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Introduction 

Over the last five years Stamford Interactive has worked with many government departments 
and agencies and we have led a number of large intranet re-design projects.  There have 
been many learnings from these intranet-based projects and we have provided an overview 
of our experiences in this paper, along with an insight into the future of government intranets. 

A brief history of intranets 

Three organisations are credited with the birth of intranets. Lockheed Martin, Amdhal, and 
NASA. These three organisations were the first to incorporate web browser technology into 
their own private computer networks. The term intranet was coined in 1995 and the 
Australian Commonwealth and State Governments were quick to jump on board. 

There have been two distinct but overlapping generations of government intranets in 
Australia and a Gen3 is now emerging. Gen1 government (Gen1) intranets appeared around 
1997 - 1998 and extended into the new millennium up until about 2001 - 2002. Gen2 (Gen2) 
intranets started appearing during 2002 and many still exist today.  

Gen1 Government Intranets 

Gen1 intranets emerged because of the relatively low cost of web server software. 
Government departments had just launched their websites and realised that, for very little 
extra technology cost, they could also have an intranet. These intranets were very basic, 
typically incorporating the personnel manual, procedures and reference material. Web 
authoring tools hadn’t been invented, so content authoring was the preserve of the “techos” 
in IT who could write HTML. 

In these early days, technology acted as an access barrier, and therefore early intranets 
were typically run by IT departments. For a few years IT teams found themselves as head of 
corporate publishing, a sometimes uncomfortable role for them. 
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At that time, it was not recognised that people read web content differently and therefore 
content had to be prepared specifically for the online environment. In addition to this barrier, 
staff that relied on having key information at their fingertips initially had bad experiences 
finding content online, either because it was badly structured or because it was frequently 
relocated. So, ring binders were gradually retrieved from the bottom drawers of people’s 
desks as they went back to relying on their old friend the printed document, full of well-
thumbed bookmarks. People quietly felt “at least the ring binder is mine and I have some 
control over it”.  Ring binders were effectively a “safety blanket” that people held onto as the 
intranet wind of change blew through their department. And so the paper office remained 
with us. 

However, unmanaged content in Gen1 intranets began to get out of control. There were 
significant drives in government to clean up stale and duplicated content, to better organise 
the content and to introduce content management solutions. 

Many Gen1 intranets survived Y2K but began to look tattered and unorganised as we 
entered the new millennium. 

Gen2 Government Intranets 

The events of September 11, 2001 sparked an inward focus in many government 
departments. A large proportion of IT budgets began to be projected inwardly after this event 
and allocated to internal security and systems rather than websites and external projection. 
Whilst there was generally a slow-down in IT spending, due also to the dot.com crash, 
organisations invested in their intranets during this period because this aligned well with 
internally focused strategies. So, instead of focusing principally on external customers, 
organisations (government departments especially) began focussing on their most valuable 
assets – their people. 

It was around this time that a number of workplace themes became important, such as: 
·  Internal communication 
·  Staff satisfaction 
·  Job design 
·  Work life balance 

Gen2 intranets were now being designed to reflect these changing priorities and in response 
to the weaknesses of Gen1 intranets.  

The branding of Gen1 intranets, which was either absent or simply followed default HTML 
formatting, was gradually replaced by an intranet brand feel.  Most leveraged their website 
brand but some intranets started featuring their own brand, one that connected better with 
staff. Content from paper manuals or brochures started to be re-written for online use. 
Limited customisation and personalisation also started to appear.  

Gen1 intranets were primarily focused on content. The 
vision was to rid staff of their cumbersome ring binders 
and phrases like “paperless office” and “tidy desk 
policy” began to be pushed by management. The 
potential benefits in terms of version control when 
moving from paper to electronic updates were 
enormous, as were the cost/benefit arguments in 
relation to savings in printing and publishing costs. 



              Stamford Interactive 2007©     

Major efforts were made by government departments to improve the intranet search 
experience.  The economic arguments for reducing the time it takes to find information were 
very persuasive.  However in many cases, government invested heavily in early search 
engine technologies (e.g. Verity, AltaVista, and Excite) and so were reluctant to throw away 
their investment and move to the next generation of search engine products like Google and 
(the rebirthed) Yahoo. 

In combination with improving search functionality, departments also began to understand 
the benefits of getting feedback on the intranet from their users.  Online surveys and polls 
were designed and small internal teams were set up to answer queries and gather 
suggestions.  Users were also invited to rate their search experience and tell the intranet 
team if they found what they were looking for. 

