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Conducting intranet needs analysis

The fundamental question to ask for all in-
tranets is: what is the intranet actually for?
While this is an easy question to ask, an-
swering it meaningfully involves gaining an
in-depth understanding of staff and organi-
sational needs.

While much has been written about the de-
sign of intranets, less is said about how to
ensure that the intranet contains useful in-
formation and tools.

At the end of the day, staff will use an intran-
et if it is useful. To ensure this, there are a
range of practical ‘needs analysis’ tech-
niques that can be used to identify staff (and
organisational) requirements.

This article provides an overview of these
techniques, as well as discussing how to an-
alyse and use the results of the research.

Ensuring usefulness
Much effort is being put into ensuring that
intranets are usable, that information is
quick and easy to find.

As discussed in the earlier article The differ-
ence between usable and useful, this is not
enough. More than just being easy to use, the
intranet must provide the information and
tools that staff need.

These needs must be understood, beyond
simply aiming to provide a “one-stop shop
for information”. Instead, it is necessary to
explore how staff work, and the information
they need to do their jobs.

Consideration also needs to be made for
broader organisational goals, to ensure that
the intranet delivers visible and measurable
business benefits.

Don’t ask staff what they need
A common trap to fall into is to ask staff
what they need. This involves asking ques-
tions such as:

• What is most useful on the intranet?

• What are the problems with the current 
intranet?

• What features are missing from the 
intranet?

• What additional information do you 
need?

• How else could the intranet help you 
with your job?

The key problem with these questions is that
they require staff to have an understanding
of intranets, and how they can support day-
to-day work in an organisation.

In general, however, staff have little under-
standing of intranet technologies or ap-
proaches. Instead, they have in-depth
knowledge relating to their job role and ac-
tivities.

Asking these questions therefore generates
one of two possible responses:

• “I’m not sure. Can you give me some 
examples of how an intranet could help 
me?”

• “I think it would be great if the intranet 
provided feature xyz!”

In the first case, staff are unable to provide
meaningful input into intranet design or
strategy. In the second, a ‘wish list’ of fea-
tures and tools is collected, but without en-
suring that these ideas will actually be
useful (or used) in practice.

In either case, attempting to gain intranet
ideas from staff in this way will not generate
a clear and concrete roadmap for how to im-
prove the intranet.

A common trap is to just ask 
staff what they need
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Structured techniques

A better approach is to use a range of struc-
tured ‘needs analysis’ techniques. These are
designed not to gather intranet ideas, but to
build a comprehensive understanding of the
needs and issues within the organisation.

These techniques focus on what staff do in
their jobs, what activities they are involved
in, the information required, and where this
is obtained from.

Using these techniques helps to build a pic-
ture of the day-to-day operation of the organ-
isation, and the environment in which staff
work.

Once staff (and organisational) needs are un-
derstood, it then becomes a relatively
straightforward process to identify potential
solutions.

In this way, staff provide input on how they
work, and the intranet team provides the ex-
pertise in intranet design, management and
strategy.

Combined together, many practical activi-
ties and improvements will be identified
that will further build the value and usage of
the intranet throughout the organisation.

Summary of needs analysis techniques

There are a wide range of needs analysis that
can be used, including:

• surveys

• focus groups

• staff and stakeholder interviews

• workplace observation

• contextual inquiry

• task analysis

Each of these techniques is discussed in the
following sections.

Surveys

Surveys are a commonly-used tool to gather
the input of staff throughout an organisa-
tion. While they can be quickly and widely
distributed, they are often not an effective
way of gathering meaningful results.

Surveys are best suited to assessing the opin-
ions of staff, rather than needs. As such, sur-
veys work well to assess satisfaction with
the current intranet, but do not generate con-
crete ideas on how to improve the site.

Care must be taken when constructing sur-
vey questions. As much as possible, the
questions should be specific, focusing on the
recent experiences of the survey respondent,
rather than on collecting broader opinions or
perceptions about the site.

It is also important to communicate the re-
sults of the survey back to participants (and
the organisation as a whole), and to be seen
to act on the findings. Without this step, the
apparent lack of impact of the survey can
generate further dissatisfaction with the in-
tranet team and the site itself.

Surveys should never be used as the sole
mechanism to gather staff input, and should
always be complemented with other tech-
niques. Where surveys can be of greatest use
is in demonstrating the problems with the
current site, if more support for an intranet
redesign needs to be mustered.

Focus groups
These are a widely-used form of facilitated
discussions that focus on exploring a topic
within a group setting. 

Often used as a way of gathering input from
larger numbers of stakeholders, focus groups
must be run carefully if they are to generate
meaningful results. 

