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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. 

I was Director of Product Design. 

I worked at Topix from 2015 to 2020.
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Introduction 
• Overview: Topix wanted to redesign, rebuild and grow the Content Management 

System (CMS). It started out creating slideshows only, but it was understood more 
content types would be added (and removed) over time (e.g. quizzes).   

The project would be ongoing with non-stop iterative improvements based on 
weekly A/B testing, customer feedback and company goals and requirements.  

CMS would generate content to be distributed on Facebook, Google, Amazon, 
Outbrain and more for desktop and mobile web. Content would contain ads from 
Google, Facebook, Amazon and more and would be the primary revenue for Topix. 

When I joined in 2015, page views were only thousands per month. This would 
eventually peak at monthly traffic of 1.5 billion page views and 25 million unique 
users.  

• Objectives: Make the CMS intuitive and easy to understand since writer turnover 
was relatively high. New writers needed to ramp up quickly. 

The CMS should support the addition and removal of different content types based 
on performance metrics. Overall layout of the CMS should not be affected 
regardless of content type.

It was crucial that the CMS empower writers to create content quickly 
and efficiently in order to build up as large a library of profitable 
content as possible. (a single piece of content could earn $1 million)

Article CMS that was added later on. Designed in Sketch. *
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The Problem 
• Challenges: After Topix pivoted to creating social media content, the first CMS was 

built quickly without deep design thought. Simply updating the existing tool to a 
new design was deemed to be too much work for a small engineering team.  

The original CMS was unintuitive, used inconsistent terminology and most 
importantly, took way too long to generate a single piece of content, often taking 
up to a week or more.  

With slideshows being anywhere between 20-60 slides each (one or two clicks per 
slide), valuable time was being wasted on creating a single slideshow.  

Many writers were not so tech savvy, making it challenging to simplify an already 
dense product.  

• Target Audience: The CMS was used by an internal team of roughly 10 writers, 
creating content focusing on entertainment, offbeat, sports, pets, travel, history 
and more.  

Writers used it primarily to create new content and continue to improve on existing 
content. Marketing and business development used it primarily to create ads for 
social media platforms and monitor performance (e.g. clicks, profit, session length). 

And, as already mentioned, content generated by the CMS was consumed by 25 
million users monthly along with 1.5 billion page views. 

Article CMS added later time. Designed in Sketch. *
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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 I 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.  

• 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. 

• User feedback: Throughout, I 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 
• Starting the design process: With feedback in hand from all 

previously described sources, I was ready to start with a new design 
for consideration.  

• Initial design proposal: I proposed a tabbed format between 
different sections of the CMS. I 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 UI and 
branding design to the product from time to time. 

Initial Slideshow CMS Wireframes 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. 
I 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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The Design Process: A Proposal 
• Starting the design process: With feedback in hand from all 

previously described sources, I was ready to start with a new design 
for consideration.  

• Initial design proposal: I proposed a tabbed format between 
different sections of the CMS. I 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 UI and 
branding design to the product from time to time. 

Initial Slideshow CMS Wireframes Slideshow Screenshot Info: 

Slides: Considering that a slideshow could be 
long, placing slides into their own tab along 
with a sub-menu with slide numbers would 
allow writers quick and easy access to all 
parts of the slideshow. Hovering over a 
number would show an image preview to 
help the user get a feel of flow for the 
slideshow.  

The first version of the slideshow had an 
image, caption (slide title) and sub-caption 
(slide description). This meant that each slide 
could take 2 clicks per slide. Later, when a 
user could add up to 4 images, each slide 
could be at least 4 clicks each.   

‘All Slides’: if a user wanted to, they could 
scroll through all the slides in a piece of 
content. This would not have included the 
Info/meta-data section.
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The Design Process: The Solution 
• Writers preference: The writers strong felt that they wanted to view 

the entire item of content on a single page to scroll through. They 
felt this would give them a quicker feel for the overall flow pace of a 
piece of content, which was very important to them. 

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

• Page load: To reduce the lag on loading time, engineering 
employed such tricks as endless scroll and progressive loading of 
items such as images in order to prevent lag early on in the user 
experience.

Initial Slideshow CMS Wireframes 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. I 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. 

• Facebook Image Gallery: writers could add 
multiple cover images to test which image 
initiated the highest engagement rate. 

•  Headlines: writers could add multiple titles 
for desktop, mobile and specific distribution 
channels, all aimed at identifying which 
initiated the highest rate of clicks and 
engagement.  

• Slides: the number bubbles allowed a 
writer to navigate quickly to various areas of 
the site, the slide’s/question’s image 
appearing on hover.  

• Writer/Editor Info: the top area of buttons 
and drop-down helped identify which topic 
an item was written for, who was the writer, 
and ability to select status and publish.
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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.

Initial Slideshow CMS Wireframes Quiz Screenshot Info: 

Info: The quiz CMS largely followed the same 
layout as the slideshow CMS, scrolling 
throughout the entire quiz from beginning to 
end.  

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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Common Design Components 
• 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

Slideshow & Quiz CMS Comparison



Mobile Slideshows and Quizzes
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Mobile Article/Interview

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. 

• 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: 

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

• 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. 

• Example: single question per page for both 
mobile and desktop (e.g. Yahoo, Taboola).
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Working Quickly & Efficiently 
• 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. 

• 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 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, I 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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Mobile Article/Interview

Accompanying Tools 
Overtime, tools were added to assist in the creative 
process, ranging from image editing tools to 
generating social media campaign ads, image search 
and more.  

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 
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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Mobile Article/Interview

Development & Post Release 
• Building the product: Once a feature was signed off 

by all teams internally, engineering began 
developing it. As Director of Product Design, I led 
the front-end side of the engineering team, ensuring 
they were following product functionality and design.  

• Testing: I 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. 

• 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 
• 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.  

• 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 
• I 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. I, 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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2015-2020

Questions


