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CASE STUDY (JULY 2005)

Five intranet reviews, five different 
results

Over the past few years, we have conducted
a number of intranet reviews across a wide
range of organisations, and the results have
always been fascinating.

This case study presents the findings from
five different intranet reviews, with the aim
of exposing some of the issues being con-
fronted across different organisations.

These reviews also show that even within
seemingly-similar organisations, the intran-
et issues can be quite different.

This highlights that there is no ‘one size fits
all’ intranet solution, and emphasises the
value of conducting meaningful ‘needs anal-
ysis’ activities, such as those outlined in this
article.

Organisations presented
This case study presents the results of in-
tranet reviews conducted in five different or-
ganisations:

• Local council

• Australian Government agency

• Call centre in the investment industry

• Health-sector organisation

• Judicial organisation

The names of these organisations have not
been specified, in order to respect the priva-
cy of the organisations involved. We none-
theless thank these organisations for
inviting us to conduct the reviews.

The earlier article Case study: Hunter Health
intranet also outlines the results of an in-
tranet review in greater detail. This case
study is not included here, and should be
read as well.

Purpose of these intranet reviews
In almost all cases, these types of intranet re-
views are initiated when the intranets are
suffering from a range of common problems,
including:

• out-of-date, incomplete or inaccurate 
information

• unstructured or inconsistent navigation 
and content

• difficulties in finding required 
information

• search engine not working well

• inadequate resourcing for intranet team 
and authors

• problems with publishing processes

• and most of all, a general lack of use of 
the intranet by staff

Recognising these problems, a decision is
made to improve the site, but the question is:
how?

The intranet review is then initiated, with
the goals of identifying:

• issues with the existing site

• information needs of staff

• organisational issues and roadblocks 
impacting on intranet usage

• opportunities for delivering new 
capabilities and tools

• key goals for the intranet

• concrete roadmap for improving the 
intranet

Once completed, the intranet review deliv-
ers recommendations that cover both tacti-
cal (short-term) and strategic (longer-term)
aspects of the intranet. These, along with the
overall roadmap, can then be used to put in
place a measured program of intranet im-
provements.

The five intranet reviews 
delivered very different findings

James Robertson is the managing
director of Step Two Designs, an
intranet and content management
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tranet strategy, web content man-
agement, information architecture
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Methodology applied

These reviews all followed a well-tested
methodology that recognises that there are
five main aspects of an intranet that need to
be explored:

• strategy

• design

• content

• change management & communication

• technology

At the outset of each review, existing docu-
ments and reports are examined to identify
key findings of interest. These include:

• previous research reports

• relevant surveys, such as staff 
satisfaction surveys

• corporate communications documents

• IT strategies and plans

• key corporate documents, such as annual 
reports and strategic plans

The corporate strategy documents, in partic-
ular, ensure that the results of the intranet
review are aligned with the overall goals of
the organisation.

A range of techniques are then used to iden-
tify the needs of staff, and the issues with the
existing intranet. These include:

• Analysis of usage statistics and search 
engine reports (see the earlier article 
Intranet search reports).

• Expert (heuristic) review of the existing 
intranet, to identify key design, content 
and structural issues.

• One-on-one interviews with staff 
throughout the organisation, with an 
emphasis on staff at the front-line and in 
other operational areas.

• Contextual inquiry, combining 
interviews with a more in-depth 
investigation of work practices and 
system use.

• Workplace observation, looking at 
activities in specific environments such 
as call centres.

Of these, the staff interviews are the primary
research technique used during the reviews.
These gather a wealth of material on the
needs and issues of staff, particularly when
operational staff are involved (rather than
line management and above).

For more on staff interviews, see the earlier
articles:

• Stakeholder interviews as simple 
knowledge mapping

• Selecting staff for stakeholder interviews

In all the cases listed, the research is not a
lengthy activity. In general, 3–5 days of staff
interviews are supplemented by the other
techniques to give a clear picture of the high-
level needs and issues.

