When a public administration enterprise meets its citizens: changing perspectives, creating new tools

The story we’d like to tell you today is the story of a project that we passionately believe in, the overhaul and re-planning of the portal of an Italian PA enterprise which offers financial assistance and consultancy for business development.

We hope that, like all the best stories, it will have a happy end, although the web is really the place for never-ending stories.

This new portal is the result of a series of questions: 


· Is it possible to apply an e-business website logic to a public administration portal?

· How can we make it easier for users to find documents on our website?

· Can we successfully imagine search methods that will offer users maximum information access as well as new business ideas?

· How can we improve not only info-searching but also user experience?

So then, this is the story we’re going to tell: this is our starting-point and our finishing-line. The outcome will become clear before long.

It’s all about how to optimise findability, speak to users in a different way, break out of a rigidly formal corporate communication style, try to understand navigators’ needs and offer the best answers to their questions.

It’s also the story of how to personalise work instruments – a traditional CMS developed by a small Italian company – to adapt them to the requirements of a new navigational logic.

In other words, a story about changing perspectives and creating new tools.

WHAT IS SVILUPPO ITALIA?

Let’s quickly describe the company we belong to, so as to be able to better understand this project in its context.

It’s called Sviluppo Italia and is a government public company set up in order to stimulate Italy’s productive and business development and improve the country’s competitiveness.

The company was created in 1999 through the fusion of six public companies. It operates a series of financial incentives and support schemes that promote:

· business creation and development

· economic support for depressed areas of the country

· foreign investment in Italy

From its birth Sviluppo Italia has been highly aware of the possibilities offered by internet, as it demonstrated by setting up its own internal web agency to manage the group’s sites. It has been online since 1996, with a portal that supplies information and services and which has constantly grown both in its number of pages and its number of visitors. 

This background needed to be briefly explained so as to make clear some of the communications problems we have had to face up to and somehow reconcile every time we have created a new portal:

· an extremely miscellaneous target public (the young, the unemployed, male and female, small and medium enterprises, etc)

· the offer of a highly heterogeneous range of services (grants, tax breaks, competitions, etc)

· the need for corporate communications based on a coherent unitary style and language

SVILUPPO ITALIA ONLINE

Sviluppo Italia’s first portal was created in 2000 after the fusion between the various companies and the creation of the holding company.

Although those were years when many sites made great use of eye-catching graphic displays, this was a portal that concentrated on content, with a homepage full of information.

In the centre were basic services like news, events and links with internal pages, in the left side menu the Group’s principal activities were listed, and on the right side menu further chapter headings for in-depth exploration.

From an information architecture viewpoint, this structure presented a classic problem: the structural hierarchy tended to “hide” the results from the users.

We tried to solve this by changing the labels of the left side menu on a rotational system, to help users find relevant documents: this offered uneven results.

In 2003 the site was given a radical restyling in its graphic design, its contents and above all its structure: this is the model still in use today.
The navigation logic is structured according to the services offered to different targets: one home page and 4 differently coloured areas dedicated to:

· who we are

· services for businesses

· services for setting up businesses

· services for public administration bodies

Each of these areas is like an independent website, and on every homepage (until 2 months ago) users could find news, events and FAQs specially aimed at the area’s target group.
But users were still finding it difficult to locate the information they wanted, partly because the portal had become even more complex and even more loaded with pages.

Before taking on a total overhaul of the website, we tried to “bring to the surface” the hidden pages that were the most searched for.
On the main homepage (see image) the left side area (highlighted) originally introduced the group, while today 4 subjects are presented in rotation every week.

On the right side menu various banners have been added (how and where to apply for certain services) which lead to the most sought-after areas, as registered by monitoring systems and by e-mails to customer care.
The 4 coloured labels at the top have been re-designed to make their content more immediately apparent.

Lastly, on the four second level homepages the news and events previously listed centre-page have been replaced by an index of all available subjects.
Navigation tests have been carried out with external users and these revealed that our efforts had produced useful but not totally satisfactory results. Many subjects are still inexorably buried deep inside the hierarchical structure. In the questionnaires users expressed satisfaction with the information’s quality and quantity but still complained of navigational difficulty in finding contents.
And so we come to the present day.

