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“With Open Text, portal technology has been eliminated for 
99 percent of the City’s items, but we still use it for a little 
bit of security,” says Strandlund. “Now, our site is running 
99.9 percent of the time, with few to no issues.”  

Navigating a city: “a mile wide and an inch deep”
In addition to usability and cost considerations, the City 
of Edmonton wanted the latest technologies for their Web 
site and services. 

“We were looking for the ability to institute new social media 
tools to allow for two-way conversations. We also wanted 
a proper news feed and the use of Really Simple Syndication 
(RSS) to allow people to subscribe to downloadable 
broadcasts of our weekly radio show,” explains Strandlund.  

Apart from the tools, the layout of the site also needed to 
be revitalized. The old model was organizationally focused 
and difficult to navigate. 

For Yellow Pencil, the design process meant drawing on 
the knowledge of hundreds of Edmontonians and City 
employees, auditing every major municipality Web site 
in Canada and some beyond, as well as identifying best 
practices to build a successful approach—all under tight 
budgetary constraints. 

“During the redesign project, one department manager 
summed up the problem of city governments perfectly: 
‘cities: a mile wide and an inch deep’,” says Paul Bellows, 
President at Yellow Pencil. “A city government has to deal 
with almost every facet of a citizen’s life: their recreation, 
their plumbing, their streets, their pets, their buses, their 
safety, and their economic health. However, cities are 
extremely limited in their revenue opportunities since most 
taxation goes directly to regional and federal government. 
So, a city always has to do more with less—especially when 
it comes to IT and Communications.”

The City understood that they needed to create an intuitive, 
well-organized site that spoke the language of their citizens. 

“As Joe Citizen, I know that if I need a car towed away 
because it’s parked illegally in my driveway, I phone the City. 
If I want to find out what time the bus is coming, I phone 
the City. If I need to find out what time they’re picking 
up my garbage, I phone the City. I don’t care 
how the City’s organized inside; I just 
know I’m contacting the City. 

‘Here’s what we think you need to know, and if you need 
something else, phone us,’” explains Strandlund.

Usability wins the vote   
The City of Edmonton examined various products before 
choosing Open Text Web Solutions. From a technical 
standpoint, the City felt fairly confident with three finalists, 
but the Open Text system was at the forefront in terms  
of usability. 

“With Open Text Web Solutions, content authors don’t have to 
be Web savvy, and with very little extra training, we could 
have content authors throughout the organization from various 
backgrounds easily adopt the solution,” says Strandlund.

After selecting Open Text Web Solutions, the City of Edmonton 
decided on a different approach to implement the technology, 
opting to outsource its Web operations. Open Text partnered 
with Software as a Service (SaaS) provider, Yellow Pencil. 
Yellow Pencil manages hosted environments, providing 
comprehensive consulting and development services. As a 
result, the City of Edmonton effectively outsourced their Web 
site, getting rid of much of their server equipment. In fact, 
the City doesn’t even own a single license for Web Solutions— 
they act solely as users.     

“In our IT department, we had a fundamental shift in thinking. 
In the old model, the IT department wanted to control any 
technologies that we were using, so we needed experts 
available to understand, maintain, and upgrade software. 
About 75 percent of our IT time was spent babysitting 
servers with just 25 percent on customer solutions’ work. 
The CIO understood that these percentages needed to 
be reversed, and the only way to do this was to get rid of 
the equipment. So the decision was made to completely 
outsource our Web site. It was probably the best decision 
we’ve ever made,” explains Strandlund.   

With their previous Web site, the City’s Content Management 
System (CMS) and Web delivery solution were tied together. 
When one side of the system crashed or needed maintenance, 
it took the whole system down with it—there was no distinction. 
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User-empowered information
Since the site went live, each of the City’s departments 
have created their own workflows. Some departments 
have chosen to use employees dedicated only to the Web, 
while others have included Web work among employee 
duties, making them subject matter experts. 

