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About This Free Report 
 

This report is a gift for our loyal audience of UX enthusiasts. Thank you for your 
support over the years. We hope this information will aid your efforts to improve 
user experiences for everyone. 
The research for this report was done in 2009, but the majority of the advice 
may still be applicable today, because people and principles of good design change 
much more slowly than computer technology does. We sometimes make older report 
editions available to our audience at no cost, because they still provide interesting 
insights. Even though these reports discuss older designs, it’s still worth 
remembering the lessons from mistakes made in the past. If you don’t remember 
history, you’ll be doomed to repeat it. 

We regularly publish new research reports that span a variety of web and UX related 
topics. These reports include thousands of actionable, illustrated user experience 
guidelines for creating and improving your web, mobile, and intranet sites. We sell 
our new reports to fund independent, unbiased usability research; we do not have 
investors, government funding or research grants that pay for this work. Visit our 
reports page at https://www.nngroup.com/reports/ to see a complete list of these 
reports. 

HOW TO SHARE 
Do not link directly to the PDF file (the hosted address could change). Instead, we 
encourage you to distribute the following link to the report’s page on our website to 
allow people to decide whether to download it themselves: 
http://www.nngroup.com/reports/pr-websites/ 
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Copyright Notice 
 

Please do not post this document to the internet or to publicly 
available file-sharing services. 
 

This report is free, but it is still copyrighted information that may be updated from 
time to time, so please don’t distribute this file or host it elsewhere. 
Even when people post documents with a private URL to share only with a few 
colleagues or clients, search engines often index the copy anyway. Indexing means 
that thousands of people will find the secret copy through searches. 
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Executive Summary 
 

Journalists often work under tight deadlines. 

While certainly not a novel insight, this statement leads directly to many of the 
guidelines for how to design corporate websites that are usable for journalists and 
deliver the desired PR impact. Most of the PR sections of sites we’ve studied fail to 
support journalists in their quest for the facts, information, and contacts they can 
use to write stories about companies and their products. 

Websites must be painfully clear about a company’s purpose, products, and services. 
Websites for high-tech start-ups are particularly notorious for presenting generic, 
buzzword-filled mission statements that could apply equally well to both their worst 
competitors and companies producing completely different products. 

If journalists can’t find what they’re looking for on a website, they might not include 
that company in their story. Journalists repeatedly said that poor website usability 
could reduce or completely eliminate their press coverage of a company. For 
example, after having a difficult time using a site, one journalist said: 

“… I would be reluctant to go back to the site. If I had a choice to write 
about something else, then I would write about something else.” 

Another journalist described what he’d do if he couldn’t find a press contact or the 
facts he needed for his story: 

“Better not to write it than to get it wrong. I might avoid the subject 
altogether.” 

Many journalists work from home. Many also have old computer equipment and 
aren’t exactly obsessed with downloading the latest software. Thus, non-standard 
data formats or cutting-edge technologies tend to clog their Internet connections and 
sometimes even crash their computers. It’s therefore wise to ensure that all your 
press materials work on low-end home computers running software that's two 
versions behind the latest release. We recommend that sites present all press 
information as simple, standard HTML. Journalists dislike PDF just as much as other 
users do. 

USER RESEARCH: 3 ROUNDS 

To find out how journalists use websites, we conducted three rounds of user research 
over a period of several years. We conducted most of the sessions in the United 
States, but also ran sessions in Denmark, Hong Kong, and the U.K. to ensure the 
international applicability of our findings. 

A total of 40 journalists participated in the studies. They worked for a wide range of 
publications—from large national newspapers and magazines with millions of 
readers, to mid-sized local newspapers and specialized magazines with 100,000–
500,000 readers, to smaller and highly targeted publications. In addition to print 
media, participants also wrote for radio shows and websites. Some of the 
participants were staff reporters, while others were freelancers. 
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We used several research methods: 

• Traditional user testing in a usability lab. 
• Site visits to the user’s location, which was often a home office (particularly 

for freelance journalists). 
• Eyetracking studies, in which we recorded where users looked on the screen. 

We tested 42 different websites and their press areas across the 3 research rounds. 
Sites ranged from huge companies—such as American Airlines, Bayer, and China 
Mobile—to smaller companies, B2B vendors, startups, non-profits, and government 
agencies. 

JOURNALISTS’ INFORMATION NEEDS 

The Web is one of the most important research tools for journalists. When asked how 
they would get basic information about a company or organization, all journalists in 
our studies said that they would begin by doing some Web research. 

Most journalists started by searching an outside service—mainly Google, but also 
traditional services like Dow Jones Interactive and Lexis-Nexis—after which they 
visited the company's own website. This finding emphasizes the importance of 
having a clean corporate website with a clearly labeled Press or PR section that can 
quickly provide information for journalists. It also emphasizes the need to be well 
represented in external search services (again, mainly Google at the time of this 
writing). 

Journalists are not gullible, and they don’t take a company’s own word as truth. 
Indeed, almost all journalists said that press releases were useful only to find out 
how a company is trying to position itself. We strongly recommend that PR areas 
have links to external sources, including press coverage; journalists often consider 
articles from independent newspapers and magazines to be much more credible than 
a company’s own press releases. We’ve seen similar findings in studies of 
prospective customers evaluating products on consumer- and business-oriented 
sites, so links to external press coverage can also help promote sales. 

The top-5 reasons journalists gave for visiting a company’s website are: 

• Locate a PR contact (name and telephone number) 

• Find basic facts about the company (spelling of an executive’s name, his/her 
age, headquarters location, and so on) 

• Discern the company’s spin on events 

• Check financial information 

• Download images to use as illustrations in stories 

This basic information must be easy to find and should be cleansed of the marketese 
and excessive verbiage that smother the facts on many sites. Journalists don’t have 
time to wade through deep, complex navigation trees or sift factual wheat from 
marketing chaff. In particular, pages must present information in well-organized 
chunks that are easy to scan. Distracting animations and irrelevant stock 
photography don’t help journalists who are in a hurry to find the facts. 
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The following example from our eyetracking research shows a journalist reviewing a 
list of financial statements for American Airlines’ parent corporation. Note how the 
user’s eyes skipped the blah-blah text and went straight for the list of items. Also 
note how most headings got only one or two fixations: headlines for press releases 
and other statements must be written so that journalists can grasp the gist by 
reading only a few words, because that’s how they scan such lists. It’s worth saying 
again: journalists are busy and work under tight deadlines. Design your PR pages 
accordingly. 

 
Gazeplot of a journalist reviewing a list of releases. Each blue dot 
represents one fixation of the user’s eyes. (Bigger dots indicate longer 
dwell times.) 

FACTS AND HUMANS 

It's amazing how many sites make it hard to find the company’s official name—a key 
fact that journalists often need for their articles. 

In general, the more interesting facts you present about your company, products, 
and executives, the better for PR. Journalists look for facts they can use in their 
stories. Our study participants were much more excited about genuine information 
than about marketing claims, which they immediately discarded. 

For example, here is one journalist’s take on some of the BMW site’s product 
information: 

“This is actually more precise information. This is not a sales pitch. 
This term, ‘crumple zone,’ I would find use for in my article… About 
the lights, these are all high-tech things that I think readers would find 
interesting. Those are the kinds of specifics I would be looking for.” 
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The following gazeplot from our new eyetracking study shows a journalist reading a 
press release on TNT’s website. Note how the journalist focused on the facts in the 
initial bulleted list and the second table. The journalist hardly read the concluding 
paragraphs and mostly ignored the first table, which was not as interesting. 

 
Gazeplot of a journalist reading a press release. Each blue dot represents 
one fixation of the user’s eyes. 

Sites also must offer a simple way to contact a live human being in the PR 
department. Although a website can answer many basic questions and provide great 
help, journalists almost always want to talk to a person, too. Following are quotes 
from 2 journalists who had a particularly difficult time finding a PR contact and 
financial information: 

“I’m sure I saw an E-mail us, but I forget where it was. I never know if 
someone is reading the e-mail. It’s not uncommon for me to have a 
deadline today, and I wouldn’t use e-mail if I needed it today. I would 
go without a quote from [this company].” 

“My momentary frustration, I like to think it will not spill over into my 
story. But it makes me wonder about the competence of the people in 
the company. You know journalists use the site. Makes me think 
someone is being evasive, or that they are incompetent.” 
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Clearly, the ability to find information on a PR site has a strong impact on journalists’ 
impression of the site and thus on the way they perceive the company. 

CHANGES IN PR USABILITY 

Because we conducted our research over several rounds since 2001, we can compare 
the situation in the past with today’s state of affairs. In doing so, we found four main 
changes:  

• Better design. Professionally managed corporate websites now comply with 
more usability guidelines and are thus less likely to make the worst blunders 
on their PR pages. Although sites are still far from fully meeting journalists’ 
needs, they’re not as bad as they used to be. As a consequence, journalists 
today are more successful than in the past at getting the information they 
need. The biggest improvement relates to their most critical task: finding the 
PR contact’s telephone number. 

• Increasing search dominance. In our early research, journalists were 
evenly split between going directly to a company’s website and using a search 
engine first. Today, journalists tend to use search as their first step. This is 
similar to the trend we’ve seen for regular users, who also rely more on 
search engines. 

• Improved user technology. Journalists’ computers are now much less likely 
to crash because of PDF or other non-Web media files. Technology has 
definitely stabilized to some extent. However, we still recommended that you 
avoid PDF for press releases and most other PR information because the 
format annoys users. 

• Embrace of multimedia (in concept). Journalists today better appreciate 
video, webcasts, and other multimedia. Their main complaint, however, is 
that multimedia content tends to be harder to use and to contain superficial 
information. Companies clearly need to work harder to turn “new media” into 
“useful media.” 

A further change is that PR usability requirements have increased substantially. The 
new edition of our report contains 103 design guidelines; the first edition had only 
32. The earlier guidelines still hold true, so to some extent little has changed in 
terms of journalists’ basic needs. But, beyond the basics, designers have to get 
many more details right for a website’s PR area to be up to snuff. 

Commenting about a site that wasn’t up to snuff, a journalist from one of our studies 
summed up a feeling expressed by many others: 

“It behooves the company to make their website easier to use. You 
immediately begin to hate the company when it’s not.” 

Ultimately, PR-related usability comes down to a simple question: Why spend a 
fortune on outbound PR (trying to pitch journalists) when you neglect simple steps to 
increase the effectiveness of inbound PR (satisfying journalists who visit your 
website)? 
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Research Overview 
 

The information in this report is a culmination of usability findings from several years 
of studies and expert reviews, including new studies conducted for this edition. 

The main purpose of our research was to learn how journalists use websites to find 
and research organizations. The result is this report, which offers guidelines to help 
you better design your site so that journalists will easily find and more accurately 
interpret company information. The guidelines include ways to improve the usability 
of “Press” sections and other corporate website areas to maximize your company’s 
image while fostering interest and trust among journalists. 

The usability guidelines offered in this report are based on: 
• Methodical observations 
• Interviews 
• User feedback 
• Website reviews 

 
In this section, we offer a brief overview of the research study. For details about our 
testing procedure, please see the report’s Methodology section. 

 
THE PROCEDURE 

We used a combination of research methods. Our primary approach was the one-on-
one “Thinking Aloud” methodology. We gave participants tasks to accomplish on 
websites. The main task was to research an organization for an article.  

As they worked, we observed people’s behavior and noted behavioral patterns such 
as where people clicked, what they avoided, and what caused frustration. People 
were also asked to think aloud as they browsed. User feedback covered many areas, 
but mainly focused on likes, dislikes, and suggestions for improvement. 

THE PARTICIPANTS 

A total of 40 journalists participated in this research project. All participants used the 
Web every day, or almost every day for research. They covered a variety of topics, 
from entertainment to business. They ranged in age between 25 and 55 years old. 

WEBSITES STUDIED 

We tested 42 websites of various sizes and designs from different industries with 
users. We also included government agencies and nonprofit or charitable 
organizations. 

In addition to the websites systematically tested, we reviewed an additional 17 
websites. Please see the methodology section for a complete list of websites 
evaluated. 

  



 

 

 

 

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP INFO@NNGROUP.COM 11 

 

EXAMPLES IN THIS REPORT 

The examples included in this report consist of several years of studies. Since 
websites are fluid and are continually updated and changed, some of the sites have 
significantly improved since the time they were tested by participants.  

The screenshots in this report do not represent, in most cases, the current 
appearance or behavior of the sites. Given the pace of the Web these days, even 
some of the most recently tested sites have already changed.  

In some cases we’ve included examples of website changes made over the years. In 
other cases, we included a screenshot taken years ago because the example still 
applies. The important thing to keep in mind is that regardless of when the examples 
were taken, the recommendations hold. 
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State Of Affairs 

CURRENT CONDITION OF WEBSITES 

Journalists need to be able to find information on your website quickly and easily. 
During the course of this study, we learned how and why journalists use the Web, 
where current website design fails them, and how you can leverage your website’s 
press relations (PR) section to better serve the press and your company. 

Not much has changed since 2001 when we first researched press sections on 
websites. The usability findings over the years are remarkably similar. The missing 
ingredient on most of the websites we studied was a basic PR strategy for influencing 
journalists’ perceptions. Website creators still have not thoroughly planned and 
considered how the press would use and perceive the site.  

Sometimes the only PR presence at all was a list of press releases created for print 
or e-mail, in a format cumbersome to use online. Even worse, some sites actually 
strip important information – such as date and contact information – from the 
standard press release format.  

While site designers did make some effort to help journalists by providing specific 
sections for the press, such sections don’t succeed by presence alone. Some press 
sections were basically the online equivalent of a completely unreceptive PR 
department, or no PR department at all. 

The placement and content of press information and releases on the Web should not 
be haphazard. You need a strategy. Press relations staffers know what journalists 
need, and in what format they need it. Organizations need to do a better job of 
involving the press relations department in creating the corporate areas of websites. 
Asking them merely to provide press releases is not enough.  

If these studies were real scenarios (and journalists said they easily could have 
been), some companies created obstacles to press coverage that could have reached 
millions of readers. Poor design and lack of information prevented journalists from 
retrieving the information they needed.  

That represents a failure for both Web designers and PR professionals. The guidelines 
in this report can help you avoid such lost opportunities on your own site. 

As we mentioned earlier, the findings over the years are quite similar. But there have 
been a few changes.  

TRENDS OVER TIME: USER BEHAVIOR 

Over the years, we’ve seen an increase in the use of search engines. In 2001, when 
journalists researched company on the Web, about half typed in 
www.[thecompanyname].com. 

More recently, journalists tended to use the search engine first, instead of guessing 
the company’s URL address. Google is usually the preferred search engine. 

This change has ramifications for site creators. Search engine optimization strategies 
are critical for attracting journalists and giving them what they need. For example, 
creating titles and content that contain keywords people associate with your 
company is one way to help connect users with your content.  
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Journalists have racked up more Web experience over the years, and technologies 
have improved. Users aren’t as likely to be crippled by usability pitfalls as they used 
to be. Nevertheless, those pitfalls still produce obstacles and create a great deal of 
annoyance.  

For example, PDFs don’t crash people’s computers as frequently, but journalists still 
despise PDFs. Yes, they know how to get information from a PDF document. But the 
fact is they don’t want to work that hard. They expect websites to cater to them. 
Users often punish websites that don’t conform to their needs by leaving the site.  

TRENDS OVER TIME: SITE DESIGN 

Overall, user success rates on some parts of websites are rising. In particular, sites 
are getting better at providing PR contact names and phone numbers, and featuring 
information about financials and management. With user success increasing, it’s not 
surprising that user perception about websites has also improved.  
 

As Web technology improves, people are becoming more receptive to multimedia. 
Journalists are more open to participating in conference calls and Webcasts than in 
past years. Sound and video can provide journalists with additional insight that text 
and pictures alone cannot illustrate. The major complaint about multimedia is that 
it’s difficult to use, contains superfluous information, or the interface doesn’t work 
properly. The majority of journalists still prefer standard HTML to fancier interactions 
because it’s usually the most efficient and trouble-free way to get information online.  

Other important trends have to do with content on websites. People expect corporate 
websites to be more than a sanitized superficial brochure. Users are tired of canned 
responses and typical corporate blather. It’s not enough to say the organization 
supports social programs; you must provide evidence of your goodwill. Journalists 
expect to find real issues and facts expressed on websites. 

Avoiding controversy is considered irresponsible. For example, in light of highly 
publicized corruption in corporate financing and the economic downturn, journalists 
expected and desired some acknowledgement of negative issues or scandal. They 
sometimes even expected an apology to appear on the website. And a few people 
said they might even include that apology in their news story. However, no apologies 
were to be found on the sites we looked at. 

SITE DESIGN CAN IMPACT PRESS COVERAGE 

If journalists cannot find what they are looking for on a website, they may exclude or 
limit information about that company in the story. Some of the sites tested by the 
participants in our study were considered so unusable that that they would have 
given the companies little or no press coverage.  

After having a difficult time using a site, one journalist said: 

“This would definitely have an impact. I would have to expect more 
time, and build in my deadline more time to deal with this, so I would 
be reluctant to go back to the site. If I had a choice to write about 
something else, then I would write about something else.” 
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On some sites, journalists had a particularly difficult time trying to find a PR contact 
and financial information: 

“I’m sure I saw an “e-mail us” (link), but I forget where it was. I never 
know if someone is reading the e-mail. It’s not uncommon for me to 
have a deadline today, and I wouldn’t use e-mail if I needed it today. I 
would go without a quote from Merck.” 

“My momentary frustration, I like to think it will not spill over into my 
story. But it makes me wonder about the competence of the people in 
the company. You know journalists use the site. Makes me think 
someone is being evasive, or that they are incompetent.” 

Finally, a journalist described what he’d do when he could not find a press contact or 
any of the facts he needed for his story: 

“Better not to write it than to get it wrong. I might avoid the subject 
altogether.” 

HIGH PRIORITY INFORMATION 

Journalists cited the following information as important to them in covering 
organizations. Making it easy for journalists to obtain this information can set you 
apart from many other websites. 

Press: Name, telephone number, and e-mail address 

Company overview: What the company does, its purpose 

Products and services: Information at the right level of detail 

Financials: Trends (e.g., current and yearly earnings) 

Management: Names, images, and bios of high-level executives 

Philanthropic involvement: Information on social and environmental responsibility 
or other goodwill. 

Spin: How the company wants to be perceived, its angle on a story 

Images: Downloadable, high-resolution images of important people, products, 
services, and events 

General facts: The basics of the company (e.g., CEO, headquarters, number of 
employees, year established) 

People: Names and contact information for people who can be interviewed 

SHORT VISITS IMPACT PERCEPTION 

A short visit to your website can change a person’s perception of your company or 
products for better or worse. This has even more impact when the visitor is a 
journalist who intends to write about your company.  

Bad sites can have a negative effect on visitors, even when those visitors are 
journalists. But having the right information on your site can influence people’s 
perception of your organization. 
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The following examples are anecdotal, but important lessons can be derived from 
them. After an unpleasant experience using a site, one journalist said: 

“It behooves the company to make their websites easier to use. You 
immediately begin to hate the company when it’s not. Especially when 
you can’t find something as simple as the earnings. Also, no PR 
contact. For journalists, that’s very annoying.” 

The primary task we gave participants was to get basic information about a 
company. People often offered us their preconceptions of the company, if they had 
previous knowledge of the company. For example, one user said he initially thought 
Benetton was a very socially responsible company. But after looking for information 
in the site’s “Who We Are” and “What We Do” sections, the same user said: 

“Socially responsible – not really, I see. Nothing here is really telling 
me about their responsibility. ... I would expect them to be making 
some sort of statement about what they believe in and why they 
support these causes. Having only seen this in their ads, I would be 
sort of cynical, because I only see ads, which benefit them, really, and 
no beliefs or assistance.” 

One user had a very negative impression of Philip Morris, but changed it a bit after 
reviewing the site, saying: 

“I found out they are more socially responsible than I thought.” 

On the negative side, however, she originally considered them to be a well-
established, organized company. But, the fact that she could not find any contact 
information made her believe they were less organized and established, and that 
they didn’t welcome contact with the press. She said: 

“The trouble is finding any way to find contact information for them to 
discuss any preconceived notion of the company. It really seems that 
they are not too happy in dealing with questions from the public. That, 
or they are very clumsy. Maybe they haven’t even thought of any way 
for people to get in contact with them. It must be they don’t want too 
many contacts.” 

Another journalist said: 

“What I knew about the firm was that they produced cigarettes. I did 
not know they produced liquor or Kraft foods. I did not know that.” 

One user had never heard of Fidelity and had no idea what industry the company 
was in. After using the site, he said: 

“I did not know the company before. But now I think it probably is 
well-established, judging on the number of accounts they manage. 
They are probably a very big company. I wouldn’t be surprised if they 
turned out to be one of the leading companies for these types of 
funds.” 
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In another instance, a user had the initial perception that Nokia was an international 
company. After spending some time on the site, and looking at many of the 
management bios and pictures, he said: 

“They say they are global, but if they all are Finnish, it doesn’t seem 
very global to me. Their management is not diverse. ... The company 
probably isn’t international.” 

His initial perception that Nokia was an international company changed somewhat 
after getting information from the site. Also, he was pleasantly surprised by some of 
the other information he found. 

“They are very committed to digital and TV. I always thought of them 
as a mobile phone company. Since digital TV is something new, I think 
it is quite interesting.” 

One user’s initial comment about BMW was: 

“It tends to seem to be maybe a little snobby or showy. I wouldn’t buy 
one.” 

This sentiment changed after using the site. After looking at pictures of cars in the 
“Products” section and reading more about both the cars and the company, this 
same user saw a particular picture and said: 

“Now that is a beautiful car. I would buy that car. And, I know they 
drive really nicely.” 

When one user opened the Wal-Mart site, she said: 

“I guess I always think of them as the evil empire, descending into the 
small town and ripping the Main Streets out of these small towns.” 

Later, after reading about their philanthropy programs, she said: 

“Hmm. I never knew there was a Wal-Mart Foundation. This is cool, 
the causes they contribute to. Wow, $163 million. I guess I’m 
impressed. That’s a decent amount of money to be throwing into the 
community.” 
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Guidelines Summary 
 

The following list summarizes our usability guidelines for designing your website’s 
“Press” and corporate areas, based on findings from our user research. These 
guidelines are recommendations for improving your website’s usability. The page 
numbers indicate where the discussion about that guideline appears. 

Detailed discussions and examples for each guideline are included in the next 
sections of this report. These sections included screenshots and gaze plots. Gaze 
plots show a person’s eye movements on a page. The blue dots represent eye 
fixations —the larger the dot, the longer the fixation. The sequence of the fixations is 
numbered. Screenshots were taken at various points in time, and some have been 
updated since they were captured.  

Web Presence: Make Yourself Known .......................................... 23 
1. Make sure your company has a presence at popular search engines 

such as Google. .......................................................................... 23 

2. Make your company’s URL easy to guess. ....................................... 24 

3. Register your company domain name with the Web address suffixes 
of various countries. .................................................................... 25 

4. Describe what your company does in simple language. ..................... 25 

Press Information ....................................................................... 27 
5. Name the link to press information one of the following: “Press,” 

“Press Room,” or “Media.” ............................................................ 31 

6. Place all media-related information (including press releases) in the 
same section. ............................................................................. 33 

7. Feature a link to press information at the top or bottom of the 
homepage, along with the other corporate links. .............................. 34 

8. Keep links to “Press” and “Press Contact” noticeable, not hidden by 
surrounding visual elements. ........................................................ 34 

9. Feature complete press contact information on all press releases 
(new and archived), the press contact page, and the general 
corporate contacts pages. ............................................................. 35 

10. Even if your company is small and doesn’t have a formal “Press” 
section, include a press contact on the main contact page. ................ 46 
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information for employees in different specialties, do so. .................. 47 

12. Feature e-mail addresses with the person’s name, rather than 
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13. When listing multiple press contacts, help people select the best 
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14. Include names and phone numbers of press relations personnel in 
other countries. .......................................................................... 56 

15. For each press contact, note the language(s) that the press relations 
agent speaks. ............................................................................. 61 

16. For each press contact, note the time zone and the hours of 
availability. ................................................................................ 61 

17. DO NOT require journalists to register for press information. ............. 61 
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response. ................................................................................... 63 

Press Releases and News ............................................................ 64 
19. Post press releases on your site. ................................................... 64 
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21. Feature links to news articles about your company. .......................... 66 
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Label this area “Press Releases.” ................................................... 74 
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first in the list. ............................................................................ 80 
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people to find them by date and topic. Assign topic categories to 
each release. .............................................................................. 84 
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with a meaningful keyword. .......................................................... 87 
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and quickly. ................................................................................ 90 
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each item. .................................................................................. 91 
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independent of the rest of the site. ................................................ 91 
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34. Keep press releases concise. ......................................................... 94 

35. Be wary of using marketing hype, clichés and jargon. They usually 
don’t communicate anything useful and can damage the credibility of 
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© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP INFO@NNGROUP.COM 19 

 

36. If your press releases cover highly technical information, provide an 
easy way to get definitions or simple explanations. ........................ 101 

37. Press releases should emphasize how the topic affects consumers or 
the general public. .................................................................... 102 

38. At the end of each release, include a short section with “boilerplate” 
information about the company, or offer a clear link to such 
information. ............................................................................. 102 

39. At the end of a release, include links to related information. ............ 104 

Presenting the Organization, Products, and Services ................ 105 
40. Include a tagline that explicitly summarizes what the organization or 

company does. ......................................................................... 105 

41. Feature a link to corporate information at the top of every page in a 
consistent location. Call it either: “About Us,” “About <your 
company name>,“ or “Company Info.” ......................................... 105 

42. If a single tagline cannot describe your company well (such as when 
your corporation operates diverse enterprises), describe it in a few 
sentences or list out key businesses. ............................................ 108 
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format. .................................................................................... 109 

44. Include high-level, easy-to-understand information about the 
breadth of your company’s products and services. ......................... 124 

45. Write out the official company name on the overview pages for 
“About Us,” “Investor Relations,” and “Press.” ............................... 125 

46. Augment information about projects or products with images and 
videos, if appropriate. ................................................................ 126 

47. Make high-resolution product and corporate photos available and 
downloadable. .......................................................................... 126 

48. Maintain a professional–looking website with a clear and orderly 
layout. Be aware that excessive advertising can cheapen your brand 
and diminish credibility. ............................................................. 128 

49. When appropriate, provide testimonials, references, and customer 
stories. .................................................................................... 132 

50. Keep testimonials, references, and customer stories current. ........... 132 

51. Designate an area on your website’s homepage or “About Us” area 
to show customer-oriented awards and recognition. ....................... 133 

52. If your site has an international audience (and most sites do) 
consider these users in your site’s design and content. ................... 134 

Management and High-Level Executives .................................... 135 
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53. Provide information about the organization’s high-level managers. 
On the overview page, include the person’s name, job title, recent 
picture, and a link to the full biography. ....................................... 135 

54. The full biography page should include the person’s name, job title, 
recent picture, full biography, and downloadable photos. ................ 139 

55. Put the bios of executive members together in the corporate sections 
(e.g., “Press,” “About Us”) of your site. ........................................ 147 

56. When mentioning high-level executives on any part of your website, 
offer a link that leads to the person’s full biography. ...................... 147 

57. If being seen as an international company is important to your 
strategy, include information about executive members and offices 
in other countries. ..................................................................... 148 

58. Consider providing transcripts and video of important speeches 
given by high level executives. .................................................... 149 

Financial Information ................................................................ 151 
59. Place the corporate reports (e.g., financials) in sections such as 

“About Us” and “Investor Relations.” ............................................ 151 

60. Clearly present basic financial information (e.g., earnings, sales, and 
income) for non-specialists. ........................................................ 154 

61. In addition to providing financial reports in a PDF, give the highlights 
in HTML. .................................................................................. 160 

62. If the official names of reports and filings are not descriptive, 
augment them with simple explanations so that people outside the 
industry will know what they mean. ............................................. 168 

63. When showing financial figures, indicate the monetary units and 
currency. ................................................................................. 170 

64. Show large numbers in a format that international audiences 
understand. .............................................................................. 172 

65. Show numbers in the currency(s) that is appropriate to your 
audience, or offer a currency convertor. ....................................... 173 

Philanthropy and Social Responsibility ...................................... 175 
66. If your organization contributes to socially responsible and 

philanthropic efforts, provide this information. ............................... 175 

67. Provide factual information about social efforts. Avoid 
generalizations, such as saying “we care” or “we are eco-friendly” 
without providing supporting evidence. ........................................ 178 

Style and Formatting ................................................................. 183 
68. Write and present content in a way that optimizes scanning. ........... 183 

69. Keep a consistent graphical look across pages and site areas. Let 
users know when links will take them to a different website (before 
users click the link). .................................................................. 188 
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Writing Style and Content ......................................................... 190 
70. Emphasize thought-provoking facts that journalists can use in their 

stories. Creative content and interesting facts pique interest and 
characterize your organization well. ............................................. 190 

71. Leave out superfluous topics. It detracts people from the messages 
you want to convey and compromises your brand. ......................... 196 

72. Work with skilled PR practitioners from your organization to better 
understand the needs of journalists. ............................................ 197 

Interaction Design ..................................................................... 198 
73. Refrain from opening new browser windows, unless it is for an 

application that people normally close when done (e.g., Word, Excel, 
PDF). ....................................................................................... 198 

74. Use standard scrollbars for press releases. .................................... 203 

75. Make the search feature usable and noticeable. ............................. 203 

76. Set the default search scope for the entire site, not only for a small 
section of it. ............................................................................. 205 

77. Make sure search queries for general company information, 
management, and press appear in search results. .......................... 205 

Graphics, Multimedia, and PDF .................................................. 208 
78. Avoid using any superfluous graphics, particularly those that impact 

page-loading speed. .................................................................. 208 

79. Offer a dial-in number for conference calls and webcasts. ............... 214 

80. Make the quality and size of videos comfortably viewable. Test 
videos at multiple settings to ensure that they work well on your 
users’ computers. ...................................................................... 214 

81. Provide print-friendly versions of content people would normally 
want to reference offline, such as simplified versions of annual 
reports, press releases, product information, and manager bios. ...... 216 

82. Ensure that online formats print well. ........................................... 220 

83. Avoid using multimedia demos needlessly, especially as an entry 
point to your website and in the corporate sections. ....................... 221 

84. Employ menus and content that are static and easy to control. ........ 223 

85. Minimize the need to install additional software or plug-ins to get 
information about your products, financials, or press releases. ......... 225 

86. Offer PDFs in addition to HTML formats, not as a replacement. ........ 226 

87. Offer a table of contents at the beginning of long PDFs. .................. 228 

88. For PDF documents, include a gateway page that gives a summary 
description of the content and file size. ......................................... 228 
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89. Set the default for PDF documents to open at a legible size. ............ 229 

90. For large PDF documents and multimedia files, let people download 
the files in smaller sections. ........................................................ 229 

91. Don’t give plug-in icons more prominence than the links they 
reference. ................................................................................ 229 

92. Eliminate bugs and site performance issues. ................................. 231 

Handling Corporate Crisis .......................................................... 233 
93. If your company is having a problem, acknowledge the problem in 

some way on the corporate website. ............................................ 233 

94. If the situation warrants an apology, apologize, and then 
communicate how the company is making amends (unless doing so 
would cause legal issues). .......................................................... 236 

95. Consider linking to news articles that have been particularly fair to 
the company, or that focused on positive aspects of the situation. .... 237 

Press Relations Offline .............................................................. 242 
96. Brief receptionists or whomever answers the main phone number 

about who media contacts are and how to reach them. Enable them 
to connect journalists with press relations personnel. ..................... 242 
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and then be willing to answer their questions. ............................... 243 
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102. Do not send more than one press release per e-mail. ..................... 245 
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Web Presence: Make Yourself Known 
 

1. Make sure your company has a presence at popular search 
engines such as Google. 

Many journalists first looked at outside sources to get information about the 
company before going to the company’s website. When looking for information and 
getting to the company’s website, the majority of the participants used Google and 
typed the company name in the search bar. Fewer people tried guessing the 
company’s URL.  

When people had librarians or researchers at their disposal, they generally used 
them only to get facts they thought they could not access over the Web. In one case, 
a journalist’s company had a news service subscription, but it was accessible only 
through the company librarian and the journalist had to contact him to use it. 

“I think looking at something like Google gives you a good overview of 
not just what the company says about itself, but what other people are 
saying about the company.” 

“My editor wants to know if anyone else just did a piece so we don’t do 
the same thing.” 

“Yahoo Finance burrows down to get the... SEC results. I will look to 
see if any important filings came out recently.” 

Journalists also turned to search engines when a corporate website’s navigation or 
content failed them.  

“I use Google a lot to get people's e-mail and phone number. Google is a 
time-saver.” 

A user was looking for the CEO’s biography on the Hemscott site. She tried to find it 
many different ways and finally went to Google and typed in the CEO’s name, 
“Rosalyn Wilton.” She’d found the name in a press release. 

One of the first hits on the Google query was a page on the Hemscott site that 
simply listed some of the company directors. It was not the main page that lists 
managers, nor did it link to their bios. It would be much better if the CEO’s bio page 
was the top hit, or one of the top hits. In any case, the list of directors should have 
links to their bios. 
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This page was one of the first hits when a user queried Google for the 
CEO’s name. It would be much better if the CEO’s bio page was one of the 
top hits on in the search engine listing. It was also not good that this 
page, which was part of the Hemscott site, neither included nor linked to 
the management bios. 

2. Make your company’s URL easy to guess.  

In most cases, the company name or a simple acronym is the most obvious address. 
It is also smart to register not only the company name as a domain name, but also 
any very obvious potential misspellings. If possible, offer a country 
translated/localized version for countries your company deals with. 

When asked to get basic information about a company, different people started out 
in different ways. All users said they would begin by doing some kind of research on 
the Web. 

About one-fourth of the time, journalists chose to go right to the company site by 
guessing the Web address and typing it into the browser address bar. If the company 
name was short and easy to spell, users were more likely to use this method.  

One user typed www.[the company name].com and said: 

“I try it, and whenever that hits for me it saves me the difficulty of 
using the search engine.” 
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Another user was asked to find a site for the state of Maine. He automatically typed 
www.maine.gov, and said: 

“See if that pops up, and it does. This is the official state website. 
Whatever the angle of the story is, this is a good place to get official 
information. I would use these tabs to see what is relevant to the 
story.” 

All journalists did want to go to the company’s website at some point, even if it was 
not the first place they would look on the Web. Users assumed typing www-dot, the 
company name, then “dot-com” would take them to the site, and it typically did. The 
exceptions were www.uspatentandtrademarkoffice.gov, and www.uspatentoffice.gov. 
Neither worked; the only thing that did was www.uspto.gov.  

In some cases, people misspelled the company name – Merc instead of the correct 
Merck and Benneton instead of the correct Benetton. Neither misspelling brought up 
the company site, or any site. However, when a user spelled Philip Morris with two 
L’s, the site did come up, which was helpful. 

When using the Pace Micro Technologies website, a user searched on Google each 
time he wanted to get to the homepage, probably because the Web address was 
somewhat complicated: http://www.pacemicro.com/home/default.asp. After 
reaching the site via search engines a few times, he added it as a bookmark. 

3. Register your company domain name with the Web address 
suffixes of various countries. 

Study participants in the U.S. typically typed dot-com, dot-net, dot-org, or dot-gov 
at the end of the URLs. A few Danish journalists first looked for 
www.compnayname.dk for the Danish version of the site. Journalists in London often 
looked for the dot-co-dot-uk version of sites. 

One British journalist said: 

“The instinct here is to write dot-co-dot-uk. Most sites have a dot-co-
dot-uk version as well. You can make a fool of yourself if you don’t. ... 
Price Waterhouse Cooper changed its name. ... They forgot to register 
on introducing Monday.co.uk. It would have cost about 15 dollars. 
They spent about $6 million on the re-branding. ... Can you imagine 
the humiliation?” 

A few journalists mentioned instances where companies neglected to register the 
dot-co-dot-uk addresses for their sites and someone else did and created a mock or 
joke site. This could be very embarrassing for the company, and could also imply 
that they don’t care about international audiences. 

4. Describe what your company does in simple language. 

Don’t assume people understand your business. A brief summary of what your 
company does helps people understand the site’s purpose without having to wade 
through massive amounts of content or numerous page levels. Use language your 
target users understand. Don’t assume journalists understand insider jargon. 

http://www.maine.gov/
http://www.uspatentandtrademarkoffice.gov/
http://www.uspatentoffice.gov/
http://www.uspto.gov/
http://www.companyname.dk/
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A journalist struggled to understand what Ryder did. She thought they had 
to do with moving vehicles, but the information in “About Us” caused her 
to believe they did more. Unfortunately, she didn’t understand what 
industry terms like fleet management, and supply chain meant. She 
scoured the site searching for clues but was unsuccessful. 
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Press Information 
 

Feature a link to media information on the homepage and/or in the “About Us” 
section of the site. 

If press relations are a high priority, we recommend providing access to media 
information from both the homepage and from the “About Us” area. Alternatively, if 
screen real estate is an issue, linking the press section from “About Us” is adequate.  

Bear in mind, however, that this method reduces press visibility. Ultimately, the 
method you choose should depend on where press relations fit in your company’s 
priorities.  

In our study, users quickly found the media area when the site provided 
appropriately labeled and visually obvious links from the homepage.  

The Benetton site offers a very visible “Press Area” link on the homepage (see 
screenshot on next page). A user said: 

“Has a press office that is not hard to find, which is good for me.” 
 



 

 

 

28 INFO@NNGROUP.COM 48105 WARM SPRINGS BLVD., FREMONT CA 94539–7498 USA 

 

 
The United Colors of Benetton site has a small link called “Press Area.” But it 
was reasonably easy to find because it has a descriptive name and is placed 
in an area where people expect to find it. 
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The Costco homepage does not seem have a direct link to press 
information. Instead, it incorporates press information in “Investor 
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Relations.” While these two areas are often related, journalists still expect 
websites to have a separate press section. 

Another user had difficulty finding the Hemscott site’s press section. The press area 
was buried in the “About Us” section, under “Investor Centre.” 

This categorization scheme baffled users. While the name “Press Centre” is fine, 
users did not expect press information to be under “Investor Centre.” Additionally, 
the “Press Centre” option was 18th in a menu of 20 links. This was far too many links 
for a menu, and the press area is too important to appear this far down on the list. 
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The Hemscott website required too many steps to get to its press 
information. It was buried under the heading “Investor Centre,” which 
people don’t expect. 

In the months after we studied the site, Hemscott improved it by adding a “Media 
Centre” in the site’s “About Us” area. It might still be difficult to find, but it’s easier 
than before. Another nice thing they kept in their design was a summary of each 
press release in the list. Unfortunately, the list was called “News Archive” instead of 
“Press Releases.” 

 
Hemscott added a “Media Centre” in the site’s “About Us” area. It might 
still be difficult to find, but it’s probably easier than the version we tested 
earlier. On a positive note, it kept a summary format for its press 
releases. However, the content should be labeled “Press Releases” instead 
of “News Archive.” 

5. Name the link to press information one of the following: 
“Press,” “Press Room,” or “Media.” 

Naming conventions have emerged. The link names that we suggest tested well in 
usability studies and represent today’s standard. A slight variation on one of the 
recommended names might work, but remember, the further a link name strays 
from the standard, the higher its chance of being misunderstood.  
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We do not recommend calling your press area “News” because it can be confused 
with news articles written about your company by another organization, rather than 
press releases which were written by your organization. 

Several years ago “PR” and “Public Relations” were commonly used, but today, most 
companies have replaced them with “Press” or “Media.” 

On the BMW site, people had difficulty finding press releases and PR contact 
information because there wasn’t an obvious link to click on. Journalists specifically 
looked for keywords such as “Press” or “Media” and got lost when it wasn’t available.  

“There should be a press room and they should call it something like ’Press 
Room.’” 

 
Adding a superfluous word in front of a key term is unnecessary. “News” is better 
than “Facts & News.” Our eye-tracking studies show that people tend to scan the 
first one or two words in a list. Starting each list or menu item with a keyword makes 
scanning more efficient. Leaving the keyword at the end is a mistake because it 
reduces the chance of it being recognized. 
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We don’t recommending hiding press releases under clever terms like 
“Buzz.” “Press” or “Press Releases” is descriptive and easy to find.  

6. Place all media-related information (including press 
releases) in the same section. 

Don’t separate press releases from other media information. Journalists expect to 
find all media-related content in one place. Separating highly related content 
increases the risk that users will miss it. When content isn’t available where people 
look, they often assume the site doesn’t contain the information they want and don’t 
search in other areas.  
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The Deutsche Telekom website features press releases in multiple areas, 
including “News” and “Media.” Redundancy creates frustration because it 
requires extra effort to figure out the difference between the two sections. 

7. Feature a link to press information at the top or bottom of 
the homepage, along with the other corporate links.  

People tend to look for a link to “Press” at the top of the page first, but if it’s not 
there, the secondary location is at the bottom of the page, near the other corporate-
related links. 

8. Keep links to “Press” and “Press Contact” noticeable, not 
hidden by surrounding visual elements. 

You might have a link to “Press” or “Press Contact,” but make sure it’s easy to 
recognize and not obscured by other items on the page. These links don’t need to be 
the most prominent thing on your site, but they need to be placed where people 
expect them, and the location should be free from overpowering distractions. 
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The contact link is overshadowed by various icons and is placed in a less 
noticeable location. Placing the link in the upper right panel is more 
effective. 

9. Feature complete press contact information on all press 
releases (new and archived), the press contact page, and 
the general corporate contacts pages.  

To be complete, contact information should include the contact name, telephone 
number, e-mail address, mailing address, and fax number. 

Journalists basically looked in three places for press contact information:  
 

1) in specific press releases,  

2) on general “Press” or “Press Contacts” pages,  

3) on the “Corporate Contacts” pages.  
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They should be able to easily find contact information in all of these places. If you 
have a main corporate contacts page, include the press contacts there. If your 
company has many press contact names, at least include links to the “Press 
Contacts” page from the main “Corporate Contacts” page. 

If you fear that this information will become stale because your company can’t do 
proper updates, provide a link in each press release to one page of press contact 
information that you update regularly. 

Similarly, make sure the site has a contact telephone number for typical users or 
customers to call. Journalists will call any number they can find in lieu of a missing 
PR number. Other users will probably be just as creative or desperate and will call a 
PR contact if they cannot find the support number. 

Finding the press contact on websites might be the biggest thorn in a journalist’s 
side. Press contact is almost always the most important piece of information a 
journalist needs, and ironically, it’s one of the most difficult things to find. 

When asked to find a press contact, one British journalist laughed out loud and said: 

“Most sites don’t have them. ... It makes [my job] more difficult when 
information is out of date, when it is difficult to find, because you are 
wasting time when there are no PR contacts.” 

Another journalist said: 

“If I can’t find that information, I am generally very suspicious about 
the company. It suggests that you don’t want to be contacted – 
indicates you are hiding something or evading something. Some 
companies do that, like foreign companies or manufacturing sections 
of large companies because they don’t want to take support calls. They 
don’t offer a number, just a generic e-mail. They cut down on 
customer support costs.” 

Another journalist said: 

“That’s one thing we always need to find, media contacts. And a lot of 
people put it really out of the way... If I do need to get in touch, I 
usually go to the website. It is often very difficult to find the media 
contact. ... I think it’s a really good idea to have it listed, but if I can’t 
find it, then I’d then find the corporate office. ... I always call them, 
even if you end up faxing them or sending them a letter, you always 
call to establish initial contact. 
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Journalists expect websites to feature press contact information at the 
bottom of press releases. In this example, the journalist looked at the title 
first, then gazed mainly at the contact information.  

On the Fidelity site, the user clicked the “Contact Us” tab and a page with text 
appeared, but no contact name or phone number. 

“I am immediately disappointed. I would expect there to be something 
like I have seen on other sites where there is a name and e-mail and 
some information about PR people.” 
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The Fidelity “Contact Us” link led to a page with no contacts. This was 
unexpected and disappointing. 

On the Merck site, a user could not find the press contact number. 

“And what’s very strange and I hate is there is no contact info here on 
the site. I am interested and I go to press releases and there is 
nothing.” 

“Pretty common, like 20 to 30 percent of the time, they don’t have the 
number. It’s just lame.” 

On the Philip Morris site, it was difficult to find press contact telephone numbers. 

“I see there is an e-mail address. They don’t want to be bothered with 
incoming calls or emails. That’s the way it seems. It’s rather annoying 
as a journalist not to be able to contact the firm.” 

On the BMW site, finding a PR contact was difficult. 

“‘BMW Individual’ maybe. I’m not sure what ‘BMW Individual’ stands 
for. I am not happy with the choices. Seems like a simple request 
[finding the PR contact]. It may be they want to discourage it. That 
they don’t want you to talk to them, but I think that’s a bad idea.... 
Here I’m just fishing. This is the part I never like. I have no confidence 
when I hit something that it’ll get me to where I want to go. This is 
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what eats up all my time when I look for something on the ‘net. It just 
eats and eats and eats.” 

“I would really call. It’s not to their interest to have people like me 
calling their PR person all the time. No contact person in the press 
release. Why is there no contact person in the release?” 

A journalist tried to find the press contact name on the Tyco site. Before starting, his 
attitude was upbeat. 

“Right. Easy. It should be easy.” 

First, he clicked “Contact” on the homepage, but was disappointed when the 
information wasn’t there. 

“Lovely. No press relations.” 

He saw the “Marketing Communications” link on the right. When he clicked it, it 
opened a contact form. His attitude changed from positive to grim.  

“I don't want to send e-mail. I want a name and phone number. I'll try 
‘News’ to see if there is anything on the end of a press release.” 

 
A user clicked on “Marketing Communications” on the Tyco site hoping to get press 
contacts, but he got this contact form instead. 
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The user didn’t think the Tyco site had press contact information, because 
it wasn’t included in the press release he opened. In reality, many 
releases on the site included contact information. The lesson is to include 
contact information on EVERY press release (new and archived). 

Then he opened a press release and scrolled to the bottom, looking for a press 
contact name and phone number, but the information was not there. Many of the 
releases did indeed include a contact name and telephone number at the end, but 
several did not. But because the one he selected did not have the information, he 
assumed that none of them did. 

Finally, the user goes to “Press Room” and reads: “Media contact information for the 
appropriate authorized Tyco spokesperson is also available by category.” However, 
there was no apparent category listing. His patience wears thin. 

“Where? [ha ha] Right. Hmm... I think I am coming up against a bit of 
a brick wall here. ... Well, I have the phone number. ... I would be 
happier if there were a name though, I must admit, especially since it 
says there is a list of Tyco spokespersons by category.” 

When using the GlaxoSmithKline site, a user found the “Media Contacts” page. She 
wanted a mailing address and fax number, which was not there. She also found it 
odd that the same phone number was listed three times with no extension.  

“There definitely should be addresses on here though and there is not, 
or fax numbers. ... Fax number at the very minimum, and definitely 
the address. And these are all the same number here, which doesn’t 
make any sense that they’d list it three times. And there is no 
extension.” 
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The “Media Contacts” page was easy to find on the GlaxoSmithKline site, 
but it was missing important details such as titles, e-mail addresses, and 
telephone extensions. 

On the Benetton site, the “Press Area” and “Contact” links were next to each. Users 
clicked the “Press Area” link, expecting to get press contact information, but it was 
not there. She didn’t know that the number was in “Contact,” not “Press Area.” 

“I am just digging for a phone number here. It really seems like they 
don’t want me to call them. ... Not good at all. They were using their 
website to give generic info, but not get inside the company. Very 
closed to me. They don’t want me to contact them. ... This may just 
be a poorly designed site.” 
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Benetton’s homepage. Users were not sure where to find press contacts, 
under “Press Area” or “Contacts.” Ideally, it should be listed in both areas. 

When press contact information was easy to find, journalists were relieved. A 
journalist using the State of Maine website found the contact information in a press 
release and said: 

“Pretty easy, especially compared to other state websites. Easy to 
navigate. I was able to find a very specific piece of info quickly. And 
also, the most important thing is I was able to find real contact 
information for people, including phone, e-mail, and postal address. I 
almost never use a postal address. But phone and e-mail are very 
helpful. I do product reviews, so when I need to send products back 
and forth I need the address. I receive via postal mail, but rarely send 
things out that way. Postal mail is just too slow and unreliable.” 

Similarly, when using the Vivendi site, a journalist easily found the press contact 
information in the site’s “News Room” section under “Media Contacts.” He said: 

“They are all there. Very efficient. ... If it is a corporate issue, I’d call 
Paris because they are a French Company. An e-mail would be nice, 
depending probably on the urgency, plus time zones of course.” 
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The “Media Contacts” page in the Vivendi site’s “News Room” section: This 
section was easy to find, but was missing e-mail addresses and titles. 
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Example of a good PR contact section: AES provides complete contact 
information, including the person’s title. This shows thoughtfulness and a 
willingness to engage with press. 
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Contact information on the U.S. Patent Office’s website appeared in places 
where people look — on the contact page and in press releases. 

If you’re still not convinced on the importance of providing press contacts, read the 
following responses from journalists. We asked whether they used company websites 
to find PR contact information.  

“Yes I would. It's often there and quicker to use than going to the 
yellow pages (on the Web).” 
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“Yes, definitely. That's the first thing I'd look for instead of navigating 
the site on your own, you'd just want PR to tell you what you need to 
know.” 

“Definitely. It's always nice to have a name when you call the PR 
department with questions, and if you read an article/press release, 
you would know who to ask for.” 

“Yes, I would hope a name or number would be used somewhere in 
the website to lessen the amount of footwork I need to do.” 

“Yes, because it is easy and might even get some background 
information on the person I am going to talk to.” 

“Yes. One, I always talk to a live person in addition to getting 
information online. Two, the information online was not substantial 
enough to do in-depth reportorial queries.” 

“I would, but it's not there. That’s hugely stupid and frustrating.” 

“I would indeed, and after a few small difficulties, I might find it, too! 
In general, I would feel the need to talk to a PR person because after a 
solid hour, I was well short of finding some of the most rudimentary 
information about the company for my article.” 

“Yes, I'm used to finding such information on corporate websites.” 

“Yes, but I couldn't find one. It's a natural first stop for any reporter.” 

“Yes, for a journalist, the most important information is the name of 
the PR person with a U.S. number to call. If that's not easy to find, the 
rest doesn't matter as much.” 

10. Even if your company is small and doesn’t have a formal 
“Press” section, include a press contact on the main contact 
page. 

Journalists might want to contact you even if don’t have press releases. Featuring 
press contacts show that you are “press-friendly” and encourages reporters to 
engage with you.  

“Smaller companies that I don't have bookmarked – sometimes they don't 
have a ‘Press Room’ at all. It’s good to have contacts. ... Good to have an 
actual page that shows all contacts. Phone numbers is the main one. The 
worse is e-mail inquires that get sent to some warehouse. A deterrent is if I’m 
doing a story about them and I can’t contact them.” 
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The Barons Marketplace website posts telephone numbers for its store 
locations. That’s good. However, it doesn’t have telephone numbers for 
the corporate headquarters and press contacts. That’s bad, because it 
prevents journalists from contacting the organization, resulting in reduced 
press coverage. 

11. If it makes sense for your organization to feature contact 
information for employees in different specialties, do so.  

Users found find it helpful when they could find names and contact information for 
other employees. Many sites don’t want to give out this information, for a good 
reason – they don’t want employees inundated with requests. But if it makes sense 
for your business to include contact information for other specialists, do so. Your 
visitors will appreciate it. 
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For example, a journalist working with the State of Maine site found a staff directory 
page with names, titles, telephone numbers, and links to e-mail addresses.  

 
The staff directory on the State of Maine site included names, titles, 
telephone numbers, and links to e-mail addresses. Users find this 
invaluable. 

“This is gold. I can look on the Web, but eventually I am going to have 
to talk to someone. One of the biggest things I use the Web for is 
getting contact information at organizations I don’t have relationships 
with. I will stop and paste this on my hard drive. ... I use the Web 
many times as a contact manager, and my contact database less and 
less, because I can get more accurate stuff on the Web. This gives me 
names numbers and positions.” 

12. Feature e-mail addresses with the person’s name, rather 
than something generic such as 
publicaffairs@thecompany.com. 

Journalists are wary of writing emails to addresses that appear automated, unreliable 
or which don’t appear to be going to a real person. Generic e-mail addresses are 
virtually stripped of accountability, so site visitors don’t know where the e-mail lands 
– if someone will address their question in a timely manner, or whether it will get 
lost in an e-mail vortex and never heard from again.  

mailto:publicaffairs@thecompany.com
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Having a name associated with contact information creates a friendlier interaction. 
When you let site visitors know who they are communicating, it facilitates 
communication. 

On the SeeItFirst site, one user could not find a contact name, just the phone 
number. Another found a generic PR e-mail address. 

“When you see publicrelations@seeitfirst.com, you know it just goes 
into a pile.” 

On the Benetton site, the press contact e-mail address was a generic 
press@benetton.it. Users wanted a person’s name. 

“Sometimes I have to click contact us and I get an e-mail window and 
that’s frustrating because I’m on a tight deadline and I don’t want 
mine to get lost with many others, so I don’t use that. 

A user on the Hemscott site wanted to find press contact, but could not find the 
press section. She eventually found the “Contact Us” link on the “About Us” page, 
but it didn’t have a press contact. There was an e-mail address for the marketing 
department, but she was wary of leaving a message there.  

“There is a phone number for the head office and an e-mail for 
marketing. What I would do now before using them is go back to the 
site map, because there is too much junk on the page, and see if there 
is anything I missed, listing to the press or media. ... And I see, as far 
as I can tell, there is not, which I think is kind of poor. ... My feeling is 
if you already know someone in the company, that’s one thing. You’ll 
call them. But if you are trying to get a broad picture on something, 
like the company’s social responsibility, then it really does help to start 
with the right PR person, because they have the information 
assembled and they know what to do. But they don’t have that as far 
as I can tell. ... I could e-mail the marketing address, but the name is 
Marketing@Hemscott.co.uk and you get the sense that is going into a 
large bin of undirected e-mail that someone might look at in two 
weeks. ... On the other hand I can see the company’s perspective that 
it can be awkward if a person is on vacation and the mail just piles up. 
... I would e-mail Marketing@Hemscott.co.uk, then wait a half day and 
then phone the switchboard and scream at them.” 

mailto:publicrelations@seeitfirst.com
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The old contact page on the Hemscott site did not list a press contact. 
Also, the generic e-mail addresses did little to ease people’s apprehension 
about leaving a message. 
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The revised Hemscott website hides contact information even deeper. 
Phone numbers and specific emails have been removed, leaving an 
unfriendly online form and vague e-mail address to a webmaster.  



 

 

 

52 INFO@NNGROUP.COM 48105 WARM SPRINGS BLVD., FREMONT CA 94539–7498 USA 

 

 
A journalist found the press contact at the end of the press release on the 
Continental Airlines website, but was disappointed that it didn’t have the 
name of the person. “A name would be nice.” He was even more 
disappointed that the main “Contact Us” page did not have a listing for a 
press contact. 

13. When listing multiple press contacts, help people select the 
best contact by indicating the person’s specialty or other 
differentiating characteristic. 

If you list several press contact names, help journalists differentiate between them 
by indicate each person’s area of expertise. When you list PR people in press 
releases, it implies that they know about the topic. If press contacts happen to 
belong to different companies, say so. 
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There are three contacts listed for Paris, but there’s nothing to help differentiate 
between them. 
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Tyco put out a joint release with another company. The contacts at the 
end of the release listed a person at each company, noting which company 
each of them worked for. This was helpful. 
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The Merck site made several improvements after the first study. The 
major improvement was stating the area of expertise for each contact. 
Unfortunately, the e-mail address was left out. 
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The new Merck “Media Contact” page took a step backward by stripping 
out critical information such as contact name, titles, and e-mail 
addresses. 

14. Include names and phone numbers of press relations 
personnel in other countries. 

Provide local telephone numbers for media relations contacts worldwide. In our 
study, journalists expressed concern about the use of international telephone 
numbers. Danish journalists hesitated before dialing the United States, and American 
journalists did the same with German or Italian telephone numbers. 

The main reasons journalists didn’t want to call PR contacts outside their own 
country include: 

• Cost: They didn’t want to pay for the call. 
 
Time Zones: They didn’t know the time in the other location, or it was off 
business hours. 
 
Language barrier: They didn’t want to ask the press agent to speak a 
different language. 

For instance, this journalist in Boston was looking for a local PR contact on the Tyco 
International website:  
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“I probably wouldn’t call this person in Bermuda. I’d look for one in the U.S.” 

Benetton, a company based in Italy, offered a contact telephone number in Italy. The 
U.S. journalists were less likely to call a press contact if they only had an Italian 
phone number.  

The journalists gave two reasons for not wanting to call another country. First, they 
assumed the person on the other end would speak the language of their own 
country, and they didn’t want to ask them to speak English. Second, they didn’t want 
to pay for an international phone call. The latter was especially true for freelance 
journalists working from their home. 

“Just personally, I would be less likely to call this, asking them to 
speak English on the phone.” 

“For me, the most important thing is a U.S. media relations contact. I 
couldn’t find a good PR contact and just an Italian phone number. I 
probably wouldn’t call it.” 

“The best thing to do is give a name or several people to contact. It 
would be nice if there were a toll free number instead of a number in 
Italy. They have to have some U.S. contacts. But maybe that was in 
that Shockwave thing I couldn’t get past.” 

A British journalist on the Tyco website saw only American contact information and 
decided not contact the organization. 

“At this point I don’t think I’d e-mail them because they are in another 
time zone. If there is a U.K. PR office I’d be inclined to call them up by 
phone.” 

On the BMW site, an American journalist found a press contact in a press release 
after much searching. His excitement was squashed when he realized the site didn’t 
include a local contact. 

“... wait. Here is a telephone number. Finally. It’s in Germany though 
and it doesn’t give you a person. I think they make journalists work 
too hard to find very basic stuff.” 

The Deutsche Bank site actually provided contacts in more than one country. But it 
was easy to miss the links on the left, which led to information about contacts in 
various locations. 
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The Deutsche Bank site separates international contacts into two 
categories: “Regional Press Germany” and “Regional Press Worldwide.” It 
would be better to combine all press contacts on a single page so none 
get overlooked. 
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An example of a good press contacts page: Nokia’s site offered press 
contact telephone numbers in various countries around the world. They 
also gave addresses, high-level manager’s names, and a few e-mail 
addresses. This page could be improved with specific e-mail addresses. 
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The Hilton website presents international press contacts well. The regions are 
clearly identified. And names are shown in all of the listings, including 
personal e-mail addresses.  

  



 

 

 

 

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP INFO@NNGROUP.COM 61 

 

15. For each press contact, note the language(s) that the press 
relations agent speaks. 

If your press relations professionals speak languages other than the region they 
represent, say so. Journalists will be more likely to make the contact the 
organization if they know the person on the other end speaks their language. 

When using the Deutsche Bank site, an American user expressed concern about 
contacting press in Germany. 

“My concern is calling Germany. I am sure they are multilingual. I am 
not. Maybe there should be something on the website to say that, 
because everything else is here in English. ... Maybe there should be 
some title or list of expertise.” 

16. For each press contact, note the time zone and the hours of 
availability. 

Some journalists said they wouldn’t make an international call because of the 
complexities in dealing with the various time zones. Simplify this process by 
designating the time zone and the agent’s availability. Even better, there are Web 
widgets which will show the current time at the location being called.  

17. DO NOT require journalists to register for press information. 

Do not force journalists to register in order to contact your company’s press office or 
to read press information. In fact, do not force them to register for any reason.  

Keep press on your side by keeping your press section “open.” Locking information 
behind registration is unwelcoming and a sure way to reduce press coverage.  

Journalists are more reluctant than typical Web browsers to complete registration 
because they have tight deadlines, are unsure whether it’s worth the effort, and fear 
being inundated with promotional e-mail. 

“The only thing that would really bug me is ... they ask you to fill in a 
form and information, but they don’t give me an e-mail or phone 
number. ... You feel like you have no control contacting them.” 

When using the Hemscott site, a journalist encountered a registration page and said: 

“Oh for God’s sake, now I have a skinny window that is making me 
register. ... I don’t want to spend time to register to see public 
information. ... Where are all their press releases?” 

On the “Press Release” section of the Nokia site, one journalist saw the “Subscribe” 
and “Unsubscribe” links. 

“Looks like you have to subscribe. I see something up here about 
subscribing. I hope that doesn’t mean I have to pay to read them. 
Maybe it means they send them to me. It would never happen that I 
would need to be updated by any company about press releases.” 
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On the Philip Morris site, the “Feedback” link opened a form to fill out. 

“This is not what I expected. This is just a form about the website. I 
wouldn’t fill this out.” 

On the Benetton site, when users went to the “Press” area and clicked the “Press 
Contacts” link, a registration page appeared. 

“This would really bother me. I do not want register and get inundated 
with contacts. I don’t feel like registering. ... I understand if they want 
me to register so their PR person won’t get inundated. But they are 
allowing me to get inundated. I find this [registration required] a lot 
with high-end products. Nine times out of 10 I register as John Doe.” 

 
The Benetton site required users to register or log in before entering the 
“Press” area. Journalists balk at this. One user tried to bypass this page 
by finding contact names and telephone numbers in press releases. 
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Reduce barriers between you and the press. Registration forms such as 
this are overkill and hurt your chances of getting press coverage. 

18. For e-mail contacts, tell journalists how soon they can 
expect a response. 

The main reasons journalists wouldn’t use e-mail was that they didn’t know to whom 
the question would go, or when they would receive a response – if ever. If your site 
thoroughly addresses these concerns, journalists will be more likely to use e-mail. If 
your goal is to decrease call volume to your PR department, this tactic will help. 

Most users expect a response within 24 hours. If you give people a time frame, make 
sure you live up to your promise. 

“Contact forms: Tell who it's going to. Have the name of the person. Have 
one just for press; sometimes it's just company inquiry. Give me an idea that 
it's going somewhere that it's going to be answered in timely fashion.” 
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Press Releases and News 
 

19. Post press releases on your site. 

Journalists said they want, look for, and use press releases on corporate websites. 
Including them facilitates press coverage.  

The main reasons journalist said they use press releases are to: 

• Learn about a product or event. 
Get the company’s spin or position on a topic. 
Find a contact name specific to a topic. 

When looking for Hemscott press releases, a journalist was surprised when the 
company website didn’t seem to have any.  

“Is it possible that this is the one company on the planet that doesn’t publish 
press releases? At this point, I’d call up the PR person and scream at them –  
[but] I’d tell them it is not their personal fault.” 

The journalists we studied had a lot to say about press releases: 

“I’d go check out the news releases now, to see what’s new.” 

“I understand everyone’s hype about their product. The hype helps me 
understand the positioning of a product. It helps me understand how 
they are out selling to customers. [I ask] is this true, not true. ... I 
take everything with the grain of salt, until someone has tested it.” 

“I almost never read them. Only if there is an event that I have to 
know the company’s take on it. If I need to know their angle, I will 
read it, or numbers from a deal or acquisition for stock. Otherwise I 
almost never use them.” 

“I might look at the quick facts and see some of the info. About assets, 
funds, this is info. I would print out. I may not use it in the story, but 
just so I understand the company a little better. Sometimes I even get 
into the news center archive and see what they have. It can be very 
interesting especially if they changed their outlook but didn’t change 
the text.” 

“I believe it’s what the company wants me to think. I am very 
skeptical about that. It’s useful to see what the company wants me to 
know. A lot of times the facts are right, but they place in a positive 
context for the company. It’s helpful to see how company wants us to 
see things.” 

“Oh, it’s just boring press releases. You can never trust a press 
release.” 

“You can’t say you don’t trust press releases, but it is not like the 
whole truth. But looking at the page you see how they look at it. There 
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is some truth in it, but I still have to talk to people there. Check it out. 
... There’s probably some truth in it. Why else would they spend forces 
saying it? Someone might check up on it. If it is not true, it would be 
much easier to keep quiet. As a journalist, of course, you are always 
suspicious.” 

“I use them as a backgrounder. For instance, I’m doing a story now 
where the company sent [a release] to me. I would never take the 
quotes from the release. As far as getting random press releases, I 
never read them.” 

“I do not read press releases, especially here where they have links to 
news clips available – I’d read that instead of their own. I trust other 
journalists more.” 

“I guess with a lot of sites, they have really old press releases. ...” 

“Seems like if there is more information about what a company is 
coming up with, it would be helpful.” 

“The more controversial, the more I have to check it. Generally I 
would not just take the information. You never really write an article 
without talking to some people. Check the facts.” 

20. Show the most recent press releases on the main press 
page. 

When journalists navigate to the press section of your site, they expect to see press 
releases immediately. Don’t make users search for them or drill down any further to 
get the most recent press releases. 
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The Hyatt site baffled a journalist because the main “Press Room” page didn’t 
show any press releases. She carefully studied the screen before realizing she 
had to click on the links on the left side of the screen to search for releases. 
This additional step creates confusion because people don’t expect it. 

21. Feature links to news articles about your company. 

Journalists review news articles from multiple sources when covering companies. 
While press releases are helpful, journalists still want to verify the facts and get 
various perspectives. Typically, they’ll leave your site to do this. 

However, in our study, when sites featured links to news items about the company, 
journalists often followed those links. Journalists may look upon your organization 
more favorably if you make their jobs easier. By offering resources, you ensure that 
journalists see the content while enhancing your credibility. 