In particular, the group dynamics needs to
be closely managed, to ensure that a small
number of individuals do not dominate the
sessions.

Wherever possible, staff at the same level
should be involved in the focus groups. Hav-
ing a more senior staff member involved can
discourage more open discussions, and can
reduce the amount of useful debate.

Focus group are best used to explore current
issues and problems, rather than to discuss
‘wish-lists’ of potential intranet ideas. 

They should always be used in conjunction
with techniques such as staff interviews and
contextual inquiry, to ensure that the results
are meaningful.

There are a wide range of 
structured techniques

Focus groups are best designed 
to gather current issues
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Staff and stakeholder interviews

One-on-one interviews are a very effective
way of gathering information on staff needs
and issues.

In general, the surveys should focus on oper-
ational staff, to build up a picture of key in-
formation needs (see ‘Planning the needs
analysis’ for more on this).

Stakeholder interviews can also be conduct-
ed, with intranet authors, senior managers
and executives. These can complement the
staff interviews, and provide top-down stra-
tegic input into the process.

As outlined earlier, the interviews should
not focus on the intranet itself, and it’s not
necessary to cover the intranet at all during
the interviews.

Instead, the interviews should explore how
staff work, what this involves day-to-day,
the information they need, and where they
currently get this from.

The interviews are therefore designed to
build up a picture of staff activities and
working environments, which can then be
used to determine how the intranet can pro-
vide greater assistance and support.

The earlier article Stakeholder interviews as
simple knowledge mapping provides a list of
sample questions that can be used during
the interviews.

The interviews, however, should be run as
‘semi-directed’ sessions, with open-ended
questions giving the opportunity to explore
any issues or topics that arise. This allows
the interviews to range widely over any is-
sues of relevance to staff, ensuring that a
complete picture is built up.

Rigid interview formats should be avoided,
as these will miss opportunities to identify
unexpected issues or needs.

In most cases, it will take about an hour to
interview most staff, allowing 4–5 inter-
views to be conducted in one day. Notes
should be taken during the interviews, or the
sessions audio taped if possible.

For guidelines on choosing participants in
the interviews, see the earlier article Select-
ing staff for stakeholder interviews.

As a variation on the interviews, the sessions
can be run with a pair of staff, to identify dif-
ferences in practices. For more on this, see
the article Fast-tracking research with paired
interviews.

Workplace observation
This involves going ‘out into the field’ to ob-
serve the activities of staff, and the environ-
ment in which they work. 

Workplace observation is particularly effec-
tive in environments such as call centres,
manufacturing areas, field working, or on-
the-road staff. 

This technique is less appropriate in envi-
ronments where activities cannot be easily
seen or heard. For example, policy officers
working in head office would spend the ma-
jority of their time in Word, on email or us-
ing the phone. Observing this would provide
few opportunities to gain a deeper under-
standing of activities, issues and needs.

Workplace observation is a very holistic
technique that will identify patterns of work
and environment issues that are impossible
to gather using techniques such as surveys
or focus groups.

Workplace observation will also identify the
resources that staff use to support their
work. For example, call centre staff may
have folders of photocopied information that
they rely on, more than the intranet.

Similarly, workplace observation may iden-
tify that mobile sales people spend little time
in the office, and therefore have limited ac-
cess to the intranet.

In general, workplace observation is a good
way to provide a broader context for more
detailed research, such as one-on-one inter-
views or contextual inquiry.

Contextual inquiry
This is a combination of staff interviews and
workplace observation that involves explor-
ing issues with a staff member, while situat-
ed  wi th in  the i r  normal  work ing
environment. 

By conducting the interview ‘in context’, it
becomes possible to see the resources used
by staff when conducting work activities. 

Interviews should focus on 
operational staff

Contextual inquiry combines 
interviews with observation
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The interviewer can also ask the staff mem-
ber to show them how they complete specif-
ic activities, for example, showing how they
find a piece of information on the intranet. 

The key principle underpinning contextual
inquiry is that the staff member acts as the
‘teacher’, while the researcher is the ‘stu-
dent’. The researcher then learns how to do
the work of the staff person, including what
information to use, and where to obtain it
from.

This technique is very effective at identify-
ing issues with currently-available informa-
tion sources and tools. Due to its focus on
systems and information sources, however,
it often provides less insight into broader
cultural and business-process issues.

Task analysis

Not all activities within an organisation are
of equal value. Key business tasks can be
identified, and investigated to gain an un-
derstanding of the steps involved, and the
information required at each step. 

Existing sources of information can then be
identified, along with the key issues and
roadblocks impacting upon the effectiveness
and efficiency of the task. 

