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This report is a gift for our loyal audience of usability enthusiasts. Thank you for your 
support over the years. We hope this information will aid your efforts to improve  
user experiences for everyone. 

This report is free, but it is still copyrighted information that may be updated from 
time to time, so please don’t distribute this file or host it elsewhere. 

Do not link directly to the PDF file (which may be rehosted at different cloud 
services). Instead, we encourage you to distribute the following link to this report’s 
summary page on our website, in order to reduce PDF shock and to allow people to 
decide whether to download it themselves: 

http://www.nngroup.com/reports/10-best-intranets-2006/ 

Even though this report was published in 2006, we believe it continues to be 
valuable for many intranet designers: since these were award-winning 
intranets, many companies can still benefit from learning from these case studies. 
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Executive Summary 
 

The ten best-designed intranets for 2006 are: 

• Allianz Australia Insurance, Australia 

• ALTANA Pharma AG, Germany 

• Bank of Ireland Group, Ireland 

• Capital One, USA 

• IBM, USA 

• Merrill Lynch, USA 

• METRO Group, Germany 

• O2, UK 

• Staples, USA 

• Vodafone Group, UK 

This is the first year in which a majority of the winners hail from outside the United 
States, underlining the continued growth of good intranet design around the world. 
In fact, the globalization of good intranet design is actually greater than what this 
simple list implies; many of the winning companies are highly multinational, with 
team members operating in multiple countries. At Vodafone Group, for example, 
intranet technology is managed from Germany, with development efforts occurring 
in California, Spain, Italy, and Egypt. 
This year’s winners are all large companies, with an average size of 80,000 
employees. In previous years, we’ve always had winners with only a few hundred 
employees, but this year the smallest company has 3,000 employees. It might be 
that large companies are finally making intranet quality a high priority, and thus 
their more substantial resources make it harder for smaller companies to compete. 
One year’s results, however, are insufficient to confirm such a trend. 
In any case, while smaller organizations might not have the time or resources to 
implement as many features, they can apply many of the lessons learned from large 
companies’ design efforts. 
One trend from earlier years that persists is the strong showing for financial 
companies. This year, financial companies represent 40% of the winners, while 
manufacturing companies continue to be underrepresented. The possible reason for 
this is that financial companies have a tradition of emphasizing usability and white- 
collar productivity, while manufacturing companies have historically focused on 
physical concerns and thus have less experience in creating good screen-based 
designs. 

 
CONTINUING TRENDS 
One notable trend from past competitions—to enforce a consistent look and feel 
across the intranet—is even more prominent this year. Almost all winners have 
active programs in place to evangelize templates and design standards. 
Several winning intranets have special training activities for content contributors, 
teaching them how to use design templates correctly and how to produce optimal 
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intranet pages. Templates, after all, give users some leeway in applying styles and 
layouts. Authors therefore need training to employ templates correctly and thus 
maintain a consistent intranet design. 
To further this goal, Bank of Ireland, for one, offers an extensive, searchable 
knowledge base with tips for intranet publishers. Such training support is necessary 
to achieve a unified intranet design. It’s not enough to simply publish rules and 
design standards; you must teach them as well. 
Another continuing trend we saw was the use of task-based information 
architectures, rather than IAs based on a company’s business units. 
Navigation systems have become very complete, with good global and local 
navigation. Companies typically present navigation in the left column of a page, 
running utility features across the top of the page. Many of the winning intranets also 
make excellent use of breadcrumbs to further help users orient themselves in the 
large information spaces found on today’s intranets. 
Another earlier trend that continues to hold for many of this year’s winners is the use 
of kiosks to allow intranet access for employees who don’t work in offices. Staples 
even has kiosks in its stores that let employees show shoppers a special intranet 
version limited to information that helps facilitate sales. Conversely, the Bank of 
Ireland intranet contains selected Web content for branch personnel who don’t have 
access to the public Internet from their work terminals. 

 
TECHNOLOGY DIVERSITY 
As in previous years, the technology used to implement intranets shows astounding 
diversity. Across the ten winning companies, the teams used a total of fifty-four 
different products. Clearly, we’re far from a consolidated market in which one or two 
dominant providers offer everything you need. Instead, intranet teams must stitch 
together their own solutions with multiple parts from multiple vendors. In fact, 40% 
of the winners had to custom build their own content management systems (CMSs). 
This year’s most-used products were Apache, Autonomy, BEA Portal, EMC 
Documentum, IBM WebSphere, J2EE, Lotus Domino and Lotus Notes, Lucene search 
engine, Microsoft SQL, Oracle database, Verity, and various versions of Windows 
servers. 

 
MULTIMEDIA 
Most of this year’s winners make significant use of video on their intranets, taking 
advantage of the high bandwidths usually found on corporate networks. Vodafone 
probably has the most extensive integration of video, with a special Vodafone TV 
area featuring video from a global team of correspondents. 
Poorly used, intranet videos can substantially reduce productivity. It’s important, for 
example, to correctly set users’ expectations so that they only click through to videos 
they actually want to see. Merrill Lynch links to videos through a highly effective 
gateway page that offers a concise summary of the video’s event, along with 
information about the featured speakers. The time required to write such pages is 
nothing compared to the time it can save thousands of employees. 
Multimedia doesn’t have to entail video; simpler media types also have their place. 
For example, IBM’s employee directory includes audio files with the pronunciation of 
people’s names—a particularly useful feature in a multinational company. 
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WEB TRENDS ON INTRANETS 
In addition to increased video use, we see many other general Web trends migrating 
to the intranet realm. This makes sense, since most employees use websites for 
business or in their private lives. Thus, they often come to expect or even demand 
specific features or design approaches commonly found on the Web. 
A striking example of this is ALTANA’s system for ordering supplies. The system uses 
a full-fledged e-commerce metaphor, complete with shopping cart. People are 
accustomed to picking products in a certain way—why not leverage this knowledge 
by designing a feature they already know how to use? 
Another good example is the IBM intranet’s extensive use of weblogs, including a 
powerful dashboard interface that lets users monitor other blogs, as well as follow- 
ups to their own postings and comments. Despite considerable Web hype, however, 
we’re not seeing much business blogging in most companies. 
More targeted, task-related tools tend to work better. Staples, for example, offers a 
blog-like feature where store managers inform each other about their progress in 
preparing for advertised sales offers. But, rather than offer this feature in a separate 
community area, Staples has a simple notepad-like annotation field in the intranet 
area where managers view the advertising circulars. These are just-in-time, just-in- 
place notes—just for this one crucial task. 
Finally, we spotted a contra-trend: the first good use of overlay graphics (where an 
image appears on top of the content). On the Web, this is one of the most annoying 
and repellant advertising techniques. Nonetheless, Allianz Australia effectively uses 
overlays to highlight and explain useful new intranet features. Of course, we usually 
caution against using techniques associated with hated Web design approaches. Do 
so only with extreme care and only when you’re sure that the intranet’s special 
circumstances allow the technique to add value. 

 
MOBILE ACCESS 
Although mobile intranet is not yet widespread, several of this year’s winners support 
mobile features. O2 has a special mobile edition of its intranet that’s optimized for 
the BlackBerry and strips the homepage down to a few of its most useful links. O2 

also nicely integrates the employee directory with mobile features, for example by 
allowing users to send an SMS with someone’s contact information from the directory 
to their cell phone. 
Vodafone—the other telecommunications carrier among this year’s winners—also 
offers extensive mobile access to its intranet, with simplified pages for smartphones. 
Its mobile intranet scales back content services, using fewer headlines so users can 
scan news listings on a smaller screen. Important applications, including the 
employee directory, have special user interfaces optimized for mobile access. 
These mobile-oriented screens drive home the fact that mobile devices and networks 
have evolved to the point where they can be extremely useful for business people 
when they’re away from the office. Mobile devices are no longer just phones; they’re 
also intranet extensions—at least when the intranet has features designed for 
smaller screens. This trend toward offering intranet access from mobile devices will 
surely continue as an understanding of the concept’s value extends beyond the 
telecommunications companies that are currently leading the way (because of their 
early aptitudes and interest in mobile technologies). 
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TRAINING AND E-LEARNING 
Another trend this year was an increased use of training areas on intranets. The best 
designs often locate traditional training options and e-learning in one area. After all, 
from a user’s perspective, what’s important is learning—regardless of whether it 
takes place online or in a classroom. Many intranets also offer special training areas 
to help new employees learn about their new companies. 
The METRO Group has a particularly extensive set of e-learning features to educate 
its more than 250,000 employees about the ever-changing retail industry. Many 
tutorials are presented as interactive Flash animations, with a single interface 
integrating text, images, and moving images, plus simple controls to pace the 
presentation. 
Enhancing e-learning user interface controls in this manner is important: people 
often feel disoriented or frustrated when tutorials take over their screens and don’t 
allow them the freedoms normally inherent in the Web (and intranet) user 
experiences. 
A notable example of a unique e-learning feature is METRO Group’s Knowledge Quest 
game, which teaches employees advanced retailing concepts. While games are not 
common on intranets, they do have their place in e-learning, since they can increase 
learners’ motivation by adding an element of fun. 
On the topic of fun, it’s worth mentioning the O2 Fun Zone, which lets employees 
download ringtones—one of O2’s most important products. While not an e-learning 
feature per se, it does encourage employees to gain more first-hand experience with 
ringtone use. The O2 Fun Zone also lets employees send each other company- 
branded e-cards—featuring such things as holiday, birthday, and get-well wishes— 
which enhances a sense of community. 

 
ROI AND EXPECTED USE 
IBM dubbed its employee directory BluePages in reference to the company’s “Big 
Blue” nickname. BluePages is one of the most impressive staff directories we’ve ever 
seen. The design team estimates that the redesign of this killer app saves employees 
72 minutes per month. Likewise, IBM’s redesign of its managers’ area is estimated to 
save each manager 42 minutes per month—a particularly important accomplishment 
given the higher salaries for this user group. 
Given IBM’s size, the productivity gains from improving the intranet’s design 
translate into huge amounts of money. BluePages alone is estimated to save IBM 
$194 million per year. Of course, smaller companies wouldn’t realize quite such large 
savings, but it’s certainly realistic to save an hour or more per employee per month 
when an intranet is redesigned for usability. At typical, fully loaded hourly rates, this 
often results in approximate savings of $1,000 per year for each employee—a cool 
million for a mid-sized company with a thousand employees. 
In general, too few intranets perform careful studies of productivity improvements, 
and thus rarely have hard ROI numbers. This was true for most of this year’s 
winners. It’s more common to measure an intranet’s increased use and then say, “If 
people use it more, it must be better.” 
On that front, across all winners this year, intranet page views increased an average 
of 106% after redesign. These are obviously winning designs; in general, it’s more 
realistic to expect intranet use to increase by slightly less than 100% after a 
redesign for increased usability. 
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Even so, you can realize even greater usage increases with more specialized 
applications simply by making them easier to access. For example, Staples has a 
“profit improvement culture” program for employees to contribute suggestions for 
making the company more profitable by cutting costs, improving processes, and so 
on. When the company placed this submission process on the intranet, the number 
of employee suggestions tripled. Staples estimates it has saved $200 million based 
on the ideas generated through this program. 
Another way of looking at an intranet’s success is to measure the proportion of 
employees who use the intranet. Among the winners, employee use of the intranet 
ranges from 75% to 99%. Obviously, the exact percentage of employees who use an 
intranet will depend on the types of jobs they perform. Office staff and knowledge 
workers tend to use intranet features more frequently than people who work on a 
factory floor or process transactions. In general, though, you should aim for at least 
75% use overall. If less than half of your office-based employees use the intranet, 
then you probably have a usability disaster on your hands. 

 
USABILITY METHODOLOGY AND DESIGN PROCESS 
Approaches to intranet design are stabilizing: new designs stay usable longer. On 
average, this year’s winners let thirty-three months pass between intranet redesigns, 
up from twenty-nine months for last year’s winners. The redesign projects for this 
year’s winners took an average of ten months, which is fairly speedy. 
Despite such rapid design processes, redesign teams are nevertheless finding time 
for more user research. In looking across six years of design annuals, usability 
activities are clearly increasing. The following figure shows a comparison between 
the first three years and the last three years in terms of how often intranet projects 
employed usability methods: 
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Usability Methods Employed on Intranets 
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Pictured: More usability -- The proportion of winning intranet projects employing usability 
methods has increased over the past six years. 

 
 

All methods show increased use, though heuristic evaluation has especially grown. 
This makes sense, because this method relies on evaluating a user interface relative 
to a known set of usability principles (the “heuristics”). In the early years of 
intranets, there were no documented intranet usability findings, which made it 
difficult to use this method. Now, however, intranet designers have access to well- 
documented user research and systematized knowledge about intranet usability, and 
they can apply this knowledge to judge their own designs. 
Accessibility is still not a major concern for most intranets. This year, however, we 
saw many intranet designs that consider users with disabilities and include some 
accessibility features. Although very few projects went so far as to conduct actual 
accessibility testing with disabled users, several projects follow basic accessibility 
guidelines, such as avoiding frozen font sizes. 
This increased attention to accessibility might be related to the larger size, on 
average, of this year’s winning companies. The larger the company, the more 
employees with disabilities, and thus the greater the payoff from making the intranet 
accessible. Larger companies are also likely to have more older employees, who  
often need usability accommodations as well. 

 
INTRANET BRANDING 
It’s an eternal question: Should you give your intranet a special brand name? Among 
our earlier winners, opinions have been almost evenly split: 59% of intranets were 
branded, and 41% were simply called “the intranet.” This year, however, branding 
took a major upswing: 80% of the winners use it. 
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This year’s intranet names include: insite, My One Place, On Demand Workplace 
(ODW), WorldNet, Networking, vitalO2, Staples@work, and vista. 
One year is hardly a trend, particularly since only 50% of last year’s winners were 
branded. Also, a great design with no name will beat a crummy intranet with a 
snazzy name anytime. Consistency in design and page layout does more to brand 
the intranet than any name. 
Finally, there’s no need to overdo the branding: intranets are for internal use, and 
you’re not competing against fifty other intranets. We’ve seen many intranets that 
overflow with advertising for different business units, or even for the intranet itself. 
Such heavy promotions backfire. In the best case, users simply ignore them; in the 
worst case, they drastically reduce user productivity. 
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Overview of the Winners 
 

The top ten intranets are from five different countries: the US (4), the UK (2), 
Germany (2), Australia (1), and Ireland (1). 
The winning designs are from companies in various industries, including financial 
services, high technology, insurance, mobile telephony, pharmaceuticals, and retail. 
One interesting commonality—which we haven’t seen in previous competitions—is 
the sheer size of the winning organizations. In past years, several winners had 
around 100 employees or less. This year, the smallest winner has 8,200 employees. 
The average across this year’s top ten is 100,400 employees; the median is 62,500. 
Beyond staff size, however, winners share no obvious similarities. For example, in- 
house intranet teams created four of the ten winners. The other six designs were 
created either exclusively by an outside firm or through a joint effort between in- 
house employees and outside firms. 
Intranet team sizes ranged from one person to almost forty people. 
As in years past, all winning designers did share one trait: their intranet- 
development experiences produced valuable insights that other companies can use 
to improve their intranet redesign process. See the Lessons Learned section at the 
end of each intranet’s profile for these insights. 
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Allianz Australia 
Insurance Ltd 
(Australia) 

 
 
 
 

ALTANA Pharma 
AG (Germany) 

 
 
 
 

Bank of Ireland 
(Ireland) 

THE TEN WINNERS LISTED IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER 

Ensuring more than 3,000 employees dispersed throughout Australia and New 
Zealand receive a consistent corporate message could be difficult. Designers at 
Allianz Australia Insurance, however, tackled the problem by making their 
intranet the vehicle of choice for corporate communications and strategy, 
employing clear design and writing, and adopting a trick or two from Web 
advertising practices. 
Like many pharmaceutical companies, ALTANA Pharma’s future depends on 
research and development, not to mention sharing knowledge. So ALTANA 
Pharma articulated and delivered on a clear intranet design goal: to provide an 
overview of the organization so transparent that using it is intuitive not only for 
employees, but also for new hires. 
While the Bank of Ireland’s intranet might swap the serious navy pinstripes for 
bursts of orange and blue, don’t be fooled by the light-hearted aesthetics: this 
bank’s intranet means business. A variety of business and personal features 
are packaged clearly and gracefully, continually drawing employees back to the 
intranet as part of their daily work routine. 

Capital One (US) Who needs “features,” “wizards,” or other obtuse catch phrases? Not Capital 
One, whose intranet is a model of design ingenuity and aesthetic mastery. 
Designers concentrated on users’ tasks, giving them exactly what they need, 
when they need it, all clearly labeled. 

IBM Corporation 
(US) 

 
 
 
 

Merrill Lynch 
(US) 

 
 
 
 
 

METRO Group 
(Germany) 

 
 
 
 

O2 (UK) Limited 
(UK) 

How does the world’s largest information technology company provide a single, 
useful intranet for its 329,000 employees? Designers took an aggressive yet 
realistic approach, creating and enforcing meticulous intranet design standards 
to maintain a consistent design, and using personalization to ensure the right 
information reaches the right people. 
The designers of Merrill Lynch’s intranet employed an iterative design 
methodology, including card-sorting exercises. Given this groundwork—the 
significant time the design team spent researching employees’ needs and 
designing ways to meet them—this intranet’s success is no surprise. Even so, 
designers also deftly balanced employees’ needs with a range of business 
needs. 
METRO Group’s intranet delivers a seamless user experience—despite multiple 
backend applications—plus a design and structure that serves twenty different 
METRO Group companies in thirty countries. The intranet also showcases how 
a little design freedom can deliver big innovations. Witness a successful 
interactive game for training employees about various aspects of the business. 
O2’s intranet truly ties the company together, keeping employees informed, 
trained and motivated, via different intranet sub-sites designed for specific user 
groups, all easily accessible from the intranet homepage. That’s despite having 
thirty-five offices, five call centers, over 250 retail shops, and 10,000 
employees. 

Staples Inc. (US) The designers of the Staples portal researched the needs of their employees, 
then delivered appropriate tools, while consolidating on a single portal. A clear 
design, which mirrors the corporate branding and color scheme, ties it all 
together, including an array of useful features, from virtual message boards for 
store managers to a restricted version of the intranet for stores’ customer- 
facing kiosks. 

Vodafone Group 
plc (UK) 

For Vodafone’s intranet, designers not only applied their own skills, but also 
channeled the organization’s collective mobile-device proficiency. The resulting 
intranet boosts collaboration and productivity, and reinforces the corporate 
culture and goals—both on desktops and mobile devices—for about 70,000 
employees worldwide. 
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Common Themes among the Winners 
 
 

ACCESS TO THE PUBLIC WEBSITE’S CONTENT 
Some employees simply don’t think to look for information on their company’s 
public-facing website. It’s therefore a good idea to include an intranet link to the 
public site or repurpose public information for internal consumption. For example, 
Allianz rewrites its public site’s advertising campaigns for internal readers and runs 
them on the intranet. Capital One also employs this approach. The ALTANA intranet 
homepage links to press releases on the company’s public site; the Bank of Ireland 
intranet homepage includes Press Cuttings. 

 
TRAINING FOR EDITORS/CONTENT PROVIDERS 
More and more companies, including Bank of Ireland, not only encourage content 
contributors, but also make it incredibly easy for employees to post content. To 
facilitate this, companies often provide content training for new contributors, ongoing 
instruction, and also just simple interfaces, so users can post and edit with minimal 
training. 

 
INTRANET DESIGN STANDARDS 
Many intranet teams assign design responsibilities for different intranet sections to 
specific business units. Yet to encourage a consistent look and feel, people must 
have design standards and templates to follow. Winners such as IBM, Merrill Lynch, 
METRO Group, and Staples all offer intranet sections that house guidelines for 
designers. 

 
SECTIONS FOR NEW EMPLOYEES 
Most companies recognize that one of an intranet’s most important functions is to 
quickly get new employees set up, oriented, confident, and productive. Indeed, 
seven out of the ten winning intranets (Allianz, Bank of Ireland, Capital One, Merrill 
Lynch, O2 UK, Staples, and Vodafone) offer a section specifically designed to meet 
new employees’ needs. 

 
ONE-STOP SERVICES PAGE 
Most employees have several different administrative tasks. When these tasks are 
dispersed around the interface, employees have to work to find the links, features, or 
forms they need. To address this, savvy designers at Capital One and O2 UK created 
Services and WorkPlace sections, respectively, so users have one place to go for all 
of their administrative needs. 

 
ADVERTISING INTRANET FEATURES 
The best, easiest, and most effective way to make users aware of an intranet feature 
is to ensure the feature has a simple, seamless design. Even so, users typically don’t 
just browse around an intranet to see what they’re missing. So, no matter how well 
your intranet is designed, you have to help users find new features. 
One solution to this problem: employ some creative advertising. 
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For example, on the Allianz intranet, a Did You Know? bubble sometimes appears to 
highlight important features, such as the redesigned search tool. Users can click the 
bubble to read more about the features. 
Or, take ALTANA Pharma AG, which offers a section on the homepage called Latest 
Intranet Content. This area showcases new features and content, giving users a 
quick way to keep abreast of changes. 
If you do choose the advertising route, however, beware: It’s easy to implement 
incorrectly. Intranet advertising campaigns can have an especially negative effect on 
usability if they distract or annoy users, or if they over-direct users to features they 
don’t want or need. Test advertising features before you introduce them. 

 
INTRANET “FAVORITES” 
More and more intranets, including those at Allianz and ALTANA, are letting users 
save their favorite content pages or tools to a “favorites” location, which is often a 
persistent part of the user interface. We don’t typically advocate replicating free Web 
browser features on intranets. However, having “favorites” is especially helpful for 
users who access the intranet from remote locations with scarce bandwidth: it lets 
them quickly jump to the relevant intranet pages they need to do their tasks. And— 
regardless of where they are—once users log in to the intranet, their favorites are 
with them. 

 
MOBILITY 
Intranets must keep up with their users and the times. Hence, with many employees 
using mobile devices, winners such as O2 UK and Vodafone ensure their intranets 
work on mobile devices. Designers rework and reformat news and other features for 
mobile displays and interfaces, emphasizing SMS and the employee phone book. 

 
STOCK QUOTES 
A few years ago, it was common to find stock quotes on intranet homepages. 
Although this feature disappeared as companies’ stock prices plummeted, they might 
be staging a comeback. Still, it’s difficult to comment decisively about this trend 
because the winning intranets that offer stock quotes—Bank of Ireland and Capital 
One—are themselves financial institutions. 

 
HOMEPAGE POLLS 
More and more designers are spicing up their intranet’s homepage with user polls. 
Among our winners, Bank Ireland, Capital One, and ALTANA all do this. Polls can be 
a fun way to foster a sense of community and get people involved. Showing a 
summary of other employees’ answers also helps users learn a bit about their 
colleagues’ perspectives on current topics and events. 
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Allianz Australia Insurance Ltd. 
 

Using the Intranet: 
Founded more than ninety years ago, Allianz 
Australia, headquartered in Sydney, is one of 
Australia’s largest general insurers, offering a 
range of insurance and risk management 
products and services—from home, car, and boat 
insurance, to premium funding, injury 
management, and prevention services. Allianz 
Australia is a member of the Allianz Group, one 
of the leading global providers of insurance, 
banking, and asset management services. The 
Allianz Group’s worldwide staff of more than 
173,000 serves 60 million customers from offices 
in over seventy countries. 

Design Team: 
In-house, webqem, The Hiser Group 

Members: 
Allianz Australia: Dan Tully, e-business group 
manager; Julie Kerrigan, intranet manager; Marcin 
Szczepanski, senior Web developer 

 
webqem: Steve Whistler, creative director 

 
The Hiser Group: Alinta Thornton, senior consultant 

 

SUMMARY 
Just one look at the Allianz Australia homepage gives employees a quick yet 
thorough overview of what’s happening at the organization. The designers elected to 
include only snapshots of news and management announcements on the homepage. 
While short descriptions are also generally helpful, at Allianz, a good editor ensures 
that news headlines are clear and meaningful, which makes them sufficient on their 
own. Users can easily browse to the longer news items, as well as the news archive. 
News headlines change daily, with content contributed from a variety of sources: the 
communications team promulgates internal news relating to leadership values or 
company culture; the managing director’s office often handles financial results; the 
IT team details outages, as well as desktop patches and security upgrades; human 
resources (HR) highlights such things as new employee benefits and career 
development opportunities; and the compliance team keeps the company informed 
of best practices and policies relating to regulations. 
Current news is crucial, but news archives are equally important. Surprisingly, many 
intranets fail to clearly indicate how to find their news archives. Here, Allianz 
succeeds by including a link just below the news headlines, so users can easily 
navigate past current news and into the archive. 
By and large, a company’s intranet—and, specifically, its intranet homepage—is 
becoming the vehicle of choice for company executives to communicate their vision 
and corporate strategies to employees. Indeed, fewer and fewer companies today 
spend money to generate printed newsletters or memos. Beyond monetary 
considerations, there are also cross-cultural concerns: as companies become more 
global, managers must ensure that all employees, regardless of location, understand 
a company’s unified vision and strategy. 
Allianz Australia has more than 3,000 employees geographically located throughout 
Australia and New Zealand. Ensuring all employees receive a consistent corporate 
message is obviously important. As with many organizations, email and the intranet 
are key mediums at Allianz for ensuring that employees have easy access to the 
company vision and news. Allianz Australia nonetheless retains a strong commitment 
to face-to-face communications between executives and employees. The intranet 
does not replace the human touch. 
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On the left side of Allianz Australia’s intranet homepage, an interactive tool promotes 
a specific corporate agenda, and different business units book this space for their 
own needs. The intranet team then massages the content. 

 
Pictured: The Allianz homepage provides staff with access to the latest 
corporate news and communications, a corporate directory and keyword 
search box, and career-related information. Employees also have links to the 
self-service HR portal (Me@Allianz) and a staff notice board. Meanwhile, 
Quickstart gives individual business units easy access to especially relevant 
content anywhere in the site. The left side of the page is reserved for internal 
promotions. 

The page’s left-side content stays fresh: it changes at least twice a week, featuring 
either one large or two small promotions. One recent homepage promotion was The 
Big Picture, which explained how the company’s strategy and values fit together. 
Other recent promotions included a 30-second tip on how to use intranet search, a 
listing of top salespeople for the third quarter, occupational health and safety 
procedure reminders, winners of a leadership values competition, updated employee 
benefits information, and a preview of a new Allianz Australia television commercial. 
In general, the HR, compliance, sales, training, and e-business teams also tend to 
run promotions here. Sometimes there are so many promotions booked that the 
space appears to change every time an employee revisits the homepage. 
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Pictured: Promotions on the left side of the homepage change at least twice a 
week. This promotion highlights a television advertising campaign for 
customers. 
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Pictured: Other campaigns highlight new intranet features, such as how to 
use the redesigned intranet’s improved search capabilities. 

From the homepage, users have a dedicated search box for finding employee 
information. The results page returns a variety of useful data, including not only the 
target employee’s contact information, but his or her direct reports and place in the 
management chain. 
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Pictured: The Allianz Australia address book includes a range of information 
about employees, including their direct reports and their place in the 
management chain. 

 
URL AND ACCESS 
The Allianz Australia intranet’s URL is http://allianzintranet. The intranet homepage 
is the default browser start page for all employees. It’s also bookmarked in all 
browsers. When away from the corporate LAN, the sales force can access the 
intranet using EVDO wireless broadband technology. 

 
CONTENT MANAGEMENT 

 
Technology and Features 
Allianz Australia uses a Lotus-Domino-based CMS that was built in-house. “It was 
more cost effective and a better fit to the business requirements to custom build the 
CMS, rather than using an off-the-shelf solution,” says Marcin Szczepanski, a senior 
Web developer at Allianz Australia. “Building the system ourselves meant that it 
could be tailored to our processes, rather than having to adjust our processes to 
match an off-the-shelf tool. Having the knowledge and application code in-house also 
allows us to more rapidly respond to bugs and feature requests, compared to dealing 
with an external vendor.” 
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The CMS provides content owners with a variety of tools, including a workflow 
system to automatically route pages from content author, through sign-off, to 
publishing. CMS features include: page-expiration-date scheduling, page approval 
processes, and metadata for categorizing page content. Furthermore, role-based 
access controls restrict CMS access to content owners and determine which parts of 
the site those content owners can alter. 

 
Content Editors and Workflow 
While the workflow technology is set to route content automatically, there are 
several “soft” processes in place, too. For example, all content editors undergo 
training before helping maintain their business section’s content. Tools and 
permissions limit the pages they can edit. 
Allianz decided to use distributed content authors because “we wanted to utilize the 
skills of the business and give them authority and responsibility for supporting their 
own internal customers,” says Julie Kerrigan, the intranet manager at Allianz 
Australia. “By making them visually accountable, they also receive direct feedback 
that can be used to improve their content.” And Allianz puts its money where its 
mouth is: content owners have explicit authority “to prepare and publish content on 
behalf of their business.” 
The decentralized CMS technologically supports this approach, letting content owners 
“create and edit their pages within their site areas, without any IT intervention,” says 
Szczepanski. Furthermore, “there is a ‘preview’ function that allows the content 
owner to see their changed content in a staging area.” 
The intranet team ensures design consistency via pre-designed templates. Choices 
available to content owners vary by business unit and are restricted via roles-based 
access controls. When the CMS publishes the page, it invokes the designated 
template. 
After content editors click a “submit” button, a change request is automatically  
routed to the intranet team, along with a link to see the changed content in the CMS. 
“The intranet team representative will use Approve or Reject buttons, with the 
workflow sending an automatic email to the content editor advising them of the 
action taken, and the change being published to the intranet,” says Dan Tully, the e- 
business group manager at Allianz Australia. 
Other site sections instead utilize specialty workflows, he says. “For example, the 
finance team has an additional step in their workflow to include an internal finance 
reviewer.” Employees with permission to update news items have a different 
specialized workflow that publishes content directly to the intranet, avoiding the 
sign-off loop. 
The CMS maintains an audit trail for every intranet page. “This includes all actions 
performed on that page—check out, approve, reject, go live, and so on,” says 
Szczepanski. “Also, whenever a new version of a page is made live, the previous 
version is retained in case it is later required.” 

 
Metadata 
To improve the relevance of intranet pages in search results, content editors use 
metadata to describe every page. The content editor determines which metadata 
terms to use after initial training and guidance from the intranet team. As Tully puts 
it, content editors “have the best understanding of their content and possible terms 
that users will use.” 
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All pages now use metadata, though the functionality was originally introduced in 
staged rollouts while the intranet team learned how best to apply it. “When 
implementing metadata, we first focused on our top-used pages, then on our top 
search terms and their results, and then on individual business unit top-used pages,” 
he says. 
The accepted best practices for employing metadata aren’t static. Every month, the 
intranet team reviews search results for top keywords, then recommends appropriate 
changes to content owners. 

 
TECHNOLOGY 

 
Basic Hardware and Software 
Three Windows 2000 servers running Lotus Domino 6.5 power the intranet. A 
separate Verity Ultraseek v5.2 server provides search. The intranet team heavily 
customized all page templates so they’d fit into the intranet’s look and feel. 
Webtrends 7 provides site usage statistics. “We also have some management and 
reporting scripts that are written using Python,” says Szczepanski. 
An external design company creates most of the site’s graphics. Intranet team 
members also contribute smaller work when possible, using Adobe Photoshop and 
Jasc Paint Shop Pro. 
For developing page templates, the intranet team used relatively simple tools. “The 
HTML, style sheets, and JavaScript code required for the templates were developed 
with a simple syntax-highlighting text editor—no visual development tools were 
used,” says Szczepanski. “Most of the HTML and JavaScript is fairly standard. 
However, we started using AJAX when developing the Quickstart functionality and we 
foresee greater use of this technology for future applications—if we feel an intranet 
application’s usability will benefit from its use.” 

 
Using AJAX for Quickstart Functionality 
Quickstart lets users maintain a shortlist of their most useful intranet tools or content 
areas. According to Szczepanski, the development team used AJAX to develop 
Quickstart so that the individualized application contents “did not have to be 
embedded into the page while the page was being built, server-side.” Instead, the 
page gets built then a JavaScript file included on the page uses an XMLHttpRequest 
to retrieve that user’s Quickstart data. 
This approach permits much faster page loads, since the server doesn’t have to first 
build in the Quickstart data. Furthermore, he says, “you can make persistent 
changes to your Quickstart without reloading the rest of the page.” 
This approach works well for the Allianz intranet because it’s a controlled, single- 
browser environment. “If this was an Internet site—where we can’t guarantee a 
particular browser, or even that a user has JavaScript enabled—then we probably 
would not have used AJAX,” he says. To use AJAX in such an environment, he says, 
would require fallback mechanisms to support users regardless of their technology, 
which would inevitably increase development time and maintenance requirements. 

 
GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 

Goals: 

• Provide a clear, task-focused design. 
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• Make information, including policies and processes, quick to find, reducing 
searching time. 

• Make the site intuitive and easy to learn. 

• Reduce content depth (levels). 

• Provide templates tailored to specific user groups, such as policy 
operations, the workers’ compensation division, and claims. 

• Improve knowledge management by providing a single repository for 
documentation and information. 

• Promote corporate culture and values. 

• Upgrade the intranet platform from Lotus Domino 5 to Domino 6. 
 

BASIC INTRANET FEATURES 
The Allianz Australia intranet supports a wide variety of employee tasks. For 
example, staff members have easy access to corporate news, internal career 
opportunities, and executive communications. A staff notice board also allows 
employees to post notices. 
Employees can search the corporate directory as well as the whole intranet. In the 
latter case, the search results sometimes include “best bets” to make navigating 
results easier. 
For collaborating with business partners, employees can share documents and run 
Web conferences. 
The intranet also includes many intranet-based, self-service applications. Me@Allianz 
lets employees view salary, personal, and holiday information. The e-learning 
section, eCampus, promotes intranet-based compliance and product training. 
For content owners, the intranet provides a style guide, which is consistent for the 
Club Marine, Hunter, Recovre, and Allianz New Zealand subsidiaries. 
Overall, the site is focused on communities of practice—common tasks users must 
perform—rather than departments. All users also have the personalized Quickstart 
feature on every page. 
The CMS automatically routes content changes to the appropriate person for sign-off 
when necessary, maintains an audit trail of changes, and expires outdated content. 
At Allianz, the intranet provides employees with an internal communications channel. 
Business teams can use it to expose internal employees to external campaigns. The 
communications team also designs in-house campaigns, for example touting how to 
use intranet search, or using the intranet to highlight salespeople with the highest 
monthly sales. 
The intranet gives Allianz’s customer service teams—who are available to customers 
fourteen hours a day—the tools they need to support both direct customers and 
business partner customers. 
“The majority of customers require immediate assistance,” says Kerrigan. To help, 
information is available via the intranet within various customer service teams’ 
specialty homepages. To help content owners keep content on those pages as fresh 
as possible, “the pages use the same intranet format and can be updated within 
minutes by the business content editor whenever necessary.” 
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The sales force can access Cognos software via the intranet to run reports on the 
corporate data warehouse and compare sales plans with actual sales. Underwriters 
have similar tools to analyze insurance portfolio performance, and cost center 
managers can access and manage financial data online. 
The intranet itself is also a part of the company’s information-backup plan. “The 
intranet is used as a business continuity planning tool for the Customer Contact 
Center. In other words, when the point-of-sale system is unavailable, new-business 
templates are available on the intranet,” says Kerrigan. The intranet itself is an 
extremely high-availability platform, and is included in disaster planning efforts so 
the business can ensure critical data is not only backed up, but can be quickly 
restored. 

 
Pictured: If the mainframe goes down, the intranet’s Contact Center provides 
that business unit’s employees with a trusted, high-availability information 
source, including access to all needed forms. 

 
USERS 
The Allianz Australia intranet has over 3,000 users throughout Australia and New 
Zealand. 

 
USER TASKS 

• Search the staff directory 

• Conduct keyword searches to find information 
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• Read the latest Allianz Australia news 

• Peruse career options (job vacancies and opportunities are published twice 
a week) 

• Access HR policies and procedures 

• Use Me@Allianz to access personal information, including salary details 
and vacation time 

• Use the eCampus e-learning tool to receive compliance and product 
training 

• Access online claim forms and policies and procedures, including 
information about products Allianz Australia offers 

• Read the staff notice board 
 

BACKGROUND 
 

Forming an E-business Team 
Allianz Australia’s e-business team was established in July 2000 to develop and 
implement a corporate e-business strategy. There were three priorities for the 
group: 

1. Establish an employee intranet to improve knowledge management 
2. Create a secure extranet portal to facilitate communication and online 

insurance transactions with business partners 
3. Build an e-commerce website (allianz.com.au) to sell insurance directly to 

customers 
“To ensure group synergies were achieved, the team had responsibility for the 
strategic development of all Web channels: intranet, extranet, and Internet,” says 
Tully. Thus, the group oversees the design of the customer experience, maintains 
Web style guides for content creators, and helps ensure Web asset reusability. 

 
Intranet: Founded in 2001 
Allianz Australia launched its initial intranet on January 10, 2001. “The driver to 
starting the intranet was to improve knowledge management,” says Tully. There was 
a wealth of information inside Allianz, yet employees had a difficult time finding it, let 
alone accessing it. 
The main knowledge-sharing problem was that “there was no common link between 
Lotus Notes database structures,” he says. “If a database was not already open on 
your Lotus desktop workspace, how would you know information even existed? 
Access to information was just not intuitive.” 
Furthermore, the only corporate communications channel was Lotus Notes email, 
which resulted in large amounts of information flooding into in-boxes. The goal, then, 
was to make the browser the only tool an employee would need to access corporate 
information, “without having to worry about replicating Notes databases, accessing 
shared drives, and so on,” says Tully. 
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Pictured: The original Allianz intranet, developed in 2001, was launched to 
improve information sharing by moving away from Lotus Notes databases. 
The site’s information architecture was largely based on a department-centric 
view of the organization, rather than being arranged to meet users’ actual 
needs. 
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Pictured: A department-level page from the initial version of the Allianz 
intranet, developed in 2001. Rather than being a business-critical tool, the 
intranet was generally regarded as a nice place to store information. 

 
DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 

 
Planning Size of Redesign 
Allianz Australia needed to redesign its intranet to better suit how employees do their 
jobs, since the original intranet—produced in a time of multiple mergers—simply 
offered “‘brochureware’ content and HR information,” says Kerrigan. “To support the 
company’s ‘customer-centric’ approach, we looked for ways in which the intranet 
channel could meet the staff’s need for quick access to information, tools, and  
general communication.” 
The intranet team approached the question of intranet improvement from several 
perspectives. Team members conducted workplace studies with users, watching how 
they completed predetermined tasks. They also interviewed ten key internal 
stakeholders about what they needed help doing. Such stakeholders included the 
heads of marketing, HR, claims, the IT department, and sales and distribution. In 
addition, the intranet team conducted field studies and card-sorting exercises with 
100 different employees from all over the organization, sitting with them and 
watching how they used the intranet, “to understand day-to-day usage and tasks not 
currently intranet related,” she says. The team followed up each visit with an online 
survey (conducted through the company’s online survey tool) to better understand 
how the intranet did or didn’t help employees. 
Based on that research, “our findings indicated that a complete redesign, rather than 
small changes, was needed to meet employees’ requirements,” says Kerrigan. 
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Launching the Redesign 
For redesign advice, “our starting point was a review of the Nielsen Norman Group 
Intranet Design Annual top ten to benchmark Allianz Australia against peers. This 
enabled us to perform a simple, high-level gap analysis,” says Kerrigan. 
To get the redesign moving quickly, the intranet team hosted a three-day workshop. 
Participants included the intranet team, the IT intranet team, and a business 
representative from the Contact Center—the company’s largest user community. “It 
was important to include the IT intranet team in the design process as they had 
many ideas on how technology could support business goals,” says Tully, adding that 
they included the business representative “to ensure we maintained business focus.” 
The team turned to outside experts as well. “We wanted to bring external industry 
best practice to the table, and also someone who would challenge our business 
assumptions,” says Tully. So the intranet team invited a usability consultant from an 
external usability company, the Hiser Group, plus Web designers from an external 
Web design agency, webqem. 
“In the workshop we—as a joint team—agreed on intranet goals and objectives. Then 
each team member worked on aspects of the intranet’s design to meet the agreed- 
upon intranet goals and objectives. Every couple of hours we reconvened to present 
our designs to the full team, selecting the best design elements and then moving to 
further refine the design,” says Tully. “At the end of the three-day workshop, we had 
two wireframe designs to test with users.” The wireframes offered users a new 
information architecture, plus a range of new functionality. 
The team also articulated the intranet redesign success criteria. “The business needs 
have developed from staff requiring occasional, generic information, to staff being 
dependant on an interactive, singular reference source that supports business 
practices,” says Tully. 
As a result, he says, “the key focus of the redesign was to provide a clear task- 
focused design that is intuitive and easy to learn, making information and tools quick 
to find, thereby providing a better experience for staff and ultimately our end 
customers.” 