A similar amount of time is then required to
analyse the research, and to document the
findings. In-house workshops and planning
sessions are often used to discuss the find-
ings, and to consider the approaches to be
taken for the intranet redesign.

Case study 1: local council

The first case study comes from a local coun-
cil operating in a mid-sized regional centre.
Like most councils, this city council pro-
vides a huge range of services to the area,
from planning regulation, to social activities,
parking fines and animal permits.

The council had grown dramatically over
the last few decades, and while every effort
had been made to match this growth with
suitable business and information manage-
ment processes, gaps had opened up.

There was no existing intranet in place, al-
though an internal site had been established
for the customer service staff, to respond to
phone and over-the-counter queries.

Many different issues were being tackled
within the organisation, to enable the coun-
cil to deliver improved (and more sustaina-
ble) services, of which the intranet review
was just one element. Another project run-
ning in parallel was the deployment of a new
document management system.

A range of techniques were
used during the review

3–5 days of staff interviews will 
provide a wealth of information
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Key findings

Staff were interviewed from across the
whole organisation, in the main council of-
fices as well as in some regional locations.

This identified a number of key findings re-
garding the organisation’s information man-
agement, operational practices and culture,
including:

• Information was difficult to find

There were over half a million files on the 
corporate fileserver, yet staff couldn’t 
easily find key documents, such as coun-
cil policies, strategic plans, or organisa-
tional charts.

• No formalised news distribution

The message came through clearly that 
the council lacked any formal news dis-
tribution mechanism, and that most staff 
rated their primary source of internal in-
formation as ‘word of mouth’.

• Council was very reliant on long-serving 
staff

While much had been done to establish 
suitable business processes, the council 
was still very reliant on the information 
in the heads of long-serving staff.

Major recommendations

Based on these (and other) findings, a
number of strategic and tactical recommen-
dations were made.

These recommendations included:

• Develop a corporate intranet

While an intranet has been developed by 
the customer service staff, this did not 
meet the wider needs of the council. If 
the key issues of information findability 
and news distribution were to be met, a 
new corporate intranet needed to be de-
veloped.

• Focus on establishing processes

While in many organisations the intranet 
becomes unmanageable over time, the 
council had the opportunity to establish 
viable intranet processes from the outset.

• Develop an intranet news system

An intranet-based news system should 
be developed, to provide a central point 
for news to be published, and to encour-
age broader usage of the intranet.

• Improve network access at remote sites

The council maintained a number of sites 
outside of the main office building, in-
cluding depots, libraries and other com-
munity services. The speed of the 
connections to these sites needed to be 
urgently improved.

• Provide access to field staff

While the initial phase focused on estab-
lishing a new corporate intranet, this 
must not draw attention away from the 
needs of the field staff, who were unable 
to access the intranet on a regular basis.

• Further expand staff induction

Considerable work had already been 
done by HR to redevelop a centralised in-
duction process, and it was recommend-
ed that further resources be allocated to 
this process.

These are but a few of the recommendations
made, but they give a sense of the overall
scope of the intranet review, and the issues
that were addressed.

Since the review, much has been done to es-
tablish a new corporate intranet, and to em-
bed this in the working practices of staff.

Case study 2: Australian Government 
agency

The next case study outlines the results of an
intranet review conducted in a mid-to-large
Australian Government agency.

Like many agencies of a similar size, this or-
ganisation had a central head office, with
state offices throughout the country, and a
network of supporting branches and cus-
tomer service locations.

An intranet had been in place for some time,
and had grown to over 70,000 pages and
documents in size. In fact, five major intran-
ets had been delivered, and were being
maintained to varying degrees of success.

The major source of internal 
news was ‘word of mouth’

A new corporate intranet 
needed to be developed
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Like many organisations, the agency was
wrestling with the challenges of maintaining
such a large volume of content, while sus-
taining workable publishing and mainte-
nance processes.

No clear strategy for the intranet had been
developed, and a way forward was needed
that would address the needs of both the na-
tional and state-based staff.

