Writing Web Content

Writing Web Content

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

prose text on navigation pages.

Research-Based Web Design & Usability Guidelines

15:1 Define Acronyms and Abbreviations

Guideline: Do not use unfamiliar or undefined Relative Importance:

acronyms or abbreviations on websites. m

Comments: Acronyms and abbreviations should Strength of Evidence:
be used sparingly and must be defined in order Mj

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 defined.

Hm H

Sources: Ahlstrom and Longo, 2001; Evans, 1998; Morrell, et al., 2002; Nall,
Koyani and Lafond, 2001; Nielsen and Tahir, 2002; Tullis, 2001.
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Example: Undefined acronyms on a homepage may leave users confused
regarding the site’s contents or purpose.

Under Secretary of Defense
(Policy)

| Organizatior. | USD(P)'s PDUSD(P)’s Public ISA DPMO DSCA | soiLic
bt Chart | Biography Biography | Speech ! HomePage | HomePage ! HomePage . Home Page

This detailed, highly-technical content page is designed for experts and not novice users.
However, the designer has still defined each acronym and abbreviation on the page.
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e With the cessation of underground testing, the safety, security, and reliahility of the

nuclear stockpile must be assured through tests at a smaller, but nevertheless rel
scale in aboveground facilities. The near-term mission of the ICF Campaignis to d
the technology to address high e density physics issues for the science-hase|

Stockpile Stewardship Program . Beginning in 2001, the Campaign is emph4
eight (rather than six) major technteaf efforts: (1) ignition, (2) support of high energy
density experiments for stockpile stewardship, (3) experimental supporttechnolog
an assessment of high yield, (5) university support of high energy density science,
environmental and safety analysis requirements, (7) facility operations, and (8) ine

fusion technalaav
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m 15:2 Use Abbreviations Sparingly Relative Importance: 15:3 Use Familiar Words Relative Importance:
12548 12548

Guideline: Show complete words rather than Strength of Evidence: Guideline: Use words that are frequently seen Strength of Evidence:
abbreviations whenever possible. m and heard. m
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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.

D0J Homepage
AFP Homepage
AFMLS Homepage

The Departn
nationwide
effective and

15:4 Use Mixed Case with Prose

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 search
terms entered by users on your site or related sites, and through other forms
of market research.

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

Relative Importance:
123548

Guideline: Display continuous (prose) text using | Strength of Evidence:

mixed upper- and lowercase letters. m

Comments: Reading text is easier when capitalization is used conventionally
to start sentences and to indicate proper nouns and acronyms. If an item is

FMS —— Purpose:fﬂ intended to attract the user’s attention, display the item in all uppercase,
ATF Homepage Asset Forfeit bold, or italics. Do not use these methods for showing emphasis for more
Ina manner than one or two words or a short phrase because they slow reading
b accomplishe performance when used for extended prose.
FBI Homepage assets relied
INS Homepage perpetuate { Sources: Breland and Breland, 1944; Engel and Granda, 1975; Moskel, Erno
forfeiture ha and Shneiderman, 1984; Poulton and Brown, 1968; Smith and Mosier, 1986;
Marshals Service organization Spyridakis, 2000; Tinker and Paterson, 1928; Tinker, 1955; Tinker, 1963;
USAO Homepage convicted ar Vartabedian, 1971; Wright, 1977.
FOA Homepage .
USPIS Homepage Scope: The Erample:
—— encompatsf'; This block of text is an example of displaying continuous
represent (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.
See page xxi

for detailed descriptions
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Writing Web Content

Guideline: Do not use words th
not understand.

understand information. Many

jargon term, it may be helpful

2000; Zimmerman, et al., 2002

Relative Importance:
1,254 @

Strength of Evidence:

1254 @

at typical users may

Comments: Terminology plays a large role in the user’s ability to find and

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

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,

This is a website often visited by the public. As such, the

site language should be accessible and free of jargon.

Max Data System

Example:
e
Wihats Mew Headlines |
e B paEr resding scorel Latest News

Are You New to KY?

Calendars Progress (NAEP) in readin
Certification 8th-gradepé continue to ma
Jobs B phlase 1| SEEK Adeq

News Room

onts & il
Farents & Families FD and Mertor Fund Reqy
The Kentucky Department
forteachers and administrg
and/or math leaders for the
percentage of students scq
and math. Application dea

Fartners

Proof of Progress
FPublications & Videos
School Improvement

Kertucky Board of Educa
Saying they are "deeply col
funding of Kentucky's systq

4 s

Testing & Reporting

b

Questions and Answer€ 1-131 a)d Radioactive Fallout ( 1241172002, N
S——”

From the National Institutes of Health
Questions and Answer€: 1-131 afd Radioactive Fallout (National Canc
What You Need To Know ut Thyroid Cancer (National Cancer Insti

General/Overviews
Cancer of the Thyroid (American Thyroid Association)
What is Thyroid Cancer? (American Cancer Society)

Clinical Trials

ClinicalTrials gqov: (Thyroid NeoplasmsYNational Institutes of Health)

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

Diagnosis/Symptoms
Can Thyroid Cancer Be Found Early? (American Cancer Society)
Howv is Thyroid Cancer Diagnosed? (American Cancer Society)

Howv is Thyroid Cancer Staged? (American Cancer Society)
Thyroid Sc; Mhyroid Uptake Stud)Links to PDF File (national Inst

’Mnulation Testr DF File (National Institutes of Health)

Disease Management
Thyroid Cancer: What Happens After Treatment? (American Cancer S

jargon and words that a new

user might not understand.

