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Abstract   iii 

Abstract 
 

 

 

 This case study analyzes the process of redesigning and redeveloping a university 

website.  An in-depth exploration of decision-making processes, organizational structure, 

working relationships, communication during change, and the impact these issues have 

on the process during the beginning stages of the website redesign is examined.  Brenda 

Dervin’s SenseMaking theory is applied and was the key theory that led the research.  

Tushman and Nadler’s Information Processing theory and Daft and Lengel’s Information 

Processing and Organizational Design theory was also analyzed and related to this 

redesign process.  
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Section 1: Entry Vignette 

It was February 2001 and the web coordinator had just started her new job at a 

rural upstate New York university.  She was hired to manage the content and design of 

the college website.  On her first day, her boss, the director of public relations, had asked 

her what type of computer she wanted; she replied “well, I’m used to doing all of my 

design work on a Mac, so I think that would be best.”  He boss went ahead and ordered 

her a new Mac.  She recalled, “I was kind of impressed by this because from my past 

experience when I started a new job I was stuck with whatever they had lying around.”  

While she waited for her new Mac to arrive, she sat at a temporary location and used the 

former Graphic Artists Mac G3.  

 Later that day, her boss took her downstairs to meet the UNIX system 

administrator who wrote all of the code for the current website.  He was the only one on 

campus who controlled the site files.  After meeting him she thought, “boy he came off as 

a negative person, I hope he’s just having a bad day, especially since I will have to work 

with him a lot on this website.” There wasn’t much of a conversation, just the usual new 

employee introduction.  The web coordinator recalled feeling as if he had the attitude that 

he “held the keys to the kingdom.”   A short time after, they went upstairs to their offices.  

She began her day looking for the website files.  She recalled feeling lost because “I 

didn’t have much direction and I knew this was a complex site, I don’t know how I’m 

going to find everything on my own.”  After a couple of hours of searching, she 

eventually found the computer folders holding the site files.  As she began looking in 

each folder, she recalled noticing “the file names were very unusual and the structure and 

hierarchy of the files seemed unorganized compared to my personal experience of 
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website organization.”  As she opened up the first file she was surprised, “what the heck! 

These look like clip art pictures.  Why is there an embedded watermark on them?  Are 

they really supposed to be using these photos?”  As she looked at the photo properties, 

she realized that every photo was 350 pixels by 251 pixels.  As she thought to herself, 

“what a disaster. No wonder the site looks so outdated; the only photos you can use have 

to be a given size. This really puts a barrier on the design of this site.  I wonder why the 

UNIX system administrator programmed the entire website to only allow the inclusion of 

photos for a set dimension.”  This was her first day at work; it was slow going since it 

took her almost an entire day to simply locate the electronic folders containing the 

website files.   

The following day, she decided to take her personal digital camera around campus 

and shoot new photos of buildings and campus life, since the existing photos were 

outdated.  She went back to her office, downloaded the images, cropped them to the 

required size, 350x251pixels, and tried to place them in the folder. A [Permission Denied] 

error message appeared in a gray box on her monitor.  She recalled, “I thought my boss 

asked the UNIX system administrator to give me permission to the site.  This is 

annoying!”  She wrote an email to the UNIX system administrator and told him the 

situation and the error message she had received.  In her email she asked him to give her 

permissions to the web folders and files.  As she recalled, “he replied and told me to 

email him the files and he would take care of it.”  As she thought to herself she became 

frustrated, “ok, I don’t get it. Why won’t he give me access to the folders? I was hired in 

this position primarily to maintain the sites content and design. Why is this guy acting 

like he doesn’t want me ‘touching his precious baby’?   This is so frustrating!”  She sent 
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an email to her boss and to the UNIX system administrator’s boss and told them of the 

difficulty she was having with the UNIX system administrator.  After about two weeks, 

he finally got around to giving the web coordinator permissions to post the photos to the 

web folder. 

 As time passed the web coordinator started receiving web content change requests 

from various faculty and staff on campus, she realized that every time she tried to make a 

change to the site, she received the same [Permission Denied] error message.  As she 

recalled, she continually sent email after email to the UNIX system administrator asking 

for permissions to the site; however, “instead of giving doing so, he adamantly told me to 

email him the requests that I had received and he would take care of them.”  She grew 

more and more frustrated with the UNIX system administrator and finally had a 

conversation about the problem with her boss.  The web coordinator was surprised when 

her boss told her, “I know he is being difficult to work with but you will have to deal with 

it for now.  I know you’ve dealt with bigger jerks before, just try to be patient, hopefully it 

will get better soon.”  She recalled feeling that “there was no point in trying to win that 

battle, I might as well give up.”  From that point on, the web coordinator continued to 

send requests to the UNIX system administrator like she was told.   

As the web coordinator recalled, “after about a full year of struggling with the 

UNIX system administrator, one day, all of a sudden, he granted me access to all of the 

files.  I was shocked!”  The web coordinator felt that something had changed, “all this 

time he acted as if he didn’t want me to have anything to do with the website and now all 

of a sudden he’s giving me full access?”  From that day on, he was completely 

disconnected from the project and the web coordinator recalled, “he was no longer 
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involved with any aspect of the website.”  The web coordinator remembered feeling 

happy that finally, after a full year of working there, she was now able to start doing her 

job, however, at the same time, she was curious about the UNIX system administrator’s 

sudden lack of involvement. 

The web coordinator recalled that “awhile back, my boss had mentioned that at 

some point I would need to start thinking about redesigning the university website.”  A 

major change was happening in that the university would soon be opening its doors as a 

four-year university, after being an upper-division transfer only university since its 

inception.  “I wonder at what stage the Admissions counselors are at with recruiting 

freshmen? Maybe I’ll take a walk down to their office and find out,” the web coordinator 

thought to herself.  As it turned out the Admissions office had already started the process 

of recruiting for freshmen. This was a brand new market for the university, and in August 

2003, the first freshmen class would arrive on campus.  The web coordinator knew from 

talking with her boss that the idea was to design a brand new website with a fresh look 

and design.  The web coordinator recalled her boss explaining the need for the redesign 

as “having a brand new target market and capturing the attention of our new audience, 

the 17-year-old Internet savvy high school student.”  A few months passed and the web 

coordinator was busy getting herself familiar with the location of all of the files on the 

existing site and maintaining content and requests.   

One day, the director of public relations went to the web coordinator’s office and 

told her about his recent trip to the “Annual Conference”.  The web coordinator recalled 

him saying, “guess what, a near-by university just rolled out a brand new website and 

they used Flash on the homepage!  We have to do this to our site; it really adds an 
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interesting element.”  As the web coordinator thought to herself, “boy I’m glad I took that 

Flash Animation class recently!” Soon after, the web coordinator and her boss began 

brainstorming ideas for the new website design.  Using the ideas from a project that the 

web coordinator had completed for a recent Web Design class she had taken, a basic 

design template was created.  After several informal meetings and discussions between 

the web coordinator and the director of public relations, and many iterations and revisions, 

the design template was created.  As the web coordinator thought about the development 

of the new site, she commented to her boss, “who are we going to get to do all of the 

backend programming for our new site?  We have to make sure our new site is secure 

and that the servers are running properly, we need clean redundant code, I am not a 

programmer.”  The web coordinator thought to herself, “I’m certainly not going to ask 

the UNIX system administrator if he wanted to program the site, that’s for sure!  I don’t 

know of anyone on campus who would have enough time to successfully program the site.  

I didn’t know what was going to happen so, I put my energy into doing research on how I 

would design the information architecture of the new site.”   

The web coordinator and her boss knew that a major change to the site would 

soon be approaching.  As the web coordinator recalled, “we realized that in order to 

ensure a smooth transition to the new site, we needed to involve as many people as 

possible, since it will impact many people.  I felt it was important for me to go out and 

discuss the upcoming changes with students, faculty, and staff on campus to get an 

understanding of how they used the university website and what changes they would like 

to see.”  As time passed a better understanding of how the university website was used. 

As the web coordinator recalled, “the process of my personal data collection was very 
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time-consuming and draining because everyone had the ‘I’m the expert’ mentality.  

Sometimes at these meetings the “clients,” as I like to call them, would ask me about 

implementing databases and other features that would require programming.  This was 

very frustrating to me because I didn’t have an answer for them because I am not a 

programmer.”  The web coordinator recalled feeling as if the progress of the new website 

was at a stand still because she needed a full-time programmer to work with her on the 

new web page.  

These issues were found to be common problems when the website was being 

redesigned at the university.  Frustrations were common among employees who were 

going through different stages in their careers.  When a new employee joined the 

university, current employees were hesitant on sharing responsibility.  It was difficult to 

proceed in a project like redesigning a website when there were so many organizational 

changes taking place.  There were many areas at this university that were starved for 

funding.  Trying to persuade upper-level management of the need for an additional 

employee, a webmaster, to complete the web page redesign can be a “tough sell.”  These 

issues will be discussed in detail in this research.  
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Section 2: Introduction 

This case study involved analyzing the process of redesigning/redeveloping a 

university website.  It used qualitative research and a holistic analysis relating theory to 

discover the barriers and issues involved with the redesign process.  

 

Literature Review 

Ten scholarly journal articles regarding web redesign and redevelopment, 

organizational behavior and theory, and other relevant issues were reviewed.  It was 

important to first understand the organizational structure and working relationships and 

then determine how work was accomplished, and how decisions were made.  Of course it 

may be different in every organization; however, this was the main goal of this literature 

review. 

Collaboration, Trust and Innovative Change by Ruth Ann Hattori and Todd 

Lapidus examined and explained the importance of organizations to “focus on the 

practices, mindset and relationships needed for effective collaboration of people, teams 

and even historically adversarial companies.” (Hattori, et al., 97)  The authors proposed a 

framework, much like conflict management (see Appendix A), for examining 

collaboration, trust, and innovative change.  Four types of relationships described in this 

article included: collaborative, cooperative, competitive, and adversarial.  The authors 

discussed the definition and importance of trust when working with people.  For example, 

“avoiding confrontation is presented as ‘trust’; showing up on time for meetings and 

being a good listener are presented as ‘collaboration’. Brainstorming sessions are equated 

with ‘innovation’.” (Hattori et al., 97) The information and findings presented in this 
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article fit well with this topic of study, the redesign process of a university website, as the 

entire process was based on a collaborative relationship.  This idea of a collaborative 

environment is discussed in the outcomes and themes section of this study, in particular, 

the theme of collaborative environment.  

Collaborative Design of World Wide Web Pages: a Case Study by Paige G. 

