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Background 
Account Planner is an account management tool built for Cars.com on the 
Salesforce CRM platform. The name is derived in an entirely literal fashion – 
Account Managers use this tool to plan their sales accounts. 
 
Account Planner is the only tool used for building product packages, maintaining 
portfolios, enrolling/renewing clients, and generating contracts. 
 
The version that was in place prior to the start of this project was built in 2011 by a 
contracting team prior to my arrival at the company. 
 

Project Objectives 
The Account Planner Redesign Project was initiated with two key goals: 
 

1. Improve the efficiency of the account planning process for the account 
management team in their day-to-day tasks; 

2. Eliminate the company’s use of paper contracts and move to 100% digital 
contracts. 

While there remains a certain level of intuition that goes into the design process, key 
decisions are made in large part based on research and qualitative data from the 
sole designer on the project: me. 

 
  



Getting Started 
After rigorous ramp-up on the product ecosystem and learning how the account 
management process works, we mapped out what needed to be done: 
 
 

1. Identify the problem 
All Account Managers were given an iPad to use in the field, but were all-too-
often opening support tickets. Why did they need so much help? Here is how 
the interface looked: 
 
 

 
 

  



2. Content Audit 
If you want to fix a car, you need to know the parts and how they work. Before 
we stripped this interface down to nothing, we needed to first inventory all of the 
data points and flag key pieces of functionality. This was also a time to 
document any questions and assumptions regarding the data available. 
 

 
 

  



3. Learn the processes of the users 
As part of the content audit, we uncovered that all Account Managers were at 
one time issued company iPads for use in the field. The interface, however, was 
designed for desktop and lacked ergonomic touch targets, readability, ease of 
use, and was overall too cumbersome of a tool to use effectively on an iPad. 
 
Through interviews and contextual inquiries, we learned the users were creating 
multiple plans on their desktop or laptop machines at home to avoid the need to 
use the tool on-site. 
In addition to this, we uncovered several shortcuts users were taking to help 
manage the headaches of Account Planner.  



4. Identify hang-ups and issues of the users 
Heuristic reviews, contextual inquiries, interviews, usability testing – these are 
excellent methods to harvest feedback. There are never too many questions, 
and patterns will start to emerge. The key here is to focus on the major issues 
and avoid the outliers and edge cases. In this case, the primary issue was lack 
of usability on touch devices and information overload. 
 

 
 

  



5. Personas 
Because the tool being built was an internal tool, personas were fairly easy to 
build. We took a look at the makeup of our account managers who use Account 
Planner and determined there were for basic categories of users:  
Veteran field, veteran inside, new (2 years or less) field, new inside. 
There are other factors that we applied as well, including client geography 
(factoring cellular network speeds), and experience using tablet and mobile 
devices. 
 

     
  

Account Management Distribution

Veteran, Field

Veteran, Office

New, Office

New, Field



6. Process Simplification 
A closer look at the user behaviors and the data they consumer revealed a dire 
need for simplicity. By highlighting the primary content and hiding unnecessary 
data, we modified user flows to focus on the 5 primary areas of focus. All other 
content would still be accessible, but mitigating visual noise and ambiguity of 
actions was paramount to process improvement. 
 

 
  



7. Identify inspiration: Intuitive, influential interfaces 
Alliterations are awesome.  
After some brainstorming and research, we compiled examples of sites and 
applications that behaved in a similar manner and juxtaposed our content next 
to theirs. One example was Yelp. Although it wasn’t a responsive solution, the 
tablet design was very close to early whiteboard concepts. 
 
 

 
 

  



8. Conceptualization 
Taking into account requirements from upstream stakeholders, we started 
working through wireframes. 
The key guidelines in terms of UX were to accommodate the current user flow, 
mitigate change management, optimizes the ideal process for end users, and 
ensure it is easily learnable, intuitive, and designed for a touch interface 
(primarily iPad). 
 
 
 

 



 



 

 



 



 
  



9. Usability Testing 
During each iteration of concepts, we tested the responsiveness and 
interactions, and also tested usage with real users. We gathered feedback, and 
made updates accordingly. Once the go-live date was imminent, we stopped 
changes, moved the prototype into a testing environment for QA, and prepared 
for the initial release. 
 
(See Addendum for Testing Document) 
 

10. Release & Iterate 
After releasing the product, user feedback is even more critical, and updates 
continued to the interface to improve the user experience, and ultimately 
company performance.  

 
 

The Results 
Over 400 individuals use account Planner on a regular basis. 
 
Account Planner was used to generate ~$100 million in revenue in its first year after 
the update, and electronic contracts succeeded 95% adoption. 
 
Because of the responsive nature of the design, Account Planner is enabled for the 
Salesforce mobile app. While that was never the intention and wasn’t necessarily 
in-scope, a mobile-first design philosophy future-proofed the solution. 
 