Program managers are ultimately responsible for information 
on the Web site and have the final say. Most times, the 
program manager will advise on the subject matter needed. 
Then they will work with Communications to help craft the 
message, the Web Office for location, and the content 
author to put the information into the system. From there, 
three or four different workflows are in place to check 
links, messaging, and content accuracy. Strandlund’s 
Web Office is the final stop and where everything is made 
technically sound. Tagging, keywords, and metadata are 
added before approval and release.     

“We’ve left the system pretty open because the content 
belongs to each department. My job is to build the best 
Web site that I possibly can and let them take advantage 
of it, editing whatever they need to. However, I do control 
taxonomy and the location of pages because my mandate 
is to keep the site customer focused,” says Strandlund. 

When a new request comes in, the Web Office assigns a 
usability analyst and an information architect to figure out 
the best place for it. They create a mock-up of the initial 
page that the requester can start populating, building out 
their trial pages. “We just make sure that the pages are 
named properly and in the correct location. It’s definitely 
meant to be collaborative,” says Strandlund. 

So, with our Web site, we wanted to follow the same line of 
thinking. Now it’s a City Web site built entirely around how 
our customers expect to find information,” says Strandlund.

For instance, the City’s Waste Management® branch handles 
garbage pickup and recycling. Since the City of Edmonton 
found that people generally don’t associate their garbage 
with “waste management”, the City uses the term “garbage” 
on their Web site.

“It is the same with our careers’ section. We’ve entitled 
it ‘jobs’ and not ‘careers’ because the context of each of 
these words is completely different. For instance, people 
looking for employment within our summer camps are 
looking for a job, not a career. But people who are looking 
for a career understand the distinction; they’ll go to the job 
site. The Web site is designed using plain English with a 
structure that makes sense from a customer standpoint,” 
explains Strandlund. 

Organized migration  
The site’s visual and structural concepts were met with 
unanimous approval, from city workers right up to the 
mayor’s office. It took only four months to implement 
the City of Edmonton’s new Web site—a feat that many 
thought impossible. 

To start, the City built the site architecture in just three days. 
Then a team of 18 migrators, coaches, experts, troubleshooters, 
and IT personnel spent five days a week, 12 hours a day 
in a war room filled with food, building the site until it was 
completed in September 2008.   

“Communication was king. We had daily debriefings with 
the team and constant access to Yellow Pencil. We made 
sure that the experience was enjoyable, created reasonable 
deadlines, and recognized everyone’s contributions,”  
says Strandlund. 

During the migration process, the City of Edmonton found 
that content clean-up was invaluable to the project. Plenty 
of outdated information was recovered and cleaned, reducing 
the site from more than 11,000 pages to 5,114. 

“Many of the pages were outdated or duplicated because 
we have both an intranet and an Internet. If something 
needed to appear on the Internet for citizens and the 
intranet for employees, it was duplicated and placed on 
both, which doesn’t make a whole lot of sense. We also 
reduced the number of documents we had, eliminating 
tens of thousands of them,” says Strandlund. 

Throughout the migration process, Open Text partner, 
Yellow Pencil, was instrumental. With a keen understanding 
of the City’s resources and responsibilities, Yellow Pencil’s 
tactics involved automating the clean-up and conversion 
of site content. Tools were created to convert, clean, and 
organize content, while Web Solutions automatically built 
the site.

“Web Solutions allowed us to rapidly develop templates 
even as City authors began to migrate content. This shaved 
months off of project timelines and costs. Open Text also 
provided complete customization of the design, meeting 
the City’s requirements for rich media; integration of legacy 
and future applications (written in a variety of programming 
languages); third-party search; and most of all, ease of use 
for content authors, minimizing training and accelerating 
adoption,” says Bellows. 

Once built, the site was handed over to City content authors. 
They reviewed page titles, content quality, internal links, 
and released pages for publishing. During the entire cycle, 
Yellow Pencil was onsite to respond to author requests for 
templates, styles, and interface features, making changes 
on the spot. 