Research-Based Web Design &

See page xxi
for detailed descriptions

Usability Guidelines of the rating scales

15:6 Make First Sentences Descriptive

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.

Relative Importance:
12380

Strength of Evidence:

1254 @

Sources: Bailey, Koyani and Nall, 2000; Lynch and Horton, 2002; Morkes and
Nielsen, 1997; Morkes and Nielsen, 1998; Spyridakis, 2000.

Example: 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. //

Programs

Muclear VWeapons | Monproliferatigerznd Matepfals Control | Energy and Critical Infrastructure

Emerging Threats

The Emerging Threals program develhps high-impact responses
to natonal security challenges. As 9411 terronst attacks only
begin to indicate, advanced technaolggies — chemical, bialogical
nuclear, and miormational - creatg/the potentizl for greater harm
than ever to our nation.

Sandia's integraled science expertise allows us 1o develop
technologically superior weapons and security systems. From
basic regearch to global intelligence, Sandia supports nuMeraus
govermrment and ndustry agencies n combating terronsm and
threats against our armed forces and homeland. We apply our
seientific and engineering knowledge to:

+ |dentfy and neutralize ilogical and chemical agents,
whether released accidentally or intentionally

+ Disable explosive devices including land mines and bormbs

« Detect and defeat hard-to-find offensive threats, including
weapons storage faciliies and mobile targets

» Generate precise battleheld information

Sandia remains ready to provide our nation with the technical
capability to respond (o fhreats against our armed forces, our
nation, and our survival as a free nation.

; A
FEMA, Miravs PRold

Protecting America’s
Infrastructure — Sandia is working
to raige construction standards to
produce structures that can better
withstand a wide range of threais. In
the Oklahoma City bornbing, most of
tha wichims were kiled not by the
blasl bul by the buldmg when ifs
e floors collapsed like a house of

cands.
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Relative Importance:
12588

Guideline: Compose sentences in active rather than | Strength of Evidence:
passive voice. m

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: Flower, 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; Wright,
1977; Zimmerman and Clark, 1987.

Writing Web Content

Example: Active Voice Example
“John hit the baseball.” “The baseball was hit by John.”

Passive Voice Example

15:8 Write Instructions in the Affirmative

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

Relative Importance:

12500

Strength of Evidence:
Comments: When giving instructions, strive to tell 1280800
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.

Examp[e: An example of negative voice pointing out consequences to the user.

Message successfully posted by: 156.40.129.142 (Logged!).

IMPORTANT: Do NOT press BACK - If you come back to this page, your message
will be posted a secand time!

See page xxi
for detailed descriptions

Research-Based Web Design & Usability Guidelines of the rating scales

15:9 Limit the Number of Words and Sentences

Guideline: To optimize reading comprehension, Relative Importance:
minimize the number of words in sentences, and m
the number of sentences in paragraphs. ~

Strength of Evidence:
Comments: To enhance the readability of prose 12548
text, a sentence should not contain more than
twenty words. A paragraph should not contain more than six sentences.

Sources: Bailey, 1996; Bailey, Koyani and Nall, 2000; Bouma, 1980; Chervak,
Drury 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: 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.
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Smallpox Vaccine: What you should know

There's been a lot in the news about the smallpox vaccine. What is it and how does it work?

The smallpox vaccine was used until the early 1970s to wipe out smallpox worldwide. Much like other vaccines, the
smallpox vaccine protects against infection hy helping your body develop immunity to the smallpox virus. The
smallpox vaccine is made from a live virus that's very similar to the smallpox virus. The vaccine doesn't cause
smallpox, but it can cause life-threatening problems in some people.

If smallpox was wiped out long ago, why am | hearing about the vaccine now?

A smallpox epidemic hasn't occurred for many years, hut there are still stocks of the virus in laboratories throughout
the world. Itis possible thatthese stocks of the smallpox virus could he used as weapons in a bioterrorism attack.
The United States government has developed a plan to help protect Americans against smallpox in the event of
hioterrorism.

What is a Smallpox Response Team?

A Smallpox Response Team is a group of medical professionals who have received the smallpox vaccine. In the
event of a smallpox attack, these people could continue to provide health care to others. The Department of Health
and Human Services (DHHS) is now working with state and local governments to form these response teams.

Should everyone get the smallpox vaccine?

