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Challenge 

Earley Information Science (“EIS”) partnered with a multinational pharmaceutical 
company (“Company”) that struggled with disjointed workflow processes for 
executives evaluating new drug portfolios. The existing processes proved to be time-
consuming, requiring several team members to maintain and share information 
manually. In an industry where time is of the essence, a streamlined solution was 
necessary to redesign and offer a holistic process that provided bespoke workflows 
for improved user experience. 

Out-of-the-Box Applicat ion Limits 

The Company’s existing application used out-of-the-box (“OOTB”) solutions to 
manage, track, and present portfolio submissions. Portfolio documents were 
uploaded to the application and displayed as PDFs just as they were delivered by the 
drug development teams (“DDT”). Executives only could review documents in their 
entirety rather than the specific sections they wanted to view. Surprisingly, the 
application lacked even the simplest method of searchability, which added to the 
already taxing amount of time needed to find and review documents not only for the 
executives and the intended recipients of the information but also for the team that 
maintained the data (“Maintenance Team”). 

The Company couldn’t integrate the OOTB application with other software, such as 
Microsoft SharePoint. This caused the need to duplicate manual efforts to maintain 
the same information in different locations. For example, any information in 
spreadsheets, like the metadata values for existing taxonomies, needed to be re-
entered into the OOTB application by the Maintenance Team to ascertain that the 
portfolio information was complete. Again, not only did this prove to be a duplicative 
effort, but there was little to no value gained from this additional step as there was 
no searchability function to utilize the taxonomy and metadata. 
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Manual Updates and Cross-Checks of Data 

In addition to the OOTB application, much of the portfolios’ information, such as 
meeting dates, points of contact, mechanisms of action, and stages of review, were 
maintained in four different spreadsheet locations. Each spreadsheet had its own 
purpose but contained variations of the same information. As a result, it required the 
Maintenance Team to manually update and cross-check multiple spreadsheets to 
just maintain the most accurate and recent versions of the documents. If the cross-
checks were not properly completed, there was high probability that there would be 
inaccurate information as well as discrepancies amongst the spreadsheets. 
Remediation of such inaccuracies and discrepancies could take hours to fix, which 
the Maintenance Team could not afford. 

The Need for Information Architecture 

Another challenge the Company faced was a lack information architecture for the 
portfolio submission process. Although the Maintenance Team had implemented 
and used taxonomies, they were loose and varied from file to file. This presented 
challenges when maintaining the spreadsheets because discrepancies in taxonomy 
names and metadata values led to inconsistent data and additional time needed to 
reconcile values. 

In all, EIS needed to eliminate the fragmented workflow and design one that 
integrated all the different spreadsheets into one single location. Additionally, user 
experience for searching, presenting, and viewing the portfolio documents needed 
improvement so executives did not have to parse through entire PDF documents to 
find the information they were looking for.  
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Solution 

EIS methodically addressed each of the Company’s challenges by identifying use 
cases, assessing the current content, constructing a rich, semantic layer through a 
robust information architecture, and building a new solution architecture to support 
future experiences.  

Ident ifying Use Cases 

The first step EIS took was to identify use cases. The identification of use cases 
allowed EIS to understand how users would perform tasks and interact with the new 
application. The use cases captured how users and the new system would work 
together. This was part of the process used to gather the requirements for solution 
development and implementation.  

In this case, users included not only the executives who would utilize the application 
for reviewing portfolio submissions but also the Maintenance Team as well as the 
DDTs, who submitted portfolios for review. EIS identified several hundred use cases 
through several iterations of working sessions and interviews. Those use cases, as 
shown in Figure 1, were refined to approximately 150 unique use cases to be used for 
solution development and implementation. 

 

 

Figure 1: Use cases identified for each group of users for the new application. 
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Construct ing a Rich Semantic Layer 

EIS worked with the Maintenance Team to build the information architecture by 
establishing a taxonomy and metadata strategy that adhered to best practices. 
Existing taxonomies were evaluated to identify the primary taxonomies that needed 
to be refined. The process was iterative, requiring working sessions with the 
Maintenance Team to determine whether the new taxonomy and metadata strategy 
properly addressed their needs.  

EIS ultimately streamlined the taxonomy and metadata by normalizing values, 
creating controlled vocabulary for most taxonomies, and adding synonymous 
values. The implementation of controlled vocabularies was an important step to 
apply consistency (i.e., to avoid discrepancies in values) which, in turn, benefits the 
searchability and discoverability of content going forward.  

 

 

Figure 2:. Taxonomy developed for “Indications.” 
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Additionally, the application of synonyms allowed the taxonomy to remain concise 
without needing to add duplicate values. The synonyms also helped with content 
remediation because it did not require new tagging since items with a synonym 
value would correctly map to the new taxonomy value without any issues. 

