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The Historical Dictionary of Switzerland (HLS) is the only online encyclopedia
dedicated exclusively to Swiss history. It provides synthesized historical research
and multimedia sources in all four of Switzerland's official languages: German,
French, Italian, and partly in Romansh. The articles, written by scientists and
peer-reviewed by experts, are curated by an editorial team of about 20 staff
members. 

The dictionary serves as a reliable research infrastructure for the scientific
community and a comprehensive and appealing information service for the
public. HLS attracts approximately 1.74 million unique visitors per year, with
daily visits ranging between 5,000 and 8,000. It is part of the Swiss Academy of
Humanities and Social Sciences (SAGW) and is funded through national grants.

About the Historical Dictionary 
of Switzerland (HLS)

https://hls-dhs-dss.ch/


HLS launched its public website, built with PHP, in 1998. However, as the Internet evolved, the
platform's outdated backend and frontend became a challenge. They needed a more modern solution
with a user-friendly interface, multilingual support, and media integration for articles. Additionally,
migrating their encyclopedia from a custom XML-based system, originally designed for print, to a
scalable, flexible platform became essential.

After evaluating several options for their content management system (CMS) and discovering key
limitations — risky dependencies, poor collaboration tools, and failure to meet specific requirements
— HLS concluded that a wiki would be a better solution. Wikis offer pre-existing quality management
processes, are often used for encyclopedic work, allow flexibility of content, and make it easy for
external authors to contribute. With this in mind, HLS selected XWiki in 2017 to deliver a proof of
concept (POC).

XWiki stood out among other competing wikis by seamlessly integrating both CMS and wiki features,
offering a well-structured data approach that included articles, text, media, and references, alongside
the option for JIRA integration for workflow tracking. Additionally, it provided a user-friendly CKEditor,
multilingual support, versioning, and commenting functionality, while its open-source nature, coupled
with strong backing from XWiki SAS, guaranteed long-term sustainability of the platform. Lastly, it's
powerful SOLR search engine, scalability, and customizable workflows made XWiki the clear choice
for HLS’s backend and public-facing platform, meeting their evolving needs for years to come.
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support migration of content from the old platform;

custom look & feel, with non-essential UI elements
removed (e.g., panels, notifications);

provide support for multilingual content
management for German, French, and Italian;

facilitate team collaboration and knowledge
sharing, features that were missing in their
previous system;

The context

Needs
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#1 The problem

support for granular user access & rights;

enrich documents with metadata for each
article;

include powerful search capabilities, ensuring
users could efficiently find language-specific
results;

easily scale & adapt over time, surpassing the
limitations of their old custom-built platform.

The HLS team was looking for an advanced CMS that could provide granular access controls and
custom workflows, as well as the capability to support the creation of a highly tailored new public
website. The new solution had to be able to:
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The partnership between HLS and XWiki has led to the development of numerous key
features and enhancements that have greatly improved the platform's user experience. These
include streamlined workflows, advanced search capabilities, and intuitive interfaces. These
improvements attract more users and encourage repeated visits, contributing to an
impressive total of 1.74 million unique visitors per year.

2017
Proof of concept
Prepared a report and evaluation to assess project feasibility and workload,
started work on key features

Minimum Viable Product in production
Launched MVP with the first public beta of the website, completed data
migration & began article creation

Final public release
Resolved bugs, made minor improvements & implemented JIRA workflows
for the official website launch

Work on features and improvements
Enhanced the website by adding new features, including gallery and video
macros

Product updates I
Made the website responsive, integrated d3.js for dynamic, interactive data
visualizations, applied security patches, fixed bugs, initiated the Romansh
language addition

2018

2019

2020

2021

2022 Product updates II
Completed Romansh language integration, introduced a content teaser
feature and a generic graphic macro & improved performance

Product updates III
Initiated frontend (FE) and backend (BE) separation, enhanced Matomo
analytics, added minor features, worked on & made public the FE
integration of the Romansh language

Product updates IV
Finalized FE/BE separation, introduced new features & began preparations
for upgrading to XWiki 16.x

2023

2024



During this complex project, our team developed many essential features that enriched and
optimized HLS's CMS and user experience:
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Inline editing
Editors can compose articles and integrate
text and media within a single document,
enhancing efficiency during the review
process.