Key findings

The intranet review involved interviewing
staff in a number of state offices (either in
person, or over the phone). Time was also
spent conducting an expert review of the in-
tranet, and discussing approaches with key
stakeholders.

This research identified a range of issues
and needs, including:

• Dissemination of information to 
operational areas

Information was being delivered to oper-
ational areas primarily through the use of 
email, which led to considerable duplica-
tion of information management activi-
ties.

• Reliance on informal and ad-hoc 
networks

Operational areas relied heavily on long-
serving staff and their store of knowl-
edge, ahead of looking up corporate infor-
mation resources.

• Gap between publishing and use

Many of the policy areas published con-
siderable amounts of content to intranet 
subsites, and yet there was evidence that 
they were not being widely used by staff.

• Intranet was very difficult to use

There were upwards of ten different in-
tranet sites, each of which was very large, 
unstructured and inconsistent, ‘glued to-
gether’ using a small amount of cross-
linking.

• Usage of paper

Staff throughout the organised main-
tained extensive personal paper files re-
lating to their job activities.

Major recommendations

Based on these findings, a number of recom-
mendations were made regarding a strategic
approach to the intranet and an overall man-
agement model, including:

• Create a single corporate intranet

Creating a single corporate intranet was 
the only effective way of ensuring that 
staff have access to the information and 
tools they need, when they need it.

• Meet state office needs

State office staff were possibly the most 
important users of the intranet, and the 
new intranet needed to meet their needs, 
ahead of users in head office.

• Meet front-line and operational needs

The goal should be to create a seamless 
information environment that can be 
used to serve the needs of all front-line 
and operational staff.

• Create a new policy dissemination 
mechanism

The use of e-mail attachments to dissem-
inate policies, resources or news should 
be completely eliminated across the or-
ganisation.

• Create an organisation-wide staff 
directory

Across almost all organisations, the 
phone book is the most-used application 
for staff, and is often the primary mecha-
nism for driving intranet use.

• Clarify ownership and management of 
the intranet

The overall ownership of the intranet 
needed to be defined, with a large 
number of separate intranet sites current-
ly being managed by individual business 
users.

In these situations, there is no ‘quick fix’ to
large intranets that have grown over time.
Since the recommendations, work has been
steadily done to improve and enhance the
existing intranets.

Email was the primary way of 
disseminating information

State office staff were the most 
important intranet users
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Case study 3: call centre in the 
investment industry

Call centres are now a key mechanism for in-
teracting with customers and clients, never
more so than in the private-sector invest-
ment industry. Here call centres answer
questions on the huge range of products of-
fered, as well as completing transactions
over the phone.

In advance of deploying a new intranet con-
tent management system (CMS) in the call
centre, a review was conducted to identify
the key information needs to be met, and the
organisational issues to be overcome.

The primary goal of this review was to iden-
tify the “low hanging fruit” that should be
initially captured in the CMS, as well as de-
termining a roadmap for the initial imple-
mentation (and beyond).

Like most call centres, systems had built up
over time, with few opportunities to “step
back” and review how the call centre as a
whole was operating. This meant that the in-
tranet review identified a number of areas
where improvements could be made, be-
yond just the intranet itself.

Key findings

The research, even though it was conducted
over a very short period of time, identified a
broad range of issues relating to information
management practices within the call cen-
tre, including:

• Reliance on email as primary 
communications method

There was an almost-total reliance on 
email to distribute news, updates, prod-
uct information and legislative changes 
to staff in the call centre.

• Staff rely on printed product booklets

All call centre staff maintained a full set 
of current product brochures on their 
desks. These were the primary source of 
information used by staff, and were re-
ferred to in order to answer most ques-
tions.

• Inconsistencies in resources used

A lot of the resources used by staff were 
not maintained centrally, but were in-
stead developed by individuals or teams. 
These documents were then passed from 
person to person within the call centre.

Major recommendations

Based on these (and other) findings, a
number of recommendations were made,
looking particularly at where to focus efforts
during the initial intranet project.