The results of the task analysis can then be
used to determine how the intranet can bet-
ter support key business processes within
the organisation. 

This can have a direct and measurable im-
pact upon business outcomes, and is often
the clearest way of demonstrating a return
on investment (ROI) for intranet develop-
ment.

The use of task analysis is only appropriate
where there are defined business processes
that are conducted consistently and repeat-
edly.

Processing an application for a bank loan
would be a good example of where task anal-
ysis would be appropriate, while consulting
work would have few (if any) activities that
are conducted repeatedly without at least
some variations.

Planning the needs analysis
There are a number of key principles to con-
sider when planning the use of the needs
analysis techniques.

Focusing on operational staff

On the whole, the research should focus on
the operational staff within the organisation.
That is, the staff who do the actual work,
rather than managers or corporate services
staff.

The key principle is to avoid having people
discuss the current situation on behalf of
other staff (such as a manager outlining the
needs and issues of their staff).

To get a clear and realistic picture of needs,
the staff themselves should be involved (via
interviews, observation, etc).

Using a mix of techniques

A broad range of the needs analysis tech-
niques should be used during the research.

As outlined earlier, each technique has
strengths and weaknesses, and is better suit-
ed to certain situations.

For example, some techniques will be suita-
ble for head-office staff, while others will be
much more effective in the field.

Using a mix of techniques will ensure that
the results are meaningful and comprehen-
sive, as well as reducing the possibility of
missing key issues.

Overlapping techniques

For any one group of staff, multiple needs
analysis techniques should be used. Relying
on just a single technique introduces the
possibility of either missing results, or bias-
ing the results due to the way the technique
works.

For example, staff interviews could be sup-
ported by workplace observation or a focus
group. This would gather quite different in-
formation for the one group, broadening the
scope (and confidence) of the findings.

Each staff member should not be involved
more than once, as this would be intrusive.
Instead, using multiple techniques gives the
opportunity to involve a larger number of
staff within a given area of the organisation.

Not all business processes
are of equal value

More than one technique should 
be used with each staff group
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Involving a wide range of staff

A broad cross-section of staff should be in-
volved during the needs analysis activities.
These staff should be selected according to
their job roles, rather than according to their
location in the organisational chart.

For example, it is more important to inter-
view both admin staff and nurses, rather
than talk to one admin from each of the ma-
jor business units.

For more on guidelines and suggestions on
this, see the earlier article Selecting staff for
stakeholder interviews.

Selecting staff

The question of how many (and which) staff
to involve requires some careful considera-
tion. As outlined above, a wide range of staff
should be involved.

In practice, there are two main ways of se-
lecting staff:

• Horizontal cross-section

This involves staff from across the organ-
isation, in as many different roles, busi-
ness units and geographic locations as 
possible.

This gives a strong sense of overall needs 
and issues, as well as the culture of the 
organisation. As such, this type of needs 
analysis is very useful when determining 
intranet goals, or developing an overall 
intranet strategy.

• Vertical slice

More in-depth needs analysis can be con-
ducted within a single business unit, or a 
group of staff with the same role. Staff at 
all levels within these groups would then 
be involved to create a complete picture 
of operational issues and needs.

This type of research looks in detail at the 
day-to-day tasks, and the specific infor-
mation sources used. As a result, this 
provides concrete information on how to 
better support the specific group being 
researched.

In many cases, a horizontal cross-section is
used to create the broad intranet strategy,
and then followed up by a more specific in-

vestigation that targets specific groups of us-
ers or individual business units.

Amount of research required

The general principle is that the needs anal-
ysis should continue until nothing suffi-
ciently new is being identified.

In practice, this point is reached a lot quick-
er than may be expected. In many cases, 3–5
days of needs analysis is enough to gather a
substantial volume of information.

The key principle to remember is that the
needs analysis is not intended to find every
issue and requirement. Rather, it is designed
to identify the largest and most important is-
sues and needs.

In practice, changes to the intranet will be
implemented incrementally. The goal is
therefore to identify improvements that can
be conducted over a 6–9 month period.

Once these changes have been made, addi-
tional needs analysis can then be conducted.
This is often targeted research (a vertical
slice) that looks at the needs of specific
groups, once broader issues with the intran-
et have been resolved.

Protecting confidentiality

A key issue is to protect the confidentiality
of the research participants, as issues will be
raised that could get staff into trouble. The
results of the research should therefore be
anonymised before being used in reports or
recommendations.

The raw notes or audio tapes should not be
provided to anyone outside the direct re-
search team, and should generally be de-
stroyed at the conclusion of the needs
analysis.

