Ragged
Left

The newsletter for the
Berkeley Chapter of the
Society for Technical
Communication

In this issue

Meeting notes
Luke Wroblewski on Best Practices for
Content Page Design on page 1

Sharing Information on the Web:
Examples from Luke W.’s Presenta-
tion on page 4

The Point is... Sharing on page 7

Using DITA with Adobe FrameMaker on
page 11

Web Usability
The amazing Amazon.com on page 8

Regular Features
President’s Notes on page 6

Meetings on page 12
STC News on page 15

Chapter Selects Officers for Coming Year
on page 15

Awards & Conferences on page 17

SOCIETY FOR
TECHMICAL

COMMUNICATION

Volume 21, Number 6
Nov/Dec 2008

October 8, 2008 Meeting Notes

Luke Wroblewski on Best Practices
for Content Page Design

by Patrick Lufkin

As the web becomes increasingly social, distributed, and search driven, the
paths that users take to find content grow ever more varied, and that,
according to Luke Wroblewski, has important implications for web page
design and usability.

Wroblewski has been involved with interface design since he was Senior
Interface Designer at the National Center for Supercomputing Applications
(NCSA) back in the days of the Mosaic browser when the website had 5
pages. He is currently Senior Principal of Product Ideation & Design at
Yahoo! and previously was Lead Interface Designer of eBay Inc.'s platform
team. He has authored two books, Site-Seeing: A Visual Approach to Web Usability
(Wiley, 2002) and Web Form Design: Filling in the Blanks (Rosenfeld, 2008), a book
on best practices for designing the forms that enable everything from online
shopping to joining social networks.

On October 8, 2008, Luke Wroblewski visited the Berkeley chapter of STC to
discuss best practices for page design in the current “social, distributed,
short attention span theater we call the Web.”

While some viewers, he says, will access a given page from within a page's
own site, many will arrive from outside. The experience they have when
they arrive at a page on your site affects how long they stay, whether they
click on additional links, whether they respond to calls to action, and even
what they think of you and your company.

During site development, he says, it is only natural to give a lot of attention
to designing a site hierarchy and to slotting content pages into that hierarchy
to create a product experience. While it is important that your pages work
well within your site, it is often even more important that they work well
within the Web as a whole. Wroblewski says that while numbers vary
widely, for many sites a major portion of the traffic comes from outside the
site. For his personal site, he says, 95 percent comes from outside the site, so
content gets dissociated from context, so a “home page” is no longer the
primary access point.

Wroblewski devoted about half of his talk to discussing what he calls the
Web ecosystem, including the many channels used to locate and exchange
content. More than a billion users now access communication channels such
as email and instant messaging to, among other things, exchange links with
friends. Millions of people also exchange links on social networks and
display surfaces (Facebook, MySpace). Then there are content creators (blog-
ging platforms, wiki platforms, online video editors), content aggregators
(RSS readers, social book-marking sites like del.icio.us, and link-sharing
sites like Digg) all of which contain links that users follow. And, of course,
there is Search (Google, Yahoo! and others) with close to 10 billion searches
per month, each delivering clickable links.

Continued on page 3
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Formed in 1953, STC has today become the largest professional society in the world
dedicated to advancing the theory and practice of technical communication.
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For Wroblewski the big question is: What
happens when one of these fire hoses of
traffic sends someone to your site? When
someone from a context beyond your control
lands on a page in your site do they find it
designed with their experience in mind? Are
they happy or confused?

What happens, Wroblewski says, is vitally
important. When users click on a link, they
are responding to an implicit promise that
they will land on content that meets their
expectations. They are looking for what they
are interested in at that very moment, and their
attention span is very short. Wroblewski
sites a 2007 study that showed that 25% of
documents are displayed for less than 4
seconds, and 52% for less than 10 seconds,
and the peak value was 2 to 3 seconds. On
the other hand, he says, studies show that if
you make good on promised content, visi-
tors may stick around, explore the site, and
respond to calls to action.

There are many ways that your page can
meet (or fail to meet) the implied promise of
relevance. Meeting visitor expectations starts
with things as basic as ensuring that the
displayed page title and the HTML page title
match. It also includes more subtle matters
having to do with design hierarchy and the
use of page real estate.