Andrew and Linda R. Musser examined the College of Earth and Mineral Sciences at 

Penn State’s website, which “contains over 140 links on the world wide web, primarily in 

the area of earth sciences.” (Andrew, 35)  The web site was organized in a list format, 

based on type of access (FTP, telnet, etc.) and although it had gained some recognition, 

the size and organizational structure made it unwieldy. (Andrew, 35)  The “Web Builder”, 

or webmaster, recognized the need to redesign the site for more efficient usability; 

therefore, he approached the college’s Librarian in assisting with the redesign.  Research 

suggests, Librarians are known to be excellent information organizers.  The Librarian 

agreed and recommended a second Librarian be included, a Cataloger, “one of the ‘super 

organizers’ of the library world.” (Andrew, 35)  The authors described their process of 

redesigning the web page, which included determining the audience, deciding the goal 

(design as a recruitment tool), determining the interests of the college, and 

accommodating most of the sites on the existing page.” (Andrews, 36)  The next steps 

included developing questions, getting familiar with the current site, brainstorming, and 

presentation.  The author compared the Librarian’s process of a website redesign to what 

was happening with the university website redesign process. This article provided insight 

and helped the author determine where to search for information, and who to ask; soon 
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after reading this article, the author completed an interview with the university’s director 

of library and learning resources and he became a key informant for this study.  

In Three Iterations of an Academic Library Web Site by Jason Vaughan, the 

university of Nevada-Las Vegas Library website was examined.  The article tracked the 

implementation of an initial website design (1996), the first major revision (1998), and a 

second revision (2000).  The author took the reader through a timeline approach of the 

process, people involved in the project, and how each of the iterations of the website 

differed from one another, moving from a team oriented approach, to a format-based 

approach, to a subject-based approach.  Each of these redesign steps included a “team 

based approach with six individuals from various areas and the library web 

administrator.” (Vaughan, 81)  The author described teams, committees, and the 

composition of each.  This article was of particular interest because the author explained 

the importance of a teamwork approach and a successful homepage, as well as the 

content in subsequent pages. The organizational issues discussed in this article were 

particularly important to the purposes of this study.  The theme of a collaborative 

environment emerged through data collection, which directly related to this article.  This 

will be discussed in more detail in the outcomes and themes section of this study. 

A User-Based Design Process for Web Sites by Eileen G. Abelse, Marilyn Domas 

White, and Karla Hahn, was a case study concerning “the development of a user-based 

design process, gathering user input at three different times in the process.  This was a 

four step process including information gathering, development, test and evaluation, and 

implementation.” (Abelse et al, 39)  The authors stressed the importance of identifying 

how the website was used. The authors described “six user-based criteria: use, content, 
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structure, linkage and search capability, and appearance.” (Abelse, 40)  The voice of the 

user (the inclusion of the user’s opinion) throughout each step of the website redesign 

process was crucial for this approach.  This user-based approach was important to the 

purposes of this study as the Web Team remained sensitive to the user’s opinions and 

feedback.  It was witnessed that the Web Team at the university continually gathered 

information from the website user’s and took their feedback into consideration when 

making decisions about the website. 

 Valerie Martin, Tally Hatzakis, Mark Lycett, and Robert Macredie in Building 

the Business/IT Relationship Through Knowledge Management, described a case study 

where they proposed, “business and IT personnel think and behave differently…” (Martin 

et al., 29)  They discussed four main factors that had a negative impact on the business/IT 

relationship: “leadership styles, structure and processes, service quality, and values and 

belief.” (Martin et al., 29)  The authors discussed the differences between these two 

groups and presented a model to help improve their relationships.  The detailed 

description of the mindset differences and relationships of business versus IT was of 

particular importance for the purposes of this study.  The impact of the differences in 

these two groups and the importance of their relationship will be discussed in the 

outcomes and themes section of this study, in particular, the theme of expertise.  

In How Networks Undergrid the Lateral Capability of an Organization – Where 

the Work Gets Done, authors Jay Galbraith, Diane Downey, and Amy Kates, discussed 

the advantages and challenges of lateral (networked) organizations.  The authors claimed 

“there are six ways in which organizations can support these networks.  If these areas are 

supported, the organization becomes more effective and efficient.” (Galbraith et al., 70)  
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The description of networks was especially important for the purposes of this study.  For 

example, the authors explained  

“people get things done in big companies by going outside of formal 

channels.  Successful people rely on the ‘know-how’ as well as the ‘know-

who’.  The stronger the networks, the more people know who the right 

person is to reach out to, and the more others are willing to respond, the 

stronger the foundation for building lateral capability and breaking down 

the silos that tend to form in any organization.” (Galbraith et al., 70)   

 

This network was witnessed in several instances during this study, the process of 

redesigning a university website.  A second highlight found in this article was the concept 

of “co-location.”  The authors discussed an example of when “CEO Steve Jobs found that 

creativity and collaboration suffered when people weren’t able to work in the same 

physical space.  Co-location is particularly important when organizations depend on 

teams and high levels of collaboration.” (Galbraith et al., 70)  This idea of networks and 

organizational structure will be discussed in the outcomes and themes section of this 

study, in particular the theme of organizational relations. 

In Information Architecture and Usability, Martin White discussed the importance 

of web content publishers being aware of how their web site would be used.  In order to 

understand this, he says, “the publisher must be aware of information architecture.”  

According to White, “information architecture is the process of designing the access to 

information so that users can rely mainly on their intuition to navigate quickly and 

productivity around the site.” (White, 46)  White reviewed an article by Keven Larson 

and Mary Czerwinski at Microsoft Research titled Web Page Design: Implications of 

Memory Structure and Scent for Information Retrieval.  This article concluded that “there 

are three levels of depth that result in significantly more problems during searching than 

two, regardless of breadth.” (White, 46) From this conclusion two lessons can be learned, 
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“first, because there is a tradeoff between depth and breadth, just adding new content to 

what may seem to be a convenient node in the hierarchy without looking at the overall 

implications for retrieval, may be counter productive.  The second is that it is important 

to understand how the brain works when dealing with lists, symbols, and other structural 

design elements.  It is very difficult for designers to place themselves in the situation of 

someone coming new to an Internet site.” (White, 46)   White discussed the importance 

of usability testing and explained that even the most basic usability test would help the 

publisher understand what works and what doesn’t work.  In an organization, this can be 

done by, “testing the site with both long and short term employees.  This will help to 

understand what use will be made of the information once it has been presented on the 

screen.” (White 47)  This article related to the purpose of this study in that, in discovering 

the process of the old university website, according to the director of library and learning 

resources, “departments were adding their own web pages and information to the site, 

which created a lack of organization.”  Also, in discovering the process of the redesign, 

usability testing was, in a sense, done by the web coordinator at the university.  All of the 

meetings that were facilitated with different groups on campus could be related to 

usability testing. 

 Web Content Management Systems in Higher Education by Chris Gill and 

Wayne Powel discussed the redesign process of the Gonzaga university website.  The 

authors began the article by outlining the problems that the “Web Manager, the only full-

time employee working on the project, faced,” (Gill et al., 45) Issues such as tight budget 

constraints, time management, prioritization, etc. were outlined.  The authors noted that 

“one person cannot possibly manage a project of this size, therefore, each department 
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hired students to create individual web pages.  This led to a decentralized site and created 

confusion to site visitors.” (Gill et al., 45)  Eventually, the President of the College 

appointed a large Web Committee, consisting of members who had a large stake in the 

success of the site.  This committee implemented a Web Content Management System 

(CMS).  “This type of system separates the tasks of construction and display of web 

pages from their content.  The layout, navigation, design and overall look and feel are 

maintained centrally by the Web Manager and the content is maintained by the individual 

offices.” (Gill et al., 45) The authors discussed how the information was designed to align 

with the university’s vision and goals.  This article directly related to the purpose of this 

study.  Although the steps taken and technology implemented at Gonzaga University 

differ from those at the university being studied, the authors elaborated on decision-

making processes and how they managed the overall project. 

In The Informal Organizational Chart in Organization’s: An Approach from the 

Social Network Analysis, Jose Luis Molina described different methods in determining 

the informal organization chart through social networks.  The article briefly discussed the 

late Hawthorne experiments carried out in the 1920’s and explained the organizational 

environment and it’s impact on organizational effectiveness and efficiency.  Moline 

discussed the formal organizational chart and the establishment of the informal 

organization chart.  He noted that “the basis of the creation of the informal organizational 

chart is the sum of relationships: work relationships (work flow and report to), friendship 

relationships (friendship or expressive relations), and advice relationships (advice 

networks),” (Molina, 81).  The article discussed four ways to analyze the establishment of 

relationships in organizations through: direct observation, sampling, informants, and 
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questionnaires on relationships.  Several matrices were presented examining each of these 

areas.  The article examined social networks and social analysis, and how one would be 

able to determine the underlying informal organizational chart in organizations.  This 

article related directly to the purpose of this study, which will be discussed in the 

outcomes and themes section of, in particular the theme of organizational relations.   

In Managing Organizational Change, Part 5: Communication and Change, Pierre 

Collerette, Paul Legris and Robert Schneider discussed the differences of information and 

communication during change management in organizations.  This article had many 

relative conclusions for the purpose of this study.  The authors emphasized the 

importance of building trust and relationships in order for the audience to focus their 

attention on the content, instead of the ways in which the content was exchanged.  In 

other words, “communication addresses first of all the relational aspects and only 

afterwards is the information conveyed taken into account.” (Collerette et al., 51)  When 

organizations face change, like at the university being studied, it was observed that 

organizational communication was important.  The authors suggested key factors in 

effective communication that include: “rich media in communication, top management 

being involved with communication as it relates to change, thus showing importance, the 

need for trust and relationships to be established for effective content exchange, a non-

authoritative stance for effectiveness, and consistent words and actions need to be 

perceived.” (Collerette et al., 51)  This article is very important to the purpose of this 

study especially when examining the process of departmental communication at the 

university being studied. The importance of communication and change is discussed in 
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more detail in the outcomes and themes section of this paper, in particular, the theme of 

communication and change.  

 

Problem Questions 

 The study was aimed at answering the main research question while answers to 

four subquestions helped formulate a more thorough and specific response to the main 

question. 

 

Main Research Question 

The main research question asked was: from the very beginning of the university 

web redesign project, what were the steps involved in the overall process?  The main goal 

in answering this question was to determine the key players involved with the 

redesign/redevelopment process, to understand how decisions were made, and overall, to 

explain how all aspects of the project were accomplished.  

Issue Subquestions 

 The issue subquestions included: 

 

• What was your specific role in the redesign process?  

• Were there any barriers or obstacles at any of the steps of the process? Explain. 

• How did you overcome these barriers? 

• In your opinion, what changed since the site was rolled out? 

These broad, open-ended questions followed the main research question.  According 

to Creswell, “the purpose of issue subquestions is to address the major concerns and 

perplexities to be resolved” (101). These questions were designed to follow Brenda 
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Dervins SenseMaking theory, which states that, questions can be answered by looking at 

a situation then examining the obstacles and barriers, and how to overcome these barriers.  

See Figure 6 for more details.  

 

The Case Study 

 

A descriptive case study was completed with the purpose of identifying the 

process involved with redesigning/redeveloping the university web site for a different 

target market and with a different overall goal, which was to appeal to a younger 

audience.  Research examining the process of a website redesign that takes a close look at 

barriers in the process, and how to overcome those barriers, as well as, organizational 

decision-making and day to day operations was limited.  Redesigning a university’s 

website provides an opportunity to view organizational relationships as they relate to 

decision-making and power within the organization.  Thus, an in-depth exploration of the 

key players involved, the organizational structure, and how work was accomplished was 

needed.  Description, patterns and the development of themes needed to be discovered 

and analyzed, which is the purpose of qualitative research.  According to John Creswell 

(21), qualitative research “includes fundamental characteristics such as an evolving 

design, the presentation of multiple realities…” Since this topic of study was comprised 

of analyzing multiple realities from various informants, this tradition fit well.   

