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It doesn’t take a tech guru to understand that the 
web is an ever-evolving creature. 

Everything you think you know about the internet, 
digital marketing, SEO and a whole array of other 
topics can be flipped on its head in a matter of six 
months. When it comes to content management, 
preparing for the future is just as important as gear-
ing up for the present. 

How do you prepare for the unknown?

But there are certain principles and lessons that 
when applied correctly, can help organizations deal 
with the inevitable challenges that changes in tech-
nology will put in their path. 

In this eBook, we explore these challenges to pro-
vide you with some insights that we feel will help 
you prepare for what’s here now, and what’s to 
come. A world where content is not pigeonholed 
into one display, where organizations must provide 
capable and robust multilingual websites, where a 
site’s search engine is far more than it may appear 
and where building a multi-site infrastructure is 
not only doable, but just flat-out more simple than 
managing a sprawl of content management systems. 
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THE PROMISES AND CHALLENGES 
OF WEB CONSOLIDATION 

It has never been easier to create a website.
The ease of website creation has organizations 
rolling out more adjacent websites now more 
than ever. Event websites, portals, forums and 
blogs are all common in today’s online ecosystem. 
Departmental leaders commonly share the 
misconception that launching an independent site 
will save their organization time and money, while 
affording them the freedom they need. In reality, 
the result is exactly the opposite.

Sites end up being put together quickly and on a 
variety of different content management systems 
(CMS). This website sprawl reduces continuity 
among business units and in the backend 
infrastructure. Many organizations are struggling 
to manage the growing number of websites under 
their umbrella.

It’s not out of the ordinary for organizations to 
use several CMSs. But with multiple CMSs comes 
challenges and costs. Regardless of whether or 
not you are starting fresh or consolidating several 
websites into one CMS, the architecture remains 
critical. It is the foundation of your multi-site setup 
and is one of the most important keys to success.

So why do organization’s even begin to bring on 
multiple CMSs?

Jeff Herron, founder of Beaconfire, website design 
and development company and eZ partner, 
explains:

“Multiple CMSs often result from organizations 
who don’t have an organizational strategy for their 
online properties, which can lead to distributed 
decision making or technology that’s limited in its 
ability to support the larger organization’s needs. 
An existing CMS that isn’t meeting the needs of 
the whole organization drives other departments 
to find another system out of necessity. Once one 
department has moved to a better system (at least 
for them) other departments feel empowered to 
move to something else as well.”

Departments with their own budgets will be quick 
to choose speed and freedom over continuity. This 
creates a number of problems says Herron. “With 
multiple systems in place, ensuring an integrated 
customer experience will be more difficult. Sharing 
content across systems will be harder. IT support 
costs may be higher and the reliance on outside 
vendors may be increased over time.”

Other challenges include:

• Increased need for training on different systems
• Limited collaboration on development
• Complex technical documentation
• Inconsistent brand identity
• Vastly different workflows
• Less continuity among business units
• More room for error due to the burden of testing
multiple systems

Each of these issues contribute to one 
commonality: higher costs.

If the challenges above don’t convince you that a 
consolidated multi-site environment is worthwhile, 
perhaps the benefits can.

“The benefits are numerous: sharing content, 
sharing workflows, consolidating training and 
technical development resources, implementing 
organization wide templates and style guides, and

“Departmental leaders commonly 
share the misconception that 
launching an independent site will 
save their organization time and 
money, while affording them the 
freedom they need. In reality, the 
result is exactly the opposite.”
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much more,” says Peter Keung, managing director 
for eZ partner and CMS implementation team Mugo 
Web. 

Other benefits include:

• Enhanced globalization capabilities
• Streamlined training, development and testing
• Simplified integration
• Rapid site development
• Simplifies support issues
• Increased brand consistency
• Content reuse becomes much easier
• Increased collaboration

Although a multi-site setup is not necessary for 
every organization, there are a variety of situations 
where multi-site capabilities are essential. For 
instance, in a university situation, a multi-site 
environment simplifies the process of putting 
together sites for each individual college. It also 
helps ensure students in the system have the 
proper access they need across the setup.

Another scenario may be a global organization with 
regional marketing departments. Each department 
is required to maintain the content on their site 
while the brand’s identity is kept intact. This is also 
a scenario where you would need a CMS that excels 
in multilingual capabilities.

Organizations that are experiencing rapid growth, 
managing multiple brands or require the ability to 
quickly spin up a site for an event or campaign 
would benefit immensely by using one CMS.

A multi-site setup is much more scalable than 
linking individual websites. Development is simpler. 
Testing is easier. And implementation is faster.

However setting up a complex multi-site 
environment is not all unicorns and rainbows. It has 
its challenges and most start with setting up the 
initial architecture and getting the support of the 
organization.