 
Testing with Paper Prototypes 
Using paper prototypes, the intranet team conducted usability tests with twenty 
users. They asked the users to perform several tasks, including finding a phone 
number, starting an approved online training course, finding the latest company 
news, determining which employee benefits they could use for Christmas, and 
ordering photocopy paper. 
Overall, “users enjoyed being involved and being able to provide feedback and 
recommendations that affected and identified the final design,” notes Kerrigan. 
Usability testers also gathered more subjective data, including user feedback on 
intranet functionality and suggestions for intranet improvements. The testers also 
asked users about the top five pages they regularly used, how often they used the 
current intranet, whether or not it helped them do their jobs, and so on. 
With usability results in hand, the intranet team began to build the redesigned 
intranet in earnest, continuing to user test along the way. 
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TIMELINE 
• July 2000: Allianz Australia’s e-business team (which includes the intranet 

group) decided to develop, then implement, the company’s e-business 
strategy. 

• 2001: Launched first intranet, primarily to create a centralized knowledge 
management store. 

• March 2004: Began usability testing and surveyed 100 employees about 
their views on the existing intranet. 

• April 2004: Interviewed key business stakeholders to understand their 
aims, goals, and needs. 

• April 2004: Held a three-day workshop to generate designs for new 
intranet. 

• May 2004: Tested proposed designs with users. 

• May–June 2004: Used wireframe design results to hone the redesigned 
intranet’s business requirements. 

• June 2004: Planned intranet-related IT efforts. 

• July 2004: Presented senior management team with a business case for 
redesigning the intranet. 

• August 2004: Started building new CMS, plus new intranet templates and 
designs. 

• September 2004: IT built new intranet technology; intranet redesign team 
began migrating business content to new intranet. 

• October 2004: Finished IT portion of intranet; began testing functionality 
and migrated content. 

• November 2004: Trained content editors on new intranet and conducted 
additional user testing. 

• November 29, 2004: Launched redesigned intranet. 
 

RESULTS 
The redesigned Allianz Australia intranet was launched in November 2004. 
Employees rapidly embraced the intranet’s improved usability, design, and employee 
focus. 
Post-redesign, many organizations expect page views to increase, both because the 
intranet is easier to use and because it’s a useful metric for demonstrating to senior 
management that months of work have a discernable payoff. 
Even so, Allianz Australia expected page views to initially decline following the 
redesign. “The new design was aimed at making information easier to find and not as 
deep,” notes Tully. “Hence, less clicks were required to access content.” 
Nonetheless, page views quickly increased, with logs quickly showing page views 
growing annually by 100%. 
Anecdotal employee feedback highlights the intranet’s increased usability. For 
example, a Contact Center consultant lauded the new intranet as being “easy to 
navigate.” Similarly, a business development manager called the intranet 
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“wonderful,” noting how “it is a lot easier to find what you are looking for, and see 
what is available to you.” 
In short, “today the intranet has developed into a tool that is business-critical and 
used daily by Allianz staff,” says Tully. 
One of the intranet’s most immediately recognizable new features is Quickstart, 
which gives employees faster and easier access to frequently used pages. “Quickstart 
is available in its full view from the intranet homepage and business unit homepages, 
and via a small tab on all other intranet pages—only a click away, without needing to 
wait for a page to refresh,” says Kerrigan. While content owners customize the 
Quickstart pages and links for employees based on their business unit, “staff can also 
self-manage and add their own additional links to the business unit list for pages.” 
New employees can take Allianz Australia’s new-employee orientation session using 
eCampus, the new in-house e-learning platform. Orientation information includes an 
online, guided tour of Allianz Australia, information about the company and its 
history, the various things the company offers, plus video introductions of the senior 
management team and of the different business units by a unit staff member. 
The intranet team emphasizes not only usability, but also high availability. As a 
result, employees have learned to trust the intranet as a backup should other 
primary systems fail. “The intranet is now a business-critical application, used as a 
backup and alternate business process should the mainframe systems be out of 
action,” notes Tully. That’s especially important for “the Contact Center, fulfillment 
teams, claims operations, and personal injury division, which require a single source 
of information for their users that is centrally controlled and maintained.” 
The redesign also improved the intranet’s information architecture. “A big focus for 
the team was to bring the content closer to staff,” says Kerrigan. “With the old 
intranet, staff in customer support areas may have needed to drill down six or seven 
levels to access content.” By contrast, the new design gives them Quickstart, with 
one-click access to their designated content. Furthermore, the redesigned 
information architecture places information four levels down at very most. 
The redesigned intranet also better supports HR efforts, providing new, browser- 
based access to a variety of needed forms. In addition, “the HR manual has been 
converted from Lotus Notes to an online format,” says Tully. Together, these new 
features “promote awareness and usage of the intranet.” 
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Pictured: The HR area features material previously restricted to Lotus Notes 
databases. Offering browser-based access to needed forms and information 
helps bring users back to the intranet. 

The redesigned intranet includes a new information architecture: “The new intranet 
is task-based, meaning that staff can now find information by task, rather than the 
previous design of sorting through information by company structure,” says 
Kerrigan. 
Furthermore, employees can customize their own quick links—available from every 
page. To help find information in such a large site, users can also localize their 
searches to specific communities. 
To continue improving the intranet, the intranet team listens to users and follows up 
to ensure that any problems are solved. 
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Pictured: The intranet team has an intranet-based survey tool that Allianz 
business units can use to gather feedback. 

The redesign highlights how the intranet’s raison d’être has expanded over time. 
“The initial intranet focus was getting our business units to use the intranet, and 
gaining users’ acceptance of the intranet as a core communications channel,” says 
Tully. As a result, the intranet team’s primary focus was ensuring that new content 
was published on the intranet. 
Today, however, Tully says the team is “focused on delivering value to the business” 
by continuing to refine the intranet’s design and usability. To help, the team 
frequently runs content seminars, educating content owners about how to more 
effectively write for the Web and improve the overall user experience. The intranet 
team always reminds content owners to focus on the staff’s specific tasks and then 
“isolate how intranet content can make these tasks faster and more efficient.” 
Even as the intranet has grown, Allianz Australia hasn’t had to hire any additional 
intranet staff. What’s its secret? “Leveraging the efficiency of a group-wide style 
guide, using distributed content management tools, defined content templates, and 
automatically expiring content,” says Tully. 

 
LESSONS LEARNED 
Insights from Dan Tully: 
Get and maintain buy-in. “Get stakeholder and user buy-in from the beginning and 
maintain communication, good or bad, with them throughout the redesign process.” 
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Always listen to users. “Talk to your users and find out what they do in their jobs, 
to understand how you—and, of course, the intranet—can better assist them.” 
Test with prototypes. “Test paper prototypes with users. This enabled us to see 
what users would use and easily learn, and to resist influences to the contrary. For 
example, what management would like to see on the intranet isn’t always what users 
would use. Testing gave us needed data for articulating that.” 
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ALTANA Pharma AG 
 

Using the Intranet: 
ALTANA Pharma AG is the pharmaceutical 
division of ALTANA AG, and is headquartered 
in Konstanz, Germany. ALTANA Pharma is an 
international pharmaceutical group 
concentrating on innovative pharmaceutical 
products in therapeutics, imaging (contrast 
media), and OTC medication. Therapeutics, 
its most important business area, focuses on 
prescription drugs for gastrointestinal and 
respiratory diseases. ALTANA Pharma has 
more than 8,200 employees and thirty 
subsidiaries in Europe, North and South 
America, Asia, South Africa, and Australia. In 
2004, the company achieved sales of about 
€2.1 billion, up 7% from 2003. 

Design Team: 
namics AG 

Members: 
namics: 
Bernd Schopp, senior consultant; Thomas Link, 
designer and site architect; Michael Pertek, 
consultant; Harry Preis, senior software engineer; 
Ernst Ammann, senior developer 
ALTANA Pharma AG: 
Nicola Winterstein, project manager; Matthias 
Rohrbach, IT project manager 

 
 
 

SUMMARY 
Sharing knowledge is a critical aptitude for ALTANA Pharma AG. Like many 
pharmaceutical companies, ALTANA Pharma’s future depends on research and 
development (R&D), and the company invests about 20% of all corporate revenues 
in that area. Research, however, cannot occur in a vacuum. The company’s success 
depends on maintaining a close relationship between R&D and marketing and various 
other groups, from sales to HR and beyond. 
As a company focused on research, discovery, and knowledge sharing, ALTANA 
Pharma encourages intense communication and teamwork. Because of that, the 
company has given its intranet a well-defined goal: to provide an overview of the 
organization that’s so transparent that using it is intuitive not only for employees, 
but also for new hires. The intranet delivers on this goal, supporting users with its 
well-executed design and myriad features. 

 
Homepage 
The ALTANA intranet homepage houses a significant number of features in a 
relatively compact space. Many of these features lead users to content they want or 
need. Along the way, the design also attempts to educate them about other intranet 
features they might not know about. 
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Pictured: The ALTANA intranet’s homepage offers myriad features, from news 
to a list of most commonly emailed pages. (For confidentiality reasons, we’ve 
altered information displayed in this and many subsequent images.) 

The Inside the Intranet section houses a clickable Guided Tour of the intranet. The 
tour consists of ten slides and typically takes five to ten minutes to view. For more 
information about the intranet, users can also explore the List of Key Features area. 
The intranet offers a Mail this page link in the upper-right part of each page. This 
permits—and reminds—colleagues to share knowledge. Behind the scenes, software 
automatically tracks which pages are emailed, then lists the most popular ones as 
Most E-Mailed Articles on the homepage. This list, a social filter for all intranet 
content, captures content users find interesting and also provides visibility into 
content stored in locations that users might not have discovered yet. 
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Pictured: ALTANA Pharma employees can email most intranet pages to other 
employees. Behind the scenes, software automatically tracks the most 
popular pages, then runs a shortlist on the intranet homepage. 

Not surprisingly, news headlines are the most prominent homepage element. 
Headlines are dated and lead to full articles and corporate press releases. The latter 
is especially notable, since linking to corporate press releases can be a tremendous 
eye-opener for employees. Many employees don’t track their own company’s press 
releases, and so miss out on the company’s external-facing persona. If anyone 
should stay knowledgeable about the most recent corporate messages, it’s the 
employees themselves. 

 
Personalization 
Users can personalize the intranet and select a preferred language in the My 
Workplace area. While ALTANA Pharma promotes English as the company’s sole 
scientific language, it also offers more local, bilingual intranet content. This is useful 
given the company’s highly distributed operations and the number of employees who 
have a different primary language. 
Users can also set specific search preferences, access a site map, or reset their 
intranet password. Further, they can add favorites to the “Your Favorites ...” drop- 
down list, which appears in the upper-left part of the homepage and on all 
subsequent pages. These favorites help users easily and quickly jump to the pages 
they want. This feature is also very easy to use: just click the Add page to favorites 
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link in the upper-right part of any page. Thanks to single sign-on, users don’t have to re-
authenticate every time they access these features. 

 
Pictured: The My Workplace area lets users personalize the ALTANA Pharma 
intranet by adding or removing favorites, defining a preferred language, 
setting individual options, and more. Users can also reset their own 
passwords here. 

 
Navigation and Search 
Above all other intranet features, traversing an intranet should be easy to ensure a 
good user experience and boost employees’ productivity. At an organization such as 
ALTANA Pharma, however, the importance of knowledge sharing coupled with the 
regular influx of new employees requires that navigation be seamless. One excellent 
technique for ensuring usability that scales with the organization: Design an 
information architecture and search capabilities that help users through common 
tasks and typical situations. 
Again, ALTANA Pharma delivers on this need. For starters, the company Who’s Who 
search and the overall intranet search are both clearly labeled and use open fields. 
They’re also well located in the upper-right part of all pages, including the 
homepage. Placing the two fields close to each other is important: it lets users see 
both fields at once, while labels ensure that they can quickly differentiate between 
the two search types. 
The intranet also offers more advanced search features, such as Extended Search. 
Most pages feature a Search similar pages link on the upper-right part of the page. 
Users can also search by document type, including .pdf, .doc, or .xls. 
The main navigation bar is located horizontally across the top of pages. Different 
colors are assigned to the page borders for each of the sections: Our Company 
(cyan), Knowledge Center (lime green), Services (honey yellow), Teamwork 
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(orange), and Be Informed (maraschino red). A breadcrumb trail also displays a 
page’s full intranet location. 

 

Pictured: “Snips” of four different navigation bars in the ALTANA Pharma 
intranet. Each intranet section features a top-level navigation bar in a 
different color to help users determine where they are in the intranet. 
Breadcrumb trails add additional context. 

The colors help users quickly determine which section they’re in. Vertical navigation 
on the left side of the page changes depending on which of the top-level navigation 
choices users select. The left-hand navigation space displays the current page, 
parent page, and all child pages. 
For the new ALTANA Pharma intranet, the design team transitioned from an 
information architecture based on business units to one focused on users’ tasks. This 
progression can be a challenge. 
Should all companies move from a business unit information architecture to a task- 
focused one? Well, the business unit model can work, but there are two 
requirements. First, a company must be very small (less than 200 people). The 
second requirement: every employee must know what every business unit does, and 
in most organizations—even very small ones—the latter is simply not true. While this 
might seem counterintuitive, few employees really understand what everyone else in 
their organization does. 
The ALTANA Pharma intranet illustrates why a task-focused information architecture 
is typically much more elegant than a business-unit one. For example, rather than 
forcing users to differentiate between HR, travel, and accounts payable tabs—not 
unusual tabs to find on an intranet—the ALTANA Pharma intranet instead offers a 
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simple Services tab. This is a one-stop-shop for items such as the help desk, room 
resources, obtaining supplies, booking travel, accessing management tools, or 
referring to new-employee services. The site’s straightforward approach to links 
continues on the Services page itself, even though it houses a variety of diverse 
services. 

 
Pictured: The Services tab has a simple name that precisely describes what 
the page offers. The two-level directory also gives users an easy way to skip 
between pages, while supplemental navigation allows them to further browse 
services or products alphabetically. (So far, the supplemental navigation is 
available only for content managers. Site-wide rollout is forthcoming.) 

Of course, navigation is not just about menus, tabs, and site maps. It’s also about 
the way the pages themselves are laid out. The ALTANA intranet has a distinct look 
and feel, and a defined structure for page sections. In other words, pages look quite 
similar, but the content stands out. Consistent design and navigation help users 
quickly master how the intranet works, then apply this knowledge to any intranet 
page. It takes only a few simple, consistent items to engender this: bookmarks and 
page-level items in boxes in the right margin, breadcrumbs at the top of every page, 
and navigation in the left, vertical column. The page title appears at the top, in bold 
text, and a short summary follows. Content follows from there, complete with subtle, 
colored-bar accents. 
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Pictured: Consistency counts: the Knowledge index page is very similar to the 
Services index page (above), which helps users quickly and intuitively learn to 
browse the intranet. 
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Pictured: A department page designed using the basic page template. 
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Pictured: A content page built with the basic page template. 

 
Procurement 
When you think of an intranet that provides critical business services and that all 
employees rely upon, one feature might not come to mind: shopping. In the 
pharmaceutical arena, however, employees need innumerable items to run lab 
experiments—never mind ordering ever-necessary office products. 
To let employees order needed supplies, this intranet uses a tried and true e- 
commerce metaphor: the online catalog, complete with shopping cart. Users can 
search, read descriptions, add items to their cart, and then check out. A Deputy 
function even allows people to order products for colleagues. 
Employing well-known Web metaphors such as the shopping cart on an intranet is 
always a sage approach. 
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Pictured: E-Mail Shop functionality mirrors that of the average e-commerce 
website. From a usability perspective, this helps users draw on well-known 
website metaphors to easily accomplish their goals. 

One extremely useful aspect of the intranet shopping cart is that it bridges multiple 
catalogs. To order an item, users don’t have to locate its catalog; all items from the 
different product catalogues show up in one consolidated catalog and end up in one 
shopping basket. After checkout, notifications are routed to the appropriate people 
for sign-off. 
To make this work technologically, the intranet team tapped existing Lotus Notes 
workflows, but created a new, more usable interface consistent with the intranet’s 
design. 
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Pictured: Pharmaceutical companies rely on a variety of supplies, and the 
ALTANA Pharma E-Mail Shop shopping cart system lets employees get what 
they need. The online catalog and cart integrate items from various catalogs, 
without forcing users to browse from catalog to catalog to find what they’re 
looking for. 

Throughout the intranet, designers encourage collaboration in strong yet subtle 
ways. That’s not a surprise: Given the research-intense environment, all 
pharmaceutical companies must count knowledge sharing and collaboration as core 
competencies. 
ALTANA Pharma is no exception. Its intranet is a critical tool for enabling the 
company’s success by supporting its business requirements with straightforward 
navigation and effortless collaboration features. 
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URL AND ACCESS 
The intranet’s URL is http://myALPHA.ap.ALTANA. It’s the default start page for all 
users, and is bookmarked in their browsers. Users can access the intranet via a VPN 
when away from the corporate LAN. 
ALTANA also offers some users intranet access via kiosks. “The kiosks are located at 
specific and well-frequented places, such as the central entrance of the main 
buildings, or the entrance area of the cantinas,” says Michael Pertek, a namics ag 
consultant. (The namics ag consulting firm, based in St. Gallen, Switzerland, led 
design efforts for the new ALTANA Pharma intranet.) 
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Pictured: An ALTANA Pharma kiosk. In general, kiosks are placed in well- 
frequented areas. 
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Pictured: Using an ALTANA Pharma kiosk 
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CONTENT MANAGEMENT 
ALTANA uses Opentext Livelink WCM Server 9.2.1 for its CMS, though an upgrade to 
version 9.5 is underway. WCM is running on Microsoft IIS 6 on Windows Server 
2003, and also relies on an Oracle Database Server. While WCM is off-the-shelf 
software, namics customized many of the related templates and intranet 
functionality, though not the generic CMS features. 
ALTANA Pharma takes various approaches to content ownership. For example, each 
department owns its own part in the site’s Our Company section. Although corporate 
communications runs the Be Informed section, many other departments—especially 
marketing and HR—also contribute. Content owners for Knowledge Center and 
Services are drawn from throughout the organization, especially the marketing, HR, 
and corporate library services groups. Finally, for individual Teamwork sections, the 
content owner is the project or workgroup manager who oversees the team. 
To maintain a consistent-looking intranet, ALTANA Pharma employs a style guide. 
The guide was originally developed while the intranet was still being planned; it was 
then used to develop all the intranet’s applications and its content templates, which 
are now built into the CMS. 
Today, “all editors are trained and educated to use the rules out of the style guide,” 
says Pertek. The guide, along with additional training information and a CMS 
technical guide, is readily available to any employee in the intranet’s Knowledge 
Center. 
Even with templates and style guides, however, maintaining a consistent intranet 
look and feel can be difficult. “Templates still allow users to apply layouts and styles 
slightly differently,” notes Pertek. “Therefore, supervisor and author training has 
focused on how to best apply templates.” Even so, content creators frequently rely 
on the intranet team for additional design guidance. 
Beyond the style guide, page templates help further maintain a consistent-looking 
site. “The most common design elements relating to content are simple content 
sections, which might have a combination of text and imagery, and separate 
sidebars or boxes, which often contain links or information summaries,” says Pertek. 
“Other elements include navigation areas, lists, and tables.” 
Even so, “due to ongoing developments, not all ALTANA intranet functionality is 
finalized. Some functions are still developed but not rolled out until end of 2005. 
Other concepts are just in the pipeline and awaiting implementation,” says Ernst 
Ammann, a senior developer at namics. 
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Pictured: At ALTANA, content managers can build pages using a variety of 
pre-made pieces, including simple content sections (A), which might include 
text and images; and separate sidebars (B), which often contain links or 
summaries. Additional elements include navigation areas (C), lists (D), and 
tables (E). 

In general, the style guide advocates using these different elements in discrete ways. 
Here’s a relevant excerpt from the style guide itself: 

• To present and communicate content, always choose content 
sections of type (A) and the layout options they offer. Content sections 
can be combined very effectively with tables (E). 

• To refer to other pages, choose a separate sidebar/box format (B). 
In the case of different page types, e.g. News and Events, you can 
create a separate box for each one. 

• To present Lotus Notes database content in the easiest possible 
way, choose the list format (D). 

• To refer to related links, choose a sidebar (B) in the right-hand 
column of the content area. 

 
TECHNOLOGY 
Beyond the CMS software, namics used a variety of tools to plan and create the 
intranet’s design, according to Bernd Schopp, a senior consultant at namics. “We use 
Microsoft Excel for content gathering and building the top-level information 
architecture, and PowerPoint as a companion to create wireframes for the page 
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structure. Adobe Illustrator is the best tool to transform the wireframes into a first 
design—and of course to make a precise grid system. Final design mock-ups of all 
templates are done with Adobe Photoshop,” Schopp says. 
Intranet search is handled by Autonomy software. Search was implemented in two 
steps. First, users got simple search capabilities. Later, namics added more complex 
search capabilities. Now users can search the entire site, in various categories, or for 
specific document types, including Microsoft Word and Excel files, PDFs, or even 
HTML pages. 

 
GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
Goals: 

• Move from multiple Lotus Notes intranets to one CMS-driven intranet with 
a consistent, corporate design. 

• Maintain a consistent intranet design using content templates. 

• Designate one department to manage the overall intranet. 

• Move from multiple, department-focused information architectures to a 
single, user-friendly information architecture, while continuing to draw 
content from relevant business units. 

• Provide a common start page for all employees, filled with relevant 
content. 

• Provide one search tool capable of indexing the entire intranet. 

• Offer content in both German and English. 

• Introduce quick and efficient knowledge-sharing tools. 

• Make the organization’s structure and offerings look transparent to new 
employees. 

• Create a service center for employees focused not on corporate offerings, 
but on meeting employees’ objectives. 

Constraints: 

• Common restrictions: budget and time limits. 

• Enticing users to transition from their organically developed intranets and 
document collection systems to a centralized intranet and new CMS. 

• Minimal transition time from old to new intranet, despite the radically 
different new design. 

 
BASIC INTRANET FEATURES 
One of the main intranet redesign goals was to create navigation that let users find 
relevant information on the intranet without having specific knowledge about ALTANA 
Pharma’s organizational structures or workflows. So, the ALTANA Pharma intranet 
offers users an objective-oriented—rather than department-based—intranet. In other 
words, employees get a task-oriented, situation-focused information architecture. 
From the homepage, employees can easily read or search both industry and 
company-specific news. 
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As a pharmaceuticals company, ALTANA Pharma’s success relies heavily on 
knowledge sharing. To that end, a document library lets employees easily upload, 
maintain, share, and retrieve any documents or guidelines. 
Behind the scenes, enterprise content management software gives content owners 
an easy way to contribute and maintain content, and gives content editors an easy 
way to ensure content quality. 
The intranet also offers users several new capabilities. Employees can search the 
entire site from a single search box available at the top of every intranet page. From 
the search results page, employees can also click a link to see similar pages. Each 
content section lets employees limit searches to that section. For all searches, 
employees can also restrict searches to a specific document type. 
Another type of search, Who’s Who, lets employees search for people by 
organizational and competence criteria. Results include multiple contact options, 
such as phone, fax, and email. 

 

Pictured: Results from a Who’s Who search include multiple contact options. 

On each page, users have access to a variety of useful functions, including Mail this 
page and a list of the most-emailed pages. “Generating a printable version of a page 
is a very commonly used function,” notes Pertek. These features help employees 

 
 
 
 

©  NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 49 

http://www.nngroup.com/


promote content, and benefit from other employees’ view of what’s important on the 
site. 

 

Pictured: My Workplace tools let employees easily share, print, or add pages 
to their lists of favorites. 

To further alert users to new, potentially relevant information, the Latest Intranet 
Content page lists the most recent changes by section. 

 

Pictured: This page gathers the most recent changes to each section, to help 
users quickly pinpoint new information of potential interest. 
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Users can customize the intranet via My Workplace, which lets them adjust language 
and “favorites” settings. 

 

Pictured: My Workplace allows users to personalize the intranet through such 
things as adding or removing favorites, defining a preferred language, and 
changing passwords. 

Another important intranet requirement was to promote collaboration through such 
things as team rooms and project places, which are organized around document 
libraries and offer employees closed user groups and dedicated document sharing. 
The process of implementing team-room technology is underway; not all 
collaboration features are currently available, and more user groups are being 
created. 
Using the library function, however, a user can sort team room and project place 
contents by date, topic, or category. “From the start, the library functionality was 
developed to make content—documents and information—accessible by virtue of 
their individual properties and metadata, instead of by using predefined structures. 
This approach enables users to have multiple and different ways of accessing 
documents and information,” says Thomas Link, namics designer and site architect. 
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Pictured: A document library. Users can sort content by date, topic, or 
category. 

 

Pictured: Accessing a document in the document library. 
 

USERS 
ALTANA Pharma employs more than 8,200 people and has more than thirty 
subsidiaries and affiliates in Europe, North and Latin America, South Africa, Australia, 
and Asia. 
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USER TASKS 
• Find people in the corporation, perhaps by competency 

• Access intranet-based tools 

• Read research information and product documentation 

• Use project websites 

• Read about company events, access corporate press releases, and read 
internal news 

• Locate and use internal services such as travel management, reordering 
supplies, planning meetings, ordering catering, and accessing scientific 
information 

• For new employees: learn to use the intranet 

• Read industry news 
 

BACKGROUND 
During the 1990s, multiple standalone intranets—built out of static HTML or located 
in Lotus Notes—began appearing around ALTANA Pharma, especially in the research 
departments. Soon, many different departments created their own intranets, focused 
on department-level document sharing. 
Eventually, ALTANA had about fifteen different intranets and numerous different 
Lotus Notes environments. Nonetheless, much of the company’s valuable 
information—documents, services, or scientific information—was largely inaccessible 
because it was hidden in multiple databases and on multiple departments’ 
unconnected intranet pages. “Imagine a corporation that is based on science, that 
does not have the ability to search for knowledge,” says Schopp. That was ALTANA 
Pharma’s problem. 
Each department’s intranet also varied—sometimes radically—in its design, 
information architecture, and technology. Furthermore, no search tools bridged the 
different departmental intranets, and no processes were in place for information 
sharing. Thus, content and intranet applications on one department’s intranet were 
created and maintained solely for that department. In short, the lack of a centralized 
approach to maintaining content and applications made for a lot of duplicated effort. 
Eventually, a design team was formed to remedy the problem. “The intranet project 
was started because interviews with users and a content analysis of existing 
intranets revealed that finding any information in each of the isolated intranets was 
almost impossible,” notes Schopp. “This is mainly because the information 
architecture was based on the organizational structure, and not on users’ tasks and 
users’ needs.” 
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Pictured: The former intranet homepage for ALTANA Pharma’s Corporate 
Libraries Services. Previously, each department maintained its own intranet, 
resulting in about fifteen different intranets and numerous Lotus Notes 
environments. Their design, information architecture, underlying technology, 
and content often differed dramatically. 

 
DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 
For the new intranet, corporate communications led the charge. The corporate IT 
department also assisted, especially with content-related issues and technological 
enhancements. 
The main goals of the new intranet—which was technically not a redesign, since 
there was no existing, centralized intranet—were to consolidate the many existing, 
unstructured, and evolving ALTANA intranets based on Lotus Notes. “The main goal 
was to establish a homogenous corporate design, a single content management 
system, plus content templates, as well as a consistent information architecture and 
centralized search capabilities,” says Schopp. 
A design team was assembled with roughly equal numbers of namics and ALTANA 
employees, and included not only interface experts, but also people proficient in 
other disciplines, including usability. 
Ultimately, the design team opted to migrate the most important Lotus Notes 
environments and the most important intranets. For the pilot stage, it aimed to bring 
at least 50% of the relevant and most-used content into the new intranet. 
To help guide the design, the development team first conducted interviews with 
ALTANA employees. “With the interviews, we analyzed the user tasks, asking people 
about their daily business tasks and usage of one of the various intranets,” says 
Link. “The interviews were held at the desk of each user, to investigate the actual 
behavior of people in their offices.” 
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These interviews gave designers multiple ideas for creating an information 
architecture, which they honed in subsequent workshops with employees by using “a 
very basic type of open-group card sorting,” says Link. “The goal of these card sorts 
was the definition and naming of the top-level information architecture, based on the 
mental models of users. It was an intense but essential phase to construct a usable 
information architecture.” 

 

Pictured: The initial version of the new ALTANA information architecture, 
subsequently honed by conducting numerous card-sorting workshops with 
users. 

These interviews took the place of surveys. “Instead of surveys, we found the initial 
interviews—one-on-one—much more efficient to find out about users’ thoughts, 
goals, and ways to accomplish tasks,” says Link. 
Knowing which variables to include in the information architecture was largely the 
result of a substantial content inventory. “Several days were spent auditing the 
existing content,” says Link, though first “redundant and outdated information had to 
be eliminated.” The namics team then created a classification of content types. 
While building the information architecture, namics identified the new intranet’s five 
main goals, which it then used to develop the site’s main sections: 

 
 

TRANSLATING GOALS TO INFORMATION ARCHITECTURE 
INTRANET GOAL RESULTING SECTION 

Present users with a transparent overview of the fast- 
growing organization’s structure 

Our Company 

Provide access to the corporate knowledge base 
through a generic information architecture 

Knowledge Center 

Indicate relevant, location-specific internal services Services 
Support teamwork with collaboration technology Teamwork 
Communicate corporate values, plus current internal 
and external news 

Be Informed 
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With the information architecture in hand, the design team began creating 
wireframes of pages and immediately “started to carry out expert reviews to refine 
and improve the interface,” says Link. 
Personas 
As a result of interviews with ALTANA employees, namics opted to create personas to 
help the whole intranet design team have “an idea of the people in front of the 
screen,” says Link. 
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Pictured: The namics team created personas to help guide intranet designers. 

When crafting personas, the design team was surprised to learn that not every 
employee has their own computer. “We found that a large number of employees 
share—or even have no access to—a computer,” notes Link. One eventual result of 
this finding: ALTANA Pharma began using existing intranet-connected kiosks in many 
locations. 
As designers completed new sections, they began unveiling them, but in stages. “The 
intranet was launched with a pilot range of content focused on human resources and 
facilities management,” says Link. “Step by step, other content sections were added 
and new departments were required to use the intranet infrastructure.” 
To promote intranet uptake, the corporate communication department launched a 
variety of related promotions, including internal advertisements, intranet games and 
quizzes, and hosted, informational events. 
To promote the intranet’s content areas and new search functionality, the ALTANA 
Pharma project team worked with the namics team to create a fold-up pyramid to 
replace the existing intranet informational flyer. Simply put, the pyramid is 
something users can keep around that reminds them to use the intranet. All four 
sides of the pyramid explain the intranet’s main content areas, including pointers on 
intranet searching. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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

mailto:INFO@NNGROUP.COM


 
Pictured: To help promote the intranet and direct users to its main content 
areas and search capabilities, ALTANA gives users this informational pyramid. 

Beyond releasing the pyramid, ALTANA Pharma also organized informational events 
with question and answer sessions at several company branches. All intranet users 
were invited to pose specific questions or relay intranet difficulties to ALTANA 
Pharma’s intranet project leader, Nicola Winterstein, as well as to Bernd Schopp of 
namics. 
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Pictured: A seasonal intranet design. 
 
 

 
 

Pictured: ALTANA launched and continues to run internal marketing 
campaigns to promote the intranet. 
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Thanks to the radical new design, however, user acceptance took longer than 
expected. Employees with more tenure had particular difficulty, while, interestingly, 
“new employees seem to have fewer difficulties getting familiar with the new 
intranet,” says Schopp. 

 
TIMELINE 

• 1990s: Multiple single-system intranets established, largely based on 
Lotus Notes or built out of static HTML. Most intranets were department- 
based; there were numerous Lotus Notes environments and 
approximately fifteen standalone intranets. 

• March 2003: Efforts began to create a single corporate intranet, including 
plans to migrate content to the new intranet from the most important 
intranets and Lotus Notes environments. 

• March–July 2003: Conducted initial user interviews and evaluated content. 

• September–October 2003: Evaluated intranet technology. 

• September–December 2003: Designed intranet and created a design style 
guide for content contributors. 

• February–October 2004: Implemented intranet. 

• August–December 2004: Launched pilot content project. 

• December 2004: Launched intranet. 
 

RESULTS 
From start to finish, the intranet design took about a year and a half. Today, ALTANA 
Pharma employees have a consistently designed, centralized intranet that gives 
them needed access to a wide variety of tools, plus a single location for accessing 
important corporate and HR information, ordering supplies, and more. 
“Lots of information is now available for every user,” says Pertek, “Whereas in the 
former system, much of the information had been available for only those who knew 
exactly where to look for it.” 
One example of this is the Be Informed section, which delivers corporate, external, 
internal, and other types of news to users in one location. Here, “different 
departments are able to publish their news, or general media or press information. 
The archive of these articles can be accessed by category or in chronicle order— 
sorted monthly,” added Schopp. 
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Pictured: From the Be Informed section, employees can easily access this 
ALTANA press release page. 
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Pictured: A specific ALTANA press release. 
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Pictured: Employees can sort ALTANA press releases by date 
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Pictured: News about an opening ceremony for a new ALTANA Pharma 
production plant. A variety of ALTANA Pharma departments use Be Informed 
to share information about their own efforts. 
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Pictured: Be Informed also gives users access to the HR news library. 
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Pictured: Users can browse the HR news library archive by month. 

On the new site, search capabilities have markedly improved, thanks to brand new 
search technology and content-writing guidelines that include tips for creating 
search-engine-friendly text. At the same time, ALTANA Pharma is trying to 
encourage content authors to think of content not just from an author’s perspective, 
but also from an employee’s viewpoint, and how an employee might search for that 
content. 
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Pictured: The extended search tool. The new intranet provides employees 
with a single search tool able to return site-wide results. 
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Pictured: Results from an extended search. 

The new, task-focused information architecture makes it easy for employees to find 
what they’re looking for, and is reinforced by color schemes for different sections and 
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different types of navigation. “Since the intranet was filled with a tremendous 
amount of unstructured content, the navigation design needs to provide different 
navigation methods,” notes Schopp. For example, horizontal navigation (top of page) 
provides the first two entry-level points into the site. Vertical navigation (left side of 
page) shows the current page, plus the parent and all child pages. For easy skipping, 
the in-page navigation displays the subsequent two page levels. Finally, a 
breadcrumb path shows the entire path—all clickable—down to the current page. 
To help employees acclimate to the new intranet, the design team created a CMS 
instruction manual. 

 

Pictured: Employees have easy access to information about how to use the 
CMS. 

One especially interesting new feature of the intranet is the “liquid layout,” which lets 
users resize any intranet screen to their liking. “The fluid content area enables the 
clean display of tables and lists, and—on reasonable screen sizes—there will never be 
annoying horizontal scrolling,” says Link. “Users can also adjust their preferred font 
size without hassle, and use multiple windows.” 
To create the liquid layout feature, the designers used Cascading Style Sheets. 
While users can choose any page size they like, there are some real-world limits. For 
example, if users size pages too small, “the readability of some pages is far from 
being optimal,” he says. Optimally resized pages would have about 60 characters per 
line. 
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Pictured: The “liquid layout” feature of the ALTANA intranet, which lets users 
resize pages to any size they want, without displaying a horizontal scroll bar. 
This shows the page set to a width of 1024 pixels. 

 
 

 
 

Pictured: The “liquid layout” of a page set at a width of 1280 pixels. 

With the new intranet now live, a team of four ALTANA Pharma employees maintains 
it, assisted by more than 100 trained content editors. For the future, ALTANA 
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Pharma plans to continue to move applications onto the intranet, add new 
department content, and implement single sign-on. 
For applications that don’t yet reside completely on the intranet, the design team 
manages to maintain a relatively consistent user experience. For example, take the 
corporate-wide, intranet-based e-catalog and e-shopping cart employees use to 
order supplies. While the start of the shopping experience resides in the CMS and is 
thus part of the intranet, a link from the page leads to the actual shopping cart, 
which is an external application. Even so, keeping the catalog’s start page—which 
describes what the shopping cart does and where a relevant link leads—on the 
intranet means that the search engine indexes the content, making it easier for 
employees to find the shopping engine. 
The intranet team uses the same strategy—creating a start page with a rich text 
description of the application the page links to—whenever an intranet page will pass 
users to non-intranet applications. 

 

Pictured: Using the E-Mail Shop, employees can order needed office supplies. 
This page resides in the CMS, though the link leads to an external application. 
Keeping the start page on the intranet means the search engine will index the 
content, making it easier for employees to find it. 

The design team is also continuing to implement teamwork functionality. Eventually, 
“people will be able to organize themselves and work together in virtual team 
rooms,” says Schopp. So far, the intranet doesn’t restrict access to team areas, 
though that is a future goal. 
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Pictured: A teamwork section at ALTANA Pharma. Future versions will allow 
users to create their own team areas, restricted to a designated set of users. 

 
LESSONS LEARNED 
Insights from Michael Pertek and Bernd Schopp: 
Don’t wait to implement single sign-on: “Single sign-on must be implemented 
when the first users start using the intranet. All special or sensitive features will need 
to be tied to log-in credentials, and it would be extremely difficult to implement a 
sign-on process subsequent to the initial intranet rollout.” 
Design alone doesn’t sell an intranet. “Usability and acceptance is not just a 
question of sophisticated design. It is also the result of a logical approach to 
provisioning information, a logical information architecture, and user-oriented 
labeling and wording.” 
Prepare users for the transition. “The intranet launch date is not the end of the 
rollout process. At ALTANA Pharma, the new intranet dramatically altered how users 
and editors perceive how the intranet can provide information. Indeed, many aspects 
of the intranet changed in just one day. Of course, the team involved in the design 
did not have any problems. Actual end users, however, did not have sufficient time 
to rapidly assimilate this paradigm shift. In fact, marketing efforts to improve the 
general acceptance of the intranet is an ongoing issue.” 
Deliver new features in stages. “Don’t deliver too many features at once, since 
users are often overwhelmed by too many new features. Instead, introduce new 
features at regular intervals. This way, users can acclimate to new features over 
time.” 
Target search with sufficient time and resources. “The intranet contains 
incredibly heterogeneous content. Thus, it took lots of time and effort to optimize the 
search mechanism, then to introduce users to its various capabilities. Don’t 
underestimate the resources or even just the conceptual considerations you’ll need 
to implement effective and accepted search capabilities.” 
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Bank of Ireland Group 
 

Using the Intranet: 
Bank of Ireland Group is a diversified financial 
services group with market-leading positions in 
its chosen domestic markets, and niche status in 
other selected markets. Headquartered in Dublin, 
Bank of Ireland profit generation is distributed 
among the Republic of Ireland (56%), the UK 
(28%), and the rest of the world (16%). 

