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Developing Intranets
Companies put a lot of store into intranets, but so many of them just become repositories of information, content 
and files and forget that they should also be playing a key role in employee engagement and the connection of an 
organisation’s teams and functions. Don’t fall into this trap.

Insights

1. Many intranet UXs (user experiences) just rely on the standard screen environments that come out of    
the box with the software. You should adopt the view that the visual experience should be as rich    
and as engaging as you can make it (as you would if developing a website), with clear navigation and    
comms strategies.

2. We are seeing more and more buinesses considering adding mobile to their intranets. Workforces are 
becoming more mobile and adopting agile working practices which needs to be reflected in the way you allow 
users to access the platform, but also signpost to the platform. Many companies are now taking to supporting 
their intranets with mobile signposting apps (we are currently working on two for Bayer and National Grid). They 
can help massively with engagement and drawing staff to the important issues of the day in a direct way. 
 
Research indicates that users look at their mobile devices (phone and tablet) a minimum of 46 times per day – 
we are seeking more and more to receive targeted, filtered, requested or even unsolicited information this way. 
So why not leverage this behaviour positively.

3. You should seek to develop a clear internal strategy ahead of commencing the project. Run internal workshops 
to engage with key stakeholder groups to help define the specification and scope of the  platform, the outcomes 
sort, and the content that will be contained within. 

4. Do not give sole control, or let your IS/IT team drive the project. They will want to create a tech driven solution 
that they would want to use and forget that you the organisation are the end customer and user. The final 
solution needs to answer the wider businesses needs not just be a tech excercise.

5. Support the launch of your intranet with a well executed internal comms campaign that clearly communicates 
the purpose, user benefits, and work tools that will be on offer within the new platform. As well as clearly 
engaging users on how to access and login to this new world of possibilities, plus  don’t forget to clearly offer 
support and help as needed.

Some don’ts
Do not let your intranet become HQ driven: Organisations often want to give all employees the same 
homepage. This means that content has to be relevant to everyone. What this tends to mean is that the content is 
not particularly relevant to anyone unless they’re in the executive team – and they probably knew what was in the 
announcement weeks ago. As a result, employees soon dismiss the intranet as “nice to know”. 
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Do not let your intranet engage one-way: A desire to control what is said can lead to an intranet that is too 
locked-down. It becomes seen as a corporate mouthpiece rather than a place where users can share views 
and feed back to the organisation. Today when social media is so well understood, its crucial to present a truly 
integrated approach organiations wide. We have seen some intranets which have just one blog, belonging to the 
CEO. Yet he/she is potentially the one who needs it least as they normally have access to many channels. The big 
gap is involvement by middle-managers and everyone else who wouldn’t otherwise get heard.

Do not let your intranet grow organically: Without a clear strategy and governance, intranets can become 
rambling and unusable, with confused navigation and duplication of collaboration tools and content. 

Do not let your intranet hide the good stuff: Sometimes finding essential information within clients intranets can 
be so hard you begin to suspect that the webmasters are deliberately hiding it away. Poor search engines don’t 
help, so make sure you get your intranets architecture right. Also cultivate a mindset in content owners... don’t ask 
“where should I store the information”  but “what do I need to do to connect the information with users who need 
it?”. 

Do not exclude workforce: Remember that potentially not eveyone is office based. You may have users on the 
road, implanted within other organisation or working in the field. Remember they may not have a PC to hand, but 
there’s a good chance they will have a mobile device (phone of tablet).

Do not loose focus around your intranets usability: Visual design (UX) is often seen as an aesthetic choice 
rather than an element of good usability. Often intranet designs are tested as if they were websites that need to 
hook people with an initial wow-factor, rather than being user driven daily tools.

Some do’s
Well populated profiles
It’s massively important that the profile pages of those who use the intranet are well populated, accurate and up-
to-date. Responsibility for this should be placed firmly in the hands of the user. From an aesthetic point of view, 
grey ‘missing’ people images and empty profile fields make an intranet feel unloved, unused and unattractive. 
It can also have a knock-on effect on user adoption around perceived absence of ownership. Accurate profile 
information is important, it is used in a variety of situations for a variety of different needs:

 – People looking for each other’s contact details
 – Workflow and forms working out permissions for certain actions
 – New starters working out who is who in the company
 – Project teams and work groups being put together to include members with the right mix of skills and expertise
 – Identification of knowledge and experience
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It is in the best interests of the intranet and the organisation it serves, to ensure everyone knows why profile 
information is important and how best to maintain it.