A case study approach was the most appropriate tradition of inquiry for this 

qualitative study because an “in-depth analysis” of this single case was needed (Creswell, 

21).  This in-depth analysis of the specific steps that were taken in the 

redesign/redevelopment process could be discovered through an epistemological 
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relationship of the researcher and those being studied.  The case study was bounded by 

place: a rural upstate New York university; by time: a period of five months from January 

2005 through May 2005, when all aspects of the research and study took place; because 

the redesign was in progress during the time of the study, the main web areas of research 

included three web pages, the “Homepage,” “Parents” page, and “Prospective Students” 

page.  These pages were either completed or in the process of being designed and 

developed.  The implications of studying this particular case with a small amount of 

constituents working directly on the project may be different than those resulting from 

other studies, where many individuals may be involved with the project.   

As this was an empirical study, the author engaged in critical subjectivity and the 

stance of an active learner in the case environment.  Four themes were discovered 

relating to the issue; expertise, organizational relations, communication and change, and 

collaborative environment, which will be explained in more detail in the outcomes and 

themes section of this study.  

 

Data Collection 

 

 Data in the form of interviews, participant observations, and analysis of 

documents were collected from multiple sources of information.  In Figure 1, a Data 

Collection Matrix illustrates the types of information gathered and their sources.   

The author interviewed and observed the director of public relations to get a feel 

for what the current web process was like and why a redesign/redevelopment was needed.  

The Subject Matter Expert for this case study referred names of other people the author 

should potentially interview.  During this interview, the authors’ main goal was to obtain 
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a basic understanding of the redesign process and create questions that would later be 

asked to all other informants.  Meetings were observed including one with the web 

coordinator, webmaster, and director of public relations, and two more with the web 

coordinator and her “clients”; she defines her clients as “those people who she is 

designing a particular page for.”  For example, admissions for prospective students page, 

and faculty for academic pages.   

Figure 1: Data Collection Matrix 

Data in the form of interviews, observations, documents, and websites were collected 

from multiple sources of information. 

 

 As the author became more familiar with the case by spending a considerable 

amount of time with informants and researching the case, an interview protocol was 

developed (See Appendix C) and a series of ten interviews were completed.    The 

Information/Information Source Interviews Observations Documents 

vice president of resource 

development 
1  1 

director of public relations 2 4 2 

web coordinator  3 5 3 

webmaster  1 4  

Director of Admissions 1   

Web site clients (Admissions)  3  

Other faculty and staff involved with 

the process (other depts.) 
2 2  

Former Website  

(Web pages and list of links) 
 1 5 

Other College Websites  

(design, layout, and content) 
 2  

Scholarly Journal Articles   10 

Other Articles/Publications   4 
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interviews involved various departments and various people who ranged from being 

heavily involved with the process to being minimally involved.  This was done to avoid 

bias.  Data collection also consisted of reviewing other college websites, such as those at 

the University of Buffalo and Colgate University, comparing design and content. A 

review of the initial design project proposal was analyzed, as well as documentation 

involving meetings and presentations of the site to various groups and departments on 

campus.  The focus of this section will be based on the interviews, as well as participant 

observations.  

 To get an understanding of the case, the author conducted interviews with a 

variety of people from different departments and at different levels in the organization; a 

vice president, directors, an associate director, the web coordinator, the webmaster, and 

various website clients.  In deciding potential informants, the author considered their 

level of perceived involvement in the redesign of this new site, as well as the 

development of the old website.  The author also considered their knowledge of 

university politics, administrative procedures, and technology involved with the process.  

Every interview was conducted in the informant’s natural environment – place of work or 

office. 

 Prior to each interview, informants were asked to read, sign, and date an Ethics 

Protocol form (see Appendix B).  The questions asked during the interview can be found 

on the Interview Protocol (see Appendix C).  Each interview was tape recorded, so the 

author could also take note of observations, being sensitive to body language and 

subconscious actions.  
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 The interview questions were designed around Brenda Dervin’s SenseMaking 

theory (Jacobson, 35).  Each informant was asked to describe the situation as they saw or 

know it, any barriers or obstacles the situation presented, and how they felt those barriers 

were overcome, if at all.  Finally, outcomes were considered, a key aspect of 

SenseMaking.  The SenseMaking theory and its relevance to this case study will be 

discussed in Section 4: Description of the Theory.  Once the data analysis was completed, 

the author went back to select informants to verify the accuracy of the information.  Once 

these sections were verified, further analysis led to patterns and eventually, the 

development of themes, which were also verified by informants.   

 

Analysis of Data 

 After the web coordinator and webmaster redesigned and redeveloped the 

homepage, giving them a template for the web pages to come, data resulting from each of 

the initial interviews were analyzed.  Overall, participants seemed to have a similar 

understanding of the web redesign/redevelopment process.  Each question with a 

summary of responses are listed and discussed below. 

(1) What is your job title and whom do you report to? 

The web coordinator reports to the director of public relations, the director of public 

relations reports to the vice president of resource development, the webmaster reports to 

the vice president of resource development, the vice president of resource development 

reports to the President of the university, the associate director of information technology 

services reports to the vice president of administration, and both the director of admission 
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and the director of library and learning resources reports to the executive vice president 

of academic affairs/provost (see Appendix G). 

(2) What was your specific role in the redesign/redevelopment process?  

Before the redesign, the web coordinator gained access to the current website files 

from the UNIX system administrator; she sifted through all of the site files to maintain 

the content of the website.  The web coordinator’s main role in the website redesign 

process was to develop the design, look, and feel of the new website. She was responsible 

for the navigational structure and how all the links would be organized.  Other than the 

UNIX system administrator, she was the first person to start sifting through the files of 

the old site.  She was a key player in gathering the research from several departments and 

groups on campus, by facilitating focus groups and meetings with faculty, staff, and 

students, to determine how these groups use the webpage and what they would like to see 

in the new design.  

The author was unable to obtain a one-on-one interview with the webmaster.  In 

trying to determine why, one informant mentioned “he is new to the university.  I’m sure 

he is unaware of the amount of involvement that he is supposed to get into with 

students.” On the other hand, the author was able to observe him at three meetings, one of 

which he facilitated.  The author was able to briefly ask him questions while he was 

waiting for the web coordinator in her office. The author was also able to inquire about 

him and his position from three key informants.  In conclusion, the author discovered that 

the webmasters’ main role in the redesign process was primarily to develop a brand new 

website.  This entailed programming the servers and other technology that was involved, 

designing and configuring databases, writing and managing all of the code for the new 
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website and cleaning up the code on the old website.  This was an essential role in the 

redesign process.  

The role of the director of public relations was to supervise the web coordinator, and 

oversee her daily and long-term goals.  He was on the hiring search committee and was a 

key player in the hiring of the webmaster, in that he spent a considerable amount of time 

getting him settled in his new position.  It was important for the director of public 

relations to create an effective work environment between the web coordinator and the 

webmaster.  In doing this, meetings were arranged between these three individuals that 

established a social network and built a friendly work environment.  The director of 

public relations also assumed the role of a liaison between the web coordinator and the 

webmaster.  His main role as liaison was to resolve conflict, provide guidance on 

decision-making, and provide them with upcoming events information.  He would help 

them brainstorm and ask questions like “well, have you thought of this or that,” which 

helped manage the prioritization process of task and time management.   

Once the website redesign had progressed and the design template and research had 

begun, the need for a webmaster grew more and more obvious.  The university needed a 

website with interactivity, such as an apply online feature, and automatic email response 

confirmations.  There was no one on campus that had the time or expertise to devote to a 

project of this size.  Therefore, the main role of the Vice President of Resource 

Development was to convince administration of the need for a full-time webmaster.  The 

webmaster position was needed as it provided the final “link in the chain to launch the 

new site,” commented the director of public relations.  This was a critical roll in the 

redesign process of the university website.   
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Although the webmaster’s position would be highly technical, “it was decided that 

the webmaster directly report to the vice president of resource development because they 

wanted the webmaster to have the ‘customer first’ mentality, since this new website 

would be created as a marketing tool,” the vice president of resource development 

explained.  As the site was developed, the webmaster would give his boss updates on the 

sites’ progression Also, if the webmaster came across any major problems, such as 

employee relations, the need for funds, or gaining access to key individuals, etc., the vice 

president of resource development would be in the best position to try to resolve them. 

According to the associate director of information technology services’ (ITS), “I was 

granted oversight to make sure that technically, the website was developed and integrated 

properly with the other subsystems that work in the ITS department.  So, I was heavily 

involved with making sure that the new webmasters job description fit well with the other 

functions within ITS.”  Although the position is not part of the formal organizational 

chart, based on interviews, he could be considered the webmaster’s “technical 

supervisor.”  “It’s kind of like I’m a project manager and College Relations and 

Development is the webmaster’s resident manager,” explained the associate director of 

ITS (see Appendix G).  Because he knew the webmaster was taking the job and knew his 

start date, he worked on determining the specifications, equipment needed, prices, etc. for 

this website redesign project, which was funded through capital funds.  

(3) Where there any barriers or obstacles from your experience during the process? 

Explain. (4) How did you overcome those barriers? 
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Reporting Structure  

According to interviews, the web coordinator’s primary job responsibility was to 

maintain the content of the website.  On a daily basis, she received requests for site 

content changes.  The web coordinator said, “when I was hired, I wasn’t able to update 

the content on the site without first sending a request to the UNIX system administrator, 

who at the time was the only person on campus who had full rights to the site.  He was 

unwilling to give me access to make any changes to the site.”  The problem she said, was 

that “I would send the requests to him but he didn’t complete them, which in turn made 

me feel as if others thought I wasn’t not doing my job.”  Frustrated by this, the web 

coordinator said she focused her time and energy on sifting through all of the folders, 

files, and images to get herself acquainted with the site.  “It took me a year to organize, 

get familiar with all of the files on the site, and finally get access to manipulate and make 

changes to the site,” explained the web coordinator.  According to interviews, by then, 

the UNIX system administrator decided he did not want the additional work of helping to 

maintain the website and he would no longer be involved with the website.  

 

Staff Upgrade  

 

According to interviews, soon after the “Annual Conference”, a conference that the 

director of public relations attends every year involving several New York State 

universities, the web coordinator and director of public relations started focusing on the 

redesign of the new website.  After several months of design work, information 

architecture, and many iterations and meetings, it was evident that the university needed a 

full-time webmaster to work with them in programming the website.  This full-time 

skilled webmaster was needed to maintain servers, databases, html code, and provide and 
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develop interactivity to the website.  According to the web coordinator, “until a 

webmaster was hired, the website redesign was at a stand still.”  The vice president of 

resource development realized this was a problem and he met with the university 

administration, including the vice presidents, concerning this issue.  According to the 

vice president of resource development, he presented to the university administration that, 

“one of the major things that this campus needs to do is build enrollment and retention.  