Lessons Learned 
Early pushback made content reduction challenging. A presentation to the 
stakeholders to showcase information overload and the impacts on task completion 
would have been beneficial to sway closed minds. 
 
There was also pushback on user testing, since this product is in-house. 
Documenting user struggles, unnecessary information, and actual user processes 
(as opposed to ideal approach) will hopefully add value to future efforts for this 
team. 
 
Having only one designer on the team made things complex. Before sharing any 
concepts with others, I had to first explain the business processes and the product 
ecosystem. It was challenging to bounce ideas off of designers without them being 
privy to the complex nature of the flows.  



 
 
 

 
 

  



  



Research Overview 
The study was designed to answer the following research questions: 
	  

1. How do users initiate the Account Planning Process? 
2. How do users categorize, prioritize, and find the Accounts they are planning? 
3. What key criteria and data fields are users referencing? 
4. What are key concerns with Account Planner and how does it affect or impact their 

current workflow? 
5. What improvements can be made to improve the users’ ability to create and 

manage plans? 

Assumptions 
Several Assumptions were made during the Account Planner Homepage Redesign 
discovery process based on heuristic evaluation and existing user feedback. 

	  
6. Excessive fields and filtering options. Users likely use a fraction of the information 

presented to them on the current screens. 
7. Search is the primary function of the users. 

a. Primary search criteria is Account/Dealership name 
8. Multiple tables on the screen are cumbersome. 
9. Cumbersome and unintuitive navigation on tablet and mobile devices. 
10. “Sales Messages” are ignored and not relevant. 
11. Discussions had been made regarding editing the close date from the homepage. 

This concept is not reflected in the redesign. 

Participant Overview 
Due to the focused nature of the research (i.e. we were looking to answer a handful 
of very specific usability questions), sessions were condensed to 30 minutes.  
These sessions were split into separate reviews of the existing Account Planner 
Homepage and the new Account Planner Homepage. Sessions were held with 6 
participants who have varying tenures at Cars.com and the following 
characteristics:  
	  
	  
	  
	  
Commonalities 

• All users were inside Sales 
• All users were familiar with Account Planner 
• All users had experience creating plans for new business 
• All users had experience using a tablet device. 



Outliers 
• Some users had experience creating plans for renewal scenarios, but not all. 
• Some users had field sales experience, but not all. 

	  

Approach 
Each session began with a very brief interview meant to determine the individual, 
day-to-day usage of Account Planner, existing biases, individual sales and planning 
processes, and key information deemed absolutely necessary for account planning 
purposes. 
 
Following the interview, we began an exercise involving the existing Account 
Planner Homepage.  Users were asked to complete a number of tasks related to 
the account planning process. They were asked to share their thoughts and 
responses verbally while navigating the screens with their mouse. After completing 
tasks for the existing Account Planner Homepage, users shared their thoughts on 
the current experience. 
 
Users were then presented with the new Account Planner Homepage UI in a 
development environment, using all fake account information. Users were invited to 
share their initial thoughts and observation, and then were asked to complete 
similar tasks as before. 
After completing the tasks, users were encouraged to share their thoughts on the 
interface and how it met or did not meet their expectations. If there was any 
confusion or apprehension, we probed users for additional information regarding 
what they did expect to see. 
 
Finally, users were presented with iPad for some brief exploration. Users were 
observed for ergonomic preference, ease of use, and general navigation. 
	   	  



Findings 
 
Research	  Question	   Related	  Findings	  

How	  do	  users	  initiate	  the	  
Account	  Planning	  Process?	  
	  

• Many users indicated that using Account Planner 
happened late in their sales process, primarily to send a 
contract to the dealer. 

• Several users relied on the SF “Accounts” tab and notes 
section for planning, and then transcribed information 
into AP. 

• Many users initiate the process based on engagement 
and whether or not an account has a plan or does not 
have a plan. 

How	  do	  users	  categorize,	  
prioritize,	  and	  find	  the	  
Accounts	  they	  are	  planning?	  
	  

• Virtually all users who were tested gravitated toward the 
search bar to get started with finding the Account. 

• The majority of users emphasized the need to arrange, 
sort, or filter by close date. 

• There were 4 different methods for prioritizing Accounts 
that were verbalized and demonstrated on both the old 
and new UI; with or without plans, alphabetical order, 
close date, and stage. 

• Almost all users ignored the filter criteria in the Existing 
Account planner, and all users ignored the filter button 
the Existing Account Planner.  

What	  key	  criteria	  and	  data	  
fields	  are	  users	  referencing?	  
	  

