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Buried in Blocks
How Modular CMS Page Builders Are 
Killing Your Team, and How To Save Them

https://autogram.is


Page Builders: 
Threat or Menace?
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The Balancing Act
Templates and carefully modeled 

content types are used for 

consistent, high-volume content. 

Unique and unpredictable content 

requires dedicated design and 

development of “custom pages.”
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New Needs, New Pressures
Acceleration: More content, shorter 

timelimes, more competition. 

Consolidation: One system for “all” 

content, across channels and teams. 

The Snowflake Effect: High-touch 

design for previously simple content.
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Defining the “Page Builder”

Self-Serve 
Creation


Unstructured 

Containers


Structured 

Pieces





Page builders are a coping 
mechanism for uncertain 

requirements



1. Pages Become Mystery Meat
Page-level intent and 

semantics are hidden in 

component choices. 

Individual components may be 

structured, but their purpose 

in the page is opaque.
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2. Design Becomes the Content Model
Available components 

become the building blocks 

of content. 

Components are chosen by 

appearance, regardless of 

purpose or structure. 

Design updates break 

tightly-bound content.



3. Complexity Pops Up Everywhere
Component counts and 

complexity grow. 

Direct control of design 

components puts uncessary 

choices on editors.



USE 3-UP TEXT 
WITH IMAGE



Only need one? 

No time to model? 

Want some pizzazz? 

Can’t pick a content type? 

Need something new?
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Only need one? 

No time to model? 

Want some pizzazz? 

Can’t pick a content type? 

Need something new?

Use the page builder. 

Use the page builder. 

Use the page builder. 

 Use the page builder. 

 Add it to the page builder!



Children in class at the new Caroline Brevard School, 1959, State Archives of Florida

A story 
about good 
intentions

https://www.floridamemory.com/items/show/261568


Phonics
Start with spoken language  

Map letters to sounds 

“Sound out” unfamiliar words



Whole Language
Reading is problem-solving 

Prioritize the whole text 

Use clues to fill vocabulary gaps





Coping mechanisms can’t 
replace core skills



The page building bill 
is coming due



What We’re Seeing
Financial Services: 30-40% of all content 

State Government: 50% of all content 

IT Services: 20% at launch, 80% after 2 years 

SaaS Vendor: 100% of CMS content 

Hardware: 100% of 250,000 pages 



They can’t deliver content quickly 

They can’t reuse expensive assets 

They can’t test or personalize at scale 

They can’t measure meaningful outcomes 

They can’t change the system, only expand it

What We’re Seeing



How Are They Responding?

Staff up or 
stress out


Blame the CMS 

and migrate


Burn it down 

and start over





You know what? Fair.



We know the culprit. 

We know what’s breaking. 

We know what it costs us. 



We know the culprit. 

We know what’s breaking. 

We know what it costs us. 

The solution isn’t a product, just hard work. 

…But there is a playbook.





Eliminate the 
mystery meat



Audit to Group, Interview To Understand
Gather clues, use heuristics 

‣ Topics, timeframes, and metadata 

‣ Site section and CTAs 

‣ Yes, visual structure and component usage 

Find owners and ask, “What is this?” “Are there 

more like it?”





Capture Intent, Extrapolate Type
What outcome is a piece of 

content expected to achieve? 

Intent may translate to content 

type, may become metadata. 

Content with clear goals can be 

measured and improved; mystery 

meat just sits there.



Monitor Ongoing Usage
Monitor and measure how the page 

builder is being used. 

‣ Component and variation usage 

‣ Contents of each component 

‣ New spikes by team or topic 

‣ Common combinations and patterns

 




Establish Observability
Content quality 

‣ Accessibility, clarity, brand standards 

Health checks 

‣ Ratios, page traffic, front end performance 

Performance 

‣ Intentions have outcomes; try to measure them





Simpler choices, 
smarter templates



Decisions That Inform Design
Design communicates information: 

‣ Priority and emphasis 

‣ Sequence and similarity 

‣ Context and next steps 

Capture those as metadata, then swap 

templates or components.



Templates Can Flex
Augment explicit properties with 

optional slots. 

Properties can contain rules and 

filters, not just specific content. 

Rich text is more than text; 

embedding items keeps long 

narratives intact.



Custom Pages Are Template R&D
Page builders can fill emerging and  

unmet needs. 

Use observability to identify emerging 

needs and effective solutions. 

Codify valuable patterns as real content 

types, template options, and tools.



Plan for complexity 
with composable



Composable Content Is Languagelike
Content communicates a specific 
message to a particular audience. 

Composable content arranges small, 
incomplete pieces to create new, 

complete messages. 

It’s complicated because you’re 
making a language.



Components With Roles and Rules
Grammar governs how things 

combine and interact to create 

meaning. 

Relationships can be richer 

than “stacked” and “nested.”

The boy rode a horse. 
A boy rode the horse. 
The horse rode a boy. 
Rode horse a boy the.



Components With Roles and Rules

Collections 
Tools for grouping items with a 
shared purpose, theme, or 
navigation system.

Elastic Content 
Key site messages with wide 
variation in structure, complexity, 
and importance.

Fragments 
Items with no specific position in 
the site. They appear along or 
inside other content as support.

Simple Content 
Predictable, data-driven items with 
consistent presentation. Form-
based input, no per-item 
customization.

Elastic Content
Start with simple defaults, “plus up” with 
embedded fragments, dynamic widgets, and 
metadata-driven design variation. 

Article   Fixed in time, cumulative 

Topic    Authoritative, evolving, ephemeral 

Index    Dynamic, criteria-based directory 

Blank Slate Special snowflakes*

Articulate rules to govern how content 

types interact with each other.



Fewer Variations, More Combinations
Effective grammar allows a small 

set of components to do more work. 

More precise words useful, but rich 

combinations are effective.



Design as a Complimentary Layer



LANGUAGE IS A 
USEFUL METAPHOR

BOOTSTRAP IS 
PIG LATIN

ME FINISHING 
MY SLIDES



1. Page Builders promise to save teams from 
uncertainty, then bury them in mystery meat. 

2. Use them sparingly, as an R&D lab for modeled 
types and smarter, flexible templates. 

3. Capture intent and relationships; make content 
observable to avoid getting buried. 

4. When full composability is needed, plan for 
complexity and use lessons from language.
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Thank you!
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