Content migration can be another major 
hurdle. It is a serious endeavor and should 
not be underestimated. Gaining executive and 
departmental buy-in can be difficult. To truly tackle 

the challenge of web consolidation, it CMS

 be understood that first and foremost, web 
consolidation is an organizational matter, not solely 
a technological matter. As with any organizational 
changes, website consolidation needs to be 
managed from a human resources standpoint 
and not just from a technical perspective, says 
Peter Keung. “You need the buy-in of the various 
departments so that they understand the benefit 
of the consolidation. Otherwise, you can be 
perceived as taking away the freedom and speed of 
implementation that they had, which drove them to 
run their own isolated system in the first place.”

Website consolidation doesn’t come without its 
thorns. But if you can weed through the challenges, 
the result can help your organization truly flourish.

“A multi-site setup is much more 
scalable than linking individual 
websites. Development is 
simpler. Testing is easier. And 
implementation is faster.”
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WHAT CONTENT, USERS, VISITORS, 
AND WORKFLOWS SHOULD HAVE 
IN COMMON

When running a multi-site installation, complexity 
will be your biggest opponent. 

One of the best ways to combat complexity is 
through centralization. Keeping content in a single, 
central location, enables your organization to 
harness the power of content sharing and reuse.

But centralization goes far beyond content. It 
affects the users that work with the content 
management system (CMS). It affects the visitors 
that log into sites within your multi-site umbrella. 
And it affects the speed and fluidity through which 
content is reviewed and approved.

Let’s explore each one individually.

Content Sharing and Reuse

Content has a way of spiraling out of control, 
especially when its being constantly churned out. In 
a multi-site environment, it’s best to keep content 
like articles and images in the same repository. 
Some organizations don’t do this and it ends up 
shooting them in the foot down the road. 

Your content becomes siloed.

For instance, say you’re organization is updating 
your company description throughout your multi-
site setup.
If the description is in a shared repository, 
then updating isn’t a problem. However, if the 
description isn’t in the same repository, you’d have 
to manually update it on each one of your sites. If 
you only had a few sites, you might say, “so what.” 
But the reality is that many organizations with 
multi-site setups are running dozens of sites. That 
makes decentralized content a large concern.

The solution isn’t so much a specific tool, but more 
so about establishing clear rules for best practices 
around content sharing. Of course, you need a 
tool that can run a shared content repository on 
multiple sites -- so the technology shouldn’t be 
totally disregarded.

Best practices will vary depending on the 
organization, but some to look out for include:

• Editorial permissions to navigate and search 
another site’s content for potential reuse.
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• Define chunks of content (company description, 
author bios, etc.) that are globally reused and 
centrally maintained across all brands.

• Establish rules for content sets that make sense 
to cross publish when speaking about news, blogs, 
photography and illustrations.

• Establish an area for shared corporate content like 
logos, contact addresses, etc.

• Establish a solid multi-dimensional taxonomy to 
enable precise and flexible metadata for all sites.

Creating a centrally defined and maintained 
taxonomy for all your sites will help immensely 
when it comes to content sharing. You can do this 
by enabling editorial users across sites to use the 
same conventions for enriching content with proper 
metadata.

With richer metadata, you’re editors will have better 
access to content across sites and your content will 
be much easier to find in general.

Managing Hierarchical User Data

Consider a scenario with a number of different 
sites, all run by different departments, and 
each with a number of editors. Simple tasks like 
adding new editorial users and managing a user’s 
access can become extremely complex without 
proper delegation. Often times, organizations will 
manage this through a central department whose 
responsibility is to manage all users, regardless of 
department or role.

This type of management is feasible when only 
dealing with 10 to 50 users. But not when you are 
dealing with 500 users in 20 divisions.

To manage hierarchical user data, it’s important 
that you’re able to delegate management while still 
keeping central control. With eZ Publish Platform, 
there is a clear separation between the user, user 
group data, and permissions, which are defined as 
roles.

Users and user groups are totally separated from the 
definitions of the policies that define permissions and 
access rights for each role. Roles are then assigned 

directly to a user or a user group.
With a setup like this you are able to define different 
roles, for example:

Global admin:

• Define permission sets for editorial users, visitors 
and customers

• Create user group structures

Department admin:

• Responsible for creating and maintaining local 
editorial users in one department

• Cannot modify the permissions of what an editorial 
user can do

• Can create content

Editorial user:

• Responsible for creating content in defined sections

This is a simple breakdown of how you can 
delegate responsibility to make sure that users in 
one department are up to date (i.e. new hires and 
fires); and still keep central control because you can 
globally manage without department admins being 
able to modify.