 

Sometimes communications and marketing won, sometimes IT won. Some battles are still 
being fought. However, in Gen2 intranets there was certainly a general shift in ownership 
away from IT and towards communications and marketing teams. 

Gen2 intranets started to recognise the user as an important part of the design process. The 
market responded accordingly with integration technologies such as Portals and Content 
Management Systems (CMS). However, once again Gen2 intranets haven’t quite lived up to 
the initial hype. The mess from Gen1 still lingered and many departments tried to clean up 
the mess with technology-only solutions like portals and installing a CMS. These technology 
solutions helped but most did not fix the legacy issues of Gen1 intranets. 

 

Gen3 Government Intranets – the future of governmen t intranets 

Future generations of government intranets will use both history and the future, as seen via 
internet trends, to inform their future direction.   

To provide a picture of the direction of the next generation of government intranets we’ve 
used the concept of a graphic equaliser (see Figure 1).  

Our intranet graphic equaliser can be used to represent the journey from Gen1 to Gen3 
intranets. Each area is discussed individually. 

As content management systems were implemented and 
publishing to the intranet became more user friendly and 
accessible to all, communications and marketing teams 
started wrestling with IT over ownership of the intranet. 
Communications and marketing made good arguments 
why they should control content and IT made good 
arguments why they should control technical intranet 
elements like search engines and content tagging.  
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Figure 1 Intranet Graphic Equaliser 

 

 

Communication 

Reducing communication channels 

Within government departments, employee communications are often fragmented across a 
number of channels, such as emails (employees in some government departments receive 
upwards of 20 non-personal departmental emails per day), newspapers, newsletters, 
electronic documents, word of mouth (team briefings, PowerPoint presentations, etc) and in 
some cases, audio and video clips.   

The content within employee communications is not always consistent across the different 
channels. This sometimes results in employees receiving what they perceive to be mixed 
messages. For example, we hear many government employees remark that “team briefing” 
information provided from managers can be inconsistent, varying in depth and breadth from 
manager to manager. The sheer amount of communication, often duplicated across different 
channels, means that many employees have little chance of digesting the message. Some 
have stopped attempting to absorb the information resulting in many people missing out on 
important corporate messages. 

Intranet as the communication hub 

Moving towards Gen3 intranets, users will expect an integrated approach to internal 
communication and the intranet will become the hub of this communication, ensuring 
messages are delivered accurately and consistently to all staff. It is also becoming more 
important that messages are delivered with honesty and integrity, as all too often 
communications from management are “spun” to a point that employees lose trust in the 
messages and no longer treat internal communication as important news.  As a result the 
power of the intranet as the delivery channel for important communications is eroded and 
employees turn to the “the grape vine” to find out what’s really going on.   
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Content 

Moving towards decentralised publishing 

Over time, there has been a gradual movement from centralised intranet publishing and 
control of content in Gen1 and Gen2 intranets, through to a more decentralised model. In the 
early days content was published based on approvals from management.  With the advent of 
content management systems, the publishing and control model has moved closer to content 
authors, though most government departments have retained management approval 
mechanisms. 

In the webworld, easy to use technology (such as web authoring tools) has meant that 
ordinary people can increasingly publish content to the web.  Making web publishing more 
accessible to all has been one of the factors driving the recent explosion in social networking 
and collaboration.  

Rationalisation 

Employees expect timely, accurate and relevant information when they visit the intranet.  If 
they can’t find information on the first attempt, they quickly become frustrated and lose 
confidence in the intranet. During the evolution of intranets, there has been a tendency to 
“play it safe” when it comes to releasing content and publish everything. This serves to clutter 
the online space and increase the time it takes employees to find information. In Gen3 
intranets, there will be a trend of reducing online content and sharply defining the role of the 
intranet so that employees can quickly lay their hands on key corporate information. Even 
now, the single biggest use of intranets is to find policies and procedures and to find contact 
details in the Corporate Directory. 

Social Tagging 

There is also a trend on the web toward a social tagging model where readers tag the 
content, a job previously carried out by content authors. It’s not just tagging that’s becoming 
more egalitarian, readers are also making value judgments about content quality through a 
rating process.  Both trends are likely to extend to future intranet generations and should 
effectively work to prioritise content from the user’s point of view, and create a continuous 
improvement process for intranet content. 