The main purpose of this redesigned website is to establish a new marketing tool and to 

recruit more students.”  According to interviews, without a webmaster, the employees at 

the university didn’t have the resources or time to create an interactive, functional, and 

secure website.  “This wasn’t a very difficult sell because I think administration 

recognized the need was there, and there was a vacancy in the ITS department, because 

the UNIX system administrator was no longer employed at the university,” explained the 

vice president of resource development.  According to interviews, after careful 

consideration and persuading administration of the importance and need for a webmaster, 

the VP’s authorized the line in the budget for an additional employee; a webmaster.  

“After a sifting through a large candidate pool and a long recruiting process, the 

university eventually hired a webmaster,” according to the vice president of resource 

development.  

 

Inconsistent Deadlines 

 

Another difficulty with the redesign process, according to the web coordinator, was 

that the vice president of resource development changed the deadline of the new web site 

roll out.  “First the idea was to roll out the entire finished site in August 2005, then we 

had the directive to roll out the first page in February 2005 because the vice president of 
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resource development was ‘hearing things from people, mysterious people,’ but he 

wouldn’t tell me who it was.  Management was trying to push the process through faster 

but they weren’t telling us where this directive was coming from or why,” the web 

coordinator explained.  According to interviews, this change in roll out procedures was a 

challenge in itself.  According to the vice president of resource development, the basis 

behind this change in roll out dates, was that  

“from the external eyes of the institution, they knew that a webmaster had 

been hired, well, when one month goes by and another month goes by and 

another, it doesn’t take long for the ‘water cooler gossip’ to start and 

wonder where the new website was and why it wasn’t rolled out yet.  Well, 

these external eyes may not have realized that the entire website code had 

to be rewritten from scratch due to the corrupted, insecure code that 

existed on the old site, and all new servers needed to be programmed and 

configured.  The new webmaster and the web coordinator were working 

hard behind the scenes getting this all reworked.  So, in order to “sort of 

quiet the gossip/talk down because it’s not constructive, and the fact that 

we couldn’t afford, from a PR standpoint, to wait until August to roll out 

the site, we decided to push the roll out of the new homepage to February 

2005, and all of the old files or existing links would be connected to the 

old site.”  

  

 According to the web coordinator, “the only reason we were able to meet this new 

deadline was because when the UNIX system administrator wouldn’t give me access to 

the website files for all those months, I had been brainstorming and started the redesign 

behind the scenes.  If I didn’t start ahead of time, there would be no way I could’ve had 

the design ready for February.”  

 

Hard Sell to Campus 

 

According to interviews, another barrier was trying to “sell” the new design idea 

to each department on campus and to the campus community.  According to interviews, 

this involved a great deal of communication with the campus community.  Prior to the 
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homepage being rolled out in February, various members involved in the redesign project 

met with groups on campus regarding the look, feel, images, and information architecture 

of the proposed homepage (see Appendix D).  According to the director of public 

relations, “the hardest thing was trying to make everyone understand that the primary 

goal of this new site was student recruitment and enrollment.  How do we reach that goal 

and still meet the internal users’ needs as well as the external users needs?”  According to 

the web coordinator,  

“these meetings were very difficult because not everyone agreed that a 

redesign was what the university needed.  Some people didn’t feel that the 

new design was any different from the old design while others mentioned 

that it looked great and very different from the old site.  So, it was a 

struggle trying to deal with different perceptions of what looks good and 

what looks bad from hundreds of different people.  I learned to take the 

input that was given to me, realize who was giving the input, and 

remembered that they are entitled to their opinion, however, in all cases 

I’m not going to act on everyone’s opinion, there is just no possible way to 

make everyone happy and have a successful design.  Using my expertise, 

the webmasters expertise, and the director of public relations expertise, we 

would all decide if their input warranted making a change.” 

 

 

Webmaster’s Reporting Structure 

From participant interviews, it was mentioned that the webmaster’s reporting 

structure had been an ongoing challenge.  The webmaster reported directly to the vice 

president of resource development; however, “when you have a highly skilled, highly 

technical, highly brilliant individual that requires other people to brainstorm who have an 

understanding of what he’s working on, you have to locate this type of technical talent 

close to others in this field.  This doesn’t exist in the department that he reports to,” 

explained the associate director of ITS.  According to the vice president of resource 

development, “although the webmaster’s office location was agreed upon, he is located 
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about as far away from the office of College Relations and Development, where he 

reports to, down three flights of stairs and on the opposite end of the building.  Due to 

this, there is a little bit of a disconnect,” explained the vice president of resource 

development.  This concept is directly related to the literature on “co-location.”  

According to the associate director of ITS, 

“because the webmaster works with two departments, what has happened 

is that he is put in the center of communication between these two 

organizational structures.  Having two departments to work for can cause 

gray areas in task management, especially when the two departments are 

of completely different expertise; for example, IT versus Marketing.  This 

situation can be handled but it is very important for the two departments to 

communicate and cooperate with one another for it to work.  This is an 

ongoing struggle that has to be handled on a daily basis.”  

 

Contrasting Work Styles 

According to interviews, creating a collaborative work group of one highly 

technical IT person and one highly creative designer has been a challenge. Research 

suggests there are differences in the ways these two groups think, behave, and interact.  

Some of the differences found in informant interviews included: IT versus design, non 

lenient versus lenient, technical perspective versus user perspective; all of these areas 

have the potential to conflict.  According to the web coordinator,  

“I look at the website mostly from the user’s perspective and realized that 

everything that has changed on the site will affect the user.  When I know 

something is going to change I would prefer to make it easier for the user 

by helping them understand the process and being lenient on their requests.  

But I think the webmaster is in a different mentality, the “UNIX world,” 

where he only thinks about the technical stuff and what the easiest way to 

program is, not taking into consideration the impact on the user, client, or 

student. I don’t feel that he is lenient, he receives a lot of requests that he 

won’t do, for whatever reason.  I feel like even though we work together 

very closely, we have different missions and goals.  I’m not sure but 

maybe that’s a good thing, because sometimes he’ll be right and 

sometimes I’ll be right.”  
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According to interviews, this relationship has been described as a give-and-take 

relationship.  At times the web coordinator said she felt she had to “choose her battles.” 

“Some days I just feel it’s not worth debating over certain things and I just let some stuff 

go even if I don’t think its right. Since the new site is currently in the design and 

development process this is an ongoing battle, but I believe once the majority of the site 

is developed, it will be less stressful down the road,” the web coordinator explained.  

(5) In your opinion, how has the site changed since the site was rolled out? 

(Administrative change? Political change? Employee attitude change?)  

There was an overwhelming positive response from all informants regarding the 

new website.  The webmaster verified that the site had seen a 16% increase in hit 

statistics within the past six months, which was a 32% increase on an annual basis.  These 

statistics were based on the completion of only three pages of the new website.   

A major change for the web coordinator since the homepage was rolled out in 

February was that she had to continually meet with each department when she was 

creating their respective page.  According to the web coordinator, “the process involved 

developing the design and content I felt was appropriate for that page.”  She then 

facilitated a meeting with the department, handed out a hard copy of the page and asked 

the attendees what they thought about the content that she compiled; what was important 

to include on the page, were the titles of links accurately portraying the meaning of the 

information, and if anything needed to be added or deleted. “This is very time consuming 

and it’s just a lot of work.  It is important for me to get everyone on board with the new 

site and try to make each section the best it can be,” the web coordinator explained. 
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Another major change in the website redesign process was the fact that a full-time 

webmaster had been hired.  The impact of this change was significant due to the fact that 

there was a highly technical person available to review all html code, develop new tools 

for interactivity of the website, and develop a secure, clean website. On informant said, 

“this new employee was a major positive change to the new website process.” 

 

Outcomes/Development of Themes 

 
 As the data from all of the interviews and observations were analyzed, four 

themes emerged regarding the steps involved in the process of redesigning the university 

website.  This section will describe each of those themes. 

 

Expertise  

Perhaps the most common concept that arose during informant interviews was 

that of expertise.  This theme relates to the relationship of technical versus non-technical 

people and their differences; in this case the webmaster and the web coordinator.  

Research suggests that there are differences in the ways these two groups think, behave, 

and interact.  In the article, Business/IT Relationship through Knowledge Management, 

Martin states, “the business/IT perceptions of each other suggest…a lack of knowledge 

and understanding of each other’s issues,” (29)  According to the director of ITS, the 

webmaster’s job is highly structured and limited based on standards and programming 

guidelines.  This position is very focused on technology.  The web coordinator’s job is 

very creative (in a graphic design sense) and abstract, leaving room for flexibility in 

content or look depending on customer requests.  Informants often indicated that, 

expertise created tension in decision making and work relationships.  
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Organizational Relations 

 The concept of organizational relations could be understood by examining the 

formal organizational chart in comparison to the informal organizational chart.  It was 

obvious during informant interviews that the way in which decisions were made and 

work was accomplished did not follow the formal organizational chart.  The real decision 

making process was reflected in lines of communication, work relationships, and by 

gathering and negotiating advice.  Research supports this concept, suggesting “people get 

things done in big companies by going outside of formal channels.  Successful people 

rely on their ‘know- who’ as much as their ‘know-how’” (Galbraith et al, 70).  

 

Communication and Change 

 The concept of communication and change was a very important theme in this 

case.  Through informant interviews, it was evident that communication with upper level 

management (VP level), as well as departmental management, was key to the success and 

outcome of the website redesign project.  Through the analysis of interviews, it was 

discovered that in the beginning of the process, the key players involved were the vice 

president of resource development, the director of public relations, the web coordinator, 

and the webmaster.  These key individuals facilitated meetings with many different 

constituents on campus and within the campus community prior to the homepage being 

launched (see Appendix D).  Collerette concurs, noting “a visible commitment by top 

management plays a very important symbolic role in communication” (Collerette, 50). 

The new design was presented at these meetings and the main idea and goal of the site 
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was communicated to upper-level management, and an overall consensus was determined.  

According to one informant, “it was evident that not everyone at the meetings was on 

board with the new design.”  According to Collerette, “effective communication is 

important, as communication is the key to successful change,” (Collerette, 50).  One 

informant said, “communication involves the ability to communicate with all the groups 

on campus to persuade them to conform to the new design.  Collerette suggests, “a 

fundamental principle of effective communication is that exchange enables the 

participants to arrive at a shared understanding of the problems and the solutions, which 

is a necessary precondition to being receptive to change” (Collerette, 52).  According to 

the director of public relations, “facilitating these face-to-face meetings with various 

levels of management, communicating and negotiating change, and determining who will 

and who will not have a presence on the homepage, a touchy topic when everyone feels 

they are important, is not an easy task.”   

 

Collaborative Environment 

 The underlying concept behind the collaborative environment theme was that it 

defined the working relationships of the key players of the web project.  During 

informant interviews, the terms “Web Team”, “collaborative work relationship”, and 

“employees working together”, were all used to explain and describe the web redesign 

process.  According to the university’s formal organizational chart, there is no mention of 

any formal title for this work group.  Depending on whom you talked to within the 

organization about the web group; each described a different arrangement and connection 

of key players involved.  For example, some people thought the key players included the 
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director of public relations, the webmaster, and the web coordinator (see Figure 2: Chart 

A), whereas others thought it was only the webmaster and the web coordinator (see 

Figure 2: Chart B).  One could relate this new collaborative work environment and the 

ways in which decisions were made and work was accomplished, back to the process of 

designing the old website.  