Bank of Ireland was established in 1783 by Royal 
Charter and today has 17,000 employees in eight 
countries. It is the largest Irish bank by total 
assets, and also the highest rated Irish-listed 
financial institution. 

Design Team: 
In-house 

Members: 
Mary Staunton, group internal communications 
manager; Mick O’Farrell, editor of insite; Breffni Wall, 
insite’s content and publishing specialist; Mairead 
Anderson, insite’s relationship manager; Mairead 
Haughian, senior graphic designer; Conor Hawkshaw, 
senior Web developer; Niall O’Callaghan, senior Web 
developer; Michael Walshe, Web development 
manager; Martina Osborne, senior business architect; 
Richard Finnegan, business architect; Robert Treacy, 
applications developer; Eamon Lyng, applications 
developer; Padraig MacDonnchadha; applications 
developer; Natasha Miskella, senior Web developer. 

 
SUMMARY 
The Bank of Ireland’s insite intranet is not like most other bank intranets. Simply 
put, it swaps serious navy pinstripes for bursts of orange and blue. Don’t be fooled, 
however, by the light-hearted aesthetics: this intranet means business. 

 
Homepage 
One goal of the team is to keep users coming back to the intranet, and creating an 
attractive homepage is one effective technique for doing this. On insite, main 
corporate news items are located center stage where users can quickly and easily 
read them. The news is accompanied by eye-catching images that add to the users’ 
understanding and punch up the page. 
Via the homepage, employees can easily stay abreast of important business news. 
The Breaking News section features several types of business news, separated into 
tabs for easy scanning. An external news feed provides up-to-the-minute news in 
business, national, international, sports, and entertainment categories. On the 
homepage, users can scroll six headlines from a chosen category at any one time, or 
click through for a full list of the day’s breaking news. 
Other homepage features that connect users to the world outside the office include 
an updated stock quote and a link to the company’s press releases. 
From the homepage, the My Unit links lead to information about the logged-in user’s 
operating department. 
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Pictured: The Bank of Ireland intranet homepage offers personalized, helpful 
news and an attractive design to keep drawing users back. 

 
Content 
Another way to entice users to regularly return to an intranet is to provide valuable, 
engaging content and relevant news. To be relevant, however, such content must be 
fresh. The Bank of Ireland intranet succeeds here; indeed, the intranet’s news 
offerings are one of its biggest killer apps. 
To access news items, users can navigate from a homepage link or click on News in 
the left-hand menu of any page. The site’s news pages utilize a sans serif font, which 
makes text easy to read, as does the page’s ample default text size and the narrow 
column width for text. 
While some features might seem relatively minor, they really go a long way toward 
helping users. A Print friendly link makes it easy for users to print news items and 
keep them for later. The Related Links box offers topical suggestions. Similarly, the 
Previous, Next, and Return to List links at the end of each article give users other 
ways to explore the news. 
When it comes to news and information, many users understandably reference the 
source of that information to gauge its believability or trustworthiness. Obviously, a 
well-known or credible source is better than an unknown one. On the Bank of Ireland 
intranet, users can see the original source of the news highlighted on the left side of 
every article. Then, at the end of the article, users can also see the posting date, 
who posted the article (on their own or on behalf of another person), and the item’s 
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classification level, which is used internally to signify the document’s confidentiality. 

 
Pictured: News articles on the Bank of Ireland intranet are easy on the eyes 
and offer relevant features including related links; a link to the news item list; 
links to the previous and next news items; data about the information’s 
origin; and a link to a printer-friendly version. 

The Bank of Ireland intranet team handles some intranet content, as well as two 
other content-related roles: teaching and facilitating. Intranet team members train 
content contributors and sometimes help them get group-specific content online. 
Typically, however, content contributors feed any information directly to the intranet, 
and day-to-day publishing of department-specific content is the sole responsibility of 
individual departments. 
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Phone Book 
Thanks to the intranet’s People Finder, staff can easily locate information about any 
of the 17,000 Bank of Ireland employees. The feature is offered on every page of the 
site, and allows users to search by a person’s first or last name, or by using more 
advanced options. 
Each person’s profile relays the user’s name, job, phone number, manager, email 
address, office location, and more. Photos help employees recognize colleagues, and 
the feature’s elegant layout makes it easy to use. 
Another useful element: each profile lets users return to the People Finder to search 
again. 

 
Pictured: People Finder results pages feature a straightforward layout, and 
contain all relevant information for locating an employee. They also contain a 
photo and the name of the employee’s manager. 

Users can easily update their own profiles by clicking the Update your details button. 
The resulting page, which uses forms, follows all relevant form-related design 
guidelines, including: 

• all fields and field labels are left-justified, 

• fields are easily associated with their relevant label, and 

• required fields are clearly marked. 

Furthermore, the two items that users are not allowed to edit—name and email address—
appear as static text rather than fields. This presentation easily and clearly delineates what 
users can expect to do, or not do, on this page. 
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At the end of the form, a Confirm button makes the changes. Notice the absence of a 
Reset button for this form. This is no mistake: When forms like this offer a Reset 
button, users often accidentally click it instead of Confirm. The Bank of Ireland 
designers notably did not fall into the “reset button” design trap. 

To ensure that data stays up-to-date, users—after a pre-determined number of 
days—are automatically directed to an Update your details page at log-in, and asked 
to take a moment to review their data. 

 

Pictured: After clicking the Update your details button, users can update their 
profile by filling out this form. This page helpfully omits a Reset button, which 
users often accidentally click when they want to Confirm. 

 
Catering to Users 
In addition to the features every user knows they want—a sharp homepage, relevant 
news, and an easy-to-use employee directory—the Bank of Ireland intranet provides 
employees with department-level information that’s relevant to their business unit or 
job function. Departments with employees in multiple locations often have their own 
launch areas, too. 
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One advantage of a Launch Area is that it allows for an extra right-hand navigation 
system specific to the business unit. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Pictured: The Bank of Ireland Life page is one example of an individual 
department’s launch page, where its employees can find content written 
specifically for them. 

Another launch area, BranchNet, is insite’s largest department-specific area. 
BranchNet’s specialized content is devoted exclusively to the Bank of Ireland’s 
branch network and includes topics such as branch operating procedures, must-read 
memos, exchange rates, and an authorized-signature manual. BranchNet is also a 
semi-autonomous part of insite, and has its own team of administrators and content 
publishers. 
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Pictured: Another example of an individual department’s homepage: 
BranchNet, where branch staff can find information specific to them, including 
branch operating procedures, must-read memos, and exchange rates. 

The new employees launch page is also useful, containing welcome information and 
guides to various policies, locations, and procedures. 
Beyond features for new employees, another notable trend for intranets is to let 
employees post and read their own classified advertisements. Many managers and 
intranet developers realize the importance of work-life balance, and intranet-based 
classifieds help maintain that balance and provide a relatively safe shopping haven. 
(It’s obviously easier to avoid unscrupulous sellers and buyers when you’re dealing 
with people within your organization. People know where to find you.) 
The Bank of Ireland classified interface calls out users’ most important classified- 
related tasks: All Ads, Today’s Ads, Place an Ad, and My Ads. A How Do I? button 
provides quick help. 
Beyond the search feature, users can browse classifieds in five top-level topics, such 
as Vehicles and Events, plus several sub-topics. 
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Pictured: While not strictly work-related, classifieds are nevertheless a nice- to-
have feature for users, and one that helps draw users back to the portal. 

Overall, the Bank of Ireland intranet includes a variety of features—most for  
business, but some for personal use. All features are packaged clearly and gracefully, 
providing further incentive for users to regularly return to the intranet and use it as 
part of their daily work routine. 

 
URL AND ACCESS 
The Bank of Ireland Group’s intranet address is http://insite.boi.com. “The site is not 
bookmarked by default in browsers, though most staff members choose insite as 
their default homepage,” notes Breffni Wall, insite’s content and publishing 
specialist. 
When the intranet launches, it automatically logs in users by referencing their PC 
log-in details. “This feature eliminates unnecessary login screens for users while still 
controlling access to information published on the intranet,” she says. It also allows 
for behind-the-scenes targeting of information. 
Users with remote access to the Bank of Ireland Group network—in particular, sales 
people—can also access insite remotely. 
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CONTENT MANAGEMENT 
 

Centralized and Distributed Management 
To manage content and publish it to the intranet, Bank of Ireland uses a heavily 
customized version of Documentum. 
In terms of the content itself, the dedicated intranet team maintains information of 
general interest to the entire Bank of Ireland Group. In addition, each business unit 
designates its own content publishers to help maintain department-specific intranet 
content, for which each department alone is responsible. 
This arrangement came about for two reasons, says Wall. The first is that “the staff 
of a given department is best informed as to the relevance, quality, and timeliness of 
the content that that department wishes to publish.” In addition, “given the size and 
geographic spread of the group, a central team of publishers would have to be large, 
and yet still couldn’t realistically be expected to become familiar with every 
department’s content and publishing needs.” 
In other words, distributing responsibilities lets each group do what it does best. 
Departmental content publishers maintain relevant content for their peers, while “the 
core intranet team focuses on site design, information architecture decisions, and 
general publishing improvements,” says Wall. 
The intranet team also keeps a close watch on the homepage. In particular, insite’s 
editor has final editorial say over which articles and graphics run on the homepage. 
This is “to ensure that a group focus is maintained, and to encourage users in all 
jurisdictions of the group to visit the site,” notes Mairead Anderson, insite’s 
relationship manager. 
Such an approach “allows for the forming and maintaining of an identifiable style on 
the homepage,” she says, regardless of what the individual business units do with 
their individual launch pages. “Given our devolved publishing process, the other 
parts of the site may all have different styles or approaches—while staying strictly 
within insite guidelines, of course—but the homepage should have a continuity of 
style about it.” 

 
Maintaining a Consistent User Experience 
Maintaining a consistent intranet user experience further involves the core intranet 
team, since they train all content publishers and seek to foster a sense of community 
among them. “Central to the success of insite’s publishing model is the sense of 
community amongst the 200 publishers across the Bank of Ireland Group,” notes 
Mary Staunton, the internal communications manager responsible for insite. To help 
maintain that, insite contains an interactive Publishers’ Forum where content 
publishers can ask questions and swap advice. 
“We’ve found that, apart from our centralized publishing team, one of the best 
sources of help for a publisher is their fellow publishers. Therefore, in the early days 
we set up a Publishers’ Forum—a searchable, question and answer database—where 
publishers can look for answers or ask questions or just post tips for their fellow 
publishers,” says Mick O’Farrell, editor of insite. While the forum is currently a Lotus 
Notes-based application, Bank of Ireland plans to soon make it an intranet-based 
application. 
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Content publishers help each other out. “More experienced publishers provide 
guidance and pass on useful tips to novices,” says Staunton. Over time, a repository 
of tips has also built up, providing a useful knowledge base for all publishers. 
Then, to actually publish content, publishers use “pre-defined templates designed by 
the intranet team in consultation with the relevant business units,” says Wall. “The 
Web-based publishing tool lets them add text, create links, and select and align 
images in just a few simple clicks, without having to worry about the layout of the 
page.” 
Templates ensure a consistent user experience for all employees. “The layout and 
design are consistent for end users no matter where they are on the site,” she says. 
The CMS also adds several standard elements to content as required, including 
inserting sub-headlines with “back to top” links and even a table of contents. 
Before a page gets published, however, it must first go through a review and quality- 
assurance process. Typically, this involves vetting by one of a business unit’s 
designated content approvers. 

 
Content Updating Requirements 
All content must also be updated on a regular basis. To ensure that happens, 
O’Farrell says Bank of Ireland employs a two-pronged approach. “Firstly, the content 
management tool we use, Documentum, will send out automatic notifications in 
advance of a piece of content’s expiry date. The user can then update the content 
and amend the expiry date, or let the content be automatically archived.” 
The automatic Documentum emails warn users that if their content expires, it will be 
automatically removed and archived. “This ‘publish or perish’ policy clearly places the 
responsibility for ongoing maintenance on the content owner,” notes Wall. “It also 
enshrines the task of intranet publishing as a key work activity and ensures that 
publishing does not slip to the bottom of a publisher’s work list.” 
Once revised, content can be set to expire after a certain number of months, up to 
one year. “We felt that this was the best approach, even for content that may be 
relevant for longer than twelve months,” says O’Farrell, “since it means that every 
piece of content must be reviewed, refreshed, or removed at least once a year.” 
The intranet team, however, doesn’t just rely on automatic expirations. “We carry 
out manual checks on content—some targeted, some random—and if an area is 
starting to look dated, we’ll request that the relevant publisher review their content,” 
he says. 

 
TECHNOLOGY 
The Bank of Ireland Group intranet is based on a J2EE architecture (a version of Java 
for developing and deploying enterprise applications), and runs on three Windows 
2000 Professional servers, load balanced using a BIG-IP appliance from F5 Networks. 
“Each server has two instances of Apache Tomcat installed, which are also balanced 
using BIG IP,” says Niall O’Callaghan, a senior Web developer. “We use an MS SQL 
2000 database for storing content metadata and application data, and use Apache 
Lucene to index the site and provide search functionality.” 
For tracking site problems and running tests, they also “hook into Mercury 
TestDirector 8 from within sections of the site to collect feedback from staff and 
manage their comments through our change process,” says Conor Hawkshaw, a 
senior Web developer. 
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The team’s Documentum CMS includes a content server, which stores and controls 
content, as well as Web Publisher, which provides a Web-based interface for the 
group’s publishers to create, edit, manage, and publish content using pre-defined 
templates. 
With Documentum, “content is stored as XML, and not HTML as with our previous 
solution,” notes O’Callaghan. “Using XML, we have more flexibility in terms of the 
presentation of data.” In particular, when content publishers submit new content, 
they’re inputting that content into an XML template. Then, “using XSL style sheets, 
we transform the XML into various types of media, including HTML, JSP, PDF, JPEG, 
and GIF formats.” Two additional advantages of this approach: it’s scalable, as well 
as future-proof, so the intranet team can “expand into other media when the 
opportunity arises.” 
The content server, which is based on Java technology, runs on an AIX Platform with 
a slightly customized Oracle database. “We installed additional components like a 
breaking news feed, some custom workflow methods, and a replication job for 
Documentum to interact with LDAP—our centralized user database within the group,” 
notes Hawkshaw. The additional components were written in Java, and are managed 
using the Apache Tomcat program. 
With the J2EE-based Web Publisher, however, the intranet team heavily customized 
it to meet business requirements. “Documentum provides a Web Development Kit 
which can be used to customize Web Publisher, and we spent a few months at the 
start of our project working on this,” says O’Callaghan. In particular, “we wrote 
custom workflow methods to control the flow of content throughout the 
organization.” 
The content server and the actual Web Publisher administrators maintain content- 
related security, ensuring proper controls for and permissions on the content that 
publishers can edit, approval groups can approve, and so on. This permissions-based 
system is maintained automatically based on users’ credentials. “A custom job 
imports basic security credentials from LDAP,” notes Hawkshaw, then “the site 
makes use of NTLM [Windows NT LAN Manager] to automatically authenticate users 
against LDAP, based on their Windows Network account details.” 
For maintaining the site, developers and authors use a range of tools, including 
Documentum for adding site content, WebSphere for making application code 
changes, and Dreamweaver MX for all other changes. Photoshop and Illustrator are 
the tools of choice for creating and editing images. Finally, Test Director manages 
bugs, changes, and the overall quality-assurance and release-management process. 

 
GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
Goals: 

• Enhance Bank of Ireland Group’s competitive advantage by delivering the 
right content, to the right end user, in the right format, at the right cost. 

• Ensure that the intranet continues to be the primary medium for the 
delivery of group and business unit (departmental) communications, 
thereby preserving and enhancing organizational knowledge and 
strengthening organizational relationships and communications. 

• Continuously improve employees’ workplace experience, while improving 
employee performance and job satisfaction. 
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• For the intranet team, introduce a more flexible solution that: allows 
greater day-to-day control over site maintenance without requiring skilled 
IT resources; and also allows key people to focus more on areas best 
suited to their skills. 

• For publishers, improve publishing tool performance, simplify the overall 
process, and guarantee publishing times. 

• Better target content based on a user’s business needs, via their business 
unit (department) launch areas. 

• Continue to roll out new and enhanced intranet applications. 
 

Constraints: 

• As with any system used by thousands of people, designers had to keep 
the lowest common denominator in mind, which can over-generalize the 
intranet. At the same time, very PC-literate users expect continuous 
enhancements. 

• Varying PC specifications existed across the group (a large-scale project is 
now under way to improve and maintain the technology standards). 

• Costs had to be justified in advance, and throughout the project. 

• A wide range of interested parties had to be kept on board and 
committed. 

• There was pressure to maintain previous investments and simply upgrade 
the existing content management tool (though a later business evaluation 
proved there was nothing to be saved by keeping the old tool). 

 
BASIC INTRANET FEATURES 
When it comes to intranet features, “there probably aren’t any features on insite that 
haven’t already appeared on another intranet, however, what we were aiming for, 
and what we feel we’ve achieved, is a successful blend of features,” notes Staunton. 
“Obviously we’ve included the ‘must-haves,’ but from the beginning we were 
determined to include some of what we called the ‘nice-to-haves.’” 
While must-have features are essential for doing their job, nice-to-have features 
entice employees to return regularly, which is essential. As she notes, “one measure 
of the success of an intranet is how often staff log on when they don’t necessarily 
have to.” From a business perspective, frequent logging on is a good thing: 
employees are less likely to miss important communications, or general information 
about their colleagues and the Bank of Ireland Group itself. 
Must-have intranet features include: placing the most important Bank of Ireland 
Group updates and announcements on the homepage, as well as offering homepage 
links to other departmental communications. Meeting room booking is also extremely 
popular. “Users can see an entire day’s bookings for all meeting rooms in listed 
locations before choosing and reserving a room for themselves,” says O’Farrell. 
Canceling a booking is also easy. 
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Pictured: The room booking tool. Users can see an entire day’s bookings for 
all meeting rooms in listed locations, before choosing and reserving a room 
for themselves. Canceling a booking request is easy, too. 

Other popular and often-used features include People Finder, for finding employee 
information, and a listing of internal career opportunities, which is searchable by 
location, jurisdiction, department, and job type. 
If a light bulb needs changing, employees head to the Facilities Management System. 
“Staff in many of the group’s buildings can raise a work request via the intranet—if, 
for instance, furniture needs to be moved, or a spillage needs to be cleaned, and so 
on,” notes O’Farrell. 
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Pictured: The front page of the Facilities Management System, where 
employees can make premises-based work requests. 

Finally, employees can manage purchasing and procurement by accessing the SAP 
ERP (enterprise resource planning) system via the intranet. Employees can also use 
the SAP system to review their expenses and remaining vacation days. 
Beyond must-haves, one nice-to-have site feature is breaking news. “An external 
news feed provides up-to-the-minute business, national, international, sports, and 
entertainment news. The homepage will scroll six headlines from a chosen category 
at a time, but users can click through for a full list of the breaking news that day,” 
says O’Farrell. The Life & Leisure section—which includes sub-sections on health, 
sports, and the Bank of Ireland Arts Center—is also popular, as are the classifieds, 
where users can buy, sell, or swap items. “This is obviously a non-business-critical 
application, but its popularity makes it worth maintaining,” he says. Finally, opinion 
polls—both on serious and light topics—occasionally run on the homepage. 
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Pictured: For variety, the intranet team occasionally runs an opinion poll on 
the homepage (at right side, center), such as this question about employees’ 
SSIA (Special Savings Incentive Accounts). 

One interesting aspect of the bank’s intranet is that for some staff members, it’s  
their only workday source of online information. “Not all staff have Internet access in 
the workplace. Therefore, for a significant number of staff, accessing insite is their 
means of keeping up-to-date with not just group or departmental news, but with 
other news in general,” notes O’Farrell. 
Despite the range of features, designers are careful to keep users of all abilities in 
mind when designing and upgrading the site. “A particularly important feature of the 
intranet, overall, was its accessibility to users of all abilities. This was incorporated 
into the design and implementation at all stages, and tested at regular intervals. The 
result is that an assessment by an independent intranet usability consultancy was 
able to report that insite ‘has achieved a high level of accessibility,’” notes O’Farrell. 
Individual department launch areas are offered so that “staff in that department can 
access information specific to them,” says O’Farrell. “The largest of these areas on 
insite is the BranchNet area—an area devoted exclusively to the Bank of Ireland 
branch network, with its specific needs and more specialized content. BranchNet is 
semi-autonomous within insite, with its own team of administrators and content 
publishers.” Some of the content contained in BranchNet includes branch operating 
procedures, must-read memos, exchange rates, and an authorized signature 
manual. 
For gauging the intranet’s success, creating launch pages such as BranchNet were 
important milestones. “The successful adoption of insite as BranchNet’s 
communications tool was a very important result for us as a team, and indeed for 
the group as whole,” he says. “Not only does it epitomize the use of insite as an 
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essential operational support, rather than a ‘soft’ communications source, but it also 
illustrates the confidence of the wider business in the intranet overall.” 

 
USERS 
The intranet is accessible to 17,000 Bank of Ireland Group employees in multiple 
countries: Ireland, the UK, France, Germany, Australia, Canada, Japan, and the US. 
Users hail from a variety of financial disciplines. “As a diversified financial services 
group, our intranet’s users work in the personal, commercial, industrial, and 
agricultural finance sectors,” notes Staunton. “There are also the normal ancillary 
operations, including administration, human resources, technical support, and 
marketing.” 
All users have intranet access, while only some have Internet access, making the 
intranet a valuable source of information—relating to the bank or otherwise— 
throughout the day. Currently, employees’ infrastructure needs are being 
readdressed. “A project is in place at the moment which will see all staff having 
Internet access in the coming year,” notes O’Farrell. 

 
USER TASKS 

• Read news and general communications about the organization as a whole 
and particular business units 

• Access must-read communications, including memos, updates, and 
circulars 

• Search for policies, downloads, forms, contact details (individual or 
departmental), internal vacancies, social news, career resources, press 
releases, press clippings, and marketing information 

• Access personal banking applications 

• Reserve meeting rooms 

• Submit premises-based work requests 

• Access national and international breaking news headlines 

• Research exclusive staff discounts on products and services 

• View classified ads posted by colleagues 
 

BACKGROUND 
The Bank of Ireland Group intranet launched as part of the organization’s move to 
“go digital” in 1999–2000, says O’Farrell. “The need for a group-wide, computer- 
based method of communications was recognized—one which would not only be a 
repository of essential information, but which would become the primary medium for 
the delivery of group and business unit communications, thereby preserving and 
enhancing organizational knowledge, and strengthening organizational relationships 
and communications.” 
In short, the organization wanted a single, group-wide intranet, and launched a 
project accordingly in early 2000. “The result, insite, was piloted in 2001. Then, over 
the next 18 months, insite was rolled out to increasing numbers of departments and 
jurisdictions, and was fully group-wide by 2003,” he says. 
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The intranet grew quickly. “Since its launch, insite has gone from being a small site 
with a small audience to a large, high-volume site, accessible to, and accessed by, 
the group’s 17,000 employees,” says Staunton. 
Two years after the intranet’s launch, however, much of the technology underpinning 
it needed updating. Indeed, “the technical limitations of the original solution placed 
huge constraints on the future success of the intranet,” notes Wall. “Simple design 
changes required complex and time-consuming development work, causing 
unnecessary and embarrassing delays.” For example, just changing the name of a 
major group division—following a corporate restructuring—took a whopping 14 days, 
accompanied by costly development efforts. 
Publishing was also needlessly complex, and slow. As a result, “publishing activity 
waned,” she says. Increasingly, business units called on the intranet team to update 
their content, shortchanging time for ongoing site improvements. 
Given those problems, “it became increasingly difficult to explain the benefits of a 
group intranet with out-of-date information and a tired design to senior management 
and colleagues,” says Wall. 

 
DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 

 
Business Case 
The initial intranet redesign started as soon as the Bank of Ireland Group’s internal 
communications team assumed full responsibility for the intranet, and one of its first 
decisions was to replace much of the existing intranet technology. First, however, it 
had to convince senior management. So, “the first phase of the project focused on 
building a business case for the replacement of the original site based on reducing 
the overall operating costs,” says Wall. 
The intranet team first examined the existing operational model, application 
architecture, and technical architecture, then generated a full breakdown of all 
intranet costs. 
Simultaneously, “the intranet team detailed intranet and publishing tool business 
requirements, generated both through user feedback and various usability reports. 
Then, the specifications were verified with various areas of the business and 
prioritized by the business team to determine the scope of the project,” says Wall. 
The end result: “a clear picture of the desired solution, as well as estimates for its 
implementation and ongoing operation at a reduced cost,” she says. 

 
Proof of Concept 
Once the business case was approved, the redesign team began creating a proof of 
concept to vet the new technology, and also try to show that the new approach 
would offer “real business benefits,” says Wall. 
The new site’s user experience was of especial concern. “The team wanted to strike a 
balance between the group-wide view and the user’s own business unit,” notes Wall. 
“Both perspectives had to be incorporated and immediately accessible from the 
homepage and across the site.” So, the design team introduced the My Unit concept. 
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Pictured: The previous version of the intranet homepage. 
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Pictured: One of the redesign team’s first projects: creating a new intranet 
homepage. One notable change is the new balance between whole- 
organization communications and a user’s own business division (My Unit). 
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Pictured: The new Bank of Ireland Group homepage provides ready access to 
My Unit. Note that this user-tested, finished version strongly resembles the 
designers’ above mockup—“a testament, I think, to the experience and 
‘audience-awareness’ of the core insite team,” says Bank of Ireland’s Mick 
O’Farrell. 

The redesign team spent considerable time researching publishing tools, since the 
new site would ultimately succeed or fail based on the chosen tool’s effectiveness 
and user-friendliness. This research validated the team’s initial choice: Documentum. 
In particular, the team thought Documentum’s distributed publishing capabilities 
would help “empower content owners to create and update their own content,” and 
thus give intranet content a needed revitalization. 
During the proof-of-concept phase, the team found that task-based user scenarios 
were a useful design technique. “Learning from past mistakes, the project team drew 
inspiration from usability research and best practices to set the direction for the 
redesigned site,” notes Wall. So, “the team drafted mock-ups of applications based 
on user tasks and revised the designs based on expert reviews as well as user 
consultations.” 
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Pictured: The previous version of the intranet’s People Finder application. 
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Pictured: The insite redesign team’s concept of how the new People Finder 
application should look. After undergoing usability testing, the mockups 
proved extremely useful for the graphic designers and developers who 
actually had to design and code a finished product. 
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Pictured: The new version of the People Finder intranet application. 

 
Design 
The next phase involved finalizing all aspects of the new design. For this, users were 
integral, and the redesign team brought in a cross-section of people for card-sorting 
exercises, design sessions, and prototype testing. According to Wall, “early versions 
of the site were tested in usability sessions with fresh faces from across the group, 
including branch network and call center staff” and team members used the results 
to iterate the design. They also recruited business unit champions and 
representatives. 
Wall says that studying user behavior was especially important for smoothing any 
rough edges in the new site structure. One really helpful result, for example, was 
discovering where staff “expected to see links to content in different areas of the 
site.” 
As part of the redesign, designers kept accessibility in mind and complied with the 
Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI) Guidelines. In particular, they included access keys 
and keyboard shortcuts to aid navigation. “Considerable effort went into designing 
and creating a page structure that would scale to accommodate different sizes of 
text,” notes Wall, which let users magnify text while still maintaining the overall page 
structure. 
The intranet team also brought in a local usability consultancy to evaluate the 
prototype. “The team gained valuable insights from this evaluation, as it offered a 
refreshing, outsider’s perspective on the design,” says Wall. “For example, headings 
and labels were improved by stripping out company jargon that would not make 
sense to new entrants to the group.” 
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Pictured: The site map for Bank of Ireland’s intranet, post-redesign. A variety 
of usability techniques, including card sorting, helped the redesign team 
create the final information architecture. 
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Build & Test 
Next, the redesign team built and tested the new intranet. Doing this required 
creating cross-functional technical, design, editorial, and business staff teams, 
composed primarily of in-house employees, as well as such business partners as HP, 
Accenture, and Documentum. This covered application development, plus 
implementation of the technical architecture and the content management software. 
The team subsequently conducted “comprehensive business testing” as well as 
“further user and accessibility tests,” says Wall, to further tweak functionality and 
excise usability flaws. 
Then, on the content front, “the editorial team spent time simplifying and honing 
copy text, error messages, and confirmation messages, to make them as intuitive as 
possible for the typical non-technical business reader,” she says. 

 
Rollout 
With the redesigned intranet built, rollout progressed on two fronts. 
First, the intranet team ran a series of seminars and released a new content- 
publishing guide to acquaint publishers with the new publishing tool. Then, “the 
process of content migration began, during which publishers reviewed site content 
and re-published content using the new tool,” says Wall. 
It was not just a coincidence, she notes, that these efforts gave the intranet team 
“an opportunity to purge the site of outdated and redundant content” and focus on 
presenting the right content, rather than on maintaining a “multitude of jumbled 
pages. Less was definitely seen as more, as long as staff had essential information 
from day one.” That said, the team migrated essential and large volumes of 
information whole, using automated tools. 
While publishers migrated content, the development team polished the intranet 
technology. Then, with launch imminent, “an eleventh-hour breakthrough in 
providing automatic login to group staff, based on their PC login details, delayed the 
overall launch,” says Wall. Still, the trade-off was worth it. “Making it easier for staff 
to access the new site is always more important than any project milestone.” 
In January 2005, the new intranet launched as a pilot for a small number of staff 
members, and the intranet team began gathering feedback and revising the site. 
“The reality of implementation threw up some interesting glitches along the way and 
necessitated some fast thinking from the team. In some cases, for instance, 
incomplete user details had to be updated to facilitate the new automatic login 
process,” says Wall. Even so, the team soon had the problems ironed out. 
There was only one final prerequisite for fully launching the site: support teams had 
to be trained on the intranet’s new features. “To accommodate this, a formal 
handover from the project team to operational teams was part of the project exit 
criteria,” notes Anderson. 

 
TIMELINE 

• January 2000: Launched a program to create a single, integrated Bank of 
Ireland Group intranet. 

• February 2001: The board of directors approved continued intranet 
rollout, and strategy and infrastructure work began in earnest. 
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• August 2001: Launched a pilot version of insite for a limited number of 
business units. 

• November 2001: Following a successful pilot, the intranet rollout 
expanded to include departments across the group, and included efforts to 
promote insite as the sole intranet for the entire Bank of Ireland Group. 

• February 2002: Based on feedback from staff, insite underwent a quick 
facelift, involving minor changes and a new color palette. 

• June 2002: The corporate communications department assumed 
responsibility for insite. 

• February 2003: Launched first major insite redesign project to make the 
site faster and easier to use, improve available tools and applications, 
make the site follow new brand guidelines, and offer new publishing tools. 

• Late 2004: The intranet team became part of Bank of Ireland Group’s HR 
“culture and engagement” unit. 

• March 2005: After a short pilot, the redesigned intranet launched for 
17,000 Bank of Ireland Group employees. 

 
RESULTS 
The new version of the intranet launched in March 2005, with notable improvements. 
“For end users, the redesigned intranet is faster and much easier to use,” says Wall. 
“Employees know where to find key information or can easily locate what they are 
looking for using search.” Previously, most employees would ask a colleague for 
information; now people look to the intranet first. 
Thanks to the redesign, intranet applications got a needed speed boost. “The room- 
booking system was notoriously slow on the old site. Staff tended to book rooms for 
longer periods than required and never bothered to cancel rooms. This inevitably led 
to inefficient use of meeting room facilities and, for such a basic office requirement, 
was hugely frustrating for users,” she says. By contrast, the new tool runs much 
more quickly, and is substantially easier to use. Not surprisingly, “there is huge, 
group-wide uptake of the tool, and new locations are constantly being added.” 
Other new tools are less business-oriented, but no less important for building a 
strong sense of community. The classifieds section, which contains “everything from 
wedding dresses to plumber recommendations,” says Wall, is one such example. “It 
is a real draw for staff and keeps them coming back on a daily basis.” The intranet 
team might also unveil seasonally themed homepages or group-wide opinion polls. 
Such improvements continue to foster increased intranet use. Overall, 75% of Bank 
of Ireland Group staff access the intranet at least once a week, and many access it 
much more, with only 5% visiting just once per month or less. “Interestingly, 
statistics show that staff are checking the site more than once during the day,” notes 
Wall. “This tells us that staff now have an appreciation that the site’s content will 
change during the course of the day.” 
New content tools also make life easier for publishers, since the more self- 
explanatory content interfaces necessitate less training. “New publishers can be 
trained in an hour, and can then join the interactive Publishers’ Forum on day one of 
publishing,” notes Wall. Much of the credit here goes to designers’ redesigned 
templates, which are now easier to use and thus let publishers “concentrate on the 
content.” 
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That’s led to some welcome results. “Business units are lining up to increase their 
presence on the site and take ownership of their content, now that the process is so 
simple,” says Wall. Indeed, “as a business activity, publishing is now viewed much 
more positively than before.” 
The redesign also gives designers room to grow since the intranet has been “cleverly 
designed to cope with future redesigns,” notes Wall. For example, changing a 
division’s name on the intranet now takes only minutes, and once new content is 
ready, completely new sections of the site can be added in about a day. 
Employees have shared their enthusiasm for the new site. For example, one 
employee—a Belfast-based business banking manager—sent this feedback: “The new 
format for insite is fantastic. It is so much easier to navigate or find forms and get to 
what you want to quickly. It’s a huge improvement on the old site.” Others raved 
about single sign-on, and one employee praised the new room-booking system in no 
uncertain terms: “Gone are the days of swearing at a near-impossible process.” 
Despite the recent, major redesign, regular but smaller redesigns continue. One 
detail here is especially noteworthy: the bank’s redesign team remains intact. “The 
intranet team started life as part of the initial intranet rollout project team, and is 
largely composed of the same people now as it was then,” notes Staunton. “This is 
important to note, as the continuity of the team meant that the vision for the 
intranet was constantly reinforced during the redesign phase.” 
Going forward, the intranet budget continues to cover five full-time employees, plus 
all costs relating to running training and refresher courses for content publishers— 
annually, approximately twelve courses with five participants each. The budget also 
covers costs for maintaining an intranet call center for employees, staffed with a 
dedicated support team, and maintenance of the site’s infrastructure and 
applications. 
The intranet team continues to regularly improve the site, drawing on a variety of 
internal and external sources. For example, “the relationship with a local, 
independent usability analysis group—called AMAS—has continued through a series 
of quarterly external site audits,” says Wall. “Their constructive criticism and 
practical recommendations have given the team food for thought, and plenty of 
suggestions for improvements.” 
The intranet team also continues to solicit employee feedback. In particular, “the 
internal communications manager and the relationship manager conduct business 
unit visitation programs to encourage intranet usage and to seek feedback on how to 
improve the intranet experience for users throughout the group,” says Anderson. 
Also, the new publishing tools will be getting a shakedown in a series of publishing 
master classes. The goal is not only to enhance content quality, but also to identify 
how the tools can be improved. In addition, publishers are being asked to contribute 
new types of information to help readers. “A ‘related links’ feature is being 
introduced on a phased basis across all content templates,” says Wall. When 
submitting content, publishers are being encouraged to provide groups of links to 
other relevant intranet pages. 

 
LESSONS LEARNED 
Insight from Mary Staunton: 
Secure your business backing before proceeding. “It’s important that the 
project be 100% driven by the business owners of the intranet. They must be in 
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control at all times. Otherwise it’s extremely easy for the various strands to get out 
of control and out of sync.” 
Insights from Mick O’Farrell: 
Take time to do the job right. “Allow sufficient time to do the job right, before it’s 
even started. Abraham Lincoln is supposed to have said, ‘Give me six hours to chop 
down a tree, and I will spend the first four sharpening the axe.’ I’d advise adding at 
least another hour, to make sure you’re chopping the right tree. For example, during 
our intranet redesign, in the name of efficiency, different teams were testing  
different parts of the implementation. At several points, however, one team would 
finish testing a block of code and raise bug reports, only to find that a separate team 
of developers had already moved on to the next block of code. This led to some 
wasted time, since those developers sometimes had to re-work their code, based on 
bug fixes for the original block. In hindsight, the solution would be to commit from 
the start to a linear process: design, develop, test, repeat. This will always seem like 
the longest approach, but will usually save time in the final analysis.” 
Have a dedicated group of code testers. “If the budget allows—which it almost 
never will—then a dedicated team of testers would be a big advantage. They’ll 
become familiar with what they’re testing, and will therefore more quickly re-test 
bug fixes and spot errors in new implementations. This arrangement would also free 
the other teams to concentrate on their own areas.” 
Make centralized content-approval processes obsolete. “At the beginning of 
the intranet project, we created a central content approval [CCA] process to vet all 
content, to ensure publishers were following guidelines. It seemed like a good idea at 
the time, but quickly became a rubber-stamping exercise and wasted a lot of time; 
we dropped it. Nevertheless, it may have been a good idea, but only for a very short, 
initial period. So, if a company is considering introducing a CCA-type step to help 
ease publishers into the publishing process, then set a very definite time limit, after 
which the CCA process gets withdrawn.” 
Encourage feedback. “The value of encouraging feedback throughout an intranet’s 
lifetime cannot be overestimated. A significant part of our redesign was driven by the 
feedback we’d received over the previous years, and there’s no bigger body of 
testers than a site’s actual users. It’s also essential, of course, that the intranet’s 
feedback-submission mechanism should be easy to find and easy to use. If it’s not, 
you’ll never hear about it, you’ll only notice a lack of feedback—which can never be 
taken to mean you’re doing everything right.” 
Ensure project team continuity. “An aspect that we grew to appreciate was the 
importance of—as much as possible—keeping the same personnel on the teams as 
the project proceeded. Of course, some staff were redeployed over the project’s 
lifetime, but keeping the same people meant that significant time and effort were 
saved by not having to bring new people up to speed.” 
Don’t carve release dates in stone. “Having pre-determined release dates is 
always a good idea, since it helps focus minds and concentrate team efforts, but we 
found that it was important that these dates have a small amount of flexibility built 
into them. Given the complexity of the project, it just wasn’t realistic to threaten 
collapse for the sake of a missed day or two, and so we learned to be careful to 
manage expectations.” 
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Capital One 
 

Using the Intranet: 
Capital One is a cutting-edge company for the 
Information Age, offering credit cards, auto 
loans, home loans, small business products, 
healthcare financing, and savings vehicles. 
Started as an independent company in 1995, 
Capital One has quickly risen to the top of the US 
financial services industry, with 48.9 million 
customers worldwide and managed loans totaling 
$83 billion. 

Design Team: 
In-house, HP Consulting, Object Systems Group 
(OSG), Aquent, Deloitte 

Members: 
Capital One: Linda Feller, portal usability specialist; 
Sandra Hennet, Web project manager; Catherine 
Murphy, portal content lead; Van Ngo, IT technical 
designer; Macon Pegram, IT technical designer; 
Rebecca Pratt, portal design lead; Christine Sauer, 
content process manager; David Sequeira, portal 
usability lead; Molly Wenzler, IT business systems 
analyst; Elizabeth Woodward, portal technical lead; 
Brian Gruber, the director of portal and productivity; 
Catherine Murphy, group manager for portal content 
and usability 

Aquent: Julia Batum, Web designer; Brodie Rich, 
senior Web designer/information architect 

HP Consulting: Janet Beyers, portal consultant 

OSG: Gordon Lundy, information architect; Gary 
Marshall, information architect 

Deloitte: Eric Wazorko, project manager 
 

SUMMARY 
Many intranet designers possess both design ingenuity and aesthetic mastery. Yet 
one skill is less common: the ability to take a task-based approach to design. The 
designers of Capital One’s My One Place intranet have this gift. Throughout the site, 
designers concentrate on users’ tasks and giving them what they need, when they 
need it. Further, the labels are straightforward: the designers resisted the lure of 
catchy phrases and obtusely named “features” or “wizards.” 