We are aware that our tools have evolved over time, our corporate structure has changed, as have our users and their needs. The continuous tinkering with the online portal is gradually generating a kind of Frankenstein, a confused and contorted structure that risks disorientating navigators.
E-BUSINESS LOGIC IN PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION

So we have decided to design a new website. A completely new structure based above all on one consideration: why is it so easy to find a pair of Gucci shoes on a site like Yoox that contains thousands of different products when it’s so difficult to find the XYZ investment incentive on our site?
After all, those Gucci shoes and the XYZ investment incentive are both objects of desire and search.
So why is one so much easier to find than the other?

The answer is easy, and is based on the object itself, or at least in its intrinsic qualities.
The Gucci shoes or the Armani suit can be found in many ways…. as many as there are different user requirements.

Whereas our financial product could only be found and explored on the basis of targets pre-identified by our corporate logic.

On e-commerce sites there is an attention to the customer’s needs and tastes that our site lacks. Our site design was based on all the best user rules, we had constructed navigational paths following the logic assigned to our target users, but we had forgotten to listen to their voices. Even though people were writing to us…. praising, complaining and making suggestions.

And we, in a sense, were just thanking them and continuing along our own planned path.
The only “clients” we were really listening to – because we had to – were our own internal users, who insisted in speaking their own strange and solitary language.
We began studying the logic used by e-business sites and doing various kinds of background research, and here the library-system studies of some of our staff turned out to be extremely useful. We began re-planning the site using a multidimensional logic (dynamic taxonomy 
) directly inspired by the facets of the Colon classification system developed by the Indian librarian and mathematician Ranganathan
 in the early 1930s.
Classification based on facets exploits a system of mutually exclusive attributes (or meta-data), each describing a permanent feature or property of an object, which taken all together provide an exhaustive definition of that object. These attributes are known as facets in library theory, and feature the following aspects:


· from a semantic viewpoint they are invariable (e.g. the attribute yellow for the object dress, because a dress does not change colour)

· they constitute an open system, so that it is always possible to add new facets to existing ones

· they can be used as research attributes either singularly or in combinations.

These features make the system particularly suitable for use in digital contexts, for quicker and more efficient information retrieval
, but up until now it has been employed above all in the field of e-business.
In order to identify our website contents’ shared characteristics, we took all its texts (about 4,000 pages) and schematised them as homogeneously as possible, treating them all in exactly the same way: from macro projects worth millions of euros to mini regional announcements about how to set up a business.

As in the case of those Gucci shoes we were talking about (Great publicity for Gucci!), we asked ourselves “how is the user going to go about looking for tax break number X? Or grant  Y?”
And we identified some possible answers:


· According to user condition (e.g. unemployed, female, ect)

· According to the object searched for (e.g. a grant, a tax break, legal advice…etc.)

· According to geography (e.g. “I live in northern Italy, I want to set up a business in the south of Italy, in Sicily….oh no! Not the Mafia again!”)
Our concept was beginning to take shape.
Imagining all possible user needs, and analysing the real examples communicated by e-mail to our CRM sector, we had distilled three pure facets, that’s to say three transversal elements  common to all contents: Who you are, What you need, and Where.
Navigation is becoming ever more user-centred and this made us look for ever more specialised solutions. For example we asked ourselves “and if the user already knows the product they’re looking for, how can they find it as quickly as possible?”

Via the facet “What we offer”.
Technically this is a false viewpoint (although it’s certainly a genuine user need!) because it doesn’t contribute to identifying specific contents but simply places them all in a kind of shop window, like a market stall that displays all its wares at one glance. Anyone who knows exactly what they want can find it immediately and take it home with them.
By this point, the external user had been given the attention they deserved, but we are also a part of a giant holding company, and we have to listen to and respect the requirements of other sectors and companies belonging to the group. We can’t just adopt Amazon.com’s commercial logic, simply because we are not that kind of company or internet reality.
Our internal clients (operative sections and management) immediately indicated two critical areas that would be created if the three facets identified were to be the only categories applied:

1. the user’s attention would be focussed exclusively on the product, with no space left for the company to introduce itself or present its mission and its various operative sectors
 

2. all the financial instruments would appear at the same level of importance, the most minor local ones together with the most major international ones.

