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R ecent re s e a rch shows that the In-
t e rnet has become the number
one source for product inform a-

t i on in many ca t e go ries surpassing other
s o u rces including the retail point of sale,
and even TV and print adve rtising in
c e rtain ca t e go ri e s .These studies also
s h ow that prospects and customers are
s w i t ching bra n d s , p roducts and prov i d e r s
as a result of Internet inform a t i on .

As a re s u l t , c onsumer-facing web
sites must become more than conve-
nient inform a t i on or tra n s a c t i on
p rov i d e r s .T h ey must become a living
p e r s ona of the business that users re l a t e
to on users’—not re t a i l e r s ’ — t e rm s . I n
u s a b i l i ty re s e a rch session s , site users in-
t e rp ret the web site re s p onses as a live
d i a l o g.The most successful web sites
k n ow how to make their sites speak to
c u s t omers about their re s e a rch i n g,
shopping or purchasing mission s .

One way to start developing a re l a-
t i onship is to think about your web site
f rom the standpoint of language pro f i-
c i e n cy rather than as a shopping tra n s-
a c t i on , a web IT initiative or a media
d i s p l ay. Doing so may open your e-
m a rketing teams’ eyes to the re a l i ty that
faces many customers who visit your e-
retail sites. In doing so, your mark e t i n g
team may discover ways to improve
h ow the web site speaks to pro s p e c t s ,
c u s t omers or clients in ways that are
possible on ly on the Intern e t .

More complex language
The Internet language is a more com-
plex language than visual formats of
b o ok s , n ew s p a p e r s , m a g a z i n e s , ca t a l o g s
and TV. Some key re a s ons are :

The intera c t i ve com b i n a t i on of
v i s u a l , t e x t u a l , and aural elements leads
to highly variable content in com p a ri-
s on to tra d i t i onal fixed media.

 It is a more unstru c t u red lan-
guage in both pre s e n t a t i on and use than
the other form a t s .This means users op-
e rate in a more fluid env i ron m e n t
w h e re the site visitor’s choices and the
web site’s elements result in non - l i n e a r
m ovements with significa n t ly less orga-
n i zed patterns of usage.

The screen-based content stimu-
lates users more than other con t e n t
s o u rces like print and TV with both in-
tended meaning and unintended inter-
p re t i ve meaning.

What web site visitors could see
that is available on the site and what

t h ey actually do see depends com p l e t e ly
on how well you speak the language to
t h e m . Fo ll owing are some factors yo u
should consider to become more fluent
with this language when com mu n i ca t-
ing with your user.

A basic pre requisite for com mu n i-
cating with your customers in the Inter-

net language is that they actually see
your con t e n t .This may seem obv i o u s
but one does not need to search far to
find instances where key content or
n a v i g a t i onal elements are difficult or
n e a rly impossible to re a d .While a large
p o rt i on of hard copy con t e n t — b o ok s ,
m a g a z i n e s , n ew s p a p e r s — h a ve basic
h i g h - c on t rast black text on a white
b a ck g ro u n d , the flexibility available to
web designers in font size s , s tyles and
c o l o r, b a ck g round colors and gra phics is
wide and developers take advantage of
i t , o ften at users’ e x p e n s e .

The basic issues
T h e re are three basic issues we have en-
c o u n t e red during our web user re s e a rch
that you should pay attention to when
evaluating your web site for how well it
is seen.

Sm a ll font size : In general if yo u
h a ve ch a racters below 10 point size,
users will strain to read them. Ol d e r
users re q u i re even larger font sizes with
s ome experts saying 13 point. Italics in-
c rease the problem of small fon t . For in-
s t a n c e, B u l g a ri . c om uses a small fon t
s i ze on a key page for locating re t a i l
s t o re s . Some web sites address the issue
by offe ring an option to increase the
f ont size .

Color and con t ra s t :Text in half-
t one colors or in colors with low con-
t rast against back g round colors is gen-
e ra lly not seen by users in their
s ca n - t o - read mode. If users do see the
e l e m e n t , t h ey are likely to interp ret it as
a selection that is not available or that
t h ey have prev i o u s ly selected and re j e c t-
e d . For instance, M a ri n e D e p o t . c om’s
n a v i g a t i on bar is in low con t ra s t , m a k-
ing the selections hard to re a d . In addi-
t i on , e - m a i l , info and about us on top of
the page do not look selectable.
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Color blindness: As mu ch as 8%
of males and 1% of females are color
blind to some degre e . Also as people
age their color vision is affe c t e d . R e d -
g reen color com b i n a t i ons are pro b l e m-
atic and are seen as shades of gray with
l ow con t rast that is hard to pick up.

