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Making Content Work on the Web: A Web Page Makeover

The American Water Works Association (www.awwa.org) is a professional organization for
water utility employees. Among its offerings is “E-Mainstream,” an online and print newsletter
that provides news and features about the association. As you can see in the Web page excerpt
below, one of the content areas is Events, a collection of notices about upcoming conferences and
workshops. This kind of content is ideal for the Web because:

It’s timely, so it benefits from the speedy publishing that the Web allows.
Users would like to act on this information (not simply read it), so it’s suited to the
“doing” environment of the Web.
It’s the kind of information that would be enhanced by the interactivity that the Web
provides.

As presented here, however, this content does not work as well as it could for the Web.
It’s not scannable. Web users are scanners. That means information has to be presented
so users get what they want at a glance. Web copy should be short and bite-sized,
headlines and other display copy should be as informative as possible, and text should be
formatted to attract the user’s eye.
It doesn’t take advantage of the Web. A link at the end of this text (not visible in the
screen shot) takes users to more information. But many more links and tools could be
offered: A way to register, for example, or to sign up for continuing education credits.
Users don’t know what’s “below the fold.” Looking at this screen, users have no way
of knowing there are eight other events listed farther down this page. Unless they have
been monitoring the Events section every day or realize they have to scroll down, they
may miss a notice about a conference or workshop they wanted to attend.

[see next page]
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AWWA Makeover, Part One

As a first step in re-working the AWWA’s Events listings, we created a scannable, navigable
“table of contents” of all the conferences and workshops, which you can see in the screen shot
below. We organized the titles and dates of the events by month (note the use of bold-face type)
so users can quickly find what they’re interested in. And we made each event’s title a link that
takes the user to the appropriate part of the document.

We recommend this kind of simple document navigation for any content that extends more than
three or so screen-fulls. Divide your text into small sections with subheads (and make sure those
subheads provide solid, specific information). Then copy the subheads onto the top of the
document and turn them into links: Voilá, document navigation. Now your users know what’s
ahead and can skip directly to the content that most interests them.

[see next page]
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AWWA Makeover, Part Two

On the reworked Web page, if users were to click on one of the document navigation links, they
would jump to content like that pictured below. Here, we’ve changed the original event listing
using three strategies:

Make the content scannable. We boiled down the original, text-y description of the
conference and added material from elsewhere, such as the cost and registration deadline.
We also set up a format (When, Where, Cost, etc) and used bullets and bold-face type to
help users quickly find what they want without having to read all the way through
lengthy running text.
Add more links. The original offered only a link to more details about the course. Now,
users can also check out scholarships, find out about the conference center, and register.
Links are a useful way of adding layers of information—only the most interested users
need or want the deeper details.
Add tools. Functions such as “tell a colleague” and “alert me” make this much more than
a simple event listing. They turn content into a true Web animal, completely different
from print. Think up as many of these utilities as you can for each of your content areas.
What would your audience find most convenient and helpful? What do they want to do
with or to or about your content?

[see next page]
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AWWA Makeover: Which Works Better for Your User?

The original conference listing is on the left below; the re-worked listing is on the right. Even if you can’t read the text at this size, you can tell by
the overall look which one is more useful and user-friendly. And that’s what you’re aiming for in writing and editing for the Web.
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