 
Homepage 
If you work at Capital One, the My One Place intranet portal page is the place to be. 
On this single page, employees can view news from several sources and 
communications from Capital One executives. The latter appears in the well-placed 
Leadership Information section in the upper-left part of the page. That’s an 
important piece of homepage real estate, and Capital One makes the most of it, 
using the space to list everything from bonus and awards information, to 
announcements encouraging employees to take advantage of tools, training, and 
other offerings. 
Also on the homepage, the Internal News section houses Capital One News—from 
corporate communications—and the aptly named News from Human Resources. 
Meanwhile, subtle advertisements appear in the upper-right part of the homepage. 
These ads remind users to do things such as enroll in benefits or volunteer in their 
community. 
Other features include a stock ticker and weather reports. While a stock ticker 
wouldn’t be suitable for every intranet, it is quite appropriate for financial services 
companies such as Capital One. These items are located in the lower-left part of the 
homepage, in a position that is easy to find, yet not intrusive. 
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Overall, the homepage is a customizable workspace, affording users easy access to 
many important features located throughout the rest of the intranet. 

 
Pictured: The Capital One intranet portal’s homepage offers employees a 
variety of relevant news and features, all positioned extremely effectively. 

 
News 
Clicking on a news items opens a nicely laid out news page. Above all, on these 
pages the text is thoroughly readable, and clearly presents each page’s headline, 
subhead, byline, and the author’s department affiliation. 
A static picture enhances most news stories. When appropriate, articles instead 
include a play-in-place video. For example, a recent article gave employees a sneak- 
peek profile of a new advertising campaign—starring the now-famous band of credit 
card pillagers—and also included the commercial itself. This type of feature creates 
significant intranet draw, and also invigorates employee morale. 
Where video is available, controls are arranged effectively. For example, the play 
button is the largest and most visible icon. Users can also stop, go forward, rewind, 
or adjust the volume. If users encounter video-playback problems, the page offers a 
quick list of ways to resolve common issues. 
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At the end of each article, users can rate it. This feature really engages users, asking 
them in bold-faced text to Tell us what you think. The link to the survey itself, 16- 
second survey, also effectively employs information-bearing text. Such phraseology 
is far superior to nondescript terms, such as More or Go. More importantly, the link 
promises users a quick survey; who can’t spare a mere sixteen seconds to answer 
questions? This is just one of the design team’s effective techniques for not only 
involving users, but also continuously collecting their feedback. 

 
Pictured: This well-designed article includes text, video, and—like all content 
pages—an innovative, appropriately named 16-second survey to collect 
feedback. 

 
Training 
Capital One offers numerous training, e-learning, and career development 
opportunities. All are described and supported on the intranet, specifically in the 
Capital One University section. Here, users can take self-driven online courses as 
well as instructor-led offerings. The page’s news section also contains training- 
related news, including information about current and upcoming classes. 
The page’s FAQ helps users resolve intranet problems. While people are encouraged 
to use the FAQ, if they need additional help they can choose from a list of options, 
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including an online forum and inline links to call or email a representative. Likewise, 
the page also includes all of the Capital One library’s contact information. 

 
Pictured: The intranet’s Capital One University is a robust training section that 
includes self-help tools and links to more information. 

 
Services and Forms 
When employees need to do something, they shouldn’t have to hunt far and wide to 
find the related form, department, or person to contact. My One Place avoids this 
potential problem by providing a Services area, with all-in-one access to most of the 
organization’s services. The page includes: 

Amenities: Special services related to Capital One, such as banking, ATM, 
and the Mother’s room. 

Workplace Services: Services mostly relating to facilities and physical 
operations, such as plumbing, furniture, and food locations. 

Purchasing Services: For obtaining a corporate credit card, cell phone, 
or hardware. 

HR Services: Access to HR-related information, including salary, moving, 
hiring, and training information. 
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Technology Services: Help for all technology issues, including software, 
VPN access, phone, and email. 

In short, the Services area gives people what they want, when they need it. 

 
Pictured: The Capital One Services page contains links to most of the services 
an employee would need on a single page. 

Giving users what they want, when they need it, is also the philosophy of the HR 
department’s page. That’s because the most basic and necessary HR-related tasks 
are listed right on the main HR page. Once there, users can immediately see how to 
update their address, emergency contacts, marital status, name, or telephone 
number. They can also tackle tasks related to performance, pay, training, and much 
more. 
Note how links on this page describe the task a user needs to do. For example, to 
change your name, the link is simply Change your name. This straightforward 
language goes a long way toward ensuring that employees can easily use the 
intranet. By contrast, lesser designers might succumb to a catchy, yet vague phrase 
for the function, such as Update Wizard, Quick Edit, or Info. Exchange. Although 
these types of terms are common on intranets, users often either ignore them— 
because they simply don’t know what they are—or else click them and end up where 
they don’t need to be. 
In short: Plain language always beats complicated language when it comes to 
effectively communicating how to do something, especially when it’s a simple, 
straight-forward task. 
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Pictured: The HR department’s landing page offers links to scores of HR- 
related functions, all written in simple, direct language users can understand. 

Like the main Services and HR pages, the Manager Toolkit page consolidates 
management tools in one place. Such resources range from the simple (reports and 
forms) to the more complicated (coaching and career development). 
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Pictured: Managers refer to the Manager Toolkit to find tools related to 
employee supervision. 

 
Employee Directory 
After users search the employee directory, the results page displays a surprising 
amount of information. Primarily, the eye is drawn to the right thing: search results. 
If users still need help, however, they can find it in the page periphery. For example, 
a link to Advanced Search lets people achieve results that are more granular. Yet, 
appropriately, the link doesn’t distract from the general search results. 
Similarly, a legend at the top of the page denotes whether a phone number is 
international, or has any other—perhaps unexpected—characteristics. On the right 
side of the page, the Resources section offers an assortment of just-in-time tips and 
help. For example, the page includes links to international dialing codes, phone and 
phone-mail tips, important phone numbers, and a link to update details. 
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Pictured: The search results page in the employee directory displays expected 
information about the people, but also gives relevant, just-in-time help for a 
number of discrete situations. 

After clicking on an employee’s name in the results page, users see a detailed 
document listing a person’s name, job title, phone, email, and office location. The 
page also lists the employee’s manager, and a View Org Chart link helps users 
visualize where the person fits in the organization. 
Users can also edit their own information here by clicking Update PeopleFinder Data. 
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Pictured: An employee’s details page contains all relevant contact and 
organizational information, along with additional resources and a link to view 
the employee’s location on the company organizational chart. 

As the Capital One intranet demonstrates, intranet design considerations can range 
far beyond mere aesthetics and raw lists of features. Yet the employee-oriented 
polish on the Capital One intranet isn’t just about designers offering a “nice-to-have” 
feature; users prize it. Indeed, in multiple satisfaction surveys, users continually 
express approval for the site’s easy-to-use, undemanding ethos. 

 
URL AND ACCESS 
The URL for Capital One’s My One Place intranet portal is http://portal. It’s the 
default homepage for all employees’ browsers. 
In addition, “we have recently added single sign-on to My One Place, a project we 
call ‘Portal SpeedPass,’” says Brian Gruber, the director of Capital One’s portal and 
productivity. Once users log on to their PCs, the SpeedPass automatically launches 
and logs them into My One Place and allows automatic access to numerous 
applications. 
On-the-go employees can access the portal via a VPN. 
So far, the portal is only designed for use on a PC. “The portal is viewable on 
BlackBerry mobile devices and on Macintosh computers, but has not been optimized 
for either of these,” notes Elizabeth Woodward, the group manager for the Capital 
One portal. 

 
CONTENT MANAGEMENT 
For managing content, Capital One uses Fatwire 5.0. “We implemented this system 
in early 2002, before we started our portal project,” notes Gruber. The software runs 
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on Sun servers. The HR department oversees the “content experience,” he says, “to 
ensure high-quality content that is consistent and well-written” using standards it 
agreed upon with the corporate communications department. The portal has always 
been a collaboration—primarily between those two departments. Not coincidentally, 
both also manage a variety of portlets and channels. For example, corporate 
communications maintains the Capital One News, Spotlight, and Leadership 
Information portlets, while HR owns such channels as HR for Me and Capital One 
University, plus the News from HR portlet. 
“The partnership that we have between HR and corporate communications has 
allowed us to implement content standards and guidelines that work across our 
portal content areas” says Rebecca Pratt, who was the portal design lead and now 
manages much of Capital One’s internal communications. “Having both groups 
represented on the portal content team means that we can quickly identify and 
respond to gaps in our guidelines. It also enables us to make joint decisions about 
when to allow content owners to deviate from the guidelines. The effect is that there 
is consistency across content and a clear governance for content-related decisions.” 
A content guide, created in-house, helps direct departments that want to update 
their parts of the portal. Content standards are also useful when adding new portal 
sections. “When building any new spaces in the portal, we adhere to our content 
standards and guidelines, with rare exceptions,” says Catherine Murphy, the group 
manager for Capital One portal’s content and usability. 
Design templates ensure consistent presentation of navigation and content and, on 
the whole, they work quite effectively, says Murphy. “It hasn’t been as difficult as 
expected because we are involved in implementation of all content.” Indeed, the 
portal team keeps a close watch on content through constant auditing and, 
sometimes, through specific suggestions. In the future, “we plan to run an annual 
audit of content to determine inactivity. This will help us ensure content remains 
fresh.” 
Even so, fostering high-quality content has become more difficult. “Going back to 
experienced site owners and recommending changes on an evolved site is more 
difficult than bringing a new site up and training a new site owner to apply our 
standards,” notes Murphy. 
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Pictured: All of Capital One’s articles, links, and images are managed from its 
Fatwire CMS. Content managers can also tweak six attributes (including 
location, department, and level) to aim content at appropriate users—Capital 
One’s version of a personalized portal. In any piece of content, content 
managers can also reference related articles by including their CMS link in the 
relevant space (at top of page). 

 
TECHNOLOGY 
Capital One’s portal technology is BEA Portal 8.0. As noted above, Fatwire 5.0 
handles content management. For searching, the portal uses a recent version of 
Verity Ultraseek. 
The portal team also uses various other tools: ClearCase for configuration 
management, Test Director for test management, and ClearQuest for defect tracking. 
Production monitoring tools include Prism, Topaz, and Visual Sciences. 
The portal team continues to tweak the technology. “We have made some 
configuration changes in terms of how BEA and Fatwire interact as part of our work 
to stabilize and speed up the portal,” notes Gruber. 
In addition, says Woodward, “we have created a content repository that separates 
the management of content by content authors from the production delivery to My 
One Place. Both of these [have helped] contribute to high stability, lower 
maintenance, and improved user experience since the initial portal launch.” 

 
GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
Goals: 

• Make the portal the primary communications tool, but deliver only 
relevant, targeted information to users. 

• Improve collaboration and knowledge-sharing. 
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• Improve users’ productivity, especially for common services from the HR, 
real estate, IT, and supply chain departments. 

• Technically, continue to improve the portal’s speed and stability. 

• Improve content quantity, quality, and consistency. 
 

Constraints: 

• Limited time and budget. 

• The need to master new portal technology; there’s always a learning 
curve. 

• A surfeit of good ideas, and not enough time or money to implement them 
all. 

• Lack of sufficient employee resources and skills. 

• The need to transition the organization to one portal, yet not 
disenfranchise users accustomed to intranets and information 
architectures that basically worked for them. 

 
BASIC INTRANET FEATURES 
The portal offers a large amount of information for Capital One employees, grouped 
by the tasks they need to accomplish. For example, HR for Me includes all the HR 
information and links a user needs. Overall, the portal provides access to 130 
different services. 
In addition, the portal gives users a customizable list of Quick links, plus access to 
various types of news and online courses, local weather listings, and a library of 
policies. Users can also provide feedback about any portal page or news article, and 
respond to portal surveys. 

 
USERS 
Capital One’s portal, My One Place, is accessible to 12,500 employees, contractors, 
and consultants, which includes everyone at the company’s locations in the US, the 
UK, and Canada. By 2006, Capital One plans to expand the portal to employees of 
Hibernia Bank, which it recently acquired. That will boost portal access to a total of 
20,000 users. 

 
USER TASKS 
The most typical user tasks include: 

• Find other employees, including contact information, location, and 
information about their job position 

• Search for corporate information 

• Access corporate, industry, and local news, including archives of past 
stories 

• Use portal-based tools needed to accomplish daily work 

• Locate and enroll in training through the corporate university 

• Find information about HR programs and policies 
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• Find and read corporate policies 

• View HR metrics 

• Access more than 130 corporate services from the HR, real estate, IT, and 
supply chain departments 

 
BACKGROUND 
Plans to create the now-current portal first began in 2002. “Capital One has had an 
intranet for many years,” notes Gruber. Even so, “in 2002, as we were completing an 
enterprise-wide ERP implementation, we had the vision to move to a dynamic, 
personalized portal,” he says. 
Indeed, the PeopleSoft ERP implementation, including self-service HR tools for 
employees, laid the foundation for moving to a portal. The HR department also 
began planning knowledge management and organizational productivity projects. At 
the same time, the corporate communications department began investigating how 
its new CMS could better target users with content. 
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Pictured: Capital One’s original intranet. The site was mainly used to deliver 
news, but lacked targeted content, personalization, application integration, 
and security. 

“The portal initiative began in late 2002, and I was given leadership of the team in 
early 2003,” says Gruber. From the start, “we brought our goals of direct access, 
productivity, knowledge management, and improved content under one team.” While 
organizationally, the HR department took ownership of the portal, corporate 
communications and IT also participated strongly, and that arrangement continues to 
this day. 
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DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 
 

Launching the New Portal 
To develop the portal, Capital One organized a development team: HP Consulting, to 
conduct the preliminary studies on translating the old intranet into a new portal 
framework; Object Systems Group, to design the information architecture; Aquent, 
to design the presentation layer; and Deloitte, to build the navigation and help 
design the information architecture. Capital One employees handled all related 
project management work. 
With the team in place, portal development began immediately. “In 2003, we laid 
our groundwork—by defining business requirements, choosing software, and 
completing our information architecture [IA]—then we delivered a pilot portal to our 
first 200 users in February 2004,” says Gruber. That rollout “was mostly done to 
prove that we could get the infrastructure to work. But it also served the purpose of 
getting our IA and our designs into production, as the best test for these is using 
them.” 
Subsequently, “we went live to a larger audience in a staged release between May 
and September 2004,” says Gruber. “This included building out more portlets and 
adding more content, but no change in design.” By the end of September 2004, 
Capital One had more than 10,000 portal users. 
For the new portal, Capital One chose to eschew personalization at the individual 
level in favor of targeting information to groups of users. This functionality mirrors 
and indeed replaces the organization’s previous approach to mass-information 
dissemination: sending emails targeted to specific subsets of employees. 
“While all associates have access to the same My One Place, they will have different, 
targeted experiences with the system, based on their location and role,” says 
Gruber. Targeting involves six attributes, including location, department, and level, 
as well as “some role-based attributes, such as whether or not the customer is an 
associate, or manages others,” says Gruber. “Interestingly, this parallels part of how 
Capital One does business: leveraging an information-based strategy to make the 
right offer to the right customer, at the right time and the right price.” 
Using the portal to target information allowed Capital One to stop using email for 
that purpose, which had immediate benefits. “Giving users less—but more relevant— 
information makes a big difference in their productivity,” notes Gruber. Furthermore, 
targeting information on the portal increases its overall usefulness. “Targeting allows 
us to make My One Place equally relevant to the executive and the administrative 
assistant.” 
From September 2004 to April 2005, the design team focused its efforts on three 
things. “The first was change management, with the goal being increased adoption 
and use of My One Place. The second was improving the underlying infrastructure, as 
we found our biggest issues were with speed, scalability, and stability. Our third area 
of focus was on listening to our users. We did extensive surveys, held focus groups, 
sought comments, did interviews with associates at all levels, and responded to 
feedback from the ‘feedback’ channel on the portal. We learned what people liked  
and disliked, and what new things they wanted to see,” says Gruber. 
From that feedback, the design team discovered users’ five biggest portal pet 
peeves: 

• Logging in 
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• The PeopleFinder search 

• The portal’s speed 

• The search engine 

• The surfeit of homepage content 

The design team began addressing each problem. Thanks to tweaks of the portal and 
CMS software, by April 2005, it had improved site speed and stability. Then, in May 
and June, “we focused on content, creating new content like the Capital One 
University site, revamping content like the HR for Me channel, and redesigning the 
presentation of news on the homepage,” says Gruber. These changes improved 
content quality and consistency, and also reduced the amount of homepage content. 
From August to September 2005, the team tackled the final two outstanding usability 
issues. To address users’ log-on complaints, it implemented Portal SpeedPass to 
automatically log users onto the portal and more than twenty related applications 
once they’ve logged into the network. “This is effectively single sign-on for the 
portal, and is based on the log-in that everyone has to do on their PC each morning,” 
Gruber says. 
Overall, Capital One moved quickly from idea, to design, to launch. “Once we found 
the right sponsor and had the right support, it took us ten months to design and 
build our portal and deliver our pilot phase,” says Gruber. “It took a further seven 
months to fully complete our production rollout.” 

 
First Major Redesign 
For the portal’s first major redesign, things also moved quickly. “The redesign took 
only about three months from concept to delivery, and that timeline included work 
on our infrastructure,” he says. “Right now, we deliver a new release of My One 
Place every four to six weeks.” 
One crucial technique for refining the portal through redesigns is watching what 
users say about the portal, as well as how they actually use it. “We review our 
feedback [and] user activity via metrics, and focus group data,” says Gruber. “We 
have also done some one-on-one activities with key users, such as administrative 
assistants and executives,” says Murphy. The bottom of every portal page also 
includes a feedback button, which many employees use, and the portal team follows 
the feedback closely. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

©  NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 117 

http://www.nngroup.com/


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Pictured: This Visual Sciences tool helps the portal team harvest My One Place 
metrics to see how employees are actually using the portal. (Note: metrics 
displayed are for illustration purposes only.) 

“We are always willing to adapt based upon feedback—which associates submit 
online and through user focus groups,” says Murphy. “We also have conducted 
‘Yousability Fairs’ that reach out to our associates and managers and collect 
feedback. Our line-of-business communicators are another influential group that 
helps us set and adapt our guidelines and standards.” 
Other rich sources of information, notes Gruber, are conferences and published 
benchmark studies. “We attend a few conferences each year to learn from others, 
and are also part of a benchmarking group where we share and learn from others.” 

 
TIMELINE 

• Early 2002: Implemented Fatwire software for content management. 

• Late 2002: Launched a project—driven by the HR department—to create a 
single, company-wide portal. 

• 2003: Intranet design team articulated the portal’s business requirements, 
selected software, and designed information architecture. 

• February 2004: Launched portal pilot for 200 users. 

• May–September 2004: Portal rollout continued, reaching a total of 10,000 
users. Subsequently, portal team size decreased as it transitioned to more 
of a content-management role. 

• April 2005: Improved the portal’s speed and stability. 
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• May 2005: Redesigned homepage and launched a new Capital One 
University channel. 

• June 2005: Launched the redesigned HR for Me; My One Place available to 
the Auto Finance business. 

• August 2005: Launched Services functionality (access to 130 services 
centralized in one portal location). 

• September 2005: Released SpeedPass (automatic portal log-in) to initial 
user group. 

• October 2005: Upgraded search engine and launched Worklist 
functionality; My One Place available to European businesses. 

 
RESULTS 
The principle benefit of having a new portal is simple: It offers one homepage for all 
of Capital One. “My One Place is the primary source for organizational news, both 
from corporate communications and from HR. It is the primary place, through our 
PeopleFinder tool, that associates find phone numbers, locations, directions, and 
organizational information. It is the home for key HR content about benefits, career 
development, pay and performance, and associate relations. My One Place houses 
the Capital One University site, which is the primary interface into our training and 
development organization. Other key tasks for which associates use the portal 
include accessing 130 different services, plus our corporate policy directory,” notes 
Gruber. 

 

Pictured: A results screen from Capital One’s redesigned employee directory, 
PeopleFinder, which provides location information, job role, manager, and 
administrative assistant contact information. One especially useful feature is 
the link after “building,” which leads to driving directions. 
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The portal redesign also addressed two of users’ biggest complaints: the lack of 
single sign-on, and the poor quality of search engine results. Now, the portal’s 
SpeedPass provides single sign-on and is available to 3,600 users. “It has been a 
huge hit,” notes Gruber. In fact, post-redesign user surveys and interviews found a 
staggering 100% satisfaction rate. Furthermore, “users tell us they now use My One 
Place more frequently.” Thus, the SpeedPass rollout will continue, with the goal of 
offering it to all users by early 2006. 
Gruber says the redesigned portal also offers “vastly improved” search capabilities. 
While portal search is powered by a Verity search engine, “we found that our tool  
was outdated and searched only a fraction of the content we had available.” So the 
portal team upgraded the search engine to the latest version, tweaked the search 
algorithm, tripled the amount of content that was available, and added other 
desirable functionality, such as Did You Mean? responses to increase the likelihood of 
a successful search. 

 
Pictured: To improve search results, the portal team upgraded to the latest 
version of the Verity search engine, added more indexed content, and also 
provided users with Did You Mean? responses to increase the likelihood of a 
successful search. 
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Pictured: Behind the scenes, this tool allows content managers to manage 
keywords for content and boost the search engine’s effectiveness. 

The portal team’s work on speed and stability also paid off, with the portal’s speed 
increasing by 80% from January to October 2005. The site also maintained an 
uptime of 99.8% or better for each of the first six months in a row. 
Those improvements helped drive a 22% improvement in user satisfaction, as 
measured by user-satisfaction surveys conducted in October 2004 and May 2005. 
Tweaking content on the homepage and on the HR content channel, and improving 
the search engine, all fostered a dramatic increase in portal use. “In December 2004, 
we averaged 40,400 page views per day,” says Gruber. “By June 2005 our average 
was up to 57,100 page views per day, and in November it had increased to 72,300 
page views per day.” Overall, that’s a 79% increase in portal use in eleven months. 
Today 99.3% of Capital One’s professional staff uses the portal at least once per day, 
and an average user logs 3.5 days per week on the portal. 
Even with all of the changes, however, the portal still largely rests on the 
foundational designs and information architecture created very early in the project. 
“At the highest level, these designs work well for our users, which I think shows that 
the intense efforts we put into our pre-production design was well spent and 
successful,” says Gruber. 
The portal is especially useful for helping new employees acclimate to the 
organization, though mostly as an adjunct to other training. “We do provide new-hire 
support materials through My One Place, but because we have a very robust new- 
hire orientation program, including an instructor-led training session, we’ve found 
that new hires mainly rely on My One Place for support once they’ve gone through 
this training,” notes Murphy. 
Training for new managers, however, is more explicitly focused on the portal. “This 
helps new managers become familiar with all the tools and systems that will be 
critical to their new role,” she says. 
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Finding New Business Uses for the Portal 
With the portal now live, employees are constantly discovering new uses for it. “A 
great example of how people think about leveraging the portal came about after a 
Diversity Forum, attended by about 600 associates. The presentation was by James 
Suroweicki, who discussed his book, The Wisdom of Crowds. Basically, he detailed 
how a group composed of many people, even non-experts, makes better decisions 
than a very small team of experts,” says Murphy. “After the presentation, at a lunch 
attended by the author and about twenty-five other people, the idea was brought 
up—not by a portal team member, but by several others—to use My One Place and 
our Question of the week feature to help guide decisions at Capital One. So the next 
week, we put up a question asking which credit card features—a big part of our 
business—were the most useful to them.” In other words, with the portal, Capital 
One has gained a useful mechanism for gathering data to help guide corporate 
thinking. 
Users also provide the design team with reality checks. For example, even though 
the portal includes a wealth of features, the team learned that not everyone knows 
about them all. Take, for example, the results of a focus group on HR content. While 
users in general found the tool being tested extremely valuable, “the biggest lesson 
learned for the portal team and those attending the focus group was that not 
everyone has learned about all the useful tools on My One Place.” In focus groups, 
participants often suggest creating a specific tool for the portal, only to be shown 
that it already existed. “At the end of one focus group, one very vocal attendee said, 
‘I’m not sure you need to change a thing! I’ve learned so much today,’” says 
Murphy. As a result, “we know we now need to focus as much attention on educating 
users on those existing My One Place tools as we go on rolling out new tools.” 
Team Changes 
Post-portal rollout, the portal design team has changed in two significant ways. First, 
it’s smaller. “We are smaller primarily because the biggest components of our 
infrastructure are built and functioning smoothly,” says Gruber. “That said, we do 
continue to develop new functionality, improve content and navigation, integrate 
applications and work, and expand to provide services to new audiences.” 
Currently the portal team includes twenty-five “full-time equivalents,” notes Gruber, 
adding that the mix of employees and contractors are drawn from IT, HR, and 
corporate communications. “These team members perform a diverse range of 
functions, including design, development, and testing; performance monitoring; 
content authoring; and listening to customers and conducting usability testing.” 
The other significant portal team change, post-implementation, is just that “the team 
has become more operational,” he says. “Now that we have a working portal that is 
full of content, we have to spend more of our time managing the content and 
ensuring an outstanding user experience for our customers. This includes regular 
content audits, managing search, checking links, and regularly conducting ‘customer 
listening’ efforts to ensure that we are continuously improving the usability and 
customer experience of the portal.” 
While Capital One doesn’t have specific information about how much it budgets for 
the portal team’s ongoing training, Gruber notes that staff development is an 
organization-wide aptitude. “Capital One has been named a ‘top 100’ training 
organization by Training Magazine five years in a row,” says Gruber, adding that the 
company has made the top 25 each year, and was ranked 18th in 2005. Such 
training tenets apply equally to the portal team. 
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Future Portal Plans 
Going forward, the portal team has an ambitious agenda for adding portal 
improvements. They recently began offering the portal to employees based in 
Britain. Soon, the portal will also feature two new tabs. My Organization will house 
departmental news. “This will distribute ownership of content to the communicators 
in each of Capital One’s major departments and lines of business,” says Gruber. 
Meanwhile, the My Community tab will introduce communities of practice to “support 
specific roles in the company, such as project manager.” 
Beyond the new tabs, he says, “we are also focused on bringing more work tasks 
into the portal, including creating an in-box for workflow tasks, and integrating with 
such things as our document management system,” he says. Today, business 
applications are largely absent from the portal—though the portal is a gateway to 
such applications—since the team initially focused its portal efforts on “content, 
connections, information, development, learning, and providing tools to managers.” 
In other words, the current portal is young. 
Beginning in 2006, “we do plan, over time, to move more work tasks into the 
portal,” Gruber says. One early example is the now-live Action Items portlet on My 
Workspace, which collects various kinds of content from around the portal in one 
location, allowing users to then act on it. 

 
Pictured: The My Work tab aggregates tasks and work-specific tools for portal 
users. Currently, most business applications don’t live on the portal, but new 
functionality such as the Action Items portlet illustrates how future portal 
iterations will continue to bring business tools and applications into the portal. 

The design team will also soon revisit the homepage design, with the goal being to 
better visually differentiate “what requires action, versus what is informational,” says 
Gruber. 
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LESSONS LEARNED 
Insights from Brian Gruber: 
Invest time upfront to get a great, usable design. “While we have made a lot of 
changes along the way, they haven’t been deep architectural changes, and our 
design has stood the test of time. In fact, having this solid, core design has let us 
move more quickly with our other changes, and it keeps things consistent for our 
users. Having consistent navigation also helps them adapt to the changes more 
quickly.” 
Address governance from the start. “We are committed to having a positive, 
consistent experience for users, which requires strong governance. My advice: 
implement governance from the very beginning of the project. For example, we built 
My One Place thanks to a great partnership with corporate communications and IT, 
yet we initially made clear exactly who owned what. Without this clarity, people get 
used to doing things their own way, and that leads to an inconsistent user 
experience, plus inevitable headaches later. So now, as we are bringing in a large 
amount of new content from other departments and lines of business, we have 
articulated a clear structure and a sound set of guidelines for how we will govern 
content on My One Place.” 
Remember that everyone works differently. “One of the things that surprised 
me: how differently people work. In particular, making design decisions based on my 
own work habits—that would be a bad idea. There is no one, prototypical worker, 
and perhaps I’ve been most surprised by just how widely users’ responses to new 
designs and changes has been. With most releases, we get responses from all over 
the spectrum.” 
Successful designs are influenced by listening to many users. “Good design 
requires input from a broad cross-section of our users. We do this through focus 
groups and user sessions, and garner invaluable feedback that helps us hit the mark 
with our designs far better than any decisions we make on our own.” 
Many small problems can add up to a major problem. “A lot of small issues can 
be as bad as, or worse than, a major flaw. For example, we went live with a working 
portal that had no dramatic flaws, but did have a lot of small issues. None of the 
issues were show-stoppers on their own, but the combination of all the small things 
impacted our users worse than having one big flaw. We had to address these issues 
before we were able to really move forward and get our users excited about the 
portal. When we did address them, however, the portal really began to take off.” 
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IBM Corporation 
 

Using the Intranet: 
IBM is the world's largest information technology 
company, with eighty years of leadership in 
helping businesses innovate. Drawing on 
resources from across IBM and key IBM Business 
Partners, the company offers a wide range of 
services, solutions, and technologies that enable 
clients—large and small—to take full advantage 
of the on-demand business era. IBM has 
approximately 329,000 employees in seventy- 
five countries and serves clients in 174 countries. 
The company’s employees speak more than 165 
languages. 

Design Team: 
In-house and RSCG 4D 

Members: 
IBM’s User Experience Team: Maria Arbusto, 
director of user experience; Jason Blackwell, human 
factors and usability engineer; Nancy Bliss, program 
manager for user experience/content integration; 
LaMana Donadelle, information architect; Abigail 
Lewis-Bowen, intranet standards for Web design & 
development; Ed McFadden, user-centered design; 
Sarah Goldman, taxonomy integration; Lauren 
Murphy, human factors and usability engineer; Chris 
Pietras, human factors and usability engineer; Wendi 
Pohs, search and taxonomy integration; Matt Starr, 
human factors and usability engineer; Simon Ward, 
intranet standards; Karen Wilson, human factors and 
usability engineer; Mark Wise, human factors and 
usability engineer 

Euro RSCG 4D: Frederic Bonn, creative director; 
Matt Stark, account director; Victor Sie, senior art 
director; Daniel Cardenas, senior UI programmer; 
Gita Pabla, art director; Imari Oliver, project manager 

 
SUMMARY 
International Business Machines (IBM) has approximately 329,000 employees— 
enough to populate a small city. Based in seventy-five countries and speaking more 
than 165 languages, all of these citizens use the IBM intranet. 
At a large and varied organization such as IBM, maintaining one intranet that uses 
the same design, templates, search, and navigation is a tremendous challenge. The 
designers of IBM’s intranet, the w3 On Demand Workplace (ODW), take an 
aggressive, yet realistic approach to implementing consistent design. They created 
and enforce meticulous intranet design standards, while respecting the intranet as a 
series of portals and portlets. To deliver the right information to the right people, 
they employ detailed personalization. 

 
Homepage 
The w3 ODW homepage is a doorway to IBM’s vast and varied internal online 
resources. This flexible portal/portlet design offers news and role-specific portlets. 
Twenty portlets encompass news, content, and applications for all employees. 
The News section’s Top Stories area offers internal news features focused on IBM, 
their competitors, and the industry. Headlines are clearly written links, and a brief 
description follows each headline to help users choose relevant stories. One 
especially innovative feature is how the intranet helps users select articles. Indeed, 
each article’s target audience is defined and appears in brackets just after the article 
description. While the reason for doing this may have been to help users, having an 
audience predefined (or at least somewhat defined), is also extremely helpful for an 
intranet’s writers and editors. 
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Nearby, the In the News section displays external features that are predominantly 
about IBM. Providing the source of the article (here, in brackets after the headline), 
is always useful; it helps users judge a piece’s credibility. 
The search function (in this case, a portlet) appears in the right column area. At the 
top of this space is most large organizations’ intranet killer app: the employee 
directory. In this case, the employee directory is known as BluePages and the portlet 
is, appropriately, colored blue. Here, users can simply type a name, or they can 
choose further options such as searching by departments. The Other Searches 
section allows users to further specify search variables. Users also have the option to 
choose which search is performed by default, and which additional searches will 
appear in the search portlet. Advanced search helps users further refine their search. 
At most organizations, having all these features might constitute employee-search 
overkill, but when you’re facing hundreds of thousands of names, taking a moment 
to further prepare a search can be effective. 
With so many intranet pages and sections, it could be difficult for users to keep up 
with changes and new content additions. Accordingly, the What’s new portlet keeps 
users apprised of new intranet portlets, content, applications, and links. 
The Essential Links portlet pushes recommended links to users based on their profile 
settings. Users can also add their own links. 
Job-specific portlets are delivered to employees who work in areas such as finance, 
sales, and management. 
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Pictured: The IBM homepage is a window into a vast amount of intranet 
content and tools. Even so, the design remains clear: w3 ODW uses profiles 
to personalize the information and applications that users see. Furthermore, 
users can customize its layout, including the contents of each tab, to suit their 
needs. 

Each portlet features a title bar, with well-known icons culled from the Microsoft 
operating system’s world of graphic design: minimize/maximize, restore, and help. 
An additional button, Edit, leads to a page that allows users to customize a given 
portlet’s view and content. For example, the Market Report portlet’s edit page lets 
users add or remove companies from their personalized stock tickers. 
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Pictured: A legend of the icons that appear at the top of every portlet. 
 

Main Intranet Areas 
The Home, Work, and Career and life tabs, as well as the masthead, appear on all 25 
million underlying business unit and department pages. 
Users can navigate to role-specific portlets via the Work tab. 
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Pictured: A user’s Work tab, which contains role-specific information. In this 
case, the Seller’s Workplace portlet (center column) contains the user’s 
current sales prospects. The Forums portlet (right) grants access to internal 
community forums based on the user’s subscriptions. 

The Career and life tab is the career management and HR tab. The precise 
information contained here also depends upon a user’s profile. In its center column, 
You and IBM news delivers HR news. The Learning@IBM portlet contains 
personalized learning messages, including educational offerings. In the left column, 
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Act now alerts users to actions they need to take, such as registering for benefits or 
completing personal development plans. The Get Personal and Planning Center 
portlets give employees access to HR and personal finance applications, as well as 
reference documents for HR programs, policies, and benefits. 

 
Pictured: The Career and life tab on the IBM intranet contains HR information, 
customized according to the user’s profile. 
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Pictured: The intranet has two mastheads: one for portal pages (top) that 
features three tabs (Home, Work, and Career and life) and a personalized 
greeting; and another design for all other intranet pages (here drawn from 
the IBM Intranet Standards page). On both mastheads, persistent links in the 
upper-right banner take users to the BluePages application, a feedback form, 
and an internal Help application. The IBM logo links to the homepage 
(w3.ibm.com), as does the w3 logo on the left of the masthead. 

 
Employee Directory 
If the average employee directory is a hill, the IBM BluePages is the Matterhorn. This 
is not your average employee directory, and while it houses all the typical, necessary 
information, it also has much more. In fact, designers created it as a strategic tool  
for finding expertise in the mammoth organization that is IBM. 
Appropriately, a robust search feature appears at the top of the employee profile 
page. Users can search for a person by name, email, phone number, or job 
responsibilities. They can also perform open-ended searches, which is useful for 
employees trying to locate peers with specific expertise or experience. For example, 
an employee can launch a search for “usability” to find employees with that skill. 
Users can search all IBM locations or restrict a search to specified locations via the 
Location drop-down menu. An advanced search function offers further opportunities 
to specify search criteria. 
At the top of an employee profile, in what designers call the “business card area,” 
users find all relevant details about a person. The user’s local time is displayed here, 
too, which helps colleagues know when it’s safe to telephone. A snapshot of the 
“reports to” hierarchy allows colleagues to see whom the person reports to—and who 
reports to that person. 
Ever wonder how to pronounce a colleague’s name? BluePages even assists with this 
problem. Users can record their name and upload the sound file to the intranet. This 
is more than just a common courtesy: proper name pronunciation is a sign of respect 
that helps create a positive impression among IBM’s geographically dispersed 
employee community. To hear the pronunciation, users simply click the link marked 
Pronunciation, which appears to the right of a user’s name. 
Sametime status appears near a user’s email addresses. Sametime is IBM’s internal 
instant messaging solution. When a user is green (online), users can start a 
Sametime chat directly from BluePages. This shortcut saves people from having to 
open the Sametime application or add the person to their Sametime “buddy” list. 
Further down in the profile page, a tabbed section houses extensive information 
about the profiled person. This area is the crux of the expertise locator, where 
affinities, projects, and proficiencies are stored. All told, this area comprises six 
information tabs: 

Jobs & contact info 
Experience & qualifications 
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Projects & teams 
Communities & interests 
Reporting structure 
Summary 

In particular, the Summary tab includes: 
Controlled vocabulary: Users select from a list of fields based on IBM 

taxonomy, such as business experience, technology experience, and 
industry experience. Other applications also employ the common 
taxonomy, driving information presentation consistency across many 
different applications. 

System-sourced data: Users can choose to display information for 
various fields—such as skills and certifications—that is pulled from 
other information sources. 

Rich text fields: Users can summarize such things as work experience 
and areas of expertise in summary fields located beneath the related 
tab and the Projects field. Users can also upload a resume. 

With a plethora of features and pertinent information, the IBM BluePages is probably 
the most robust intranet employee directory we’ve ever encountered. 
It’s also a killer intranet feature. According to IBM’s designers, BluePages has the 
highest satisfaction rating of any internal application. The company calculates that 
the time savings realized by this powerful application amounts to $194 million per 
year. 
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Pictured: With a plethora of features and pertinent information, the IBM 
BluePages is probably the most robust intranet employee directory we’ve ever 
encountered. 
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Training 
As a company, IBM works to retain and enrich their employees and enhance their job 
skills. Each year, managers and their employees spend considerable time discussing 
education and training plans. For planning the appropriate curriculum, the 
Learning@IBM portlet saves time and delivers prescriptive learning plans, 
personalized for each employee. These recommendations and resources range from 
real-world classes to Web-based lectures to reading materials. 

 
Pictured: A close-up of the Learning@IBM portlet, a career development and 
training resource for employees. 

 
Design Standards 
Even with more than 25 million pages published by its employees worldwide, IBM’s 
intranet has a consistent look and feel across all its pages. To facilitate this, IBM 
offers very detailed intranet standards that were created and honed through an 
iterative design approach. 
In general, intranet standards work best if they are: 

• sound, 

• detailed (including templates and copious examples), 

• the result of a collaboration among different groups and domains from 
across the organization, 
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• enforced, 

• supported by the organization, and 

• constantly evolving based on usability feedback and the general evolution 
of Web design thinking. 

 
Without even one of the above elements, a well-intentioned intranet can fail. IBM’s 
intranet standards fully embody each of these elements. 
The intranet itself also telegraphs design standards, with the homepage and main 
tab areas setting the example, as well as users’ expectations. In addition, an entire 
virtual library on the intranet covers everything a designer or content editor could 
possibly need to know: color palette, search, navigation, usability standards, 
interactive content, page templates, portlets, and technical standards, to name just a 
few. 
These myriad intranet standards could overwhelm users if they weren’t laid out so 
simply and named so effectively. Yet they are, which means that when users have 
questions, they can quickly drill down to the relevant information and bypass the 
rest. In addition, the library’s transparent layout actually advertises sections that 
designers and content editors typically need to find. 
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Pictured: The IBM intranet’s Intranet Standards section thoroughly 
communicates a comprehensive body of standards for intranet design, 
including the company’s clear layout and text-naming conventions. 