Recommendations included:

• Focus on managing updates

The primary focus of the project should 
be on implementing an improved mecha-
nism for distributing and storing product 
updates. The intranet should be the sole 
mechanism for communicating updates 
out to call centre staff.

• Align with major call centre changes 
and updates

There are certain times in the year that 
see major changes occurring within the 
call centre. These include when legisla-
tion is changed and products are 'rolled 
over'. These present an ideal opportunity 
to promote the use of the intranet, and to 
demonstrate its value.

• Ensure a single point of ownership and 
responsibility

Past initiatives failed, in a large part due 
to a lack of a single point of ownership. If 
the new intranet is to be successful, there 
must be a single group responsible for 
maintaining and promoting the site.

• Plan for gradual growth in staff usage

Over time, staff had been selected for 
their ability to be self-reliant, and they 
had all collected information to ensure 
they were able to answer queries. Staff 
will only change their working practices 
once they have confidence that the in-
tranet is up-to-date, accurate and main-
tained.

The results of the review were well received
by the call centre management, and the de-
tails were used to plan the CMS deployment
and intranet development.

There was an almost total 
reliance on email for updates

Key information resources were 
not maintained centrally
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Case study 4: Health-sector 
organisation

An intranet review was conducted in a
health-sector organisation that had been rel-
atively recently created through the merger
of a number of existing entities (including a
major hospital).

The previous organisations had maintained
simple intranets, although these had gener-
ally fallen into disrepair as staff left or
changed responsibilities.

The creation of the merged organisation was
a driver to reviewing the need for an intran-
et, and the activities needed to put a new site
in place.

Key findings

Discussions were primarily held with busi-
ness stakeholders (managers) rather than
end users (such as medical and nursing
staff). This is reflected in the nature of the
findings and recommendations.

A selection of the key findings:

• Three existing intranets

There were three intranets, belonging to 
the organisations that merged to form the 
new agency. The intranets used different 
technologies and content creation proc-
esses. None of the intranets were re-
sourced.

• Management of content quality

None of the intranets had a process for 
managing and maintaining the quality of 
content and there was no ownership of 
the intranet sites.

• Access to technology

Access to technology was mixed, with 
administrative areas having good access 
and clinical staff having poor access. 
Many clinical staff were starting to use 
PDAs to access information.

• Communication methods

There were a range of mechanisms being 
used to communicate with staff, many of 
them not very effective. There was a clear 
need to better communicate within the 
organisation.

Major recommendations

Based on the research, a number of recom-
mendations were made, primarily focusing
on the broader strategic activities needed to
establish a new intranet.

These recommendations included:

• Create a single intranet

A single corporate intranet will best serve 
the needs of all staff within the organisa-
tion. This is the most effective way to en-
sure that staff have access to information 
they need, and to position staff as em-
ployees of the new organisation, not of 
their previous agencies.

• Determine intranet ownership and 
establish an intranet team

The overall ownership of the intranet 
must be resolved before developing the 
new site. This includes establishing a 
new intranet team, ideally containing 
three full-time roles.

• Identify an intranet sponsor

Most intranet teams have little power to 
enforce changes in practice or policy. An 
intranet sponsor should therefore take on 
some of these challenges.

• Undertake further needs analysis 
activities

One of the first tasks to be undertaken by 
the intranet team is to gain a more com-
plete understanding of staff information 
needs. This will help the intranet team to 
prioritise intranet development.

In addition to the intranet review, work was
also done to assess the current state and fu-
ture direction of the websites. Similar rec-
ommendations were made for these sites.

Case study 5: Judicial organisation

The final case study presented in this article
covers an intranet review in a judicial organ-
isation, responsible for hearing cases and
publishing judgements.

This organisation has offices throughout
Australia, and a clear need to communicate
well to all staff.

None of the intranets had a 
process for ensuring quality

Create a single corporate 
intranet to serve all staff
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An intranet has been in place for some time,
and it has been steadily improved and en-
hanced, including a relatively recent rede-
sign.