Figure 2: Perceived Web Team Constituents 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An illustration representing the perceived key players in the web redesign process.  

 

 

 

 

 website when a large number of people were involved and formed a Web 

Committee.  
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Section 3: Description of the Case and Its Context 

 This section discusses a series of events and decisions that were made during the 

process of the redesign/redevelopment of the university web site.  Figure 3 outlines this 

timeline.  

Figure 3: New Website Timeline 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

A timeline illustrating the key events in the redesign process. 

The old version of the university website was created by a large Web Committee 

of approximately eight people including professionals from the computer center, the 

UNIX system administrator, library staff, the director of admissions, a graphic artist, the 

director of human resources, and the interim director of computer cervices.  According to 

one informant, “the director of library and learning resources was named chair of the 

Web Committee in the beginning.”  All of these people had full-time jobs that were 

unrelated to the website, making the website a background task on their list of priorities.  

This group met on a regular basis, “sometimes once a week and then every other week 

when things progressed,” according to the director of library and learning resources.  One 

informant mentioned, “a couple members from the university who were also on the Web 

Committee, attended a seminar on web related issues, so they thought they were now an 
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expert on the topic of web design. They came back from the seminar and said that the 

web page had to be designed as a recruitment tool.”  According to informant interviews, 

“other members of the Web Committee were more concerned with creating the web page 

in the interest of the current students and the internal audience.”  According to the 

director of library and learning resources,  

“the basis for the design was a consensus of what the Web Committee 

liked and didn’t like about other college websites, so the overall decision-

making process was based on consensus building.  After creating the first 

draft, the Web Committee presented the web page to the university upper-

level management, to the campus community, and finally at an all staff 

meeting.  With the feedback they had received from these groups, the Web 

Committee decided the changes that would be made and eventually the 

site was rolled out in August 2000,” (see Figure 4).  

 

According to interviews, the information architecture and hierarchy of links was 

set up according to the formal organizational chart.  According to the director of library 

and learning resources, “this made many unnecessary layers of the web page and 

usability suffered due to this structure, as it was very difficult to navigate the site.”  One 

informant concurred describing the old website as “the click-fest from hell.”  In 

Information Architecture and Usability, Whites’ analogy of this navigation can be 

understood as, “when you go through a front door of an office building you expect to find 

a reception area with company literature and helpful staff, rather than walking into a 

massive warehouse with products listed in a numerical sequence of code numbers.  Based 

on their websites, some publishers have a very strange office layout.” (46) According to 

interviews, the process of adding content to an unorganized hierarchy of information 

continued.  In February 2001, a web coordinator was hired to manage site content and 

design.  “During the next year, the Web Committee and I struggled with the UNIX 
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system administrator in gaining access to make changes to the website and complete web 

change requests,” explained the web coordinator.   

 Figure 4: Old University Website Homepage 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An illustration of the basic design of the old university homepage. 

According to the director of library and learning resources, “during this year, the 

site didn’t see much advancement due to this struggle.”  Informants mentioned that as 

time passed, the realization of an upgrade grew more and more prominent on the “to do 

list.” “Technology was changing and you can tell when web stuff looks old, it just does,” 

explained the vice president of resource development.  According to interviews, since the 
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web coordinator was unable to change the website, she decided to get a head start on 

brainstorming and creating a new look for the redesigned website.  It was known that the 

university would soon open its doors as a four-year university, from being an upper- 

division transfer-only institute.  This meant creating a new website attracting the attention 

of a new target market.  

In February 2002, the UNIX system administrator gave the web coordinator full 

access to the site files.  According to interviews, he no longer wanted the extra task of 

working on the website.  At that point, the web coordinator was able to complete all of 

the content requests independently.  

In July 2002, the university went through a major change when a new President 

was named.  According to interviews, the President realized the importance of an 

academic websites potential use as a marketing tool, and began asking several questions 

about the website.  According to the director of library and learning resources,  

“even though I was the chair of the Web Committee at the time, the 

President never approached me or directed any of his questions or 

concerns to me, he always went to the vice president of resource 

development because the director of public relations and the web 

coordinator was under him in the formal organizational chart.  I really 

didn’t understand this, but it was in his character to do something like that.  

So I said to the vice president of resource development, what’s the sense 

of me being chair when he’s always going to you? Why don’t you be chair 

of the Web Committee?  So I resigned being chair and suggested the vice 

president of resource development be the chair.  That was the last time the 

Web Committee met.”   

 

In June 2003, the director of public relations attended the “Annual Conference”.  

According to the director of public relations, at the conference, a nearby university and 

their large Web Team of at least eight people presented their newly designed website.  

“This was the first time I had seen the use of Macromedia Flash incorporated on the 
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homepage of an academic website.  I felt the university should follow this design and use 

this technology on our redesigned site,” said the director of public relations.  The web 

coordinator had taken a class at the university in Flash animation; therefore, this would 

be possible.  

In September 2003, the then President received a vote of “no confidence”, which 

led to six top academic administrators and deans resigning from their positions to protest 

the President’s leadership style.  In May 2004, the President resigned from his position 

and shortly thereafter, in June 2004, the university named a new interim President.   

Meanwhile, during these major administrative changes the university was facing, 

the web coordinator and director of public relations, worked on designing and coming up 

with a new look and feel for the website.  According to interviews, the new website had 

gone through several iterations with the design template, and the entire site was being 

designed with new information architecture, look, feel, and content.  At this point, the 

progress on the site was slowing down due to the lack of a full-time programmer.  “A 

programmer was needed to complete the chain of progress,” explained the director of 

public relations.  According to interviews, since the vice president of resource 

development was mostly in charge of the web process at the formal organizational power 

level, it was up to him to persuade the other VPs of the need to hire a full-time webmaster.  

In August 2003, the first freshmen class arrived on campus.  According to the vice 

president of resource development, “enrollment figures were down and had been slowly 

decreasing over the past several years.”  With the fact of decreased enrollment at the 

university and the vacancy in the ITS department, administration realized the need for a 

technical person with expertise in web programming to develop a new marketing tool.  
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After extensive deliberations, administration approved the line in the budget to hire a full-

time webmaster.  In July 2004, a webmaster was hired.  According to interviews, 

“because there was now a full-time web coordinator, a full-time webmaster, and the 

director of public relations acting as their liaison, with their upper-level manager, the vice 

president of resource development, the old Web Committee was no longer involved with 

the website or the redesign process.”  From day one of the webmaster’s position at the 

university, he and the web coordinator worked closely on the project.  According to the 

associate director of ITS, “he was busy working behind the scenes programming the 

servers and developing and rewriting brand new code, because the code that existed on 

the old website had major security holes and was “piece-meeled together.”  As the 

redesigned website progressed, the vice president of resource development, the director 

of public relations, the web coordinator, and the webmaster continually met with several 

departments on campus to show the progress of the site and to obtain feedback (see 

Appendix D). 

In February 2005, the new homepage was rolled out.  The pages of the old 

website were layered behind this homepage, which eventually one by one, would be 

redesigned and redeveloped to fit within the template of the new home page (see  

Figure 5). 
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Figure 5: New University Website Homepage 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An illustration of the basic design and content template of the redesigned university 

website. 
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Section 4: Description of the Theory 

 Two main theories were applied during the exploration of the university website 

redesign process: Brenda Dervin’s SenseMaking Theory and M.L. Tushman and D.A. 

Nadler’s Model of Information Processing and Daft and Lengel’s Model of Information 

Processing and Organizational Design based on Galbraith’s Information Processing Theory.  

 

SenseMaking Theory 

 

 In Information Design, Jacobson explained Brenda Dervin’s SenseMaking theory as 

a “reconceptualization that chooses both order and chaos and that focuses on the ways 

humans individually and collectively design the sense (i.e. create the information) that 

permits them to move from one to the other.” (Jacobson, 54)  According to this theory, 

SenseMaking involves two assumptions “(1) to make sense without complete instruction in 

a reality, which itself is in flux and requires continued sense making; (2) to reach out to the 

sense made by others, in order to understand what insights it may provide into our 

continuing human dilemma.” (Jacobson, 45)  To gain a better understanding of this 

phenomenon, Jacobson explains the implementation of this theory with the SenseMaking 

triangle, “which encapsulates the SenseMaking metaphor in a picture of the human 

(individually or collectively) moving from a situation (time, space) across a gap by making 

a bridge, and then moving onto the other side of the bridge.  The three points of the triangle 

therefore are situation, gap/bridge, and outcome.” (Jacobson, 46) 

 In exploring the description and processes of the university website redesign, the 

authors’ interview questions were designed based on this theory, which primarily drove the 

study, and is detailed below (see Figure 6).  
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    Figure 6: Brenda Dervin’s SenseMaking Triangle  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The SenseMaking triangle is made up of situation,  

gap/bridge, and outcome. It is not required to start  

at any one specific location, as this is a non-linear  

process. 

 

Situation 

 During each of the participant interviews and observations, the author followed 

Dervins “micro-moment time-line interview approach, the one most aligned with 

SenseMaking theory.” (Jacobson, 47)  The first question asked regarding the situation, was 

to explain the steps involved in the redesign process starting from the very beginning when 

the idea first came about, going through to the present.  According to interviews, it was 

determined that there was a strong need for a website redesign. One informant mentioned 

“the old website was supposed to be designed for the external audience but because their 

was such a large web committee and so many people adding information to the site, it ended 

up being designed for the internal audience and the everyday user.”  Because the university 
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would soon be recruiting for freshmen, the website needed to be designed to “catch the 

attention of the internet savvy high schooler,” mentioned the web coordinator.  All of these 

circumstances outlined the situation.   

Gaps 

According to Jacobson, “examples of gaps include confusions, worries, questions 

and muddles, (47).”  Through interviews, the author was able to gain an understanding of 

the gaps involved with the university.  For example, three sources indicated that the UNIX 

system administrator was unwilling to give the web coordinator access to the files so she 

could proceed with requests.  This could be defined as an obstacle.  The web coordinator 

said that this resistance brought confusion and worry, which made her think that other 

employees thought she wasn’t doing her job.  A second gap involved the vice president of 

resource development’s need to persuade the other VPs and administration of the need for a 

full-time webmaster and the importance of this position to the progress and success of the 

new website.  According to interviews, “this wasn’t exactly the easiest talk due to worries 

concerning the university budget shortfalls.” 

Bridges 

 According to Jacobson, “examples of bridges include ideas, conclusions, feelings, 

opinions, stories, etc. (47).”  The vice president of resource development overcame barriers 

to hiring a webmaster by explaining to administration that the new website will have “the 

potential to significantly impact recruitment and enrollment.”  

 

Outcomes 

 Jacobson described the outcomes as “helps, facilitations, hurts, hindrances, 
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outcomes, effects, etc. (47).”  At a micro-level regarding the hiring issues, one outcome was 

that the VPs and administration approved the line in the budget and a full-time webmaster 

was hired. At a macro-level, the final outcome of the redesigned website was the 

incorporation of a customer-centric design.   