An intelligent, tailored search
Ineffective search is a big criticism from users of a poorly functioning intranet. So creating a powerful, intelligent 
search function that learns as you use it is important. Having an effective search returning meaningful results 
starts with clear governance on the titles, summaries and keywords of the populated content.

Make sure your content pages have meaningful summaries as this will help save time when people are searching, 
by giving them a good idea of what the content is about, without them having to drill into it. (Simply repeating the 
content title in the summary box is not sufficient.)

Make sure your content has a meaningful, short/concise title and a good list of associated keywords. Those 
keywords need to reflect the terms that users might use to look for content e.g. adding ‘maternity’ as a keyword to 
a maternity policy is not great, but adding the keywords, ‘mother’, ‘mum’, ‘baby’ or ‘pregnant’ might save someone 
a lot of time.

A powerful search, working in conjunction with well-managed, well-governed content will make searching more 
powerful, save time and effort, get work done quicker and significantly increase trust in the platform.

Well written, engaging content
 – Written text should be in short, easy to read chunks.
 – Bullet points should be used to emphasise key points.
 – Imagery is very important in attracting readers, illustrating points and breaking up text. 
 – Videos/animations enhance content, making engagement easier.
 – Content should have helpful links to further related information, either through manual links or from automated 
recommendations made by the intranet itself.

 – Pages should, as far as possible, sit within the intranet, providing a seamless, integrated experience.
 – Readers should be able to react to and interact with the content, either through feedback, comments or liking a 
page.

Training and support of content authors ensures the company culture and ‘tone of voice’ is an integral part of 
content pages, along with the ‘domestic’ points of having sufficient keywords and a short, snappy summary.

Dynamic homepage content
Homepage content should be dynamic, engaging and ever-changing. If homepage content stagnates, your 
intranet will slowly die.
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Peer-to-peer recognition
People like to be told when they’ve done a good job, and are pleased when the extra effort they have put in is 
recognised and rewarded. In many companies, everyday opportunities for this can be missed because those with 
the power to praise and reward can’t be everywhere, so adding some kind of peer-to-peer recognition tool is a 
great idea.

Easy access
A good intranet provides lots of tools and functionality that allow tasks to be done quicker and easier. This can be 
done in a variety of ways: it can be as simple as adding quick links on the homepage or top menu for regularly 
performed tasks such as booking a holiday or booking a meeting room; or presenting people with alerts about 
information or actions that are expected of them, making time management easier.

Even more useful is presenting people with personalised information they need/want on a users homepage, or 
moving paper forms into the electronic environment of the intranet as an important step in making your intranet the 
place where users can get work done. Not only will it reduce errors and streamline tasks, it also creates a self-
service culture.

A good intranet will include all of the above, but a great intranet will also provide people with functionality that 
allows them to tailor some of the content they need for themselves. For example, being able to create an easily 
accessible list of favourite pages that are important to their role can make finding the right information for getting 
their work done easier; saving time, effort and, ultimately, improving productivity.

On-demand
Providing users with on-demand team areas, that they can set up, manage and then dispose of themselves 
helps empower users to take control of their working space. This makes the intranet feel much more their tool, 
increasing adoption while getting focussed around work tasks. Making these project areas self-service will also 
take pressure off the intranet webmaster. These areas can hold all the content, images and discussions required 
for a particular project, allowing all project members equal access to the information needed, regardless of their 
department, location or time zone, and making it easier to keep everyone up to date.

Push and pull
Remember that it is not just about pushing content: a good intranet is also a place to listen and ask for responses 
from within the organisation.

Reflect company culture
While the intranet is, primarily, a ‘tool’ for getting work done, one of its more important additional roles is to ensure 
that the company culture, mission, values and ethos are present for everyone. 
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Well defined, communicated and delivered governance
You need governance. How your intranet will work must be thought through. There should be content standards 
that explain how content should be added and maintained. As well as the types of content which are exceptable 
and which are not exceptable. 

There should be ‘look and feel’ rules that cover how fonts, colours and images should be used. Enforce a 
corporate style for documents. Look to standardise ‘work’ photos for everyone’s profile. Everyone should have a 
well-populated profile page. 

Governances needs to be communicated, clearly and directly, to every person who uses the portal. 

If you would like more information or just wanted to chat a potential project through please contact Paul Cohen, 
Design Director on 01428 707524 or email: pc@ineedsurgery.com


