1. Know your Business, Know your Organization
Your portal is a business system, and is designed and optimized to support the needs of the business and its employees. Remember that planning, design, and development decisions can be tied to simple, explicit objectives of the organization. When technical, content, and deployment issues arise, and they always do, remember who you work for – your company. And your company has major objectives and drivers that should motivate your decisions.

Know your Business Drivers and Organizational Needs 

Drivers: These are prime motivators for action and change.
Business strategy is a coordinated response to drivers within an industry. 


- Competition: Need for strong products

- Cost: Need to reduce systemic costs and waste
- Control: Need to improve operational effectiveness

Organizational Needs: 

- Efficient communication across enterprise, a single portal or communications path
- Self-service of employee benefits and registrations
- Resource for managers
- Support for each business function, operational unit, product/sales units

Typical Needs as Given:

- Productivity: But how to prove ROI?
- Elimination of duplicate technology and communications: By building more!
- Single portal for company communications: Do you miss paper memos?
Key theme: When facing portal decisions, remember your business needs!

Portals and Infrastructure 
Portal Types: Do you really have any choice? Does legacy infrastructure determine your solution already?  There are many types or ways of classifying portals, but we suggest:

1. Initial – Building from scratch  
2. Conversion – e.g. from Intranet to Portal 
3. Major Redesign – Dealing with patchwork  
4. Update – Adding a new search, etc.

Portal Tools – Most aren’t really ready-to-go, need to be customized.

Vendor promises are not reality – burden is on the buyer to prepare for development.

(Too) many products out there. Research shows its easier to choose from a limited sample, so when faced with more choice, harder to select.  

Features you will deal with:
1. Search 

2. Single-Sign on

3. Integration of multiple internal sites

4. Business process coordination

5. Document management 
6. Self-service (e.g. Benefits, Employee data)

7. Personalization


2. Portal Project Planning

Take ownership - You may be the only one who will care about everything that goes into creating a portal. But you shouldn’t feel like it should be done by only you, or only your team. If the portal is intended to be used by a wide base of employees with different needs, then your team must consider those needs when planning requirements, designing, developing and maintaining the portal.

Gather your resources – Where are you in the organization? What do you do?

Marketing/Communications

IT/Support

HR

Sales

Development

None of the above … it’s just something that has become your responsibility!
Are you a …Designer? Developer? Project manager? Subject-matter expert?

Your portal implementation will not be successful (or as successful) without at least some input from other disciplines (you can’t do all things effectively)
What do you know how to do?

What don’t you know how to do?

What don’t you know that you need to know?

Get help – help may come in many shape and forms, or it may seem like an impossible proposition. But one way or another, there must be a way of bringing in and balancing different perspectives so that they entire business may be involved and considered

- Create a cross-functional team

- Partner with other areas

- Get executive sponsorship

Document your work - At any point you may have to present it, especially if other parts of the business get involved. In addition, involving other teams requires clearly communicated concepts &  plans.

Define why are you building a portal  - What will it improve, replace? How will it make those things better? What can be taken on now, what should be in future phases? When will see the results, and what will those results be?
Consider the enterprise - Is your portal company-wide or serve a functional area? No one works in just one area – we need our HR information, our helpdesk, our news and events.
Know your audience - Who is the target audience? Other audiences? How will they use it? What are they doing? (Projecting at this point) What can the portal do to help them? Plan on incorporating some form of user research.

Manage the project - How will you manage the project? Is your system formal or informal?
Scope – must be clearly communicated to stakeholders (and agreed)

Schedule – build in the time to do the things that you think should be done

It will not be possible to try to “fit it in” once the schedule is set

Budget – Internal, consultants, anything?

Know your portal – are you shopping for a portal? Or have you inherited one?

3. Agile User Requirements:  Organization, Team, Employee
In the portal world, requirements are levied by the business functions owning the budgets.  While we consider portals to be “enterprise-wide,” requirements may conflict among your different organizations and users. Consider ways to resolve and reach consensus.
Organizational – Overall business and organization needs (See Section 1)

Team – Tools, content, and resources for product teams and working groups 

Employee – Individual task needs, portlets and tools for getting job done

Organizational Requirements


Usually determined in advance, “handed off” to Portal team


These are negotiable – in details of design


Challenge: Different content areas are OWNED by business functions, not you - 

AND portal’s job is to optimize each function, and integrate ALL functions.



Departmental needs often gathered in isolation from each other


Features desired: Single sign-on, Self-service, Coordination 

Team and Workgroup Requirements

Teams are cross-functional, or product/service groups.

Requirements for workflow, process, documentation, reporting and metrics.

Features desired: Document management, Process coordination, Product development
Know your Employees – “End User” Requirements
Who are the different employee types for portal tasks?