 

 
 
 

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

mailto:INFO@NNGROUP.COM


Accessibility 
One area many designers overlook is accessibility: making sites easy to use for 
people with disabilities. The IBM intranet, however, incorporates many accessibility 
features. IBM also designed its intranet for accessibility from the start, which was a 
smart move. It’s easier and less costly to implement accessibility features as you 
create a design than it is to retrofit a site after the design phase is complete. 
A few fundamental features of the IBM intranet’s design increase accessibility for 
older users, users with motor-related disabilities, users with memory or literacy 
issues, users who have low vision, and—perhaps surprisingly—users in general. 
These features include: 

• Resizable text, sized using built-in browser controls 

• Bold, blue, and underlined links 

• A color change on visited links 

• Adequate space between most links, making them easy targets to “hit” 
with a mouse pointer 

• Consistently good contrast between text and the page background (black 
and white can’t be beat) 

 
During Nielsen Norman Group’s accessibility research,1 we found that blind users 
using screen readers (which read aloud all text on a page) are typically 75% less 
successful when using public websites than people who are not blind. The increased 
failure rates aren’t the fault of users, but rather of the designs. 
The same usability findings hold true when considering intranet designs. Traditional 
portal designs are not naturally accessible for blind people because of the seemingly 
random nature of the page layout. Many times, blind users simply can’t get a sense 
of item order on a page just from listening to a screen reader. This isn’t just true for 
most portals, but also for any Web page that doesn’t maintain a simple hierarchy. 
To cater to users of screen-reading software, IBM’s intranet designers included 
several features: 

• All pages include “skip navigation” links that bypass all navigation 
elements 

• All pages include a list of the access keys available for the page (modern 
browsers let users jump to specific links by pressing ALT + an access key) 

• All pages include “landmarks” that define the start of each page section, 
including the masthead, left-navigation bar, main content, and sidebar 

• All pages must use proper heading tags for each page section, which 
improves the structure of the pages (screen-reading software can list all 
headings on a page, which can facilitate easier browsing) 

• Portal pages include an index of the portlets available on the page 
 
 
 
 
 

1 Beyond ALT Text: Making the Web Easy to use for Users with Disabilities, Pernice and Nielsen. To 
download this report, see www.nngroup.com/reports/accessibility. 
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• For employees who use custom accessibility settings, the site 
accommodates personal style sheets that allow easy font-size 
customization (the style sheets work only on the w3.ibm.com website, so 
they won’t interfere with other sites) 
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Pictured: When accessed via a screen reader, the homepage is reorganized in 
a logical pattern to assist visually impaired people. 

The number of features and amount of information on the IBM intranet is almost 
unfathomable. What’s more astounding, however, is that its designers keep all of it 
in check for their users with a consistent and responsive interface. 

 
URL AND ACCESS 
The URL for IBM’s w3 ODW intranet is w3.ibm.com. “This is the official and standard 
default URL for IBMers when issued a new desktop or laptop,” notes Brian Meyer, a 
w3 ODW framework architect. 
When working remotely, users can securely connect to IBM’s internal network using 
an IBM VPN, which works with any Internet Service Provider. Employees can also use 
WebSphere Everyplace Connection Manager, which provides secure access to the 
IBM intranet via existing network connections, including home office broadband, 
public broadband hotspots, and cellular or wireless networks. Using WebSphere 
Everyplace Access, employees can also synchronize their mail, calendar, and 
personal information. 

 
CONTENT MANAGEMENT 
IBM employs Interwoven as a content management tool, but only for the intranet. 
The corporate communications department customized Interwoven to meet its 
needs. “There is currently no single, corporate-wide content management system 
within IBM,” notes Liam Cleaver, the program director for the w3 ODW program 
office. However, the IBM CIO's office is currently building “an organic Web-based 
enterprise content management solution to roll-out across all of IBM.” 
Intranet guidelines and standards—including those for content—are set centrally, 
then business units and users in different functional areas actually own and deliver 
the content and applications. Templates also help enforce a consistent look for IBM’s 
millions of pages. 
This approach is not static. “Guidelines, templates, and standards undergo periodic 
reviews to validate their usefulness with stakeholders, and to identify any new 
business requirements for the next cycle or iteration,” says Cleaver. 
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Pictured: The News portlet, maximized view. Content standards and 
guidelines, plus templates, help ensure that IBM’s millions of pages and their 
content are created consistently. 
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TECHNOLOGY 
IBM's intranet is built on WebSphere Portal to create the portal and portlet 
environment, and WebSphere Application Server Extended Edition to meter 
applications and shift capacity on the fly. “This establishes a base application 
platform that allows added functionality and new portlets, without the need to 
redesign the site for every addition or update,” says Meyer. 
The intranet team also employs IBM HTTP Server (IHS), DB2 databases, Lotus 
Domino Server, and the AIX and Linux operating systems. Interwoven is one of the 
content generation tools. Lotus Notes database is another. The intranet runs on IBM 
eServer p5 Servers, and search is handled by WebSphere Integration Integrator 
OmniFind Edition. 
To simplify intranet authentication, IBM uses its Tivoli Access Manager software. 
For developing and deploying the site, the intranet team uses Rational Software 
Architect, Rational Application Developer, Subversion Repository (to manage source 
code), Apache Maven, and Trac, a Web-based, wiki project monitoring and bug/issue 
tracking system. 
“The underlying technologies have changed significantly since the inception of the 
ODW—or eWorkplace, as it was originally known,” says Meyer. “The original site was 
built on WebSphere Application Server, and simulated a portal experience, and a 
significant amount of code was deployed to support this experience. Today, using 
products such as WebSphere Portal, more time is spent on developing the user 
experience and exploiting applications.” 
A similar shift has occurred with the tools on which the intranet team relies. “The 
new Rational tools have provided a consistent and unified approach for design,” he 
says. “The integration of tools such as Rational Application Developer, Trac, and 
Subversion have also enhanced developer productivity while providing an integrated 
design, build, and project monitoring system.” 

 
GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
Goals: 

• Serve as the working environment that helps IBMers live and practice the 
company's values and help their colleagues and the company succeed. 

• Make employees more productive. 

• Deliver relevant information in context. 

• Help employees deliver better service to IBM clients. 

• For this redesign: 

o aggregate an employee’s most important content and tools, including 
integrating (in a single portal) tools and services to support user tasks, 

o showcase the WebSphere Portal Server product, 

o reduce costs, and 

o enable better integration across the company. 
 

Constraints: 

• The amount of time available. 
 
 

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

mailto:INFO@NNGROUP.COM


• The available funding levels. 

• The significant process and culture change required to make the intranet 
team’s vision a reality. 

 
BASIC INTRANET FEATURES 
Users have a wealth of features to choose from on the IBM intranet, including news, 
search, and a global address book. 
One of the core features, however, is the intranet’s ability “to aggregate content and 
function based on who the user is and what they need,” says LaMana Donadelle, an 
information architect. “The intranet has millions of pages which the user now has to 
sort through to find what they are looking for. The w3 On Demand Workplace, to a 
degree, acts like a filter to present the most relevant and timely information to make 
the user more productive.” 
To make that filter more effective, users are encouraged to complete a user profile. 
While that profile helps determines which news, content, and applications they see, 
“the basic employee information—name, work location, geographical location—is 
pulled from the same HR system that feeds BluePages” and ensures its users get at 
least basic information, says Maria Arbusto, the director of user experience. “There 
are several more options employees can select: business unit, job category and role, 
industry the employee works in or would like to stay current on, and areas of interest 
such as business subjects, competitors, IBM solutions and products, and technology 
topics. Internal communications professionals publish news and information for all of 
these attributes. A completed profile reduces the clutter for the employee and gives 
them only the content they’ve asked for.” 
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Pictured: Users can edit the profile via this form. While doing so is optional, 
filling out the profile helps the w3 ODW better filter information to users. 

Profiles also help the intranet team design and deliver tools for users based on their 
job function. For example, the Seller’s Workplace portlet appears by default on the 
Work tab for all employees with a sales job role (that’s designated in their profile). 
That portlet presents users with opportunity data, pulled from a variety of backend 
systems, and also lets them view their opportunities in the Siebel customer 
relationship management system. 
When a sales professional selects an opportunity in the Seller’s Workplace portlet, 
IBM team members associated with that opportunity are listed in a Teams and 
Experts section. These colleagues can answer questions and help the seller quickly 
follow up with potential clients, or clients with outstanding questions or issues. “This 
level of sophistication gives sellers a direct link to experts who are available to 
answer questions and help them get offline and back to their clients,” notes Arbusto. 
“Like the BluePages application, Teams and Experts has instant messaging 
capabilities embedded, so that immediate contact can be made without having to 
toggle screen and open an IM application.” 
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Pictured: The Seller’s Workplace portlet appears by default on the Work tab 
for all employees who have a sales job. The portlet pulls information from 
backend systems to give sales professionals a clear, contextual look at sales 
opportunities. 
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Pictured: When a user selects a sales opportunity from the available list, the 
Teams and Experts section provides contacts who can help the seller close a 
deal or respond to clients’ queries. 
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Another interesting w3 ODW feature is Blog Central, which IBM has run since 2003. 
In general, it’s a very popular tool, with users in seventy different countries. One 
handy feature is Newsfeeds, a link in the left-side navigation that lets colleagues 
subscribe to each other’s blogs via RSS. This helps reduce clutter and bring users 
only the information they need. 
Why has IBM given employees blogging tools? “Blogging represents an 
unprecedented empowerment of individual expression and community-building. 
Within five minutes, anyone who can type can become a global publisher, connecting 
and sharing ideas,” says John Rooney, manager of emerging technology. Add 
syndication—“in effect, automatic XML tagging of content, and super-easy 
subscription to it,” he says, and it all adds up to “a new and open information 
platform.” 
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Pictured: A “dashboard” view of Blog Central, which quickly shows users their 
most recent blog entries, plus related comments and follow-ups. A 
chronological list displays all recent entries; there are also views of the most 
popular weblogs by hits and the most popular entries by comments. The 
Newsfeeds link in the left-hand navigation, powered by RSS, allows 
employees to subscribe to other blogs. 

 
USERS 
IBM’s intranet is accessible to its approximately 329,000 employees located in 
seventy-five countries. 
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USER TASKS 
“There are very few common tasks for which users do not use the intranet. The 
intranet has surpassed managers as the primary source of information for most 
employees,” says Matt Starr, a human factors and usability engineer. 
Some user tasks include: 

• Reading personalized news 

• Accessing role-specific portlets 

• Utilizing applications and tools designed for their specific needs 

• Searching the intranet 

• Searching BluePages for expertise 

• Collaborating with other employees 

• Maintaining a personal IBM blog, and subscribing to colleagues’ blogs 

• Using an accessible version of the intranet 
 

BACKGROUND 
 

From eWorkplace to ODW 
The IBM intranet, dubbed eWorkplace, began in 1995 and “started much the same as 
we find in almost any company in any sector we speak to about their intranet 
system,” notes Cleaver. In short, it was “a disparate collection of sites very loosely 
connected by a corporate homepage.” 
IBM likes to refer to that era of its intranet as a “solar system model” of planets 
(business units, countries, individual office locations). Nothing there offered a 
complete, central solution, but instead “exerted pull” on users, driving them to 
separate silos. 
Eventually, there were more than 8,000 sites inside IBM, including many redundant 
tools and applications. Given that “former IBM chairman and CEO Lou Gerstner 
wanted to drive cultural change and use the intranet to help do this—change the 
mind-set of a global company—this model was not sustainable or effective,” says 
Cleaver, and so, “with executive aegis in place, we began to consolidate.” 
Beginning in 1998, IBM focused on standardizing and integrating its various IT 
systems, ultimately consolidating 155 data centers down to just five, with a resulting 
cost savings of over $6 billion. “We also joined the rest of the known business world 
and consolidated from over 100 people in IBM calling themselves the CIO to having 
only one,” notes Cleaver. From an intranet content and application perspective, IBM 
began identifying various IBM audiences—such as managers—and then focusing on 
their needs, principally by applying the 80/20 rule. So, for example, 80% of a 
manager’s needs are common (such as managing projects, employees, and teams) 
and 20% are specific or unique to that manager, and perhaps driven by local laws or 
regulations. “We then began to consolidate the number and places for a manager to 
go for their content, tools, and applications, and drove this through the intranet 
homepage,” says Cleaver. Such work continues today. 
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Pictured: IBM’s corporate intranet homepage version 6, launched in the fall of 
2000. 

By 2002, there was a strong push within IBM for intranet standards, to push an 
intranet with a common look and feel for the entire company. 
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Pictured: The IBM intranet (version 7) homepage, launched in 2003. This was 
the first version to use a portal/portlet design, albeit without tabs. 

Since then, the intranet team has continued to focus on delivering needed content 
and tools for users. It increasingly relies on personalization and profiling to deliver 
information based on a person’s country, location, unit, employee-type, industry, 
and job role. 

 
Intranet Team 
When the first official IBM intranet launched, the intranet team consisted of one 
webmaster, one editorial person, and one user experience specialist. The team was 
part of the corporate communications group. 
As the scope of the intranet grew, so did the team. “The team now sets business 
strategy, user experience, editorial, and technology direction for IBM’s intranet 
across the global enterprise,” notes Arbusto. 
Today, thirty-seven core team members hailing from seven different IBM 
organizations produce IBM’s w3 ODW. There are ten user experience employees, 
twelve editorial employees, and ten employees on the technical team (which doesn’t 
include technical support or operations). The w3 ODW business office has five 
people. “This core team works with about forty-five people from across fifteen other 
organizations on intranet projects specific to particular business units or 
subcategories,” says Al Miyahsita, the director of the w3 ODW program office. “An 
example is the team of people responsible for designing, architecting, and supporting 
Web content for IBM managers, or the learning content that is provided to all 
employees.” 
The intranet team’s annual budget, which covers new intranet development, 
deployment, and implementation work across all IBM organizations, is approximately 
$12 million. 

 
DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 
To launch the redesign, the intranet team began with usability reports from the 
previous release that highlighted known usability problems or design deficiencies. 
Also, “early in the conceptual design stages, we asked five usability professionals not 
directly involved with this project to conduct a heuristic review of the intranet 
portal,” notes Mark Wise, a human factors and usability engineer. “Their fresh 
perspective on the site helped us identify additional design issues and generate new 
ideas for improvements.” 
To find applications to build or improve, the redesign team interviewed users to 
identify which tasks they wanted the portal to handle. The team also combed the 
intranet feedback to identify common or recurring issues. 
The intranet team frequently takes a wider view of the population for which it is 
designing. “When making some basic decisions, like font size, the standards team 
obtained statistics on the IBM user population to obtain age statistics so that we 
could apply principals from the human factors research literature to support design 
decisions,” notes Wise. When needed information didn’t exist, IBM’s special interest 
groups—such as the one formed for portal research—researched best practices 
employed at other sites, to articulate standards and drive design recommendations. 
All told, the redesign team conducted “a significant amount of usability and design 
work” early in the project, he says. Beyond the heuristic review, the team read and 
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categorized user comments collected through the intranet feedback mechanism, 
conducted interviews with users, and conducted research on best practices, including 
competitive analyses. 
“We are always looking for ways in which to improve the overall design, usability, 
and value of the intranet. Several thousand employees are invited to participate in 
quarterly, global intranet satisfaction surveys. These surveys are used as a rolling 
indicator of users’ satisfaction with the intranet and to help identify areas in need of 
improvement,” says Wise. 
The redesign team tested the intranet during development, as well as after 
deployment. Tests focused on scenarios users could initiate from the portal, such as 
accessing information, and changing user settings or page layout. Other tasks 
focused on site navigation, and generic page layouts. 
The team employed various usability methods throughout testing, including card 
sorting, which was especially useful since the redesign team wanted to move beyond 
just giving users a single “my portal” type of start page. “Since the content of the 
site was to be distributed across different tabs, a series of card sorts were conducted 
to identify how users would expect their portlets to be distributed across multiple 
tabs,” says Starr. “Once the clustering of the portlets was decided, we conducted a 
follow up activity to determine what the default layout of the portlets should be on 
each tab. This was not a card sort, per se, but followed a similar methodology and 
analysis.” 
Once the team built prototypes, it subjected them to several rounds of usability 
testing. “Early on, we were testing variations on the new design treatments— 
templates—to establish an overall design platform,” says Lauren Murphy, a human 
factors and usability engineer. Testing involved three iterations: “As individual 
portlets were being designed, they were tested with end users as low fidelity 
designs, then later as functional prototypes within the larger portal environment. 
Finally, all designs were tested through a formal usability test with the production 
code.” 
A particular focus of the redesign was on improving accessibility for blind and low- 
vision users. Designers made changes to page templates to provide better support, 
and tested the new designs as they went. “Most importantly, the organization and 
temporal presentation of content, via a screen reader such as JAWS, was modified to 
better match user expectations and information hierarchy on the page,” says Wise. 
“To test these advanced page treatments, early usability evaluations of the page 
templates were conducted with screen-reader users. A follow-up test with blind users 
was conducted in parallel with the final, formal usability test.” 
According to Murphy, the intranet team encountered few surprises during its 
redesign efforts. “Since so much work was done early in the design process to 
understand the usability problems, collect requirements, and focus on usable 
designs, the usability testing went mostly as expected, with few problems.” 
Yet, there were some after-the-fact surprises. For example, after the intranet went 
live, some users’ feedback requested the ability to remove, add, or rearrange 
portlets on their personalized portlet pages. “This function is available to users, but it 
was not obvious to some users,” notes Murphy. The usability team will address the 
problem in a forthcoming redesign. 
According to Arbusto, “from beginning to deployment, the redesign took 
approximately nine months.” Completing the visual design, use case, and design 
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specifications took about four or five months; and development and testing took six 
months, as did documentation of design standards. Most of those efforts overlapped. 

 
TIMELINE 

• 1996: Launched official intranet homepage. 

• 1997: Launched first homepage redesign (redesigns have since continued 
almost annually). 

• 2000: Introduced personalization, with a global design system that 
includes consistent branding, navigation, interaction, and visual design 
standards. 

• 2001: Redesigned intranet with portlet technology launched. 

• 2003: Began current redesign. 

• March 6, 2004: Launched enterprise portal redesign. 
 

RESULTS 
The goal for the eighth version of IBM’s intranet was simple: to further evolve the 
IBM intranet into an ODW that better provides users with the information and tools 
they need to do their job. “The basic tenets, or value proposition, we offer to our 
employees, managers, and executives is this: lower cost, better reach, and focused 
management,” says Cleaver. 
IBM’s redesigned w3 ODW delivers on those promises, and then some. Thanks to 
role-based resource delivery and improved navigation and expertise location, the 
new intranet boosts employees’ productivity. The intranet also meets the needs of 
users: 80% of IBM’s 329,000 employees visit the intranet daily. 
“The primary focus of the redesign was to create a design environment that could 
grow as additional portlets, content, and tools were added to the portal,” says 
Arbusto. Some small enhancements had big payoffs. For example, the intranet team 
reduced the amount of CSS code, which boosted intranet page performance and also 
makes the site easier to maintain for the intranet team. 
Designers also refined the content and placement of information, and created three 
tabs: Home, Work, and Career and life. “In the previous design, all portlets were 
displayed on a single page,” says Arbusto. These enhancements reduce visual clutter 
and make it easier for users to scan and access information. 
With one intranet and 329,000 users with different needs, continuing to enhance and 
improve personalization remains a top priority. “Instead of users having to navigate 
through the Web, through personalization on the portal we are able to deliver useful 
content and functionality to them, based on how they describe themselves in their 
profile. This reduces the amount of navigation required by users, saving them time,” 
notes Donadelle. 
Of all of the new or redesigned tools on the intranet, IBM’s expertise locator, 
BluePages, has been the most popular in user tests, with an 88% positive 
satisfaction rate. That’s probably because the redesigned tool saves employees an 
average of 72 minutes per month. Likewise, the redesigned manager portal saves 
each manager an average of 42 minutes per month. The new navigation, which 
scored an 84% positive satisfaction rate, also gets users to the news, content, and 
applications they need more quickly. 
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Other changes help low-vision or blind users. “We made a big improvement in the 
overall ease of use and intelligibility of the portal for blind and other users of 
assistive technology,” notes Arbusto. “The improvement in accessibility is a particular 
point of pride for the team.” 
Indeed, as IBM’s advocate for blind users, Matt King, said in a post to IBM’s Blind 
User Group, “This is one example of how our accessibility efforts are attempting to 
go beyond compliance and into the realm of focusing on user experience and actual 
productivity.” 
With the latest redesign live, IBM continues to comb existing pages to consolidate 
information and reduce redundancy. “There are many sites with outdated, 
redundant, and unnecessary information, and the process of integrating new pages 
into the ODW puts a spotlight on them, requiring content editors to consolidate and 
eliminate content where necessary,” says Donadelle. 
Backend technology also continues to evolve, which lays the foundation for future 
changes. “Since the 2004 launch of w3 version 8, we have seen the standardization 
of more backend support critical to our continued evolution to an On Demand 
Workplace,” says Cleaver. Such support includes an enterprise taxonomy to help 
drive personalization and profiling, a migration to WebSphere Portal Server version 
5.1 and WebSphere Application Server XD, plus enhancing support for non-Latin- 
based language characters. 
The improved w3 ODW infrastructure lowers development and deployment costs by 
encouraging reuse. According to IBM’s calculations, every major Web project it 
doesn’t build saves the company over $200,000 in development and deployment 
costs. 

 
LESSONS LEARNED 
Insights from Maria Arbusto: 
Start with a shared vision. “This is an obvious but often overlooked lesson from 
any redesign: it is important for the redesign team—including such employees as 
executive sponsors, developers, visual designers, and usability professionals—to 
start the project with a shared vision of what we are all trying to achieve. Without 
such a vision, the team tends to repeatedly circle back on issues. We had such a 
problem when working on portlet navigation.” 
Approach tabs cautiously. “The design of the portal’s tabbed navigation was not 
as successful as anticipated. Users continue to have trouble recognizing and using 
the tabbed pages beyond the homepage, despite the fact that the navigation design 
tested well with users.” 
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Merrill Lynch 
 

Using the Intranet: 
Merrill Lynch (ML) is one of the world’s leading 
financial management and advisory companies, 
with offices in thirty-six countries and total client 
assets of approximately $1.6 trillion. Merrill 
Lynch has three core businesses: Global Private 
Client, Global Markets & Investment Banking 
Group, and Merrill Lynch Investment Managers. 
Together, these offer private clients, small 
businesses, institutions and corporations, and 
financial intermediaries a range of financial 
services. 

Design Team: 
In-house and Capgemini 

Members: 
Jane Muirsmith, director of ML online marketing; Larry 
Mark, director of employee communications; Kevin 
Dooney, vice president of ML online marketing 

 

SUMMARY 
To design Merrill Lynch’s WorldNet intranet, the intranet team employed an iterative 
design methodology, including card-sorting exercises. Given this groundwork—the 
significant time the design team spent researching employees’ needs and designing 
ways to meet them—the intranet’s success is no surprise. Even so, designers have 
deftly balanced employees’ needs with a range of business needs to arrive at today’s 
winning design. 
Unprecedented levels of user traffic on WorldNet speak for the design results. For 
example, in a month-to-month comparison—from redesign pre-launch to post- 
launch—the number of unique visitors to WorldNet increased by 10,000. In addition, 
total visits increased by 700,000 over just two months and page views doubled, 
reaching 8 million per month. 

 
Homepage 
WorldNet’s homepage offers a balanced combination of news, market information, 
and tools specifically designed for Merrill Lynch employees. A large area on the 
homepage (the top middle) contains two major news items. The rest of the news 
lives in one of the following tabs: Global News, maintained by the employee 
communications department; ML Headlines, generated from external sources; and 
New on WorldNet, which highlights the intranet’s new offerings and services. For all 
news sources, users can easily navigate to archives as well. 
On the homepage, the upper-right area is reserved for market information. Today’s 
Markets displays a summary of the stock exchanges, so by just glancing at 
WorldNet’s homepage, employees can get a handle on the markets. The Today’s 
Markets, Get Quote, and Market Reports tools use BigCharts.com, a MarketWatch 
data feed, to unify three formerly separate homepage elements. In particular, the 
Market Reports section showcases one recent market report, with a link below 
leading to More Market Reports. 
Employees can use the Get Quote tool to find information about stocks they’re 
interested in. (While this is not a feature we’d recommend adding to most intranets, 
and certainly not to their homepages, in a financial services organization such as 
Merrill Lynch, this type of tool is completely appropriate.) If the user doesn’t know a 
stock’s symbol, the Get Symbol link quickly solves the problem. 
Merrill Lynch’s three core businesses offer a range of services for private clients, 
small businesses, institutions and corporations, and financial intermediaries. The 
navigation across the top of each page leads to separate sections for each core 
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business: Global Markets & Investment Banking Group (GMI); Global Private Client 
(GPC); and Merrill Lynch Investment Managers (MLIM). 
Beyond the homepage features, the designers also make effective use of color and 
spacing. Even with a variety of homepage features, the design doesn’t look cluttered 
or off-putting. 

 
Pictured: The Merrill Lynch intranet homepage dedicates most of its space to 
important news items. While the page contains relatively little market 
information and stock quotes, such information is placed quite effectively. 

Another section of the homepage, for global advertising campaigns, occasionally 
promotes new initiatives or campaigns. When used, this feature replaces Market 
Reports. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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

mailto:INFO@NNGROUP.COM


 
Pictured: While the center-right advertisement on the Merrill Lynch homepage 
typically promotes Market Reports, the space is flexible. Other advertisements 
sometimes run here, such as this promotion for the United Way campaign. 
Even so, users still have a link to access though More Market Reports. 

 
News 
When it comes to producing news stories, the employee communications department 
follows clear, specific standards. This works to users’ benefit. For example, each 
news page displays a heading, subhead, and date, followed by the author’s name. In 
the text of an article, people’s names appear in bold-faced text so users can quickly 
see who’s mentioned. Then, in carefully selected places, in-line links further help 
users navigate stories. 
The employee communications department skillfully employs high-quality images to 
enhance articles. As in the below example, a photograph can channel what the story 
might not say explicitly: here, that the pictured executive is not only authoritative 
and knowledgeable, but cheerful as well. Photographs also include a caption, 
centered just below the image, with the person’s name. While this small detail is 
something many intranet designers omit, captioning photographs—especially those 
with people in them—is extremely important. 
Finally, in the bottom-right part of the page, a box displays links to related articles, 
which helps users discover stories and news they may have missed. 
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Pictured: Clear but thorough standards for news stories help ensure that 
users can easily read and navigate them. 

Some articles offer a more dynamic user experience by linking to related videos. In 
general, the video medium is particularly appropriate for two things: speeches from 
company leaders, and demonstrations of new technology. 
At Merrill Lynch, the intranet page leading—and linking—to any video includes vital 
information: a concise summary of the event shown in the video and, more 
importantly, information about the speaker. Beyond giving users needed context to 
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decide if they should watch the video, this also helps the intranet’s search engine 
properly index the video. 

 
Pictured: Selective use of video in articles can enhance users’ news-reading 
experience. 

 
Design Standards and Guidelines 
When it comes to designing or contributing content to the Merrill Lynch intranet, the 
intranet team keeps things simple. Rather than over-detailing design standards and 
guidelines for users, for example, the intranet’s designers have reduced standards to 
a concise list of the most important things users need to know. 
For starters, links on the left side of the WorldNet Guidelines page provide users with 
needed background on the Merrill Lynch brand, plus related advertising and 
communication standards. Overall, the page’s content is uncomplicated, and calls out 
the most-important information in its primary links: 

• Design Standards & Guidelines 

• Coded Templates 
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• Usability Standards & Tips 

• Examples of Successful Implementation of WN Guidelines 

• How to Register Your Site 
 

 
Pictured: The WorldNet guidelines page provides users with necessary brand 
and communication standards. It also offers the templates, details, and 
examples users need to successfully deal with intranet design mechanics. 
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New Employees 
To help new employees acclimate, the intranet offers tools and services for their 
specific needs. For example, to give new employees a better understanding of the 
organization, the intranet provides information about company history, executive 
management, global offices, and more. 
On the history page, a timeline highlights important Merrill Lynch moments from the 
early 1900s on. The information concisely details how the organization began. Such 
content, while not mandatory for conducting day-to-day business, can nevertheless 
be relevant and interesting to employees. 
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Pictured: The Merrill Lynch intranet offers an extensive array of corporate 
information, including such things as an overview, a corporate history and 
timeline, and speeches from executives. 
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The range of the Merrill Lynch intranet’s features underscores the extensive time and 
effort designers spent, and continue to spend, vigilantly collecting feedback from 
users. The team especially relies on usability studies, as well as intranet-based 
feedback forms. The results of their efforts have a noticeable, positive impact on the 
intranet’s design—to the benefit of all Merrill Lynch employees. 

 
URL AND ACCESS 
The URL of the homepage is http://www.worldnet.ml.com. WorldNet is the default 
start page in all employees’ browsers, and is also bookmarked in their browsers. 
Mobile users can access the intranet via a VPN connection. 

 
CONTENT MANAGEMENT 
Merrill Lynch’s CMS is a Web-based, custom-built tool—based on .NET and XML—that 
was designed to support multiple Merrill Lynch sites. It was built in-house, using 
Visual Studio .NET and Visual Studio 6.0. 
“Building a CMS in-house was not a simple task, but we didn’t have to start from 
square one,” notes Grimmer. “We’ve been using an internally built learning 
management system built for our e-learning platform and noticed many synergies on 
how courses are built, and how content is displayed, on our websites.” The CMS, 
then, “is built around best practices in workflow management that we’ve experienced 
over the years.” Today, the CMS supports several Merrill Lynch sites—internal and 
external—with templates differentiating each site and section visually. 
Homepage content is managed by the communications and public affairs business 
group, which “defines the ongoing development strategy” of the intranet, notes Larry 
Mark, the director of employee communications. As part of that strategy, the group 
also maintains intranet guidelines and standards for such things as editorial tone and 
content, design, look and feel, and navigation. The online marketing group also helps 
business units design templates that meet those standards and guidelines, while 
visually differentiating each Merrill Lynch group or region. 
So, while each business group manages its own intranet content, it must nonetheless 
follow guidelines that include design standards, usability standards, and content 
templates. “Each business group has its own identity within the corporate structure,” 
notes Kevin Dooney, a vice president in Merrill Lynch’s online marketing department. 
“Changes in content and layout reflect this structure and their unique requirements.” 
Writing for the Web, versus writing in other mediums, also requires a unique 
approach. For new-content contributors, then, Merrill Lynch offers specific advice for 
how to approach Web writing: 

 

MERRILL LYNCH’S ADVICE FOR NEW CONTENT CONTRIBUTORS 
Keep it brief: writing online is different from writing for print 
Clearly identify the main/key points: what do you want the user to know, have, or 
remember? So: 
use easy to understand titles 
write for scan-ability 
Always consider the lowest common denominator (lower-literacy users) 
Employ bullets, hypertext, and graphics effectively 

 
 
 
 
 
 

©  NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 165 

http://www.worldnet.ml.com/
http://www.nngroup.com/


TECHNOLOGY 
To help design the new site, the intranet team used Microsoft Visio to create 
wireframe designs, then Adobe Photoshop to create design and usability comps. To 
actually build the site, the team used Macromedia HomeSite. 
The intranet runs on Microsoft Windows 2000 Server. 

 
GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
Goals: 

• Create an enhanced and more-useable gateway for employees to access 
important content, tools, and services on the Merrill Lynch intranet. 

• Provide an improved, unified, and consistent navigation system for the 
entire intranet. 

• Be a channel for consistent corporate and employee communications. 

• Breakdown silos, better share information, and ultimately consolidate the 
number of intranet sites. 

• Increase the intranet’s speed. 

• Add or improve various tools for such things as the phone book, printer- 
friendly content pages, market data, market resources, corporate 
information, and updates. 

 
Constraints: 

• Redesign had to be delivered within four months at a previously agreed- 
upon budget. 

 
BASIC INTRANET FEATURES 
One of the principle features of the Merrill Lynch intranet is clear navigation. “The 
navigation on the site was a result of an exhaustive audit and study of resources and 
businesses within the organization,” notes Dooney. “While the top-of-the-page 
navigation reflects the structure of the firm, left-hand navigation strictly adheres to 
user needs across business units. This header and navigation scheme is consistently 
used across all intranet sites at Merrill Lynch.” 
The intranet homepage also effectively differentiates critical news from information 
that is simply useful or good to know. Furthermore, news is updated daily and 
written by the in-house editorial staff. 
Even so, users wanted more outside perspectives. “Our employees requested more 
content about the firm from outside sources, so we also provide a real-time, external 
news feed on the ML Headlines tab,” says Dooney. Additional homepage tools tackle 
key market data, stock quotes, and the employee directory. 

 
USERS 
WorldNet, Merrill Lynch’s intranet, is available to 51,000 employees in thirty-six 
countries. 
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USER TASKS 
• Read about current news, and issues relating to Merrill Lynch 

• Access the company directory 

• Reference HR tools, such as compensation and timesheets, 401(k) 
information, benefits, and career development and educational resources 

• Read market data 

• Retrieve stock quotes 

• Access additional Merrill Lynch sites, including business groups and 
support sites 

 
BACKGROUND 
Merrill Lynch’s first global intranet site launched in 1997, and the first major redesign 
began in 1999. 
From the start, each business unit or region has been responsible for its own parts of 
the site. Each unit designates someone to specifically oversee its intranet, and that 
individual is part of a firm-wide intranet development group, chaired by the online 
marketing department. The firm uses this approach “to ensure a common vision and 
development platform for the intranet, and adequate use and application of the 
intranet standards and guidelines,” says Dooney. 
The company takes an organic perspective to redesign. “We approach change as an 
evolutionary process that occurs over time—as sites are updated and redeveloped— 
as opposed to it happening within a short, defined period of time,” he says. 
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Pictured: The second version of the WorldNet homepage (post-1999 and prior 
to May 2004). Among this homepage’s problems were that it didn’t follow 
usability best practices, the information hierarchy was difficult to follow, and 
load times were slow. 

Today, the intranet team is composed of people from a variety of departments and 
functions, including online marketing, employee communications, business group 
communications, and technology. The intranet team itself is part of Merrill Lynch’s 
communications and public affairs group. 

 
DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 
The redesign itself was partially driven by the 2003 employee survey, which asked 
employees for input on the current WorldNet, and what they wanted to see in the 
future. Over 3,000 employees responded, “an unprecedented response,” says Jane 
Muirsmith, director of Merrill Lynch’s online marketing. “Employees demonstrated 
that they cared a great deal about WorldNet and its future direction—the level of 
passion and engagement in the survey was astounding.” 
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Why did so many people respond to the survey? One factor: “This was the first time 
that employees were given a voice in the future development of the intranet,” she 
says. In addition, the survey revealed more people use WorldNet more frequently 
than the online marketing department had anticipated. Finally, everyone who 
answered the survey was entered in a drawing to win an iPod. 
The survey results showed that most employees wanted intranet improvements to 
help them do their jobs more easily and keep abreast of relevant business news. 
From a redesign standpoint, the survey also “provided concrete data, and a 
foundation to begin the redesign process,” says Muirsmith. 
To determine which next steps the intranet design team should take, the group— 
along with Capgemini—began to benchmark Merrill Lynch’s intranet against other 
financial services intranets, as well as against leading intranets in general. This 
helped create “best practices, and ‘next-practices,’ that would meet our audience’s 
needs, as well as our business needs,” Muirsmith says. The team also gathered input 
from senior management, and studied intranet logs to discern problem areas for 
users. 
One feature in need of improvement was navigation. While the employee survey 
highlighted this, the intranet redesign team needed actual information about what to 
adjust. “To create the navigation for the site, we needed to identify users’ needs and 
expectations,” says Muirsmith. To do this, the team used a variety of usability 
methods, including user interviews and analyzing users’ intranet feedback. They then 
began building mockups. 
“After some initial wireframes, designs, and content bucketing, we conducted a card- 
sorting exercise to identify users’ wants and frustrations. This exercise helped define 
the navigation and nomenclature scheme,” she says. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

©  NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 169 

http://www.nngroup.com/


 
Pictured: After gathering user feedback and conducting card-sorting 
exercises, Merrill Lynch used multiple wireframes to hone the new design. 
This is one of the penultimate homepage mockups. 

 
TIMELINE 

• 1997: Launched the first global Merrill Lynch intranet site. 

• 1999: Released second version of WorldNet. 

• Summer–Fall 2003: Conducted the 2003 employee survey, including 
questions about employees’ perceptions of, and desires for, the intranet. 

• Fall 2003: Gathered business requirements for the redesign. 

• December 2003: Made small design and nomenclature enhancements to 
WorldNet to create a more unified-looking site. 

• January 2004: Began WorldNet redesign. 

• February–March 2004: Planned redesigned intranet and built new 
information architecture, design, taxonomy, and nomenclature. 

• April–May 2004: Built hard-coded version of WorldNet. 

• May 2004: Launched third iteration of WorldNet. 

• June–December 2004: Developed new CMS. 
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• December 2004: Relaunched third version of WorldNet, powered by a CMS 
that syndicates content to both the intranet (WorldNet) and the external 
site (ML.com). 

 
RESULTS 
After the new intranet launched, there was an “unprecedented increase in traffic to 
and use of the Merrill Lynch corporate homepage,” says Dooney. For example, 
homepage views increased by 475%, total visits increased by 160%, content and 
news archive access was up by 500%, and use of HR tools doubled or even tripled. 
Today, thanks to the new intranet, “users are accessing more information, and using 
tools more easily and more quickly,” Dooney says. Users have also praised features 
such as the new ML Headlines, a real-time news feed from CBSMarketWatch.com. 
The time spent honing the navigation—through wireframe designs and card-sorting 
exercises—also paid off. “To date, this receives some of the highest usage” of any 
feature, post-redesign, notes Muirsmith. 
Another effective feature redesigned for usability is the site-feedback tool, which 
helps the intranet design team continually improve the site. 

 
Pictured: To continue to improve the WorldNet, the intranet team relies on 
user feedback. To foster such feedback, the intranet team guarantees it will 
respond to users’ feedback within one working day. 

Another redesigned tool is the employee directory, which must be featured on all 
WorldNet sites, per the company’s intranet design guidelines. 
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Pictured: All Merrill Lynch intranet sites must include access to the company 
directory. The directory adheres to the most recent WorldNet standards, 
including look and feel guidelines. 

While different divisions are responsible for maintaining their own content, 
thorough guidelines ensure a consistent user experience. 
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Pictured: The homepage for Global Technology & Services, Merrill Lynch’s 
main support organization. Users would typically arrive here after clicking a 
top-navigation link on the WorldNet homepage. Like all sites, this one applies 
the corporate intranet standards and guidelines, which nevertheless allow for 
modifications so divisions can communicate their own unique identities. 
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Pictured: A Global Technology & Services sub-page, Global Records 
Management, applies the GT&S business’s intranet style while still remaining 
compliant with overall intranet guidelines. 

 
LESSONS LEARNED 
Insights from Kevin Dooney: 
Don’t navigate exclusively by corporate structure. “It’s important to give users 
a navigation based on their needs, rather than just to mirror the corporate 
structure.” 
Keep it simple. “Never underestimate the power of simple, clean design.” 
Use graphics sparingly. “Only use graphics to illustrate key messages.” 
Write for the Web. “Always remember writing for the Web differs from writing for 
other mediums.” 
Insight from Jane Muirsmith: 
Think big. “You can do a lot more than you think you can—with a little time and 
money—as long as you have committed, talented people alongside of you. A sense of 
humor also helps.” 
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METRO Group 
 

Using the Intranet: 
METRO Group is one of the world’s largest international 
retailing companies, with 2004 sales of €56.4 billion and 
roughly 250,000 employees operating in approximately 
2,100 locations in thirty countries. The company’s well- 
known sales divisions comprise the operating business 
and operate independently. They include Metro/Makro 
Cash & Carry, world market leader in cash & carry 
wholesale; Real hypermarkets and Extra supermarkets; 
Media Markt and Saturn, market leader in consumer 
electronics centers in Europe; and Galeria Kaufhof 
department stores. 