For most people, whether they are vaccinated against smallpox depends on whether there has heen an outbreak of
the disease. In most cases, the vaccine causes mild side effects, such as soreness around the vaccination site,
fever and hody aches. A small percent of people will suffer serious side effects and may even die. Thus, ifthere
hasn't heen an outhreak of smallpox, the risks associated with the vaccine don't outweigh the benefits for most
people. The following groups of people are more likely to have severe reactions and should only be vaccinated if
actually exposed to smallpox:

Research-Based Web Design & Usability Guidelines
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n 15:10 Limit Prose Text on Navigation Pages 15:11 Make Action Sequences Clear | retative Importance:
12000

Guideline: Do not put a lot of prose text on Relative Importance: Guideline: When describing an action or task Strength of Evidence:

navigation pages. m that has a natural order or sequence (assembly m

instructions, troubleshooting, etc.), structure the

take center stage on this navigation page.

e
= =
@ L]
'E' Comments: When there are many words on Strength of Evidence: content so that the sequence is obvious and consistent. —
) navigation pages, users tend to rapidly scan for m —]
() specific words or begin clicking on many different Comments: Time-based sequences are easily understood by users. Do not =
) links, rather than reading the text associated with the links. force users to perform or learn tasks in a sequence that is unusual or E
[-T) awkward. ©
3 Sources: Bailey, Koyani and Nall, 2000; Evans, 1998; Morkes and Nielsen, 1998; =
Nielsen, 2000; Spyridakis, 2000. Sources: Czaja and Sharit, 1997; Farkas, 1999; Krull and Watson, 2002; P
E" Morkes and Nielsen, 1998; Nielsen, 2000; Smith and Mosier, 1986; Wright, P—)
— Example: The lack of prose text allows navigation elements to 1977. E'.
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Citizen ‘Gateway February 6, 2003 Exﬂmple:

Online Transactions and e-Services for Citizens

Conduct your business with government from the convenience of your home or office.

Select an Acrobat Reader version, You will receive the most recent version
of Acrobat Reader that iz svailable for vour language and platform.

Auctions and Sales | Benefits | Citizenship | Consumer |
Forms and Applications | Health | Homes and Communities | Jobs | Postal Service Language: Platform:
Publications and Subscriptions | Taxes and Money | Travel and Recreation [ Eﬂl_'l"sh : I E Choose a platfurm :
Government Auctions and Sales Jobs The version of Acrobat Reader you are unavailable
Shop Online America's Job Bank: an online service for downloa ings
Auctions employers and jobseekers
Cars and Other Vehicles for Sale Foreign Service Exam Macintosh: bi B2
Loans and Investments for Sale Government Jobs DA e A S
Real Estate for Sale Presidential Appointments Application
Souvenirs, Books and Gifts for Sale Resume Builder
Supplies and Equipment for Sale Security Clearance and Background Investigation Step 2
For Government and Non-Profit Buyers Application (Federal Employment)
Find Sales by Agency
Postal Service D Include the following options for your Acrobat Reader software:
Beneﬁ‘%e(evmin Eligibility for Federal Programs gz:‘;ih';:_;»:i)lthaon’&_‘lz:’te_gs:r;il”ie(n;i;fefsmm | requires N F\bi“ts‘ Touicw F‘hntﬂshnp gdonm zlide = hows an elecironic Card
e g1 ¥ e 1 I 1 o AN
- — Social Security Online Adobe Acrobat Reader) A 'ﬂ\blllt? t,“_'r'_ear"—'h 'qdq'IlE PDF files
%ﬁ%";‘;—g"stm artmel Veterans Pension and Benefit Applications Hold Mail = Accessibility support oo Ty Tes—orTaTy
R 1 Schedule Redelivery of Mail s Secure Internet eBook purcha .
e " Stamps Online
} Citizenship and Government S mps € o = Acrobat Reader Help (PDF for Select an Optlon
8 Participate Online in Federal Rulemaking : : .
Register for the Military Draft The download file size is: una 1st Choice Color
u))) For personal use = DOWNLOAD Yellow 2
Welcome to the Foo d Agriculture Council Homepage. The large
The Food and Agriculture Council (FAC) atthe national, state, and local levels are the vehicles used to volume of prose Enter
coordinate the U.S. Department of Agriculture's programs, initiatives, and activities requiring cooperative text forces
nvolvement across mission area and agency lines. FACs were instituted by the Secretary of Agriculture in Re c | | e nt' S
order to provide a policy level, cross agency, decision making and communication medium as needed to navigation Iinks p
achieve the USDAs goals and objectives. | ZI IP 0o Sta'
A , , (the primary P OR
The National FAC (NFAC) is the management entity designated by the Secretary of Agriculture to carry out C d
USDA's field restructuring and modernization effort. The NFAC is comprised of the Administrators of all USDA purpose of the ode
1 agencies that are active at the State level. The Chair of the NFAC rotates annually between the Administrators . h
| ofthe Farm Senvice Agency, the Chief of the Natural Resources Consenvation Service, and the Deputy Under page) into the >
‘é Secretary for Operations and Management of the Rural Development agencies. left panel. I
I The NFAC is supported by an Executive Officer who also heads USDAs Senvice Center Implementation Team
-~ (SCIT). The SCIT is an interagency staff that supports the activities of the NFAC, and initiates activities and
projects on behalf of the partner agencies to ensure the successful implementation of the USDAs Service
Center Initiative. ADD TO CART

See page xxi
for detailed descriptions
of the rating scales
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