Wroblewski stressed that a webpage is a
highly visual medium. Users rely on visual
clues to discover what a page is about and to
locate the promised content that lured them
to the page. If you do not provide a clear
visual hierarchy, users won't know where to
look and will quickly leave. The key to
meeting user needs is to provide good
content and to use the page design hierarchy
to get it noticed.

A major way to go wrong, he says, is to fail to
make primary content the major focus of the
page. On many pages, very little of the real
estate is actually devoted to the primary
content; the rest is taken up with overhead,
often irrelevant navigational aids, advertise-
ments, various calls to action, lists of related
content, and other distractions that make the
actual content hard to locate or consume.
Wroblewski showed a page from a news site
where the featured article — presumably

what users were looking for — occupied only
24 percent of the page. Instead the promised
content should be the dominant element of
the page, he said.

Within Web pages, he said, content should
be short, concise, and scanable. People rarely
read whole sections. Studies show that when
articles are cut into short sections and bullet
points users get through them faster and with
more comprehension.

To establish a page hierarchy, he recom-
mends using lots of white space and elimi-
nating as much from pages as possible. Most
pages, he says, are designed as if everyone
needed to know about everything all the
time, so they provide useless clutter such as
full site maps on every page. Instead, he says,
only provide access to what matters now.

When providing links to additional content,
strive to make them relevant. Many sites
now match additional links to the primary
content on the page. For example a news site
might accompany a health article with links
to other health information, a sports article
with links to other sports related content.

When providing ancillary content, he says,
often less is more. When faced with too many
choices, users tend to make no choice at all.
And the easiest choice on any Web page is
the Back button, Wroblewski said.

More information on Luke Wroblewski and
his ideas on Web usability, including a link
to Functioning Form, his blog, can me found at
http:/ /www.lukew.com. Luke also has an
Amazon blog at http:/ /www.amazon.com/
gp/blog/ A3QFA783736J1G/
ref=cm_blog_dp_artist_blog.

Patrick Lufkin is a senior member of STC and Chair of the
Kenneth M. Gordon Memorial Scholarship for Technical
Communication. He is currently co-manager of the 2008-2009
Northern California Technical Communication Competition.

Note: Next article is also related to
Luke’s presentation.
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Sharing Information
on the Web:
Examples from Luke
W.'s Presentation

by Rebecca Evans

People share information and website links
in a variety of different ways, including 1:1
communication methods such as text
messaging or an email saying “check out this
link!” People are usually checking at least
three things at once and are therefore
distracted easily; you can count on your
users being pulled aside a lot.

There are now millions of people using
texting and twitter to send out short
messages, not to mention Facebook,
MySpace, Tribe, and blogs with RSS feeds.
Leveraging these social networks, users
provide information about themselves by
displaying their current status, uploading
photos, and providing lists of their favorite
links. Examples: De.lic.io.us for sharing
bookmarks, or Digg.com for voting on
current news stories. Content is ranked,
discussed, voted on, and transformed using
these tools. Contextual suggestions are also
available through tools like Yahoo Search.

Search is considered the largest content
aggregator of all. When people search, they
are looking for quick answers, not complete
site structures. Luke noted that through
searching, most people enter a site in the
middle of the rigid navigation paradigm —
since they come from many places, it is
important to consider how your site will
accommodate them.

When viewing content pages, users want the
information the need immediately.
Remember that your title content is what is
usually shared, so make sure it is relevant
and useful.

Example Sites

Luke showed a variety of websites in his
slide presentation; current versions of these

sites will likely appear different from what
we saw in his presentation.

Example 1: The Chicago
Tribune News website:

When viewed with a grid, this home page
was about 76 % advertisements and site over-
head, with the content only 24%. If people
feel like their time was wasted, they won't
return to your site.

As site visitors become more confident about
your content, or that they will find what they
are looking for, they will stay longer on your
site. Luke noted that too many ads will turn
off your audience and they won't return to
the site.

Example 2: Yahoo! Answers

There have been over 9 billion questions
answered so far —lots of search engine traffic
directs people to the site. The old page layout
was bad because it highlighted the naviga-
tion more than the content. The updated site
provides relevant (contextually-based)
suggestions and related items for the user to
explore, and the primary content (questions
and answers) are highlighted by being
placed in the top left section of the page.