Design Team: 
Pleon GmbH 

Members: 
Pleon: Britta Neisen, consultant; Tim Ulrich, art 
director; Alexandra Edelmann, screen designer 

METRO Group: 
Strategic work: Zygmunt Mierdorf, METRO Group’s 
Networking sponsor, member of the management 
board, CIO, and vice president of HR; Petra Rob, 
general manager and head of corporate 
communications; Simone Schiffner-Backhaus, 
Networking project manager and head of new media. 

Functional work: Andrea Guhrauer, webmaster; Uta 
Rösler, CMS; Bernd Rodde, editor; Kerstin Lengert, 
HR Self Services; Christoph Theile, Gallup Q12 
Actions; Walter Dreuw, collaboration; Paul 
Greenstreet, E-Learning; Martin Gehrmann, 
management reporting; Andreas Visser, business 
procurement; Paul Kittel, corporate management 
information systems; Melanie Steffens, advanced 
retailing; Sylvia Borcherding, IT 

 
 
 

SUMMARY 
To create METRO’s Networking intranet, the designers carefully considered the 
company’s two primary needs. First, it required a seamless user experience, despite 
multiple backend applications. Second, the intranet’s design and structure had to 
serve twenty different METRO Group companies in thirty countries. 
The designers delivered on both fronts. Along the way, they also had the opportunity 
to try new design approaches. Would designers without creative freedom have 
invented an interactive game—fully integrated into the intranet and in multiple 
languages—to successfully train employees about aspects of the business? We think 
not. Without such freedom, this intranet would not be what it is today. 

 
Homepage 
At METRO Group, the Networking homepage communicates all current METRO Group 
news, including corporate news (Metro News), plus announcements and articles from 
the press (Press news). There is also news about the intranet itself: New on the 
METRO Group intranet. An editorial team controls the content and placement of 
these and other news modules. 
A large part of the homepage’s top-middle section is dedicated to an ongoing news 
piece. The lower section of the screen is devoted to a photograph of a recent 
advertisement, along with a textual summary. 
From the homepage, an always-visible horizontal navigation bar gives users access 
to an employee address book, search, extended search, and the sitemap. It also lets 
them set their preferred language—English or German. 
The METRO Group includes several sales divisions, such as Real, and Metro Cash & 
Carry, that have their own brand identities. These companies use Networking’s 
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structural and technical facilities with their own corporate designs. This approach 
ensures an efficient use of resources while maintaining both corporate identity and 
consistent design. 

 

Pictured: The METRO homepage offers news and applications. 
 

News 
The Metro News pages offer engaging content about the company. (Users can 
navigate to the news via homepage links or the left-hand menu bar.) Authors use 
bold-faced text to call out the most important sections, and crisp images support 
content. For special topics, such as statements from management board members or 
reviews of the most important events at METRO Group, Networking also offers users 
news in the form of video segments. Controls enable users to fast forward, rewind, 
and pause the segments. 
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Pictured: News pages feature well-written text and photos, in this case 
including pictures of a company kindergarten’s opening. 

 
 

 
Pictured: Other news stories can offer engaging sound bites with video news. 

 
Navigation 
On Networking, users have a complete overview of all companies and locations in the 
METRO Group. Even so, controls automatically limit access to those specific pages for 
which an employee is authorized. 
This site’s navigational structure deserves special mention. In general, crafting an 
information architecture, and more specifically, creating manageable menus, is a 
demanding business. With this in mind, the METRO Group’s designers opted for a 
basic, tree-structure menu-navigation structure. In particular, they avoided fly-out 
and cascading menus, making navigation easier and less physically taxing for users, 
since they don’t have to hold down a mouse button or carefully maneuver their 
mouse (without clicking), to reach nested navigation menus. 
In the left-hand navigation bar, main content pages for a particular category open 
directly below the main menu item. Once a main content page link is clicked, the 
page displays in the main part of the page. To help users know where they are in the 
site, double arrows and indentations denote the selected categories and 
subcategories, and the link of the currently selected page is colored red. To further 
orient users, breadcrumbs also appear near the top of every page. 
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Networking also sports a major navigation enhancement: drop-down boxes on the 
start page that include quick links to the most frequently used content and 
applications. 

 

Pictured: METRO Group opted for left-hand navigation that expands without 
“flying out.” In other words, it doesn’t cascade or require users to depress a 
mouse button to keep it open, making it easier and less physically taxing to 
use. 

 
Knowledge Transfer 
For particularly abstract topics, designers chose to create Flash animations that 
illustrate topics using images, text, and animation aimed at appealing to users’ 
various learning styles. 
For example, the METRO Group Future Store Initiative clearly notes the topic’s name 
above the screen, so users can easily refer to it. Buttons below the tutorial screen’s 
main area give users further control over their session, including fast-forward, 
rewind, and pause controls. Generally, offering such features is important whenever 
you offer animation; it’s especially so in an e-learning environment, where users may 
want to replay content, take notes, or pause to think further about a topic. Also, if 
users are well versed in a particular concept, control buttons let them quickly skip 
past it when reading a chapter. 
As we’ve seen in our website studies, users get frustrated and bewildered when they 
lack sufficient control over online learning environments. In particular, users hate not 
knowing a tutorial’s length—in pages or time—or where they currently are in the 
process. METRO Group’s tutorials astutely avoid this problem by numbering each 
step in a red progress bar, and coloring the current step gray so users can quickly 
check their progress. 
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In addition to a simple, explanatory animation on the left, designers also employ 
supplemental text on the right side of the page. Having both text and animation can 
help many users, and also better facilitates learning for people who have cognitive, 
literacy, or auditory disabilities. 

 

Pictured: A Flash animation leads employees through a concept, noting their 
relative progress through the module. 

In a creative approach to online teaching and learning, the METRO Group’s designers 
crafted a game in which participants travel through a world of large METRO control 
centers, and tour advanced retailing topics. The METRO Group offers the game as an 
incentive to improve employees’ advanced retailing knowledge. For employees, 
however, the game is fun, and that’s the main appeal. Another motivation, perhaps, 
is winning the game, at which point an employee receives a certificate of completion. 
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Pictured: This page contains background information about Advanced 
Retailing, and describes and links to the Knowledge Quest game. 

In the Knowledge Quest game, players must surmount challenges to reach a specific 
goal. Along the way, they get clues to help them solve the puzzles. This is 
important—users don’t want to play a game they can’t figure out. Of course, while a 
game’s hidden treasures can be fun and challenging, hidden user interface controls 
are not. This game deftly avoids any such problems. 
Throughout the game, a Quest-Calculator scoreboard reports the player’s current 
score, as well as the maximum score (the score to beat). The latter adds a 
competitive edge to the learning environment. 
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At the bottom of the game, a control bar displays a Game Rules link so users can 
reference them while playing. The Pause Knowledge Quest link is easy to find, and a 
useful feature: If users are interrupted—say by an actual job-related task—they can 
click the link and avoid squandering their progress in the game. 

 

Pictured: The login screen for Knowledge Quest. 
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Pictured: The Knowledge Quest welcome page shows current game status. 

 

Pictured: The “Shanghai” chapter of Knowledge Quest. 
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Two things that make for a great intranet are innovation and attention to details. 
METRO Group designers consciously attended to both, and the results speak for 
themselves. 

 
URL AND ACCESS 
Many Metro Group employees have the intranet homepage set as their default 
homepage. 

 
CONTENT MANAGEMENT 
The METRO Group’s CMS allows METRO Group’s decentralized content editors to 
easily contribute material. The CMS runs on an Oracle application server and 
database, with XML as the internal data format. When content is served, it goes 
through XSL Transformation. 
Various groups in the company helped design the new CMS technology, including 
METRO Group's new media department and the content systems department of MGI 
(METRO Group Information Technology GmbH). An IT supplier then developed the 
software in close cooperation with METRO Group. Previous CMS versions were 
already being used for the intranets of individual sales divisions, cross-divisional 
service companies, and the METRO Group itself. 
Unlike the company’s previous CMS products, the new CMS provides a single system 
for all authors. Group-wide, approximately 500 authors contribute content via the 
Networking CMS for the METRO Group intranet or its companies’ intranets. One 
especially useful aspect of the METRO Group’s CMS is the ability to store content in 
one place, then reuse all or parts of it on any METRO Group site. For example, all 
METRO Group companies publish recent corporate content on their intranets, yet the 
content is saved in only one location. “This way we reduce the work not only for 
creating, but also for maintaining, content,” says Uta Rösler, project manager of the 
Networking CMS. 
The CMS helps enforce many of METRO Group’s design guidelines. “Enforcing design 
standards for intranet content has not been a problem, due to the fact that most 
standards such as positioning, fonts, and layout are already being managed by the 
content management system,” says webmaster Andrea Guhrauer. Furthermore, a 
style guide details special formatting standards for things the CMS can’t control. 
Authors are informed of any changes—and the importance of following standards— 
during regular events. 
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Pictured: A METRO Group news page combining text and photos. 
 

TECHNOLOGY 
The intranet was visually designed using Adobe Photoshop. To construct and serve 
pages, the design team uses Java, Java Server Pages, HTML, CSS, Jakarta Struts, 
XML, XSLT, and JavaScript. 
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The main development tool is Eclipse, a free tool, and the team uses PVCS Version 
Manager for version management. 
Development is performed on Windows machines that run a J2EE standalone 
application server locally. All developers' application servers are connected to a 
central developer database (Oracle version 9.0.2.4, soon to be 9.0.2.6). 
Red Hat Linux on Intel-based Blades is the operating system for the testing, pre- 
production, and production environments, which contain partially clustered Oracle 
iAS, plus Oracle databases. To track bugs, the team uses Mercury Test Director. 

 
GOALS 

• Create a uniform work and information platform. 
• Seamlessly integrate three technical systems. 
• Standardize design, navigation, and technology throughout the 

intranet. 
• Optimize the design to function on multiple platforms. 
• Improve the intranet’s usability. 

 
BASIC INTRANET FEATURES 
METRO Group Networking provides a uniform work and information platform for all 
personnel in all METRO Group companies and countries. As Simone Schiffner- 
Backhaus, Networking project manager and head of new media, notes, “We have 
designed METRO Group Networking as the ‘single point of truth’ for METRO Group 
personnel. In other words, this is where they find needed information, applications 
and communications resources for their everyday work. Our objective is to make 
access to information simpler for our employees, to foster social and trans-national 
collaboration within the group, and to map—and thus improve—internal 
administrative processes in Networking.” 
Networking offers users a variety of applications. Among them are the popular 
Networking HR applications, which include a group-wide address book and a vacation 
management and planning tool. Since the new site went live in June 2004, the tools 
has already handled over 10,000 vacation requests. 
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Pictured: The METRO Group address book contains the contact data for all 
company personnel. To help orient users, the design includes alternate-color 
highlighting and red hyperlinks for sending an email, seeing a full employee 
profile, and so on. 

 
Pictured: A detail page from the METRO Group address book. Pages contain 
complete employee contact information in a clearly organized structure: the 
most important data—email, telephone, and fax—appear at the top of the 
page. 
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Another feature is Networking Collaboration, which provides tools and methodologies 
to facilitate collaboration across organizational units, companies, and countries. 

 

Pictured: Networking offers tools and methodologies for employees to 
collaborate across organizational units, companies, and countries. 

A business procurement application gives employees an easy way to order office 
stationary, IT supplies, hardware, and other office essentials. 
For posting announcements, Networking includes a virtual pinboard. 
Networking also collects metrics and provides users with a business dashboard to 
analyze the data, facilitating information collection and the creation of reports for the 
METRO Group’s managing board. 
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Pictured: The form employees fill out when requesting leave, which also 
displays their remaining vacation time. 

The company’s 150 personnel controllers rely on the intranet’s international 
database, including HR data and key business information. 

 
 

Pictured: A procurement page where employees can order office and IT 
supplies, and IT hardware. 
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Networking effectively integrates central and local content in one place. The look of 
Networking changes depending on the METRO Group business unit using it. Even so, 
changes are only layout-deep; the intranet’s navigation, structure, and functionality 
remain consistent throughout the organization. 

 

Pictured: An example of how Networking looks for one of the METRO Group 
companies (in this case, Real and Extra). While the layout has been designed 
to suit Real and Extra branding, the page’s navigational structure and 
functionality precisely mirrors that of the wider Networking intranet. 

 
USERS 
Currently, 57,000 METRO Group employees have access to the Networking intranet. 

 
USER TASKS 
METRO Group employees’ typical Networking-related tasks include: 

• Read up on corporate news and news specific to METRO Group companies 

• Look for information on a particular company-related issue, such as 
advanced retailing concepts 

• Handle personal requests online, including vacation requests 

• Collaborate with other employees in virtual team rooms 

• Search for people or job positions in the company 

• Order office and IT supplies, and IT hardware 
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• Conduct research 

• For new employees, access checklists of essential orientation steps 
 

BACKGROUND 
The original METRO Group intranet launched in 1998 and was designed purely as an 
information medium—a one-way path to get information to employees. Very quickly, 
however, the intranet began transforming from a static place to store information, to 
a work and information platform that helps employees do their jobs. 
Even so, the homepage design had a static air: it included links only to broad news 
categories—not to actual news items—and its icons rarely changed. Sub-pages also 
relied on an abundance of icons, and were difficult to navigate. 
On the technology front, the first intranet’s design team used software that was not 
J2EE-compliant and did not run on a J2EE application server, which made it difficult 
to integrate with other enterprise systems. The template mechanism was also 
proprietary, and no instance of the previous software ran locally, which made testing 
more difficult. Changes had to be loaded onto a test server and vetted there. 

 

Pictured: The METRO Group intranet homepage in the summer of 2004, prior 
to re-launch. The homepage was very static, partly because the latest news 
was accessible only after clicking one of the page’s links. Also, changes to the 
image elements were rare. 

 
DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 
For the most recent redesign, the company largely moved away from the previous 
intranet version. With Networking, the METRO Group began to build a new, 
standardized work and information platform for all employees. 
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“Networking’s goals are to improve internal administration processes by providing 
better technical support, to accelerate the internal exchange of information, and to 
promote both cross-company and cross-divisional cooperation. In this context, 
processes are being standardized, so that increasingly complex tasks can be 
managed more easily,” notes Zygmunt Mierdorf, a member of the METRO Group 
management board, as well as the company’s CIO and vice president of HR. “For 
METRO Group, Networking is the workplace of the future.” 
Networking is based on three “technology pillars”: the CMS, SAP ERP software, and 
Microsoft Sharepoint. The intranet implementation focused on maintaining a 
seamless link among them. 
Within Networking, there are multiple sub-projects to improve specific functions: HR 
self services, Gallup Q12 actions (a twelve-question assessment of employee 
engagement levels designed by The Gallup Organization), content, collaboration, e- 
learning, management reporting, business procurement, corporate management 
information systems, and advanced retailing. General tasks, including IT, user 
interface, and communications, are also included in the Networking team structure. 
The intranet redesign was largely handled by the online relations practice of Pleon 
GmbH in Germany. Given the short implementation timeframe, a group of experts— 
designers and consultants—was brought in at project launch to assess the current 
METRO Group intranet and analyze employees’ opinion of it. MGI, METRO Group’s IT 
service company, carried out the technical implementation. 
With results in hand, the redesign team outlined intranet requirements and began 
the redesign process, quickly developing three potential design templates. The team 
says it drew inspiration from the design of the Networking logo, other intranets and 
websites, and browsing through design books and trade journals. 
Ultimately, one template was selected and used to develop various, additional site 
templates. Initially, due to time constraints, the designers were unable to perform a 
usability test of the previous intranet. The very tight schedule also meant that the 
project had to sacrifice a detailed usability test—such as a testing of design 
prototypes—during the development phase. 
After the intranet went live for some divisions, the redesign team conducted formal 
usability tests. The testing included a questionnaire to assess users’ PC and intranet 
skills, to help define different types of users. 
Usability test questions focused on the following issues: 

• What draws a user’s focus? 

• Are users aware of the content and services the intranet provides? 

• Are all technical functions used and are they clear to users? 

• Are users satisfied with the information offered? 

• Are users happy with the design and does it invite them to use the 
intranet? 

• Do users find information where they expect to find it? 

• Is the navigation structure clear and understandable? 

• Is terminology clear? 

• Is additional information necessary? Is any content missing? 
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While taking the usability test, subjects were provided with a list of tasks to 
accomplish. A moderator encouraged test subjects to think out loud during the 
process, while a minute-taker wrote down all observed problems during the 
execution of a task. In a final, standardized interview, the test subjects were asked 
once more to judge the intranet’s usability and produce optimization suggestions. 
At that point, the redesign team again brought in experts to assess Networking’s 
design. The team used the results from both the expert and user evaluations to 
further hone the design. 
Overall, the testers rated the design, information offered, navigation principles, and 
functionality very positively. In terms of color, typography, and visualizations, the 
design was described as being very appealing and clear-cut. The challenge of 
creating a standardized appearance for the various technological platforms was 
mastered, as proven during usability testing: while surfing, users did not perceive 
any disturbing changes when moving between various systems. In fact, only a few 
suggestions for improvement were submitted, for a few specific areas. Some users, 
for example, wanted the homepage to have a stronger visual focus. 
The new pull-down menu, which gives users direct access to certain subject areas, 
also tested very well with users. One potential problem, however, was with the 
names of some menu items. The team plans to tackle that issue in the next 
redesign. 

 
TIMELINE 

• 1998: Launched first intranet. 

• 2000: Redesigned first intranet. 

• 2002: Redesigned second intranet. 

• May 2004: Began third redesign project. 

• September 2004: Launched third redesign 
 

RESULTS 
The latest version of Networking launched in September 2004. “With Networking, the 
METRO Group enables its employees to have quicker access to up-to-date 
information, take less time to carry out purely administrative tasks, and easily share 
knowledge within the group,” says Schiffner-Backhaus. 
Networking quickly gained acceptance with employees, as it features significantly 
more topical content than the prior intranet. To date, 57,000 employees have access 
to the intranet, and twenty METRO Group companies use one or more of the 
Networking applications. 
Today, METRO Group Networking supports the METRO Group companies by: making 
concentrated information available in one place; providing information quickly and 
with high topicality; mapping administrative processes in a standardized and 
technical form; and fostering employee collaboration. 
Furthermore, the intranet makes cost synergies possible—through office supply 
procurement, for example. It also reduces duplicate work by sharing knowledge 
more effectively. In line with Networking, the company also adjusted and simplified 
its IT infrastructure. 
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LESSONS LEARNED 
Insights from the METRO Group Networking team: 
Always evolve. “Transitioning the intranet from a purely informational medium, to a 
place where employees can both retrieve information and also work, became an 
economic imperative. Networking is evolving to become an even more important 
instrument for optimizing and improving the efficiency of internal administrative 
processes.” 
Orient employees. “To foster users’ acceptance of the intranet, we use a fast 
orientation process, and also maintain a consistent user interface. This allows us to 
add different, technical systems as needed, without changing the intranet format—or 
the user’s experience. In this context, a clearly laid-out structure with a clear 
delimitation of the navigation levels is also essential. Last but not least, innovative 
and interactive design elements increase the attractiveness of Networking and thus 
its acceptance by the users. Never underestimate the importance of clear design.” 
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O2 (UK) Limited 
 

Using the Intranet: 
O2 plc is a leading provider of mobile services, 
offering communications solutions to customers 
and corporate entities in the UK, Germany, and 
Ireland. O2 plc also has businesses on the Isle of 
Man, and owns O2 Airwave, an advanced digital 
emergency communications service. 

Design Team: 
In-house 

Members: 
Sharon Isaac, head of intranets; Rowan Pratt, 
intranet manager of the editing team; Alasdair 
McKenzie, technical team and project delivery 
manager 

Editing team: Alex Armstrong (designer), Michelle 
Hanson, Brett Farnell, Phillip Hall, Helen Orme 

Technical team: Jas Nagra, Nathan Gasco, Michael 
Hein, Guy Dixon, Andy Price 

 
SUMMARY 
O2 plc has offices in the UK, Germany, Ireland, and the Isle of Mann. O2 (UK) 
Limited has thirty-five offices, five call centers, and over 250 retail shops. The UK 
intranet, vitalO2, plays a key role in business communications. With roughly half of 
the 10,000 UK employees working in call centers and 1,500 working in retail, O2 (as 
the company is also known) needs a way to keep employees informed, trained, and 
motivated. To help, different intranet sub-sites are designed for specific user groups, 
and are easily accessible from the vitalO2 homepage. 
Still, in a large, distributed organization, getting the right data to the right 
employees isn’t easy. To address this, the intranet’s designers included the My 
settings link at the top of every page. Using this command, employees can tailor 
multiple variables to configure pages for their needs. 

 
Homepage 
The vital02 homepage houses news for every business area and the company as a 
whole, including details of its latest activities or internal campaigns. It also includes 
news about the UK market. 
Managers get a dedicated toolkit to help with their managerial tasks. Meanwhile, all 
users can browse currently open job positions and view details relating to the 
building they work in, including the day’s lunch menu. All this comes courtesy of the 
homepage. 
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Pictured: The homepage of the O2 UK intranet relays news, recent campaigns, 
and links to favorite intranet pages. It also lets users search the intranet and 
even find their building’s lunch menu. 

 
The Fun Zone 
The vitalO2 intranet features O2 Fun Zone, an entire area full of extracurricular 
activities and tools for employees. O2 Fun Zone has games, wallpaper, ring tones, 
and more. One especially fun feature lets co-workers send e-cards both internally 
and externally. Among these branded e-cards are those for birthdays and Christmas, 
as well as “get well” and congratulations cards. The most popular e-cards, however, 
are for Valentine’s Day. On that day only, employees can send anonymous valentines 
to other employees. 
Filling out an e-card is simple. A picture of the card is displayed in the main section 
of the page. Because the user who’s sending the card is already logged in, the From 
field is pre-filled. The message subject line is also pre-filled with a default message 
matching the card type, but users can edit this field. A larger field accommodates the 
user’s personal message to the recipient. 
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Pictured: The intranet offers the ability to send e-cards both internally and 
externally. Valentine’s Day cards, which can only be sent internally, are the 
most popular. 
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Pictured: Graphics for the “thank you” and Christmas e-cards. 
 

Accessibility 
The O2 UK intranet offers some very good features to assist users with disabilities. 
For example, people with deteriorating vision often find it helpful to have a strong 
contrast between text and the page background. On most vitalO2 pages, the text is 
black or dark blue and the page is white, which provides very high contrast for users. 
Even so, vitalO2 takes things a step further and actually lets users adjust the 
contrast themselves. 
Most pages aren’t stuffed with links, which helps people using a screen reader 
quickly listen to all or most of the links. A typical page design also includes adequate 
space between text links, which makes life easier for users who have motor-related 
disabilities. 
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Having standard and consistent navigation across the top and down the left side of 
every page helps low-vision users acclimate to each new page. 
Users can also change the text size, which makes reading easier for people with 
decreased vision. It also makes clicking a mouse button easier for those with 
decreased motor skills. In addition, increasing the font size makes all page text 
larger—not just some text, as is typical for so many contemporary page designs. To 
increase the font size, users select the larger A button in the upper-right part of the 
page. To decrease the size, users click the smaller A button next to it. 
Users can also alter text size using built-in browser functions, such as View > Text 
Size > Largest in Internet Explorer. But some users don’t know about this 
functionality, and thus don’t use it. The aforementioned A button approach is more 
visible and straightforward, and lets designers signal font-size changes in a manner 
that makes sense to their users. 

 
 

Pictured: The default homepage with the default font size. 
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Pictured: The homepage with an increased font size, which can help users 
with decreased vision more easily navigate the intranet. 

 
Search 
The site search and employee search functions are equally important on any 
intranet. Yet, finding a way for them to coexist—both on the homepage and every 
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other intranet page—can be a challenge. Based on our usability research, we’ve 
generally found that the most usable way to offer search is to ensure that site search 
and employee search: 

• are in close proximity to each other, 

• feature distinct names so users can quickly differentiate them, and 

• share a search field, letting users select the search location by either 
clicking a radio button or selecting from a drop-down list. 

When designing vitalO2, designers made some astute choices along these lines to 
ensure that the intranet’s search capabilities are usable. In addition to addressing 
the first two recommendations, the designers took an inventive approach to the 
third. Rather than clicking a simple Search button, users select the search location 
when they invoke the search by clicking either the Phone Directory or vitalO2 button. 
Users can also set their default search in My Settings. This will allow them to hit the 
enter key to invoke the search without having to mouse-click one of the two buttons. 
The search interface also offers a link to an advanced phone directory search. 

 
Pictured: The Search function lets users choose whether to search the 
intranet or the employee directory by pressing a button after entering their 
search. 

 
Employee Directory 
The phone directory is the intranet’s most frequently accessed feature. The directory 
offers the expected and essential features—including name, email, and phone 
number—as well as more advanced features. Some especially interesting ones 
involve social interaction with the employee directory. Users can edit their own 
personal information, which is now a somewhat standard feature on good intranets. 
But here, if other users find that someone’s personal details have incorrect 
information, they can click the Update Details button to send that person a message 
requesting that they update their details. The prompt reads: “If you know these 
details are incorrect, clicking Update Details will let this person know they need to 
edit their details.” 
The phone directory also offers an online SMS, with the ability to send an SMS to 
multiple people at once. To write a message, employees use a simple open text field 
on the personal detail page, and then click an icon to send the message. 
The personal detail pages also let users download a colleague’s details—or even a 
building’s details—to their mobile device via SMS. In addition, they can add details to 
Outlook Contacts, which is also quite useful for BlackBerry users. 
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Pictured: A detailed person document offers the essential phone book 
features, along with useful SMS-related features and the ability to request 
that a user update his or her details if the viewer thinks they’re incorrect. 

Users can also view organizational charts and create their own personal address 
books. 
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Pictured: A personal address book lets users find their most important and 
most frequently referenced contacts in seconds. 

 
Help-Related Items 
A specific Help section in vitalO2 contains application-related user guides and 
interactive user guides, along with FAQs highlighting some of the most commonly 
asked questions about the site. 
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Pictured: The Help area of vitalO2 gives users access to interactive user 
guides and FAQs relating to the vitalO2 site and applications. 

 
Feedback 
Users can submit intranet feedback, which is routed directly to the design team. The 
Feedback form used for this process is very straightforward, with clearly labeled and 
well-aligned fields. For example, the message at the beginning of the form briefly 
explains what to do if the feedback deals with either specific page content or 
updating the phone directory. 
Upon submitting feedback, users receive both online and email confirmation of their 
feedback along with a unique ID. This allows them to track their feedback’s progress 
and status. 
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Pictured: The Feedback form lets users send an intranet-related comment to 
the intranet design team. 

The fact that the O2 UK intranet developers constantly look for user feedback to 
foster intranet improvements further reinforces not only that this is an excellent 
intranet, but also that the design team itself excels. 

 
URL AND ACCESS 
The intranet’s URL is http://vitalo2.pri, and it serves UK-based O2 employees. To 
view the intranet, employees must be connected to the corporate LAN. However, the 
team also developed Mobile vitalO2, which holds the vitalO2 site’s core features and 
is currently available to employees with BlackBerry devices. 
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Pictured: Mobile vitalO2, available to BlackBerry users, contains the vitalO2 
site’s core features. 

 
CONTENT MANAGEMENT 

 
Managing Content without a CMS 
O2 currently doesn’t have a CMS for vitalO2, though it anticipates implementing one 
in 2006 or 2007. Currently, the intranet team uses its custom-designed Web 
application, Site Manager, to control all key page elements including navigation, 
page owner details, review dates, and metadata. “The Site Manager tool also has 
built-in functions to control the publishing of navigation,” notes Alasdair McKenzie, 
the vitalO2 technical team project delivery manager. McKenzie says Site Manager 
also will automatically send content owners email alerts about upcoming review 
dates, controls the A–Z listing of sites and the site map, and “is the central place for 
access to all the application admin areas.” 
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Pictured: The Site Manger tool gives Web editors the ability to edit the site 
map, pictured here. 

Content is added to the site through a set of pre-designed templates administered 
via Dreamweaver. “As O2 has a ‘buy not build’ policy, the team had to adopt this 
approach to ensure that the basic auditing needs were met and that the 
management of the site remained simple,” McKenzie says. 
Primary content owners for vitalO2 are the HR, property, and communications 
departments. “We asked for one representative from each of these areas to take 
ownership and responsibility for coordinating ownership of pages within these areas,” 
notes Sharon Isaac, O2’s head of intranets. Leading up to the intranet site’s launch, 
these key stakeholders were kept apprised of progress via regular intranet-forum 
meetings, “to ensure they were still aligned with the project plan,” she says. 
Since the launch, such meetings are now held only every other month. “The purpose 
of this forum is to go through user stats and any trends that may have affected the 
stats,” she says. “The forums also allow attendees to discuss planned roadmaps 
within their areas to ensure that resources can be aligned to complete key tasks.” 
All vitalO2 changes are handled by the Web-editing team, unless the work requires 
software development. Thus, the intranet team doesn’t have to supply templates to 
content editors, says Rowan Pratt, manager of the vitalO2 editing team. “We do, 
however, provide editorial guidelines covering tone of voice, consistency, formatting, 
and so on, to ensure that the provided content requires minimal editorial changes.” 
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To change content, a content owner submits a work request through a workflow tool, 
which allows the request to be assessed and assigned to the next available and 
appropriate editor. The content owner will then receive an email confirmation 
containing a link to monitor progress, check the status, and view notes associated 
with the work. Or, “if someone other than the registered page owner has submitted a 
change, then the page owner is notified and asked for approval,” notes Pratt. The 
Site Manager tool also tracks changes so editors can easily revert to previous 
versions. 

 
Intranet Staff 
The editing team consists of five people: four Dreamweaver specialists and one 
designer. The technical team consists of four ASP and SQL developers. Both teams 
comprise the intranet team, which is part of the online marketing team. In addition 
to maintaining the intranet, the intranet team maintains an O2 customer services 
knowledge base for 4,500 call center employees and 1,500 retail employees; 62 
different departments’ sites, hosted on a CMS tool the team built; and all intranet 
applications. 

 
TECHNOLOGY 
In the UK, O2 intranets are hosted in a Microsoft environment. The website is hosted 
on a Windows 2000 Server with SQL2000. Most PCs have Windows XP, so Internet 
Explorer 6 is the primary browser, though some Internet Explorer versions 5 and 5.5 
exist, along with Opera. 
The intranet search engine used is Verity. 

 
GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
Goals: 

• Make the site more user friendly. 

• Improve the information architecture to increase site usability. 

• Enhance accessibility. 

• Make the site reflect the O2 brand. 
 

Constraints: 

• Diminished resources: company-wide job cuts led to loss of the team’s 
information architect. 

• Two developers departed during the redesign project and weren’t replaced 
until after the launch. 

 
BASIC INTRANET FEATURES 
Beyond delivering content to users, vitalO2 provides access to a number of 
applications. One key tool is an improved phone directory, which lets users search by 
mobile number or job description; send one or more SMS messages from their 
browser to their team, peers, or other contacts using internal numbers in their 
personal address book; add someone’s details to Outlook contacts; view a 
dynamically generated organizational chart; and create a personal address book. 
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The intranet is also a place to carry out such tasks as requesting leave, updating 
phone records, accessing online pay slips, researching job vacancies, comparing 
mobile handsets, entering expenses, and submitting purchase orders. The most 
common intranet task is searching the phone directory, though other popular 
features include accessing the A–Z, My Favourites, the building directory, the news 
center, and staff discounts. “We also find that policy information is a key interest on 
the site,” says Isaac. 
Using My Settings, users can tailor the display of intranet content to their own needs. 
“This is useful, with thirty-five buildings and seven directorates,” notes Isaac. 
Available content that can be tailored includes lunch menus, details about buildings, 
and news related to the user’s area of business. Users can also select their font size 
and contrast, and set the search engine default to the phone directory or the 
intranet. 
Other useful tools include the ability to add any page on vitalO2 to favorites, the A–Z 
site listing, and interactive user guides. In addition, line managers automatically see 
added links on their homepage for such things as recruitment, induction, and the 
leaver’s process. 
Employees can also send e-cards, including birthday and Valentine’s Day cards. 

 
USERS 
Roughly 10,000 employees in the UK, including 4,500 call center employees and 
1,500 retail employees, have access to vitalO2. 

 
USER TASKS 

• Access the phone directory 

• Search by mobile number 

• Send an SMS 

• Locate building details 

• Generate an organizational chart 

• View lunch menus 

• Read news relating to a user’s own business area 

• Add an intranet page to favorites 

• Access an A–Z listing of intranet content 

• Access management tools 

• Send an e-card 
 

BACKGROUND 
O2 (UK) Limited, formerly BT Cellnet, was formed in November 2001 after demerging 
from British Telecom. The new company’s agency-designed intranet launched around 
the same time as the spin-off, and was managed in-house using Dreamweaver 
templates. “Unfortunately the original vitalO2 design wasn’t scaleable, so in May 
2003, a new site was launched,” says Isaac. 
Even though the new site used the same technology, the design was different and 
the new navigation didn’t work well for users. Part of the problem: discussions over 
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whether the O2 Group site would supplant the UK site were still unresolved by the 
time the site launched. In addition, the site had been designed to meet stakeholders’ 
requirements, but not those of users. After the intranet team attempted some quick 
fixes, it realized a new design would be necessary. 

 

Pictured: The old version of the intranet homepage. Users had difficulty 
navigating the site. 
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Pictured: An old version of the intranet’s phone directory. 

In September 2004, the intranet team began the most recent redesign, with a target 
launch set for the summer of 2005—two years since the previous design appeared. 
“Using the knowledge gained from the previous launch, we determined that we 
would bring in an information architect to provide expertise, in case we ran into 
conflicts.” So, when an editor left the intranet team, he was replaced (in December 
2004) with an information architect. 

 
DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 
The information architect’s first job was to research the existing site and learn its 
scale and scope. “He then interviewed twenty-three people from six different 
locations in varied roles, such as customer service advisors, personal assistants, plus 
HR, senior managers, security, and legal,” says Isaac. Ages, education levels, and 
level of computing expertise varied widely among interviewees. 
“The goal of this research was to build up a picture of vitalO2 users, to understand 
their environment, their needs, goals, and tasks,” she says. The information architect 
then created nine personas, including their triggers, needs, likes, dislikes and 
frustrations, and the site areas they accessed most frequently, to give the intranet 
team something to develop against. 
“Out of all our personas, our primary persona was Kelly Ward, a personal 
assistant/executive assistant,” says Isaac. The name was made up, and the 
persona’s characteristics were an amalgam of many different interviewees. 
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PERSONA: KELLY WARD 

KELLY’S GOALS 

Always be one step ahead: Kelly likes being one step ahead, and wants to be perceived as someone who 
always seems to have the answer to a problem 

Gain reputation for producing quality work: This largely depends upon the quality of information that 
Kelly has access to 

Be regarded as a exceptional employee: Kelly wants her efforts to be recognized and appreciated by 
those who she works with 

Day to day organization of managers: Includes management of their diaries, i.e. arranging meetings 

Responding to queries: This may include finding answers to legal and contractual questions 

Processing Purchase Orders 

Ordering items from suppliers: This may include ordering office equipment, mobile phones, electronic 
data devices 

KELLY LIKES THE FOLLOWING ON VITALO2: 

Text messaging: Finds this facility very useful in keeping in touch with people throughout the organization 

Quantity of Information 

O2 Classified Ads: Useful way to sell items 

KELLY DISLIKES THE FOLLOWING ON VITALO2: 

Site search functionality: Finds that it doesn’t return effective results or useful links to information 

Branding: Feels that the general site look and feel doesn’t conform to agreed-upon O2 branding guidelines 

Contact List: Unable to keep entries up-to-date, doesn’t appear to be owned by any one person 

Information: Sometimes tends to be buried quite deeply within the site 

KELLY’S SPECIFIC REQUIREMENTS FOR VITALO2 ARE: 

Improvements to the metadata that relates to information contained on VitalO2, including details about the 
source, who is responsible for it, when it was last updated, whether it is complete and any additional 
references or links to related documents, presentations, Web pages, etc. 

KELLY HAS THE FOLLOWING GENERAL USER REQUIREMENTS: 

Improve the search and quality of the results that are returned 

Improve the quality of important information—ensure it is up-to-date, complete, and easy to access by either 
logical navigation or site search 

Ensure that the intranet site conforms to agreed-upon branding guidelines 
 

Once the personas were created, the intranet team began a card-sorting exercise 
with another group of employees to help categorize the site’s information. “The 
information architect methodically worked through his evaluations, user profiling, 
and card-sorting exercises to produce a series of draft wireframes that he thought 
could work for the new vitalO2,” says Isaac. These wireframes were further tested 
with end users until the intranet team was satisfied with the usability results. 
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Pictured: For the redesign, the O2 intranet team generated wireframe designs 
based on user testing, then tested multiple versions of the wireframes. 

“Once the wireframes were completed, they were passed on to our designer and 
accessibility champion, Alex Armstrong,” says Isaac. Armstrong generated a series of 
designs based on the wireframes and the entire intranet team selected two for 
consideration by O2’s brand manager and by Lambie Nairn, the agency responsible 
for the O2 brand. 
“Once the design was agreed upon, further user testing was carried out on the 
screenshot and minor changes were made,” she says. Armstrong then broke pages 
down into HTML and ensured that the homepage and all sub-homepages were 
appropriately built using CSS. Before being turned over to the Web editors, pages 
were first made accessible. 
“As part of the accessibility build, the site has been developed to meet all Web 
Content Accessibility Guideline priority 1 checkpoints, with the majority of priority 2 
checkpoints also being achieved,” says Armstrong. “It has been tested with multiple 
browsers, including a text-only browser, and has been tested using a variety of 
accessibility toolbar components.” 
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The experience of creating an accessible site design left its mark. “Accessibility has 
now become a core part of the planning of any new work, and we are constantly 
looking for ways to improve the mechanisms used in this area,” says Armstrong. 
One result of that awareness is the method for displaying a page’s headline and 
content. On a typical page, headlines are next to content. But, if a user increases a 
page’s font size, the headline is automatically stacked on top of the content. “When 
we carried out usability testing on the site, we found that anyone using a larger font 
size suffered from two parallel columns with large text in them. So, by changing 
these around, we were able to improve the usability of this page,” says Armstrong. 
As the intranet team steadily progressed toward the redesign deadline, a lack of 
resources began to complicate its efforts. When the project started, there was a full 
team of thirteen people, including a full-time information architect, notes Isaac. “Due 
to the company job cuts in May 2005, the team lost their information architect in 
June—six months after he joined. Luckily, the majority of work was completed by the 
time he left, but other members of the team had to carry out the final stages of the 
user testing that he’d started.” 
Then, during a critical project stage, two developers left and their positions remained 
unfilled until after the redesign launched, “putting enormous pressure on the team to 
deliver the same work with less people,” she says. Even so, “with all credit to the 
team, the project was only delayed once, by six weeks.” 

 
TIMELINE 

• November 2001: O2 plc was formed; an agency created vitalO2, the UK 
intranet. 

• May 2003: Launched second O2 UK intranet, which was difficult to 
navigate. 

• September 2004: Began next redesign. 

• November 2004: O2 joins intranet benchmarking group to evaluate its site. 

• December 2004: Recruited information architect. 

• May 2005: Job cuts force departure of information architect. 

• Summer 2005: Two developers leave the intranet team. 

• August 2005: Redesigned site launched. 

• November 2005: Conducted first benchmarks of new site. 
 

RESULTS 
The new site launched on August 17, 2005. While the launch was six weeks late due 
to staff turnover, “the estimated budget for this project was £34,000, and we were 
under,” says Isaac. 
To benchmark improvements, the intranet team tested the old site and planned to 
test the new site three months after it launched. In the interim, the team received 
mostly anecdotal feedback. “So far, we have had some great comments from our 
users,” says Isaac, adding that one user went so far as to say “‘The new vitalO2 is 
very sexy.’” Another user said, “Having recently used the new phone directory, I can 
confirm that I found the format to be extremely useful and a vast improvement on 
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what existed before.” Users also liked the new design. As one user put it, “the new 
format looks great and is a lot more useful.” 

