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” Vigorous writing is concise. A sentence should contain no unnecessary

words, a paragraph no unnecessary sentences, for the same reason that a

drawing should have no unnecessary lines and a machine no unnecessary

parts.” – William Strunk Jr., in Elements of Style

Content is the most important part of a website.
Content is the most important part of a website. If the content does

not provide the information needed by users, the website will provide

little value no matter how easy it is to use the site. 

When preparing prose content for a website, use familiar words and

avoid the use of jargon. If acronyms and abbreviations must be used,

ensure that they are clearly understood by typical users and defined on

the page.

Minimize the number of words in a sentence and sentences in a

paragraph. Make the first sentence (the topic sentence) of each

paragraph descriptive of the remainder of the paragraph. State clearly

the temporal sequence of instructions. Also, use upper- and lowerc a s e

letters appropriately, write in an affirmative, active voice, and limit

prose text on navigation pages.
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Guideline: Do not use unfamiliar or undefined
acronyms or abbreviations on websites.

Comments: Acronyms and abbreviations should 
be used sparingly and must be defined in order 
to be understood by all users. It is important to
remember that users who are new to a topic are likely to be unfamiliar with
the topic’s related acronyms and abbreviations. Use the following format
when defining acronyms or abbreviations: Physician Data Query (PDQ).
Acronyms and abbreviations are typically defined on first mention, but
remember that users may easily miss the definition if they scroll past it or
enter the page below where the acronym or abbreviation is defin e d .

Sources: Ahlstrom and Longo, 2001; Evans, 1998; Morrell, et al., 2002; Nall,
Koyani and Lafond, 2001; Nielsen and Ta h i r, 2002; Tullis, 2001.

Example: 
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Undefined acronyms on a homepage may leave users confused
regarding the site’s contents or purpose. 

15:1 Def ine Acronyms and Abbreviations

Strength of Evidence: 

Relative Importance:

This detailed, highly-technical content page is designed for experts and not novice users.
H o w e v e r, the designer has still defined each acronym and abbreviation on the page.



Guideline: Use words that are frequently seen 
and heard. 

Comments: Use words that are familiar to, and used frequently by, typical
users. Words that are more frequently seen and heard are better and more
quickly recognized. There are several sources of commonly used words (see
Kucera and Francis, 1967 and Leech et al., 2001 in the Sources section).

Familiar words can be collected using open-ended surveys, by viewing searc h
terms entered by users on your site or related sites, and through other forms
of market researc h .

Sources: Furnas, et al., 1987; Kucera and Francis, 1967; Leech, Rayson and
Wilson, 2001; Spyridakis, 2000; Whissell, 1998.
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15:3 Use Familiar Words

Strength of Evidence: 

Relative Importance:

Guideline: Show complete words rather than
abbreviations whenever possible. 

Comments: The only times to use abbreviations are when they are significantly
shorter, save needed space, and will be readily understood by typical users. If
users must read abbreviations, choose only common abbreviations.

Sources: Ahlstrom and Longo, 2001; Engel and Granda, 1975; Evans, 1998;
Smith and Mosier, 1986.

Example: 

If abbreviations are in
common usage (FBI,

DEA) then it is acceptable
to use them. However, if
an abbreviation is not in
common usage (USPIS,

USPP), the complete title
should be used.
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15:2 Use Abbreviations Sparingly

See page xxi 
for detailed descriptions

of the rating scales

Strength of Evidence: 

Relative Importance:

Guideline: Display continuous (prose) text using
mixed upper- and lowercase letters.

Comments: Reading text is easier when capitalization is used conventionally
to start sentences and to indicate proper nouns and acronyms. If an item is
intended to attract the user’s attention, display the item in all upperc a s e ,
bold, or italics. Do not use these methods for showing emphasis for more
than one or two words or a short phrase because they slow reading
p e rformance when used for extended prose.

Sources: Breland and Breland, 1944; Engel and Granda, 1975; Moskel, Erno
and Shneiderman, 1984; Poulton and Brown, 1968; Smith and Mosier, 1986;
Spyridakis, 2000; Tinker and Paterson, 1928; Ti n k e r, 1955; Ti n k e r, 1963;
Vartabedian, 1971; Wright, 1977.

Example: 

This block of text is an example of displaying continuous
(prose) text using mixed upper- and lowercase letters. It’s
not difficult to read.

THIS BLOCK OF TEXT IS AN EXAMPLE OF DISPLAYING
CONTINUOUS (PROSE) TEXT USING ALL UPPERCASE
LETTERS. IT’S MORE DIFFICULT TO READ.

1 5 : 4 Use Mixed Case with Prose

Strength of Evidence: 

Relative Importance:
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Guideline: Include the primary theme of a
paragraph, and the scope of what it covers, in the
first sentence of each paragraph. 

Comments: Users tend to skim the first one or two
sentences of each paragraph when scanning text.

Sources: B a i l e y, Koyani and Nall, 2000; Lynch and Horton, 2002; Morkes and
Nielsen, 1997; Morkes and Nielsen, 1998; Spyridakis, 2000.

Example: 
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15:6 Make First Sentences Descriptive

Strength of Evidence: 

Relative Importance:Guideline: Do not use words that typical users may
not understand. 