 

Information Processing Theory
1
   

 Tushman and Nadler’s Model of Information Processing (IP) (see Appendix E and 

footnote), was derived from Galbraith’s work on Designing Complex Organizations. This 

IP model,   

“proposes that a proper degree of fit between the information requirements 

of the workers and the organizations’ information processing capabilities 

must be realized to increase overall effectiveness.  It claims that improper fit 

can cause individuals job performances to lag behind their goals or 

expectations, resulting in problems or negative consequences.  To get around 

this, it is necessary to manage information as part of the overall work process 

(Allen & Hauptman) by enabling communication capabilities to match 

needs.” (Murphy, 18)   

 

According to Tushman and Nadler, one must determine and analyze the “contextual 

variables of organization design.”  For example, “variables such as level and amount of 

technology and various environmental conditions are believed to have significant influence 

on overall effectiveness.” (Murphy, 20)  

 More importantly for the purpose of this study, branching from this Model of IP 

theory, Daft and Lengel proposed a Model of Information Processing and Organization 

Design, which is summarized by Murphy, (22) (see Figure 7).  This model is particularly 

important in understanding the purposes of this study.  As the model illustrates, variables 

                                                 
1
 The text on Information Processing theory and the Information Processing in Organizational Design theory 

came from Daniel Murphy’s Thesis on Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) and the Communication 

of Technical Information in Aerospace, which is a summary of Tushman and Nadler, Daft and Lengel, and 

Balaguer’s work.   
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such as, technology, environment, and interdepartmental relationships all have an impact on 

overall effectiveness.  In the university’s case, we observed that new servers were 

purchased and were ready to be programmed when the webmaster arrived and started his 

job.  Prior to the webmaster starting his job, a lot of thought was put into determining the 

office location of the webmaster, which, according to Galbraith et al., has an impact on 

effectiveness.  

 As seen in Figure 7, “Information Processing Requirements from Uncertainty and 

Equivocality” are needed to improve effectiveness.  According to Murphy, “uncertainty can 

be defined in many ways, some of the common elements of uncertainty include: adequacy 

of available information and individual decision-making, (23).”  As seen in the university 

case, it was learned from informant interviews that the web coordinator and the  

 

Figure 7: Information Processing and Organizational Design Theory Model  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An illustration representing Daft and Lengels Framework Summary Model of Information 

Processing and Organizational Design, (1986) from Murphy, 19.  

 

webmaster were involved with decision-making processes on a daily basis.   
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“Equivocality implies an unclear domain caused by ambiguity or the existence of 

multiple and conflicting interpretations resulting in confusion and lack of understanding.” 

(Murphy, 26)  Reduced equivocality was evident in the university’s case, in that there was 

an opportunity of the exchange of differing views through face-to-face informal meetings 

with the project liaison, and if necessary, the vice president of resource development.  

As seen in Figure 7, moving to the other side of “fit,” quantity and richness of 

information processing is listed as creating effectiveness.  Using the appropriate media with 

respect to the levels of information quantity and information richness can help reduce 

uncertainty and equivocality (Murphy, 37).  In other words, in terms of quantity, when there 

is a large amount of ambiguous information, there is a need for more continual feedback.  In 

terms of richness, “rich media (face-to-face meetings) tend to convey more social and 

contextual cues than do non-rich media (emails or memos)” (Murphy, 37) In the 

university’s case, this was evident in the web coordinator’s choice to set up in-person 

meetings with different groups and organizations on campus to determine feedback, as 

opposed to sending emails to gain feedback. 

 The structural mechanisms are able to reduce uncertainty and equivocality in that 

each can be defined as having different media richness (Murphy, 37).  In this case, the two 

most important structural mechanisms included the help of the liaison with decision making 

and determining upcoming changes/events that needed to be considered in the redesign 

process, and holding meetings to better understand the user’s needs and to gain feedback.   

According to the model presented above, when all of these items are recognized and aligned, 

the information processing capabilities and requirements are effectively achieved.  
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As the author became more and more familiar with the process involved with the 

website redesign, a realization of understanding the importance “fit” is to effectiveness.  In 

Figure 8, a second model outlining variables is illustrated.   

When the author analyzed the variables of new technologies, environmental 

influences, and inter-unit relationships, it became evident that they had a direct impact on 

effectiveness.  As seen in the Web redesign process, some of the new technologies included 

new servers that were purchased for the project; the environmental influences were the 

location of offices and their impact on work relationships and effectiveness, while inter-unit 

relationships included networking: the of the web coordinator to webmaster, webmaster to 

associate director of ITS, vice president of resource  

 

Figure 8: Contextual Variables Model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An illustration showing the basic contextual variables in information processing theory is 

shown.  This model is based on Balaguer, 1998 from Murphy, 21. 

 

development to associate director of ITS; information processing as the web coordinator 

received information requests from the different groups on campus; and the quantity of 
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information involved with content design and all of the considerations involved in decision-

making.  All of these issues and relationships ultimately had an effect on the overall project 

and determined the effectiveness of information processing as a whole, as it related to the 

website redesign processes.     
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Section 5: Detail about Selected Items 

Expertise 

 Research suggests business and IT personnel think and behave differently.  

During informant interviews, the term “technical versus non-technical” was used to 

describe the webmaster and the web coordinator.  This very topic was found in more than 

one scholarly journal article; therefore, this topic was not specific to the university’s case 

but was found very often when two or more people of different expertise work in a 

collaborative manner.  Informant interviews and documents showed that the webmaster 

had a highly technical background and the web coordinator was very business/customer 

centric, with a designer background.  Martin suggests to gain a better understanding of 

the impact of these differences,   

“information flow is affected by differences in assumptions and use of 

information between business and IT staff, illustrating a cultural gap.  IT 

staff assumptions about information tend to focus on the information that 

can be manipulated through electronic information technologies.  This 

mindset is in contrast to the business mindsets that are more concerned 

with the holistic and human aspects of dialogue and communication.” (30)  

 

According to the web coordinator,  

 

“there are many challenges with working with one person coming from a 

very different mind-frame.  I feel I am more lenient with people and their 

requests, whereas the webmaster doesn’t deal with people easily; he’s not 

lenient.  I get the impression that sometimes it will have to be ‘his way and 

that’s it.’ I feel we have different missions and goals and perceptions on 

what’s important.  The main difference I see, is that the webmaster focuses 

on the technical stuff and I am very involved and concerned with how the 

changes to the website will impact the user/client.” 

 

 During informant interviews, the term ‘left side/right side’ was used repeatedly in 

describing situations that involved conflicting ideas and barriers in the work relationship 

between the webmaster and the web coordinator.  Research on these differences as they 
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related to the human brain was done by   The 1981 Nobel Prize winner Roger Sperry.  He 

conducted several experiments, sometimes called ‘split-brain’ experiments, analyzing the 

left side/right side of the brain.  He determined many differences (see Figure 9).  

Figure 9: Functions of the Human Brain 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

According to the Sperry experiments, this list was derived from 

examining the differences between the two halves of the human  

brain. 

 

According to Eden’s article titled Left Side Right Side,  

 

“our personality can be thought of as a result of the degree to which these 

left and right brains interact, or in some cases, don’t interact.  It is a 

simplification to identify ‘left brain’ types who are very analytical and 

orderly.  We likewise certainly know of the artistic, unpredictability and 

creativity or ‘right brain’ types… The choices of which brain is in control 

of which situations is what makes our personalities and determines our 

character.”  

 

The differences listed in Figure 9 were described by informants when discussing 

the personalities of the webmaster and the web coordinator. For example, when the web 

coordinator couldn’t understand where the webmaster came up with some design ideas or 
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she had a hard time agreeing with him, she quite often said, “it must be the left brain/right 

brain thing happening again.”   

  

Organizational Relations 

 Research suggests the formal organizational chart resembles “a hierarchy of 

coordination and control with procedures and rules of action that guarantee formal and 

impersonal relationships among its members.” (Molina, 79)  With that, the formal 

organizational chart was supposed to reflect the power structure of the organization.  

However, research suggests, real power in an organization was often found in lines of 

communication, instead of lines in the organizational chart.  See Appendix F for the 

university formal organizational chart.  A closer look at the formal organizational chart 

involving only the web redesign constituents can be found in Appendix G.  As one might 

notice on the formal organizational chart, it reflected a structured organization.  What it 

didn’t reflect was the internal cross-communication that existed.  During research, it was 

evident that several different types of committees and teams existed that consisted of a 

variety of constituents across the organization.  For example, the Enrollment 

Management Committee (EMC) me on a monthly basis and was comprised of the 

Provost, several Vice Presidents, several Deans, Directors, and Department staff.  This 

committee shared information and reports concerning enrollment, recruitment, marketing, 

retention, etc.  This committee recommended changes in policy to either the area in 

question or to the President of the university.  

 According to the director of public relations, “the Enrollment Steering Team was 

a much smaller “working group” of the EMC members, which met on a weekly basis.  

This group discussed topics and suggested items for the full EMC to consider and act on.  
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This group worked on issues and topics but did not approve policy.”  These two examples 

outline the cross-communication that was happening but was not visible on the formal 

organization chart. 

 In the 20th century, the Hawthorne experiments began a line of research centered 

on the analysis of informal relationships or social networks as a source of influence in 

organizational environments (Moline, 78).  “Analysis studies on networks in 

organizations have basically gathered three types of information: work relationships 

(work-flow, report to), friendship relationships (friendship or expressive relationships), 

and advice relationships (advice networks).  Theoretically, the sum of the three networks 

should constitute the network of relationships the organization-the informal 

organizational chart.” (Molina, 82) 

 Relating the university case to Molina’s research on social network analysis, these 

separate relationships were evident.  For example, in an observation of a meeting the web 

coordinator facilitated with various admissions counselors regarding the content of the 

“Prospective Students” web page, it was noted up front that the counselors had been 

personally chosen to attend the meeting.  The web coordinator selected those counselors 

because they would be able to use their expertise and be able to make informed decisions.  

This example reinforces the friendship or advice relationships found in informal 

organizational charts.  The above example also relates to Galbraith’s research on social 

networks in that, “the stronger the interpersonal networks-the more people know who the 

right person is to reach out to, and the more that others are willing to respond-the stronger 

the foundation for building lateral capability and breaking down the silos that tend to 
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form in any organization” (Galbraith, 70). In analyzing the university case, an informal 

representation can be seen in Figure 10.  

 

  Figure 10: Informal Structure  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An illustration showing the layers of power and cross-communication  

during the university web redesign process. 

 

Branching from Galbraith’s ideas of the formal organizational chart and 

witnessing lateral capabilities, this diagram resembles hierarchy of power, outside 

influences, and internal cross-communication.  The clients, external, and internal users 

are represented in the center, they were the most important part of the web redesign, as 

they represented the target market.  The web coordinator and webmaster were directly 

contacted from outside departments concerning web requests, changes, and edits.  They 

had the ability to make decisions regarding the requests that came up from the clients, 

faculty, staff, students, etc.  If the web coordinator and webmaster were unable to make a 
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decision or had conflicting ideas and opinions, the liaison (also known as the director of 

public relations) was consulted and a decision was made.  If there were issues regarding 

funding, political issues, employee issues, or administrative issues, the vice president of 

resource development was consulted and would manage the situation. 

