
icon and button design. 

One of the biggest changes to the site was to add personalization and customization. 
The previous site was cluttered with information intended for different audiences, 
making it extremely difficult for users to find anything of interest. The information 
was the same for all users and tended to be headquarters-centric, alienating those 
employees working at agencies; if users even bothered to read the news, half of it 
was irrelevant to them.  

The new homepage nicely reflects the move to personalization and customization. 
The team wanted to give users some control over their intranet experience, but 
without overwhelming them with options. As such, some content, such as mandatory 
corporate-level information, is pushed to users based on their identity; some is 
pushed based on role, via default department-level information; and some 
information, such as Favorites, is specific to the individual.  

All personalized elements throughout the site follow the same pattern of mandatory, 
default, or open. Mandatory content cannot be changed. Default content 
automatically appears for users, but can be edited. And open content is available for 
employees to add.  

During development, content managers worked with management to select which 
news, applications, and widgets were mandatory and which were default (meaning 
they could be removed or edited). This resulted in 36 different profiles being 
administered via the CMS. These profiles are regularly reviewed to make sure they 
continue to meet users’ needs. The HR department also informs the intranet team of 
any organizational changes, so they can change the profiles as appropriate.  

The homepage includes company news, news channels, and subscribed news. 
Company news, which is mandatory and appears for all employees, is presented in a 
carousel. The carousel uses text headlines, which lets users see all content at once. 
Many carousels force users to wait for an animation or click to see the next item. 
Listing headlines next to the carousel imagery gives users better control, as they can 
navigate directly to the content they want to view, as well as quickly see all the 
items on the carousel.  

The News Channel Section is department-specific. Department content managers can 
select which news channels are shown to employees by default, and these headlines 
appear under Mobiliar News. Users can customize news subscriptions and the 
widgets that appear on the right side of the page. 

The homepage uses a three-column design, with one wider column and two narrower 
columns. The team knew that all employees at the company used widescreen 
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monitors, so they could design for a wider display and accommodate more content 
without sacrificing legibility. All employee monitors are at least 1280p resolution.  

Red is a corporate color and is used throughout the site. It generally has a strong 
enough color contrast with the background to be legible. The use of the bright color 
doesn’t feel as overwhelming as it might otherwise, because the site doesn’t feature 
a wide array of colors. Most of the content is presented in black, gray, white, or red.  

 
Pictured: The homepage is designed for widescreen monitors, which all 
employees have. Content is personalized for and customizable by users.  

Users can add or edit news subscriptions via the Mein RedNet organisieren (Organize 
My RedNet) links, which lead to the Channels screen. Some content is mandatory 
and cannot be removed; this is indicated by a grayed-out box.  

This flexibility allows employees to find the news that is most interesting to them. 
Although content managers select channels for each profile type, users can edit and 
refine those selections.  

The same Organize My RedNet window is used for all customization options on the 
site.  
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Pictured: Users can select news subscriptions via the Organize My RedNet link. 
Grayed-out options indicate that the content is mandatory for the user.  

A set of personalized widgets appear on the right side of the page. These widgets 
contain useful bits of content or information, such as train schedules, saved 
searches, or lists of links. As with news items, some widgets are mandatory—such as 
IT system status updates—while others appear by default but can be removed by the 
user. Users can organize widgets via the same method used to customize news 
subscriptions.  

On-screen widgets can be minimized or maximized by the user. At the user’s next 
launch of the site, those preferences are retained.  

One of the main reasons the team included widgets was because the previous site 
offered a lot of information, much of which was interesting or appropriate for only a 
small subset of users. Widgets offer an elegant solution for what to do with this 
content. Groups or teams needing or wanting the content can now access it, but it no 
longer clutters other employees’ pages or interferes with their use of the site.  
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Pictured: Customizable widgets provide quick access to information on the 
homepage.  
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Pictured: Users can select widgets and edit their placement on the page. Arrows 
let users move an item to another column or move it higher or lower in a list.  

The site uses flyouts on the left side of each page. This gives users consistent and 
quick access to several content areas, including My Applications, My Favorites, My 
Watched Pages, and My Communities. 

Users can promote or demote items in the list with up and down arrows, edit the link 
via an edit icon, or remove a link using the X.  

In the Applications area, employees can add applications to their list, which appear 
alongside any mandatory application links. Departments can also set applications as 
default, rather than mandatory, so that they appear automatically but can be 
removed. Applications can be accessed via this shortcut or via the main site 
navigation. The site’s Tools section contains approximately 60 applications.  

Favorites can be added via a link in the footer of each page. Users can add a page to 
their list of watched pages in the same way. “Watching” a page means that the user 
will receive a notification if any content on the page changes. Community links give 
users quick access to relevant community pages on the site.  
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Pictured: Flyout menus on the left side of each page give users quick access to 
content. The My Applications menu is shown above, with a user’s customizable 
list of applications.  

One of the site’s small details is its use of notifications, which appear like speech 
bubbles when there is a system or user-generated change to a user’s content. For 
instance, if users add an item as a favorite, a bubble appears above the flyout on the 
left side saying an article has been added. If users are invited to join a community, a 
speech bubble appears next to their community menu telling them that their 
membership has changed. If new widgets are available, a bubble informs them of the 
change.  

Implementing this feature was complex, but the team felt strongly that it was 
needed to give users feedback about changes. This reassures users that their actions 
have been taken, as well as alerting them to any changes to their customized 
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content. Further, notifications of system updates educate new users about the 
existence and use of the flyout menus and their content.  

 

 
Pictured: The two screens above show how the site notifies users of system 
changes or responses to user-generated changes (such as adding a favorite). 
These notifications appear as speech bubbles near the relevant flyout menu.  

As is the case on many intranets, users were unhappy with the existing intranet 
search. The team changed to a faceted search to show all categories on the left side, 
with subcategories visible when a category is selected. A central taxonomy is based 
on the navigational structure. Every piece of content added to the site—whether it’s 
a content page, PDF, or news story—must be tagged in the CMS with the appropriate 
terms. The tags are mandatory: without a tag, content can’t be published.  

Site results appear in the center of the page. A list of employees who match the 
search query appear on the right side of the page, followed by related searches and 
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saved searches. Each search query can be saved and appears under the user’s list of 
favorites.  

 
Pictured: Faceted search helps users get to the result they need more quickly. 
Employee matches are pulled out and listed on the side of the page.  

Employees can find their colleagues via the site search, as shown above, or the 
employee directory. In the employee search, a type-ahead feature lets users see 
results and accompanying pictures as they type their queries.  

 
Pictured: The team receives positive feedback about the type-ahead feature in 
the employee search. Employees also appreciate seeing profile pictures in the 
results.  
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Data in the employee directory comes from the central Active Directory, but 
employees can also add their own details, such as projects and skills. The addition of 
these details allows the search to move beyond a simple employee search and 
instead function as an expert search. Employees can search for a keyword or skill, 
rather than an employee name, and receive a list of colleagues with that expertise.  

This information is also indexed by the standard site search. If someone searches for 
a keyword, the search results page includes employee results that match with that 
term (as shown in the screenshot above). This is the first step in what the team calls 
“Find An Expert,” a way to connect content with people. However, for this to work 
well, employees need to maintain their user profiles and add skills and interests.  

To make it easier for users to add information to their profiles, the site lets them link 
to an external LinkedIn or Xing profile. To help people find experts, all user 
information, regardless of source, is searchable by the intranet search and the 
employee directory search.  

Employee profile pages include an image and standard contact information, as well 
as skills and projects and an organizational chart view.  

 
Pictured: Users can edit employee profile information, adding skills and 
projects; they can also link to their Xing or LinkedIn profiles. 

The team wanted to implement collaborative tools not because they’re trendy, but 
because they’re useful. They started with minimal features to meet the 
organization’s needs, rather than implementing every type of community feature 
available.  

The team knew that adding community elements to the site would be a cultural 
change, so they met with top management to ensure they had the support they 
needed. Each agency decides if it wants a collaborative, community area on the site. 
If so, an additional tab appears next to My RedNet called Meine GA (My GA), where 
GA stands for “General Agency.” These community areas—which include blogs, wikis, 
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document upload, photo galleries, and lists of links—are intended to help teams 
collaborate internally.  

All community areas follow the same basic layout. Community managers can ask the 
team to remove certain features, such as the calendar, if they are not needed.  

 
Pictured: Each agency’s management decides if it wants a community or 
collaborative area on its site. Because collaboration is a cultural change at the 
organization, it is being rolled out somewhat cautiously.  

Small touches—such as notifications, expert results in searches, and menus for quick 
access to personal or changing content—reflect the detailed work the team did to 
vastly improve the site. The result of all this work is a site that streamlines 
information for employees. 

BACKGROUND 
Over time, the use of RedNet shifted from an information platform to a working 
platform/appliance. “After eight years online and a massive increase in content, the 
‘old’ RedNet was just not designed for future requirements,” says Klaus Volken, 
Project Sponsor and Marketing Director. “We always compared our old RedNet with a 
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used compact car. You can buy new spare parts, tune the engine, add a new car 
radio (maybe even with GPS receiver), but you will never get a modern SUV out of 
it.” 

There was a high demand for personalization and individualization. The structure (IA) 
had grown incrementally over time, and the technology was at the end of its 
lifecycle. Although these were all good reasons to embark on an upgrade, the spark 
that ignited the project was the obsolescence of the technology. The entire web 
infrastructure needed to be replaced. The underlying technology—including the CMS 
and portal software—was at the end of its lifecycle, so there was also pressure from 
the technical side. “Together with the business needs, the path for ‘RedNet 2.0’ was 
paved,” says Volken. 

 

Pictured: The top-level navigation consists of a maximum of eight different 
tabs. Meine GA (My GA) appears only for employees who belong to an agency 
that has an agency community. The mega drop-down with all second- and 
third-level navigation items appears on mouseover.  

Further highlights of the new design include the mega drop-down menu, built to 
address the project’s IA needs, and the Meine GA (My GA) communities, which 
introduced a social element to the intranet. 

 Mega menu: Designing the mega menu was challenging. “At the end 
of the design process, we almost passed through 10 different versions 
of the drop-down,” says Böller. A mega drop-down is an ideal tool for 
sites with lots of content, but only when the different navigation levels 
are obvious to users. This clarity is not always easy to achieve. The 
most obvious challenge is fitting in everything that needs to be in the 
mega menu without overwhelming users. So, everything had to be 
accommodated. “The high demands on usability and user experience 
were a challenge for the technical implementation, but thanks to the 
effort of several specialists we were able to satisfy the high 
expectations and Mobiliar’s goals could be reached,” says Udatny. 
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Pictured: The mega drop-down, with all level two and three navigation items, 
appears on mouseover. The number of columns—which ranges from one to 
four—can be set in the CMS.   

 My GA: The introduction of the new site’s community element, My GA, 
was agreed to only after deliberation. The company wasn’t interested 
in just jumping on the social software bandwagon; it wanted to 
introduce social elements with a strong business purpose. “We did not 
implement tons of features, only those our employees really need,” 
says Volken.  

“The challenge with introducing social communities in a company lies 
not (only) in implementing a new technology, the cultural change has 
far more impact on the company and its employees,” he says. 
Therefore, it is a management decision, which is why Mobiliar’s 
intranet team discussed pros and cons with the top management. 

Further, the company lets each agency decide whether it wants its own 
collaboration platform. If so, an additional tab appears next to Mein 
RedNet (My RedNet). The Meine GA (My GA) consists of a blog, wiki, 
document upload, photo gallery, and link lists. With these 
functionalities, agencies can collaborate internally but still stay within 
the intranet environment.  
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Pictured: All community functions open on the left side, while all other features 
are on the right. Additional features—such as a wiki index or search—always 
appear on the top right side, above the other functions. This placement and the 
order of boxes (functions) is not yet ideal in terms of usability; the team plans 
to change it in the near future.  

Goals 
The team laid out four main areas in which to focus its efforts for the relaunch: 

 Usability and UX enhancements (including new IA): The IA had 
grown—but without any clear direction or structure—and the look of 
the site was dated. “The appearance was rather old-fashioned and 
dusty,” says Björn Böller, RedNet Re-launch Project Manager. “Frankly 
speaking, the look was more of a website from the late ‘90s. 

“When I introduced UX to Mobiliar, some people argued that I should 
bear in mind that we are in a work environment and there is no space 
for ‘fancy’ stuff,” he says. “Being tenacious helped me to deliver the 
message over and over again: UX is not about fanciness, it supports 
the user in their everyday tasks. The intranet should also be joyful; it 
encourages employees to work with it.” 

 Restructuring search: The existing search just wasn’t effective. “Our 
users always complained that they cannot find what they are looking 
for,” says Böller. “When we interviewed our staff, the same thing 
always came up: ‘Why not buy another search engine? Obviously, the 
current one does not do its job.’ This would have been too easy. It was 
not (only) about technology, content quality—no metadata, etc.—was 
the real problem. Therefore, our goal was to enhance content quality 
and technology.” 
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 Introduction of communities (to foster employee 
collaboration): “When we started the project, we only knew that we 
wanted to introduce Web 2.0 to our employees,” says Böller. “But we 
did not have a detailed plan. Before the actual project started, we did 
surveys and conducted interviews. Therefore, we knew that there was 
a demand for such functions. But we did not know it exactly, so it was 
an evolution during the project.”  

 Personalization: “The old RedNet was a one-size-fits all approach 
and headquarters-oriented,” says Franziska Buchenhorner, Content 
Master Intranet. “People from our agencies saw exactly the same news 
as employees in our headquarters. About 50 percent of the published 
news did not reach the right recipient. It wasn’t that they were not 
allowed to read that news, but it was an unnecessary information 
flood. So, our main focus in the project was on personalization (and 
‘individualization’).” 