 
In November 2004, O2 joined the Intranet Benchmarking Forum (IBF), which 
benchmarked leading UK organizations on six dimensions: content, navigation, 
design, consistency, engagement, and accessibility. Then, in October 2005, the IBF 
hosted the IBF Best Intranet of the Year awards at the IBF Live event. There were 
four categories of awards; O2 walked away with the Best Design award for its 
redesigned intranet. 

 
LESSONS LEARNED 
Insights from Sharon Isaac: 
Balancing simplicity and features is always a challenge. “This project has been 
a major learning experience for the team, and the main challenge has been coming 
up with a solution that gives the team the simplicity and benefits of a content 
management system while still meeting the needs of the auditing and editing 
teams.” 
Find an accessibility champion. “We selected an accessibility champion from our 
team—Alex, our Web designer—who would specify accessibility requirements and 
then roll them out. We realized by the end, however, that balancing this with all of 
the design and CSS authoring was too much to foist on one individual. Looking back, 
all team members should have been able to actively implement accessibility, leaving 
the champion role to simply oversee, and make decisions on the approaches.” 
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Staples 
 

Using the Intranet: 
Staples Inc. invented the office superstore 
concept in 1986 and today is the world’s largest 
office products company. With 65,000 talented 
associates, the company is committed to making 
it easy to buy a wide range of office products, 
including supplies, technology, furniture, and 
business services. With 2004 sales of $14.4 
billion, Staples serves consumers and businesses 
ranging from home-based businesses to Fortune 
500 companies in twenty-one countries 
throughout North and South America, Europe, 
and Asia. Headquartered outside of Boston, 
Staples operates approximately 1,716 office 
superstores and also serves its customers 
through mail-order catalog, e-commerce, and 
contract businesses. 

Design Team: 
In-house 

Members: 
Ben Cornish, learning technology manager; David 
Evans, design manager; Tim Semen, usability project 
manager; George Levesque, portal strategy project 
manager; Margaret Woisard, portal strategy project 
manager; Lindsay Germanos, portal strategy project 
manager; Curran Leahy, business consultant 

 
SUMMARY 
The Staples@work intranet houses a wealth of tools, many designed to facilitate 
some of the company’s most-critical business activities. Even so, the Staples@work 
designers favor a simple presentation throughout, so employees can get the tools 
they need to maximize their productivity without distractions. 

 
Homepage 
The Staples intranet homepage offers all of the features employees might expect 
from a homepage: news, employee directory, announcements, and links to 
frequently used intranet areas. After users log in to the intranet, it gives them 
personalized content and grants access to relevant content stores. 
Users can also access communities and sites dedicated to different company project 
teams. Another feature lets them add their favorite communities to an easily 
accessible drop-down list. 
The homepage keeps employees—known at Staples as associates—informed about 
company activities and news. They can also access online benefits information and 
enrollment details, search for store addresses and staff phone numbers, reserve 
conference rooms, or sign up for training. In addition, all employees have access to 
the eHelpDesk page, where they can perform such tasks as submitting work orders 
and checking the status of various systems. 
Overall, the look of the homepage mirrors the corporate branding and color scheme. 
Even the well-known corporate tagline—“that was easy” appears on the homepage. 
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Pictured: The Staples homepage offers all of the features users expect from a 
homepage, clearly presented and designed to mirror corporate branding 
standards. 

 
Supporting Store Employees 
Staples@work is a useful tool, both for the Home Office employees and those who 
work in the actual stores with customers. Using online training tools, store 
employees can learn about new products, access store and divisional financial 
reports, and even print out instructions for setting up displays and promotions. 
Using kiosks on the sales floor, store employees can access a “locked-down” portal 
version to assist customers by looking up inventory or generating price comparisons 
with competitors’ products. To ensure easy viewing, all store-facing pages are limited 
to two columns, since many store employees view the portal on relatively small 
computer screens. 
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Pictured: Employees can access a locked-down version of the portal when 
assisting customers on the store floor. 

Here’s one example of how the locked-down portal works: A customer approaches a 
store employee requesting a product, and the employee looks it up using the portal. 
When the employee discovers it’s not in stock, she can further determine which 
stores have the product in stock and—using the intranet’s Store Locator tool—easily 
give the customer directions to any of 1,680 Staples stores. 
Employees can also use the Store Locator to search for a store city, state, zip code, 
or store number. The clear design effectively communicates which items need to be 
entered to run a search. Or, as an alternative to searching, employees can click the 
Regional Listing to browse a list of stores. 

 
Pictured: The Store Locator tool makes it easy to find a specific store, clearly 
communicating which variables must be entered to run a search. 
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Beyond such tools, store employees also have their own, dedicated intranet section: 
Store. This area supplies them with the information they need to best meet customer 
needs. For example, the page’s main content area, Circular Central, highlights 
products listed in the current week’s circular—always a subject of customer interest. 
Such information helps store employees better respond to customers’ likely 
questions, as well as make specific product recommendations. 
FYI: Bulletin Board, located below the circulars information, serves a similar function, 
denoting important product and process updates for employees. 
On the left side of the page, Store Quick Links helps employees quickly navigate to 
needed applications. The section covers such topics as safety information, how to 
plan for store promotions, and policies and procedures for the copy and print center. 

 
Pictured: The homepage for US-based Staples employees. 

Circular Central also keeps employees in the loop on upcoming store sales. “In 
addition to detailed instructions on the printing and placement of signage, updates 
on inventory availability, and information about coupons and rebates, the page offers 
a ‘notepad’ that managers in one store—from varying shifts—can use to keep one 
another informed on the progress made in preparing for the advertised sales offers,” 
says George Levesque, a portal strategy project manager. 
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Pictured: Circular Central keeps store employees abreast of upcoming sales 
so they can better help customers. The page also lets managers from 
different shifts in the same store share their efforts and progress in 
preparation for upcoming sales. 

Staples also offers an array of community pages. For example, while the name 
“Staples” likely conjures an image of brick-and-mortar stores, its telephone sales 
(telesales) are also an important business channel. So, the telesales community gets 
its own homepage. Each week the Selling Strategy of the Week appears, offering 
telesales employees concise advice on how to better complete a sale. 
Weekly Highlights appears on the right side of the community homepage. Here, the 
sales team can track their sales for the previous week and gauge which campaigns 
are performing the best. While seeing this kind of information is an excellent 
reference, it’s also an excellent motivator for individuals and teams to sell more. 
The left side of the page offers the sales force further tools to meet their needs. For 
example, Training Information covers guidelines, strategies, and programs; Forms 
includes a lengthy list of process-oriented, telesales-specific forms; and Career 
Development relays telesales-related job opportunities. 
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Pictured: The Telesales community page helps keep the phone sales team up- 
to-date on the latest product-selling strategies, information, and sales results. 

 
New Hires 
The New Hire Toolbox consolidates all of the steps and forms new employees need. 
The links and folders are straightforward and uncluttered, and users can print any 
document or form. This helps reinforce a sense of security for people who have 
recently joined the organization. 
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Pictured: The New Hire Toolbox consolidates all of the steps new employees 
need to take and the forms they need to print out and submit. 

Another useful feature is the intranet’s training section, which lets new employees 
browse available classes. More importantly, this section actually details which classes 
are mandatory and includes the deadlines for meeting those training requirements. 
Users can also easily see which courses they’ve already completed. 
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Pictured: The intranet’s training section offers employees a list of available 
classes, details mandatory enrollments and related deadlines, and provides a 
list of completed courses. 

Another community, HR Field Mgmt, gives HR managers easy access to all job- 
related policies, confidential information, forms, and support tools. In particular, 
guidelines and forms assist them with such employee-related tasks as hiring, 
terminating, promoting, training, and compensation. In addition, “as these 
individuals also wear the hat of trainer, this page gives them access to the materials 
needed to run in-person courses at remote locations,” notes Levesque. 
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Pictured: HR managers have easy access to all policies, forms, and support 
tools necessary to hire, terminate, promote, and train employees, and to deal 
with compensation-related matters. 

 
Making Suggestions 
When it comes to streamlining business operations, some of the best ideas come 
from people in the field. These employees often find innovative solutions to problems 
or identify small process improvements or tweaks that can increase productivity. 
Either way, it’s useful to capture and share such knowledge. 
To do this, Staples maintains a Profit Improvement Culture (PIC) page where 
employees can submit suggestions for how to improve processes, reduce costs, and 
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boost profits. While most organizations practice such knowledge transfer at least 
informally, Staples uses a more formal suggestion-box process, with noticeable 
results. “In 2003, we automated the PIC idea submission process through an online 
form on the intranet, and our submissions tripled,” says Margaret Woisard, a portal 
strategy project manager. “The form also improved internal processes by building in 
workflow that directs each idea submission, based on certain criteria selected in the 
form, to the affected area of the company for review and consideration.” 
Today, the PIC/easy Ideas program continues to encourage employees to submit 
ideas for ways to cut costs or promote changes that, to quote the corporate tagline, 
help customers feel like “that was easy.” To make a suggestion, an employee simply 
clicks the easy button on the PIC/easy page. 
The form works: sales associates alone contribute about 70% of all suggestions 
Staples receives. Furthermore, Staples listens. Beyond making employees feel 
valued, such behavior is also good for the bottom line. Over the past five years, for 
example, Staples has implemented nearly 10% of the submitted ideas, and 
estimates that those ideas alone have saved $200 million. Another excellent aspect 
of the PIC/easy tool is that Staples calls out these facts right on the page, further 
promoting a culture of idea-sharing and reinforcing the importance Staples places on 
listening to its employees. Of course, it also entices people to continue to submit 
ideas. 

 
Pictured: Users can click the easy button to make a suggestion. As text in the 
tool notes, “PIC/easy is a continuous improvement program focused on 
reducing costs, improving margin and supporting Staples’ easy brand 
promise. It represents one of the key ways we turn associate’s ideas into 
results.” 

The Staples intranet does an excellent job of serving its roughly 43,000 users. The 
portal replaced a variety of separate sites that had supported individual business 
units. Now, one interface serves not only the Home Office associates, but also the 
stores and general managers—and it serves them all well. 

 
URL AND ACCESS 
Staples@work is the default homepage for all employees’ Internet Explorer browsers. 
“By using a combination of the computer’s IP address and the login credentials, we 
are then able to direct each associate to the start page appropriate to her or his 
business unit and location,” says Levesque. 
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A limited number of power users can access the intranet via a VPN, though that will 
likely change soon. “Expanding the intranet for full extranet capabilities is one of the 
next major initiatives being considered,” he notes. 
In Staples stores, employees can use back-office and point-of-sale machines to 
access the intranet, and also use customer-help kiosks to browse a locked-down 
version of the intranet. According to Levesque, “this ‘locked down’ version eliminates 
the possibility of customers accessing confidential information, and associates tying 
up these machines with anything not related to assisting a customer.” 
At some Staples distribution and fulfillment centers, employees also share PCs. Even 
so, “because these machines are in locations that are restricted to Staples 
associates, full access to all pertinent intranet content and functionality is made 
available,” he says. 

 
CONTENT MANAGEMENT 
Content management for Staples@work is handled by Plumtree (now BEA). Today, 
there are nearly 20,000 documents, all organized by folder structure. Initially, end 
users place documents in shared, file-server folders, and documents are then filtered 
by folder. Before they’re added to the CMS, however, content owners must first 
approve them. 
Plumtree is also used to maintain the CMS taxonomy, which was designed—and is 
still maintained—by the Staples@work team, together with business owners from 
various company groups. “The taxonomy is managed administratively through the 
Plumtree UI,” notes Curran Leahy, a business consultant. “It is a living, breathing 
creature, as folders are added, modified, or deleted on a nearly daily basis.” 
Content is filtered to employees based on their security credentials. “Security has 
been set so that content and folders are secured to only those associates who will 
find the information relevant,” says Leahy. “This allows the administrator to manage 
one taxonomy while presenting different views to any group of associates.” As a 
result, the Staples@work taxonomy differs for stores and for headquarters. 
Similarly, search results may differ, with a search in a store for a store employee 
returning different results than a search carried out by a Home Office employee. As 
Leahy notes, “securing Staples@work in this manner makes the experience easier for 
the user, ensures content reaches its intended audience, and allows confidential data 
to be communicated through the portal.” 
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Pictured: Search results from Staples@work. Results can differ depending on 
a user’s access credentials, and whether they’re using the Home Office portal 
or a store-based, locked-down portal version. 

The Plumtree software also lets project members upload and share documents to a 
project-member-only space, including version control and document check-in and 
checkout. 
Today, about 150 employees based in the US, Britain, Germany, and Canada 
maintain the 20,000 documents that exist on Staples@work. “Content contributors 
are generally content experts in their area of employment,” says Leahy. “For 
example, content related to store signage is provided and managed by those 
associates who are most familiar with sign content. This structure ensures greater 
content accuracy and promotes a sense of ownership that extends far beyond the 
core Staples@work team.” 
Staples settled on this content management strategy as a way to organize the 
portal’s staggering amount of content. “It is not feasible for an individual or small 
group to manage 20,000 documents,” says Leahy. Furthermore, such an approach 
“allows faster growth and faster response to end-user requests” and keeps different 
businesses groups involved and invested in the portal. 
Still, the approach took some honing. “When Staples@work was first deployed, there 
was significantly less decentralization,” says Leahy. “Rapid growth necessitated a 
change, but the software did not yet permit decentralization in a clean way. As the 
software was improved, we were able to review and update the methodology to that 
used today.” 
For content presentation, templates are scarce, she says. “There are templates for 
more advanced functionality, such as page, community, and portlet creation,” but 
otherwise, few document templates are used. Instead, Staples relies on design 
guidelines and standards: 
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STAPLES: CONTENT GUIDELINES AND STANDARDS 
Document 

Formatting: 
Align text to the left. Avoid justifying and centering your text except on title pages or 
as necessary 

Limit regular document sizes to 2 MB 

Always spell check and proofread your file before placing it on your file share, to 
eliminate the onscreen correction underlining 

Don’t create local hypertext links in documents. (Local means placing links within your 
own documents that link to other documents on the Staples@work share directory.) 
These cause problems and result in broken links if those documents are updated or 
removed 

Bookmarks within a document are acceptable 

Avoid posting Excel documents with macros unless absolutely necessary 
Typefaces, 
Fonts, and 

Backgrounds: 

Limit headlines’ type size to a maximum of 18–20 points 

Limit typefaces to two different typefaces on a page 

Use standard online typefaces such as Verdana, Tahoma, and Arial. Many 
uncommon and decorative typefaces are difficult to read 

Avoid using ALL CAPITALS—for emphasis, opt for bold or larger type 

Avoid using italics, which is difficult to read on monitors. 

Remember black text on a white background is easiest to read 

Don’t use light-colored type over a dark background; also keep this in mind with 
PowerPoint presentations 

Use colors sparingly, and only in headlines and section headings 
Graphics: Always use Staples logos according to their accompanying guidelines 

Limit graphics. Use them only when relevant to your document’s purpose or theme 

Only use .JPG or .GIF graphic formats, and limit total file size to less than 2 MB 

Don’t use copyrighted graphics from other sources 

Limit colors to the 216-color palette of “browser-safe” colors, which are a Web 
standard, and compatible with most monitors 

File Properties: Staples@work uses Document/File Properties to create the portal link, document 
description, and search server keyword index. Therefore, document properties are 
essential for helping people find content on the intranet. Filters are set on all portal 
folders to reject documents that have incomplete properties information 

File Size: Due to network limitations at our store locations, document size is limited to 2MB. The 
portal team works with content providers to reduce file sizes by converting some 
documents to PDF format, cutting larger documents into more manageable pieces, 
and eliminating background templates or unnecessary images. Exceptions to the file 
size rule are made where necessary or when the document is intended for a limited 
audience with access to sufficient bandwidth 

 

To ensure content contributors understand intranet-content guidelines, every 
contributor must first attend a portal training session, where the guidelines are 
emphasized. Guideline enforcement can also be automated in Plumtree, and the 
intranet team can easily generate reports of content that doesn’t meet guidelines. 
Even so, “our challenges are more in the areas of keeping the content current and 
relevant than in how it is presented,” notes Levesque. 
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Plumtree’s Studio portlets also provide form- and survey-creation tools. One useful 
result of this approach is that non-technical employees can create “robust forms and 
surveys without touching code,” notes Elyssa Ramirez, a portal IS team member. 

 
TECHNOLOGY 
The CMS is Plumtree 5.0x Enterprise Portal, including its associated applications: 
Collaboration Server, Content Server, and Studio Server, and Plumtree also handles 
intranet searching. The portal team uses Microsoft Visual SourceSafe to manage the 
changes it makes to Plumtree. 
The intranet runs on Intel-based hardware with the Windows 2000 SP4 operating 
system. Where required, Staples also runs Apache Web server, IBM WebSphere 
5.1.0.3, and Microsoft .NET 1.1. 
For bug tracking, the team uses UltraApps Issue Manager, and for quality assurance, 
SilkTest from Segue Software. 

 
GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
Goals: 

• Ensure Staples@work is a primary source for all corporate 
communications and information 

• Give employees access to business applications and interactive tools, such 
as the corporate phone book, conference room scheduler, internal 
publications, and a document library covering all Staples departments 

• Take better advantage of Plumtree functionality, such as Web Services, 
user profiles, and studio and collaboration portlets, to increase portal 
applications’ capabilities and efficiency 

• Expand the use of community pages beyond major business units to 
smaller work groups and project teams 

• Enhance the working relationships of project teams using collaborative 
tools, such as discussion boards, workflow management tools, and task 
calendars 

• Improve search capabilities, especially to make it easier to locate 
frequently used HR information 

• Offer more employees use of personalized My Pages 

• Facilitate users’ ease of navigation between group, department, and 
project pages 

 
Constraints: 

• Limited access to the intranet for mobile users (through a VPN only) 

• Budget and time, and problems selecting an appropriate CMS platform 

• A limit on Plumtree customizations (to facilitate easier upgrades) 

• Inflexible blackout periods—including holidays and the back-to-school 
period—restrict when major releases can go live 
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BASIC INTRANET FEATURES 
Staples@work offers many features that make it easier for employees to do their 
jobs, while also supporting feedback mechanisms to continuously improve those 
processes. 
For example, the Management Action Planner gives store managers a variety of 
needed tools and information. Meanwhile, using the PIC/easy tool, any employee can 
suggest changes meant to better help customers or facilitate improved employee 
productivity. 
More than thirty-five business-focused communities also deliver needed tools to 
employees. 
Meanwhile, the intranet also includes a variety of essential features. For finding 
employee information, for example, Staples@work users have People Search. 
Beyond returning such information as telephone numbers and email addresses, the 
popular tool lets employees update their own information. Search results also include 
an employee’s supervisor—a contact point for helping solve problems quickly when 
the employee isn’t available. Because People Search is so popular—and useful—users 
have multiple ways of accessing it. “We supply access by both a link in the header 
throughout the portal experience, as well as through a portlet window on the most 
commonly used community pages,” says portal strategy project manager Margaret 
Woisard. 

 
Pictured: Results of a People Search include not only basic employee 
information, but also a link to the employee’s supervisor. This facilitates more 
rapid problem solving if the employee is unavailable. 

Personalized My Pages let most employees customize a variety of pages related to 
work and personal interests, with features ranging from self-maintained lists of 
important portal links to weather and local movie times. 
Another interesting feature is a store locator tool, which allows employees to quickly 
find store information by city and state, zip code, or store number. This tool has also 
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found uses beyond what the designers might have originally envisioned. For 
example, “the store number look-up is especially useful to accounting when they are 
trying to research issues on accounts payable or receivable,” notes Woisard. 
Another popular tool is the Internal Communications portlet, which offers breaking 
news about the business and the employee’s location. Behind the scenes, security 
restrictions control the information that is presented to different employees. 
Corporate communications can also use a promotional feature, “a graphical way to 
grab the viewers’ attention for important messages about quarterly profits, social 
issues, upcoming events, and so on,” says Woisard. For example, one recent feature 
highlighted a company initiative called “Staples Soul,” which is “the company’s 
commitment to diversity, ethical business practices, the environment, and 
community relations.” 

 

Pictured: The Internal Communications portlet, which delivers personalized, 
breaking news about Staples, as well as the employee’s business location. 

 
USERS 
Staples@work is accessible by about 43,000 Staples employees in the US corporate 
offices and stores, and in offices and stores in Britain, Germany, the Netherlands, 
and Belgium. 

 

 
 
 
 

©  NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 231 

http://www.nngroup.com/


USER TASKS 
• Find employee information 

• Read breaking news about Staples, as well as particular Staples business 
locations 

• Use one of more than thirty-five business-focused communities to access 
business- and role-related tools 

• Reference HR and facility-related information 

• Use the PIC/easy tool to submit an idea for improving a process or 
maximizing profits 

• Use portal-based training tools (especially for new employees) 

• For managers: use the Management Action Planner tool to track important 
managerial information and help manage the myriad tasks related to 
managing a store. 

• Access essential business metrics (such as inventory and budgets) using 
the Report2Web tool 

• Locate stores and store information 
 

BACKGROUND 
In the 1990s, various intranets grew organically within Staples and served different 
audiences. Collectively known as Staplesnet, they often sported different designs and 
navigation. 

 
Pictured: A homepage from one of the original Staples intranets, circa 1999. 

In February 2000, Staples began rolling out its first enterprise-wide portal, 
Staples@work, which was based on Plumtree software. This provided a single portal 
interface for everyone: managers and employees, and people located both in 
corporate headquarters and at stores and support sites. The new portal also included 
new tools, such as a conference room scheduling application. 
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Pictured: In 2000, Staples introduced its first enterprise portal, 
Staples@work. While the intranet team continued to add features, this design 
basically held until 2002. 

The move to a portal necessitated additional staff. “When Staples@work first rolled 
out in 2000, there were two project managers in the HR group who oversaw all 
content and administration,” notes Lindsay Germanos, a portal strategy project 
manager. “They worked closely with three IS team members. Within a year, 
however, the team needed to expand to support company initiatives and a growing 
need for content on the portal. A decision was made to split content and 
administration functions, so two new roles were developed and added in the global 
resource and technology department to manage administration functions. At this 
time, the IS team also added new members to the team.” 
In July 2002, Staples launched a major redesign of Staples@work and began rolling 
out the portal to additional business units and international sites. The portal team 
also began actively governing the intranet at this time, as well as collecting portal- 
related metrics. 
In 2004, Staples purchased an upgraded version of the portal software. This upgrade 
included improved features, such as the ability to use newer coding languages and 
additional portal tools that offer employees improved services and applications. (The 
“Design Process” section above offers more details on this upgrade and redesign.) 
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Pictured: The second major redesign of Staples@work launched in 2002 and 
expanded the intranet to other sites and overseas business units. This design 
basically held until 2004. 

Today, the Staples intranet team includes sixteen people, including managers drawn 
from three different areas of the business: the portal strategy team, the global 
resource and technologies team, and the HR and intranet systems group. “Due to a 
few job shares and some individuals’ job responsibilities outside the portal, only 
about ten full-time equivalents of these people’s time are devoted solely to the 
intranet,” says Levesque. 
The HR and learning technologies and communications department owns the 
intranet. The portal strategy team, inside that department, includes six people who 
are responsible for content, site usability, metrics, and content-provider and end- 
user portal training. In the same department, the four-person global resource and 
technologies team oversees the administrative functions of Staples@work. The HR 
and intranet systems group—comprised of six people in the IS department—handles 
portal, ASP application, and portal architecture development and support. 
In 2005, the team added two new portal-devoted employees (from the HR 
department) and began to cross-train additional personnel on portal procedures and 
technologies. 

 
DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 
Staples heavily emphasizes user-oriented design. “The Staples@work team has 
always looked to usability findings as a major driver for design and interface 
improvements,” says Levesque. “The project managers in the portal strategy team 
all have a deep interest and varying levels of experience in website usability. This 
core competency, and a requirement that any new portal presence or change include 
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guidance from the portal strategy team, ensures that all development follows a user- 
centered design approach.” 
With this approach, Staples continued to redesign its intranet. Yet, by 2004, it had 
been several years since the intranet had undergone a major redesign. The intranet 
team began preparing for a major upgrade. 
First, it collected user feedback. “Most previous changes had resulted from 
information supplied by various sources including associate surveys, user feedback, 
support center data, and issue escalations,” says Levesque. 
To develop a portal redesign plan, the portal team set milestones, including many 
based on usability activities. For example, “the first two activities included the 
development of personas and a massive associate survey, followed by interviews 
with a broad sample of respondents,” he says. 
Key findings from this research helped immediately focus the redesign and what 
would constitute project success. According to Levesque, the research revealed the 
following top problems: “difficulty and frustration in using search, an inability to 
locate important human resource information, limited access to the personalized 
page functionality, and a lack of awareness of the availability of portal pages other 
than the individual’s start page and the HR page.” 
Next, the redesign team enlisted the Staples human-factors team to conduct a 
heuristic site evaluation. “The human factors group, while primarily focused on the 
retail website and business applications, is and continues to be available to the portal 
team for consultation and guidance,” says Levesque. 
To develop a wireframe of the proposed new homepage—a start page for all Staples 
employees—the portal team combined findings from the heuristic analysis and the 
user surveys and interviews. However, designers quickly determined that one size 
might not fit all, says Levesque. “While many of the recommendations from this 
wireframe were incorporated in the final start pages for the five business units, it 
was determined that a universal start page would hinder some key business 
functions.” 
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Pictured: The redesign team created several interactive PowerPoint 
presentations for prototyping the site. This was the initial one. 

The team regrouped and opted to see which navigation designs the Plumtree 5.0 
software could easily offer out of the box. Yet “like most off-the-shelf products,” says 
Levesque, the software’s approach didn’t mesh exactly with how Staples had 
approached—or wanted to approach—navigation. Implementing it would also have 
meant a radical change for users. 
So, the team set about modifying the available navigation schemes. “We decided it 
was best to devote the additional time and resources to customize the navigation. 
We took the best of our old design, thereby offering some familiarity to the end user, 
yet incorporated more current insights from the likes of Jared Spool, Jakob Nielsen, 
and the personal usability experiences and training of our team,” he says. 
To design the new navigation, a cross-functional team formed with members of the 
human factors, portal strategy, HR technology, and IS groups. The portal strategy 
team then developed wireframes, and tested them with a diverse group of twelve 
employees, focusing especially on header links and search functionality. “We were 
especially concerned about some of the out-of-the-box search functionality,” notes 
Levesque. 
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Pictured: The initial wireframe design Staples tested with twelve diverse 
employees, focusing especially on header links and search functionality. 

This first round of usability testing produced notable results and confirmed some 
designers’ suspicions. For starters, users had difficulty using a “saved search” 
feature. “Eventually, we decided not to include this new option in the redesign since 
the resources required to solve all the inherent usability issues would have 
jeopardized our deadline,” says Levesque. 
The initial navigation scheme, which required a mouse click on a tab to expand a 
drop-down list, was also unsuccessful. “While test users had no difficulty using this 
method when navigating to a different tab, they saw no clue to lead them to click on 
the current tab to navigate to other pages within the same area of the portal,” he 
says. 
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Pictured: The first wireframe the intranet team created to redesign the 
intranet’s navigation. 

Designers also discovered that users didn’t understand some of the portal’s 
terminology, even though the terms had been used on the portal for years. So, the 
designers immediately added nomenclature testing to the redesign project. 

 
Pictured: A wireframe Staples used to help test portal nomenclature. Initial 
tests revealed many users were unfamiliar with terms long used on the 
portal. 
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The nomenclature testing highlighted various problems users had; some were easier 
to solve than others. 
For example, “one of the biggest struggles for users was the term ‘communities’ in 
the Plumtree environment,” notes Levesque. Yet, a major redesign goal was to 
expand employees’ use of such pages—especially beyond their current business- 
group use—to help more small-scale project teams. The redesign team therefore had 
to solve the problem with the Communities label. 
To help, the team launched another round of nomenclature testing, this time using 
several wireframes of community pages, each with three tabs in the top navigation 
bar. “The tabs were simply numbered, with all wireframes indicating Tab 1 as 
active,” says Levesque. Usability testers asked users to not only identify which pages 
they would use as part of their jobs, but also to suggest names that would 
appropriately convey a page’s function to other employees. 

 
Pictured: Wireframe designs from a second round of nomenclature testing, 
which asked users to identify the business unit pages they would use in their 
jobs, and then to suggest appropriate names for them. 

While users could identify the business unit pages they would need to use in their 
jobs, they generally had great difficulty finding a name that would appropriately 
convey a page’s purpose to other users. “Most ended up saying ‘communities,’ 
simply because that is the term they have seen used on the portal for several years. 
A few proposed ‘homepage’ but felt that would not work where there are more than 
one homepages.’ Others said ‘start page’ but, again, withdrew that idea when they 
realized there would be multiple pages under this tab,” notes Levesque. 
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Ultimately, designers opted to change the Communities label to Community Pages. 
They thus retained “a familiar, if not fully understood, term,” he says, and also 
conveyed that multiple pages lived in one tab. 
With the above results in hand, the redesign team created a new prototype, 
eliminating the drop-down tab in favor of a drop-down located below the tab, to the 
right of page links. “In our previous test, we had combined, in one list, the links to 
other community pages with the actions users could take, such as joining another 
community,” says Levesque. “In this round, we decided to separate these functions 
into two drop-downs, one labeled View Another Community and the other called 
Community Actions.’” 

 
Pictured: The next redesign wireframe revisited the homepage, swapping 
drop-down tabs for drop-downs located below the tab, and to the right of 
page links. Designers eliminated the single link to community pages, adding 
drop-down links for View Another Community and Community Actions. 

“Users had no idea what Community Actions might do and always went to View 
Another Community, even if the scenario told them to join another community that 
was not in their community drop-down list,” notes Levesque. Results from this round 
of usability testing found that merging the two drop-down lists would work so long as 
there was a clear separation between the list of actions and the list of pages. 
“Users also had some difficulty finding the drop-down lists, as they were placed to 
the far right of the page, beside the page links. Users were looking to the left 
instead—for navigational elements.” 
Also, during testing, “an interesting issue arose in the users’ search for a way to 
navigate to another community page,” he says. First, users looked for an appropriate 
navigational element on the left side of the page. Next, most opted to go to the 
Community Links portlet on the top of the page’s right-hand column, even though 
it’s only a list of frequently used links. Nevertheless, “many users who had seen this 
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heading for years on the portal now interpreted it to mean links to other 
communities.” 
In other words, designers needed to defuse the nomenclature problem. “As a result, 
we changed the heading of this portlet to Frequently Used Links,’” he says, since that 
better described what actually lived there. 

 
Pictured: A wireframe used to test a nomenclature change: from Community 
Links to Frequently Used Links. Users mistook the former name—even though 
it had been used for several years—for a list of links to discrete communities. 
The new name more correctly describes what the portlet actually contains. 

Another wrinkle: When building the final site, designers discovered it would be easier 
to build the drop-down list of Community Pages and Actions if it was part of the left- 
hand navigation. So, the designers conducted one more usability test with the 
changes, using a working version of the new site running on a development server. 
All redesign efforts were also encumbered by the need to weigh desired 
customizations against the maintenance time they’d require through successive 
Plumtree versions, notes Levesque. “While the Plumtree software is a great 
foundation to build our intranet on, it did force us to consider any interface 
modification very carefully so we were not overly burdened by reapplying 
customizations during future upgrades.” 
Throughout the entire redesign process, each usability test included a satisfaction 
questionnaire. In it, users reported finding the new site easier to use. “Only one of 
the test users felt the new design was neither better nor worse than the old, with all 
other respondents agreeing that the new design was ‘markedly better,’” notes 
Levesque. 
Another redesign goal had been to redesign the portal’s HR section. Given time 
constraints, however, a full redesign wasn’t possible. “Our redesign schedule, like 
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any change affecting our stores, was constrained by the retail ‘blackout calendar’ 
which restricts major releases from occurring during peak busy times like back-to- 
school and the holidays,” says Levesque. “A delay in the development of our new 
design by only a few weeks would have resulted in our needing to postpone release 
for several months.” 
Even with such time constraints, “we wanted to do something to address the large 
number of complaints received about this area of the portal in the survey and 
interviews,” he says. Designers therefore opted to streamline the presentation of HR 
information. First, they removed all links to HR information from the start page, 
housing them instead on an HR Express page. “These links were placed in a 
prominent portlet at the top-left corner of the page so they are the first thing a user 
sees when arriving on the page.” Designers then added links to information users 
access most frequently. 

 

Pictured: A wireframe Staples used to test HR information changes. Because 
the team lacked sufficient time to redesign the HR area, it instead removed all 
pieces of HR information from the homepage except for a link to a new HR 
Express section. 

While most of the redesign involved software changes, the HR Express changes 
didn’t, which meant the redesign team was also able to just launch them as soon as 
testing was complete. “We implemented it two months before the release of the new 
design,” notes Levesque. “This way, associates were not overwhelmed with too many 
changes at one time.” 
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TIMELINE 
• Through 1999: A variety of homegrown intranets established. 

• 2000: Launched Staplesnet, the first centralized intranet. 

• 2001: Completed full conversion to new intranet. 

• Fall 2001: Deployed intranet to stores. 

• July 2002: First major intranet upgrade. 

• May 2003: Deployed intranet to UK locations. 

• November 2003: Deployed intranet to Germany. 

• August–December 2004: Intranet redesign planned; requirements 
detailed. 

• December 2004–March 2005: Designed new intranet. 

• March–May 2005: Developed new intranet technology. 

• May 2005: New intranet thoroughly tested on development servers. 

• June 2005: Launched redesigned intranet. 
 

RESULTS 
On June 20, 2005, the redesigned Staples intranet, Staples@work version 5.0, went 
live for its approximately 43,000 users. 
The redesign maintains core approaches, such as presenting each corporate intranet 
as a different sub-portal that delivers content and applications specific to country and 
business needs. In each sub-portal, specific groups of users also get targeted 
content and applications via community pages. 
The redesign, however, introduces myriad new features, including a user-tested 
interface, enhanced communities, and improved search. The redesign also heralds 
the intranet’s availability for the Quill business unit, which direct markets office 
supplies. Behind the scenes—and well hidden from users—upgraded Plumtree 
technology helps make this possible, facilitating many of the new features. 
Overall, users now have easier access to tools that help them maximize their 
productivity. For example, the intranet’s Management Action Planner (MAP) delivers 
important information directly to store managers. “In addition to simple notifications, 
this tool is a means of distributing documentation to the stores without burdening 
the email system, and includes a workload management tool that allows for the 
assignment and delegation of tasks, in addition to the ability to track task 
completion,” says Woisard. 
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Pictured: The Management Action Planner provides relevant communications 
and tools directly to store managers. Many such communications previously 
flowed over email. 

Meanwhile, managers also get access to needed metrics, including inventory reports, 
sales goals, and budgets, via the Report2Web tool. This replaced the two previous 
methods for sharing such information: printing and express-mailing reports, or 
emailing large Excel files. By contrast, “our Report2Web tool allows store managers 
to access these essential reports through the portal at greater speed and efficiency,” 
says Levesque. 
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Pictured: The Report2Web tool gives managers access to needed metrics, 
including inventory reports, sales goals, and budgets. 

Beyond management tools, almost all employees can create personalized My Pages. 
“These pages can include a combination of work-related portlets as well as personal 
interest portlets like ‘find a movie,’ personalized news, weather and stock 
information, area traffic reports, and self-administered lists of frequently used links,” 
notes Woisard. 
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Pictured: Staples employees can create personalized My Pages. 

While new technology brings behind-the-scenes improvements to community 
functionality, an improved nomenclature also drives greater employee use of 
communities. Already, there are more than thirty-five communities on 
Staples@work, with such names as Home Office and Field, HR Express, Store 
General Managers, Supply Chain, Single View of the Customer, Staples@work Portal 
Team, UK Retail, and Germany Retail. 
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Pictured: An example of a community homepage for Quill Corp., an office 
supplies direct marketer based in Lincolnshire, Illinois, which was acquired by 
Staples in 1998. (Quill and Quill.com operate as a separate brand from 
Staples, serving small to medium sized business customers.) 

For new employees, a variety of portal-based training tools help them get quickly 
oriented. Information presented via such tools varies widely, since orientation 
necessarily differs by job function and business unit. As a result, proffered 
information can range “from basic indexed documents with efficient access, to all 
pertinent new-hire information and requirements, to online courses about the 
company’s history and philosophy,” says Woisard. 
A related tool is for the management personnel responsible for training new 
employees. In particular, she says, “the portal gives access to the Retail New Hire 
Toolbox that insures all regulatory and business-critical disclosures and 
documentation are shared and processed, and that the new associate is informed of 
all the training available to promote success within the company.” 

 
LESSONS LEARNED 
Insights from Ben Cornish: 
Secure early vendor involvement. “Probably one of the biggest lessons learned 
during the redesign was to seek vendor involvement and partnership early, and 
communicate with them continually throughout the project. As we faced hurdles, or 
questions during the upgrade, it was easier to seek support from the vendor and 
technical experts, since we had kept in close contact from the start.” 
Get executive-level sponsorship. “Strong executive sponsorship within Staples 
allowed us to leverage the relationship between our executives and the vendor’s 
senior management team to quickly resolve any concerns that could have otherwise 
jeopardized the project.” 
Insights from George Levesque: 

 
 

©  NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 247 

http://www.nngroup.com/


Think in small iterations. “While not a new lesson, user feedback reinforced this 
fact: iterative modifications that slowly and consistently improve and enhance your 
site are easier for end users to absorb than large-scale, dramatic changes.” 
Use large-scale changes for effect. “While our standard philosophy supports 
smaller, iterative changes, we felt pairing several iterative changes with a very costly 
upgrade of the portal’s backend software gave this redesign excellent visibility. 
Rolling some of our iterative changes into the much-bigger software upgrade and 
redesign project dramatically increased both the actual and perceived return on 
investment.” 
Design is not democratic. “For design and usability, one lesson learned is: Design 
development cannot be a democratic process. While everyone’s voice should be 
heard during the discovery and testing process, subsequent, actual design decisions 
and processes should not involve representatives from all parts of the portal team. 
For example, while the IS team offers essential input into what can or cannot be built 
using the chosen technology, they do not have the interactive design or usability 
expertise to help develop such aspects of the site as the graphical design, page 
layout, or navigation flow.” 
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Vodafone Group plc 
 

Using the Intranet: 
Vodafone is the world’s leading mobile 
telecommunications group, with operations in 
twenty-seven countries and on five continents. 
Vodafone has 171 million customers worldwide 
(registered proportionate customers as of 
September 30, 2005), plus twenty-seven partner 
networks that provide a full range of mobile- 
telecommunications services, including voice and 
data communications. 

Design Team: 
In-house: Vodafone Global Web Enablement (GWE), 
part of Vodafone’s global IT organization, in 
cooperation with Vodafone’s Group Internal 
Communications department 

Members: 
Armin Hessler, director of GWE; Stefan Delater, head 
of demand management; Stefan Böcking, head of 
core platform and applications; Thomas Färbinger, 
head of operations; Darren Briggs, head of Group 
Internal Communications; Vanessa Curran, intranet 
user experience manager 

 
SUMMARY 
Vodafone Group plc is a mobile organization in every possible way. For the Vodafone 
intranet, vista, designers not only applied their own skills, but also channeled the 
organization’s collective mobile-device proficiency—and then some. The result is an 
intranet that helps more than 65,000 employees worldwide to collaborate, offers 
innovative ways to be more productive, and reinforces the corporate culture and 
goals. 

