Why intranet professionals need to get a better understanding of content management
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Vendors and technology are consistently ranked among the most significant challenges for intranet professionals. Content management systems in particular have been the cause of much frustration for those working with intranets. You might think that the root of the problems is the immature market, lack of technology understanding and vendors acting wild-west-style, but perhaps the real problem is that intranet professionals simply do not understand content management well enough?

Content can be anything from internal news and phone numbers to project specifications and organisational charts. Each type of content might require different levels of management, but essentially you can think of content like LEGO bricks that you can build with and reuse. At the most basic level, content management is about deciding which content should be managed and which should not. 

Technology is not the answer. I am not suggesting that intranet professionals should become content management system experts. As CMS projects continue to fail, the answer no longer lies in yet another new system, new vendor or both. If you fail to grasp content management as a discipline, chances are slim that your projects will succeed. Both content and management requires careful non-technical planning, e.g. which types of content will you have on your intranet and what are the requirements for the different phases that content goes through, including making it easy to contribute on the intranet? What are your workflow requirements? What about version tracking and search? 

Content management is not new. It gave birth to an ever booming CMS industry in which most vendors have proven resistant to the financial crisis thus far. In addition, content management is also a key ingredient in employee portals, which have very little to offer without content that needs to be managed. The complex problems involved with content management is also a key aspect of Google's many recent Enterprise initiatives, including Google Analytics, Apps and Sites.

Learn from the WWW. Your intranet can benefit from learning some of the many content management lessons from the Web. Large sites quickly become very chaotic without a clear content management strategy and established governance. Even those with smaller websites have realised that most technology investments are futile without detailed success criteria and regular measurement. Remember that no matter how strategic you think the intranet is, if you don’t have any numbers that shows it, it does not play out. 

Get a strategy. If your organisation is struggling with managing its intranet, Martin White has written an excellent book called "The Content Management Handbook" which should be a good starting point for an improved understanding of content management. The practical handbook provides step-by-step guidance on how to develop a content management strategy. I'll also share more of my thoughts on the topic in my presentation on "Why even great intranets have a long way to go" at the Online Information conference in early December 2009. Before reading the book and attending the conference, I suggest you begin an internal conversation on content management so that you can get an improved understanding of the user requirements.
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