Challenges 
The team faced two main challenges: 

 Content migration: Content migration is never easy, but technical 
difficulties can wreck havoc on a smooth migration. “We shifted all 
content manually from our former CMS into our new one, Opentext 
Website Management (OTWM),” says Buchenhorner. “We began with 
content migration while the CMS was not fully developed—some 
‘content classes’ (templates or fragments in OTWM) were not ready by 
the time we shifted content. So, we had to touch some of the content 
pages several times, which was very time consuming and sometimes 
also nerve racking.” 

The result was a two-month delay in achieving the full migration; 
content migration was completed just in the nick of time for re-launch.  

 Personalization: Understanding the full impact of a personalization 
approach is critical before forging ahead with the plan; the Swiss 
Mobiliar team found this out the hard way. “Initially, we started with a 
far more granular level of personalization,” says Böller. “Soon, we 
realized that it would not be manageable by our team and our users 
would not understand it. We lost some valuable time by going back 
one step to make it simpler.”  
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INTRANET TEAM 

 
Pictured: The RedNet intranet team (top photo, left to right): Fabian Buser, 
Björn Böller, Franziska Buchenhorner, Martin Doriot, and Klaus Volken; (bottom 
photo, left to right) Carole Scheurer, Pia Gueblaoui, and Karin Simmen. 

GOVERNANCE 

Ownership 
E-Services (a department within marketing) owns the intranet. E-Services consists of 
11 people with various skills (including deep CMS knowledge, web publishing, UX and 
usability, interface design, and copywriting) who reside somewhere between IT and 
the business side. “Though,” says Martin Doriot, Head of E-Services, “we are clearly 
on the business side. This makes us very flexible, and we act like a small web 
agency. In contrast to a ‘pure’ communications department, we can do more in-
house which makes us flexible and independent.” 

Within the department, the RedNet team is responsible for the intranet. Böller is 
responsible for the overall intranet, whereas Franziska Buchenhorner, Content 
Master Intranet, is responsible for all content. The team also has four content 
publishers.  

“It is also important to mention that we work together with the IT department very 
closely, during the project and now during the ongoing operation of RedNet,” says 
Böller, adding that without the IT team’s specific skills, such a complex 
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implementation would not have been possible. The web development team (within 
Stream Market Management) also plays a crucial role for all technical 
implementations outside of the CMS. “With their excellent coding skills and their 
business focus, they help us to quickly react to requirements from our internal 
customers, such as forms with workflows or web apps,” he says. 
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INTRANET TEAM RESPONSIBILITIES 
Role Responsibilities 

Intranet Manager 
(Björn Böller)  Manages RedNet’s overall operation, including 

all functionality, widgets, and apps 

 Serves as counterpart to the IT department  

 Collects and analyzes web statistics 

 Monitors search  

 Guides further development, including 
specifications and concepts 

 Manages UX and usability 

 Supports Enterprise 2.0 (communities) 

Content Master Intranet 
(Franziska Buchenhorner)  Responsible for all content and news on the 

RedNet 

 Coordinates news publishing with the 
Communications department, Channel 
Managers, and Content Managers 

 Publishes content and news 

 Provides training for Content Publishers 

Content Publishers   Publish content and news on the RedNet 

Content Managers 
(Owners)  Ensure that content in their department, 

business unit, or section is up-to-date 

 Order content publishers to update content 

Channel Managers  Own one or more news channels 

 Coordinate news publishing with Content 
Master 

Communications 
Department  Own all company news 

 Compose all company news 

 Decide which news appears when and where 
(in which news section) 

 Proofread news from other departments 

IT Product Manager 
(Adalbert Schwalb)  Manages all technical aspects (problems, 

incidents, and further development) 

 Serves as counterpart to the Intranet Manager 

 Supports the business-side 

IT Development Team   Develops web forms and apps for the RedNet 
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(SMM Web)  Maintains Mobidoc (document share) 

USERS 
Two major groups in the organization use the intranet:  

 80 agencies located throughout Switzerland in all language regions 
(Mobiliar has three official corporate languages: German, French, and 
Italian) 

 Three headquarters (Bern is the biggest, with approximately 1,200 
employees) 

RedNet is the main communication channel for the entire company. Information is 
not shared by email, but rather is shared exclusively through RedNet. The agencies 
are fairly homogenous in terms of how they use the intranet. “Our 80 agencies use 
our intranet most intensively, since ‘everything’ they need for their workday is on the 
RedNet,” says Böller. And when he says “everything,” he really means everything.  

“When we launched our new RedNet in March 2012, we had some technical 
difficulties. On the first day, our employees were not able to access the site for about 
three hours. We were positively surprised by how intensely they really use RedNet. 
Of course, we knew how important RedNet is, but by this incident, we suddenly 
realized how critical it is for our personnel to find everything in one single spot.”  

Employees can find all relevant information about key topics, such as products, 
sponsorship, and trainings. They can even book hospitality events for their local 
customers, such as local ice hockey teams or soccer teams in the highest Swiss 
leagues.  

For the three headquarters groups, RedNet is the central hub for accessing 
applications, forms, employee self-service (SAP), news (personalized), communities 
(wiki, blogs, etc.), and so on. The second largest headquarters is in Nyon. Use there 
is different from the other headquarters because Nyon users have direct contact with 
customers. The agencies there depend on the intranet to get important information 
and access to applications, which ultimately serves the firm’s customers.  
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URL AND ACCESS 

ACCESS INFORMATION 
Item Status 

URL  https://rednet.mobi.mobicorp.ch or shortcut 
“rednet” 

Default Status  The intranet is each user’s default homepage. 
It can be changed (for one day) but is reset again 
every evening. 

Remote Access  All users can access the corporate network 
from a public PC (or from home) via Citrix if their 
mobile phone is registered as a “Corporate Mobile 
Phone” using two-way authentication via SMS text 
message. 

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY WORK 

Visiting Users in the Workplace  
Before the project even began, the team conducted companywide surveys and usage 
analysis. “This was mainly done to underpin the known problems, which had existed 
for quite a while,” says Böller. “It also gave us more certainty about which direction 
the journey should go.” 

The actual project started in January 2010. And, as a first step, the team conducted 
contextual inquiries. “We visited several agencies and departments and observed 
employees and how they worked, with or without the intranet,” he says. “Our aim 
was to understand what they needed in order to do their jobs.  

“Some used sticky notes attached to their computer display. Others had a binder on 
their desk with different papers and important notes,” Böller says. “We did not ask 
them what they needed. They described how it should be and we translated it into 
requirements. Of course, they did not mention all of the requirements—some we 
decided to implement solely from our beliefs and our experiences from other intranet 
projects.”  

After completing the contextual inquiry phase, the team had a pretty good grasp on 
the big picture. “With the experience of other intranet projects, Björn and I knew 
what needed more clarification and what was already clear,” says Marcel Uhr, CEO, 
soultank AG. “Even though every intranet is unique, there are some basic 
similarities, and some mistakes can be bypassed from the beginning.”  

Design and Testing 
At the end of each field visit, the team showed some early paper-and-pencil 
wireframes. “We wanted to involve our staff in the design process as early as 
possible,” says Böller. So, the next step was developing a low-fidelity prototype 
using Balsamiq Mockups. 

The prototypes were rough, but already included some of the proposed functionality. 
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Pictured: A wireframe of the homepage, used for concept work. Although the 
team used several different tools, this wireframe was made with Cacoo 
Diagrams.  

At the time of the wireframe above, the team had yet to start graphical work, so no 
Photoshop comps had been developed. This changed after completing the first round 
of user observations. “Our internal interface designer drafted some first mockups, 
which were adjusted to the existing web style guide from our corporate website,” 
says Böller. “We quickly realized that something was missing.” 

It turns out that the existing style guide did not cover all of the needed screen 
elements and was just not quite right for an intranet. “With the introduction of an 
underlying grid, it was even more impossible to use it,” he says. “The problem was 
that we needed to apply the style guide to a certain extent. The compromise was to 
use fonts, colors, shades, and proportions from the existing style guide and all the 
rest could be created anew.” 

The RedNet team worked with people from NOSE Design to develop the new style 
guide. “Luckily, they understood what we needed from the first second,” says Böller. 
“It was a challenging job for them, because we had some clear ideas in which 
direction it should go.” 

And that direction was all about consistency. “It was all about consistently 
communicating a strong brand for Mobiliar internally and ensuring maximum 
flexibility and modularity in terms of layout,” says Nele Eckstein, Senior Consultant 
Interaction Design, NOSE Design AG. 

At the same time, soultank AG developed a high-fidelity prototype that soultank and 
Mobiliar usability tested. All usability tests took place at employees’ work locations. 
The team conducted two iterations of moderated usability tests with about 15 
participants each. About two-thirds of the participants were from the agencies, and 
the rest were from headquarters. 
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Pictured: A high-fidelity homepage prototype made with Axure. This prototype 
shows the first version of the mega drop-down.  
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Pictured: Another view of the prototype shows an early version of the flyout for 
My Favorites.  

Some technical decisions (about search and communities) were made later in the 
project. The team was able to react quickly to changes, because it had the necessary 
usability skills in-house.  
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Pictured: The company’s content publishers could scarcely imagine how much 
content they had—in three different languages and various stages of 
authorization—let alone how much they would have in the future, so they used 
IDM architecture maps to visualize the intranet.6 IDM lets users visualize the 
architecture of information-rich web applications such as large intranets. These 
maps can also be used to show content organization and hypertext connections.  

Working with Agencies 
Working with outside firms was pivotal to the successful re-launch of RedNet. The 
Swiss Mobiliar team worked with four firms to extend the capabilities of its internal 
expertise: 

                                          
6 The work, “IDM User Experience Architecture Maps” by Davide Bolchini, is licensed 
under a Creative Commons Attribution—ShareAlike 3.0 Unported License. Based on a 
work at mypage.iu.edu. The maps can be created in PowerPoint using the template 
downloadable at: http://mypage.iu.edu/~dbolchin/UX_mapping.htm. 
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 soultank AG (usability and user experience): soultank conducted 
usability tests, expert reviews, and user surveys, and built prototypes. 
Uhr (soultank AG) and Böller (Swiss Mobiliar) did most of the 
fundamental concept work together. The agency has several years’ 
experience with intranets and was involved right from the beginning. 
“For a project in this dimension, it was just not possible to do all 
usability/UX work internally,” says Böller. “And the exchange of ideas 
and opinions with Marcel Uhr from soultank was also very important. 
They also brought in new ideas and valuable expertise. We worked 
together as a team. We complemented each other perfectly.” 

 NOSE Design AG (interface/screen design, layout, style guide): 
NOSE Design was brought in to bring some fresh new design ideas into 
the project. The first mockups were created internally, but later the 
team outsourced the design work completely. “The result of their work 
is what all our employees see and experience every day and 
contributes directly to the UX of the whole intranet” says Böller. 

 Infocentric Research AG (implementation and programming): 
Infocentric is an Opentext Website Management specialist that 
implemented Opentext and programmed all of the features. Because 
Mobiliar had no expertise with Opentext, it outsourced all the work to 
Infocentric, whose team worked very closely with Mobiliar’s internal IT 
team.  

 DTI Management AG (FAST Search specialist): DTI implemented 
FAST on the Mobiliar’s intranet environment and worked closely with 
its internal team. “DTI was responsible for the implementation of FAST 
in 2008, and it was very obvious that we should work together 
further,” says Böller. “They are absolute search experts, and we can 
look back on a successful cooperation.” 
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TIMELINE 

REDNET INTRANET HISTORY 
Milestone Date Milestone Description 

2004  In 2004, three different intranets were in use: 
Providentia (at Nyon), the first RedNet, and 
MobiLife  

Late 2004  Consolidated all three intranets; RedNet 
remained as the only company-wide intranet 

 Introduced new technical platform: Lenya 
(CMS) and Cocoon (portal) 

2008  Implemented FAST search 

2010  Introduced Webtrends for web analytics 

REDNET RE-LAUNCH PROJECT 
January 2010  Project kick-off  

November 2010  Concept phase concluded; three different 
prototypes (paper-pencil, low-fidelity, high-
fidelity) were evaluated with end users 

May 2011  All technical concepts and specification 
concluded 

June 2011  Development phase begins 

October 2011  Content migration begins 

November 2012  Pre-launch satisfaction survey conducted with 
700 participants  

March 2012  Launch: RedNet 2.0 

August 2012  First major release after launch, with about 20 
improvements  
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Pictured: The homepage of the old RedNet (live until March 22, 2012).  
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Pictured: A typical unstructured link list in the old RedNet.  

CONTENT AND CONTENT CONTRIBUTORS 

Choosing a CMS 
The project team chose Opentext Website Management as the CMS for the new 
RedNet after a comprehensive evaluation phase; many stakeholders were involved. 
“We looked at pure portal technologies, pure CMS, and a mix of both. Business had 
some favorites, and IT had some favorites; some were not compatible with the IT 
strategy, some did not fit with the business needs,” says Böller. 

The team had high standards for personalization, individualization, and publishing 
capabilities and one mission-critical criterion: everything had to be possible directly 
from the CMS. “For instance, that we can publish a widget or new news channels out 
of the CMS by ourselves (in our team) and without touching a second system,” he 
says.  

Content Publishing 
The RedNet team consists of four people total. Of the four, two publishers 
(contributors) are 100 percent dedicated, one is 80 percent, and one is 40 percent. 
Beyond the core team, about seven publishers add content to the site. Because the 
intranet publishes in three languages, there are publishers who are bilingual in 
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German and French; for Italian, the team is supported by the company’s internal 
translation service. The site’s main language is German, but approximately 60–70 
percent of the content is in French, and 20–30 percent is in Italian. In addition, all 
labels, buttons, and navigation items are available in all three languages.  

