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1. Introduction
Many different types of organizations are implementing Internet technology internally through organizational interfaces, or Intranets, which organize and store information and knowledge which is vital to an organization’s success.  An Intranet is a website or interface that is used by employees of an organization for a variety of different purposes. Organizations have a vast amount of knowledge and information that is being created, stored, and assimilated through Intranets. It is becoming extremely important for people in organizations to be able to access this information in a quick and convenient manner.  Intranets differ from Internets because they are private and only provide access to information to those inside the organization.  
Intranets have the ability to facilitate communication, production, and the flow of information if they are implemented in a way that is beneficial to users. Therefore, Intranets must be designed to help people in the organization perform their daily tasks and access important information.  
1.1 Current Problem

The problem is in determining what content should be provided in an Intranet and how it should be organized so that people within the organization can easily find, use, and understand the information that is available.   An Intranet can only be truly successful if it succeeds in supporting users perform their daily tasks more quickly and efficiently.  The users must see the benefits of an Intranet if they are going to implement its use into their daily work routine.   
1.2 Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to determine how Intranets support the tasks of employees who use them in organizations.  There are many potential implications of this research that will contribute to a deeper understanding of Intranets.  This research will study how users make use of the content on Intranets to carry out work processes.  Intranets should enable users to perform their daily tasks as quickly and easily as possible. Examining the content and organization of information within current Intranets and how users utilize this information to perform their daily tasks is important because it will help determine the way that Intranets should be structured.   

1.3 Theoretical Perspective 

This research project will be conducted using qualitative field research.  The theoretical perspective of this type of research comes from grounded theory which is “the attempt to derive theories from an analysis of the patterns, themes, and common categories discovered in observational data,” (Babbie, 291).  Grounded theory was developed by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss in 1967 in the book, The Discovery of Grounded Theory.   This method involves comparing categories of data for recurring themes and the research begins without an initial hypothesis.
1.4 Research Question

The research question for this study asks:  how do Intranets within organizations assist users in performing tasks and finding the information they need to excel in their jobs?
1.5 Definition of Terms
This research study will involve a case study of one organization that has an Intranet.  This will involve interviews and observations with the employees in this organization to determine the effectiveness of the Intranet in supporting their daily tasks.  In this study, the participants will be an employee of this organization.  The Intranet is the organizational interface that is only available to people working within the organization.  The daily tasks will be defined by the kinds of work that the participants are required to do on a daily basis.  The effectiveness will be measured by how the Intranet helps and supports the participants perform their daily tasks through the content, structure, and organization of information.   

2. Literature Review
2.1 Use of Intranets
Intranets are organizational interfaces that utilize web technology to provide a variety of information for employees within organizations and serve as a central location for the dissemination, creation, and storage of company information.  Intranets often begin as a tool for distributing company news, policies, and benefits information, but grow to facilitate file sharing, discussion forums, video conferencing, and competitive analyses (McNay, 2000).  Intranets can also provide direct access to online information and research tools such as email, directories, digital libraries, internal expertise, frequently asked questions, manuals, bibliographic and sales databases and online training modules (Vishik, 1997).  

Unlike Internets, which are often created by professional web developers outside the organization, Intranets are usually developed by people inside.  This can include librarians, human resource managers, researchers, marketing managers, and sometimes web developers or information science professionals (Lamb, 1999).  

2.2 Security 
One concern about Intranets is that information sharing could result in the disclosure of private company information (Scheepers & Damsgaard, 1997).  Intranets are usually secured with a Firewall that prevents unauthorized users from accessing the site.  Private and important company information should always be password-protected for total security (Swantek, 2003).  
2.3 Communication
Intranets should be a reflection of the organizations culture and values by supporting the mission and goals (Swantek, 2003).  Intranets have a huge impact on organizational processes by facilitating communication and information sharing of important data within an organization (Scheepers & Damsgaard, 1997).  Information on Intranets is available to all organization members, creating an “information link” (Vishik, 1997) that enables users to find information from all over the organization. This information sharing supports organizational networking and creates a sense of community and belonging, often through the use of forums or newsgroups that promote the sharing of knowledge, ideas, and opinions (McNay, 2000).  

2.4 Time and Money
Ruppel and Harrington (2001) discuss how Intranets initiate Knowledge Management efforts by compressing time and space and providing a flexible exchange of information.  Intranets are successful if they improve worker productivity, learning, and decision making. 