Visitor User Management

Today, nearly every site has some sort of user 
interaction. For example, being signed in to 
comment on an article, vote on content, submit a 
link, or purchase content or goods. In a multi-site 
environment, this can quickly become a mess if user 
management isn’t clearly defined.

Should a registered user on one site automatically be 
granted access to another site in your setup? Should 
there be single sign on for shared users?

As always, there is no one-size-fits-all solution. In 
general, it’s likely that as a customer or visitor, you 
would like to have for example:

• A single user name across all brands and sites
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• Single sign on so that you are logged into all sites
simultaneously

• User profile privileges on any of the sites so you 
can edit your profile and have it reflected to all sites 
in the multi-site setup

As a site owner in a multi-site environment, you 
would like to have:

• Control over what content a user has access to on 
your site

• The ability to define which actions are allowed for 
each site

• The ability to have the user define site specific 
preferences

If you’ve identified that user data makes sense to 
be the same across all sites then you are in a good 
situation to optimize this. User data can be stored 
in a central user repository. Here, a user’s personal 
data like name, address and global preferences can 
be stored. This type of data is the backbone of a 
centralized user repository.

This means your users will live in the CMS, but you 
can have a master record in a third party system 
like an LDAP repository or use SalesForce. You 
can also enable single sign on via social networks 
like Facebook or Twitter, but this is a side topic for 
another day.

You still need to be able to locally define the 
following for each site:

• Content permissions

• Functional permissions

• Local preferences

A shared user in a multi-site environment isn’t 
necessarily a complex topic, and it can be well 
executed. But make sure that you have this on your 
radar when thinking about your multi-site setup 
because it’s a much bigger ordeal if it is not tackled 
during the architectural design phase.

Content Approvals

If there is one thing everyone in the content business 
knows it’s this: reviews and approvals take time. 
When there are a number of sites where content 
needs to be approved, you will soon find yourself 
overwhelmed and backed up with local queues for 
approval.

Without any centralized overview or control, 
workflows will end up causing friction and inevitably 
slow things down. This can lead to poor quality 
content being approved too quickly or just a lack of 
motivation to produce content entirely.

Let’s assume that we need legal review of a piece of 
content before publishing to local brand’s site - let’s 
say in the medical industry. Making sure that the 
approval process is efficient and that you can visually 
get an overview of the current status is important. 
There should be easy to perform actions or overrides 
on content pending approval. Of course given that 
you have the right set of permissions.

“If there is one thing everyone in 
the content business knows it’s 
this: Reviews and approvals take 
time.”
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Here are some quick hints when it comes to 
centralized content approval:

• Create a centralized dashboard consisting of 
created content and its current state in the approval 
process

• Uncover content which is pending approval globally 
and for how long it has been pending

• Create the ability to override and move forward

• Quickly have access to preview and review content

that needs to be approved
For the scenarios where you do need content 
approval, it’s important that you make it as simple a 
possible. Workflows can quickly become an obstacle 
if not used in the right way. My main take away is 
to simplify workflows as much as possible while still 
maintaining global oversight. 

As you can see, reaching centralization can be a 
complex endeavor. But it will never be as complex as 
being totally decentralized.
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BLOBS VS. CHUNKS: 
UNDERSTANDING TRUE SEPARATION 
OF CONTENT FROM PRESENTATION

One of the old principles in the content manage-
ment system (CMS) world is separating content 
from presentation.

Sounds nifty, right?

But what does it actually mean? It’s about creating 
adaptive content, or in other words, content that 
isn’t restricted to a single display. Content that is 
totally separated from its presentation or design 
breeds many benefits. For instance, it becomes 
vastly easier to redesign a website or corporate 
identity without undergoing serious content modifi-
cation.

This was one of the strongest pitches in favor of 
content and presentation separation. And it still is, 
but the truth is that true separation from content is 
much more powerful than you might think.

Below is an illustration from the documentation of 
one of our very first releases of our CMS, eZ Pub-
lish. It illustrates the basic principle of content and 
design separation.

What it doesn’t show is the fact that the content 
can be displayed in many more ways than just the 
web page pic- tured below -- think mobile phones, 
tablets and watches.

Today, many CMSs commonly store HTML in the 
content repository, then use CSS to apply the de-
sign. In the “blobs vs. chunks” debate, a topic made 
popular by Karen McGrane, these masses of HTML 
are the blobs. From a devel- opment perspective, 
storing HTML directly in the reposi- tory as blobs is 
a tremendously smaller effort than storing semanti-
cally channel-neutral XML, it is also lazier.