Each business unit has one or more content managers. These people serve as the 
main point of contact for the whole business unit and coordinate all of its content. 
Some content managers are also content publishers and can publish content 
immediately, but most RedNet content (80 percent) is published through the core 
RedNet team. 

There is no editorial workflow. Corporate communications reviews all companywide 
news (Mobiliar News), and the Content Master reviews all other news.  

Guidelines and Standards 
The team has established publishing guidelines covering, for example, what must not 
be published, and has overall intranet governance in place. “We check content 
regularly and give our content publishers direct feedback,” says Böller. “Also, a 
feedback button on every page makes it possible for our users to give feedback. This 
feedback button is very valuable since we get a lot of feedback about outdated or 
incorrect content.” 
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Pictured: All widgets can be maintained in the CMS, so no IT resources are 
necessary to add a new widget.  



 

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 285 

 

 
Pictured: A standard first-level content page.  

 

 
Pictured: A standard second-level content page.  
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TECHNOLOGY 

TECHNOLOGY  
Category Technology Used 

Web Server Hardware and 
O/S  O/S:  

o Red Hat Enterprise Linux Server 5.4  

o JBoss 5.1.4  

o JDK 64 Bit 

 Hardware:  

o Linux on ESX 

o  JBoss 64 Bit 

Bug Tracking/Quality 
Assurance  HP Quality Center 

 BMC Remedy 

Design Tools 
 

 Balsamiq Mockups 

 Axure 

 Adobe Photoshop and Illustrator 

Content Management Tools  Opentext Website Management 

o Delivery Server 10.1 Build 10.1.1.1 

o Management Server 10.1 Build 
10.1.2.358 

Search  FAST Enterprise Search 5.3 

Other Functions  Opentext Social Communities (formerly 
Vignette Collaboration) for communities, 
commenting, and rating 

 Ingentis org.manager to generate 
organizational charts 

 Webtrends for web analysis  

SEARCH  
Search is often one of the most important features of an intranet. “We knew from 
the beginning that search will be one of the most crucial parts in our project,” says 
Böller. “Our users have been dissatisfied with search for many years, and we were 
totally aware of the fact that we desperately needed to change this state. Together 
with the search experts from DTI Management, we decided to implement a faceted 
search.” 

The new search shows all categories—such as Produkte (Products)—on the left side. 
Subcategories appear by clicking on the category. “We introduced a central 
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taxonomy based on the navigation structure,” he says. “We used the same wording 
for categories as we used for the main navigation areas. In order to publish a 
content page, a PDF or a news story, it is necessary to indicate the taxonomy for 
every single piece of content in the CMS.” 

Taxonomy is a mandatory attribute in the CMS. A content page must indicate the 
taxonomy category to be published; otherwise this approach would not work. The 
meta-information is stored together with the content, and FAST displays it in the 
correct category. In addition to taxonomy, keywords (free text) can be added to 
every content page or asset. 

 
Pictured: A glimpse into the site’s backend CMS. This screen shows how the 
taxonomy is edited and managed.  

All search results appear in the middle section of the page. On the top of the right 
rail, employee results appear as Aus dem Mitarbeiterverzeichnis (Results from 
employee directory). Beneath all related searches (Verwandte Suchen) are the saved 
searches (Gespeicherte Suchen). Each search request can be saved and appears 
under Meine Favoriten (My Favorites).  
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Pictured: Any content page can be added to the user’s personal favorites. Once 
added, they appear in the Meine Favoriten (My Favorites) flyout menu.  
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Pictured: The employee search can find experts directly, whereas the 
“standard” RedNet search shows content and experts and connects them (in 
this example, the search term was “user experience”).  

All profile data is also indexed by the regular RedNet search. This is the first big step 
toward a “Find an expert” feature that is planned for a future release. “We want to 
connect content with people,” says Böller. “Therefore, it is necessary that our 
employees maintain their user profiles and add skills and interests. Everywhere 
where a name of an employee appears, the profile can be opened with a single click 
on the name.”  

RESULTS AND ROI 
Personalization has been the big win for the RedNet re-launch. “What we know from 
first interviews and visits to our agencies is that the new personalization features are 
widely accepted and in use,” says Böller. Following are examples of the 
personalization function’s success: 

 “Our staff stopped adding favorites in Internet Explorer because they 
have all they need in a single place. It is all there, were they need it.” 
(Böller) 

 “Employees do not have to click through the whole intranet anymore in 
order to find important news, links to applications, etc. It is all there. 
It is less time consuming and more usable. The use is self evident and 
no longer tedious.” (Böller) 
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 “Our organization profits from well-informed employees. We now really 
know that they get crucial information; we do not make assumptions 
anymore. Since some information must not be published to certain 
organization units (for example, because of labor law restrictions), we 
as E-Services or Internal Communications can govern all publications. 
The organization also profits from a self-reliant staff. They can best 
decide what they need in order to achieve their daily duties. At the 
same time, they get acquainted with the system, which is profitable 
for the employees as well as the organization.” (Martin Doriot, Head of 
E-Services) 

 “We estimate that about 60 percent of our personnel somehow 
individualized RedNet within the first 90 days after launch.” (Böller)  

Following are more detailed figures:  

 

PERSONALIZATION STATISTICS  
 Total 

Widgets 
Added 

Total Applications 
Added to My 
Applications 

Total Favorites Added to 
My Favorites 

30 days after 
launch 

1,900 7,800 2,400 

90 days after 
launch 

2,200 9,900 3,200 

Page views have also increased substantially since launch. The site received 4.16 
million page views in the first half of 2012, representing an increase of 300,000 page 
views (+ 8.1 percent) against those recorded in the second half of 2011. “We 
assume that this big growth stands in direct correlation with the going live of the 
new RedNet,” says Böller. “We are happy about these figures, but we also know that 
content quality cannot be measured by the increase of page views.”  

LESSONS LEARNED  
Swiss Mobiliar team members share some of the lessons learned from the RedNet re-
launch project: 

 The dangers of using lorem ipsum: “HTML, CSS, jQuery, etc., was initially 
developed by an external agency that was not deeply involved in the project. 
At a first glance, all coding was properly done, but soon we realized that 
some essential things had been neglected. It was developed exactly how it 
was designed in Photoshop, but not for reality. For instance, line breaks were 
not regarded properly. Our implementation partner, Infocentric Research AG, 
together with our internal IT, had to fix this while developing. Finally we got 
proper code, but it cost some money and time. I recommend only hiring 
absolute professionals in the area of front-end engineering. Especially if you 
use an older browser version and do not want to live without newer features 
such as rounded corners or drop shadows.” (Böller) 

 Use the re-launch as an opportunity to purge old content: “Over the 
years, several thousand documents came together and influenced the search 
results in our old intranet. Some documents were more than five years old, 
and we knew that nobody ever used them. We therefore decided to delete 
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those documents—actually, we copied them to another file share—months 
before went live with our new RedNet, just to be sure nobody really needed 
them and not to be blamed after going live. We did that step-by-step and had 
no argument with any content manager during migration because we had the 
evidence that nobody used this content anymore. So, we didn’t need to 
migrate any of those documents—and no one ever asked for them.” 
(Buchenhorner) 

 Keep to short decision cycles: “If the goal of a project is to yield a highly 
innovative intranet, it is likely that the solution is very individual and tailored 
to the company’s needs. In such projects, short decision cycles are crucial, 
otherwise is will not be possible to make all decisions within a reasonable 
amount of time. It is necessary to have all critical expert knowledge on the 
business side in-house. Without it, it is hardly possible to manage such 
projects or get the planned results.” (Doriot) 

 User-centered design is important: “Usability and user experience were 
very important for us from the beginning. Therefore, it was clear that we 
needed to proceed with the user-centered design approach (ISO 9241-210). 
The result also gave us the certainty that it was the right decision. Our users 
were always in the center of our thinking and acting.” (Böller)  

 Have vision and courage, and persevere: “I think for an intranet 
manager, it is very important to have a clear vision and a strategy. This vision 
should guide you through the whole project. As I mentioned, user-centered 
design, usability, etc., is very important, and I would be the last person to 
say this can be neglected, but it is also very important to have clear vision 
and, sometimes, courage to make decisions. Letting the users decide solely 
does not work.  
“Therefore, it is necessary to have broad domain knowledge and the 
experience (and confidence) to decide what can and what cannot be realized, 
informed by constant user feedback. At times, intranet projects can be 
daunting, especially if they take two years from the first brush stroke to the 
launch. That is why it is so important to have endurance. And, again, with a 
vision in mind, it will work.” (Böller) 
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WorkSafeBC 
 

Using the intranet: WorkSafeBC (the Workers’ 
Compensation Board of British Columbia, 
Canada) is an independent statutory agency 
serving 2.1 million workers and more than 
210,000 employers throughout the province of 
British Columbia. WorkSafeBC’s vision is to keep 
workers and workplaces safe and secure from 
injury, disease, and death. 
 
Headquarters: Richmond, British Columbia, 
Canada 

Number of employees the intranet supports: 
3,000 

Locations where people use the intranet: 
Operates across the entire province of British 
Columbia, Canada 

Design team: 
In-house (current): Lauralee Kuzik, Manager, 
Corporate Internet Services (CIS); Sharleen 
Gairdner, Web Publisher; Trevor Seguin, Web 
Publisher; Anne Cuthbert, Web Editor/Writer; Laine 
Dalby, Web Editor/Writer; Glenda Troup, Typesetter; 
and Chris Datcu, SharePoint Developer (contractor) 

In-house (former): Terence Little, Director, 
Corporate Communications (and former CIS 
manager); Joanna Gould, Web Editor/Writer; and 
David Lesjak, Editorial Assistant 

SUMMARY 
With just three months to improve the site and move to SharePoint 2010, the 
WorkSafeBC intranet team had its hands full. The WorkSafe Network (WSN) supports 
3,000 staff throughout British Columbia. The organization works to support workers 
throughout the province and keep worksites safe. 

Armed with surveys telling them what employees wanted in an intranet—as well as 
plans and ideas of their own—team members set out to give employees access to 
information and a way to communicate with one another.  

One of the site’s big wins was organizing content by topic or task, rather than by 
organizational structure. This has made it much easier for employees to find the 
information they need.  

The site consists primarily of two main parts: corporate content and team sites. 
Corporate content is the information of value to all employees, aimed at a broad 
audience. Team sites can be used for groups, teams, or projects to help members 
communicate and collaborate. They can be used for a finite amount of time, such as 
during work on a project, or can be ongoing, such as for a team.  

The homepage features news stories in a carousel at the top center of the page. The 
carousel design does a nice job of letting employees see the headlines of all items, 
rather than just giving them a next and previous control to move through content. 
Employees are also invited to submit a story idea with a prominent link at the 
bottom of the news headlines list. The team manages content centrally, which lets 
team members gather and aggregate news and information from around the 
organization.  

Further news stories are highlighted below the carousel, and each headline is 
accompanied by the date it was published as well as the number of comments 
associated with the story. The site already has more than 5,000 comments on its 
2,000 news stories, showing an active employee community.  

Tabs give users quick access to other current information, including events, offers, 
kudos (employee recognition), and blogs. A calendar of events, weather information 
(important for employees traveling to work sites), and links to popular site areas 
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round out the left side of the page, while the right column features key operating 
statistics and performance information.  

 
Pictured: The homepage collects all the latest information from across the site, 
featuring news, blogs, events, and performance metrics.  

The site is no longer organized by department, but now departments and teams have 
their own pages—in the Our Organization area of the site navigation—to 
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communicate with employees. Each department offers information for its own 
members as well as for employees of other departments. So, for example, Finance 
offers drop-downs with questions about specific financial issues and articles from the 
Chief Financial Officer about performance. As another example, one IT department 
highlights a team photo, which lets employees put a face to a name and voice that 
they might know well from calling the helpline, but have never seen. That IT 
department also offers features about technology issues. 

At a higher level, the IT Division’s departmental landing page gives employees a 
quick overview of each IT department’s work. Employees can also see a bulleted list 
of the department’s primary functions, view an org chart, see a list of department 
leaders (directors and managers), and get contact information from that page. 
Further, employees can view the profile (My Site) for each department leader and 
see a list of team sites associated with that department.  

This page helps employees find the right department when searching for information, 
but also acts as a nice overview for new or existing employees to better understand 
the division’s structure. This new structure has been rolled out for the IT and Finance 
Division sections and will be the standard for other Division sections in the coming 
months. 
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Pictured: The IT Division department landing page includes helpful overviews 
and quick access to contact information. 

The site’s strength lies in the many ways it provides opportunities to connect 
employees to one another. Employees can give recognition to colleagues for work 
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well done via the site’s Kudos tool. This not only shares information about colleagues 
who went above and beyond their jobs, but also fosters relationships and 
communication as employees learn more about what others at the organization do.  

Employees can also share photos of themselves pictured with the organization’s flag 
in the Flags Around the World section. To encourage employees to participate in 
these sharing opportunities, the company offers participants the chance to win 
prizes, such as free movie passes. This popular site area allows employees to see 
each other’s travels and learn more about one another as well. The screen below, for 
example, shows an employee competing in a handcycling championship. 
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Pictured: The site’s social areas give users opportunities to discuss topics 
outside of work and to learn more about one another.  

Webcasts help keep employees who might be working in remote areas of British 
Columbia informed and connected. Providing presentations as webcasts encourages 
employees to watch and learn from events. Brief summaries explain what the video 
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is about, so employees can gather information before watching (or even instead of 
watching). The videos themselves are brief, which helps busy workers fit them into 
their workdays. The link to each video includes its length.  

 
Pictured: Webcasts help communicate messages, particularly to remote staff.  