- Organizational model: Where you sit in the org chart

- Community of practice: What you do as a member of an expert community
Gathering requirements by:
1. Customer Roundtables and Focus Groups

2. Personas and Scenarios: Representative managers, employees, staff
3. Contextual Interviews and Usability Testing
4. User Surveys

Agile Process: We advocate “Quick and Easy” methods, sampling from small groups, for gathering user requirements and user testing. Portal development teams are unlikely to get time/budget to do these activities well.  But, “Something is better than nothing.” 
Documenting requirements
Requirements are ongoing: Negotiate priorities, and hold teams accountable. 

Think Agile: Requirements can and will change, but you need working agreements. 
An ad hoc requirements process invites lost productivity, and affects all portal customers.

Lesson learned: Document requirements as simple hypertext page on the intranet.

Task and Content Requirements

While its important to understand portal users, a strong task model simplifies everything. 

Requirements analysis involves trade-offs between business/user needs as stated and tasks.

What are the tasks all employees will accomplish?
- Documenting Task Models or Use Cases
- Presenting your models to small group of stakeholders

Structure content by Function not (organizational) Department 

Prioritize your features, tools, and gadgets

Better to have fewer good tools than dozens of mixed-purpose and utility

4. Information Architecture (IA) and User Experience Design
IA – Effective structuring of content and information for communication, usability, readability.

Site Design – Design of site structure, navigation, interaction, interface, and visual design.

User Experience – Considering all aspects of user interaction with site, company, brand, products. Expect to hear more about the demands of UX as the next generation of portals comes to market.
Why Information Architecture?
The IA Institute (iainstitute.org) refers to IA as:
1. The structural design of shared information environments.

2. The art and science of organizing and labeling web sites, intranets, online communities and software to support usability and findability.

For portals, we design information environments for known users to fulfill well-defined business needs. 
Information Architecture inputs include:
Clearly understood business needs

Clearly defined user requirements

Technical constraints documented and understood

Information Architecture delivers:
User Workflow models

Content model and mapping to tasks

Navigation and site maps

Page layout and structure

Content guidelines

All of the above may be validated by users at any time

Site/ User Experience (UX) Design 

Portals are not revenue-generating products, and their interaction design is highly constrained by development tools, content templates, and intranet portal conventions. Portals are not where we typically see highly innovative visual design or leading-edge interfaces. However, design and test prototypes for the portal UX and to avoid expensive mistakes. Also, use good design principles.

Site Structure

Map out current site structure and plan for site evolution. Determine the levels of depth and breadth, the areas maintained by content owners (or CMS), and areas owned by portal.
Navigation

Navigation affects every user, and strictly follows structure. Portals have numerous solutions for navigating content areas, but people have trouble with more than 7 choices. Test prototype to ensure navigation meets needs for key user classes.
Interface and Interaction Design
Interface design covers everything. You have page layout and design, font style and linking, form design and field entries, frames and navigation bars, search forms and search results, error pages and redirects. User interaction is not a default, it is not “out of the box.”
Visual and Branding Design
Who says portals cannot be beautiful? Visual design is often overlooked in the fight for content priority. Hire or adopt a visual designer early and test alternative visual layouts. Pay special attention to fonts, text size, color schemes, and integrating with the brand themes and values.
User Experience Evaluation
Nielsen recently suggested 4 usability methods for large-scale portal, which we fully endorse:
User testing, Field studies, Design standards, Customer roundtables.
In the push to release, what gets skipped is what can be skipped, and that’s often user testing.
Don’t skip it – do guerilla usability, find a small sample (again) of 5 users to conduct both structured (task-based) testing and open-ended evaluation. Use what you learn in the next release if its too late for the current release. “Some is better than none.”
5. Implementation and Beyond

Development

Now that you have created a clear presentation of what the site looks like, how it’s constructed and what it does, it’s time to build.

Who is responsible for what?

Sticking to plan, keeping everyone updated

Providing Content
Front End Coding

Back End Integration

Adding content and metadata

QA Testing/System Validation

Rollout Planning

You are about to introduce major change on your audience. The launch of the site is the critical “make or break” time where employees will either feel that they have been heard or that they are overwhelmed and confused by this foreign portal that has consumed their trusty intranet.

Communication plan

Policies and Guidelines

Post Mortem/Lessons Learned

Governance

How will the portal be maintained? How will it evolve and improve? At the end of the lifecycle you will find yourself back at the planning stage, only this time you know much more about your environment, and you’ve gathered many resources who have invested time and energy.

Who is responsible for technical issues?

Who is keeping content current?

Policies

Maintenance

Promotion

Features/Functionality maintenance and updates

Storage issues

Don’t count on site owners

Search

Maintaining indexes

Periodic Reviews

Best Bets and other manual features

Personalization/Customization

Policies and Guidelines

End user support

ROI/Measurement

Web statistics

User feedback

Education and Training

Internal or outsource

Beginner and advanced

User Groups

Help and Tutorials

Future development

An intranet portal is the ultimate gateway to enterprise information resources, and the aim (if not the reality) is that all enterprise information and applications should be accessed via the portal.   Nielsen, 2005
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