Image handling
The updated image plugin supports additional
formats, including SVGs, and uses the srcset
attribute for device-optimized display.

Complex workflows
Custom workflows integrated with JIRA allow
direct article validation in the XWiki instance,
with statuses stored in JIRA.

Revamped search interface
The search UI now includes filtering by
categories, dates, and other criteria, offering
better user feedback & experience.

Hierarchical facets
Implemented for managing taxonomy,
hierarchical facets ensure complete data
retrieval and enhance navigation accuracy.

Search navigation
Users can navigate results without returning
to the search page, as result sets are stored
in the browser for quick access to previous
and next articles.

Advanced versioning
HLS maintains historical articles in date-
specific spaces, ensuring easy access to the
latest content while optimizing SEO indexing.

Jira issues creation
HLS editors can create Jira issues from XWiki
with prefilled article details, reducing errors
& streamlining editor workflow.

#1

#2

#3

#4

#6

#7

#8

#9

Articles overview
The status line linking articles to related
tracks, along with the display of open issues
by issue type, provides a clear view of ongoing
and future work.

Feedback Form Application
Website users can provide feedback directly
in the wiki which automatically creates an
issue in Jira with all the necessary details for
the ticket.

#5 #10

https://extensions.xwiki.org/xwiki/bin/view/Extension/Feedback%20Form%20Application/
https://extensions.xwiki.org/xwiki/bin/view/Extension/Feedback%20Form%20Application/


HLS’s transition to XWiki marked a major improvement in their content management and editorial
processes. By choosing XWiki, HLS modernized their platform, benefiting from greater flexibility,
scalability, sophisticated content management capabilities, and a great UX. 

The new system not only supports efficient workflows for the editorial team but also delivers a
high-performance, user-friendly public website that meets their complex content and search needs.
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Custom-built 
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Successful migration of the entire
collection of encyclopedia articles and

metadata from an outdated XML-based
system to XWiki.

Seamless Migration

#3 The results

The platform hosts over 36,500 articles in
German, French, Italian, and Romansh,
and handles over 1.7 million visits/year.

Scalable & adaptable solution

3 custom workflows fully optimized
through integration with JIRA,

enhancing article creation, media
insertion, translation management,
and content review, while access

controls ensure secure collaboration
across teams and languages.

Tailored workflows 
with access controls

SOLR-based search and custom media integration offer a high-performance, intuitive
search experience, allowing visitors to easily find articles by category (Theme, Places,
People, and Families) and multimedia elements by type, date, location, or alphabet,

regardless of language-specific or general metadata.

Enhanced user experience

The integration of images,
galleries, videos, and interactive

visualizations enhances the public
interface for a more engaging

user experience.



Consulting

Data imports

Training

Our services

“Launching the new production platform in 2018 and the website in 2019 with
XWiki was a huge step for our everyday routine and the visibility of our work in
public. Since then, we have been constantly improving the backend and the
frontend and count on XWiki as a reliable partner that helps us to realise our
visions for the HLS.”
- Stephanie Summermatter - Former editor & now Head of Digital Services, HLS

“Thanks to XWiki, our clients benefit from an up-to-date documentation of our
products, everywhere in the world.”
- Philippe Franck - Product Director, EasyVista

“Said it before, XWiki is awesome & so is the support.”
- Patrick Masson - General Manager, Open Source Initiative

Development

Hosting

Support

About XWiki SAS

XWiki SAS is the company that provides solutions and
services on top of the 100% open-source XWiki project.

With 20 years of experience on the professional
collaborative solutions market and more than 30000
downloads each month, XWiki SAS has developed over
500 projects all over the world.

A skilled team works with you on your project from start
to finish, trains both your technical & business users and
provides you with hosting & technical support services.

They trust us

4 Rue du Faubourg Poissonnière
75010 Paris, France

Tel: +33 (0)1 45 42 40 90
Fax: +33 (0)9 59 26 92 14
Email: contact@xwiki.com

X W I K I  S A S

“Thanks to XWiki we have moved from a complex and hard to follow
process to manage the Guidelines documents to a controlled online
environment allowing to reduce the time spent and increase the quality
of the documents provided to each country.”
- Marc Noujaim - Senior IT Project Manager, SCOR