The site offers content beyond the normal forms and policies. For instance, the 
Health and Wellness area is a popular addition featuring information on staying 
healthy—exercise, diet, ergonomics, and stress management. Users can also view 
recorded Lunch and Learn sessions and information about Return to Work and 
Employee and Family Assistance. Information includes both internal and external 
events, such as the Vancouver Sun Run, a local road race.  
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Health and Wellness also lets users track their in-house Wellness Challenge progress, 
including physical activity and commitment to a healthy lifestyle. The organization 
sees this as a benefit on multiple levels—encouraging employees to be healthy and 
to communicate about it encourages a healthier workforce but also helps foster 
relationships among colleagues. The Wellness Rewards Program provides employees 
access to support, encouragement, resources, and tools to help them improve, 
enhance, and/or maintain a healthy living plan. Healthy living challenges include 
healthy eating, physical fitness, and resiliency skills building. Tracking progress is 
simple. Users can enter their points and see progress toward their goals. The start 
and end date is listed for each challenge, as well as the last day employees can enter 
their points.  

 
Pictured: The Wellness Tracker helps employees manage their progress in the 
in-house wellness challenge, encouraging employees to stay fit and healthy. 

Little details like a Lost? icon help the site constantly improve. If users can’t find 
what they are looking for, think content is in the wrong place or has the wrong 
name, or need information updated or deleted, they can click the icon to open a 
comment window. In this way, feedback is integrated into the design. The team also 
takes such opportunities to do some recruiting: commenters are asked if they want 
to take part in future user studies. This not only recruits users, but also informs 
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employees that the team takes feedback seriously and would like to hear even more 
from them.  

A few simple questions appear before an open comment field, prompting users to 
share what they were looking for, where they expected to find it, what search term 
caused trouble, or what changes they suggest.  

 
Pictured: The Lost? feature encourages feedback when employees have trouble 
finding information on the site, and also acts as a method for recruiting users 
for future usability research.  

WorkSafeBC’s team made the most of its three-month improvement project, 
resulting in a site that gives users quick access to content and helps them 
communicate.  
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BACKGROUND 
The last major redesign of WorkSafeBC’s intranet, WorkSafe Network (WSN), was 
done in 2011 to upgrade its software from SharePoint 2007 to SharePoint 2010. This 
allowed the organization to create a more fluid interface for its users and to add 
more social media features to the site. 

The goals of WSN are twofold: to provide a central location for staff to quickly and 
efficiently access information and resources, and to facilitate communication. 
“Redesigning the site to incorporate more social media features and a more fluid 
interface has helped WSN do a better job of fulfilling its goals,” says Lauralee Kuzik, 
Manager, Corporate Internet Services (CIS). 

CIS consulted with other business areas to understand user needs and business 
goals; it then let this input guide the site’s communication goals and help the team 
set the priorities for the WSN redesign. 

Challenges 
Achieving the project goals and making the necessary changes weren’t always easy. 
The team overcame several challenges during the WSN redesign, including:  

 Timeline: The first challenge was an extremely tight, non-negotiable 
deadline to create the new design, bring it online, and make sure it 
worked. That deadline was three months. “By comparison,” says 
SharePoint Developer Chris Datcu, “a project of this size at most other 
organizations would take six months.” 

 Limited resources: The limited timeline was further complicated by 
resource constraints. “CIS didn’t have a separate team to assign the 
project to,” says Kuzik. “We had to implement the upgrade ourselves, 
on top of our existing workload.” 

Every new content request the team received had to be formatted for 
both the old system, which was still operating, and the new system, so 
the content would be available when the new version came online. “We 
also had to go back and mine two years’ worth of old content,” says 
Trevor Seguin, Web Publisher, Corporate Internet Services, “all of 
which had to be uploaded into the new WSN environment. This wasn’t 
just cutting and pasting, either. We had to copy a thousand pages, 
along with thousands of documents and document libraries, then 
reformat the content and recreate all of the links. Some content could 
be moved in batches, but there were a lot of pages that had to be 
handled individually.”  

 Technology challenges: In addition to the daunting challenges of a 
limited timeline and resource constraints, the team ran into some 
technology issues as well. “There were also some issues with the 
upgrade that didn’t become apparent to us until late in the project 
because our intranet environment is unique,” says Kuzik. “CIS had to 
work closely with Microsoft to resolve these problems.” 

Ultimately, with the help of WorkSafeBC’s IT department and several 
other supporting departments—and after putting in many long days—
the team succeeded in launching the new version of WSN on time. 



 

302 INFO@NNGROUP.COM WorkSafeBC 

 

 
Pictured: The WSN Blogs page lets employees follow regular columns written by 
their coworkers on a variety of topics, ranging from how to be environmentally 
friendly, to understanding changes in copyright legislation, to the latest tech 
trends and money-saving gadgets for the home.  
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Pictured: The Finance page provides drop-down menus that let employees ask 
the Finance department staff for help with specific issues. The search menu can 
also help staff find documents. The page also features articles from the Chief 
Financial Officer discussing how WorkSafeBC’s financial performance affects 
how employees do their jobs and what plans will need to be made to ensure the 
organization’s continued stability.  
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Pictured: The Employee Groups page, shown here, is an example of top-level 
navigation. The tabs at the top of the screen appear on every page of WSN, and 
each offers drop-down menus with further options. Each intranet page also has 
a column of links on the left side offering quick, easy access to more 
information.  

 



 

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 305 

 

INTRANET TEAM 

 
Pictured: The WorkSafeBC intranet team (back row, left to right): Trevor 
Seguin and Laine Dalby; (middle row, left to right): Chris Datcu, Lauralee 
Kuzik, Sharleen Gairdner, David Lesjak, and Glenda Troup; (front row, left to 
right): Joanna Gould and Terence Little.  

GOVERNANCE 

Ownership 
The CIS team is part of the Marketing and Communications department, which lets 
the team centralize all publishing and thus make changes quickly and easily, with a 
focus on quality control. It also helps prevent content duplication. 

“Our team’s ownership of WSN helps to prevent duplication of content and ensure 
content adheres to our editorial style guide, brand, and is validated by our subject 
matter experts,” says Kuzik. 

Site and content responsibilities are shared across several groups: The CIS team 
manages additions and updates to corporate content; the Business Technology 
Support Services team (BTSS team) manages the creation of team sites; and team 
site administrators manage team site content. 
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INTRANET TEAM RESPONSIBILITIES 

Role Responsibilities 
Corporate Internet 
Services (CIS) team 

 

 Publish content supplied by content owners 

 Maintain WSN functionality  

 Implement intranet design changes 

Manager, CIS  Ensure the information presented on 
WorkSafeBC’s internal and external websites is 
current, valid, accessible, and has integrity 

 Develop and implement strategic and 
operational plans for the creation and delivery 
of web-based material that help to extend and 
enhance the organization’s reach to its 
stakeholders 

Director of 
Communications 

 

 Develop corporate communication policies, 
programs, and initiatives that are aligned to 
ensure overall continuity of the organization’s 
brand consistency and image 

Vice-President of 
Marketing and 

Communications 

 Serve as executive sponsor 

Content Owners 
 

 Create content and ensure its accuracy 

 Submit content to CIS for publishing 

 Provide new information to CIS through 
publishing requests as content changes 

USERS 
WSN supports approximately 3,000 full-time and temporary staff and contractors, 
spread across the province of British Columbia, Canada. WorkSafeBC staff carry out 
a variety of activities, such as helping workers file injury claims, conducting safety 
inspections at worksites (ranging from urban restaurants to isolated logging camps), 
and developing new tools and programs to support employers in their efforts to keep 
their employees safe. 
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Pictured: The location of WorkSafeBC’s regional offices across British Columbia.  



 

308 INFO@NNGROUP.COM WorkSafeBC 

 

 
Pictured: One of WSN’s most popular sections is the Cafeteria Menu. Following 
a homepage link takes users to pages listing the daily breakfast and lunch 
specials for the entire week, as well as the hours of food service.  



 

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 309 

 

 
Pictured: The Buy & Sell page is another WSN area with strong staff 
participation. As the name implies, in this site area, staff members can list and 
sell personal items. Employees sell all kinds of stuff, from furniture to video 
games to NHL tickets.  



 

310 INFO@NNGROUP.COM WorkSafeBC 
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Pictured: The IT Division page is a good example of how the intranet’s 
department information can serve employees outside that department. Here, 
the staff photo is front and center, putting a real face on coworkers that many 
employees typically deal with only briefly over the phone. The page has links to 
contact information, as well as features about technology issues.  

URL AND ACCESS 

ACCESS INFORMATION 
Item Status 
URL  http://wsn/Pages/Default.aspx 

Default Status  WSN is set as each user’s homepage, but it is 
not bookmarked  

Remote Access  Some staff can access WSN remotely (including 
a select group of managers, some IT staff, and 
others) using the organization’s VPN protocol 

Shared Workstations  During some in-house training sessions, 
workers will occasionally access WSN from shared 
workstations in training rooms at the head office 
and in regional offices. The head office’s 
“Technology Hotspot” area is a walk-in support 
center with shared terminals where staff can 
access WSN and view some of the latest 
technology products used at WorkSafeBC. 

DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY WORK 

Design Approach 
The first step in realizing the new design was to ask site users where they thought 
improvements were needed. 

“When we came to the conclusion that we would need to enhance the intranet, our 
first step was to conduct a survey of WorkSafeBC staff to find out what they thought 
WSN needed,” says Kuzik. “Nearly a third of our workforce—800 people—responded 
to the survey, providing us with a number of suggestions. They requested everything 
from blogs to a wiki, to the ability to comment on news stories. Over the years, staff 
had also sent us feedback on their own. This gave us another list of suggestions, 
challenges, and relevant issues to take into consideration.” 

The CIS team created its own list of ideas for WSN enhancements as well. “These 
came up during our regular team meetings, where we would discuss issues such as 
how to fix web browser compatibility problems, or what kind of system we would 
need to put in place to vet comments submitted to our news stories,” she says. 

Some decisions about the site’s needs were made during the redesign’s early stages. 
The team asked for input from staff and the management team about the proposed 
architecture for WSN, and enlisted people from other departments to help with 
usability testing.  
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The user testing involved creating a WSN prototype and asking test participants to 
explore and try to accomplish assigned tasks. “Their activity within the prototype 
was monitored to give us a feel for how people would navigate through, and work 
with, the system,” says Seguin. “And we asked the testers a number of follow-up 
questions about their experience with it, to get their impressions. The results of their 
feedback and performance had some influence on WSN’s design.” 

The technology platform itself dictated certain changes. “We also encountered the 
inevitable domino effect,” says Datcu, “where the changes to our SharePoint content 
management system required that we make changes to other systems that integrate 
with it, such as the workflow software.” 
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TIMELINE 

PROJECT TIMELINE  

Milestone Date Milestone Description 

February 1999  Launched BoardNET, WorkSafeBC’s first 
corporate intranet. BoardNET was an HTML-
based site designed for collaboration and 
communication with support for WinNT 4.0 and 
IE 3.0. 

November 2004  BoardNet transitioned to The WorkSafe 
Network (WSN), a redesigned site that was 
implemented on SharePoint Portal Server 
2003. The main reasons for the upgrade were: 

o Improved content management 

o Consistent organization 

o Better look and feel 

o Improved search function 

o Improved integration to better reflect 
WorkSafeBC’s new organizational 
structure 

o Ability to organize business processes 
by tasks 

o A simpler publishing process 

 The site’s new functionality included: 

o Employee self-service 

o Job postings 

o Forms 

o Office maps 

o Calendar of events 

o Cafeteria menu 

o A “get answers” tool 

o User alerts 

January 2005–September 
2009  By this point, approximately 300 team sites 

had been created to share: 

o Documents 

o Procedures 

o Tutorials 

o Departmental material 
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o Projects 

o Notes 

o Calendars 

o Etc. 
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December 2009  WSN was redesigned again—from scratch—to 
use SharePoint 2007. The new version of the 
site had updated functionality, and a 
completely different look and feel. At this point, 
WSN consisted of more than 1,000 content 
pages and thousands of documents. Key 
features included: 

o Brand new skin 

o Improved navigation 

o A format that was easier to use 

o Better and faster search capabilities 

o Best bets 

o New features that better engaged users 
and informed them about a variety of 
topics 

o Improved metadata tagging 

o A comprehensive set of page layouts for 
all publishing needs 

o Corporate performance graphs 

o New web parts to add dynamic content 

o Rollup news stories 

o Featured news 

o A calendar of events 

June 2011  The organization redesigned WSN and migrated 
it to SharePoint 2010, modifying and 
optimizing all Web parts and the general code 
base accordingly. The new site includes: 

o A new enterprise homepage 

o Improved IA 

o Support for social media 

o Blogs 

o Wikis 

o Different methods of engaging users, 
including feedback forms and comments 

o Personal sites (My Site pages) 

o Employee recognition (Kudos section) 

o Business intelligence reports 

o Extended content rollups 
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o Content archiving 

o New skin 

o Search improvements 

o Photo galleries 

o Integration with tracking software 

o Other new features 

August 2011  CIS made some further upgrades to WSN, 
including: 

o Launching the Office ribbon 

o Adapting the overall layout 

o Making miscellaneous improvements for 
content authors 

o Adding embedded webcasts 

September 2011–present  The CIS team continues to engage in ongoing 
development and enhancements. Recent 
addition include:  

o Corporate operating statistics dashboard 

o Wellness tracking program 

o Report Center 

o New portals for major WorkSafeBC 
departments 

Meanwhile, personal and corporate blogging 
has matured and grows new content 
constantly. WSN currently has more than 4,000 
pages (not including documents), more than 
2,000 news stories, and in excess of 5,000 
comments on news stories. 

