
Improving the EMBL-EBI online experience 
User-Centred Design & Inspiration from the BBC

On 4th March 2013, the European Bioinformatics Institute (EMBL-EBI) launched its new website.  The site reflected the systematic ‘rethink’ of EBI’s diverse online services.  The 
redesign followed a user-centred design (UCD) process, where the requirements and behaviour of users guided the decisions for the design and navigation.  Our aim was to create a 
new website that is both useful and easy-to-use for life science researchers.  Please email your comments to feedback@ebi.ac.uk 

Jennifer A. Cham, Paula de Matos, Francis Rowland, Rodrigo Lopez & Brendan Vaughan

Oct 2010
Online User Survey
Analysis of the 3,500 survey 
responses from our users 
showed that there was 
scope for improvement in the 
navigation logic, look & feel, and 
searchability of our website.  
Further motivation for the 
redesign came in the form of 
users’ comments, feedback from 
training course participants, and 
email help requests.  

May 2011
Internal Consultation for Requirements
Each team at EMBL-EBI, as well as close collaborators, 
were asked about their needs for the new website.  
Teams brainstormed answers to key questions 
to determine the direction of the 
redesign.

July 2011
Formed Working 
Groups
For planning and executing the 

redesign project, we formed 
small groups including staff 

across several service teams.  
The groups were:
•	Strategy, Policy & Management
•	User Representatives
•	User Experience Design
•	Information Architecture
•	Search 
•	Research

Oct 2011
Ideas-Sharing Symposia

We had discussions and formed 
consensus in large meetings.  

We agreed milestones and 
deadlines.  Speakers from the working 

groups shared their experience and 
communicated progress.  

Autumn 2012 
Implementation phase
Development of the website was coordinated 
by a project manager.  We used an interim 
staging platform for development and testing.  
One service acted as a pilot to follow the new 
styleguide and guidelines, before the other 
teams followed.Winter 2011-2012

Usability testing 
We evaluated various aspects 
of the new website design with 
users; including the search boxes, 
header designs and search options. 
All testing was based on scenarios and 
tasks, and used either paper prototypes 
or interactive html mockups. 

June 2011
Magnetic Wall 
We had a large space to collect 
ideas from colleagues on what 
we should change, what we 
should keep, and what we could 

do in the future on 
our website.

Jan 2013
Trouble-shooting phase
In the weeks before launch, final fixes were 
made to our pages.  EBI’s services are diverse 
so some needed bespoke ‘tweaking’.  The 
redesign was not implemented retrospectively, 
so some service teams opted to carry through 
the full rework of their pages to their next 
scheduled website release cycle. 

Summer 2012
Prototyping & Styleguide
We formed a web guidelines 
committee of developers 
and user experience 
analysts to make the final 
decisions on the web 
design guidelines.

To provide inspiration for our project, we invited speakers from the BBC to share their 
experience of redesigning their digital services.  They told us about GEL, the BBC’s guidelines 
for designing applications for the Web and other devices.  GEL includes a styleguide, design 
principles and other assets.  We aimed to take a similar approach, creating new guidelines for 
the designers and developers to use for our new website.  

The websites for the BBC and EMBL-EBI have parallels; for example, both have discrete 
branded services within a large overarching website.  At the EBI, for example, there are well-
known services like Ensembl, PDBe, InterPro, and ArrayExpress.  For the redesign, we aimed 
to provide a common EBI “feel” across the whole website, but at the same time, we wanted to 
retain familiar branding within specific services.  Our guidelines are now available at: 
www.ebi.ac.uk/web/guidelines

Global Experience Language (GEL)

During internal ‘game-
storming’ workshops, 
we asked: What is the 

EMBL-EBI website for?  
and, what improvements 

would help you deliver 
your services better?

Dec 2006
Last EMBL-EBI website launch
Since 2006, at lot has changed: for example, 
there are new web technologies, mobile 
devices are used more frequently for the 
web, and there are new trends in web design

To derive an information architecture 
for the navigation of the main website, 
we carried out card sorting activities 

to sample users’ mental models.  This 
helped us understand how to present 

the information on our webpages.

Drupal 
is the content 

management 
system that underpins 

the new website.  
As well as delivering a new 
technology, this brought a cultural change 
to EMBL-EBI, since now service teams 
edit their own content, rather than going 
through a central web development team.

We used a ‘three second test’ to 
asses impact and memorability of 
homepage layouts.  We also used 
the Microsoft desirability toolkit 

to assess users’ overall response 
to the new design patterns.
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To continue to improve 
our website, we are 

conducting an online 
user survey during June- 
July, 2013. We are also 
reviewing EBI Search & 

tools on our website.

European Bioinformatics Institute 
www.ebi.ac.uk


