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PUSHING THE RIGHT STUFF

A guide To Content Management issues in Enterprise Portals

Ron Sawyer – May 2001

Abstract

Enterprise Portals are becoming widely used as a means to actively distribute online resources to the members of the enterprise community. This is proving to be popular with members of the enterprise community but there are many issues slowing the growth of content managed through enterprise portals.

This paper focuses on issues relating to determining the content relevant to each member of enterprise community. Specific issues include sourcing and managing user profiles to form the basis of profile-oriented personalisation, association of resources to user profile attributes and integrating multiple portals within the enterprise.

Introduction

my.monash is an enterprise portal used at Monash University since July 1999. It was initially focused on learning and teaching but this has been broadened to include all aspects of the University community.

Since its release, over 54,000 members of the Monash community have used my.monash spanning three academic years.

The response to my.monash has been overwhelmingly positive at all levels of the University.  my.monash now forms a centrepiece of Monash University’s IT Strategic plan and has triggered changes to the way many people in the University think about online delivery of services.

This paper discusses on the issues relating to active delivery of relevant online content to all members of an enterprise community based on the lessons learned from implementing and administering the my.monash portal. It also draws upon the plans for future development of my.monash.

Role of an Enterprise Portal

A Portal is defined by the Concise Oxford dictionary as “a doorway or gate etc. especially a large elaborate one.” An enterprise portal, in the opinion of the author, is a large elaborate doorway or gate to all of the online resources each individual within the enterprise community needs in the course of their relationship with the enterprise.

From the enterprise perspective, an enterprise portal can be 

A productivity tool: providing fast and easy access to the online resources people within the enterprise need. Saving time finding things and wading through the results of searches but also pushing resources to them which they need but were unaware of.

Reduce costs through improved efficiencies.

Increased revenue through enabling faster response to business opportunities and improved service to clients.

Improved job satisfaction of staff leading to greater retention and reduced turnover which itself leads to cost reductions and better service to clients.

Improved image: Some organisations will view the use of an enterprise portal to be important to support the perception that they are up there with the latest technology.

From an end users perspective the enterprise portal provides a fast, safe and easy to get to all the online resources they need and advise them of things they need to be aware of. It may also permit access to systems that would not otherwise be accessible from where they want to work such as home, a municipal library, an internet cafe, or a hotel room interstate or overseas. These are likely to result in improved effectiveness, achievement and personal satisfaction.

Enterprise Portal View of Content Management

The only reason people will use the portal and keep coming back is because it is the best way for them to access content. Most of the content needed by the enterprise community, if not all already resides on other systems and much of it is owned and managed outside the enterprise. 

The term “Content Management” as used here refers to the managing of the relationship between the many independent content sources and the individuals of the enterprise community who need to access those content sources in their role within the enterprise.

In the view of the author, a pure enterprise portal has no end user content of its own but adds value through finding, filtering, summarising, organising and delivering content which is hosted, owned and controlled by other systems within and outside the organisation. 

Key classes of content include:

· Static information services such as text, graphics, audio and video clips usually stored on web servers etc. generally best presented as filtered links;

· Communication and collaboration tools such as email, chat, discussion groups, and conferencing, which are best presented as filtered summaries with deep links into full function clients.

· Dynamic information services such as news, sport and weather services. These are best presented as filtered summaries with deep links to original or mirror sites and often sourced from syndication services;

· Online interactive services such as finance and HR systems focused on collecting, processing and reporting on information. These services may be front-ended by other portals, web enabled applications or be accessed through an intelligent integration broker or translation service. These are best presented as filtered summaries with login emulation on preauthenticated deep links.

Filtering of content is critical to achieving the aims of the enterprise portal. Several dimensions need to be implemented including:

· Presentation of only the resources that are relevant to the individual at the time and by the access mode they are using.

· Selecting only the most important parts of the resources such as extracting the most important part of the resource.

The number of online resources needed by an individual in the course of their day is potentially quite large and more than is reasonable to present on a single portal page. To address this, Monash has grouped related resources onto a series of secondary pages called ‘channels’.  (This may cause terminology conflict as the term ‘channel’ is used by other portals in a different way)

Through the use of channels, related resources from different origins are combined to provide a single portal page with all the relevant content relating to that topic available. An example of  channels implemented at Monash is the subject page combining relevant material from the teaching department, the faculty, administration and library with external resources recommended by the lecturer and subject librarians.

A Content Management view of Enterprise Portal Architecture












There are many perspectives of portal architecture. Figure 1 shows a Content Management view of Enterprise Portal architecture which is used in the following analysis of profile-oriented personalisation and related content management issues. 

The Presentation Agent renders the combined material into a form suitable for the mode of presentation and type of browser being used. The separation of presentation from function permits alternate presentation agents to be implemented to serve requests from different types of browser such as WAP, Palm, TV set top box etc.

The Resource Catalogue contains references to all of the resources to be distributed through the portal. This information contained includes:

· Location of the resource such as URL;

· A resource handler(s) to manage access to the resource;

· Access control restrictions;

· The target audience to whom the resource is to be ‘pushed’;

· Keywords for identification through the resource search tool;

Different resource handlers may be required for different presentation agents. For example, additional filtering may be applied to devices with small screens or with restricted graphics capabilities.

The Profile Agent contains profile information on all the members of the enterprise community. The current implementation of the Profile Agent at Monash is an LDAP directory. This includes:

· Name

· Relationship to the enterprise such as staff, student, visitor, etc.;

· Home campus;

· Gender;

· Roles;

· Subject relationships;

· Contact methods etc.

The Relevance Engine determines which resources are to be presented to the user. This works by matching the target audience information in the resource catalogue with profile attribute values in the profile agent. The current implementation is based on a series of rules implemented in perl with users able to override the system personalisation through the customisation tool.