Harvey, Palmer, and Speier (1997) provide a summary of areas in which organizations are increasing learning and productivity through Intranets. Publications and reports that were traditionally printed on paper are now available online, saving a tremendous amount of time and money.  Collaborative workgroups form because employees have access to more people that can work together virtually on projects and tasks.   Online reference documents are now available at any time. Because intranets are online, employees can post responses, comments and questions when they arise and when it is convenient for them. Interactive communication is possible because surveys, questionnaires, and memos can be distributed and returned online.  Web-based training provides employees with the ability to control their instruction or learning of new concepts.  They can decide which instruction is helpful to them and can use these resources at any time.  Intranets also increase workforce automation in customer service and administrative tasks because resources are organized in one central location.  
Intranets allow for wider audiences within organizations to access information resources and can increase production and efficiency by allowing greater collaboration among users.   The ability to reuse existing company resources for a variety of projects can save time and money.  This facilitates knowledge sharing and can reduce research time by allowing expertise and knowledge to be shared among people within the organization.  Resource sharing also increases efficiency because users have online access to resources such as publications, databases, and collections of reports (Vishik, 1997).  

2.5 Intranet Users
There are various groups of people using Intranets in all kinds of organizations including domain experts, internal information brokers, employees, managers, and information experts (Vishik, 1997).  All of these groups work together to create, publish, or locate Intranet resources.  

Intranets are most useful when there are designed around the information needs of the employees, rather than management or executives.  Employees will find the information more useful and relevant to them if they can integrate the use of the Intranet into their daily work lives (Guenther, 2003). Relevant information and tools that will help employees carry out their work compels them to visit the site on a regular basis.  Access to new content and the functionality of the Intranet can also contribute to employee productivity which in turn increases the bottom line and profitability.  
Intranets should be familiar and straightforward because the returning users perform tasks repetitively for work-related purposes.  Head (2000) says that Intranet users are more likely to take the time to learn the content, how it is laid out, and how it works because they need to use it frequently to perform their daily tasks.  Therefore, they can tolerate more content, links, and choices on the homepage and usually prefer depth over breadth.  As users become familiar with the site, they are likely to learn the parts they need the most.  Because Intranets are used for work-related purposes, users also prefer speed and efficiency over fancy graphics and entertaining photos.    

Curry and Stancich (2000) point out the benefits for individual users of Intranets.  These include more satisfying and challenging work, increased social interaction, greater autonomy, and increased opportunities for self development.  Other benefits are a raised awareness and commitment to organizational objectives and greater flexibility with technology and people.  Another benefit is that users can search for information that will help them perform their jobs.  Information pull is the ideas that the user determines what kind of information they need and when to access the resources (Harvey, Palmer, & Speier, 1997).  This empowers users by giving them the authority to determine what information will be most useful to them and the ability to find it in a timely manner that they control.

Curry and Stancich (2000) found that most users felt that the Intranet was a part of their job and increased the efficiency and effectiveness of their work.  They enjoyed the convenience of a single point of access to information and the web availability of important documents.  Users also found the information to be relevant to their work, but many had difficulties navigating the site and needed basic training in web use.  The main motivations for using Intranet services were because of convenience, free access, ease of use, and value. 

2.6 Expectations of Users
Previous research suggests that most users expect certain things from web sites.  This includes a home page that provides links to important information, easy navigation, quick loading time, search features, working links, up-to-date information, and an index or site map (Rubens, 2000).  Users should be responsible for learning the basic functions and skills required to use the site and search for information, as well as browsing through the content and providing feedback when it is necessary (Rubens, 2000).  


Chifwepa (2003) points out several factors that can cause users to have a bad experience with Intranets.  These include not having training or guidance on how to use the Intranet, a lack of useful information, and a lack of technical skills and tools.  

2.7 Management and Organization of Intranets
Good management and organization of content is essential for an effective Intranet.  The quality of information on Intranets must be maintained by updating data, creating new content, and removing information that is outdated (Swantek, 2003).  

Standards are extremely important, especially in large Intranets, because they create consistency and familiarity with the look of the site.  This makes it easier for users to navigate through the Intranet and find information (Scheepers & Damsgaard, 1997).  The interface should have a common theme and the navigation should be easy to follow.   Logos, color, graphics, and typography should be consistent throughout the site to improve the user experience.  There should also be standards for markup languages, databases, and programming languages so that future use of documents will be easier (Fichter, 2004).    
2.8 Information Overload
Information overload is a concern to users who are faced with huge information spaces that require searching skills and tasks.  Some Intranets contain only a small number of pages, but many host millions of documents.  It can be extremely difficult for users to find information that is relevant to their work if they do not have the necessary searching skills and the Intranet is poorly organized.  
In an effort to reduce this problem, information retrieval has been impacted by the use of Intranets as organizations deal with ways to find information.  The ability to conduct quality Intranet research in an efficient way is extremely important to the success of users. Many users prefer simple interfaces over advanced searches (Vishik, 1997). Therefore, Intranets should provide basic research tools that are easy for users to understand and utilize.  Because organizations can have a variety of users, it is important to consider both beginners and experts when organizing the content and designing the interface for an Intranet. 
Managing information can be problematic if there is repeated, bad, or inaccurate information on an Intranet.  This can cause users to be confused.  An information audit can help solve these problems.  Conducting an inventory of information and identifying the groups of people who use types of information in the organization can help.  It is also important to identify how information is managed and used through tools, processes, and methodologies.  An information audit can also help identify gaps in information that may affect the user experience (Guenther, 2004). 

2.9 Users as Active Participants
One criticism of studies conducted by information science research using institutional perspectives is that the individual is often seen as a passive user of technology, rather than an active participant and interpreter (Lamb, 1999).  This study will address the users as active participants in order to learn how their daily tasks are supported by Intranets.
3. Method
3.1 Research Approach
To examine how employees in organizations use Intranets to perform their daily job functions, I will conduct a descriptive study by using qualitative field research.  
This research is descriptive because I will describe how Intranets are supporting user tasks after analyzing the results from a case study of one organization in which I will interview and observe participants.  This type of field research is appropriate because I will be able to directly observe participants using Intranets within their work place.  This type of observation will yield descriptive results that might be difficult to find using other research methods.
3.2 Population and Sample

The population for this study includes employees of an organization that uses an Intranet on a regular basis. Purposive sampling is “a type of non-probability sampling in which you select the units to be observed on the basis of your own judgment about which ones will be the most useful or representative,” (Babbie, 183).  I will use purposive sampling to recruit participants for this study.  Because the population is so large and there are so many different kinds of organizations that use Intranets, the sample will be determined by my own judgment.  
3.3 Participants
I have chosen a real estate organization that is in close proximity to my research facilities for this case study.  I will choose participants who work in this organization that use an Intranet.  These participants must be an employee of this organization and use the Intranet.  Another requirement is that I must be allowed to come to their workplace and observe them using the Intranet.  This could potentially mean that I will see private company information that is only meant for employees.  I have obtained permission from this organization to conduct this case study.   
Due to time constraints, I will not be able to travel a long distance or study a large number of participants.  I intend to study twelve participants.  
3.4 Data Collection
The unit of analysis and observation in this study is the individual people who are participating.  The organizational Intranet will also be analyzed by how the participants use the content and view the organization.  There are many variables that will be considered in this study, such as the gender, occupation, and age of the participants.  The materials that will be used are a tape recorder, note pad, and pen. 
3.5 Procedures

Qualitative interviewing “is based on a set of topics to be discussed rather than based on standardized questions,” (Babbie, 300).  I will conduct qualitative interviews that will involve a one-on-one conversation between me and the participants.  The interviews will be approximately 30 minutes each, unless I feel the need to allow more time for the participants to respond completely.  
The interview will begin with an opening where I will explain the purpose of the interview and my research.  Then, I will ask questions about their use of the Intranet in their organization to determine how it supports their tasks.  I will use both open and directed question style. The questions will be based on the topics that need to be explored and I will allow the interview to develop into a conversation about these topics.  I will listen carefully to the participants and pursue further information based on their responses.  I will use Semi-Directed Interview Behavior where there is mixed control because I want to give the participants the chance provide their own ideas and information.  This flexibility will give the participants that opportunity to talk about their use of the Intranet and provide opinions, ideas, and suggestions for improvement.  
When the interview is over, I will close by thanking them for their participation and making sure they do not have any questions or concerns.  I will then debrief them by explaining more about the study and how their responses will be used.  The interviews will be tape recorded and I will also take notes.  I will transcribe the interviews verbatim during the analysis process.

After interviewing the participants, I will observe them using the Intranet.  I will ask the participant to open the Intranet and show me what sections they use and how they go about finding the information they need.  I will ask them to performing the work tasks that they mentioned in the interviews and record my observations.  During this process, I will take notes of empirical observations and my personal interpretations.  
This will be non-participant observation because the participants will be aware that they are being observed, but I will not participate by using the Intranet.  I have decided not to actively participate because I feel it is not necessary and I will gain better insight through observing them.  My participation will not yield the results I am looking for because I am not an employee of the organization that I am studying.  
I have obtained permission to have access to the Intranet prior to the interviews.  I will examine the content and organization of the Intranet before and after the interviews and observations so that I have an understanding of what is available.  By examining the content and structure of information on the Intranet, I will be able to determine if they are effective. I will also be able to understand how and why the Intranet supports the users work tasks.  