So we needed to find solutions for these problems and identify access-points that would:

· retain a substantial space for describing Sviluppo Italia and its goals
· direct users’ attention towards the company’s more important instruments or subjects 
And so two more “fake facets” were created: Who we are and Highlights.
In the first we would tell the company’s story. In the second we could highlight the particular measures and instruments that at any one time the company wished to promote, for political or group strategy motives.

Putting all 6 facets together (three pure and three fake) we realised that they represented the requirements of our two real kinds of client, internal and external.
The 3 pure facets (Who you are, What you need, and Where) would allow external users to “extract” the information they need following their own logic.
The 3 fake facets (Who we are, What we offer, and Highlights) would allow internal users to introduce themselves in their chosen way, to present their products and above all to “push” the moment’s key products.

The first three would allow clients to serve themselves and take what they need. The second three would allow us to promote ourselves and our products.
EVOLVING SEARCHES AND BEST ANSWERS
Navigation structure, however, has not been the only respect in which e-business websites have provided us with inspiration. It is, of course, important that users find what they’re looking for quickly, but it’s also important to show them the best path to achieve the business goals they have set themselves. The financial aid they have in mind may not necessarily be the best available to them, there may be better alternatives they’re not aware of. Or, shown other financial instruments related to what they are looking for, they might find an insight that inspires a different business approach.

Like when you’re looking for an album by the Eagles on Amazon and the search engine points out not only what you wanted but also a CD by the Creadence Clearwater Revival (don’t mention that to Leboski…)
Or when Yoox proposes a pretty dress when you were looking for some Ferragamo sandals!

Why couldn’t our system offer users something like that? If someone was thinking of setting up a business using financial tool X, why couldn’t our site inform them that they could also take advantage of regulation Y, and in certain regions also qualify for tax break Z?
In practice this meant encouraging what experts call evolving searches, the kind of search where the answer to the first question begins to modify the question itself. In our case this would mean the website providing not just the object searched for but also exploring related possibilities until the user might end up opting for a possibility they didn’t know existed until they entered the site.
We are moving towards addressing this issue by creating a system based on related items, where the principal contents are semantically connected with other contents.
There are 3 kinds of possibile connection: 


· between two static documents (instrument ( instrument)

· between a static document and a dynamic document (instrument ( news)

· between two dynamic documents (news ( news).

The network of correlated documents (“see also…”, “for further information…”) is supported by the thesaurus. We will examine the thesaurus in more detail shortly, for now we mention its role in helping to identify connections through its semantic relation function.
What does this mean?

That the thesaurus item “Micro-enterprise” (a grant for small business start-ups) has, among its semantically related terms, the item “Small subsidies” (financial aid for businesses related to a specific Italian Region).
When our user is looking for Micro-enterprise financing he will find the information he was searching for, but it will be suggested that he also consults information about Small Subsidy funding. This may make him realise that the second option is more suitable and decide to orientate his business project accordingly. In this case, we will not only have given him the correct answer to his research but we will have also given him the best answer.
GUIDED SEARCH

As a system of accessing contents in a new and more functional way, multidimensional navigation is undoubtedly a revolution.

It can, however, create a sense of disorientation for the first-time user, more used to navigating via a hierarchical menu without being asked to interact with the system by answering questions like “Who are you? What do you want?”

To avoid users that are less adaptable to this change abandoning the site, we have developed a series of alternative search instruments that the user can use to attain his objective.

Users are able therefore to choose between various paths to their goal, according to their computer ability, their mental model and their approach to searching.
The guided search function that we are setting up allows cross-linking between different content categories.
Refining search possibilities by using sub-categories was the natural next step. Guided search offers a valid alternative to multidimensional navigation.
The problem lies in deciding on the number of categories that the user can cross-link and still attain satisfactory results.

