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Agenda

• About the Economic Research Service
• What is an Internet Strategic Plan?
• Internet strategic planning at USDA/ERS
• Key elements and lessons from ERS
• How to get started tomorrow?
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About the Economic Research Service

• USDA’s Economic Research Service
– Approximately 450 employees, mostly economists
– Main source of economic information and research from 

the USDA
– Mission: inform and enhance public and private 

decision-making on economic and policy issues related 
to agriculture, food, natural resources, and rural 
development

– Launched major site redesign in January 2001 to re-
position agency as a “premier provider of real-time, 
real-value economic analysis to our primary customers”

– Current site features briefing rooms on more than 80 
different economic topics, hundreds of publications, and 
around 9000 data sets.  

– Averaging about 200K visits per month
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What is an Internet strategic plan?

It’s a process, an approach, as much as a document:

– Mission

– Goals

– Priorities

– Actions and initiatives

– Monitoring

And it can be a key element of long-term success!
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Internet strategic planning at ERS

Key themes in ERS strategic planning: 
• Top-level support
• Mission-driven vision for services
• Audience-centric approach
• Building the Internet team
• Prioritization
• Performance monitoring
• Internal marketing
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Building top-level support

You need top-level support to succeed – and 
to assure you are serving your agency! 

• Cultivate support 
– Speak to management priorities
– Conduct presentations and briefings
– Schedule individual meetings
– Provide updates on special projects
– Develop briefing book and one-pagers
– Deliver regular, relevant progress reports

• Involving your senior managers
– Do: Broad vision, prioritization, guidance
– Do not: Detailed design
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Mission-driven vision for services

Successful Internet services further an 
organization’s core mission:

• Draw from your organization’s strategic 
plan:
– Top level mission, vision for tomorrow
– Core audiences
– Key priorities, schedules
– Measurable metrics
– Terms and language  
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Adopting an audience-centric approach:
Define your key audiences

• Define and prioritize your key audiences
• ERS’ priority audiences: 

– Policy makers and “gatekeepers” 
– USDA senior management
– Researchers
– Agribusiness / commodity industry 

professionals
– News media
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Adopting an audience-centric approach: 
Personas

• User or audience “personas”
– Who should we be designing for?
– Provide focus for design decisions
– Not real people, but hypothetical 

archetypes representing a specific 
group of users

– Describe users’ needs and tasks
– Based on in-depth interviews and 

research
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USDA Senior Management Gatekeeper:

Matthew Johnson
Program Staff Director, 
USDA

Background
• 51-years-old

• Married, 3 children, 1 grandchild

• Ph.D. in Agricultural Economics

• Comfortable using a computer, intermediate Internet user, with 
a T1 connection at work and dial-up at home

• Uses email extensively; uses the Web about 1.5 hours a day

Informational goals
• Narrow subject focus

• Seeks decision level information

• Prefers summaries, but also quick access to specific 
information

• Access to experts in subject matter

• Seeks recent developments and publications in areas of 
interest

• Values timeliness, credibility and accuracy of information

Adopting an audience-centric approach: 
Meet the Personas
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• Need formal, iterative process for usability 
testing
– Integrate testing into your standard web 

product or site development process
– Provide tools for web team to test early 

and often
– Establish baseline “user success rate” 

for overall site and track over time

Adopting an audience-centric approach:
User-assessment 



Presented byInternet Strategic Planning

Adopting an audience-centric approach:
Web-analytics staff  

• Appoint a “Web Analytics Manager” to:
– Track / analyze site usage trends
– Perform usability testing and expert (heuristic) analysis 

of ERS web products
– Train and coach staff on usability and other user 

assessment techniques
– Manage ERS’ usability testing facilities and equipment
– Brief, "sell,” and educate ERS managers, technical 

experts and program executives on performance 
measurement, user assessment, and customer 
relationship management initiatives

– Implement an integrated Web performance measurement 
system
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Building a larger “ERS Web Community”

• Start with an excellent core team
• Practice a standard, user-centered web 

product development process 
• Establish a web community space (Web 

Design Lab) with reference library, 
software and other resources

• Hold monthly web brown bag seminar 
series

• Establish “Web Forum” list serv
• Develop “ERS Online” resource center
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Prioritization

Embrace key decision points as  
opportunities to make your job easier! 

• Identify, prepare, and manage decision 
making and priority setting at key stages: 
– Online “brand” (expectation of service)
– Key audiences, objectives for each
– Service roll-out (short, medium, long-term)

– Defining “metrics of success”   
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Prioritization
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Performance monitoring

Need to be able to measure to manage, to be 
successful, to justify investments. 

• Ideally? 
– Mission > actions > impact > mission 

• Focus on core “metrics of success”
– Hint: not “HITS”
– Metrics: Profile, reach, transactions, cost 

• Integrate online and offline performance

• Examples:
– ERS Performance “dashboard”
– Customer satisfaction survey 
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Performance monitoring: 
ERS Dashboard (in works)
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Performance monitoring:
Customer satisfaction survey
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Marketing your plan internally

Continually market and sell your strategic 
plan (remember… organizational change!)

• Take it on the road 
– Presentations regular staff meetings, 

division-level, branch-level meetings
– Presentations on specific Web topics

• Use top-level champion as spokesperson
• Use Intranet to communicate your plan,  

progress, to recognize accomplishments.   
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How to start your Internet Strategic Plan 
tomorrow! 
1. Cultivate senior management support

• Ask for help, work towards it, speak their language
2. Clarify your mission: define goals and objectives

• Base Internet plan in organizational mission
3. Target your key audiences 

• Identify who you are serving 
• Collect feedback: testimonials, quotes, comments

4. Prioritize
• Identify where you want guidance; tee-up the issues

5. Build your Web Team
• Recognize your team; professional development. 

6. Performance monitoring
• Start a monthly “Metrics of Success” report to 

management 
7. Internal marketing

• Put plans, timeline and accomplishments on Intranet
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Thanks!

• For more information visit:
www.ers.usda.gov/AboutERS/OurSite/

• Contact:
– Gina Pearson, gpearson@ers.usda.gov
– Chris Wolz, wolz@forumone.com