• Account Name 
• Close date 
• Stage 
• Most users also have a strong need for accessing and 

creating notes 
• Products pitched 
• Status of the contract 

o Would like to see if the dealer has opened or 
seen it as part of the status 

What	  are	  key	  concerns	  with	  
Account	  Planner	  and	  how	  does	  
it	  affect	  or	  impact	  their	  current	  
workflow?	  
	  

• Most users take notes elsewhere and then transcribe 
the information in Account Planner, which complicated 
navigation and slows down their process 

• One user expressed the likelihood of dealers seeing 
other Accounts on the screen when using it on the lot 
and a potential need to hide that competitive information 



What	  improvements	  can	  be	  
made	  to	  improve	  the	  users’	  
ability	  to	  create	  and	  manage	  
plans?	  
	  

• Strong emphasis on close date recognition and 
prioritization 

• Several users indicated the need for taking notes or a 
log a call feature 

• Need a clear indicator of action needed (close date 
approaching, enrollment needed) or if something is high 
priority 

• Some method to indicate customer who may be a 
harder sell on products. 

Additional	  Notes	   • Partial cancellations may be a challenge. Users were 
inclined to create a new plan option for renewal 
scenarios. If partial cancellation is needed, how will we 
handle scenarios where users create a new option to 
override the existing plan?  

 

Usability Issues 
• Issue: When users left the new homepage and navigated back, they landed on a 

default account, instead of the account they were looking at previously 
• Issue: When users landed on the new homepage, none of the Primary button group 

filters were selected by default. “All Accounts” should be the default selection 
• Issue: Although this issue was known prior to testing, the “start enrollment” button 

should not persist for all accounts, but should only be accessible when a contract 
has been signed. 

Takeaways 
• When referencing the new Homepage UI, the only field that users were able to 

determine to be missing was “stage”. 
• All users gravitated to the search bar, and after some exploration expressed the 

value in the “All Accounts”, “With Plans”, and “Without Plans” filter button group. 
• All users ignored the filter button entirely, but interacting heavily with the “arrange 

by” droplist. A majority agreed that sorting by “close date” would be more valuable 
than sorting by “recently updated". Value in sorting alphabetically was 
communicated. 

• Many users ignored the “edit option” function on the interface, and expressed their 
tendency to create a new option in lieu of editing an existing one.  

o This is a key usability issue for the cancellation process. Instead of opening 
a plan and making changes to it, users all often inclined in essentially all 
scenarios to create a new plan option. 



o This may be related to another issue expressed by one user that they are 
unable to simply review an option today and are forced into edit mode. 
Potential solutions need to be explored, such as sending users to the 
summary page or reducing the number of pages within Account Planner. 

• Users largely ignored the “menu” button and showed no interest in the sales 
messages or print preview functions on either interface.  

• Many participants found the new interface to be very usable on iPad, with little 
variance in experience from desktop/laptop to tablet. 

Next Steps 
• Refine key usability issues. At the time of completion of this report, key usability 

issues are in progress for being fixed. 
• Follow-up with the business stakeholders and core product team to determine 

prioritization of findings. 

	  

Artifacts 
The following screenshots highlight the existing Account Planner Homepage and 
the new Account Planner Homepage. Each screenshot focuses on key areas of 
exploration as determined by the users. 
	  
	  

 
Figure	  1	  -‐	  New	  Account	  Planner	  Homepage	  

	  
	  



	  
Figure	  2	  -‐	  Existing	  Account	  Planner	  Homepage	  

	  
	  

	  
Figure	  3	  -‐	  In	  the	  New	  AP	  UI,	  all	  users	  gravitated	  towards	  the	  search	  bar	  to	  locate	  Accounts.	  

This	  interaction	  was	  largely	  unchanged	  between	  both	  interfaces.	  
	  



	  
Figure	  4	  -‐	  The	  Account	  filter	  button	  group	  provided	  significant	  value	  to	  users.	  The	  “Arrange	  by”	  
droplist	  was	  also	  valuable,	  but	  needs	  to	  contain	  “close	  date”	  criteria,	  as	  this	  was	  a	  primary	  

concern	  for	  users.	  
	  
	  

	  
Figure	  5	  -‐	  The	  filter	  button	  was	  ignored	  entirely	  by	  users.	  

	  
	  



	  
Figure	  6	  -‐	  The	  Accounts	  list	  proved	  to	  be	  a	  much	  more	  usable	  interface	  than	  the	  existing	  

homepage.	  It	  provided	  better	  context	  to	  users	  when	  looking	  at	  the	  plan	  information.	  All	  key	  
information	  as	  indicated	  by	  the	  users	  is	  provided	  for	  them	  here.	  

	  
	  

	  
Figure	  7	  -‐	  The	  "edit	  option"	  function	  was	  ignored	  entirely	  by	  users.	  Most	  users	  expressed	  the	  

action	  of	  creating	  a	  new	  plan	  in	  lieu	  of	  editing	  an	  existing	  plan.	  


