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Project Overview:

Topix was based in Palo Alto, CA
and had a team of around 25.

It created social media content for
mobile and desktop web covering a

wide variety of topics.

The company was acquired in 2019
by Publishers Clearing House.

| was Director of Product Design.

| worked at Topix from 2015 to 2020.
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Can You Name These Comedies
From A Screenshot?

Is that Something About Mary or My Cousin Vinny?

Comedies make us laugh and wash all our cares

away -- it's why we love them so much. But how

many movie comedies can you name from ...
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The Problem
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e Challenges: After Topix pivoted to creating social media content, the first C
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The original CMS was unintuitive, used inconsistent terminology and o i
: . .
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up to a week or more.

: : :
With slideshows being anywhere between 20-60 slides each (one or two clicks pe
I . . .
slide), valuable time was being wasted on creating a single slideshow.
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Many writers were not so tech savvy, making it challenging to simplify an Y
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dense product.
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And, as already mentioned, content generated by the CMS was consumed by

million users monthly along with 1.5 billion page views.
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Exclusive Interview: Ron Liv

Talks 'Tu

Infamous Post-It Note

on livingston talks to Topix about ‘Tully, what kind of dad he is, and the

fallout from tha

t post-it note.

Angeles in Swingers. He is probabl i i -- the

guy fed up with his work life -

pace. He also had memorable parts as

Captain Lewis Nixon in Band of Brothers and Roy Phillips on Boardwalk Empire.

In the dark comedy-drama Tull

Charlize Theron's Marlo character -- a 40-year-old woman who just gave birth to
her third child and seems spent by motherhood until she is rescued by an

idealistic, bright-eyed

babysitter. The movie, which is directed by Jason Reitman

and written by Oscar winner Diablo Cody, premiered in U.S, theaters on May 4,

2018.

We caught up with
asked him about fa

QUESTIONS
ABOUT YOUR
HEARING?

FIND
ANSWERS
NOw.

DOWNLOAD
THE FREE GUIDE

" Miracle-Ear

wanted to scream at the

written by Diablo Cody?

Topix: You play Drew, the husband of Charlize Theron's
character, in Tully. Is it fair to describe him as "gently

neglectful"?

Livingston: "I'q say he's kind of clueless, I think there's a
quality that some people have—and I'm one of them—
where it's all you can do to pay attention to one thing at a
time. Anything you're not staring right at, you miss it. It
goes right over your head. The puzzle of this movie is that
you have to play a guy that at the end, you ask, 'How could
he possibly not have known? and then still forgive him for
that and want them to be together. So for me, I played it
that he really wanted to be there and do a good job, and he
just has no idea of what is even involved. He doesn't even

know that he's not doing it."

Topix: One of the most unforgettable lines in the movie is
when you're all around the dinner table and one of the kids
spills a drink and Charlize has to take off her shirt. The boy
says something like, “What happened to your body?"

screen, "You!" What are your thoughts on the dialogue

ingston
lly,"'Office Space' And That

V. Livingston plays the gently neglectful husband of
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Exclusive Intervic
Ron Livingston T:
Tully’, ‘Office Spa
and That Infamo
Post-It Note

he studio has spent the past 2
R elevating the animated film ge
with stories that appeal to both chilc
and adults, visually engaging tales f
whimsy and humor that also exami
truths and complex emotions, Pixar
making us laugh Office cry in equal
amounts for two decades, is what I'm
to say.

With the release of Incredibles 2
approaching, it felt like as good a tim
any to rank Pixar's catalog. The ranki
determined by a purely democratic p;
in which members of the Ringer staff
asked to rank their top 10 Pixar films,
movies were then awarded points bas
where they landed, with a first-place v
equaling 10 points, a second-place vot
equaling nine, and on and on, What fc
is the result of that process—The Rin
official ranking of every Pixar movie.

10. Monsters University

Like so many of the glorious Pixar mc
that came before it, Monsters Univer:
my life at the perfect time, The film,
released in 2013, dropped the summe
between my sophomore and junior ye
college, in that uncertain time when v
have to start recognizing graduation
the World Beyond School as no longe
distant entities, but fast—approaching
realities. Monsters University, a preq
the Pixar hit Monsters, Inc., focuses o
lives of Mike and Sully before they hit
professional scare floor, showing thei
and tribulations in college and how t}
unlikely bond was formed.
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Original CMS Designs

The two screenshots on the left was the very first CMS after the company pivoted to social media content. The third one on the right is the CMS when | was hired by Topix as its
Director of Product Design. There was some improvement, but many of the same issues remained.
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Research

* Users: The CMS was used primarily by an internal team of roughly
10 writers, creating content focusing on entertainment, offbeat,
sports, pets, travel, history and more. Additional users were the
marketing and business development teams to obtain performance
data and metrics.

