
Implementing Search for 
Your Knowledge Base
Powerful knowledge base search is easy to understand in theory, but can 
be intimidating to implement in practice. This ebook walks through the 
steps required to implement search, outlines options available, and 
provides guidelines to ensure a smooth implementation.

READING TIME: 20 MINUTES
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Introduction
Congratulations on making the decision to implement search for your knowledge base! You’re likely 
already aware of the benefits of having an effective search, like fewer inbound support tickets, 
streamlined customer support, and a better overall customer experience. 

You may even have seen stats like this: 45 percent of companies offering web and mobile self-service 
reported an increase in site traffic and reduced phone inquiries. 

However, when it comes time to implement your search, you may encounter a whole set of issues 
you’ve never had to deal with before. Fortunately, you’ve come to the right place for help. 

In this eBook we’ll talk about the different search implementation options available for your 
knowledge base, as well as take you through the four phases of search implementation: 

1. Planning 
2. Implementation 
3. Testing 
4. Maintenance 
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where do I start?

https://swiftype.com/knowledge-base-search
http://www.destinationcrm.com/Articles/ReadArticle.aspx?ArticleID=90678


4

Which implementation is right for you?

The type of search implementation you choose will depend on the goals you’ve defined for your 
search, the resources you have available, and your unique working environment.  

Let’s take a quick look at three different types of search implementation: out-of-the-box CMS 
search, open source search, and hosted search. The basic differences are outlined below, with 
more in-depth explanation on the pages that follow. 

Out-of-the-box Open source Hosted search

No work required 
One-size-fits-all 
Cannot be customized 
Weak text analysis and relevance 
Unable to customize search results 
Weak analytics available

Completely customizable 
Stronger relevance technology 
Heavy engineering required 
Customizations require engineering 
resources 
Ongoing maintenance costs

Faster implementation 
No ongoing maintenance costs 
Built-in relevance and language 
recognition technology 
Customizable via dashboard 
Analytics dashboard built into product

Build vs. Buy
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Out-of-the-box CMS

During the planning process, some companies may feel that the out-of-the-
box search built into their content management system is adequate for their 
customers and support agents. While in some cases this may be true, many 
companies soon discover that out-of-the-box search is inherently inflexible 
and cannot be customized for the specific needs or desires of your support 
team.  

As a one-size-fits-all solution, CMS search relevance models cannot be 
changed, leaving support teams guessing about how they might influence 
which search results appear at the top of the list for a given query. Perhaps 
more importantly, out-of-the-box search is often built with little to no support 
for common language problems (such as spelling correction, synonym 
recognition, or basic language parsing technology). For companies who want a 
customized search solution with more advanced relevance and language 
modeling technology, they will need to invest in building new search on their 
own or look to a third party to build and host search. 

Build vs. Buy
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Open source software
In order to provide more relevant search results, you might want to consider 
building your search engine using open source software (popular libraries 
include Elastic, Solr, and Sphinx). 

This option allows you to build a search engine using more advanced language 
modeling technology, which helps to deliver more relevant results. However, 
keep in mind that you’re going to need full-time engineer support to build this 
search and provision servers – something not a lot of companies have at their 
disposal. 

Also, if you want more control over your search, such as choosing which 
options to display first – also known as relevance scoring/ranking – you’ll need 
more resources in order to support these kinds of queries. 

Build vs. Buy
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Hosted third party search
If you want the benefits of an advanced search engine and language modeling technology, but don't 
have the engineering time to build and subsequently maintain search, then hosted search is probably 
the best option for you. 

Hosted search solutions allow complete control over your search experience, but free your engineers 
up from building advanced relevance models or developing natural language processing for your 
search engine. Hosted search also saves your engineers from dealing with recurring software updates 
and ongoing server maintenance, and often comes with advanced analytics and optimization 
dashboards. 

Build vs. Buy



Next steps
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The four phases of implementing search
Now that you understand which implementation options are available, it’s time 
to learn more about the four phases of search implementation: planning, 
implementation, testing and maintenance. Below are the basic elements of 
each stage, with more in-depth explanation of each on the pages that follow. 

Planning
Gather stakeholders, design search, set goals, propose timeline.

Implementation
Indexing, front-end coding, back-end server configuration.

Testing
Check search result quality, test common language problems.

Maintenance
Optimize search results, maintain servers and software.