Reading the web page 
In printed media users are likely to re a d
m o re of the content than when they are
on l i n e . Us e r s , e s p e c i a lly on upper pages
of a site when they are looking for path-
w ays to re l evant inform a t i on , s can the
page and read re l a t i ve ly little con t e n t .
T h ey are looking for on ly key snippets
of content such as re c o g n i zable naviga-

t i onal selects, t e rms or gra phics that will
point them in the right dire c t i on .

Some com m on problems that tri p
up the sca n n e r s :

A list of all blue links with under-
lines and limited white space aro u n d
them is hard to see and makes it hard to
d i s c e rn key term s .This com m on ly oc-
curs in navigation section s , s u ch as a list
of product ca t e go ri e s . Us e r s ’ eyes stra i n
to read the list especially beyond five to
s even items. If the list lacks an alph a-
betic sch e m e, the user will scan it but
with a high likelihood of missing selects
as their eyes are drawn to view the list
out of order with shorter ch a ra c t e r
items seen first. Few users will take on

the time-con-
suming tedium of
reading the entire
list from top to
b o t t om . For in-
s t a n c e, La n d s ’
E n d’s unalph a-
b e t i zed naviga-
t i on list on the
l e ft-side of the
ca t e go ry pages
make it difficult
to find pro d u c t s .

Du p l i ca t e
p refix words in a
list of underl i n e d
links turns the list
into a block array
w h e re users pre-
d om i n a n t ly see
the design of

re p e t i t i ve color line patterns or word s
and not the individual underlined links
in the list.The lack of an alph a b e t i c
s cheme for the base words adds more
d i f f i c u l ty. For instance, a list of  blank
CDs at T h e Ta p e Gu ys . c om has the
b rand name listed not once but tw i c e,
first in a column that indicates the
b rand and then in the actual pro d u c t
d e s c ri p t i on .The re p e t i t i on creates an
u n d i f fe rentiated block of copy that
makes it hard to
ze ro in on a par-
ticular pro d u c t .

B l o cks of
t e x t , s u ch as on
the home page
of Kitch e n-
Fa u c e t s . c om ,
make it difficult
for users to iden-
tify key anch o r
t e rms that help
them identify
the con t e n t .
T h ey will oft e n
skip over such
large blocks and
p o s s i b ly miss
valuable infor-
m a t i on that ca n
influence a deci-
s i on to purch a s e .
Highlighting key
t e rm s , b u ll e t i n g
text and using
k ey terms to be-
gin ph rases are
m o re effe c t i ve
o p t i on s . One op-
t i on is to use less
text with a link
or a pop-up with
a d d i t i onal infor-
m a t i on that dis-
p l ays when a
user scro lls ove r
the item.

G ra ph i c s
and color ca n
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The use of small type, left and above, can trip up
most shoppers looking for information.

Undifferentiated type on the left diminishes the ability of shoppers to easily
make navigation decisions.

An unalphabetized list of
products creates an
obstacle for shoppers who
want to scan a list to find
a product.



lead users astray. Our re s e a rch re g u l a rly
points out the unintended effect of col-
o r, e s p e c i a lly re d , and certain symbols in
m oving users’ eyes away from their go a l
on the page. In addition , a single mov-
ing element in a group of elements,
s u ch as the bouncing Teletubby at Hot-
To p i c . c om , d raws eyes away from main
s e l e c t i on s .

Understanding the vocabulary
Just like reading content in a book or
m a g a z i n e, if users do not understand
your voca b u l a ry you will not be able to
c om mu n i cate with them. Unlike re a d-
ing books or magazines where the re a d-
er can re ly on context to explain un-
k n own word s , I n t e rnet users
s ca n - t o - read the page and con s e q u e n t ly
skip over most of the surrounding text
that would provide meaning.This is es-
p e c i a lly problematic because Intern e t
users scan for key terms to identify re l e-
vant con t e n t . In usability re s e a rch ses-
s i ons we have witnessed users whose
eyes pick up the term but they don’t un-
derstand it and they don’t read the sur-
rounding text and as a result miss valu-
able con t e n t .

T h e re are three types of voca b u l a ry
issues that can create problems for yo u r
site user:

B randed or re g i s t e red tra d e m a rk
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t e rms may provide diffe re n t i a t i on in
m a rketing and product planning and
make good copy in adve rtising but the
re a l i ty is that others don’t know what
these terms mean without explanation
or con t e x t . Unlike retail POS, the web
site does not have salespersons who ca n
explain what these terms mean.Wh e n
s u ch terms are used on the web site
without some definition or explanation ,
users cannot translate their re l ev a n c e .
Us e r s ’ i n f o rm a t i on processing can com e
to a halt or move them in an unintended
d i re c t i on .For example to most shoppers
l o oking for a home theater, a Syn-
ch ro s can HDTV fe a t u re means noth-

i n g. H ow ever to know this fe a-
t u re autom a t i ca lly adjusts for
s can rates so they can easily con-
nect all types of DVD playe r s
i n cluding their own incre a s e s
the fe a t u re’s value.

