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Web Content Checklist
This checklist contains individual guidelines grouped under general characteristics of “healthy” content that communicates effectively on the Web. Use this as a tool to evaluate whether content is ready to be published to the live site.  If content doesn’t meet most of these guidelines, it should be re-written or edited before publishing.
Concise

· Word count of content from print material has been reduced by half

· Writing is clear, focused, and free of unnecessary words and details

· Conclusion is presented first/prominently, followed by details (“inverted pyramid”)

· Content frequently needed by most users comes first; progressive details available in “deeper” layers
Scan-able

· Content is broken into manageable units, or “chunks”

· Page titles, summaries, headings, and subheads provide emphasis and orientation 

· Labeling matches user goals

· One idea per paragraph; each paragraph starts with topic sentence

· Lists and repeated data elements are presented as bulleted or numbered lists, tables or charts
Objective

· Writing uses natural, factual language and avoids exaggerated, promotional style

· Content is error-free, shows expertise, links to other reliable sites, provides access to contact info, etc.

Well-marked (Context)
· Page titles, headings and subheads provide orienting clues

· Headlines are meaningful when they stand alone

· Summaries are ultra-short and clearly indicate what user can expect to find/do

· Labels use plain language familiar to users (no jargon) 

Appropriately Linked (Good Linking)
· Links are used for good reasons -- and do not substitute for content: 

· "related topics"
· more detailed versions 
· background theory/concepts/supporting data
· definitions of terms
· ways to take action on this info, i.e. apply, request, purchase, share etc.
· provide help within the context of a task
· previous and subsequent steps in a process
· Link and category labels are explicit and self-explanatory (avoid “click here” as link label)

Findable

· HTML title tag is unique, self-explanatory, up to 60 characters

· HTML metatag “keywords” pertain to the page, include synonyms, use words users would to search this content

· HTML metatag “description” tells what page is about in factual manner, up to 150 characters

· ALT tags describe each image or graphic on the page
Distinct (Voice/Style)
· Writing uses plain, clear language; free of jargon where possible
· Positive assertions and active voice are used.
· Writing does not over-rely on punctuation to convey meaning
· Style and tone match overall brand message

Well-maintained (Care & Feeding)
· Links work
· Items that need to be regularly updated have been identified; update process is in place
· Items with word “New” in them meet established criteria (i.e., past week, past month)
· Time-bound content that is old has been moved “out of the way” but available as reference

**Special Instructions:

· When including URLs in your content, include the URL from the current site.  Underline the link it your content for a URL and put the path in parenthesis.  
· For example:  USDA Meat and Poultry Hotline (http://www.fsis.usda.gov/mph/index.htm)
· “email” is the standard label for electronic mail
· “Web site” is the standard label when referring to Web sites
References – Writing for the Web
Online

· Jakob Nielsen’s “Alertbox: Current Issues in Usability” column http://www.useit.com/alertbox/ 

· Web Style Guide, 2nd ed. http://www.webstyleguide.com/index.html 

· The Communication Circle: Tips http://www.theprices.com/2sty.htm 

· Usability.gov http://www.usability.gov/ 

· Stanford Credibility Project http://www.webcredibility.org/guidelines/ 

· Sun Writing for the Web http://www.sun.com/980713/webwriting/  

Print

· USDA Content Style Guide (forthcoming)

· Web Style Guide, 2nd ed by Patrick J. Lynch, Sarah Horton  

· Designing and Writing Online Documentation, 2nd ed. by William Horton 

· Chicago Manual of Style
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