CONTENT AND CONTENT CONTRIBUTORS 
Corporate content is administered and published by CIS, which works with SMEs to 
create and maintain the overall WSN. CIS regularly reviews WSN content with the 
SMEs in order to keep WSN up-to-date and relevant to staff. CIS writers, editors, 
and publishers assist with developing and implementing optimal web communication 
strategies for WSN while CIS ensures content conforms to WorkSafeBC standards 
and editorial style guides.  

“Our process for adding new content follows a path that gives us quality control at 
each stage,” says Seguin. He explains how this works: 
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1. The SMEs use a web form on WSN (the news or story ideas link at the 
bottom of each intranet page) to request the addition of new content 
or changes to existing material. The form allows SMEs to attach 
documents that need to be added to the site, and to specify when they 
would like the content published. 

2. The web form is received by the CIS system and sent to one of our 
team members for triage. 

3. Based on the nature of the request, the form is sent to one of our 
editors, or another appropriate specialist, such as a graphic artist or 
video producer. 

4. Our editors work with the new content to ensure it conforms to 
WorkSafeBC standards and editorial guidelines. We provide the SMEs 
with guidance on: 

o Content 

o Style (language usage, spelling, grammar, punctuation, etc.) 

o Size 

o Format 

o Graphics 

o Meta tags 

o Best bets (a way to optimize searches by marking items that 
are most relevant to a certain keyword) 

5. The content is sent back to the SME for approval. 

6. We then integrate any extra graphics, and audio, visual, or text 
elements. 

7. The new WSN page is created. 

8. CIS tests the new page’s functionality (ensuring links work correctly 
and so on). 

9. The SME gives final approval, and we make the page available to the 
rest of the staff to view/use. 
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Pictured: The editing tools used by the CIS team to post and make changes to 
news story pages on WSN. The simple design lets team members efficiently edit 
and upload large numbers of stories during the team’s weekly news posting, 
giving them more time to address other projects.  
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TECHNOLOGY 
The technology has changed in many areas over the years, which has had an impact 
on the site. 

“We upgraded Visual Studio from the 2005 version to 2008, and then to 2010,” says 
Datcu. “Newer versions of the software follow a modern approach to SharePoint 
development and take advantage of new SharePoint project templates, add-ons, and 
code-generation tools. As a result, the solution packages have changed, and the 
build and deployment process has evolved.” 

SharePoint 2003 was replaced by the 2007 version, and later by 2010. Although 
SharePoint upgrades might be more or less straightforward and involve standard 
steps, the team’s improvements were ambitious:  

 Each major upgrade included an interface redesign, IA changes, and 
many functional enhancements.  

 The release of each new version of WSN had to be very well 
coordinated to maintain zero downtime.  

 Each release also had to manage two parallel production environments 
during a one-month transition, when the new code and the existing 
content had to be deployed to a brand new infrastructure. For each 
upgrade, the team had to migrate the major site (WSN), as well as 
hundreds of team sites.  

“So, each upgrade was a little more work than might be expected during a normal 
upgrade, but this extra effort has been well worth it,” says Datcu. “We know each of 
these upgrades benefitted WSN because CIS received a huge amount of positive 
feedback from users after every change. Staff have told us they enjoy the simple, 
self-explanatory interface, and we can watch as new features quickly become very 
popular. With the SharePoint upgrades, WSN has had a very good adoption rate, has 
constantly engaged users, and has generated valuable feedback for CIS.” 

In addition to the major upgrades, the team is also constantly engaged in browser 
upgrades, optimizing the code to offer good cross-browser support (to run equally 
well on Internet Explorer and Firefox, for example). “In fact,” he says, “CIS tends to 
prepare code in advance to anticipate the next browser release, to minimize the 
impact of the changeover. Some of our browser customizations had to be updated 
when we migrated WSN to SharePoint 2010.” 
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TECHNOLOGY  
Category Technology Used 

Web Server Hardware and 
O/S Hardware: 

 A cluster of load-balanced WFEs (front-end 
servers) 

 Application servers 

 SQL servers 

O/S: 

 Windows 2008 Server R2 

Bug Tracking/Quality 
Assurance  TestTrack and Team Foundation Server 

Design Tools 
 

 Photoshop CS3–CS6 

Site Building Tools  Visual Studio 2008/2010 

 SharePoint Designer 2010 

 Dreamweaver CS3–CS6 

Content Management Tools  SharePoint 2010 

Search  SharePoint Search 

SEARCH 
The team chose to use SharePoint 2010’s out-of-the-box search functionality as a 
simple and easy solution to its search needs. SharePoint’s search lets users search 
by scope (WSN, team sites, people, or all internal and external websites) or to define 
advanced search criteria and search by word, exact phrase, language, type of 
document, and properties. 
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Pictured: A typical search results page on WSN. In this example, a staff 
member has typed “road safety” in the search field, and WSN has generated 
several pages worth of listings containing that term. From here, the staff 
member would click on the most relevant item and proceed to its WSN page or 
document.  
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Pictured: A search results screen showing WSN’s Forms and CMS Library page, 
where staff members can access a variety of forms they might need to fill out 
while doing their jobs. They have the option of scrolling down through the 
entire list, entering a search term, or selecting a letter of the alphabet to find 
forms with names beginning with that letter.  

RESULTS AND ROI 
WSN’s biggest success is the degree to which staff uses it. This amounts to an 
average of 821,778 visits per month.  

Looking back to the site’s earliest days, when the company was still running the 
BoardNET, it’s clear that intranet usage at that time was limited. Staff used the site 
only for a few, very specialized purposes. “It was a single use, niche tool,” says 
Seguin. “Now, however, it’s a whole different story. Lots of people across the entire 
organization access WSN frequently, with individuals using it for a lot of different 
purposes. Now, our intranet is more like a community.” 

Despite the clear increase in usage trends, it’s hard to measure money savings or 
definitive ROI; that’s okay, says the team, because even without a strict ROI, WSN is 
definitely making a big difference. 

“When we talk about ROI and an intranet, in some respects it’s hard to quantify how 
much money has been saved by using it,” says Datcu. “However, because WSN’s 
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tools are used by many staff members to make their work faster and easier, it’s 
pretty clear that WorkSafeBC is saving money. The fact that it’s also used by 
everyone across the organization for communication means we’re all on the same 
page, which helps create focus and build morale, both of which have value.” 

 
Pictured: One of the organization’s performance indicator graphs from the WSN 
homepage, where users can find several graphs that track different 
performance areas.  
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Pictured: Another example of how WSN lets all staff members track 
WorkSafeBC’s performance.  

LESSONS LEARNED  
Chris Datcu, the organization’s SharePoint consultant, shares some of the lessons 
the team learned during the project. “Over the years, our experiences redesigning 
WSN have reinforced a number of lessons that are helpful to keep in mind:” These 
lessons include: 

 Gather feedback early. “Follow a design workflow where you get 
early feedback and approval from the clients/SMEs, so you know what 
features are needed and what the priorities are.” 

 Put usability first. “Always evaluate the usability of the intranet 
during the design phase. Get typical users from the organization to 
test different functions to make sure all parts are self-explanatory, 
easy to use, and easy to find.” 

 Plan your migration in detail. “Do a proper analysis of your old and 
new intranet platforms so you don’t run into integration problems 
when migrating from one platform to another.” 
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 Choose technology carefully. “When choosing one technology over 
another, consider how that technology might create compatibility and 
upgrade issues for your intranet and its individual components now 
and in the future.” 

 Be prepared for what’s next. “Always do more than what’s 
expected of you. You may be tasked to create something that works 
for a particular piece of software—Internet Explorer 7, for example— 
but if you know an upgraded version will be released, like Internet 
Explorer 8, you need to build and test your system with that update in 
mind so that your intranet will still work when the technology 
changes.” 

 Be ready to always adapt and learn. “Nothing’s perfect, so you 
have to find the best compromise.” 

 Technology should be simple and effective. “Start your project by 
identifying the technology that meets your business requirements and 
budget, and then take a serious approach to design. Always look for 
the simplest and most effective solutions.” 

And, while many lessons are learned during intranet projects, perhaps some of the 
most important ones are learned by what doesn’t go quite as planned or what wasn’t 
planned for in the first place. Hindsight is, as they say, 20/20. Here’s what Datcu 
sees in this project’s rearview mirror and what the team might have done differently:  

 Design around the content. “We would have determined beforehand 
how to marry the design process with the need to redesign the user 
interface with the actual content. You have to go back and change all 
the old content when you’re redesigning your intranet. You can’t just 
build new content.” 

 Automate the content migration. “We also would have created an 
automated migration process so content could have been built in a 
staging environment before it got moved to production. No one should 
work directly in production because a staging environment is a safer 
area to work, allows for better control of the publishing process, and 
gives you better control over upgrades.” 

 Design for multiple browsers. “If we had to go back and do it 
again, we would have also designed WSN with multiple browsers in 
mind. Currently, the intranet does not support all browsers, and, 
consequently, we can’t support mobile devices. Better browser support 
would offer better support for all mobile devices. When you’re building 
your intranet, test it in your desktop’s browser, but be sure to test it 
on smartphones, tablets, or other mobile devices you might use as 
well.” 
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XL Group plc 
 

Using the intranet: XL Group plc, through its 
subsidiaries, is a global insurance and 
reinsurance company providing property, 
casualty, and specialty products to industrial, 
commercial, and professional firms; insurance 
companies; and other enterprises throughout the 
world. 

Headquarters: Dublin, Ireland 

Number of employees the intranet supports: 
4,000 
Company locations: 60 offices in 21 countries, 
serving clients in more than 100 countries 
worldwide 

Annual Sales: Net premiums earned $5.7 billion 
(FY 2011) and total assets of $44.6 billion (FY 
2011).  

Design team:  
In-house: Core team of seven people 
responsible for project delivery; Business 
Advisory Group of nine people representing 
broker/client/prospect facing functions and major 
intranet audiences; and a strategic steering 
committee of six people.  

HUGE: Core team of four people responsible for 
project strategy and management; and a design 
team of seven people representing product design, 
user experience, and visual design, and including a 
content strategy specialist. 

Members:  
XL Core Team: John Flannery, Project Lead; Rich 
Williams, IT Lead; Satvinder Khurana, Online C&M 
lead; Marcy DeMassa, Project Manager; Shahar 
Tamari, IT Architect; Chru Singh, Search Lead; and 
Sangeeta Patel, Content Lead 

HUGE: (Core team) Lilie Chang, Engagement 
Director; Brock Boddie, Associate Program Director; 
Chris Michaud, Senior Product Strategist; and Josh 
Dern, Product Strategy Lead; (Design team) Felipe 
Memoria, Partner; Leala Abbott, Content Strategist; 
Leandro Brasil, Product Designer; Sergio Salvador, 
Experience Lead; Jose Coccorese, Product Designer; 
Joao Paulo Teixeira da Silva, Art Director; Fabricio 
Marchezini, Senior Product Designer; and João 
Mermolia, Product Designer 

Tallan: Adam Worobec, Reddy Kadasani, Tim 
Heinlein, Jian He, Max Weber, and CEO Craig 
Branning 

SUMMARY 
It takes guts, sweat, and barrels of creativity to create XL World, the intranet at XL 
Group plc. The site’s aesthetics and features are perfect for today and tomorrow’s 
users.  

On the homepage, you immediately sense that this is something special: There are 
no boxy-looking sections or crowds of links. Instead, users can choose a picture they 
like to consume most of the screen real estate in the background. Although rather 
unconventional now, this style might become more common as Windows 8’s Metro 
Style infiltrates offices. Even now, however, the XL intranet is still intuitive while 
perpetuating uniqueness.  

A powerful search takes center stage on the homepage, with a large open field 
where users can search for anything their hearts desire. A new Knowledge Bank 
utilizes a metadata-driven organization of XL Group’s vast amount of content and 
files. 
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Pictured: Users can replace the default background image on the XL Group 
intranet homepage.  
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Pictured: A user customized the XL Group intranet homepage by replacing the 
default background image with one of his own. 

The search results are divided by people results and other content, including 
documents. Users can sort by most recent and ratings ascending or descending, or 
keep the default view, which is sorted by most relevant. In addition to sorting 
results, the filters on the left side (thanks to Microsoft’s FAST search) allow users to 
filter by tags, date, type, and other criteria. 

Users can view comments about the documents, see more details, and see a 
thumbnail preview of the document. All of these features help users make good 
choices at the results page level, rather than having to waste time and effort clicking 
through fruitless links. 
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Pictured: Users can sort and filter search results and see previews of 
documents. 

The details link in the search results opens the document details page, which 
describes the file and shows tags, versions, and comments. Users can also make 
comments, add to their favorites, email, or rate the document with thumbs up or 
thumbs down.  
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Pictured: The document details page describes the file and shows tags, 
versions, and comments. It also lets users make comments. 

Clicking a link for a person leads to his or her profile page, which gives employees a 
good sense of one another. In this case, the user’s title and team displays at the top, 
along with a close-up photo. The ability to Follow or favorite the person comes next, 
followed by contact information and more specific details. 
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Pictured: A user’s profile page offers a photo, information about the person’s 
background and activities, plus multiple ways to connect. 

When browsing makes more sense than searching, the homepage offers easy 
options. The global navigation appears in an expected place: at the top of the page. 
The icons, or “widgets,” on the far left offer users quick access to updates, groups, 
important tools (such as travel request forms and the corporate calendar), and 
document management areas. Users can also add links to documents they’re 
working with at the bottom of the homepage for easy access. 

Top news announcements appear in a rail down the left side, and include an obvious 
title for each dated news item. The blue, bold text obviously represents a link, and 
it’s legible on the white background. Dates are in an international format, with the 
month spelled out. Users can scan just the top news or scroll this list for more. 