Example 3: Forbes Traveler

This site has a confusing layout —it is diffi-
cult to see which part is the article text or
content and there are too many ads. Users
found it difficult to tell the purpose of the
site. According to eye tracking studies, users
absorb content by first scanning the largest
objects on the page (pictures) then reading
text, and finally selecting or clicking.

Example 4: Salon.com

An old study of users revealed that it takes 3-
4 times longer to read something on screen
than on paper. According to a study by the
Neilson-Norman group, for site content
brevity is best; favor visual hierarchy over
site hierarchy. In other words, focus on the
content that the user came for. Most people
have higher comprehension when content is
organized into bulleted lists or tables.

Continued on next page
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President’s Notes

by Richard Mateosian

It's STC renewal time again. Without our
loyal members, none of what this chapter
does would be possible. When you renew
and specify the Berkeley Chapter as one of
your communities, STC sends us $25.00 (less
for students and retired members). This
brings us nearly $3,000.00 per year. We use
this money to support our activities. In
recent years we have made many of our
activities pay for themselves, so we have
accumulated a surplus.

Our nest egg allowed us recently to intro-
duce recession pricing for chapter meetings.
In bad times, we all need to cultivate our
networks, and we don't want the cost of
meetings to stand in anybody’s way. Reces-
sion pricing means that we subsidize meet-
ings significantly, so we will have less in the
bank this time next year than we do now. So
you can see why we need your renewal more
than ever.

In January our new elected leaders take
office. Jim Dexter and I will be staying on as
membership manager and president. Mary
Ann Campbell, Susan Jaeger, and Linda
Urban have finished their terms. They (and
all of us) will be working to help the new
leaders take over smoothly. Tonie Flores will
be our new VP for programs, and Nicki
Davis will be our new treasurer. These are
demanding positions, and I'm sure these
new leaders will do a good job.

Our appointed chapter leaders, Jennie
Abbingsole, Patrick Lufkin, Jean Lundquist,
and Caroline Scharf, are continuing as news-
letter editor, elections manager, hospitality
manager, and jobs manager, respectively.
Jean would like to train her replacement, so
if you are interested in helping to provide
food at our meetings, let me or Jean know.
There are other ways people can help, so if
you want to get involved, talk with any of
our leaders.

In January we will have our annual post-
holiday party. We are moving the meeting
from the usual second Wednesday to
Saturday, January 17, 2009. As we have done

for the last three years, we will announce and
display the winners of our Touchstone tech-
nical communication competition at the
party. Entrants and judges will be there.
Come meet them and look at the winning
entries.

And don't forget to renew your STC
membership.

Note that our monthly meeting
program schedule has changed to begin
15 minutes earlier. See Meeting Agenda
on page 13.

And the Winner Is ...

What I got from Judging in a Communi-
cations Contest

By Melody Brumis

Do you get calls to volunteer? I do all the
time. I've just finished volunteering as a
judge at the Touchstone Technical Commu-
nication Competition (http:/ /www.stc-
touchstone.org/). I thought I'd share what I
learned from it while it’s fresh on my mind.
Also, I'll let you know who the winner is!

What did I learn from being a judge in a
communication competition? I learned the
following:

1. Be sure you have the time to volunteer
before you do. The Touchstone Competi-
tion is very well organized, and provides
you with a Judging Guide. The guide
states judging takes 40 hours total at 4
hours a week. Whether you do it as rec-
ommended 4 hours a week or 40 hours
the last week, the time estimate is right.

2. Attend all the competition meetings.
Yes, this requires more time, but you
will benefit from it. You get to network
with all the judges, and see more of the
entries. For Touchstone, the final meet-
ing is where the awards are decided.
You get to compare the entries your
team judged with others, and see some
great work.

3. Play with your entries. Pretend you are a
typical user (the entry forms describe the

Continued on next page
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audience). As a typical user, try to do
something for the first time. Can you
find the instructions you need? Was it
easy? Did they work? Take notes on it
all.