The blob technique handicaps your content. Once 
your content is stored in HTML, you’re stuck to 
display your con- tent only on specific HTML-based 
presentation devices. Garrett Moon, of Todaymade.
com, has a great explanation for why blobs can 
create problems. “To start, blobs are pre- senta-
tion-specific, meaning they were meant for a single 
purpose or device. A magazine spread is a perfect 
example of this. The text, story length, images, 
and callouts are all baked together in one perfectly 
sized space. The design and text are one.”

At eZ, we see the flaws with blobs and our philoso-
phy is on the other end of the spectrum. Since ver-
sion 1.0 of eZ Publish, we’ve stored clean seman-
tically-defined XML in the database, allowing for 
reusable content in other channels. This approach is 
otherwise known as the “chunks” approach.

When content is stored in chunks, your organization 
has access to clean REST APIs, web to print capa-
bilities, simple digital signage creation and integra-
tions with a wide variety of devices like the Apple 
Watch.

It’s about creating adaptive 
content, or in other words, 
content that isn’t restricted to a 
single display.

http://karenmcgrane.com/2012/09/04/adapting-ourselves-to-adaptive-content-video-slides-and-transcript-oh-my/
http://karenmcgrane.com/
http://todaymade.com/blog/adaptive-content-chunks/
http://todaymade.com/blog/adaptive-content-chunks/
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Today, many of our customers use eZ Publish for 
digital first purposes, and take advantage of channel-
neutral content. Because of the chunks approach, 
our customers can easily convert their content to 
InDesign, FrameMaker or other formats for print.

The chunks approach makes your content flexible. 
You’re no longer restrained by the boundaries of 
blobs.

Semantic Encoding vs. Markup

Keeping semantic structures is becoming increasingly 
important as technology continues to develop. 
Semantic encoding tells us something about our 
content, whereas markup does not.

For instance, many visually impaired individuals rely 
on text-to-speech translations, and the better job 
your site does at semantically defining content, the 
easier it will be to interpret when read aloud.

A good example of this is italics. In HTML, this is 
written with the markup <i>italics</i>. What this 
doesn’t tell you is why the word is being italicized.
 
Applying a semantic meaning like <emphasis> or 

<strong>, which is what we use in eZ Publish, is 
much more efficient, and in the long term, a much 
smarter way to structure your content. By using 
<emphasis> or <strong> you can highlight the words 
importance in the sentence.

Keeping the semantic meaning might seem stupid if 
you are thinking purely about the web and mobile 
experience. For the web and mobile, you can get 
by using HTML for the presentation. In eZ Publish, 
the template that renders <emphasis> is actually 
converting this to an <i> tag for HTML presentation.

So, why is it different?

Think of the multitude of future devices that italics 
won’t apply to. Let’s say you want to have the text 
converted to voice for the purpose of a smartwatch. 
In this case, <emphasis> makes much more sense 
than <i>.

Keeping semantic meaning has been a big principle 
for eZ since day one, and remains paramount to this 
day.

 from “Content in a Zombie Apocalypse” by @karenmcgrane speaking at re\VISION Boston 2015
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Information Architecture

Even if you are using chunks, as suggested, you 
still need to define content structures in a sensible 
and reusable way. You need to think about content 
in an object-oriented fashion. By creating itemized 
reusable chunks of content, you can allow maximum 
reuse of the content in the future. You also need 
to think about different variations of content. For 
example. the title of a piece of content should be 
represented in a long and short (or even small, 
medium, large) form. You can’t be sure where or 
how your content will be presented in the future, so 
creating content that is flexible should be considered 
essential.

However, this means more work -- sometimes 
double, or triple -- for the editorial team as they 
have to think about multiple channels and devices 

when writing content. But by semantically tagging 
your content, you give it infinitely more value to be 
reused in the future.

Know What You Buy

When you’re looking to purchase a new CMS, make 
sure that you’re aware of the way the system is 
storing its con tent internally.

You might be surprised, and perhaps you haven’t 
seen the value of true separation of content from 
presentation until now. But I would be shocked if 
there’s not something new just around the corner 
that will require your organization to present its 
content in a different way -- and it is best to make 
sure you’re ready for it.
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THE VALUE OF INFORMATION DESIGN 
AND CONTENT MODELING
There’s no denying that content holds value.

Content-driven businesses thrive by giving their 
readers, viewers or listeners the content they want 
and need, and in return businesses earn revenue, 
whether it’s through ads, subscription models or 
other means.

But how do you ensure you can get your readers, 
viewers or listeners the content they want in the 
right format? In other words, how can you maxi-
mize the value of your content?

The answer lies in information architecture and 
content modeling. Being able to beautifully display 
content to a user in a variety of contexts and on a 
multitude of devices.

Not Sexy or Shiny

“One of the things that I love most about content 
strategy and information architecture in particular 
is that it has longevity,” says Karen McGrane, user 
experience and content strategy expert for the 
web and mobile. In an recent interview, she quotes 
Jason Scott, saying that “Metadata is a love note to 
the future.”