Profile Oriented Content Management

Profile-oriented personalisation is the term we use for the process of associating tightly focused user profile attributes with resources for the purpose of active content distribution (push). This is the primary method of managing content distribution at Monash  as it has been shown that users generally don’t customise their own portal content.

At Monash over the period 23 July 1999 to 18 April 2001, 54,117 individual members of the Monash community used the my.monash portal. Of these 3,115 submitted changes to their portal configuration through the customisation tool. This suggests that the majority of users (94%) use the portal solely to access the resources delivered through system defaults and the profile oriented personalisation already in existence.

The best ways to add further value is through increasing the number of resources delivered through the portal and to enhance the effectiveness of relevance.  The activities proposed include extending user profiles, increasing relevance focus through tighter target audience definition and expanding the number of resources catalogued. 

Issues and Strategy Options

In the work done at Monash, many issues have arisen that have the potential to significantly effect the continued enhancement of portal utility. Three of these have been chosen to be discussed in some depth.

Sourcing User Profile Information

User profiles can only be used to push content if the attributes are populated and kept up to date. There are three ways of doing this:

· Employing someone to do it manually;

· Find a system which already maintains the data; and

· Users manage the data themselves. 

Manual management of user profile attributes is time consuming and complex with people needing to make value judgements about the needs of others. Many portal systems use this mechanism and recommend that the responsibility be allocated to a person’s supervisor to define and manage their attributes.

It is suggested that although the supervisors have good knowledge of the users roles and responsibilities, they may have some difficulty in finding the time to maintain and update a rich profile attribute set on a regular basis.

For many enterprise environments, most of the profile attribute information is stored somewhere or may be derived from data already stored. The difficulty currently is that much of this data is not available to the portal for processing because it is on maintained in offline or private systems including some still paper based. Where this information can be found, incorporated into an existing centralised system or in some other way made available, the nightmare of managing user profile data can be greatly simplified.

Users may input and manage the profile data themselves. This is the fall back position when the two previous methods cannot be achieved. Most third party portals work in this way because they have no choice. 

Just as we have seen that most users don’t customise, it is likely that many users will not enter or maintain the necessary data required to form an accurate basis for content dissemination. Some users are to be expected to be too busy, techno phobic, lazy or intolerant to establish and maintain an accurate profile on themselves.  Other users may deliberately establish false attributes in order to gain some personal benefits such as access to information not normally available to them.

Whichever method is chosen, it is important that users can view the profile associated with them and a process is in place that permits them to correct any errors or omissions. It is likely that the optimum solution is a combination of these methods.

Managing Resource Metadata

The metadata stored in the resource catalogue needs to be sourced. Currently at Monash, this is a manual process that is not scalable to cover the half million known online resources within the University let alone the myriads of resources of value to the Monash community outside the enterprise. 

The first option to consider is devolving authority to a trusted group of knowledgeable people. This permits large numbers of resources to be added but it is still costly in terms of the number of manual transactions. Extending this further may see web page authors or site managers defining the metadata relating to their resources. This may be as simple as a vocabulary of meta tags being defined and published to relevant authors and managers. However it is unlikely that such guidelines will be implemented on resources external to the enterprise where the enterprise has little or no influence over the resource. Similarly it may be less than effective for the multitude of resources already in existence and some authors may deliberately overstate the audience in order to expand their readership.

A second option permits members of the community to recommend resources and resource metadata to be used in distribution of the resource. The main concern with this option is that again spamming may occur. This may need to be addressed by a combination of rules limiting the extent to which some user groups may recommend together with a process or peer review of recommendations.

The third option relies on usage analysis of individuals of similar profiles. Popular sites accessed from within the enterprise may be analysed to detect user profile attribute combinations that are common for most of the people accessing the site. This may cause the resource together with target audience metadata to be entered into the resource catalogue for distribution to all community members with the appropriate attribute set.

Portalmania

Gartner suggests that portals are at the top of the hype cycle. This is easy to believe with most IT vendors bringing out portal products. The term portal is being used for many things, most notably, the web interface to an application. In a few short years most reasonably sized enterprises will have a multitude of portals that will be required to interact.

Next year, a typical Australian University may have to deal with the following collection of portals or similar:

· My.SAP for finance and HR services

· Blackboard for learning and teaching;

· Callista Connect for student information services;

· My.library for internal library services;

· ARLIN for external library services;

· Alumni portal;

· Prospective student portal;

· Open Learning portal;

· Etcetera ad infinitum.

Any individual member of the university community will need to access many of these portals as part of their relationships with the university. To address this, it is suggested that one portal be the Enterprise portal providing overall guidance to the services offered within the other portals in a hierarchy of portals as shown in figure 2. The user profile data should be shared between all of the portals and other services that need profiles.




Unfortunately many commercial portals and portal toolkits have made the assumption that they will be umbrella portal. This is clearly not realistic as only one can be at the top of the tree. All portals must be capable of being part of a hierarchy for the new generation of portals may be personal portals running on personal devices such as desktop, laptop, palm and pocket computers.

Conclusion

Enterprise portals have great potential to enhance the distribution of enterprise information and facilitate access to an enterprises growing array of information systems but are still struggling to infancy. 

The application of profile-oriented personalisation to the broad concept of content management is suggested as they main strategy to address the low rate of customisation observed within enterprise portals. In order for this to be effective, an extensive range of user profile attributes is required together with a tight association of the resources to those attributes.

Profile-oriented personalisation is the basis of the perfect enterprise portal and fundamental to the enterprise portal achieving its fundamental objective – “pushing the right stuff”.
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Figure 1: Content Management view of Portal Architecture
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Figure 2: Hierarchy of Portals