4. Decide what you want to learn. Be spe-
cific. My interest was in whether the
entry fulfilled its stated purpose. I
reviewed entries with this in mind, and
my comments reflected what I was inter-
ested in. I also learned what works and
what doesn't.

5. Randomly read sections of each entry.
You will not have time to read every-
thing. See if the writing is consistent.
Can you tell the sections different writ-
ers wrote? Again, take notes on it all. Be
aware of any typos to add to the Com-
ments form.

6. Praise highly. When I first reviewed my
entries, I was impressed with all of them.
I thought what great writing is going on
in the San Francisco Bay Area. I found
something good to say about every sin-
gle one of them. I wrote lavish kudos.

7. Criticize lowly. I thought of criticisms
(on the Comments form called sugges-
tions) as what I would like to get back
from a judge. What didn’t work? I'd be
interested in that. Be kind. Write sugges-
tions the way you'd like to get them.

And the winner is ... How do I say this? I
promised not to divulge the winning entries.
I can say, though, that I walked away a
winner. I had sneak peaks at some amazing
work. I saw, for one, the fine art of collabora-
tion. One piece consisted of online help,
frequently asked questions, and quick start
movies. I wanted to just sit back and munch
on popcorn.

While the competition may be over, the show
goes on. Touchstone will be bringing its
winners to the local Society for Technical
Communication (STC) meetings. Be sure to
check your local STC Web sites for when the
winners will be at a meeting close to you.

Melody Brumis, an STC Senior Member, writes the “Tips for
Small Business Success” column in the Devil Mountain Views
(http://ebstc.org/newsletter/1108/Article_3.htm). A long-time
member of the East Bay Chapter (and short-time member of
the Berkeley chapter), she has been President, founder of the

Online SIG, and Managing Editor of their newsletter. If you
have comments on this article, please write to her at
mbrumis@writeontimesolutions.com

Melody also co-blogs http://www.onthewriteroad.com/ and
co-wrote http://writeontimesolutions.blogspot.com/.

November 12, 2008 Meeting Notes

The Point is... Sharing
Notes by Jerry Franklin

At our November meeting, Jennie Abbing-
sole, a staff technical writer for Global 360,
introduced the chapter to Microsoft Share-
Point. Broadly speaking, SharePoint is an
enterprise-level application intended to
enable sharing and collaboration among and
between teams. Itis highly-customizable and
essentially “mashes up” many Web 2.0 tech-
nologies, including wikis, blogs, and collab-
orative workspaces, although in its current
iteration its greatest strength is perhaps as a
document storage, sharing, and versioning
tool.

Jennie shared some of her experiences both
as a member of the team that launched a
SharePoint intranet for Global 360, and as an
ongoing manager of several team sites
(SharePoint is composed of sites and sub-
sites). Jennie's presentation, which used
Captivate videos integrated into HTML
Help, began with an overview of the applica-
tion, and moved to a tour of the Global 360
intranet, which is a SharePoint site. The site
includes sections for documents, user stories,
a news/announcements blog, a Wiki, and a
discussion forum. SharePoint takes a great
deal of upfront planning, Jennie said, as well
as some user training to compensate for the
non-intuitive nature of many of SharePoint’s
“hidden” functions. Once it’s launched and
familiar, however, the application is easy to
use and maintain.

Jennie emphasized that SharePoint is much
more than a document storage system,
though that is currently how most people
use it (about half the members in attendance
had experience with SharePoint). It is highly
modular, composed of a great many “Web
Parts” you can mix and match and even

Continued on next page
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write yourself (if you're a developer). Each
Web Part represents a different function. For
instance, document libraries, calendars, and
discussion forums are each Web Parts. The
concept of Content Type allows files to tran-
scend the standard hierarchies for document
libraries as well as everything in a Share-
Point site. Document views, or lists, can be
multi-dimensional, not hierarchical (i.e., the
Windows Explorer tree view). Users can
filter their views of document lists in a great
many ways, so assigning a type to each docu-
ment facilitates sorting through and finding
specific items (but it is not required; hierar-
chical structure is also supported, and more
easily adopted).