But why is semantic metadata so important when it 
comes to content modeling?

Karen explains: “I’ve seen that pay off for organi-
zations so many times. The investment in struc-
tured content, in taxonomy, in semantic metadata 
– those things are not sexy and they’re not shiny. I 
think it’s sometimes hard for organizations to artic-
ulate why they should put the work into doing that. 
But it pays off in the long run, it really does. You 
continue getting value from that content in ways 
that you would not have if you didn’t have that 
metadata in place, if you didn’t have that structure 
in place.” 

Understanding Content Modeling

Let’s dive into an example. Say you are rolling out 
a cooking website that delivers unique recipes to its 
visitors. Your first inclination might be to just throw 
the entire recipe onto a page and be done with it.

A better way to tackle this is by defining the attri-
butes (known as field types) of the overall recipe. 
Each recipe may consist of several field types, such 
as name (text line), ingredients (content relation), 
cooking time (integer), image (jpeg), description 
(formatted text), and video (mp4).

By splitting up the content type into its individu-
al attributes you’ve given it greater flexibility and 
made it more reusable.

Take the ingredients field type for example. We 
could have easily out them as a text field in the 
actual recipe. But this would remove the meta in-
formation that establishes the relationships between 
ingredients and recipes. These relationships can be 
used to show other recipes with the same ingredi-
ents. It can be used for navigation or to create col-
lections of recipes by ingredients. The possibilities
are endless. By just splitting up this piece of con-
tent into its most basic form we have opened up a 
wide range of possibilities.
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Peter Keung, managing director for the CMS 
implementation team Mugo Web, reiterates the 
importance of establishing a clear separation: “eZ 
Publish’s separation of content from design was 
forward-thinking 15 years ago, and it’s really coming 
to fruition nowadays, especially where multi-channel 
is key. You need to strike a good balance between 
splitting your data out into discrete fields and giving 
editors some freeform flexibility to manage the 
structure of the content and presentation.”

Omni-channel Content Repository

At eZ, our content is stored in a fully channel-
neutral manner. This means that channel-specific 
information, like HTML formatting for the internet, 
isn’t stored in the repository. Because of this, you 
can easily reuse your content in any channel, such as 
the web, on mobile, in apps or in print.

Keung provides his take on what to look for in a 
CMS when it comes to content modeling: “Make sure 
that your CMS stores the presentation data and the 
content itself separately. For example, make sure 
your CMS doesn’t save your content as pure HTML.”

Why is it important to store your content in a 
channel-neutral manner?

Karen McGrane points to the changing landscape of 
technology. “Now with mobile phones, and tablets, 
and smart TVs, and watches, and Google Glass, 
and God knows what else is going to come next, 
the idea that we have to have new production 
processes that allow us to create content separate 
from form, or that allow us to encode the meaning 
of what we want to communicate in a way that isn’t 
completely dependent on visual styling... [Content] 
isn’t completely dependent on layout, or sizing, or 
styling cues derived from print – that’s sort of a 
mind-bending thing for human beings to have to 
wrap their heads around. That basically up until this 
point of human history, we never had to think about 
that and now that’s our biggest problem.”

When content modeling is done right it creates vast 
opportunities for content reuse across channels. Apps 
to browse recipes by ingredients, cooking time or 
other filters can be developed. Exporting a bundle 
of recipes into an InDesign template becomes easily 
achievable.

Channel-neutral content gives you the advantage to 
create once and publish anywhere. Correct content 
modeling practices, where content is separated from 
design, can make all the difference in the world as 
technology progresses.

It’s going to be a challenge to implement these 
practices organization wide. It requires extra work 
from many individuals, mainly editors and IT. 
“Nobody wants structured content, nobody wants 
taxonomy. No one wants those things for their own 
sake,” says Karen McGrane.

“It’s up to us to figure out how we demonstrate the 
value of our work, how do you tie the investment in 
structured content to the goals of the organization; 
that they want personalization, that they want 
reduced translation cost, that they want true multi-
platform publishing.”

Of course, influencing executives and peers will take 
time, and a clear strategy. Karen shares how she’s 
influenced change in the past. “I’ve said many times 
that, for me, mobile is a Trojan horse. I could never 
walk into the CEO’s office and talk about structured 
content. I could, but it’s not as good of a sell as it is 
to go in there and talk about mobile, because that’s 
what they care about.”

Executives see the numbers on mobile and 
understand the platform is growing, so it is smart to 
use that knowledge to your advantage.

“If I go in and say, ‘You want to succeed on mobile? 
You have to do this.’ That’s a way stronger sell than 
just saying, ‘But structured content and taxonomy is 
a wonderful thing for you to have!’”