Clicking the widgets on the far left opens panels of menus, with large, legible type. 
Designing these modules outside the traditional flyout or expand-in-place UIs lets 
the designers use more space for the commands list, where they can make the text 
larger and add more white space between links. This creates a calmer, less crowded 
design and makes the targets easier to see and click. 
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Pictured: Putting icons or widgets on the left, or open panels of menus, in the 
center of the page, affords more space for larger text and white space, which 
are scarcities in the traditional flyout and expand-in-place menu UIs. 

The global navigation links at the top open mega menus for easy access to all links. 
Users can scan many links at once in this UI. The designers carefully categorized the 
sets of links so like items are packaged together under an understandable heading. 
In this set-up, users can quickly scan, guided by the white, bold headings for each 
section. If the heading seems promising, they can spend more time scanning the 
blue links under those headings. To keep the menu manageable, designers show six 
or fewer menus links under each heading. If there are seven or more, a show more… 
link appears last, and users can click this to see the rest of the items. Some menus 
contain as many as 10 sections. 
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Pictured: The mega menu is divided by category, with discernible headings that 
users can scan. The menus fit up to 10 sections with six links per section, plus 
a show more… link for additional listings. 

 

 
Pictured: Some mega menus display fewer sections.  
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For clarity and consistency, designers created only two different content page 
layouts, one for news and one for other content. The news page shows a large title, 
date, and byline; clear text; and space for a good-sized image at the top. Icons let 
users add the article to favorites, email it, and give it a thumbs up or down rating. 

 

Pictured: The page layout for news articles makes them easy to read, and 
allows space for an appropriately sized related image. 

The content pages also let users add the page to favorites, email it, and rate it 
thumbs up or thumbs down. The right rail helps users find related information 
through additional links, attachments, and tags.  
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Pictured: On content pages, features in the right rail help users find related 
information through additional links, attachments, and tags. 

Department pages offer information about that department in the main content area. 
The right rail has information about key people, including photographs; the left rail 
offers contact information and links to sub-departments—everything a coworker 
would need to know. 
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Pictured: Department pages offer information about that department in the 
main content area, information about key people in the right rail, and more 
useful content in the left rail. 

This XL Group intranet is beautiful, but not at all shallow. It’s about making people 
more productive and looking fabulous while doing so. 

BACKGROUND 
Since 2010, XL has been working to define and implement new business strategies, 
including establishing a new brand and a new way of thinking about corporate 
culture. “Leadership took an inclusive approach to re-establish the company vision 
and strategic direction, and in doing so widely recognized the value of collaboration 
and innovation,” says John Flannery, VP Online Communications & Marketing. That 
push toward new business strategies naturally led to a greater emphasis on the 
company’s intranet as a means of conveying and supporting the new initiatives. 

“Operating across worldwide time zones and cultures, XL sought to actively engage 
colleagues in striving towards new goals,” he says. “As a shared, concrete experience 
of XL—accessed multiple times a day—the intranet could either undermine or support 
realizing the ‘new XL.’”  

Several factors were behind the push toward a boldly re-imagined intranet. Flannery 
explains: 
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 Support employees: “Part of XL’s new strategy is to establish the 
best talent and technology in the industry, with the new intranet 
strongly signaling the intent to do so. Technology is what helps XL 
employees do their jobs and can demonstrate why XL is different.” 

 Foster collaboration: “In aggressively pursuing collaboration and 
innovation, XL sought systemic support for these processes and 
behaviors.” 

 Replace aging technology: “The former intranet ran on a technology 
platform that was being sunset by the vendor and was increasingly 
unsupportable.” 

 Establish a governance structure and workflow: “After 10 years 
from inception, the former intranet caused frequent frustration and 
lost productivity due to poor governance and content management.” 

Giving Structure to the Vision 
The project’s main goal was to establish a shared workspace for XL employees that 
was both fast and efficient, thereby increasing collaboration and adding value back 
into the workday—or, as Flannery puts it, to “create a portal that’s as efficient as the 
web sites employees use every day.” 

The portal also needed to:  

 Allow employees to more effectively leverage expertise across the 
company 

 Support the shift to a more virtual office 

 Reflect the XL culture 

It’s important to have an overarching set of goals, but it’s also important to work 
through the tactical details that will help that vision come to life. The team outlined 
the following ideas to support its vision for the new intranet:  

 Guiding principles: 

 Make finding things fast 

 Provide a personal experience 

 Place a high value on quality content 

 Features: 

 A clear, simplified IA structure, using a controlled vocabulary 
augmented by tagging 

 Faceted search 

 Customization 

 Employee profiles 

Governance:  

 Establish clear rules of ownership and governance to ensure up-to-
date, high-quality content 
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With these parameters in mind, the team set out to figure out just how to turn these 
goals into a successful outcome. In addition to information gained from annual 
surveys, team members employed multiple research techniques to try to better 
understand nuances of both their company and colleague’s needs. During the 
research and analysis phase, they used the following methods to uncover those 
needs: 

 Usage data of most frequently used areas, documents, etc. 

 Discovery sessions with Steering, Advisory, and Core teams 

 Phone interviews (more than 100) with colleagues across the globe 
and from multiple company functions and levels 

 Focus group sessions and live observations of intranet usage in 
global offices 

 Benchmarking of award-winning intranets, intranet best practices, 
and leading edge innovations 

This research unearthed consistent themes in terms of what people were thinking 
about their experiences using the intranet. Flannery shares examples of what the 
team heard from XL Group employees during the interviews and focus groups: 

 “It doesn’t feel like an organization trying to get things done.” 

 “People from different groups miss out on info.” 

 “The portal doesn’t draw me in; it feels like it’s some people trying to 
tell me stuff vs. people working together.”  

 “The portal displays so much information, users can’t find any 
information. Not an effective tool.”  

 “We need to empower every manager of XL and make them feel more 
a part of the company.” 

 “Connecting people in the organization is more and more important.” 

Facing Down Challenges 
The team faced many challenges throughout the project. Flannery explains how 
these played out: 

 Content strategy/IA: “Content strategy/IA was a major challenge 
due to XL’s complexity, despite our relative size. The value of 
taxonomy was little understood outside of the core team, and few 
business people fully grasped the vision of the new intranet’s clear 
dependence on metadata/tagging. The core team utilized consulting 
resources to do basic tagging across all content items. The taxonomy 
and metadata schema will require ongoing work as well as publisher 
education.” 
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 Change management: “Change management was a major 
consideration. For example, we considered whether or not the new site 
would be introduced all at once with a big bang approach or 
incrementally as new features were unveiled. Ultimately, the team 
decided a big bang approach best suited reinforcing XL’s burgeoning 
culture and could be well managed with sufficient planning and 
resources.” 

 Technology: “The technology implementation complexity was not 
fully appreciated and time to execute underestimated.” 

 Uneven reception: “The rollout saw a varying response—from an 
enthusiastic embrace to dragging of feet. These responses fell in line 
with demographics, geography/culture, and business areas (active 
team players vs. those who sat on sidelines). A multi-faceted training 
and top-down and bottom-up advocacy program helped to accelerate 
the adoption cycle.” 

 
Pictured: The old portal was a source of much frustration for XL employees. 
Early research indicated that the frustration centered on poor organization and 
an inability to find content; users felt that the portal displayed so much 
information, that they couldn’t find any information.  
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INTRANET TEAM 

 
Pictured: The XL Group core intranet team (back row, left to right): Marcy 
DeMassa, Satvinder Khurana, Shahar Tamari, Tom Paterno, Arvind Popli, 
William Piedmont, Meera Dharmalingam, Clint San Antonio, and Sangeeta 
Patel; (front row, left to right): Adam Worobec, Igor Dynkin, Chru Singh, John 
Flannery, Rich Williams, and Puneet Gupta. 
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Pictured: The HUGE Brooklyn team (left to right): Chris Michaud, Brock Boddie, 
Leala Abbott, Lilie Chang, and Felipe Memoria. 

 
Pictured: The HUGE Rio team (left to right): Rafael Gomes, Junior Simões 
(“Junimba”), José Roberto Coccorese (“Zero”), Sergio Salvador, Fabrício 
Marchezini, João Paulo Teixeira (“JP”), Leandro Brasil (“Led”), and João 
Mermolia. 

GOVERNANCE 

Ownership 
Responsibility for the intranet lies with Online Communications and Marketing. The 
Information Technology group manages the technology platform. Both functions 
provide complimentary and closely aligned teams, each focused on daily intranet 
management. People from across the organization are responsible for content 
publishing. 

The intranet’s user experience has been greatly influenced by its residence within 
Online Communications and Marketing. “Online Communications and Marketing is 
responsible for those aspects of the intranet outside technical execution and 
management,” says Flannery. “As expected, given this ownership, there is a strong 
emphasis on user experience, design, branding, and communications. However, 
developing the strong product design and development backgrounds in the group 
enhances that discipline’s approach to satisfying the needs and desires of users and 
creates a broader mindset within the core teams. Content quality, publisher training, 
taxonomy/metadata, and search optimization are all areas of ongoing knowledge and 
skill development within the core teams—and critical with the new intranet.” 
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INTRANET TEAM RESPONSIBILITIES 
Role Responsibilities 

Core team  Site usability, stability, enhancements, audits, 
reporting, governance, taxonomy/metadata, 
search optimization, training, service 

Group owners  Maintenance of Group content accuracy and 
currency 

Communications  Maintenance of the News and About XL sections 
publishing 

HR  Maintenance of HR content 

Employee  Dashboard image, Profile, updates 

Working with Agencies 
Given the aggressive timeline, the team sought out the skills of a full-service design 
and technology firm. They found that in HUGE. Additional consultants were brought 
in to compliment the team and to address specific needs. The agencies played 
various roles: 

 HUGE: research and analysis, vision and strategy, and design, 
development 

 Tallan: development (through HUGE) 

 Prescient: benchmarking and stakeholder education 

 Intranet Benchmarking Forum: benchmarking and stakeholder 
education 

 Found Studio: design consulting 

 Alex Snell: content strategy consulting; worked with Eloquor to define 
the taxonomy and metadata schema, as well as the knowledge bank 
structure 

 Eloquor: content cleanup/tagging; also helped clean up existing site 
content and apply metadata to optimize findability 

 Roberts Golden: defined change management plan and provided 
additional bandwidth to execute against the plan 

 DapperText: screen casting (to help with adoption) 

USERS 
The XL Group intranet’s primary focus is supporting underwriting professionals in 
their decision-making and daily operational work. This group is the priority user 
group for the intranet because they are the primary drivers of revenue within the 
organization. 
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Underwriting functions are conducted through 35 businesses that offer more than 
150 products across global jurisdictions. These employees navigate complex local 
risk factors, legal regulations, and financial considerations. 

The intranet also focuses on supporting the productivity and effectiveness of support 
functions (such as actuarial, Legal, Compliance, IT, and marketing) as their jobs 
impact underwriting efficiency. 
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Pictured: The HR page, which includes a selection for country, contacts, and 
links to the essential HR functions and documents.  

 
Pictured: This screen shows the favorites that can be added on the bottom of 
the portal homepage. Favorites provide quick access to the frequently used 
documents, pages, groups, and so on. 

URL AND ACCESS 

ACCESS INFORMATION 
Item Status 
URL  Xlworld.xl 

Default Status  XLWorld is the default homepage for all users 
and cannot be changed.  

Remote Access  Users can access XLWorld via VPN or when 
logged into XL-issued iPhone and iPad devices. The 
company’s underwriters, business development, 
and claims employees often work onsite, visiting 
brokers, clients, and prospects. Additionally, risk-
engineering colleagues work extensively onsite at 
client organizations, where having access to the 
latest XL news, collaboration “Group” interactions, 
and information resources is critical.  
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DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY WORK 

Design Approach  
During the project’s first phase, the team leveraged several types of user research. 
“Initially, we were able to dive into a detailed statistical analysis of the results from 
an XLConnect employee satisfaction survey from 2010,” says Flannery. “This helped 
us to understand many of the current ‘dissatisfiers,’ as well as which features and 
tools were perceived to be most important. We then conducted additional qualitative 
research.”  

The first step in this process was to conduct an initial set of phone interviews that 
helped inform the project’s basic hypotheses. The phone interviews were augmented 
with one-on-one observations to supplement the team’s understanding of what 
(content) they accessed and how they used the portal. The team also used the 
interviews to understand how the new portal could help users have the best 
experience during the workday.  

“We concluded our research phase with in-person focus groups conducted in Exton 
[Pennsylvania], New York, London, Paris, and Zurich,” he says. “Overall, we found 
that there was a lot of frustration with XLConnect. Universally, we discovered that 
the portal displayed so much information users couldn’t find any information.”  

The team corroborated all user insights in a heuristic evaluation of XLConnect. It was 
evident that, although the portal had once had a clear architecture, time marched on 
and the portal stayed the same. “In a fast-paced industry, it had lost its 
effectiveness,” says Flannery. “A defining trait of XLConnect was that each business 
line managed its own pages within its own structure within the overall structure, 
leading to the feeling of disorientation whenever employees ventured outside of their 
immediate zone, and to a lack of usage patterns.” Flannery says they found four 
major issues: 

 Labeling: Labels often used different words to describe the same 
thing, as well as the same word to describe different things. 

 Findability: Obscure link names and redundant pathways made it 
difficult for employees to find their way. 

 Structure: The lack of a cohesive structure made it difficult to 
navigate. 

 Consistency: Sections were managed inconsistently. 

The team used the findings from the user research to define the following use cases, 
which informed the new design:  

 “I want to find someone who has done X.” 

 “I need access to the latest versions of forms quickly and easily.” 

 “I want to file my expenses.” 

 “I want to see information about my local office/business line, as well 
as about corporate.” 

 “I need to publish something quickly.” 