Jennie then reviewed how she and her team
currently use SharePoint. Her documenta-
tion team uses one document library for
works-in-progress. The versioning system (a
check-in, check-out system like Visual
Source Safe) helps them keep track of
multiple revisions. Jennie also uses the
system for maintaining a comprehensive
documentation plan for each upcoming
release. User stories are in another document
library, which helps her keep track of which
stories are yet to be written and which stories
are yet to be delivered by the developers.
Because SharePoint is permission-based to a
highly-granular degree —down to the indi-
vidual document level — Jennie is also able to
use SharePoint to share select documents
with other Global 360 departments. For
instance, she can share finished documenta-
tion for current releases with the sales team,
while barring access to any of the in-progress
documents pending the upcoming release.
SharePoint also enables Jennie and her team
to post documents for easy access by devel-
opment reviewers. “No one should ever
have to send out an attachment anymore,”
she said, indicating that writers need only
email a document link to their SMEs for
review.

Alerts are another key function of Share-
Point, Jennie said. These, too, are highly
granular, and can keep anyone informed
when anything in a document—or a discus-
sion, or meeting, etc. —changes. You can sign

up to have alerts sent to yourself, and, appar-
ently, push out alerts to others.

SharePoint is designed to integrate with
Outlook 2007, making collaboration and
communication even easier. SharelPPoint is
also highly configurable —it is a very robust
system, Jennie said —and can also be used to
manage online help files, as well, for custom
web parts or SharePoint applications.

SharePoint certainly has its drawbacks,
Jennie pointed out. It is not user-friendly, it is
powerful but very complex beneath the
surface, and its deceptively simple user
interface invites “just getting started”
without a careful plan. But Microsoft is
investing heavily in the application, and
technical communicators would be well-
advised to learn it.

Jerry Franklin is a freelance technical, marketing, and podcast
communicator based in Alameda, California. He has written a
wide range of print and online technical documents and
marketing collateral for boutique consultancies in high tech
and philanthropy, and for software companies of all sizes.
Jerry belongs to the STC, as well as ACM-SIGDOC, IEEE-
PCS, and the Producers Guild of America.

Web Usability Column

The amazing
Amazon.com

by Eric Hughes, Managing Director,
Simplexity, LLC

In our last column, we talked about ten of the
worst web sites for usability. In this column,
le’'s talk about one that works really well:
Amazon.com.

Of course Amazon.com has been around
forever —they were one of the first ecom-
merce companies, and have grown to be
America’s largest online retailer (Staples is
second). It was started in 1995 as an online
bookstore, and has diversified into a market-
place for just about anything you might want
to order or run online.

I have to admit that I order items from
Amazon.com pretty often. It is the first place
I go to on the web when I want to order
books, electronics, or toys. I go there because

Continued on next page



Ragged
Left

Nov/Dec
2008

9

I can easily find what I want, and they make
it incredibly easy to return items. I feel
respected when I shop at Amazon because
they know how I like to shop, and the
improvements that they make are incre-
mental enough that they don't throw me
completely off when I return.

Home Page

Let's take a look at their home page.

What is good about Amazon home page

usability?

« It is welcoming because they know who I
am. Personalization is great, as long as
they don’t serve up offerings that are
ridiculous. Netflix is another company
that seems to have this nailed.

» The most important navigation (by
department and search) is easy to find,
and easily distinguishable. They know
why I'm here, and they don’t try to get me
to do stuff that I don't want to do—all that
stuff that is 'under the fold.' I'll find it if I

need it. (By 'under the fold,' I mean that
you have to scroll to get there.)

They don’t force me to see the
recommendations they have for me. They
aren’t “in your face” about what they
think I'll like. They even present me with a
% of people who buy the alternatives after
having purchased what I've bought —
brilliant!

When you mouse over the departments,
there are a reasonable number of choices

(no more than 10, but typically fewer).
There is no tertiary navigation available
from the department menus. It is tempting
to do that, but it is just noise. By 'tertiary
navigation,' think Microsoft

Applications —you click on a navigational
item, then you have to click on another to
get a third menu. Don't do that!!

It is easy to mouse from the department
label (Books) to the sub-labels (Books,
Kindle, Textbooks, Magazines &
Newspapers) without opening navigation
you don’t want. How many times have
you tried this sort of navigation, but the

Continued on next page