 I n d u s t ry or tech n i ca l
t e rms are prevalent in many re-
tail ca t e go ries including appare l ,
c onsumer electron i c s , c om p u t e r s
and autos where both the term
and its acronyms are used as
s t a n d a rd language.Web users are
less interested in these term s
than they are in what the term s
mean for them.T h ey usually
p re fer to have it expressed in the

c ontext of how they would use a pro d u c t
or how it would benefit them. For exam-
ple shirt shoppers who want a luxuri o u s
feel to the cloth would be interested in
k n owing that a pinpoint fabric offe r s
s o fter texture because it has more thre a d s
per inch .

M i xed con t e n t , that is, use of of-
fline media like pri n t ,TV ads and ca t a-
log pages, on a web page can cre a t e
p ro b l e m s . I n cluding ads or ca t a l o g s
with the intera c t i ve content of a web
page can have the effect of intro d u c i n g
two meanings about intera c t i v i ty and
links on the site. In recent testing where
an adve rtising gra phic for financing was
a selectable link to more inform a t i on ,
users interp reted the content to mean
that it was an offline ad and not intera c-
t i ve . When shown after the exe rc i s e
what they had missed, t h ey agreed it
was valuable inform a t i on to their shop-
ping process and would have influenced
their purchase selection .

How they process content
Unlike the printed page where the re a d-
e r’s eyes—at least those reading We s t e rn
texts—by necessity must tra ck text from
l e ft to right and top to bottom , a web
page is an unstru c t u red coll e c t i on of
c ontent that users process diffe re n t ly.
Though web users in general are in-

The bouncing Teletubby on the right makes that box the dominant
feature among a group of features.

The repetition of the brand name in the “Brand” column and in
each description in the “Product Name” column at
TheTapeGuys.com creates an undifferentiated block of copy
that makes it hard to zero in on a particular product.
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clined to move eyes on a path from up-
per left to lower ri g h t , in actuality users’
eyes are easily moved to focus elsew h e re
on the page depending on what dra w s
their attention or leads them tow a rd a
p a rticular part of the page.This is a
t remendous ch a ll e n g e . Some issues to
keep in mind when evaluating how
users process your web con t e n t :

Phys i cal design can have unin-
tended effe c t s . H ow does your design
lead users around the page and dire c t
them through processes? Are images or
b o l dly colored text or gra phics dra w i n g
the user tow a rd or away from key selec-
t i ons or content? Is that cool animation
or back g round design taking eyes to-
w a rd or away from a logical start point
or re l evant content? From vision re-
s e a rch we know our brain first sees
d e p t h , then motion and finally form .
This is why you notice the pattern e d

b a ck g rounds that create the ill u s i on of
depth and the shaking animation on
the screen before you see or read any of
the page’s con t e n t .

Us e r s ’ eyes and brains are sensi-
t i ve to indicators of hiera rchy. D e p e n d-
ing on the size, s tyl e, and format of the
text or images, users may interp ret con-
tent or a process on the page not in the
o rder that was intended. Users may also
i n t e rp ret re l a t i ve size and position of
text or images to indicate re l a t i ve im-
p o rtance and re l a t e d n e s s .

D ominant visuals can often be
i n t e rp reted as the main content indica-
t o r. In re s e a rch session s , placing a tru ck
image on the main page mistakenly led
users to think that they had re a ched a
t ru ck site and need to go elsew h e re to
find out about ca r s .

Pop-up ads and similar dev i c e s
can violate the users’ c om mu n i ca t i on

p rotocol in two ways . First they add lit-
tle to no re l evant content to the user-
defined process and second they inter-
rupt users who are trying to ori e n t
t h e m s e lves to a page. Most users think
of scro lling down as a break in the
s t ru c t u re . Your grammar teacher would
ch a ra c t e ri ze it as a ru n - on sentence.
The assumption even with those who
accept ru n - ons as com m on usage is that
the most important content is above the
fold of the page.

K n owing how to com mu n i cate flu-
e n t ly in Internet language is an impor-
tant aspect of implementing an infor-
m a t i on stra t e gy with your users. A l on g
with identifying re l evant content for the
users and integrating it with their
p rocess it establishes a dialog that
m oves anonymous e-shoppers into
l on g - t e rm re l a t i onships with prov i d e r s
who can speak their language.
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