I’ve said many times that, for me, 
mobile is a Trojan horse. I could 
never walk into the CEO’s office 
and talk about structured content. 
I could, but it’s not as good of a 
sell as it is to go in there and talk 
about mobile, because that’s what 
they care about.

- Karen McGrane
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ECONOMIES OF SCALE: BENEFITS OF 
A MULTI-SITE ARCHITECTURE
It’s time to balance the scales.

You’ve been struggling to run multiple sites on 
multiple content management systems (CMS) for 
too long. It’s time to use the weight of a multi-site 
architecture to your advantage. It’s time to benefit 
from the economies of scale.

There are many benefits to establishing a strong 
multi-site environment, and one of the primary 
benefits relates to design. Design is something that 
all web projects share and implementing a new site 
design is always one of the main tasks when build-
ing out a new site.

When building out a multi-site environment, there 
are steps you can take to ensure that producing 
new sites under your umbrella goes smoothly, re-
gardless of what the new site looks like compared 
to the others.

A site factory can give you the ability to churn out 
sites with ease, but in doing so you must under-
stand that content reuse is key. Too often organi-
zations are running multiple brands in an inefficient 
way. The more efficiently you can reuse compo-
nents across sites the faster you can go to market, 
and the more agile you become when you are 
innovating and adding new capabilities to your site.

Madsack, a German media group, is a great exam-
ple of a newspaper that has efficiently set up a site 
factory. Because new sites are built on the same 
framework within the site factory, site launches 
take weeks instead of months.

Understanding the Components of a Site 
Factory

If we assume that you have chosen to work with a 
multi- tenant CMS, the process of building a site is 
based on many common components. The struc-
ture of such an architecture would roughly consists 
of the following: 

• Content definitions
• Templates
• Global responsive styling 
• Brand specific styling

The diagram below shows an overview of the dif-
ferent steps in this approach.
 
Let’s go ahead and break the steps down 

individually.

Content Definition

When defining your content or establishing the 
information design of your site, you need to define 
the types of content you’re going to manage and 
the detailed structure of it. In the above diagram 
you will see a cooking website that is broken down 
into several categories with the overall content 
“chunk” being a recipe. 

By understanding each attribute of the content 
“chunk” and defining what type of data it should 
contain, you have the advantage of being able to 
display it as you please.

The core of a modern CMS serves as a flexible con-
tent engine. It enables you to define the structure 
of the information you want to manage. There are 
systems on the market however that use a modular 
approach where each content type, often referred 
to as modules, are separate applications that serve 
to manage articles, picture galleries, forums or 
similar.

http://ez.no/Blog/Madsack-Media-Group-Achieves-Digital-Success-with-eZ-Publish
http://ez.no/Blog/Madsack-Media-Group-Achieves-Digital-Success-with-eZ-Publish
http://ez.no/Blog/Madsack-Media-Group-Achieves-Digital-Success-with-eZ-Publish


16 www.ez.no

This approach often lacks a reference between 
modules and can force your content into silos. 
Customization of this approach often means 
programming and modifying the core code of the 
application, which slows time to market and strains 
maintainability. It is, in general, a much more 
difficult way to do things.

Templating

Templates define what type of information to display.
For example, you could create a template that 
displays the title, intro and body of an article, 
but leave out meta information like semantic 
categorization and tags used for internal use. 
When displaying a cooking recipe, you could create 
a template that defines and displays the name, 
ingredients and a video on how to cook the recipe. 
Your template could even replace the cooking time 
with an icon that illustrates time, among other 
things.

Global Responsive Styling

Global styling most often consists of CSS files that 
apply to generic elements like formatting of different 
levels of headers, default padding and margins. 
Global styling can also define a default styling, even 
color schemes, that are typically neutral and could 
potentially work for several brands.

With global styling, sites can share common brand 
characteristics within the multi-site environment, 
making it easier to quickly deploy new sites, but 
perhaps more importantly, it makes sites easier and 
less costly to maintain over time.

Brand specific Settings
Brand specific styling and settings is lends you the 
opportunity to highlight what is unique to each 
specific brand. Typically, this starts by defining the 
URL to use, the content repository, the set of generic 
templates and the configuration to reuse. Of course, 
there is also the brand specific part of the styling.

Brand specific styling and settings can define font 
faces, sizes, colors, background images and the 
like. In a multi- site setup, brand-specific styling 
helps sites differentiate from one other, while still 
remaining under the same umbrella.

With CSS you have the control over the site’s layout
and can also modify things like positioning or floating 
if needed. Ideally, the graphical design process 
should take into consideration that the design should 
be made up of generic components that can be 
reused across multiple brands. For this reason, web 
designers are now expected to design directly in 
code as opposed to Photoshop, which was the trend 
just a few years back.

Of course, brand-specific styling is easiest when kept 
as simple as possible. But not all organizations can 
keep generic styling to reduce complexity. This can 
become a balancing act because you do not want to 
limit the graphical expression of the specific brand, 
however, keeping simplicity at the front of your mind 
will be beneficial in the long run.

Economies of Scale

When applying this methodology, you will see huge 
improvements in the time spent to launch new sites. 
Perhaps more importantly, maintaining a brand will 
be much more cost efficient. As we all know, the 
maintenance and continuous optimization of a site is 
where expenses can begin to pile up.

When efficiently building a generic set of templates 
and establishing a reusable global design definition, 
you can see a cost saving of 70 to 90 percent 
in a multi-brand launch. You have the front-end 
technology to customize a multi-site set up fully with 
the latest generations of CSS. When done right, your 
sites’ visitors wouldn’t even notice -- even if they 
look entirely different.
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LEARNING FROM SUCCESS: 
FEDERATED SEARCH IN A MULTI-SITE 
ENVIRONMENT
In its most basic form, federated search is really 
just a form of aggregation. Several sites, all 
participating in a “federation” are scanned at the 
same time to produce results from a multitude of 
sources.

Sounds simple.

Yet, like most aspects in a multi-site environment, 
it’s far from mundane.

Take for instance JSH-Online, the now combined 
home of The Christian Science Journal, Christian 
Science Sentinel, and The Herald of Christian 
Science, each of which were once separate print 
periodicals. Today, JSH-Online has managed to 
develop a full-text searchable archive of everything 
published in print from 1883 to today, and audio 
content from 2000 to today.

An incredible feat. And one not completed without 
a few lessons learned. When asked to provide 
advice about the challenges they inherited during 
their ambitious project, the team spoke first about 
the hurdle of presenting diverse search results from 
different sources.

“Site A may be text heavy, consisting of mostly 
article content. Site B could be focused on 
e-commerce with short product blurbs. Site C’s 

content repository could be filled with audio 
podcast content with very limited text to search on. 
Yet, your audience could very well be interested in 
searching across all of these different sites.”

JSH-Online took a color and icon-oriented 
approach so its users can quickly sort through 
the content type, and from which site it came. 
Something similar can be seen by using USA 
Today’s search engine.

JSH-Online further simplifies the search experience 
by enable users to listen to content without leaving 
the search results page, simply by clicking an audio 
icon. Users can even bookmark search results to 
save the article while continuing to browse.

In a multi-site environment, it’s important that your 
users have the freedom to filter content as they 
choose. For example, you can simplify the search 
process by letting users filter out their search 
results from certain sites within the federation, or 
by limiting search results to strictly audio content. 
By doing so, your users have a much better chance 
of finding exactly what they are looking for.

The JSH-Online story is one of success. But it 
did take time, testing and experimentation to get 
things right. The challenges they faced provided 
insights into what their users wanted, leading them 
to create a better federated search experience.

In the beginning, the team had to make certain 
assumptions about user behavior, and over time 
they were able to turn an assumption into an

“In a multi-site environment, it’s 
important that your users have 
the freedom to filter content as 
they choose.”
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actual understanding of user behavior, all through 
trial and error.

“For example, we initially launched with word 
stemming turned on. So a search for “Love” returned 
results including “loved”, “loves”, etc. We thought 
this might be useful for users that were searching 
for a general concept, or for those users who were 
unsure of what exact terms to search.”

However, this assumption proved to be incorrect, 
leading the team to make an adjustment.

“It turned out many of [our users] knew exactly what 
terms they wanted to search for and those users 
found the word stemming to be counterintuitive. 
When reviewing the feedback as a team, we all 
agreed that we had gotten that one wrong. We 
turned word stemming off soon after and found 
searches were more fruitful (and less confusing) as a 
result.”

It’s the ability to experiment and quickly adapt that 
will decide your fate when implementing federated 
search. Something JSH-Online was able to do with 
the help of Blend Interactive, a web development 
firm and eZ Systems partner.

“The most important decision you will make is 
selecting a vendor. The partner you choose to work 
with can make or break your project.”

Outside of interviewing candidates and checking 
references, the JSH-Online team found one exercise 
particularly valuable.

“Once we narrowed our vendor search down to 
a specific firm, we tasked them with developing 
a rough proof of concept for one of our key site 
features. This short term investment served dual 
purposes. We were able to verify the value and 
feasibility of our idea at little cost, but more 
importantly, we were able to confirm that Blend was 
the right team to partner with as they demonstrated 

the openness and creativity to work well with our 
strategic team, and an ability to handle complex 
custom eZ Publish development.”