 In discovering how decisions were made in comparing old Web Committee to the 

new Web Team, the amount of individual involved was key, the differences are outlined 

in Figures 11 and 12.  The old Web Committee had many members, many opinions, and 

many conflicting ideas on what looked good and what looked bad, making it a more 

complex decision making process.  The chair of the Web Committee acted as a facilitator, 

however, all the decisions were made based on consensus, which was very time 

consuming,” explained the director of library and learning resources. 

 According to interviews, “the new Web Team involved two people who made the 

decisions, and if they were unable to make a decision, the Liaison was consulted and a 

decision was made.  This process was less time consuming and more efficient.” 

 

Communication and Change 

 From late January 2005 through mid-February 2005, the new website was 

presented at approximately ten different meetings with various organizations and boards 

on campus.  These meetings were facilitated by a combination of the vice president of 

resource development, the director of public relations, the web coordinator, and the 

webmaster.   The purpose of the meetings was to “demonstrate the future direction of the 

site, excite interest in the project, and allow users (especially regular users) to become 

accustomed to the new design,” explained the web coordinator, see Appendix D.  The  
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      Figure 11: Decision Flow Process of Old Web Committee  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   An illustration showing how a decision was made during the design of the old website. 
 

        Figure 12: Decision Flow Process of New Web Team  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An illustration representing how a decision was made during the design of  

the new website. 
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underlying fact was that the Web Team was creating a new way in which users would 

have to use the website and it is something they would have to get accustomed to.  

Therefore, it was important to effectively communicate the details of the project, how it 

would impact the users, and what could be expected.  According to Collerette, 

“communication involves a continual process of adjustment to establish and maintain a 

relationship that will evolve in the direction that the participating ‘players’ expect.” (50) 

According to interviews, “with these expectations come suggestions and questions 

regarding issues like, why did they do things the way they did? Why don’t they change 

this or that?  Therefore, many times the facilitators found themselves justifying why and 

how the site was created and designed.”  By staying very involved with the website users 

prior to the homepage roll out, the Web Team was able to ease the users into the new 

website design.   

Once the new website was rolled out in February 2005, the web coordinator 

started working on select pages, first the development of a brand new “Parents” page, 

since it didn’t exist on the old website, then the “Prospective Students” page.  According 

to interviews, “these were seen as the most important pages because the site was now 

primarily a marketing tool to help increase enrollment.  At this point, the web coordinator 

was very involved with meeting with groups, faculty, staff, etc. on campus to present the 

new design and gain feedback.  According to the web coordinator,  

“I think this was one of the hardest, most time consuming, and frustrating 

areas of the project.  When you meet with so many different people, you 

get many differing opinions, because some will say, ‘oh I really like that 

design’ while others will say ‘I don’t like this, and I don’t like that, why 

did you use that photo, I hate it, it’s horrible’, and others will say they love 

the photo.  So it was hard hearing so many conflicting responses.”  
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According to the director of public relations, “being able to communicate at 

meetings where change was being presented and where everyone feels they are the 

experts was a challenge.”  Vaughn mentions, “designing an effective web site for a 

university requires identifying an appropriate image, but, like the fabled blind man and 

the elephant, points of view as to important attributes of that image vary greatly,” (83). 

According to the web coordinator, “to be able to communicate to the groups on campus 

and make them feel that their opinions and feedback are important and valuable, while at 

the same time, knowing that most of the feedback will have to be disregarded was a 

challenge… There is just no way to take everyone’s suggestions into consideration.”   

 

Collaborative Environment 

 The terms “workgroup”, “collaborative work environment”, “web team”, and 

“people working together”, were all used to describe the relationship between the web 

coordinator, webmaster, and/or director of public relations.  According to the formal 

organizational chart, there was no mention of a formal title for this work group.  

Therefore, employees of the campus created their own title for what they perceived the 

group to be, calling it the “Web Team”.  “Since the process, from inception, has been 

informal, we don’t spend time trying to create titles, we just try to get our work done.  

And because this has been informal, instead of spending a lot of time on creating reports, 

guidelines, and analyzing each step of the process, we spend the time constructively; 

getting to know one another, working together and communicating with one another, and 

really focusing on the websites’ progression,” explained the director of public relations.  

Research from the literature suggests,  
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“Realizing the importance of the organization to focus on the practices, 

mindsets, and relationships needed for effective collaboration of people 

and teams is key.  It is also important to define the term trust and the 

importance of trust when working with people.  A major obstacle to 

building trust, fostering collaboration and creating innovation is a form of 

resistance we might call a masquerade.  Avoiding confrontation is 

presented as ‘trust’; showing up on time for meetings and being a good 

listener are presented as ‘collaboration’.  Brainstorming sessions are 

equated with ‘innovation’.” (Hattori et al. 97, 99)  

 

 As the author observed the Web Team and how its members interacted and 

worked with one another, the terms listed in the Hattori et al.,’ article were witnessed.  

Sometimes when the web coordinator had a problem with the webmaster, she would ask 

her boss, the director of public relations, for advice on how to handle the situation.  This 

is an example of avoiding confrontation and seeking advice.  Another example of trust 

building was the fact that the web coordinator mentioned that she felt she had to “chose 

her battles, some days its just not worth it to debate over certain things.” By avoiding this 

confrontation and letting the webmaster do certain things, she was instilling trust in the 

relationship. 

 Showing up for meetings on time and being a good listener was referred to as 

‘collaboration’ in the Hattori et al., article.  At meetings that were held involving these 

three constituencies, they would share frustrations and concerns with one another 

regarding feedback they had received on the site.  During observations all parties felt 

comfortable with one another to speak frankly and vent their feelings.  Each offered 

advice and input.  This was a key example of ‘collaboration.”  

 In the Hattori et al., article, it was mentioned that “brainstorming sessions are 

equated with innovation,” (97).  Brainstorming was witnessed time and time again; 

during informal conversations in the hallway, in a large conference room with a 
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whiteboard, at small round table discussions with hardcopy handouts, etc.  Because the 

redesign was complex and encompassed a great deal of information, and so many 

different people were involved, being able to organize the information and present it in a 

way that was user friendly to so many different audiences required a lot of brainstorming.   
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Section 6: Assertions 

  

 After careful research and observation regarding the process of redesigning the 

university website, which involved decision-making processes, and analyzing the 

differences between the old website process and the new website process, some 

generalizations could made.  Reduced structural complexity, development of a social 

network, and development of new relationships will be discussed in this section. 

 

Reduced Structural Complexity 

   

The new small team/collaborative work environment led to effective and efficient 

decision-making.  The amount of people working on the old website design included 

approximately nine key individuals, while only three key individuals were involved with 

the new website design.  While the inclusion of only two to three members has been 

described as difficult, overall it has proven to be successful.  In analyzing large web 

teams, research suggestions “teams have run into problems with the ‘every person is an 

artist syndrome;’ in turn focusing a majority of attention on compromising when 

designing the site.” (Vaughan, 83) 

 

Development of a Social Network 

  

Many observations were made of the web coordinator aggressively seeking 

feedback and the willingness to make colleagues, other departments, and students aware 

of the website redesign and the procedures involved.  By taking time in getting people 

involved in the website change, a social network was established, which built good 

rapport and trust  Research suggests, “establishing networks has been proven to be a key 

principle in effective communication during change.  According to Collerette et al., “the 
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credibility of those who promote change and their ability to inspire trust are important 

factors in relation to the effectiveness of communication.  The challenge is not about 

information, but indeed about relationships.” (51)  According to Galbraith et al., 

“whenever you provide opportunities for different groups to learn or work together, the 

process of interaction itself becomes a learning experience: an experience of broadening 

one’s perspective, learning from one’s peers, valuing knowledge sharing and 

collaboration, and an experience that further embeds and reinforces the organizational 

culture.” (70) 

  

Development of New Work Relationships 

 

As seen in the Outcomes section of this study, it was evident that there were 

difficulties between the webmaster and the web coordinator due to their very different 

personalities and backgrounds and expertise.  The ability to consult a liaison, who was  

very much connected with the web redesign process and with first-hand experience in 

witnessing the interactions between the web coordinator and the webmaster, proved to be 

a benefit to the Web Team.  The relationship between the liaison and the web coordinator, 

and in turn, the webmaster, related to the concept of “co-location”.  Since the liaison 

worked in close proximity to the web coordinator and the webmaster frequently visited 

the same area on a daily basis, this connection provided a chance to establish personal 

relationships, which has been proven to promote efficiency and effectiveness.  According 

to Galbraith et al., “co-location enhances creativity and collaboration.  A byproduct of co-

location is the increased chance that people will form personal relationships that will 

allow them t o handle work conflict better,” (71). 
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Conclusions 

 Redesigning a website for a complex target audience, involving both internal and 

external groups, was a complicated and time-consuming project.  However, when an 

organization goes through such complicated changes, like what was witnessed at the 

university concerning political, administrative, as well as, a completely new marketing 

strategy, a redesigned website is needed to reflect those changes.  Although the university 

was also going through budget shortfalls and limited resources, the web redesign was 

especially important.  This case study has shown that by managing a project of this size 

involving many people, the small Web Team approach has made the redesign process 

more efficient and effective than what was previously seen on the old website design 

process.   

Also, by spending a considerable amount of time with several university website 

users’, gathering information on how they use the website and what they would like to 

see in a new design has proven to be a helpful tool in the process. Although the process 

of collecting user feedback was time consuming, the end result would prove it was a 

benefit.  

With a full-time webmaster added to the web redesign process, the new website 

included new features like an advanced calendar for the Admissions counselors, and 360° 

interactive photos of the university.  This new functionality promotes the university 

image to prospective students.  The new website features would not have been possible 

without the full-time webmaster working on the project, according to the associate 

director of ITS when asked his opinion on the new site, he mentioned, “the code is 
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probably some of the best code and the best design I have ever seen.  I believe it will be 

desired by a lot of different organizations when we completely bring the entire site up.”   

 

Further Developments 

 The website was in the early stages of development with only three pages 

completed, of many when the study took place.  As time passed, each new page of the 

website would be rolled out.  As the web coordinator and webmaster were in the 

preliminary phase in the grand scheme of the project, both they and the users/viewers of 

the website continually be make suggestions on improved design and suggest new ideas, 

new technology, and new features for the website.  Furthermore, as more research is 

conducted on this new target market, the hi-tech, Internet savvy, high school student, 

more features should be added to the website to attract their attention and create interest 

in the university.   

Some limitations that were encountered during the discovery of the process to 

redesign the university website are discussed in the following section.  In addition, 

further research can be done in order to enhance the generalization of this case study, 

details as follows. 

 

Limitations 

 A limitation to this study was the fact that it was done in a single geographic area, 

rural upstate New York, and with a small sample size.  Due to this limitation, the results 

should be tested at a university in an urban area and with a larger sample size.  
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A second limitation to the case study was the fact that the author was a current 

student at the university during the course of the research.  Although the author did not 

personally know any of the informants, nor had they formally met prior to the research, in 

cases like that, there are usually rumors or judgments that people hear that could possibly 

limit the study.  As the author was aware of this concern and its impact on qualitative 

research, the author engaged in critical subjectivity.  “This ‘high-quality awareness’ 

enables the researcher to understand his or her psychological and emotional states before, 

during, and after the research experience.” (Creswell, 196)  This was a very important act 

in standards of quality in qualitative research. 