Analysing research findings
Once the research has been completed, the
wealth of information needs to be distilled
into key findings and recommended actions.

In general terms, the process involves exam-
ining the observations and discussions
across all staff involved, looking for patterns.

For example, if all staff comment that their
main source of news is via gossip or word-of-
mouth, this clearly indicates that there is an

Either a horizontal cross-section 
or vertical slice can be planned

Look for patterns across the 
interviews and observations
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issue with the internal distribution of corpo-
rate news.

Types of findings

When analysing the results of the research,
the intranet team is looking to identify:

• main information sources and key 
information needs

• major issues or problems impacting on 
staff’s ability to do their jobs

• cultural or organisational issues 
impacting on the success of the intranet

• key business processes requiring 
information support

• opportunities for improving information 
management or delivery

• frustrating business tasks or processes

Based on these findings, a range of strategic
(longer-term) and tactical (shorter-term) rec-
ommendations can be made regarding the
intranet.

In most cases, the solutions are obvious,
once the problem has been clearly identi-
fied. In other cases, further research or plan-
ning may be required to determine suitable
approaches.

Broader issues

In many cases, the needs analysis will iden-
tify issues and needs beyond the scope of the
intranet. For example, cultural or internal
political issues are often uncovered.

In these cases, these should be documented,
and forwarded to the relevant senior manag-
er. While the intranet team cannot directly
address these broader issues, they can high-
light the problems, particularly where they
impact on the success of the intranet.

Time required

The general rule of thumb is that it will take
the same amount of time again to analyse the
results of the needs analysis work. So five
days of interviews and observation would
take another five days to identify the key
findings.

If multiple people have conducted the re-
search, additional time will need to be allo-
cated to consolidate the findings. This is

generally best done via a series of group dis-
cussion and brainstorming sessions involv-
ing all project staff.

Building a case for change
Needs analysis can be most useful when the
need for change must be powerfully demon-
strated. While the limitations suffered by
many intranets are well-recognised within
organisations, these problems are not seen
as sufficiently compelling (or urgent) to
drive improvements.

While many intranet teams attempt to create
dollars-and-cents business cases, this is of-
ten difficult, if not impossible. These busi-
ness cases are often not powerful enough to
obtain the resources required to meaningful-
ly improve the intranet.

As an alternative approach, the results of the
needs analysis should be used to ‘paint a pic-
ture’ of the current problems, the urgency of
change, and how the issues can be resolved.

This ‘narrative’ approach involves bringing
the issues and experiences of front-line staff
directly into the executive boardroom. By
exposing the day-to-day difficulties of staff,
which are normally invisible, a powerful
case can be made.

Wherever possible, use direct quotes or ex-
amples (anonymised to protect staff) to illus-
trate current pain, and how the intranet can
help.

A concrete plan of action should then be
provided, tied back into business benefits
that will be delivered.

Even a little is worthwhile
This article outlines a structured and
planned approach to conducting intranet
needs analysis. Generally taking several
weeks, this will uncover many issues, as
well as identifying many possible approach-
es.

While this more formalised approach is val-
uable, there may be insufficient time or re-
sources to conduct research at this scale.

If this is the case, even a small amount of in-
formal research is worthwhile. The tech-
niques outlined in this article are just as
appropriate for use when chatting to people

The needs analysis will identify 
broader cultural issues

Bring the issues of front-line 
staff into the boardroom
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over coffee, or dropping by staff members’
desks for a casual visit.

Taking advance of opportunities for small
amounts of research can build up the same
information, but over a longer period of
time.

In all cases, having a better idea of staff prac-
tices and working environments is of benefit
to centralised intranet teams.

Summary
There are a range of structured needs analy-
sis techniques that can be used to identify
staff (and organisational) needs and issues.

These techniques include one-on-one inter-
views, workplace observation and task anal-
ysis.

Using these techniques will clearly identify
the areas where the intranet can assist staff
to do their jobs, and where it can deliver tan-
gible and visible business benefits.

The results of the needs analysis will also as-
sist in building a powerful ‘narrative’ case

for change that highlights the current points
of pain, and practical intranet-based solu-
tions.

Further reading
We have previously published a number of
articles covering individual needs analysis
techniques and general principles:

• Stakeholder interviews as simple 
knowledge mapping

• Selecting staff for stakeholder interviews

• The difference between usable and useful

• Fast-tracking research with paired 
interviews

• Five intranet reviews, five different results

An excellent book on these topics is Observ-
ing the User Experience: A Practitioner’s
Guide to User Research by Mike Kuniavsky
(ISBN 1558609237). This covers a number of
the techniques in depth, including step-by-
step instructions and examples.
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