I also plan to conduct background research about the organization prior to the interviews and observations so that I have a better understanding of the kind of work the participants are required to do.  This knowledge will help me structure the interview questions and suggest tasks for observation.  
I will use the transcripts from the interviews and notes from the observations to analyze the data, looking for categories of responses and themes about how Intranets support participants and help them with work tasks.  I will make recommendations for how Intranets should be designed and utilized.
3.6 Advantages
There are many advantages to conducting qualitative field research involving

interviews and observations. One advantage is that I will actually meet with the respondents face-to-face.  This will give me a deeper understanding of their job, personality, and the ways in which they use Intranets.  Because the qualitative interview is like a conversation, the participants will be able to talk about their experiences and discuss their opinions and ideas.  This openness and flexibility will produce valid data and insightful information that will help me to answer the research question.  My presence will also encourage the participants to answer the questions in great detail. This study will have a high response rate because I will not interview someone who does not want to participate.  
Another advantage is that I will actually be observing them using the Intranet, while recording their comments and processes.  This will allow me to understand what they use the Intranet for and how they use it to perform tasks.  Observing the participants in their work environment will produce realistic results from specific situations.  The validity will be high due to the fact that I will be observing the participants in their natural work setting.  The measurements used in this study will actually measure how Intranets support user tasks.  

The inexpensive nature of this type of research is also an advantage. I will only have to purchase a tape recorder and note taking materials.  Qualitative field research is also fairly flexible.  I can use the lessons that I learn while interviewing and observing participants to modify my questions at any time during the process.  
3.7 Disadvantages

There are also some disadvantages to qualitative field research that should be considered.  The first is that the results will have limited generalizability.  It is hard to generalize results to the entire population because participation is voluntary.  Due to time constraints, it would be impossible for me to interview and observe every member of this population and I am doing a case study of only one organization. Qualitative field research does not produce statistical results that describe characteristics of the entire population.  
Another disadvantage is that interviews and observations are extremely time consuming.  I will have to travel to the work place of the participants and allow enough time for a productive conversation and thorough observation.  It will take a great deal of time to study an appropriate number of participants.  Another limitation is that the data will be limited to the one conversation and observation that I have with the participants.  
The reliability in this study will be lower because of the reliance on my observations of the participants.  It is difficult to predict if the same results would be reached over and over with a different observer, organization, or set of participants.   Personality types can impact responses in interviews, making it hard to generalize the results to the entire population. 
3.8 Ethical Considerations
Participation in this study will be completely voluntary.  I have personally contacted employees in this organization to recruit participants.  They will be informed of the purpose and procedure of this study before actually participating.  I will provide consent forms that each participant must sign in order to ensure informed consent.  If there are any privacy concerns because of the sensitive nature on some Intranets, I have permission from the management of the organization and will ask them to sign a consent form as well.  
After I complete the interviews and observations, I will debrief the participants to make sure that they do not have any problems or concerns with the interview or observations.  I will be sure to answer any questions they may have to ensure that they are completely comfortable with the research experience. 
4. Importance of Study

This is an important topic to study because of the growing popularity of Intranets within organizations of all types.  Intranets are designed to be used by people working in organizations, so it is important that users understand the value of the Intranet and feel that it contributes to their work.   
The information gathered from this research will be most important to the field of information and library science.  Web designers, information architects, librarians, system designers, and many other professionals within this field will gain from this knowledge.  However, Intranets are being utilized in many different organizations such as hospitals, schools, small businesses, corporations, banks, the government, and many more.  People from all types of professions will benefit from this research because it will help them to better understand how to use their Intranet, what content they should include, or perhaps even why they should have one.  

This topic contributes specifically to the academic and research areas of information and library science because it deals with Intranets and user interaction.  The field of library and information science deals with systems and interfaces and how users make use of them.  This research will help students and professionals in this field understand the importance of Intranets and how to design them so that they will be most beneficial to the users.  This study will look at the content of Intranets, as well as how the content supports user tasks, both of which are important areas of study in the library and information science world. 

5. Summary and Conclusions

This qualitative field research study will be a case study involving interviews and observations with participants.  The participants will be employees of the organization that has agreed to participate and utilizes an Intranet.  This type of research will allow me to meet the participants and talk to them in their natural settings, while observing them using the Intranet.  The data gathered from the interviews and observations will allow me to discover how effective Intranets are in supporting the daily tasks of users.  
Summarize problem and what I am going to do to address it!
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