 Traffic data: At the beginning, with user traffic low of content
generated by the original CMS and no A/B testing, research was
almost entirely in-house, covering multiple teams such as marketing,
business development, engineering, writers and senior executives.

e Competitor research: Some of the writers had used CMS tools at
other publications and we were able to get some ideas from
available screenshots. However, most of them were pretty basic in
nature and only garnered a few ideas for us to try out.

e User feedback: Throughout, | worked closely with the writing team,
gathering feedback, preferences and pet peeves with the then-
current CMS. They may not have known what they wanted except
that it needed to be a major improvement over the original CMS.

This lasted throughout the five year life span of the product, meeting
weekly with members of the writing team to evolve the product over

a period of five years.
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The Design Process: A Proposal

e Starting the design process: With feedback in hand from all
previously described sources, | was ready to start with a new design
for consideration.

* Initial design proposal: | proposed a tabbed format between
different sections of the CMS. | felt this was more compact, easier to
navigate. (the initial mocks are described to the right)

* Tools: My primary design tools at this time were Sketch, Photoshop,
HTML and CSS. Sketch did not yet have the prototyping features
they and Figma have today. Prototyping tended to be built by
engineering or myself in HTML/CSS either from scratch or with
Bootstrap to demonstrate in meetings.

* Graphic Design: Photoshop supplemented my Sketch work,
providing whatever visuals were needed as well as providing Ul and
branding design to the product from time to time.

Initial Slideshow CMS Wireframes

INFO

¥ STARS OFFBEAT WELLNEST DRAFT
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21 SLIDES Ad Ready

CORBIS

PREV NEXT

Slideshow Screenshot Info:

Slideshow Info/Meta Data: There are two
sections to a piece of content. The first
section is meta data that describes a
slideshow as well as providing information for
ads promoting the content.

Title, headline, byline, teasers, ad copy, cover
image(s) and more all going into ad creation.
| felt this important to isolate into its own
section.

The buttons on the top and right indicated an
item’s status, whether it was in edit mode,
being reviewed by the other members of the
team, ready for publication and more.

This information was used by marketing and
business development to get images and text
for creating ads on various social media
platforms.
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Slides: Considering that a slideshow could be
long, placing slides into their own tab along

e Starting the design process: With feedback in hand from all

previously described sources, | was ready to start with a new design e with a sub-menu with slide numbers would
- - : , f f f £ , f f f : , : allow writers quick and easy access to all
fOI’COﬂSIderathﬂ. .1-2»305“6‘.7-8»91011‘12.13v14r1516‘° CI y.
N e s e e parts of the slideshow. Hovering over a
* Initial design proposal: | proposed a tabbed format between ey - L ’~ o number would show an image preview to

help the user get a feel of flow for the

different sections of the CMS. | felt this was more compact, easier to ,
slideshow.

navigate. (the initial mocks are described to the right)

K & &

The first version of the slideshow had an

e Tools: My primary design tools at this time were Sketch, Photoshop, | | irT‘dec’;I Selvidiely (SlidTehFitle) and iUb_Cap:olr']d
HTML and CSS. Sketch did not yet have the prototyping features (csolulil t:;;r'zpz'lici)s' pe:rssrl?cj:nlf:teit Vevicensa' ©
they and Figma have today. Prototyping tended to be built by - ‘ B - T e
engineering or myself in HTML/CSS either from scratch or with PADDING: W A0 W Nav [ SHARE -

Bootstrap to demonstrate in meetings.

could be at least 4 clicks each.

‘All Slides': if a user wanted to, they could

e Graphic Design: Photoshop supplemented my Sketch work, eeifiuceliel gel el Ca il elelsEae)

providing whatever visuals were needed as well as providing Ul and
branding design to the product from time to time.

content. This would not have included the
Info/meta-data section.
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Slideshow Screenshot Info:

The DESign Process: The Solution Initial Slideshow CMS Wireframes

Slideshow Info/Meta Data: There are two

ltem is NOT live! s : .
sections to a piece of content. The first

e Writers preference: The writers strong felt that they wanted to view
the entire item of content on a single page to scroll through. They

Stars Slideshow Editor

section is meta data that describes a

felt this would give them a quicker feel for the overall flow pace of a o

Facebook/Partner Image Gallery
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slideshow as well as providing information for

piece of content, which was very important to them. ads promoting the content. Title, headline,

byline, teasers, ad copy, cover image(s) and

Clicking through tabs between slides and the top meta data section
felt disconnected to them.