There is always a temptation to propose as many criteria as possible, and the requests of our internal clientele were pressing in this direction. The first release of the guided search function was designed with a large number of options, but we soon noted that at the end of the search process user results were far from satisfactory: the system came up with no result even when coherent answers to the criteria searched actually did exist.
A functional test with 10 different external subjects revealed that:

1. users often selected a lot of the possible options

 

2. when an item was selected in every facet offered, this caused an extremely high proportion of null results.
We resolved this problem by progressively reducing the number of search choices until we reached just three options, although the choice of “funding” could be further qualified by the option “amount of funding” (everyone agrees with the money facet… surprise surprise!)
Repeating the test after this adjustment, we noted that null results dwindled to almost nothing and that the search system came up with results that were coherent with the criteria selected by the user.
MAKING USERS INTO PROTAGONISTS 
Listen to the customer, always listen to the customer….OK, but why not try to make our visitors active participants in creating the site?

True, we can’t get them writing news stories or updating contents (even though we did train a lot of contributors around the country), but their search behaviour supplies us with a great deal of information that could be used for creating synergies between inside and outside the company.
Firstly, users tend to visit some areas of the portal more than others, and are interested in some financial instruments and not in others. Why not take advantage of this behaviour to create shortcuts or easy paths for new users towards the most clicked areas?

For this purpose we have created a box on the homepage with links to the most frequently visited areas of the site, thus creating shortcuts which users can take to reach their information as quickly as possible.
But that’s not all: users can insert terms in the free search box. The system memorises these terms and so provides us with quite a clear picture of the needs and motives that impel people to visit our site. Even letting us know the exact words they use to search for our products. So why not exploit these words to create another kind of content classification? Why not take inspiration from the kind of participative classification of a site like Flickr where the user becomes a protagonist in constructing the site’s general navigation?
In theory very interesting, but in practice how can folksonomies be applied to an institutional portal like ours?

Our users don’t classify our contents. The work of classification and creating navigation charts is entirely carried out by our programmers. A folksonomy in the strict sense of the term is not applicable: the words employed by users can’t be automatically associated with the contents of a government site.
The solution here was to make sure that the thesaurus behind our search system could enrich itself by absorbing terms used by clients, their way of expressing themselves, their indications.
We are creating a living thesaurus, containing the site’s keywords as identified by us together with the company that manages our marketing, but also incorporating the 100 words most frequently searched by our users.

The aim is to combine folksonomy’s flexibility, freshness and ability to grasp aboutness with the authority and findability offered by a professional thesaurus. In other words, to blend the ability for information retrieval with the ability to arouse pleasurable feelings typical of more dynamic kinds of organisation like folksonomy.
The living thesaurus transcends the traditional concept of a thesaurus conceived and implemented once and for all, and therefore rigid, and instead opens itself to the ongoing evolution of natural language proposed and requested by users.
Every month, for instance, in collaboration with our CRM people, the more significant of the new tags are included. At the same time, the living thesaurus solves all those problems of synonyms and anarchy associated with out-and-out folksonomies.
In our case, this has been a way of “healing” the eternal separation between company and users, between us and you, and of beginning to think in terms of “OK, we’ve decided to speak your language as well.”

TWO WORDS ON THE THESAURUS

At present our site’s free search function only trawls for words in the site’s texts, giving priority to the titles of static and dynamic contents.
This system, however, has many drawbacks. For instance, some relevant contents, especially news updates, are not picked up by the search engine because the term chosen by the user is not actually present in the text, even though coherent with the subject.

In other words, a user is looking for a grant and writes “grant” in the search box, but news about a recently created financial support measure XYZ (of crucial importance for his business) is not picked up by the search engine because the exact term used in the news text is “tax relief.”
How can this problem be solved?
Including in site texts all the possible search keys a user might employ is clearly impossible.
The only solution is to associate the contents with a list of tags that are not front end visible but are legible for the research engine and increase content findability. 

These tags can’t be casual or left to each text contributor’s subjective judgement, but must describe contents using fixed criteria. For this purpose a thesaurus has been developed that associates every item with the following descriptions:

TERM = reference term

DEFINITION = explanation of a term that connects with the glossary tool available to users

(operated from the permanently visible service bar, linked with content words)
CATEGORY = 13 facets that transversally organise the terms contained in the thesaurus
PREFERRED TERM =A term in a controlled vocabulary, such as a thesaurus that may be used as a controlled indexing term.
NON PREF. TERM = A term in a controlled vocabulary, such as a thesaurus, that may not be used as a controlled indexing term, but may be looked up
SEMANTIC RELATION = A relation between terms that is true as a matter of general knowledge, rather than depending on what the terms refer to in some particular document.
SYNONYM = A term in a controlled vocabulary, such as a thesaurus, that is treated as if it means the same thing as another term.
SCOPE NOTE = A note attached to a term in a controlled vocabulary, such as a thesaurus, that gives guidance on how to use the term. 