 

Priority 

Acceptance of the intranet as a necessary work tool 

Recently there has been a renewed vigour for focusing on the tools provided to staff to do 
their jobs. There is an acceptance that the intranet makes up an important part of that tool 
set. With the continuing progression of technology, management now understand that, for 
their organisation to run smoothly and successfully, they need a healthy and well planned 
intranet. Going forward, the intranet will become an even more important component of 
knowledge management and internal communication strategies for government departments. 
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This ‘acceptance’ means the intranet is now more of an assumed cost for the business, so 
return on investment is being requested less by management. For Gen3 intranets this means 
that obtaining crucial management support may not be as overwhelming a task as it may 
have been for previous intranet generations.  However, it may also mean that due to the 
tools and technology currently available on the wider internet, that management’s intranet 
requirements may become more detailed and forward looking. 

However, regardless of the level of acceptance from management, successful intranet 
redevelopment projects require a strong executive sponsor to ensure the project maintains 
momentum and continues to reflect the business objectives. 

 

Information Architecture 

The information architecture (IA) of most Gen1 and Gen2 government intranets was typically 
based on the internal structure of the department. For a newcomer in a department this 
made the intranet difficult to navigate.  It also caused difficulties for long term employees 
because internal restructures meant the intranet IA was adjusted to fit changes to the 
organisational structure.   

Processed-based IA 

Gen3 intranets will increasingly be designed with a process-based IA (also known as task-
based or topic-based IA). A process-based IA is much more robust and resilient to change, 
therefore organisational volatility will not cause constant reworking of the intranet. This is 
underlined by the fact that many tasks and processes undertaken by employees straddle a 
number of branches and business units.  For example, when booking flights and 
accommodation via an intranet with an organisational-based IA, a user may have to visit the 
HR area for rates, the finance area for delegation information, the contracts area to find who 
to deal with and perhaps the corporate directory to find a phone number. It is much simpler 
for intranet users if this information is presented within a process-based structure under a 
label such as “booking travel”.  A process-centric approach to IA, along with a strong 
governance model, also avoids the “battle of the business units” by defusing disputes over 
“ownership” of processes like travel booking. 

In a Gen3 intranet environment where owners of intranet budgets are sometimes unsure 
where to invest time and resources, funding improvements to intranet IAs is often the best 
place to start. A user-centred IA redesign will yield measurable benefits by increasing the 
efficiency of an employee finding the information they need to do their job.  

 

Control 

Business areas taking ownership 

Business areas have become more and more interested in the intranet as an increasingly 
important business tool.  Business areas now recognise the intranet as being a direct conduit 
to all staff and effectively a store-front for their business. The ownership model that is 
becoming increasingly common within government is a business owned intranet with IT 
administering the technical aspect and communications and marketing responsible for the 
homepage, governance and standards.   
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Accountability 

An important aspect of ownership is accountability.  Whichever way the ownership of content 
is distributed within a department, a strong governance model is always desirable ensuring 
clear lines of accountability in regard to the standard and accuracy of specific online 
information. 

 

Activity 

The emergence of collaborative tools 

One of the largest online growth areas can be found in the area of collaboration and social 
networking, for example: 

·  blogs 
·  discussion forums 
·  social and business networking (like Facebook , My Space or LinkedIn) 
·  wikis  
·  social content rating and tagging (folksonomies).   

The adoption of these types of collaboration tools (and Web 2.0 technologies in general) has 
been very slow in government intranets because: 

1. they are considered new and may not have been tested in a government 
environment 

2. the image feels wrong for government right now 
3. trust issues and fears of scandal and misuse from management.  

However, in the future these types of collaboration tools will find a home on Gen3 
government intranets. The first need is likely to come from younger employees who, having 
grown up with web 2.0 technologies will expect them, if not demand them in order to 
collaborate across projects and across locations.  The level of adoption and speed of 
technology advancement seen via the internet will also convert into wider staff expectations 
of intranet capability. 

Collaboration will be important in the future as cross-government initiatives take hold.  There 
is an increasing need not only to collaborate within departments but also between 
departments for reasons such as security, intelligence and fraud detection.   