 

Further Research 

 The case study was bounded in several ways.  In order to test the themes and 

assertions posed in this study, some boundaries would need to be taken away in order to 

apply them to a much larger population.  A quantitative study could be done through the 

use of a large-scale survey that reached other college Web Teams who may have gone 

through the process of a major redesign.  For example, by inquiring about the number of 

key people who were involved in the project and inquiring about the ways in which the 

key players obtained feedback on a redesign, etc. would be a beneficial test for the 

themes presented in this study.  

 Further research could be completed in other work environments, such as the 

corporate environment.  A study to determine if the same procedures were evident in the 

redesign process, and what, if any, the differences were between the process of academia 

and the corporate environments may provide important answers on comparing these two 
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environments and determining the differences in organizational structure.  By conducting 

this research and determining any difference, one may be able to apply further theory and 

assertions to this case study. 

 Since the case study was conducted during the early stages of the website 

redesign/redevelopment process, further research could be conducted on examining the 

processes as a whole, after the roll out of the entire website.  It would be interesting to 

find out whether or not the process changed depending on what section of the page, 

department or audience the design/development went through.  
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Section 7: Closing Vignette 

 The web coordinator grinned at her computer monitor after reviewing the 

homepage and two other pages that had been completed since the webmaster started at 

the university.  As the web coordinator thought to herself, “although at times it has been 

difficult working with “Mr. UNIX world,” and having to constantly compromise with one 

another, the project has really progressed.  I know that there is a lot more work to be 

done since only three pages are rolled out at this time, but I think the hardest part is over 

now that the homepage, basically the main design template, has been rolled out and 

approved by upper management.”   

The webmaster appeared at the web coordinator’s office door, “how are you 

today?” said the webmaster.   

The web coordinator replied, “I’m pretty good, what’s up?”   

“Well, I’m feeling sort of relieved not what the basic design template is finished.  I 

bet you are too.  Now we won’t have to worry about design changes for that process,” 

said the webmaster.   

“Yeah, that was very time consuming. That was a major hurdle to get over.  I 

think a lot of regular website users’ are starting to get used to the new design and 

structure by now and they’re waiting for us to finish the rest of the website,” said the web 

coordinator.  

On an average day, the web coordinator may receive phone calls or emails from 

several different departments inquiring about the website.  One email from a faculty 

member read, “I was just looking over the new section called online courses because I 

wanted to find out which online courses we will be teaching next semester.  When I 
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clicked the link, I was confused because the courses listed were not online courses but 

traditional, in-class, courses.  I think we need to change the title of that section.  

As the web coordinator thought to herself, “I’m glad that so many different people 

are communicating with me and helping me keep track of the web pages by bringing 

things to my attention.  I better make that change right away.”  Because the web 

coordinator had the resources to make the change, it was completed within an hour and 

the faculty member was notified.  

As the webmaster stood in her doorway she asked him, “did you see how excited 

the Admissions office is about the new website design and development?”   

“Yeah, I guess they like the improved functionality and interactivity of the site.  

Good thing the university hired me!” the webmaster said to the web coordinator. 

Since the university website has begun changing the design, structure, and 

functionality, it is easy to manipulate, add content and new features to.   

The director of public relations admits, “students and members of the campus 

were pleased with the new look and structure of the website.  They are using the website 

more frequently and in ways in which we don’t even know about at this point.   

In analyzing website hit statistics, there was a 16% increase in only a six-month 

time frame and that was when only three pages of the website were completed, imagine 

what will happen to the figures when the entire page is rolled out.



 

Appendix A: Glossary  Page 68 

Appendix A: Glossary 

 

Analysis of Themes- “following description, the researcher then analyzes the data for 

specific themes, aggregating information into large clusters of ideas and providing details 

that support themes.” (Creswell, 1998) 

 

Assertions- “this is the last step in the analysis where the researcher makes sense of the 

data.” (Creswell, 1998) 

 

Bounded System- “the case selected for study has boundaries, often bounded by time 

and place” (Creswell, 1998); this case study is bounded by the case, the university, and 

the time period of five months, in which the entire case study took place. 

 

Case- “the ‘bounded system’ or ‘object’ of study” (Creswell, 1998); the case in this study 

is the website redesign process for a rural upstate New York university. 

 

Case Study- “in qualitative research, this is the study of a ‘bounded system’ with the 

focus being either the case or an issue that is illustrated by the case” (Creswell, 1998); in 

this case, it is an in-depth chronological study of the website redesign process for a 

university, based on a diverse array of data collection materials. 

Conflict Management – “is the practice of identifying and handling conflict in a 

sensible, fair, and efficient manner. Conflict management requires such skills as effective 

communicating, problem solving, and negotiating with a focus on interests.” 

(cedanet.com)  

Dotted Line Relationship – “organizational speak for employees who do not have direct 

reporting responsibility to a manager, but share account or customer responsibilities. In 

reality, they generally defer to their own organization before contacting the manager 

whom they "dot" into, thus negating the "dotted line" relationship” (Regelman, 2000). 

The webmaster reports directly to the vice president of resource development in the 

Department of College Relations and Development, however, he has a dotted line to the 

associate director of ITS.  

 

Epistemological- “addresses the relationship between the researcher and that being 

studied as interrelated, not independent” (Creswell, 1998); since the researcher was a 

student at the university and was familiar with the old and new website, and may or may 

not be acquaintances of some of the informants, the researcher and that being studied are 

interrelated.  

 

Holistic Analysis- “in this approach to data analysis, the researcher examines the entire 

case and presents descriptions, themes, and interpretations or assertions related to the 

whole case.” (Creswell, 1998)  
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Issue Subquestions- “subquestions in a qualitative study that follow the central 

underlying question… written to address the major concerns and perplexities to be 

resolved, the ‘issue’ of a study” (Crewsell, 1998); this study involved four subquestions 

that follow the main research question.  

 

Multiple Sources of Information- “one aspect that characterizes good case study 

research is the issue of many different sources of information to provide ‘depth’ to the 

care” (Creswell, 1998); interviews, observations, documents, and websites from other 

university’s were used in this case study.  

 

Qualitative Research- “an inquiry process of understanding based on a distinct 

methodological tradition of inquiry that explores a social or human problem” (Creswell, 

1998); the qualitative study involves building a complex, holistic picture, reporting 

detailed information, and conducting the case study in a natural setting.  

 

Theme - a concept that has emerged from the interviews, observations, and other data 

collection methods. 



 

Appendix B: Ethics Protocol  Page 70 

Appendix B: Ethics Protocol 

Ethics Protocol for Case Study Research 

Erika E. Rau 

 

This authorization is being requested in part to fulfill requirements of the State university 

of NY (university's) Human Subjects Research Review Board as well as state and federal 

regulations regarding the use of human subjects in research.  The project involves a case 

study that may be used in my master's research at the (university) Information Design and 

Technology Master's program.  Excerpts or rewritten versions may also be submitted to 

professional journals for publication.  The case study involves the website redesign 

process of the university's new web site.  The university has been going through major 

changes in its business plan, focus, and vision and the case study will address these 

changes and how they will or will not be reflected in the new web page.  Issues, decisions, 

and all steps involved with the process of determining the design and development of the 

new site will be studied.  The work involves participant and non-participant observations, 

one-on-one and group interviews, and scheduled visits.  This information will be gathered 

from faculty and staff of university who were either directly or indirectly involved with 

the project to gain an understanding of the steps involved in the project.  

 

I can be reached at 518.366.xxxx, which is my personal cell phone number.  I would be 

happy to answer any questions about the project. 

 

I would like to reassure you that as a participant in this project you have several, rights. 

• Your participation in these studies is entirely voluntary. 

• You are free to decline to answer any question at any time,  

• You are free to withdraw from the study at any time. 

 

My notes from meetings, interviews, and observations will be kept strictly confidential.  

Excerpts from these notes may be made part of the final thesis. 

Copies of the final publications will be supplied whenever possible and as requested. 

 

I would be grateful if you would sign this form to show that you have read its contents. 

 

 

________________________________________ signed 

 

________________________________________ printed 

 

________________________________________ dated 
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Appendix C: Interview Protocol 

 

Project: University Web Site Redesign Process in the Face of Organizational Change 

Time of Interview: 

Date: 

Place: 

Interviewer: Erika Rau 

Interviewee: 

Title of Interviewee:  

Report to: 

 

The purpose of this project is to discover and understand the process and the steps taken 

to accomplish the task of redesigning the university Web Site.  These steps should 

include the very beginning of the idea to redesign the site, to present time.  

 

 

1) What was your specific role in the redesign process?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

a.) Who were the main people who you worked with on the project? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2) Thinking back to each of the steps, what were the barriers or obstacles involved 

with this project?  Please explain. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Appendix C: Interview Protocol Page 72 

 

3) How did you overcome these barriers? Explain. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4) In your opinion, what has changed since the site was rolled out?  
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Appendix D: Website Re-launch Meeting Timeline 

 

Strategy for Re-launching the Web Site 

 
A draft design will be shared with individuals and groups for comment prior to the launch of the 

new home page. Here is a tentative schedule, subject to change: 

 

Friday, Jan. 21  Marketing Committee  2 p.m.  
(director of PR, web coordinator, and 

webmaster)  

Monday, Jan. 24 EM Working Group  9 a.m.  
(director of PR) 

 

Tuesday, Jan. 25 Deans Council   9 a.m.  
(director of PR, web coordinator, and 

webmaster)  

 

Tuesday, Jan. 25 Administrative Directors 1 p.m.  
(director of PR) 

 

Tuesday, Jan. 25 Executive Committee  3 p.m.  
       (director of PR) 

 

Wednesday, Jan. 26 Student Affairs Directors 8:30 a.m.  
       (director of PR) 

 

Tuesday, Feb. 1  Foundation Board  8 a.m.  
(vice president of resource development) 

 

Tuesday, Feb. 1  Academic Council  9 a.m.  
(director of PR, web coordinator, and 

webmaster)  

 

Thursday, Feb. 3 All-Staff Meeting  Noon  
       (vice president of resource development) 

 

Tuesday, Feb. 15 College Council   Noon  
       (director of PR) 
 

Late Jan. - early Feb. Other small groups and individuals—prospective students, current 

students, faculty, staff, et al. 

 

Tuesday, Feb. 8 Launch Home Page 
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                     from Murphy (19)  

Appendix E: Tushman and Nadler’s Information Processing Model 
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Appendix F: Formal University Organizational Chart 
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Appendix G: Web Related Organizational Chart 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*the dotted line represents the “dotted line relationship” (see Glossary) because the 

webmaster reports directly to the vice president of resource development, however, he also 

works closely with the associate director of information technology services, who he “dots” 

to.  The dotted line resembles an informal organizational structure, where the solid lines 

represent the formal organizational structure. 
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