The goal of the intranet review was to assess
the success of the changes made, and to
identify future steps to be taken based on the
‘best practice’ approaches of other public-
sector organisations.

Key findings

Overall, the review found that the intranet
was delivering value to staff, and that many
aspects were working well. There were,
however, a number of issues that needed to
be resolved, as outlined in the key findings:

• Design of the site

The intranet was relatively well de-
signed, with good page layout and con-
sistency throughout the site. There were 
some aspects that were difficult for staff 
to use that needed to be addressed.

• Information is hard to find

The biggest issue with the current intran-
et was that staff couldn’t find information 
easily. The information architecture 
wasn’t intuitive and the search facility 
was poor.

• Useful content and features

Staff used the intranet frequently as it 
contained useful content and features. 
Amongst staff favourites are the weather, 
online forms, other forms and templates, 
and some of the corporate information.

• Intranet governance and authoring

There was some frustration amongst au-
thors about authoring and intranet man-
agement approaches. While staff 
recognised the need for high quality con-
tent, many wanted more control over 
their own content.

Major recommendations

There were a range of recommendations,
most of which focused on the design of the
site, with the overall goal of ensuring that
staff could quickly and easily find desired
content. 

The recommendations included:

• Clarify intranet goals and scope

Before undertaking further development 
work, it would be valuable to clarify the 
goals of the intranet (the business goals it 
supports and what it needs to achieve) 
and its scope (the content that is and isn’t 
appropriate).

• Review governance and authoring 
models

Given the frustration with the current 
governance and authoring models, these 
needed to be reviewed. The best elements 
(particularly the role of the intranet edi-
tor for content quality) should be re-
tained and other aspects revised.

• Restructure intranet content

The intranet content must be restruc-
tured in order to allow staff to find infor-
mation that they need more easily. The 
information should be structured around 
‘topics’, and linking between related con-
tent items should be improved.

• Determine the need for a CMS

With a revised governance and authoring 
model, the organisation will need to de-
termine whether the current publishing 
tools will meet requirements.

• Continue to integrate business tools

The intranet incorporates links to key 
business tools. These are useful for staff 
and they provide a reason for the use of 
the intranet. The inclusion of more inter-
active tools should continue, but the usa-
bility of each should be examined before 
implementation.

Since the delivery of these recommenda-
tions, an overall redesign of the intranet has
been initiated. This will follow best-practice
usability and information architecture tech-
niques, and is expected to deliver considera-
ble improvements to the design and
structure of the site.

Developing a KM strategy
A number of readers may have spotted the
similarity of approach taken in these intran-
et reviews to that outlined in the article De-
veloping a knowledge management strategy.

The biggest issue was that 
information was hard to find

Continue to develop key 
business tools on the intranet
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An intranet review is, when done properly,
very similar to a KM project and applies
many of the same techniques and approach-
es.

Both projects will identify a range of issues
and needs, are very holistic in their ap-
proach. The key difference is the original ob-
jective of the project, even if they end up
delivering similar results.

Recognising this, the key message is there-
fore:

• When conducting an intranet review, be 
aware of larger organisational issues and 
needs that must be addressed, beyond 
just the intranet itself.

• When developing a KM strategy, ensure 
that the practical information needs of 
staff are recognised and met, typically 
through the improvement of the 
corporate intranet and other supporting 
systems.

Summary

This article has presented the results of five
intranet reviews, conducted in a range of or-
ganisations. While the research techniques
used were very similar, the results were
quite different.

The specific findings and recommendations
reflected the unique nature of the organisa-
tions, including their size, function, history
and resources.

Of the many other intranet reviews conduct-
ed, all have shown a similar degree of diver-
sity in findings, which highlights the value
of conducting thorough ‘needs analysis’ re-
search.

This research then allows the development
of a meaningful and practical intranet strat-
egy, and a roadmap that outlines how to get
to this future desired state.
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