Creating a complex federated search service in a 
multi- site environment is not a simple project, but 
for the ones who have been successful, the results 
can be exactly what you’ve been search for.

“In a multi-site environment, it’s 
important that your users have 
the freedom to filter content as 
they choose.”
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WHAT MULTILINGUAL ORGANIZATIONS 
SHOULD LOOK FOR IN A CMS
For rapidly growing organizations, global expansion 
introduces hosts of new challenges. As you are 
spinning out more sites, you will likely be opening 
the door to new regional sites featuring local 
translations. In this scenario, a content management 
system (CMS) with multilingual capabilities isn’t just 
a nice feature to have, but rather a necessity.

The hurdle of dealing with multiple languages is an 
issue that can -- and should -- be dealt with out of 
the box, through your CMS.

Below, we’ve put together a list the most important 
things to look for a multilingual-capable CMS.

• Multilingual Functionality Out of the Box: 
Many CMSs offer multilingual functionality as 
plugins or extensions. While this can work, it can 
introduce vulnerabilities. Plugins can be coded 
poorly and go unmaintained since they are not 
created by the actual CMS vendor. Malware can 
sneak in from third-parties, and updates are 
often few and far between. An out- of-the-
box multilingual feature will have less security 
vulnerabilities and will likely be better maintained 
because it is a product of the vendor.

• Translatable Content Objects: 
In a multi-site setup it’s much more convenient to 
have a site with individually translatable objects. 
This makes translating much easier because 
content remains in the same position regardless of 
language. If you understand the content structure 
for your default site, you can understand the 
content structure for the rest of your sites. On the 
developer side, maintaining content objects helps 
to simplify code. If it works in one language, it 
will most likely work for all other languages. For 
instance, on eZ.no, all of the regional websites 
look exactly the same, except for the language in 
which the content is displayed. The sites are made 
up of individual content objects, which populate a 
predefined structure. This helps to simplify things 
across the board. It makes translation easier, it 

makes the jobs of regional marketers easier and 
serves a blueprint for all of our
regional sites.

• Multilingual Versioning System: 
When editing, regardless of the language, it helps 
to go back and
see your previous edits at times. This is no different 
in a multilingual environment, perhaps it is even 
more important. Make sure your versioning system 
supports all the languages you plan on using in 
your multi-site setup.

• Extensive Language Support: 
You may not need support for 64 languages right 
this moment, but it’s important to know that as 
you expand, your CMS will be capable of supporting 
the languages that come with rapid globalization. 
It makes sense to gravitate toward a CMS that is 
capable of supporting more translations.

• Customizable URLs: 
One of the most important multilingual features, 
as it relates to SEO, is the ability to fully customize 
URLs. Take for instance a blog post that is originally 
published on the eZ English blog, but will eventually 
be translated to French. The English URL would 
read: ez.no/blog/eZ-studio-will-focus- on-user-
experience. The French URL should then
read: ez.no/fr/blog/eZ-Studio-se-concentrera-
sur-l- experience-utilisateur. This is an important 
distinction when it comes to search as a native 
French speaker will likely search “experience 
utilisateur” and not “user experience.”

• Language Switcher: 
A language switcher allows you to switch the 
language of content while remaining on the same 
page. Sometimes, you will find that when you 
switch languages on a site you are automatically 
redirected to the homepage. This can make surfing 
difficult and lead to a poor user experience. With
an out of the box language switcher, your users can 
remain on the page they want, while still switching
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languages. This way you can make sure that your 
users have the best user experience possible.

• Language Fallback Options: 
Sometimes you just can’t translate everything. For 
growing organizations this is a common problem. 
Even at eZ, translating blog posts nearly every other 
day can be burdensome. You need to ensure your 
CMS has language fallback options,
or in other words, has the ability to revert an object 
back to the default language, even if the other 
content on the page is already translated. eZ does 
this on its regional websites by translating the static 
marketing copy, but enabling the blog post to still be 
visible in English. Though far from ideal, for rapidly 
growing organizations this is a great way to save 
time and cut costs while still providing some region-
specific content.

• Language-specific Group and User Permissions:
When you have a variety of editors working all 
within the same CMS, it’s best to make sure they 
can only edit content that pertains to them. Pick a 
CMS that has the ability to apply user permissions 
based on language. This will help make your editors 
jobs easier by simplifying their experience with the 
CMS. You can make sure they aren’t bothered by 
content that isn’t in their language.

Obviously, multilingual challenges go far beyond a 
CMS and involve the organization as a whole. But 
from a CMS perspective, it’s smart to make sure 
you take the necessary steps and do the research 
to make sure you set your organization up for 
multilingual success -- whether it’s now, or down the 
road.
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