Planning

9

The first step in the planning phase is to look at your own people, 
processes and systems, and develop a set of best practices for your own 
knowledge base to ensure a smooth implementation. At the end of 
planning, you should know how your new search will work, who will be 
responsible for executing what, and how long the project will take.

Who is involved?
Once these are in place, you can move on to gathering your project 
team members. Resources you’ll need to involve include:  
• VP of Support to champion and guide 
• Software Engineer for development work 
• UX Designer for front-end work 
• Customer Service Representatives and Support Content 

Creation Team to provide input on requirements

What is the goal?
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With your team in place, you can move on to one of the most important steps in the planning process – 
deciding how you want your search to work. Why is this step so critical? Because what you define in this step 
determines how visitors will experience your search when they visit your knowledge base. 

For example, you might want customers to be able to search by topic, content type, or date/time frame, as well 
as have the ability to filter results by topic, tags (such as “getting started” or “troubleshooting”), content type, 
or reviews.  

How will search change?

Planning
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To help customers find your content faster, you might also want to implement an autocomplete 
experience that features results rather than suggested queries. This removes a step in the search 
process, and immediately gets visitors to their destination. 

Once you’ve determined how you want your search to work, it’s time to think about how you’ll index 
your knowledge base content—a topic discussed in-depth within the implementation section. 

How will search change? (continued)

Planning
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In the last step of the planning process, you’ll estimate project timelines, as well as develop training and 
communication schedules. For the overall project timeline, expect to allocate between up to one week for 
a very simple paid solution, to several months for an open source search solution.  

You’ll also want to allocate time for training your customer service representatives and your support 
content creation team so they can understand how customers will be searching and the process they’ll 
need to follow when adding new content to your knowledge base. 

Finally, you’ll need to develop a communications strategy in order to let people in your company know that 
the new search is coming, and how much easier it will be for them and their customers to quickly find the 
information they need.

Who will do what? and when?

DESIGN FRONT END TRAININGINDEXING

UX, Support Engineering Engineering Support

What’s happening?

Who’s involved?

Planning

What’s happening? DESIGN INDEXING FRONT END TRAINING

Who’s involved? UX, Support Engineering Engineering Support



Implementation
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The first step to implementing search is indexing your website content in a search engine. Once 
completed, this information can be queried by users and surfaced to users on the front end of your 
website. While the options and requirements for indexing will vary based on the specifics of your 
implementation, the process generally takes place with a data feed, an API integration, or a web crawler. 
Below are the major differences between these options, with more details on the pages that follow.

How can I index my website?

Data feed
Establish an XML, CSV, or RSS file transfer protocol.

API integration
Build database connection between website and search engine.

Web crawler
Website information automatically extracted from HTML.

Note: To learn more about indexing with Swiftype, watch the dedicated customer success webinar.

http://go.swiftype.com/l/69122/2015-10-12/2ntsjr
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How can I index my website?

Data feed
Establish an XML, CSV, or RSS file transfer protocol.

If you’re working with a third party provider, they may ask you to pass on all of 
the information you want to index via a data feed. This process involves setting 
up an FTP transfer of your information in XML, CSV, or RSS format every 24 
hours.   

Aside from being cumbersome to configure and maintain, data feeds often 
leave your search index out of sync with your live website offerings, since 
website changes are only communicated to the provider when the FTP transfer 
goes through. 

Implementation
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How can I index my website?

An API will accomplish the same as a data feed, but without the annoying lag – 
information is passed on instantaneously to your search engine. API 
integrations also allow complete control over your engine schema, which 
allows you to more precisely control how your search experience will work. If 
someone on your team is experienced with API integrations, then this might be 
the way to go. 

API integration
Build database connection between website and search engine.

Implementation
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How can I index my website?

If you don’t want the hassle of dealing with a full-scale API integration, or you 
don’t have the technical expertise to do so, you can get the same results using 
a web crawler.  

When working with a web crawler, you simply provide a URL and the web 
crawler automatically extracts website information from the HTML. In the case 
of Swiftype, you can customize exactly what information Swiftbot extracts by 
specifying website information with custom Swiftype <meta> tags, which speak 
directly to the web crawler and allow you to create a custom search engine 
index.

Web crawler
Website information automatically extracted from HTML.