Optimizing these types of workflows was critical for creating efficiencies that would 
have a direct effect on user behavior. “Going into the strategy phase, we came to a 
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conclusion that was no surprise: Users will try whatever is fastest,” says Flannery. 
“So, if getting a document from a colleague is faster using a thumb drive than using 
a complicated, slow, and unreliable network drive system, they will do it, no 
questions asked. So, we knew our solution had to be intuitive and fast, making it 
easy to find and share documents, and to find people as well.” 

Another key realization the team came to was that the intranet had to be as easy 
and efficient to use as the websites employees use every day. “We also determined 
that the new portal had to be a tool for the employees—versus XLConnect, which 
was perceived to be a tool for the company,” he says. “There was a great 
opportunity to make it a more personal and social experience, thereby increasing the 
adoption.” 

With the research in hand, it was time for conceptual sketching. For several days in 
row, a team of designers produced dozens of low-fidelity creative approaches, both 
on paper—covering the walls of the meeting rooms—and in digital form. Those early 
designs were put through their paces. They were iterated, changed, reorganized, and 
“killed” until only a few survived. And then it was time to wireframe.  

The team produced 86 wireframes to support the overall architecture and define the 
user interactions. “During the interaction design phase, it was confirmed that while 
we were pushing SharePoint to the limit, it was ‘challenging, but feasible,’” says 
Flannery. 

“The final design was presented to XL Group in its visual design form, and shows 
what we call the ‘desktop metaphor.’ Users can easily search, personalize their 
workspace, and change the background and mark people and documents as favorites 
for fast access.” 

Since the launch, the team has conducted interviews with employees to gauge early 
responses and try to create a path forward. The response so far has been positive.  

“Overall, employees are pleased with the new portal. They are understanding that 
they can find content and contacts in a consistent fashion by following certain usage 
patterns,” says Flannery, adding that, in interviews, participants said they used a 
combination of search and the mega-menu to find content and contacts successfully. 
This success means that one of the team’s primary use cases—finding people—is 
working. 

Another research finding is that the new design has fixed the mechanisms for finding 
content, and that the content itself (and contact information) is also much clearer.  

Much of the content still needs to be updated and/or tagged more specifically, which 
is an ongoing effort. “As more people use search, the relevancy of the results will 
improve,” says Flannery. “Right now, users are struggling a little with the sheer 
volume of the results but demonstrated that they were able to use the refiners in the 
left sidebar.” 

During the post-launch interviews, the team heard many positive initial reactions 
from users, such as: 

 “Emotionally, it’s just so much better. XLConnect was so stressful.” 

 “Here, you go into one door and get to anything. With XLConnect, you 
had to go into all these separate doors.” 

 “This works just like Google.” 
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TIMELINE 

INTRANET TIMELINE 
Milestone Date Milestone Description 

2002  Pilot global intranet 

2003–2004 
 

 Integrate intranets from acquisitions 

2004–2007  Perform incremental enhancements (during this 
period, intranet investment and governance 
floundered)  

2008–2010  Redefined IA, navigation, and design 

 Improved governance and content-
management practices 

2010–2011 
 

 Made substantive improvements to internal 
communications delivery to support strategy  

 Cosmetic redesign for rebrand 

 Major content cleanup begins 
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REDESIGN TIMELINE 
Milestone Date Milestone Description 

May 2011  Begin vendor search 

July 2011  Shortlist HUGE 

August 2011  Leadership decision to fund and contract with 
HUGE 

September 2011  Initiate both Phase 1 (brand ‘re-skin’) and 
Phase 2 (holistic redesign) 

October–December 2011  Research and analysis: new vision, design 

January 2012  Design and content architecture defined 

February–June 2012  Content cleanup, tagging, and publisher 
engagement 

February–June 2012  Technical implementation 

July–August 2012  Testing/validation, ramp-up internal 
communications 

August 8, 2012  Rollout 

August–September 2012  Former intranet available in ‘read-only’ mode 

CONTENT AND CONTENT CONTRIBUTORS 
The XL team chose to use the SharePoint platform’s native content management 
capabilities. “SharePoint has its own CMS, which is feature rich, and we preferred not 
to add an additional technology to the platform,” says Flannery.  

Content is created and published by staff located across the company. 
“Philosophically, XL sought to empower employees in content publishing towards 
greater productivity,” he says. As a result, content administration varies widely, from 
loosely governed to more controlled, depending on the content type. All employees 
can update the public groups and updates section, the central blog (after online 
training), the dashboard image, and profiles. The HR, AboutXL, and news areas are 
more closely controlled through designated publishers. So, review levels vary from 
no review to tight control through trained resources (for content such as blogs, 
news, and HR).  

The intranet team can accommodate many varied types of publishers because it 
provides training documents and screen casts, as well as a roster of rotating training 
sessions online. The team also provides a finite number of templates for content 
publishers to use, which helps maintain some control. The team is currently creating 
guidelines for publishing best practices, findability, and usability.  
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The last line of defense in the continuing effort to keep content fresh and relevant is 
a rotating audit that the central Online Communications & Marketing team conducts 
to ensure content is timely, accurate, and relevant. 

 

Pictured: The Updates feature lets users update their current status (on 
projects, for example) and captures activities on the various Groups that users 
belong to.  

 

 
Pictured: The Group widget lists groups that users follow and lets them search 
group content.  
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Pictured: A highly customized group site.  
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CONTENT PERMISSIONS  
Portal Section  Content Governance Characteristics 

Corporate Portal  Tightly governed/push content: dashboard, 
company information, and news 

Department Pages/Sites  Loosely governed, with both static and 
dynamic content: knowledge management 
and information sharing  

Groups  Ungoverned/collaborative content 

Personal Profile  Loosely governed, with both static and 
dynamic content: personal information, and 
public and private views 

TECHNOLOGY 
The new XL Group portal was developed using SharePoint 2010. The company’s 
former technology solution was being sunset by the provider, so little effort was 
made over the past year to provide new features or functionality. “SharePoint has 
allowed us to implement many new features, especially ‘social’ features, and 
functionality,” says Flannery.  

The other technologies used on the site include:  

TECHNOLOGY  
Category Technology Used 

Web Server Hardware and 
O/S  DELL Servers running Windows 2008 

Server, Brocade Load Balancer, and Cisco 
Firewall 

Bug Tracking/Quality 
Assurance  TFS 

Content Management Tools  SharePoint 2010 

Search  FAST 

Other Functions  NewsGator 

 Vizit 

MOBILE 
The site is optimized for iPhone and iPad, which are heavily used by the company’s 
key leadership and revenue-generating staff.  

The team selected the mobile features set based on features that optimized the 
workflow of XL employees who work onsite at client locations. Those features 
include:  
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 Group sites: for collaborating within departments, teams, and 
communities of practice/projects 

 Updates wall: for keeping up-to-date with colleagues 

 XL News: for keeping up-to-date with the organization 

 Knowledge bank 

 People search 

 Favorites 

SEARCH 
The XL Group intranet team reviewed many of the leading search technologies—
including FAST, Autonomy, Endeca, and Google—but the integration with SharePoint 
led the team to choose FAST. 

XL proactively uses tagging, metadata, and taxonomy to refine search results, and 
well as reacting to user suggestions for best bets. 
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Pictured: One of the options available to search for people. Entering the 
person’s name results in people with that name being brought to the top.  
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Pictured: The people search results and filtering options.  

RESULTS AND ROI 
The team designed the new XL Group portal to improve upon the past portal in 
terms of: 
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 How efficiently employees find and use documents 

 How efficiently and effectively employees use the portal to search for 
potential collaborators 

 How quickly company news and communications are distributed 

 How well the portal encourages collaboration 

 How often employees use the portal 

Some signs that these efforts have paid off include: 

 Increased participation: The company has seen an increase in many 
participation numbers, including the number of: postings on group 
sites; shared documents; active group site members; new requests for 
group sites; new requests for access rights to group sites, and blog 
posts. 

 A flipped information-finding ratio: There has been in increase in 
the number of searches and a corresponding decrease in the number 
of abandoned searches.  

 Increased engagement in news and announcements: There has 
been a dramatic increase in the number of page views for 
news/announcement articles during particular time periods and a 
corresponding jump in the amount of feedback/comments posted to 
those viewed items.  

XL Group’s success with the intranet is perhaps a result of both the redesigned 
portal’s ability to effectively meet people’s needs and the company’s full-court 
press in the launch communication efforts. The team realized that with XL’s size 
and globally dispersed workforce, the release of a new intranet necessitated a 
multi-phased, multi-vehicle communications approach to really get users on 
board. These efforts included: 

 Portal naming contest  

 Countdown to launch email campaign  

 Live orientation sessions  

 Collaborative champions (ambassadors to help users transition) 

 Launch videos  

 “How we got here” articles  

 “What to expect on launch day” article  

 Pre-launch email 

 Launch day message 

If all this seems like a lot of effort, it was. But, by all accounts, the team’s 
communications efforts were highly successful. “We built a sense of anticipation and 
increased colleague interest in the new XLWorld,” says Flannery. “On launch day, 
more users than ever logged on to our system.” 

And, in the classic “be careful what you wish for” scenario, this dramatic traffic surge 
proved to be both good and bad. Although the system was designed for “vastly 
increased” demand, enthusiastic colleague usage far exceeded even the team’s most 
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liberal estimates. “Our success in developing and communicating about our new 
system resulted in access problems for colleagues. The team worked feverishly to 
correct the problems,” he says. 

“With the system issues we experienced following launch, the team developed a 
message to inform colleagues about exactly what happened, the steps taken to 
correct it, and to also reiterate key messages about the search function and how to 
effectively use it. In an effort to carefully test the system, we rolled this message out 
in a staggered fashion (across time zones) to mitigate the effect of potential usage 
spikes.”  

Other routine post-launch communications are planned, including: 

 reminders about the available training resources; 

 an article on search best practices (tips on how to use tagging, 
metadata, ratings, etc.); 

 an article on groups best practices; and 

 live Q&A webinars, which are open call-ins for colleagues to ask 
specific technical and non-technical questions (content from these will 
be captured in the living FAQ document). 

LESSONS LEARNED  
Flannery shares some of the team’s lessons learned: 

 Don’t underestimate design at any stage. Even during a pilot phase, a 
feature’s design can heavily affect how it is received. The XL group learned 
this the hard way with the Group collaborative sites. “As a key goal—with 
close executive attention—the Group collaborative sites carried high 
expectations. Initial deliverables in pilot lacked user experience/design 
attention. XL leadership balked at the capability initially—until the 
functionality and features became more intuitive and easy to use. 
Subsequently, the group sites realized diverse use—from Investment’s 
tracking global macro/micro economic trends to manage portfolios to 
Marketing’s version control around production of brand and advertising 
materials.” 

 Keep communicating. “The team sought to over-communicate to 
publishers, the overall enterprise, and leadership. Recognizing this was a 
dramatic design change from the former intranet, based on a paradigm of 
departments and documents, the team led frequent webinar sessions, Q&As, 
and an ongoing, regular email campaign. Coupled with videos, screen casts, 
and formal training sessions/materials, the team endeavored to well support 
the enterprise.” 

 Choose the design approach that works best for your needs. “Iterative 
approaches to redesigns have their place. However, dramatic change does as 
well and, with adequate justification and organizational alignment, is 
appropriate. With leadership support and broad organizational involvement, 
don’t shy from moving rapidly through design. Yet take the time to pilot key 
functionality, work through iterations, and utilize real-life use cases.”  

 Content migration needs to be well resourced and defined. “Given the 
challenges we faced in publisher engagement within several business areas, 
we would consider not migrating their content from the former intranet—but 
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instead start with a clean slate. Rather than move thousands of outdated and 
inaccurate content items, ask the business to plan to populate the new 
intranet with only what they need now. For those areas willing and able to 
clean, archive, and rewrite content—then by all means migrate. It’s a 
demanding process to be successful.”  
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Recommendations for the Intranet Design Process 
For 13 years, we’ve seen patterns across the case studies of award-winning 
intranets, as well as in our work testing intranets for research and for clients. There 
are certain steps that help create good intranets that meet users’ needs. Screenshots 
and features might inspire you, and case studies can educate and inform. But 
without a good design process, it is difficult to create an outstanding intranet.  

Here, we offer a few of the most important recommendations for designing a usable 
intranet. These recommendations change very little from year to year. 

SUPPORT THE LAUNCH OF A NEW INTRANET  
If you build it they will come is unfortunately not true for new intranets. It’s 
important to involve people from around the organization throughout design, pre-
launch, and post-launch activities.  

Following are some tips based on good intranet processes:  

 Include key players from around the organization in the design process. This 
not only generates design and feature ideas, but also lets you enlist these 
players to excite their groups about the coming new intranet. 

 Consider making design iterations accessible to employees (on a staging 
server) as they develop. Collect employee feedback. Explain the major 
changes and their benefits. 

 Incorporate usability testing and beta testing in the design and 
communication processes. After sound usability research, communicate how 
you’ve changed the design to reflect user behavior and feedback. (But don’t 
use testing sessions themselves to convince people the intranet is better; 
those are best used for research and analysis.) 

 Designate staff members to respond to employee questions and comments for 
the first few months after launching a new design.  

 Stage events, contests, and promotions on the intranet itself and in other 
places to describe new features and processes. 

 Keep promoting the intranet for a few months after launch, as some 
employees might not have time to explore it when the site goes live. 

WATCH PEOPLE WORK 
One of the great benefits of working on an intranet is your users are all around you. 
They’re the people you pass in the hallways, the employees sitting next to you in the 
cafeteria, and the staff members who park next to you in the garage. Use these 
interactions to your advantage and ask your colleagues if you can watch how they 
work. See how they’re using and not using the intranet, and where design 
opportunities exist for making the intranet a more useful part of their day-to-day 
jobs. Though you work alongside your colleagues, their roles at the organization can 
have very different information and intranet needs than your own.  