“By the time the Web site launched, we had completed 
thorough acceptance testing, documentation, and the 
creation of training materials, all without adding additional 
time cycles to the project,” says Bellows. 
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The City is already testing Web 2.0 with a YouTube page, 
showcasing videos from their Web site, and is regularly on 
Twitter.™ The City encourages comments, but anything that 
is profane, discriminatory, or too derogatory is moderated. 

“We want to use the Open Text products for our Web 2.0 
needs so that we can integrate the tools through the workflow 
and everything else. If I use an external blogging service,  
I lose the ability to get the information to the places I need 
it and the ability to keep track of it. Web Solutions is also 
flexible enough that I know if something new comes out 
it’ll probably be implemented in a dot-5 or dot-0 release. 
So I know that I don’t need to go out and find all of these 
tools and go with the flavor of the week. Web Solutions 
brings together the right people at the right time, working 
as a one-stop shop to manage our Web site and all of the 
different Web 2.0 components,” concludes Strandlund.

Video timeline:  
City of Edmonton web refresh project

Visitors immigrate to the City’s new site
In addition to benefits like easy navigation and a reduction 
of documents, pages, and content authors, the City of 
Edmonton has found a happy medium between an IT-
dominated site that lacks adequate messaging and a 
marketing-driven site short of technical or visual appeal. 
With combined management of the site from both ends 
of the spectrum, visitors are met with an attractive, 
informative site. 

User adoption has been beneficial to the City’s successful 
approach. Although Strandlund’s group is responsible for 
creating the framework and the layout for the site, City 
employees do everything from creating pages to editing them.

“We have roughly 150 users who span all of our different 
departments and have different levels of technical knowledge. 
There are City employees dedicated to the Web, and other 
people who are as happy to use their typewriter from 20 years 
ago as they are using a keyboard today,” says Strandlund. 

The City has also begun to keep track of the site. With fewer 
people altering it on a daily basis, Strandlund’s team can 
maintain the standards and the work, keeping the look 
of the site consistent, accurate, and up-to-date. The City 
has also made sure that someone is maintaining content 
in each department, while the Web Office handles all of 
the metrics. If a page isn’t being visited, the Web Office 
removes it to maintain a leaner, cleaner site.  

“Overall, Web Solutions allows us greater control over what 
goes on the Web site. The training time is much faster, 
increasing efficiencies. It allows us to get information out 

much quicker and to attract more people to the Web site. 
It’s much cheaper to have 24/7 delivery via the Web than 
on the phones.” 

Overall, hits to the Web site have increased by 19 percent 
from 2008 to 2009. “For us, that’s massive. For example, 
our transit solutions were successfully used about 160,000 
times last year. This quarter alone, they were successfully 
used over 220,000 times. That’s about a 30 percent jump,” 
says Strandlund.   

Web 2.0: ready for better citizen interaction
The City of Edmonton is evaluating next steps for further 
improvements to the Web site. Strandlund wants to 
concentrate on the integration of their Web 2.0 tools to 
support dialogue between the City and its residents.  

“We really haven’t turned on a lot of the Web 2.0 tools yet, 
so we definitely want to start using our blogs and wikis. 
We want to get rid of the old newsletter-style of communications 
and start a blog that allows for comments,” says Strandlund. 

Although the City has the tools for these Web 2.0 technologies, 
they are working on the governance aspect—for instance, 
who will be allowed to blog and who will act as moderator. 

“As a political entity, we have very specific rules over what 
we can and cannot do. For instance, we’re not allowed to 
have campaigning on the City Web site during an election 
time. If the mayor has a blog, we have to make sure that 
he absolutely does not mention anything about voting for 
him. So the problem isn’t the technology, it’s making sure 
the rules are in place for people to use it properly without 
abuse,” explains Strandlund.

http://mimage.opentext.com/streaming/ot/webrefresh.mov