Comments: Terminology plays a large role in the user’s ability to find and
understand information. Many terms are familiar to designers and content
writers, but not to users. In one study, some users did not understand the
term “cancer screening.” Changing the text to “testing for cancer”
substantially improved users understanding.

To improve understanding among users who are accustomed to using the
jargon term, it may be helpful to put that term in parentheses. A dictionary or
glossary may be helpful to users who are new to a topic, but should not be
considered a license to frequently use terms typical users do not understand.

Sources: Cockburn and Jones, 1996; Evans, 1998; Horton, 1990; Mayhew, 1992;
Morkes and Nielsen, 1997; Morkes and Nielsen, 1998; Nall, Koyani and Lafond,
2001; Schramm, 1973; Spyridakis, 2000; Tullis, 2001; Zimmerman and Prickett,
2000; Zimmerman, et al., 2002.

Example: This is a website often visited by the public. As such, the
site language should be accessible and free of jargon.

When searching
google.com/unclesam for

“thyroid cancer,” this page is the
first returned “hit.” Thus, this is

the first government page that a
user may encounter. To

accommodate these users, the
page content should be free of

jargon and words that a new
user might not understand.
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15:5 Avoid Jargon

See page xxi 
for detailed descriptions

of the rating scales

Strength of Evidence: 

Relative Importance:

Descriptive first sentences set the tone for each of these paragraphs,
and provide users with an understanding of the topic of each section
of text.
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Guideline: To optimize reading comprehension,
minimize the number of words in sentences, and
the number of sentences in paragraphs. 

Comments: To enhance the readability of prose
text, a sentence should not contain more than
twenty words. A paragraph should not contain more than six sentences.

Sources: B a i l e y, 1996; Bailey, Koyani and Nall, 2000; Bouma, 1980; Cherv a k ,
D r u ry and Ouellette, 1996; Evans, 1998; Kincaid, et al., 1990; Marcus, 1992;
Mills and Caldwell, 1997; Nielsen, 1997c; Palmquist and Zimmerman, 1999;
Rehe, 1979; Spyridakis, 2000; Zimmerman and Clark, 1987.

Example: 
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This is an example of how to optimize reading comprehension. The
number of words in a sentence is minimized, and there are few
sentences in each paragraph.

15:9 Limit the Number of Words and Sentences

Strength of Evidence: 

Relative Importance:Guideline: Compose sentences in active rather than
passive voice. 

Comments: Users benefit from simple, direct language. Sentences in active
voice are typically more concise than sentences in passive voice. Strong verbs
help the user know who is acting and what is being acted upon. In one study,
people who had to interpret federal regulation language spontaneously
translated passive sentences into active sentences in order to form an
understanding of the passages.

Sources: F l o w e r, Hayes and Swarts, 1983; Horton, 1990; Palermo and Bourne,
1978; Palmquist and Zimmerman, 1999; Redish, Felker and Rose, 1981; Smith
and Mosier, 1986; Spinillo and Dyson, 2000/2001; Spyridakis, 2000; Wr i g h t ,
1977; Zimmerman and Clark, 1987.

Example:    Active Voice Example Passive Voice Example
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15:7 Use Active Voice

Strength of Evidence: 

Relative Importance:

15:8 Write Instructions in the Aff ir m a t i v e

Guideline: As a general rule, write instructions in
affirmative statements rather than negative
statements.

Comments: When giving instructions, strive to tell
users what to do (see a dentist if you have a
toothache), rather than what to avoid doing (avoid skipping your dentist
appointment if you have a toothache). If the likelihood of making a wrong step
is high or the consequences are dire, negative voice may be clearer to the user.

Sources: Greene, 1972; Herriot, 1970; Krull and Watson, 2002; Palmquist and
Zimmerman, 1999; Smith and Mosier, 1986; Wright, 1977; Zimmerman and
Clark, 1987.

Example: 

Strength of Evidence: 

Relative Importance:

An example of negative voice pointing out consequences to the user.

“John hit the baseball.” “The baseball was hit by John.”
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See page xxi 
for detailed descriptions

of the rating scales
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Guideline: When describing an action or task 
that has a natural order or sequence (assembly
instructions, troubleshooting, etc.), structure the
content so that the sequence is obvious and consistent.

Comments: Time-based sequences are easily understood by users. Do not
f o rce users to perform or learn tasks in a sequence that is unusual or
awkward. 

Sources: Czaja and Sharit, 1997; Farkas, 1999; Krull and Watson, 2002;
Morkes and Nielsen, 1998; Nielsen, 2000; Smith and Mosier, 1986; Wr i g h t ,
1 9 7 7 .

Example: 
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15:11 Make Action Sequences Clear

Strength of Evidence: 

Relative Importance:

Guideline: Do not put a lot of prose text on
navigation pages.

Comments: When there are many words on
navigation pages, users tend to rapidly scan for
specific words or begin clicking on many different
links, rather than reading the text associated with the links.

Sources: B a i l e y, Koyani and Nall, 2000; Evans, 1998; Morkes and Nielsen, 1998;
Nielsen, 2000; Spyridakis, 2000.

Example: The lack of prose text allows navigation elements to 
take center stage on this navigation page. 

The large
volume of prose
text forces
navigation links
(the primary
purpose of the
page) into the
left panel. 
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15:10 Limit Prose Text on Navigation Pages

See page xxi 
for detailed descriptions

of the rating scales

Strength of Evidence: 

Relative Importance:


