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Sample website review 
 
I have called the client organisation X to preserve confidentiality.   
 
Brief 
X organisation asked us to review its website with certain requirements: 
 

• eliminate duplication of information on the site 
• ensure the organisation of the site reflects the needs of its users  
• reduce queries to it that should be answered in the website 

 
Method 
I spent several hours going through the site from the point of view, on the one hand, of a member of the 
public, or possibly a journalist, interested in knowing how the organisation worked, and, on the other, a 
new member of the organisation wanting to know how to operate the system. 
 
I have made detailed observations about the home page, as an indicator of the problems of the site as a 
whole.  After that, I have put my observations and recommendations into four categories: 
 

• functionality 
• page layout 
• text and language 
• organisation and navigation 

 
It's in the nature of websites that observations under one heading may duplicate those under another.  
The wording of a link, for example, is a question of language as well as navigation.  But by breaking the 
review down in this way, I hope to make it easy for X to decide which recommendations to act on, which 
are easily implemented and how to set about those that involve a lot of work.  
 
1.  Home page 
The look is pleasing, but the contents are confusing:   
 
Animation 
Animation is usually a bad idea because the user has no control over it.  It can irritate users and distract 
them from their task.  
 
Language 
Now that so many more people routinely use the web, it's not necessary to welcome them to your 
website.  
 
Search 
There are two search boxes on the page.  Neither is reliable.  It is usually better to have no search facility 
than one that does not work.   
 
New material 
There are two panels containing new material.  In one of them, a link brings up, without warning, a large 
PDF. 
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Textual links 
Some links in the text are in yellow capitals, some in blue capitals and those in the news panel are in blue 
sentence case.  It's helpful to users to be able to recognise links immediately and consistent presentation 
is important.  

Recommendations 

1. Remove the animation.  
2. Rewrite the introductory paragraph. 
3. Replace the two search boxes with a Google site search for the time being. 
4. Have one News section. 
5. Present all textual links, as opposed to links in the navigation menu, in the same way. 
6. Warn users when a link leads to information in a format other than a web page. 

 
 

2.  Functionality 
 
Search 
As I observed on the home page, the search functions in the main site do not work. I could not find any of 
the usual helpful meta data and tags, such as a <description> for each page or <h1> for the page heading.  
That doesn't mean they don't exist, just that I couldn't find them in the labyrinth of code. 
  
There are reams of code behind the pages, much of which is probably redundant - numerous style sheets, 
many of which don't appear to be used, and lots of javascript files.  This is all presumably produced by 
SharePoint.  The software also creates "Pages" folders, which complicate the path to the individual pages 
that users want. 
 
Print 
Printed pages come out in bits, incomplete and with some text overwritten and the far right hand side of 
the text cut off.  
 
Log in 
Users are sometimes asked to log in to read a page or document, but seem to be able to download most 
things without logging in.  It isn't clear why some functions  are password-protected and others not. 
 
Favicon 
The site does not have a favicon, a little image that shows in the address line of the browser and in users' 
favourites or bookmarks.  This a very minor problem, easily solved, but the lack of it makes the site looks 
less professional. 

Recommendations 

1. Remove both search boxes and replace with a Google site search, until or unless a custom-made 
search function can be produced. 

2. Remove redundant code and, if possible, simplify extremely long urls to make the code easier for 
Google to crawl. 

3. Create a print style sheet and add it to the header of every page to ensure that pages print in an 
economical and readable form. 

4. Create a password-protected area, if necessary, and explain why a username and password are 
required.  

5. Create a favicon and install it.  
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3.  Page layout  
 
Hierarchy 
Few pages have a clear hierarchy.  The page headings tend to be the same size as subheadings further 
down the page. 
 
I could not find the tags for page headings (<h1>) in the code. The main headings are mostly coded <h3> 
or sometimes just <strong>.  As well as helping users scan the page, especially blind people using screen 
readers, these tags help search engines identify the important words on a page.  
 
Scannability 
To make pages easy to understand at a glance, and then read, you need headings, subheadings and 
indented short points, bullets or numbered lists. 

Recommendations 

1. Write large page headings. 
2. Break pages up with subheadings. 
3. Code headings and subheadings using the hierarchy of tags <h1> etc. 
4. Indent bullet points and numbered lists. 

 
 
4.  Text and language 
 
Redundant text 
A number of pages start with sentences such as "Below is a collection of corporate publications" or "On 
these pages you will find full details of ...".  Such sentences are redundant: it should be obvious at a glance 
what the page offers.  
 
Unhelpful text 
Some introductory paragraphs do not deliver what they promise because the text does not mirror the 
links off the page.  
 
Vague wording 
"Click on the links below ..." is not a clear enough instruction.  "Below" sometimes means immediately 
underneath; at other times somewhere way down the page.  This is doubly confusing when the links don't 
immediately look like links, as happens with lists of documents..   
 
Jargon 
Technical terms, particularly those used in databases, appear too often.  "Library", meaning a collection of 
documents, is not everyday language.   
 
Consistency 
Users are easily confused and consistent wording and presentation helps reduce that confusion.   
Some page headings are written in capitals ("NEWS"), others in sentence case ("Our consultations").  
Similarly, subheadings on some pages are written in capitals; on others they are in sentence case.  The 
links in the top navigation are in sentence case; the ones in the left-hand navigation are in capitals. 
 
Ease of reading 
Text written all in capitals is hard to read.  Even quite short links written in capitals are harder to read 
than those in sentence case.  Justified text, which is used on some pages, is hard to read because words 
and spaces are stretched and compressed to make them fit the lines.  
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Recommendations 

1. Rewrite introductory paragraphs with text that explains the contents of a section, using the same 
words as the links off that page. 

2. Use informative icons or text to tell users what format documents are in. 
3. Ensure that all links look similar and are immediately obvious. 
4. Translate technical jargon, especially for users wanting material generated from a database. 
5. Write customised results messages, including 404 error messages. 
6. Agree a style for naming important documents and writing links and headings.  Use or develop a 

Style Guide. 
7. Use left-aligned, right-ragged text throughout, rather than justified. 

 
 
5.  Organisation and navigation 
 
Separate websites 
There appear to be three separate websites.  This is confusing for users and creates work to keep 
duplicated material up to date. 
 
Redundant material 
Integrating the separate websites would expose a lot of duplication and involve a lot of rewriting and 
pruning.  In the meantime, a minor example of redundancy is the factsheet under "News".  This is 
presumably meant to help journalists, but it duplicates material in the "About Us" section and has to be 
kept up to date.  It is now a year old. 
  
Different types of link 
In addition to links written in yellow capital letters, blue capital letters and blue text in sentence case on 
the home page, there are three other types of link on other pages:   
 i.  On one page there is a + sign beside each subheading.  Neither appears to be a link.  The + 
sign displays as a link when the cursor is on it (it shows a hand) but the subheading doesn't, though both 
in fact are clickable.  This is confusing.   
 ii.  On the page called "Minutes of board meetings", the small black text of the titles of 
documents in a list is in fact a link, but is not obvious until you put your cursor on it. 
 iii.  On the "Freedom of Information" page, there is an email address in grey text which is a link, 
but only appears to be when you put the cursor on it. 
 
Smooth journeys 
Users should not be surprised by what they see when they click to another page.  

Recommendations 

1. Reorganise existing material into one website. 
2. Delete redundant material, such as ... 
3. Decide on a consistent style for textual links. 
4. Ensure, wherever possible, that the wording of links is the same as that of the headings of the 

pages they lead to.    
 
 
Susannah Ross 
on behalf of Clarity, the writing experts 
 
 
 
  
 