Most collaboration involves sharing knowledge and the more tools to enable sharing, the 
better. The general principle should be to use Gen3 intranets to encourage networking and 
knowledge sharing between individuals performing the same or similar functions, in different 
teams or business units, across a single department and across government.  A 
communication strategy, including a firm understanding of why a tool is needed, how it will be 
used and how it may integrate with the intranet is highly recommended.  To ensure success, 
the strategy should be produced before introducing online collaboration processes. 
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Process 

Leadership and management specialist Anthony Schneider believes “building an effective 
next generation intranet means thinking about how documents can be used to accomplish 
tasks, how tasks can be organised into processes, and how those processes can be carried 
out collaboratively by virtual work groups. Effective intranets will not only be tools, they will 
also be a model for an efficient, process-centred enterprise machine for doing business”. 

Process automation 

In Gen1 intranets, only fleeting attention was paid to process automation.  Support was 
provided in the form of either links to documents explaining the process, or forms and 
templates that needed to be completed as part of the process. 

Gen2 intranet redevelopments prioritised process automation, but with limited success. Even 
simple processes were often overly complex and had multiple internal owners. Simplification 
was required. Stronger emphasis on achieving process automation from managers is 
necessary for achieving process simplification. Unfortunately, the status quo has prevailed in 
the last few years.  However, on a positive note, workflow systems which can rationalise 
processes that require management approvals have improved considerably and should 
assist Gen3 intranets to deliver substantially improved process automation. 

 

Visual Design 

Branding of Gen1 intranets was either non-existent or followed basic HTML formatting styles.  
In Gen2 intranets, branding was much more evident, either in leveraging a department’s 
website brand, or employing a brand unique to the intranet (many Gen2 intranets were given 
names or personalities that tried to align with employee values more than corporate values).   

Differentiating between internal and external information 

In Gen3 intranets, branding is as important as ever, both to instil a one-to-one connection 
between the employee and department and also to ensure that people can tell when they are 
looking at the intranet as opposed to an external site. 

Increasingly, where government departments have customer facing roles, a department’s 
website and intranet sites need to look substantially different to ensure staff know when they 
are viewing the internal site, and when they are looking at information on the externally-
facing public site.  This is particularly relevant for Gen3 sites as customers are increasingly 
referred to information on a government department’s website in real-time as they speak to 
support staff over the phone. Support staff will often need to switch between the public 
website and intranet during a call.  The intranet often displays confidential or sensitive 
information which is not published on the department’s website. Therefore, without careful 
visual treatment and branding of the intranet to make it distinct from the Internet, there is a 
danger of inadvertent disclosure if there is confusion about what information the employee is 
viewing.  
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Conclusion 

Our prediction for the future of government intranets can be summarised as follows:  
·  Intranet IAs will move from being organisation-based to become more task and 

process-based. 
·  The intranet will be the principal vehicle to deliver consistent communications across 

the department. 
·  More transactional tools, self-service and process automation will be introduced into 

government intranets. 
·  Collaboration will increasingly become important to departments in the form of 

blogs, wikis and folksonomies. 
·  There will be a reduction in the number of pages on the  intranet and knowledge will 

be moved to wikis. 
·  Business areas will take increasing ownership of the intranet. 
·  There will be more openness and informality on the intranet. 
·  Intranet branding will continue to evolve so that it better connects with employees. 
·  Strong commitment to the intranet from senior management in the organisation will 

continue to be crucial with an executive sponsor required for any major intranet 
project. Senior managers may need to be made aware of the potential benefits to 
the organisation of a healthy, well-designed intranet. This may take some initial work 
before any Gen3 project goes ahead.  

·  There will be a greater focus on the definition of responsibility/accountability within 
the organisation. This includes clearly identifying who is accountable for maintaining 
the intranet, standards, specific content and IT infrastructure. 

·  Processes and procedures will need to be simplified before they can be web-
enabled. Processes are often unclear, over-complex or poorly defined.   

·  Continued effort by management to dismantle internal “silos”. Often internal 
departments become self serving silos. This mentality results in staff not looking 
beyond their own domain, and as a consequence there is a lack of integration and 
co-operation between internal business areas. 

·  Many government departments use old search technology because it took a long 
time to choose it, procure it, make it work and because it is “owned” by IT.  As a 
result, the search experience is poor.  This can be compounded if there is a lot of 
content on the intranet and much of it is duplicated and/or out of date.  A good 
search engine is an essential ingredient for a successful intranet and many 
departments will be considering the purchase of a good enterprise search engine.   
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