 
Homepage 
To give employees a single starting point for accessing local or global corporate 
information, the design team opted to replace hundreds of separate Vodafone 
intranet sites with a single intranet: vista. This one intranet is now the main source 
for working tools and content for about 70,000 employees working in nearly twenty 
countries. 
Within Vodafone, every local operating company has its own, localized homepage 
containing both local and company-wide information. Global information appears on 
the left side of every homepage and is administered by a centralized internal 
communications team. Meanwhile, information local to a user, and administered by 
one of many local internal-communications teams, resides in the middle and right 
columns. 
Users can access content in multiple languages. All content is served by a single, 
internationalized CMS; the intranet can handle any language or language-related 
characters. 
Common features on every homepage include: the Vodafone share price; a personal 
greeting (with the user’s first name); global links (Personalize, Help, and Sitemap); 
first-level navigation; a toolbar with universal applications such as People Finder and 
Search; and a set of four banners containing pushed content. All of these features 
are visible on every intranet page, except for the banners, which are suppressed to 
allow more space for content. 
Combining personalization and customization helps users find what they need, as 
well as see only what they need. In other words, the intranet helps prevent 
information overload by employing profile-based filtering and personalization. 
No matter what the country or language, the intranet offers a standard user interface 
design. Such an approach always makes it easier for users to navigate across an 
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intranet. At Vodafone, this approach also reinforces Vodafone’s values and corporate 
culture. In fact, according to the design team, the intranet has become “one of the 
major drivers in creating a single Vodafone culture across all local operating 
companies.” It fostered this single-culture vision by moving from multiple intranets 
in different languages and based in different countries to a single intranet that 
provides content in both English and local languages. The portal has also reduced 
duplicate efforts and decreased content management cost and complexity. 

 
Pictured: The Vodafone intranet homepage for employees in Spain. No matter 
which country employees work in, or which language they speak, the 
Vodafone intranet maintains a consistent interface. Such an approach always 
makes it easier for users to navigate across an intranet. 
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Pictured: The Vodafone intranet homepage for employees in Germany. 
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Pictured: The Vodafone intranet homepage for employees in Greece. 
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The Mobile Intranet Portal 
With a company full of mobile professionals, it’s not surprising that the intranet 
caters to mobile users. Indeed, employees can access vista not only from their office 
PCs, but also while commuting to the office, sitting in meetings, or traveling. Such 
access comes via 3G mobile connect cards in their laptops or through mobile devices 
such as PDAs, Vodafone Live! mobile phones, or BlackBerry devices. Thus, 
employees have anytime, anywhere access to colleagues’ contact details, as well as 
company news and other work-related information. 

 

Pictured: The first version of the Mobile Portal homepage. 

When accessing the intranet with a mobile device, the intranet first recognizes the 
mobile user’s MSISDN (Mobile Subscriber ISDN Number) and automatically displays 
the user’s name, which it pulls from the global employee directory. Employees 
authenticate on a mobile phone just as they would on a PC or laptop: by using their 
Windows password. The login screen is straightforward, and also offers a Forgotten 
your password? link. 

 
Pictured: The mobile login screen for the Vodafone intranet is to the point, 
and also offers a useful Forgotten your password? link. 
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Employees using Vodafone Live! phones or BlackBerry devices can access content 
and intranet applications such as the corporate directory (People Finder). By default, 
the Mobile Portal shows a drop-down list of items from which to select, so users can 
sort what they want to view. The homepage also includes a few short news items. 

 
Pictured: Using Vodafone Live! phones or BlackBerry devices, employees can 
access useful intranet applications, such as People Finder, the company’s 
global, corporate address book. 

By paring news to a short list—as befits the available screen real estate—the 
intranet’s designers made reading corporate news and announcements on mobile 
devices as convenient as possible. 

 
Pictured: A list of news items on the mobile version of Vodafone’s intranet. 

The vista designers masterfully utilized the relatively limited display space on mobile 
devices. Their designs make it possible to convey a lot of information in a small 
space, as is immediately apparent when viewing a news item. News articles have 
everything they need: a title, date, high-resolution photo, summary text, and a clear 
link to the full article. Even better, summary text isn’t just the start of the article, 
grabbed to function as a summary. Instead, the summary is written separately, and 
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makes the best possible use of the number of allowed characters, giving users a 
truly concise article overview. 
From a graphic design standpoint, the sans serif typeface, coupled with the high 
contrast between the text and background, helps employees better view the content 
on the undersized space a mobile device affords. 
At the end of an article, Back, Home, and Log out links make it easy for mobile- 
device users to further traverse vista. 

 
Pictured: A news article on the mobile-device version of Vodafone’s intranet is 
perfectly formatted for a small screen. 

A key feature on most intranets is the employee directory—a fast way to find 
coworkers’ vital information. At Vodafone, employees can use a mobile-device 
version of People Finder to search for their colleagues by name, phone number, 
department, or other criteria. 
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Pictured: The People Finder on the Vodafone mobile-device intranet enables 
users to search by name, phone number, or department. 

After entering a search for an employee’s information, the search-results page also 
appears in a format designed for mobile devices. The page clearly displays the user’s 
name and group. Displaying these search results in a Web browser, of course, would 
be insufficient: users immediately expect to see an email address and phone 
number. On a mobile device, however, there’s scant space to display all that 
information by default. Also, consider a user’s immediate concern when searching for 
employee information on a mobile device. One primary question is probably, “Is this 
the person I’m looking for?” The two pieces of information that let someone answer 
that question are most likely the person’s name and business group, as Vodafone 
displays here. 
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Pictured: On mobile devices, employee search results display the two most 
pertinent pieces of information for each hit: an employee’s name and business-
group affiliation. 

Once a user selects someone from the search results, that employee’s complete 
information appears, including name, phone number, fax number, company, 
department, building, and email address. By selecting the underlined phone or 
mobile numbers, users can call colleagues directly. Links also allow users to easily 
search again, or request help. 
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Pictured: After searching the employee directory, a user can opt to view 
information about a particular employee, as shown here, and call him or her 
directly by selecting one of the underlined phone or mobile numbers. 
Displayed information includes name, phone number, fax number, company, 
department, building, and email address. 

 
Video 
One of Vodafone’s internal communication goals is to give everyone the opportunity 
to publish video news content in one place, so employees can share ideas, 
experiences, and best practices with their colleagues around the world. A first step in 
this direction was the launch of Vodafone TV (VTV), a global video channel that 
employees can watch on the Vodafone intranet. VTV is a monthly broadcast 
assembled by a global team of Vodafone correspondents, who also draw some of 
their content from local teams. All VTV contributors do their own filming, which 
makes it a truly multicultural, Vodafone-focused space. Access to VTV is unrestricted 
for all employees. 
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Pictured: VTV, a monthly broadcast assembled by the Group’s Internal 
Communications team. 
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Employee Development 
Vodafone’s intranet offers features that assist employees and enrich their working 
lives. For example, new employees can find an introduction to the intranet from 
within their intranet-based team space. The intranet offers a “warm welcome” and 
encourages others to do the same. 

 
Pictured: The intranet welcomes new employees and also highlights recent 
hires. 

Vodafone understands the importance of employee motivation and retention, and so 
offers extensive career advancement information and suggestions on the intranet. 
The My Career and Development section also offers options for e-learning, training, 
performance management, and more. 
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Pictured: The My Career and Development section offers options for e- 
learning, training, performance management, and more. 

Thanks to designers’ deft balancing of mobile-device design considerations with the 
need to promote a unified Vodafone corporate culture, the Vodafone intranet delivers 
its users an exceptional—and truly mobile—intranet. 
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URL AND ACCESS 
The URL of vista—the name of the Vodafone intranet since its launch in 2003—is 
http://intranet.vodafone.com. The URL is the default for all Vodafone employees. 
Although the intranet has a fixed URL, the homepage it serves is determined by 
which Vodafone organization a user belongs to. 
Once users log on to the corporate network, they’re automatically authenticated on 
the intranet and numerous other applications. 
When users are away from the office, they can access the intranet from their PC 
using a 3G Mobile Connect Card and a secure VPN tunnel to Vodafone’s network. 
Alternately, users can use their Vodafone Live! Phone or Blackberry to access a 
version of the intranet—in multiple languages—designed solely for mobile devices. 

 
CONTENT MANAGEMENT 
Vodafone designed its CMS in-house, about three years ago. “At the time, there was 
no CMS on the market fit to integrate with portal servers. Thus, to create a suitable 
experience for our editors, we needed to custom develop one,” says Florian Riedl, 
product manager of the vista content management application. The content- 
management paradigm used is less the typical approach of “binding content to 
navigation nodes in a tree,” and more of a “one-to-one relationship between a 
dedicated repository and a portlet.” 
Every portlet has its own display settings, personalization, and access rights. Each 
content repository contains the settings for administration rights, workflow steps, 
groups assigned to the workflow, metadata, and the items that will be pre-selected 
for preview. 
Portlet settings apply identically to all portlet text, which provides a consistent user 
experience. “For the end user, this provides many conveniences: every portlet 
features an edit mode, which will seamlessly direct the editor from an end-user 
portal experience to the CMS, where he can create, modify, or expire content. After 
the task is completed, he returns to the portal with one click,” says Riedl. 
In addition, having different, discrete content repositories makes it easy to designate 
content editors. “A repository’s administrator is able to assign editors and groups 
from all different Vodafone companies to join in the content creation of a specific 
portlet, no matter where it will be shown within the portal,” he says. 
The basic portal technology is Vignette V/6 content management software. “To fulfill 
our requirements, we were looking rather for a content management framework than 
for out-of-the-box functionality. We scoped the need for frameworks to ease the 
programming and operations of workflow, versioning, user management, content 
caching, and personalization. In all these areas, Vignette—at this time—was the 
most complete and compelling product,” he says. 
All of the Vodafone user interfaces were custom-built by a Munich-based design 
agency, Jetztdesign. Vodafone then hosted focus groups—led by Gartner Group and 
TRBI—to ensure the designs met editors’ expectations. “We were successful: the 
system currently lists more than 600 active editors around the globe,” notes Riedl. 
Post-focus groups, Vodafone also added additional CMS features: Realobjects EditOn 
Pro, for client-side, rich-text editing; MQSeries JMS for portal-side repository 
integration; and Apache Xalan/Xerces libraries for preview and production content 
rendering. 
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Two major CMS requirements were version control and the ability to use metadata. 
“The repository’s owner as well as editors who have been granted the right can view 
older versions, compare versions for changes made and even revert to previous 
versions,” he says. “The delete function will not physically delete, but mark the 
content item—including all its versions—for archiving. Central administrators are able 
also to re-activate archived content.” 

 
Pictured: A list of articles, with their associated workflows, in Vodafone’s 
content management application, which was largely developed in-house. 
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Vodafone notably doesn’t distinguish content management from portal management. 
“In our experience, the split between content management and its presentation is a 
legacy of commercial products offering those respective features,” notes Carolin 
Lücker, product manager of the portal management application. “That split does not 
exist within Vodafone.” 
Indeed, to ensure their content is not only written correctly, but works well in a 
portal context, content editors wanted the ability to quickly flip between an editing, 
and an end-user view of their content, including the position of the relevant portlet 
on a portal page. 
Out-of-the-Box Portal 
Mostly non-technical people are responsible for building vista’s pages and portlets, 
and maintaining the associated content. So, Stefan Böcking, head of core platform 
and applications at Vodafone, hit upon a novel solution: a “portal out of the box” 
wizard—a simple, easy-to-use and intuitive portal administration tool. “Initially 
developed as a linear wizard for basic administrative tasks, it has evolved into a 
flexible, task-driven configuration tool including navigation, page, and portlet 
[dubbed “modules” on the portal] management,” he says. The “portal out of the box” 
concept has even been awarded a European patent. Together with the user 
management application, these tools have been built to meet the specific 
requirements of the Vodafone editorial community. 

 
Pictured: The initial “portal out of the box” wizard. The wizard allowed for a 
linear approach, guiding users through all necessary steps, one at a time, to 
create a page or module. With growing functionality and more experienced 
users, however, the company needed a more flexible, task-based 
configuration tool. 
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Pictured: The new version of the “portal out of the box” wizard. Tabs provide 
access to the main tasks, minimizing the number of clicks needed to 
accomplish any portal-related management task. While this page is part of 
the intranet, designers have differentiated its look, so administrators can 
easily distinguish it from the rest of the site. 
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Vodafone Group’s Internal Communications department leads the editorial 
community, which includes representatives from every local operating company. 

 
Global versus Local Content 
The intranet maintains a balance between local and global Vodafone content. At the 
portal level, “the intranet’s information architecture is built on a federated model 
where the first- and second-level navigation is the same for every company,” says 
Lücker. “We differentiate between ‘global pages,’ ‘shared pages,’ and ‘local pages.’ 
While global pages are purely administrated by global administrators—and local 
pages by local administrators—shared pages can be administered by both parties.” 
All business units have also signed off on a company-wide approach to displaying 
content: global content appears in the left-hand column, and local content in the 
right-hand column. 
To foster a consistent user experience, the portal team maintains user interface 
guidelines, which the portal software enforces. Portal administrators also select the 
look of a portlet from a list of predesigned templates. “A central review and 
acceptance process has been established for adding any new template to the 
template library,” says Vanessa Curran, a member of the Group’s Internal 
Communications department. “Usually the creation of new templates is driven 
centrally by Internal Communications, after having considered both the local and 
global requirements submitted by the different organizations.” 

 
Pictured: Part of Vodafone’s portal administration tool. Portal administrators 
can change the page layout, add modules to pages or move, edit, and delete 
any existing modules. 
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Pictured: An actual content page in vista. Pages can contain one or two 
columns, with or without left-hand navigation. This example shows a one- 
column page with left-hand navigation and contains a module (portlet) that 
allows for a Flash-based graphics presentation. 

Mobile Portal content is likewise stored in the CMS, so editors don’t have to duplicate 
any content. Instead, they simply designate where the content should be published. 

 
TECHNOLOGY 
The Vodafone intranet utilizes a shared-services model. “One centrally managed and 
operated platform is being used by all Vodafone operating companies without local 
duplications of cost,” notes Armin Hessler, Vodafone’s director of Global Web 
Enablement. 
While a systems integration firm handled the initial design specification, 
implementation, and operations for Vodafone’s intranet, Vodafone now manages the 
intranet itself, and develops additional applications. “The platform itself was 
developed by California-based Vodafone Americas, and applications such as portal 
administration and content management are continuously enhanced and supported 
by Vodafone Spain,” notes Hessler. “Additional development is handled in Italy or 
through Vodafone Egypt.” 
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Vodafone Information Systems in Germany operates the intranet infrastructure and 
applications operations. All hardware is located in Germany, where any needed 
configuration management is also performed. 
“Vodafone’s intranet is truly a joint global undertaking, and was also the first 
program that executed the ‘one Vodafone’ idea of integrating different countries 
provisioning components to a global services delivery,” says Hessler. 
All told, Vodafone’s intranet is built from Vignette Portal, Vignette V/6 Content 
Management, BEA Weblogic Application Server, Autonomy Search Engine, MQSeries 
JMS, Apache Xalan/Xerxes Libs, and Apache Webserver. Support systems often  
utilize additional software components: Apache Tomcat for the Mobile Portal, 
Pegasystems PRPC for workflow, Kapow Technolgies RoboSuite for integration, EMC 
Documentum for document and records management, and EMC Documentum eRoom 
for collaboration. 
The core intranet systems run on Sun Solaris hardware. There are eight central 
development and testing environments, two environments for user-acceptance 
testing, two levels of staging to production, and one production environment, which 
delivers the intranet to about 70,000 users worldwide. 
Supporting all of those environments is a serious undertaking. “To operate at an 
availability of 99.8%, our operation is using the following set of tools: IMSWare for 
configuration management, IBM Tivoli and Mercury Interactive’s Topaz for 
monitoring and to get a real-life impression of what the end-user experience is in 
terms of browser performance. Finally, Mercury Interactive Loadrunner is used to 
test performance in lab situations at peak conditions,” notes Thomas Färbinger, 
Vodafone’s head of operations. 
He says in the past year, Vodafone has also begun investigating more open source 
tools, such as the RedHat distribution of Linux, for its support systems and 
integrated applications. 

 
GOALS AND CONSTRAINTS 
Goals: 

• Reduce costs by: 

o Consolidating IT infrastructure 

o Reducing maintenance and support 

o Using fewer software licenses 

o Realizing more one-time development and deployment of applications 
across Vodafone Group 

o Creating a global services support framework 

o Using one toolset and training approach for all employees 

o Adopting a “develop once – operate once” strategy 

• Create benefits for functional areas, such as: 

o Quick set-up and launch of a functional portal under a fully managed 
concept—no need to worry about support, sign-on, security, etc. 

o Cross-border procurement and marketplaces for software configuration 
management 
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o Global HR processes and shared tools 

o Collaborative portals for global account managers and corporate 
employees 

• Increase employee productivity by offering: 

o A common user interface with optimal navigation 

o A single source for all information 

o Single sign-on 

o Easier communication and collaboration (such as chat functionality, 
team rooms) 

o Universal applications, such as the corporate directory, intelligent 
search, and e-learning 

o Access to global news and dynamic content, including market reports 
and Web-based TV 

 
Constraints: 

• Every operating company must sign off on the Web-enablement program 

• Finding agreement on a migration timeline that balances joint milestones 
and local organizations’ individual pace 

• The need to clean content—in multiple languages—on multiple legacy 
intranets and microsites while migrating it 

 
BASIC INTRANET FEATURES 
Users are automatically logged on to the intranet; single sign-on takes over after 
they log in to their workstation. Opening their browser also brings up vista 
automatically. 
Users see only the content and applications relevant to their profile, though users 
can also personalize their homepage’s appearance. 
Employees benefit from a standard user interface design for all content. “The 
consistent user experience facilitates navigation, interaction with applications, and 
supports the communication of our Vodafone values and corporate culture. In fact, 
the intranet has become one of the major drivers in creating a single Vodafone 
culture across all local operating companies,” notes Curran. 
Because the intranet is mobile-device-enabled, employees can retrieve information 
or use key applications such as the People Finder, a company-wide address book, 
using Vodafone Live! phones or BlackBerry devices. 
Vista also provides a number of tools and applications for Vodafone employees. 
Some of these are tailored to local needs and thus are only accessible to users in 
certain countries, but others are available to all Vodafone employees. 
A single corporate employee directory is the basis for People Finder and Expert 
Finder. Users can also update their information through People Finder. 
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Pictured: Employees can easily maintain and update their profile via the 
intranet. Local rules dictate which fields an employee can edit. 

The intranet search engine will search not only the intranet, but also other internal or 
external document repositories. Employees also have intranet-based access to the 
document management system, Web-based community portals and collaboration 
spaces (team rooms), and e-learning tools. A business process management tool 
facilitates business process automation. 
Creating online surveys with a consistent look and feel is easy with a Web-based 
survey application. 
Recently, the intranet team added some wiki functionality to the site, though initially 
Vodafone had to adapt the technology to its needs. Among those needs was to 
integrate the wiki functionality with the company’s information security and single 
sign-on standards, control access rights, and impose a consistent user experience. 
According to Böcking, “users are now able to use this easy and collaborative 
technology for such things as creating glossaries, announcement boards, blogs, and 
project areas.” 
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The intranet also includes a news research tool, an SMS messaging tool, a currency 
converter, Web statistics, and a world clock. 
In addition, the intranet houses numerous community portals, including ones for 
marketing, HR, and finance. Access to some communities is restricted, meaning 
unapproved users simply won’t see any links to that community. 

 

VODAFONE COMMUNITIES (SELECTED) 
Name Purpose 

Supply Chain 
Management 

Offers supplier information, best practices, product catalogues, and workflow 
functionalities 

Performance 
Management System 

Contains all information relating to the company’s internal performance-review 
process, including business rationale, process overviews, forms and guidelines, 
and instructions 

Finance Academy Provides information and tools for managing one’s professional and career 
development 

Executive Collaborative 
Space 

Supports Vodafone’s top executives by allowing them to share information in a 
highly secure Web environment. 

Global Roaming Portal Maintains a consistent source of information about roaming for customer care 
centers 
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Pictured: The homepage for a Vodafone community dedicated to helping 
Vodafone business units migrate their content to the new intranet. 

 
 

 
Pictured: Vodafone’s My Career and Development community gives users 
information and resources for continuing their professional development. 
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USERS 
Vodafone Group plc has about 70,000 employees located in twenty-seven countries. 

 
USER TASKS 
Some of the Vodafone users’ most-popular intranet tasks include: 

• Find people and experts with specific skill sets in the corporate directory 

• Update their personal profiles 

• Search the intranet and related collaboration, discussion, and document 
management systems 

• Watch the latest Vodafone Group news on VTV 

• Read company and industry news 

• Participate in communities 

• Access HR forms for such things as performance management, leave, new 
starters, or a termination checklist 

• Obtain facilities information, including available meeting rooms (which can 
then be booked), car parking, and health and fitness facilities 

• Read global and local policies, including safety advice, corporate 
identity/design standards, and communications guidelines 

• Find information on office locations worldwide, including road maps and 
timetables 

• Access information about Vodafone’s project management methodology 

• Read about career and development opportunities 

• Access intranet-based tools and applications 

• Find intranet-based social clubs and interest groups, such as Vodafone 
Sports 

• Find information about new customer products and campaigns 

• Conduct or participate in surveys and polls 

• View the local lunch menu 
 

BACKGROUND 
In September 2001, Vodafone’s senior management team made a strategic decision 
to more rapidly Web-enable the enterprise. To facilitate that, two of the board 
members, Brian Clark, now the HR director for Vodafone Group, and Thomas 
Geitner, the chief technology officer, sponsored the creation of the Global Web 
Enablement (GWE) department. GWE’s mission was to drive the design, 
development, implementation, and operational management of the Vodafone core 
communications and collaboration infrastructures, such as the VPN, mail backbone, 
email systems, intranet Web applications, and other projects. 
At the time GWE was formed, Vodafone had just finished a series of major 
acquisitions. The two events were closely related, says Hessler. “GWE was at the 
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forefront of exploring how to work effectively with sixteen formerly independent, 
local operating companies.” 
One of the first moves was to establish a shared IT infrastructure and architecture. 
Initial work included standardizing on Microsoft email clients, creating a VPN— 
including a secure email backbone—between all majority-owned operating 
companies, and introducing one, global instance of Microsoft Active Directory. 
Only then did Vodafone begin its intranet project. “At that point in time, more than 
fifty local intranets and several hundred micro-sites existed within Vodafone Group— 
all built on different architectures, with different hosting providers, and application 
development capabilities,” notes Stefan Delater, head of demand management. 
By April 2002, the intranet team had evaluated software vendors and selected a 
product, to be implemented by a systems integrator. The initial intranet went live for 
a pilot group of 400 employees in Germany and Britain. “The following months were 
used to gain experience with the platform and its applications, and to prepare for the 
global launch,” says Hessler. The intranet team especially had to iron out problems 
relating to intranet performance, and access and sign-on, given the heterogeneous 
network topologies. Such issues were solved on a country-by-country basis. 
As the project progressed, the intranet team introduced a governance and operations 
model, and honed the information architecture through extensive user testing. 

 
DESIGN PROCESS AND USABILITY ACTIVITIES 
During 2002, the redesign team conducted an early concept user test, “designed to 
solicit feedback from representative users of the intranet pilot to validate preliminary 
design concepts,” says Curran. Seven employees participated in the UK, and three in 
Germany. “In addition to question and answer inquiries, participants were asked to 
complete a number of tasks including locating and sorting content items, and 
navigating a PowerPoint wireframe prototype.” A graphic treatment of the proposed 
user interface design was also presented to stimulate conversation with users. All 
results were used to create subsequent prototype design iterations. 
In September 2002, the intranet team brought in four employees from the UK and 
Italy to evaluate an HTML prototype, and later in the month, tested the final version 
of the site. 
In April 2003, the first version of vista launched for all of Vodafone Group’s roughly 
70,000 employees. “Since then, the platform and applications have been subject to 
continuous updates to introduce functional and technical improvements,” notes 
Böcking. 
In March 2004, for the first major intranet redesign, the intranet team conducted 
user tests—both group sessions and in-depth interviews—at four Vodafone operating 
companies in Europe. The tests included about seventy users with a wide range job 
positions, seniority levels, and intranet usage habits. 
Throughout the redesign, the intranet team took pains to verify results for all of 
Vodafone’s operating companies. “All of our design activities were cross-checked 
with our operating companies. While this increased the complexity of the process it 
added significant value and experiences from many different markets,” says Curran. 
The result was an intranet with improved visual appeal, ease of use, accessibility, 
and consistent branding. 
In April 2004, the Vodafone intranet became the default homepage for all of 
Vodafone. 
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Pictured: The first version of the vista homepage. Main goals for the redesign 
included reducing the size and prominence of the global header, plus giving 
more space to actual content, lightening and streamlining the design, and 
introducing icons in the top-level navigation to create a more engaging user 
experience. 

 
 

©  NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 275 

http://www.nngroup.com/


 
 

Pictured: The new version of the Vodafone intranet. 
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TIMELINE 
• September 2001: Global Web Enablement (GWE) department formed to 

Web-enable Vodafone. 

• April 2002: Launched a pilot version of the intranet. 

• June–October 2002: Conducted tests on information architecture and user 
interface design. 

• April 2003: Launched intranet for entire organization. 

• March 2004: Redesigned user interface, including the page header, 
toolbar, breadcrumbs, footer, and portlet skins. 

• April 2004: Vodafone intranet became the default homepage group-wide, 
for more than 65,000 employees. 

• July 2005: Launched Vodafone Mobile Portal. 

• October 2005: Content from ten out of seventeen Vodafone operating 
companies fully migrated to the Vodafone intranet; all local legacy 
intranets, infrastructures, and platforms were shut down. 

• April 2006: Target date for completing migration of content to vista from 
another four Vodafone countries. 

 
RESULTS 
By October 2005, ten out of the seventeen operating companies targeted for content 
migration had completed content migration to vista. Those companies are Vodafone 
Australia, Egypt, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Spain, Malta, Portugal, New Zealand, 
plus Vodafone Group Ltd. The remaining companies—in Germany, Italy, the 
Netherlands, Japan, Romania, the Czech Republic, and the UK—anticipate completing 
their migration by the spring of 2006. 
Thanks to this migration, “vista has replaced hundreds of local, global, and functional 
intranet sites and is now the single point of entry to both local and global content 
and information for all 70,000 employees in nearly twenty countries,” says Delater. 
The decision to maintain a single Vodafone intranet is paying off. By the beginning of 
2005, the intranet had already surpassed 1.5 million hits per day, and with continued 
migration of legacy intranets to vista, hits are expected to grow monthly by 10%. 
The content repository already contains over 25,000 documents, and continues to 
grow. 
With each new company that migrates onto the intranet, the design team gains more 
proficiency. For example, just eight weeks after Vodafone finalized its acquisition of 
two companies in the Czech Republic and Romania, “both companies were fully 
connected to the intranet, including single sign-on and the set-up of a local 
homepages,” says Delater. 
Hence, despite office locations in different countries and the fact that Vodafone 
employees use many different languages, vista is helping Vodafone not only “enable 
our employees to make better and faster decisions,” says Delater, but also “driving 
one Vodafone culture for the company.” 
Offering the Vodafone intranet platform as a shared IT service for all Vodafone 
companies has also helped reduce costs, since there’s just a single organization-wide 

 

 
 
 

©  NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 277 

http://www.nngroup.com/


development effort for applications, not to mention a central hosting and support 
model. 
The single corporate intranet also eliminates the problems Vodafone experienced 
with having many different intranets: duplicated content, inconsistent navigation, 
and inefficient processes that drove up intranet-related costs and complexity. The 
new intranet purposefully uses both a local language and English, to reinforce a 
single Vodafone company culture. 
Thanks to a standardized, consistent user interface, employees can also easily 
navigate both local and global content, and find needed applications. 
Users have access to many extremely useful applications, including People Finder, 
which searches information for all 70,000 employees. Another application, Expert 
Finder, searches for employees by expertise. 

 
Pictured: People Finder, based on a centralized, global directory, contains all relevant 
data for locating or contacting other Vodafone employees. Apart from standard entries 
like name, address, phone number, and email address, People Finder contains optional 
information such as a photo and the employee’s position in the organizational 
structure, including access to a dynamically generated organizational chart. 
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Even though Vodafone standardized on one large, distributed intranet, it’s also 
maintained 99.8% availability—an impressive feat. 

 
LESSONS LEARNED 
Insights from Stefan Delater: 
Freshness counts. “Turning over content quickly is key for attracting people back 
to the intranet. Even so, real intranet stickiness comes from combining content with 
essential tools for supporting day-to-day work.” 
Regularly convene stakeholders. “Bring all stakeholders together on a regular 
basis to get buy-in and to drive decisions.” 
Insights from Stefan Böcking: 
Don’t skimp on content-related training. “Training of editors and administrators 
is key to ensure a content management and portal administration application is 
accepted and adopted by users.” 
Consider each application separately. “Do not follow a single dogma for 
integrating applications into the intranet. Actually, all integrations can work—from a 
simple link to deep, backend integration—providing they meet a users’ expectations 
and maintain a seamless user experience.” 
Insights from Armin Hessler: 
Get senior executive backing. “Senior management buy-in is critical for coping 
with diverse stakeholders who have different, sometimes conflicting and 
contradicting interests.” 
Pull, don’t push. “Move from a push to a pull mentality. Employees should be 
attracted to the intranet by daily updates and interesting content that drives them to 
browse and search the intranet for the information they need to do their jobs.” 
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Recommendations for the Intranet Design Process 
 

Understanding the lessons learned from these great intranets will help you design a 
better intranet for your organization or your client’s organization. You can also do 
other more process-related things to improve intranet usability. Based on the above 
cases, the 2001-2005 winning intranets, and our other experiences testing intranets, 
we offer here a few of the most important recommendations for designing a usable 
intranet. Note that these recommendations have changed very little in the last few 
years. 

 
WATCH PEOPLE WORK 
When designing intranets, don’t forget that you already know the end users: They’re 
the people you pass in the hallways, sit by in the cafeteria, and park next to in the 
garage. Use these interactions to your advantage, and get yourself an invite to watch 
how your colleagues work. See how they’re using and not using the intranet, and 
discover design opportunities that will make the intranet a more useful part of their 
day-to-day work. 

 
CONDUCT USABILITY EVALUATIONS 
Remember: you don’t need a complete, finished design before you can garner 
valuable usability feedback. In fact, it’s better to get early feedback on incomplete 
designs. Test with prototypes and paper mockups. Or, if you’re interested in design 
elements similar to those on a particular website, test the features using that 
website. You can observe people using any current system, even if it’s not an 
intranet per se, to determine which features are well designed. 

 
 

Looking through all of this year’s design submissions, we once again observed a lack 
of consistently applied usability processes. In particular, many companies skimped 
on regular usability testing, heuristic evaluations, and field studies. Even the busiest 
development teams with the craziest deadlines should take the time to watch people 
attempt basic tasks using the design. It doesn’t take long to do a quick test. We also 
encourage design teams to bring together a group of designers and developers— 
even for just twenty minutes—to review a site’s design, then identify, discuss, and 
agree on the top usability issues. 

 
HELP CONTENT CONTRIBUTORS SUCCEED 
The most well-received intranets have fresh information that people need and want. 
One way to keep information updated and interesting is to give employees easy and 
intuitive methods for adding and editing information. When users—or designated 
content providers—contribute content, they have a stake in the intranet’s success. 
Facilitating this process invariably produces compounded returns: when you foster 
excellence among content providers, content gets increasingly better and invariably 
leads to an intranet with more varied and useful information. This, in turn, drives 
more employees to visit the intranet more often, ensuring that it remains a business- 
critical tool. 
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CONSIDER ACCESSIBILITY 
Many companies already employ—or will hire—people who use assistive technology. 
Yet, almost all of the intranets submitted this year had accessibility problems for 
users with low vision, no vision, or motor-skill challenges. The chief accessibility 
offenders were: too many graphics, tiny text, poor contrast, limited space between 
links and text, and small targets. Unfortunately, there seems to be a trend toward 
using these precise features. On the positive side, while many submissions overused 
graphics, many others used them sparingly, and when they did use them, they were 
well labeled for users with low vision or no vision. 

 
MEASURE ROI 
Most of the winning intranets made obvious strides and fostered great usability 
improvements; they’ve no doubt created productivity and efficiency gains for their 
companies. That said, most intranet teams don’t formally (or even informally) 
measure any return on investment. Often, such measurements are not a priority 
because of tight schedules and the way organizations allocate money. For example, 
the money to design and maintain the intranet might be allocated to the vice 
president of IT, while the actual productivity gains are found in the HR department. 

 
 

Regardless, it’s important to pause and measure the time users take to accomplish a 
task, both before and after a redesign. Take your decreased task time and factor the 
resulting, increased financial savings across your organization. Then, make the gains 
known to the different departments involved and also at higher levels, so even the 
most upper-level managers understand the importance of well-designed internal 
systems. 
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Intranets Not Selected: Common Issues 
 

Each year that we conduct the Intranet Design Annual, it gets increasingly difficult to 
choose only ten winners because we find more than ten truly excellent designs. 
Unfortunately, we find truly problematic designs as well. 
While we won’t name or show examples from intranets that didn’t make this year’s 
top ten, the following are some of the major problems we saw from across the 
submissions not included in this report. 

 
EXCESSIVE ADVERTISING 
In some cases, intranets actually looked like advertisements for different business 
groups within companies, or even for the intranets themselves. Too many pages 
were cluttered with logos and taglines for various organizational programs or intranet 
features. Such ads take up valuable screen real estate. Some users will just skip 
these ads completely. For many, however, ads are distracting and draw their 
attention away from the information they’re currently reading or trying to find. This 
can compromise productivity and user satisfaction with the intranet. 
Rather than rely on advertising, spend time refining a solid information architecture 
supported by a simple and scalable navigation scheme. When you get these 
fundamentals right, you don’t need flashing lights to get users’ attention. 

 
TOO MUCH BRANDING 
There’s a general trend toward branding features with catchy yet meaningless 
names. For example, rather than labeling employee search something intuitive, such 
as Find a person or employee directory, some sites opt for “creative” (and a less 
descriptive) link names, such as People Central or Find Wizard. 
Naming features according to the tasks they facilitate is far better than aiming for a 
supposedly “memorable” name. 

 
TEXT THAT’S HARD TO READ 
On several intranets, we found insufficient contrast between the text and the page 
background. One trend we see—probably in an attempt at elegant aesthetics—is to 
use light gray text on a white background, or medium-gray text on a light gray 
background. We also see default text size shrinking. Such designs can compromise 
readability. 

 
LACK OF BEHAVIORAL RESEARCH 
Several companies with non-winning intranet designs had run usability studies. 
Many, however, failed to conduct behavioral research. Instead, they relied on 
surveys or focus groups to discern users’ opinions. Such techniques are insufficient. 
Intranet teams need to watch how people actually use the intranet or the design 
prototype. Doing so provides invaluable insights into how designers can simplify and 
refine an intranet. 
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Selection Criteria and Process 
 

This year marks the sixth annual Nielsen Norman Group intranet usability 
competition,2 which seeks the best examples of intranets that are easy to use and 
meet users’ needs. In August 2005, we posted the call for submissions on  
http://www.useit.com. In response, we received submissions from almost seventy 
organizations of different sizes, from various countries and industries. These 
submissions included intranet screenshots, explicit descriptions of the intranet’s 
design and how it works, notes about the design process (including usability methods 
employed), detailed information about users and potential users, and the intranet’s 
goals. 
To judge the entries, we followed a four-step process: 1) initial design reviews and 
numeric rankings; 2) follow-up questions with the top submissions (when 
necessary); 3) design sorting, followed by thorough design reviews to choose the top 
ten; and 4) follow-up interviews with the top ten. 

 
INITIAL DESIGN REVIEWS AND NUMERIC RANKINGS 
Based on the initial submission information, the three judges (see About the 
Authors) conducted simple design reviews and whittled down the entries to the tier- 
one submissions. In addition to written commentary, we rated each site numerically. 
We based these ratings on criteria typically viewed as key to intranet usability, 
including some criteria that emerged from submissions and trends in our previous 
contests. We rated the following criteria in each submission on a 0 to 3 scale (with 3 
being the best rating): 
Navigation: 

• Main navigation on every page 

• Consistent/easy navigation 

• Consistent style across the intranet 

• No horizontal scrolling 

• Minimal vertical scrolling 

Design: 

• Pleasing aesthetics 

• Engaging homepage design 

• Good contrast between text and background 

• Easy-to-read text 

• Easy-to-read links 

• Good use of graphics 

• The right amount of text 
 
 

2 In lieu of one Intranet Design Annual, we conducted a competition focused only on government- 
related and public-sector intranets. Ten Best Government and Public Sector Intranet Designs is 
available for purchase at http://www.nngroup.com/reports/intranet/government/. 
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• The right number of links 

• Clean design 

Search: 

• Consistently available search 

• Good search design (ideally, a simple open field at the top of pages) 

Personalization and News Delivery 

• Personalization/tailoring to different offices or cultures 

• Organization-related news 

• Information about internal groups 

Content 

• Well-written text 

• Employee directory or directory search 

• Content posting and editing capabilities 

Overall 

• Simple forms 

• Support for the main corporate functions 

• Encapsulation of the organization’s spirit 

• Use of innovative/fun features 
 

FOLLOW-UP QUESTIONS WITH TOP TIER (WHEN NECESSARY) 
After collecting this extensive information from site designers, along with information 
about their users, goals, and internal usability evaluations, we thoroughly reviewed 
the intranet designs. We evaluated them based on usability, look and feel, and 
elegance. We also considered the target users, their tasks, and how well the site’s 
applications might help them complete these tasks. We did not conduct usability 
evaluations with test participants. We do believe, however, that intranet usability 
studies are best conducted with users, and we’ve conducted (and are currently 
updating) a usability research study in which intranet users test various intranet 
designs.3

 

 
DESIGN SORTING AND THOROUGH DESIGN REVIEW 
Next, we reviewed the intranets and sorted the top thirty designs based on numeric 
ratings. We then conducted more thorough design reviews of the top twenty-five 
sites, and from this selected the ten best intranets. 

 
FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEWS WITH TOP TEN 
After choosing the top ten submissions, we asked the site designers general 
questions about the site and their design decisions, usability evaluation methods, 

 
 

3 Intranet Usability: Design Guidelines from Studies with Intranet Users is available for purchase at  
http://www.nngroup.com/reports/intranet/guidelines/. 
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and lessons learned. We then followed up with more specific questions—some 
exclusive to the company’s intranet, and some more generic. For example, the 
generic questions included: 

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

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

• Who had the idea for the intranet (or the revision), and what goals did he 
or she want to achieve? 

• What were the constraints? (For example: Were there time or budget 
constraints? Did content have to be published in multiple languages?) 

• Describe the development process and usability findings. 

• Who was involved in the project and what were their roles in the 
organization? 
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Evidence-‐Based	  User	  Experience	  Research,	  Training,	  and	  Consulting	  

	  

Since	  1998	  Nielsen	  Norman	  Group	  has	  been	  a	  leading	  voice	  in	  the	  user	  experience	  field.	  

• Conducting	  groundbreaking	  research	  

• Evaluating	  interfaces	  of	  all	  shapes	  and	  sizes	  

• Guiding	  critical	  design	  decisions	  to	  improve	  the	  bottom	  line	  

	  

We	  practice	  what	  we	  preach	  

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

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

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

• Tested	  over	  2,000	  different	  interfaces	  

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

• Analyzed	  thousands	  of	  hours	  of	  recorded	  user	  observations	  sessions	  

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

	  

Our	  collective	  experience	  will	  save	  you	  time…	  and	  money	  

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

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

means	  you	  benefit	  directly	  from	  our:	  

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

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

business	  goals.	  

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

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

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

1995	  is	  unrivaled.	  	  

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

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

can	  be	  put	  into	  action	  immediately	  so	  that	  you	  can	  see	  the	  results.	  

	  



     
Evidence-Based User Experience Research, Training, and Consulting 

 
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	  

	  

http://www.nngroup.com/training
http://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,	  people	  with	  disabilities)	  
• 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	  

	  

	  

	   	  

http://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	  

http://www.nngroup.com/consulting