My opinion: A 40-60 slide slideshow would be very long to scroll
though including a lot of items to load into the page (1-2 images +
text per slide / 2 images x 60 slides = 120 images + 60 titles and

Add/Edit Images @

Website Headline

Family Friendly

Facebook Headlines

Taboola/Outbrain Headlines

SFW, not lur

Cdotad/Nativead Headlines

Right Rail / Mobile Headlines

more all going into ad creation. | felt this
important to isolate into its own section.

The buttons on the top and right were
indicated the item’s status, whether it was in
edit mode, being reviewed by the remembers
of the team, ready for publication and more.

e Facebook Image Gallery: writers could add

descriptive text). But considering that it was only an internal team of
10 people using the CMS, | relented. If this was to be used by a e . ®
much larger base of users, | would have pushed back. o e seebook oy

Introduction

multiple cover images to test which image
initiated the highest engagement rate.

* Headlines: writers could add multiple titles

. . , for desktop, mobile and specific distribution
employed such tricks as endless scroll and progressive loading of DirctRecrc tems Fretom o channels, all aimed at identifying which

* Page load: To reduce the lag on loading time, engineering

Source For All Images Scrape item content

items such as images in order to prevent lag early on in the user initiated the highest rate of clicks and

http Itemid oru

experience. engagement.
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Design Solution Later Used For Quiz CMS

Even though a slideshow and quiz are quite different in nature, there
could still be shared components between the two content types, such
as titles, descriptions (which could also be answers), image uploads
and the top content info/meta data section.

Reusing as much of the slideshow components as possible would
allow for better maintenance and upkeep of the two different CMS.

Stars Quiz Editor Default Quiz: Text Answers

est

Facebook/Partner Image Gallery

I s v I R

Add/Edit Images @

Website Headline

Quiz Screenshot Info:

Initial Slideshow CMS Wireframes

Info: The quiz CMS largely followed the same
layout as the slideshow CMS, scrolling

ltem is NOT live!

throughout the entire quiz from beginning to

T -

Item PP84588IDFAVNFSC (d ]

It too had a section for quiz information and
meta data for advertising and testing
purposes.

® The questions section also had a series of
bubbles for quick navigation and individual
slides.
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short Headline 2 7 @

Sub-title / Facebook teaser Facebook ad copy

4-10 chars

Introduction

Direct Recirc items
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Nullam quis risus eget urna mollis ornare vel eu leo. Morbi leo risus, porta ac consectetur
ac, vestibulum at eros. Praesent commodo cursus magna, vel scelerisque nisl
consectetur et. Praesent commodo cursus magna.
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Common Design Components

e Consistent Design Patterns: With two CMS
tools, it was important to share as many design
components as possible in order to make it
easier for engineering to update them quickly
enough.

This would become more important when each
CMS type would have multiple versions (e.g.
photo quiz, personality quiz, etc).

¢ Info/Meta-Data: Sections on both CMSs were
largely the same with a few small differences.

* Slides: Image preview/upload, title, description
were almost identical on both sides, the main
difference being that quizzes had answer fields.

Some Common Components

Facebook/Partner Image Gallery

P il =k K

Facebook Headlines
hnna Ava Tha Wavabk Phavantava ln AMacia Liakans a7 (DN
Right Rail
Can You Pass A US Citizenship Test? 2 Take This US Citizenship Test!
Sub-title / Facebook teaser Facebook ad copy
The real exam ISN'T multiple choice. 1
Introduction

Becoming an American citizen is tough; in addition to just plain old luck as far as whether the country will take you, there's all sorts of hoops you have
to jump through. Do you have what it takes to pass a citizenship test? Take this quiz and find out!

Scrape item content
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Slideshow & Quiz CMS Comparison
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Multiple Layout Requirements

* Vast majority of users came from ad campaigns on
the main social media and search platforms, with a
very small percentage of organic traffic.

e Facebook was the largest source of users, followed
by Google, Outbrain & Taboola and so on.

* For ad campaigns to be approved, platforms often
required content to be laid out per their
requirements, which often differed from platform to
platform:

e Example: Facebook preferred endless scroll, or at
least multiple questions or slides per page.

e Example: Outbrain and Taboola preferred single
slides and questions per page. This required
more clicks to get through an item.

