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The Challenge 

The Guardian specified a programme to build a new platform for its 

digital media products.  This would need to be ultimately flexible, 

scalable and robust but at the same time easy to change and 

maintain.  It needed to support new features required by advertisers, 

readers and editors with minimal downtime of the site. 

The main technical challenge was migration of content, ensuring 

that while both old and new sites used the core database there 

would be no breakages. The original system fostered considerable 

content overlap and repetition, which had to be eliminated. In order 

to enable dynamic page building, advertising and higher relevancy 

across the site, tagging was also a key part of the migration plan.

The Guardian’s people worked as part of a collaborative team 

with ThoughtWorks to gain from their expertise. This arrangement 

enhanced their existing experience of Agile development techniques 

and software skills to allow them to support the platform and deliver 

future initiatives.

Working Towards a Solution 

The Guardian in-house team brought their extensive domain 

expertise and knowledge of the current system to bear, which 

was particularly important in kicking off.  The new joint team 

rapidly worked through high-level requirements, agreeing on the 

implementation road map and technical toolset – a lightweight        

Java / Open Source architecture.

The primary objective was to launch the rebuilt UK and World 

News sites. The team devised a route to deliver value at regular 

points through the life of the project, by staging releases of other 

sites in advance of the main News launch. The team was always 

working on requirements that were essential to the primary News 

goal, but through careful planning, other sites’ functionality could be 

completed, and so could be made public.

The team established a consistent practice of delivering a release 

to the live site every two weeks; laying the foundations for new 

launches while supporting the existing site’s capabilities and 

shortening the time to market for new functionality.

The Travel site pilot project went live 8 months into the programme 

and has since experienced a tenfold increase in the average number 

of pages viewed per visitor. The lessons from this phase fed into 

continuous improvement; each subsequent release has been 

completed on time and with minimal disruption. February 2008 saw 

the flawless launch of the News, Politics and Observer sites and 

integrated audio content – the largest milestone in the collaboration 

– since then the team has progressed to sites requiring complex 

third party integration, such as Sports, Football, Culture and 

Comment is Free, which are also now live.  

The Future 

ThoughtWorks and The Guardian staff used the very latest Agile 

management and software delivery techniques to bring the project 

to fruition, creating a tailored Agile methodology unique to the 

Guardian’s vibrant culture.  

The programme has enabled GNM to further develop its reputation 

for innovation, for example layering on community-building features 

and monetizing its news content.   The new platform provides GNM 

with the tools and ability to sustain their market-leading position, 

and the flexibility to drive forward its plans for yet more innovation 

and increased reader interaction.  Following the remarkable success 

of the programme’s approach the collaborative cultural practices 

developed by ThoughtWorks and The Guardian are an important 

legacy of the project.

“We adopted an evolutionary 
 approach to guardian.co.uk;              
occasionally we chose to expand our 
ambition, for example we made the 
decision to include video half way 
through the project.  ThoughtWorks 
responded positively and flexibly – 
qualities which are characteristic of 
their approach.”  

    Mike Bracken, Technology Director of Guardian News and Media 