CONDUCT USABILITY EVALUATIONS 
Remember that you don’t need a complete, finished design to garner useful usability 
feedback. In fact, it’s better to get early feedback on incomplete designs. Test with 
prototypes and paper mockups. Or, if you want to introduce design elements similar 
to those you see on a particular website, use that website to test the features. You 
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can watch people using any current system, even if it’s not an intranet, to determine 
which features or elements are well designed.  

Even the busiest development teams, or those with the craziest deadlines, should 
take time to watch people attempt basic tasks using the design. It doesn’t take long 
to do a quick test. We encourage design teams to get a group of designers and 
developers together—even for just 20 minutes—to review a site’s design, discuss 
what happened in testing, and then to identify, discuss, and agree on the top 
usability issues. 

UNDERSTAND THE TECHNOLOGY 
Some intranet teams are stuck with particular technology solutions. Others have the 
freedom to shop around for the best tools for their project. In either case, it is 
important that teams take the time to understand what the technology can—and 
can’t—do. But equally important is deciding if the functionality actually meets your 
organization’s needs. Just because a tool lets you do something doesn’t mean it’s a 
good design solution for your users.  

Across the years, our winning designs have tended to be from organizations that 
customized an existing technology solution to fit their needs, rather than simply 
doing an out-of-the-box implementation. That is, team members took the time to 
understand the tool inside and out, and worked with the tool to meet their 
organizations’ needs.  

Some teams have the time and expertise to do this. Others rely on outside experts 
to help with technology issues. And still others have to stick to what’s offered. In all 
cases, knowing the technology and any challenges upfront can help minimize 
unexpected glitches down the road. 

PERSONALIZE AFTER YOU CREATE THE INFRASTRUCTURE 
Personalizing the intranet can help people find what they want and expedite work. 
Hiding things users don’t need can also have positive effects by eliminating clutter 
and overload. However, personalizing is about more than designing the interface; it 
also involves designing systems for collecting and tracking timely information about 
users. This process typically involves HR and other departments and sometimes 
many databases as well. In short, it can be a lot of work. 

We suggest that all intranets ultimately strive to give each user an effective, 
personal experience. But don’t get ahead of yourself and try to do this before the 
backend infrastructure is in place. 

HELP CONTENT CONTRIBUTORS SUCCEED 
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 themselves. Letting users—or 
designated content providers—contribute content gives them a stake in the intranet’s 
success. Such efforts invariably produce compounded returns: fostering excellent 
content providers results in better content, which leads to an intranet with more 
varied and useful information, which drives more employees to visit the intranet 
more often, and thus ensures that the intranet remains a business-critical tool. 
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CONSIDER ACCESSIBILITY 
Many companies employ—or will at some point hire—people who use assistive 
technology. Yet many of the intranets submitted for consideration posed accessibility 
problems for users with low vision, no vision, or motor-skill challenges. The chief 
accessibility offenders: using too many graphics, tiny text, poor contrast, limited 
space between links and text, and small targets.  

MEASURE ROI 
When embarking on any intranet redesign, measure whatever you can. If you want 
to emerge from a redesign with information about the return on investment in the 
new site, you need to have a starting point.  

Most intranet redesigns make obvious strides forward, with great usability 
improvements that foster productivity and efficiency gains for their companies. Yet it 
can be difficult to formally—or even informally—measure ROI on intranets. 
Measurements can be tricky due to tight schedules and the way organizations 
allocate money. For example, the money to design and maintain the intranet might 
be allocated to the vice president of IT, while productivity gains are found in the HR 
or corporate communications department. 

A simple measurement of ROI is time on task. Measure the time users require to 
accomplish a task, both before and after a redesign. Take this decreased task time 
and factor the resulting financial savings across your organization. Then, make the 
gains known to the different departments involved and also at higher levels, so that 
even the most upper-level managers understand the importance of well-designed 
internal systems. 

Consider other ways to measure ROI on the intranet as well. Does moving 
information online result in any printing savings? Does automating a process free up 
time for the department that used to handle the same task? Does providing essential 
tools and information to employees save them time from finding the same 
information for themselves? Do collaboration tools or stories about individual 
projects or employees result in new work sold, new solutions found, or new 
collaborations across the organization? Do idea-sharing boards result in greater 
efficiencies or cost savings across the organization? Do tools allowing employees to 
locate experts or see past work promote efficiency? 
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Intranets Not Selected: Common Issues  
Design Annual entries are typically of the highest caliber, and every year we wish our 
top 10 could include a few more spots to honor the runner-ups that just missed 
making our list. We see many excellent designs that show the dedication those 
intranet teams had to making a tool that works to meet the needs of their 
organizations.  

We also receive a number of entries that don’t live up to expectations, with confusing 
designs, perplexing site structures, and content that is sorely lacking.  

We never name or show examples from the intranet entries that don’t win, but it is 
useful to discuss the common problems among those entries.  

NAVIGATION AND ORGANIZATION  
Many sites suffered from unclear page or site organization. Site structure wasn’t 
clear when looking at menus, categories, or navigational options, and global and 
local navigation didn’t clearly relate to one another. 

A clear sign of confusing site structure is when you can’t tell from looking at a page 
how to navigate to that page. Pages need clear indications of the user’s current 
location on the site.  

Other sites used filtering tools—in search results, navigation, or within site tools—
that weren’t easy to use or follow. In some cases, filtering categories were vaguely 
named, while in others selecting filters or facets was difficult and deciphering results 
was impossible. 

DESIGN ELEMENTS THAT AREN’T USER-FRIENDLY 
We know from years of testing intranets and other websites that some common 
design elements simply don’t work well for users. For example, some sites used 
multi-level cascading menus, which we often see users struggle with, trying in vain 
to keep the menu open so they can reach the content they want.  

Other sites segmented content unnecessarily, such as segregating search results by 
type or repository by default, which makes it difficult for users to get an overview of 
the intranet’s content on a topic. Scoping search to the user’s current location is also 
a problem, as it gives users a very small window into the site’s available content.  

INFORMATION: TOO MUCH OR TOO LITTLE 
Some entries had incredibly sparse information, still providing only the most basic 
information about IT outages and departmental responsibilities, and not reflecting 
the company, its work, or its culture. Others have a wealth of information, but the 
poor overall quality makes it difficult to find information of interest. Quality and 
quantity both matter. 

Insufficient information keeps users guessing about what comes next. News items 
without dates make it difficult for users to know how current the site and its 
information are. Truncated headlines without information-carrying words keep users 
guessing as to where a link will lead. Vague link names like more, click here, and 
details tell users nothing about what they’ll find if they click.  

Other entries had too much information crammed onto pages, making it difficult to 
find anything on the sites. Too much information can be as detrimental to usability 
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as too little; editing and prioritizing information is essential to helping users find 
what they need. Many intranets suffer because their contributors simply add more 
and more content each year, rather than updating, editing, or removing old 
information.  

SILOED CONTENT 
This year, very few of the entries organized content by department in the main site 
navigation; this is a great change since the early years of intranets. However, many 
sites still retain content silos deep within the site structure, failing to bring 
documents, forms, or processes up to a higher level. Instead, this information is left 
in the depths of departmental sections that users rarely have reason to frequent.  

Further, social tools that let employees discuss, blog, share ideas, and inspire one 
another are often completely distinct from the “main” intranet where communication 
is often still predominantly one-way. There shouldn’t be a sense that there is one 
place for users to share information, and another for them to consume information. 
For tools to truly facilitate communication, they should be well integrated with the 
site, rather than existing as a separate place that users need to think of, navigate to, 
and interact with. Such sections often have completely different visual design and 
site navigation, making them feel even further removed from the “real” intranet.  

DATED OR STRAIGHT OUT-OF-THE-BOX DESIGNS 
Although the Design Annual is not a beauty contest, aesthetics can make a site 
pleasant to use (if features, functionality, and content live up to standards as well). 
Design matters; often, a lack of attention to visual design details are reflected in a 
lack of attention in other site areas, such as features, content, or navigation. Good 
visual design can help users find the information they need—it’s more than just a 
pretty face. 

Other entries are straight out-of-the-box implementations of common intranet-
building tools. The problem here is that, typically, these intranets don’t do much that 
differentiates them from any other intranet with a straight out-of-the-box 
implementation. Those companies that make an intranet tool suit their particular 
needs, rather than make do with a generic intranet tool, frequently end up with 
intranets that better meet their users’ needs.  

LACK OF UNIQUE OR INTERESTING CONTENT OR FEATURES  
We’re looking for the best of the best. An intranet that has all the standard intranet 
content, even if well designed, is unlikely to win the Design Annual. To win, sites 
need something that differentiates them from the pack, such as features, content, or 
tools that are unique to the organization or that show a bit of extra effort from the 
intranet team to make not just a good intranet, but an intranet built specifically for 
its users. We want to honor those teams that went above and beyond. 
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Selection Criteria and Process 
Nielsen Norman Group’s Intranet Design Annual rewards great examples of useful, 
usable intranets that meet users’ needs. To find these intranets and their teams, we 
post a call for entries each year in May at http://www.nngroup.com/intranet-call-for-
entries. 

To enter, organizations (either design firms responsible for the intranet or the 
organization’s intranet team) submit background information about the organization, 
together with a brief description of the intranet—including its features, functions, and 
users—and what makes it unique.  

We review each entry, and then judge and ultimately select the winners based on a 
four-step process:  

1) Initial design reviews and numeric rankings 
2) Follow-up questions with the top submissions (as necessary) 
3) In-depth design reviews on the top entries to choose the top 10 
4) Follow-up interviews with the top 10 

Each step is detailed below. 

INITIAL DESIGN REVIEWS AND NUMERIC RANKINGS 
The judges (see About the Authors) conduct baseline design reviews and narrow the 
field down to tier-one submissions. We rate each site numerically and note any great 
features or lacking designs. We base the numeric rankings on criteria typically 
viewed as key to intranet usability, including some criteria that emerge from 
previous years’ submissions or trends. We rate each submission on a scale of 0 to 3, 
with 3 being the best rating. Criteria include:  

Navigation:  

 Main navigation on every page 

 Consistent/easy navigation 

 Consistent style across the intranet 

 No horizontal scrolling 

 Appropriate vertical scrolling 

Design:  

 Pleasing aesthetics 

 Engaging homepage design 

 Good contrast between text and background 

 Easy-to-read text and links 

 Good use of graphics 

 The right amount of text 

 The right number of links 

 Clean design 

Search:  
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 Consistently available search 

 Relationship to employee 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 

 Meeting business needs 

Overall:  

 Simple forms 

 Support for the main corporate functions 

 Encapsulation of the organization’s spirit  

 Use of innovative, fun, or original features 

 Accessibility features 

 Originality or something special 

FOLLOW-UP QUESTIONS WITH TOP TIER (WHEN NECESSARY) 

As part of the review process, we look at all information the organizations submitted. 
Considerations of target users, tasks, and basic usability guidelines inform our scores 
and analysis. We do not conduct usability evaluations with users of the sites. While 
we believe that such evaluations are the best way to reveal what works and what 
doesn’t work about designs, we conduct large scale research studies based on 
testing that inform our expert reviews of the intranet submissions.7 

After our reviews, we ask follow-up questions as needed for clarification or to gather 
any missing information.  

THOROUGH DESIGN REVIEW 
After narrowing the initial submissions, we select the top 25 and complete more 
thorough reviews, narrowing the field to the top 10 best sites. 

                                          
7 Intranet Usability Guidelines report series is available for purchase at 
http://www.nngroup.com/reports/intranet/guidelines/. 
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FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEWS WITH TOP 10 
We notify the top 10, make sure they have appropriate corporate approvals, and 
give them a series of follow-up questions about the site, team, and process in order 
to write the case studies for the report. We ask for detailed information about every 
part of the process, including design decisions, research and usability work, 
challenges faced, and lessons learned. We ask all teams the same core questions and 
ask detailed questions about specific aspects of each design as well.  

Some of the general questions we ask each team include:  

 How did the intranet start?  

 How many people comprise the intranet staff?  

 How is the intranet governed?  

 What are the goals of the intranet or redesign project?  

 What were your project’s main usability methods?  

 What makes your intranet unique? 
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Submit Your Intranet for the 2014 Design Annual 
 

Got a great intranet? Large or small, you could win next year’s NN/g Intranet Design 
Annual contest.  

 It’s free to enter. 

 Organizations that don’t win are never disclosed in any reports 
or presentations.  

 Your intranet might be better than you think. 

We’ll begin accepting submissions in May 2013. For submission details including 
eligibility, deadline and submission guidelines, please visit: 

http://www.nngroup.com/intranet-call-for-entries 

 

Eligible designs include anything that runs inside a company and is not accessible on 
the public web, such as:  

 Company-wide intranets  

 Department-specific intranets  

 Solutions to internal communications problems using intranet 
technologies 

 Internal web-based applications  

 Extranets  

 

Good luck! 
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Since 1998 Nielsen Norman Group has been a leading voice in the user experience field. 

 Conducting groundbreaking research 

 Evaluating interfaces of all shapes and sizes 

 Guiding critical design decisions to improve the bottom line 

 

We practice what we preach 

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

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

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

 Tested over 2,000 different interfaces 

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

 Analyzed thousands of hours of recorded user observations sessions 

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

 

Our collective experience will save you time… and money 

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

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

means you benefit directly from our: 

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

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

business goals. 

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

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

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

1995 is unrivaled.  

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

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

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

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

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

minds in the business. 

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

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

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

and mobile usability. 

 

Stay Informed 

Jakob Nielsen’s Alertbox Newsletter 

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

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