* A single quiz could have at least four different
layouts:

* Example: endless scroll, or at least multiple
questions or slides per page (e.g. Facebook),
both for mobile and desktop.

e Example: single question per page for both
mobile and desktop (e.g. Yahoo, Taboola).




Working Quickly & Efficiently

e My goal was to have writers starting the creative
process as quickly as possible, not having to
spend time setting up a quiz or slideshow
structure first.

e Graphics: In addition to writing content for a
slideshow, writers also were responsible for
editing and selecting the images. Later, image
editing tools were added, where the user clicked
an image to edit.

We also added an image library as a separate
tool to avoid purchasing duplicate images. They
would search up the image previously purchased
and add it to the content from there.

Slideshow & Quiz CMS Comparison
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© Add 10 Slides

Slideshow Screenshot Info:

The example on the left is a B-type slideshow.
Clicking ‘B’ in the dropdown immediately
created 20 slides, each with each slide having
a title, description and two images.

Writers were always experimenting with
different types and lengths of slideshows.

For example, a 20-slide slideshow with 1
image per slide would be 1 click each (20
overall). 2 images would be 2 clicks each (40
overall). 2 images and one description could
be 3 clicks each (60 overall), and so on.

With session length averaging 11-12 minutes
per user, writers could afford to experiment
with different types and lengths of slideshows
to maximize profit on an item.

With the different variations a slideshow
could take, | added a dropdown for the writer
to quickly select which type to select.

Selecting a slideshow type would
immediately create 20 questions, each with
the same layout with its number of titles,
descriptions and images set up right away.
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Overtime, tools were added to assist in the creative
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process, ranging from image editing tools to -ﬁ_‘ O——
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generating social media campaign ads, image search —
Scale 100%
and more. Reset

All of these tools were directly accessible from a
specific piece of content in the CMS.

In addition to creating a slideshow with its written
content, they could upload and edit images, search for

FACEBOOK SQUARE

SAVE & CLOSE

images from an internal Topix library, quickly generate
social media campaign ads (using images and content
from the CMS) and monitor traffic statistics and
metrics.
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Development & Post Release

e Building the product: Once a feature was signed oft
by all teams internally, engineering began
developing it. As Director of Product Design, | led
the front-end side of the engineering team, ensuring
they were following product functionality and design.

e Testing: | would regularly test features in a variety of
browsers on both desktop and mobile. If any issues
arose, sometimes it required going back to the
design process to make necessary modifications.

* Release: When a feature or product was released,
that was not the end of the development process: it
marked the beginning of A/B testing and iteratively
improving on the product over time.

e A/B Testing: Traffic data was stored in Red Shift and
the team used Looker to monitor and analyze traffic
data. It was not uncommon for 3 or 4 separate tests
to be running each week over a variety of different
features and content types.

Conclusions from this data was critical in the design
process and would be represented in the my designs
and mocks in Sketch for additional internal

discussions on further improvements.
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Results and Impact

e As mentioned earlier, when the first CMS was designed, there were just thousands of page views per month of content generated by the CMS.
* Writers were able to create content at a much faster pace, so much so that writers sometimes competed who could create the most content.

e Admin dashboards were created to easily access individual writer stats on how a piece of content was performing. The head of the writing team could quickly access how many slides writers
were each creating, how much profit each writer’s content was generating, how many slides they were creating at any particular point in time and more.

* Our ultimate goal of creating a CMS where writers could create content at a quicker pace was achieved. Having a large amount of content before users enabled the company to quickly identify
what was profitable and what wasn't, creating a long list of profitable items, some earning over $1 million each.
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Conclusion

e | think we were successful in creating a CMS where
the writer could focus primarily on the content and
not have to worry how it looked in all its varying
forms on both desktop and mobile. Focusing on the
quality of content was the primary goal. |, as the user
experience designer for both the CMS and consumer
facing products, should worry about this.

* Traffic peaked in 2017 with monthly traffic of 1.5
billion page views and 25 million unique visitors.
However, after the Cambridge Analytica crisis with
Facebook, traffic numbers began to fall back down
due to social media sites applying strict rules across
the board, even though Topix was not political in any
sense. This severely affected previously profitable
layouts of ads and content. Every new improvement
was typically met with additional rules on what we
were allowed to do.

* Topix was acquired by Publisher’s Clearing House in
2019 in order to use Topix's large library of content

to promote their own initiatives.
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