Implementation

https://swiftype.com/search-concepts/web-crawler
https://swiftype.com/documentation/tutorials/configure_metatags
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Once you’ve indexed your content, you’re ready for the next step in the implementation phase: resolving 
server and operational issues. 

There are two reasons to monitor your servers:  
1. To ensure that you have enough servers to handle traffic, and  
2. To resolve any speed issues that might arise from customers searching your knowledge base in 

other parts of the world.  

An advantage of hosted search is that these issues are entirely handled by your provider. On the other 
hand, if you’re building your own search, you’ll need to buy servers in data centers around the world to 
serve international audiences at speed. Additionally, you’ll need to ensure you have the correct amount 
of servers to handle your fluctuating search engine and website traffic. 

Do I need to buy servers?

Implementation
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In this step, you’ll take what you’ve planned and work with designers and 
front-end engineers to put everything in place for the user interface.  

Allocate at least one week of work time for designers and front-end engineers 
to put this into place. As with all phases, be sure to add in some buffer, as 
tasks often end up taking longer than anticipated.  

How long will the front-end work take?

Implementation



Testing

19

In order to ensure your search is working properly, you should run tests of how your search 
handles your top 50-100 queries. The key here is analyzing relevance and asking yourself: Do 
these search results match my expectations? Are these the most helpful answers for this search? 
If not, you should customize the results for these queries until they match expectations. 

How do search results look for my most important queries?

How does my search handle common language issues?
In addition to relevance, your team should investigate how your search handles common 
language issues such as misspellings and phrase matching. Below are some of the most common 
situations to test. For more information about each natural language processing challenge, follow 
the links below to Swiftype’s glossary of search technology concepts.

Misspellings > corrects “templaet” to “template”

Bigrams > recognizes equivalence of “e mail” and “email”

Dashes and spacing > recognizes equivalence of “i-Phone” and “iPhone”

Stemming > recognizes equivalence of “start” “starter” and “started”

Phrase matching > distinguishes between “iOS 9 apps” and “iOS 8 apps”

https://swiftype.com/site-search#ranking
https://swiftype.com/search-concepts/spelling-correction
https://swiftype.com/search-concepts/bigram-matching
https://swiftype.com/search-concepts/bigram-matching
https://swiftype.com/search-concepts/stemming
https://swiftype.com/search-concepts/phrase-matching


Maintenance
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Once you’ve determined how your index will be structured, you’ll need to have every piece of content created 
moving forward conform to that indexing structure.  

If you have an open source solution, stay on top of updates by keeping in close touch with software developers. 
Keep in mind that one engineer could spend almost a full week making sure their search works with software 
updates. 

If you’re using a web crawler, maintenance will be a lot simpler. When you add <meta> tags to your content, 
changes are made on the template level. Once your site is recrawled, that content is automatically indexed. 
Finally, ensure that engineers have mapped your CMS to the correct indexing structure.

What is required to maintain my index structure?

As mentioned in the implementation section, if you are not using a third party provider, you should be prepared 
to buy more servers as your traffic increases. Because servers are expensive and traffic fluctuates, the 
challenge here is provisioning servers as you need them in order to be efficient about costs. 

As your audience becomes international (or if it already is), you’ll need to buy servers around the globe to serve 
search results at speed. This process involves duplicating your index databases around the globe so they can 
be queried and return results faster, which is a major challenge in and of itself. 

What server maintenance is required?

https://swiftype.com/documentation/meta_tags2
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To optimize your search and case deflection rates over time, be sure to keep track of KPIs that 
matter most. These could be clickthrough rate, search exit rate, percentage of searches with no 
results, or other metrics. The key is not to get bogged down with metrics, but to choose carefully 
those that demonstrate the most impact and continually monitor how these affect your inbound 
ticket volume. 

Finally, optimize your search by continuously customizing your search engine.

How can we optimize our search over time?

Tune your algorithm to control what 
impacts the order of search results.

Customize results for individual queries 
to feature the most important articles.

Maintenance
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By following these steps and spending time up front defining what you want 
your search to do for you, you can implement a search uniquely designed for 
your company that will maximize your resources and provide the outstanding 

customer experience you need to stay ahead of the competition.

See how easy it can be to get your search up and 
running with no hassles and minimal resources.

START 30 DAY FREE TRIAL

Get started for free

https://swiftype.com/users/sign_up
https://swiftype.com/users/sign_up
https://swiftype.com/users/sign_up
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