This also simplifies the life of text contributors when they place a new text on the site: they will already be orientated towards connecting documents that contain links with one another, without having to imagine possible connections between contents every time.
AN INSTRUMENT FOR EVERY SEARCH METHOD

The navigation and search instruments under development all share the aim of satisfying the user’s different kinds of search situation.

Users who enters our portal already knowing what they are looking for (known-item) have various instruments available for finding information:

· free search

· the “what do you need?” facet

· quick links

· user centred navigation
Users who are above all curious to explore the site (exploratory) can use instruments like:

· navigation

· the related terms system

· guided search

Users who come online without knowing what to look for (don’t know what you need) can use:

· the “what we offer” facet 

· quick links

· highlights

· guided search.

In this phase of development we have decided not to investigate tools that recognise users and their previous searches (known as Refinding) since our products are one-time products: someone will search for a specific grant or tax break only once, and if they return to the site it will be for a different scope.

So this is a requirement common to e-business sites that we do not have any use for.
PRACTICAL EXAMPLES

A typical content item on our site, for example the XYZ funding scheme, consists of an introductory or “landing” page, usually an overall presentation of the financial instrument, and a series of internal pages which describe its various aspects in detail (who can use it, methods of application, amounts available, etc.).

In a first phase each content is placed in the back-office complete with its tree-structure (it is inserted as just one block) …. and so far we’re still in traditional CMS territory.

The going gets tougher in the second phase when the content is associated with a series of cards that allow it to be visualised online in the facets and to be retrieved from the search engine.
In practice, how does this happen?

After a short testing phase we realised that if we were to associate all the pages of every content item with the tags we would generate unmanageable front-end results.
In facet navigation and search procedures we would find all the pages dealing with our XYZ funding scheme indiscriminately at the same level, making it impossible for the user to find the beginning of the subject searched for and indeed making it extremely difficult to find anything at all in the ocean of files selected at every click.

So we decided to apply the cards only to the first page of each content, the only ones that would be front-end identified, and then just let these “carry with them” their other tree structure associated pages.
Let’s take a closer look at what these cards are and how they’re made.

There are 3 classification cards, one for faceted navigation, one for guided search and one for free search.
In the facet card content is associated by selecting the categories in the 3 pure facets.
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Figure 3: Facet card  
The content appears in all the areas selected in the back-office.

In the guided search card some options are chosen from the scroll-down menus that recur throughout the facets’ logic and their categories. Users can cross-link various terms and fine-tune their search on the front-office (e.g. I’m unemployed and I’m looking for funding schemes to open my own business in Campania)
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Figure 4. Guided search card
The free search card permits every content item to be associated with one or more keywords chosen from a controlled list of terms. The thesaurus on which the cards are based allows users to type in any word and to reach the result associated with it even if it doesn’t correspond precisely with the word used in the site (because it is a synonym or contains a typing error).
We still have to explain how the contents of the three fake facets are organised:
The “Highlights” category consists of two news launches on the homepage with static links to contents which we want to emphasise at any given period.
The “Who we are” and “What we offer” categories are organised in traditional tree structures with a series of static links to the portal’s various contents.



     The classification cards in this case can not be employed because in fake facets content material is not sub-categorised (everything is deliberately on the same level so that the user gets a general overview of all the subjects), and this would create invalid navigation paths in the front-end where numerous clicks on the same menu item would be necessary to open any one content page.
CONCLUSION

Summing up, we could say that our new portal’s key feature will be a multidimensional structure that transcends the difference between browsing and searching as it brings to life a new site-architecture where all the instruments are solidly correlated on a semantic level:

· 6 possible viewpoints transversal to all site contents

· 3 user viewpoints (pull action)

· 3 company viewpoints (push action)

· 1 guided search system parallel to and integrated with the multidimensional
logic
· 1 free search system sustained by a living thesaurus

· 1 alternative navigation system providing homepage links with all the most frequently searched contents 
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