 

 

Figure 3: Metadata schema identified for the Maintenance Team. 
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Powering the User Experience 

EIS also collaborated with a third-party user interface (UI) design team (“UI Design 
Team”). The UI Design Team developed wireframes that showcased a new 
application that would enable searchability. The wireframes were also designed to 
parse out PDFs of portfolio submissions into key component tabs for the benefit of 
executives reviewing portfolios. The redesigned application aimed to address the 
pain points of the Company and elevate overall user experience; it was up to EIS to 
develop and implement the solution based on the designs as well as the use cases. 

 

 

Figure 4: Wireframes of the new portfolio application. 
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Content Assessment and Standardizat ion Efforts 

To tackle the issue of parsing data into the component designed by the UI Design 
Team, EIS had to understand how the current content was prepared, presented, and 
viewed by executives as well as DDTs. EIS completed a content assessment that 
reviewed recent portfolio submissions in comparison to the charter the Maintenance 
Team had created. The charter stipulated how DDTs prepared their submissions and 
outlined general sections and components each submission needed.  

EIS’ content assessment revealed that, although most DDTs adhered to the charter, 
there was significant variance because of stylistic freedom and choices DDTs were 
afforded and made to present their portfolio submissions. As seen in Figure 4, even 
cover pages had tremendous variance in how information was presented. To adhere 
to the UI designs and desired user experience, EIS worked with the Maintenance 
Team to create a template for submitting portfolio documents. It contained 
requirements to guarantee PDFs were parsed properly into their appropriate 
components for display purposes. 

 

 

Figure 5: Excerpt of the Content Assessment of current content. 
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Designing a New System Architecture 

The use of SharePoint for the back-end solution simplified the Maintenance Team’s 
responsibility of managing the portfolios and their supporting documents. A master 
library, for example, encompassed all the information that was previously found in 4 
separate locations. There no longer was a need to manually maintain separate 
spreadsheets as SharePoint permitted the team to centralize all the information in 
one location. Moreover, portfolios had unique profiles created in SharePoint to 
comprehensively track and update their progress and status. Moreover, the unique 
profiles tracked each portfolio’s full lifecycle in a single place.  

 

Figure 6: The master portfolio library in SharePoint. 

SharePoint’s term store capabilities satisfied the Maintenance Team’s need to apply 
a new taxonomy and controlled vocabulary, which could then be used for search 
and navigation purposes. It also granted the Maintenance Team the ability to 
consistently apply and maintain the established taxonomy with controlled 
vocabulary, where necessary. 

By streamlining the data processes, EIS’ solution consolidated all the portfolio 
workflow processes into a single system. EIS eliminated the need to use an outside 
system for document storage and presentation as well as the redundant and 
manual practice of maintaining separate spreadsheets for their portfolio evaluation 
process. All documents were now linked to portfolio profiles and displayed clearly on 
the UI through the componentized view.  
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Outcome 

The unveiling of the new portfolio process and application was welcomed with 
favorable testimonials from all stakeholders. Executives especially appreciated the 
new componentized view, allowing them to navigate easily to specific sections of 
portfolio submissions. The added searchability and navigation capabilities improved 
user experience since it no longer meant having to scroll to find portfolios and 
documents executives needed.  

The comprehensive information architecture EIS implemented through the 
taxonomies and metadata strategy consolidated several unique spreadsheets into 
one single library. The library now powers not only the front-end features, such as 
search, but also eliminated countless hours spent on maintaining the same data in 
multiple locations. The Maintenance Team’s ability to manage the term store also 
granted them more ownership of the taxonomies and their consistent application.  

Additionally, the compilation of the multiple spreadsheets into one information 
platform let the new portfolio application provide executives with added features, 
such as seeing meetings in multiple calendar views and being able to pull up various 
metadata points for multiple portfolios (e.g., what were the decisions for portfolios X, 
Y, and Z). EIS’ solution not only delivered the UI as it was designed but created the rich 
semantic layer to power the front-end.  

EIS’ solution also implemented safeguards through security access groups, 
ascertaining that only those privileged for accessing specific types of portfolios had 
the ability to view them. The simplification of this security access dilemma assuaged 
the Maintenance Team and executives’ concerns of breaches to highly sensitive 
information. It also afforded the Maintenance Team more control over security 
access by allowing them to control who had access to what. 

Overall, the Company’s new streamlined portfolio application and workflow befits its 
needs by reducing manual time required for maintaining portfolio information and 
documents, providing executives with better user experience when evaluating 
portfolio submissions, and protecting highly sensitive information. 
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ABOUT EARLEY INFORMATION SCIENCE 

Earley Information Science is a specialized professional services firm. We support 
measurable business outcomes by organizing your data – making it findable, usable, 
and valuable.  

Our proven methodologies are designed specifically to address product data, 
content assets, customer data, and corporate knowledge bases. We deliver scalable 
governance-driven solutions to the world’s leading brands, driving measurable 
business results. 

(781) 812-5551 
PO Box 292, Carlisle, MA 01741 
www.earley.com 
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