News listings should have the following items: 

• Title of article 

• A blurb (summary of the article) 

• Date of publication 

• Name of publication 

Don’t paste the article on your site; linking to the actual publication gives you more 
credibility because it directs readers to the source. In Nielsen Norman Group’s study 
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of e-commerce sites, the research found that links to outside sources are a good way 
to generate trust with customers.1 

A journalist on the SeeItFirst site was suspicious of the news featured on the website 
because the titles were not clickable and there was no easy way to get the articles. 

“Hey. Well that stinks. The articles should be here. I feel like I’ve been 
tricked. I would like to have seen the articles. Either they didn’t want 
to take the time to load the articles, or maybe there were some parts 
of the articles they didn’t want to talk about.” 

 

The SeeItFirst site listed news, which is good. But the headings did not 
link to the actual news article, which is bad. 

Tellme.com had very thorough coverage of news items. The site had logos for 
publications that featured the news stories, giving journalists quick information about 
existing coverage. The article title, date, and author were all right there in the list, 
which also helped journalists determine when the company was last written about, 
and by whom.  
                                          

1 For more information, see Nielsen Norman Group report E-Commerce, Vol. 09: Trust and 
Credibility.  

http://www.nngroup.com/reports/ecommerce-ux-trust-and-credibility/
http://www.nngroup.com/reports/ecommerce-ux-trust-and-credibility/
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The best part was that the site linked to the actual articles in the various news 
publications, so journalists were not reading some abbreviated version that the PR 
department cut and annotated. Instead, the link went right to the source, which 
people appreciated. It also seemed to give Tellme a little more credibility, because 
they were willing to link to the actual article and let it speak for itself. 

 
The Tellme website presented news items well. Each news article was 
properly cited and linked out to the source’s website. 
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The updated Tellme website no longer features the logos, but still links to 
the website of the original news source.  
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The Peek website links news directly to the source, which is effective. 

22. Make a distinction between press releases and news. 

Many companies make the mistake of labeling press releases as “News Releases” or 
“News.” Do not confuse corporate releases with external news items. Press releases 
are put out by the company and news is what’s written by others about the 
company.  

When press releases were labeled “News Releases,” journalists usually, at least 
initially, thought they were actually pieces of news from other sources, not releases 
from the company. Links to press releases and lists of press releases should be 
labeled “Press Releases” not “news.” 

When using the GlaxoSmithKline site, one user was looking right at the list of press 
releases, but because they were labeled “Latest News,” she didn’t realize it. When 
asked to find the latest press releases, she said: 

“I looked in ‘Media Room.’ I guess ‘Media Room,’ what they are saying 
is, ‘This is the stuff we have had written about us.’” 

Then, looking at the “Latest News” list, she said: 

“These are out-tears, or whatever you want to call them. When I think 
of ‘Media Room,’ I think it would have all the information you might 
possible need, for the media. But it doesn’t. This must be their press 
releases.” 

Then she opened a release, and said: 

“Oh, I guess these are press releases. Is this written by someone or... 
Oh I guess this is it. Even while looking at this, I thought these were 
things that were written about them. I saw the dates, and looks like 
these are headlines ... from like a newspaper or something like that. I 
would probably put the words ‘press release’ on it somewhere. It also 
says ‘Latest News’ [which] makes me feel like it is coming from the 
news. I would redo this whole page. I wouldn’t call it ‘Media Room.’ I 
wouldn’t put ‘Latest News.’ I would definitely spell it out and say ‘Press 
Releases.’” 
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The label name “Latest News” on the GlaxoSmithKline site made a user 
think they were news items, not press releases. 
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The BMW Group website has a section called “Corporate News > Current 
articles.” Site visitors can mistake this for news articles, especially when 
the content doesn’t look like press releases. In this example, the contact 
information, typically found at the bottom of the release, is missing.  
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Accor appropriately makes a distinction between “News” and “Press.” 
Incorporating news items under “Press” would be even better. It reduces 
the effort required to locate related topics. 

23. Have a designated page (or section of the site) for press 
releases. Label this area “Press Releases.” 

At times, users were not sure if they were looking at a list of press releases, briefs, 
or news items. Make it easy for journalists to quickly tell when they are looking at a 
list of press releases. The “Press Releases” section should include multiple releases. 

On the Benetton site, there were two press-related areas, one entitled “Press 
Releases,” and one entitled “Press Resources.” The names were too similar for users 
to differentiate between them. 

“Seems to be kind of vague. I wonder if they could have used better 
terminology or combined with press releases...” 

When using the Hemscott site, users were not sure if “RNS Announcements” were 
the same as press releases. 
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The Hemscott site’s list of “RNS Announcements.” Users were not sure if 
these were the same as press releases. 
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On the Merck site, the “Press Releases” link opened up to a single old 
press release and didn’t offer an easy way to see other releases. 

On the Merck site, the “Press Releases” link opened up to a single press release. 
Although it’s possible this was the most recent release, it doesn’t seem likely since 
the same one appeared from Dec. 10, 2000, to (at least) March 10, 2001. Also, this 
persistent press release had no navigator linking to other press releases. 

“You get one press release. This is a problem. The first thing we see is 
one press release from July 10 of last year. That pisses me off. This 
tells me they hadn’t thought about this or it’s some glitch.” 

“There is one press release here. I find that sort of amazing. Tells me 
they are not being particularly open. ... Most companies will put up a 
PR page with links to all releases in the last year. I would think they 
would have hot-linked headlines. ... The better companies archive 
their press releases too.” 
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The path to find other press releases on the Merck website was difficult to 
find. Seemingly the only way to get other press releases was to go to 
“About Merck > Financial > Press Releases.” 
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The updated Merck site loses points because it replaced the term “Press 
Releases” with the more ambiguous “News.” Who is this news from, the 
company or outsiders? 
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A user used the HotelExective.com website to do research for her story. 
But the site disappointed her when the article listings didn’t reveal dates. 
“The drawback to this one is it doesn’t show dates — I'm sure this is not 
for today. I don't know where the new news is. Some of these I read last 
week.” 
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The Hemscott site’s press releases were ordered well, so that the most 
recent release was first in the list. The site also provided a short summary 
of each release, in addition to the title. 

24. Feature dates on all press releases and articles. 

Dates are important for time-sensitive content. Readers need to know how current 
the information is before making the commitment to read or cite it. 

25. Organize the list of press releases so that the most recent 
one is first in the list. 

People expect press releases to be listed chronologically, from most recent to oldest. 
Follow this standard to reduce confusion. 

The Hemscott site ordered the press releases so that the most recent one appeared 
first in the list. This made it easy for journalists to get the latest company news. The 
site also provided a short summary of each release, in addition to the title, which 
was helpful. 
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 The Qwest site ordered press releases appropriately, with the most 
recent first. 

26. Feature dates in an international format. 

Consider international users when presenting data, especially when presenting dates 
of press releases and news releases.2 Write out the month to avoid confusion: 9/1 

                                          
2 Elisa del Galdo and Jakob Nielsen: International User Interfaces, John Wiley & Sons, New 
York, 1996; ISBN 0-471-14965-9. 
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means September 1 to Americans but January 9 to Europeans. Several times during 
our study, releases and news items appeared stale to people who didn’t remember or 
understand how European and U.S. date formats differ. 

On the BMW site, the most recent press release was dated “9.1.01.” A U.S. 
journalist, testing the site in January, thought this was a September press release 
because of the date format. 

“The last press release is from September. That’s not good.” 

Similarly, on the Tellme site, one of the Danish journalists saw the most recent 
press release dated: 10-03-2000, which was October 3, 2000. He said: 

“The latest is March this year. That’s a long time ago. Nothing has 
been happening for over six months? They don’t list them first. They 
list them weird. Oh wait, do you write month first? Then day? It’s a 
European thing.” 

 
A list of press releases on the Tellme site. The date format confused 
international users. 
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The updated Tellme site does the right thing by listing dates in an 
international format. 
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27. If your organization has many press releases, make it easy 
for people to find them by date and topic. Assign topic 
categories to each release. 

When faced with a long list of press releases, it became tedious for journalists to 
scroll through them. They often wanted to read the latest releases, so the default 
sorting should present the most recent releases first. But sometimes users knew 
they were looking for a particular type of information and had trouble finding it when 
they could not search the releases or reorder them by topic category. 

The Tyco site offered a search function for releases, and the ability to sort releases 
by year. They also provided a feature that let users show only press releases in a 
particular category, such as “Electronics” or “Healthcare.” This was very useful. 

The main issue with the implementation, however, was that the category drop-down 
list was too far from the search and year selection areas and could be easily missed. 
Also, once a user selected a topic, there was no status indication of the topic and the 
sorting. Even the drop-down menu itself defaulted back to “Please Select.” 

 
The Tyco site allowed users to find press releases by category and search, 
which was very nice. The main issue with the implementation was that the 
category dropdown list was too far from the search and year selection 
areas. Highly related items should be placed in close proximity to each 
other, in order to reinforce their relationship. 
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The Merck website separates press releases by major categories. This 
helps people who know the exact topic they want to explore. The 
downside is that press releases might be difficult to find if the topic falls 
under multiple categories. In this case, being able to search press 
releases would be nice. Also, press releases should be called “Press 
Releases,” not “News.” 
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The Qwest website organizes press releases by quarter. This is only 
helpful for people who know the specific timeframe for what they are 
looking. Otherwise finding arrived press releases by search and topic is 
more helpful. Also, the list is long and difficult to scan. 



 

 

 

 

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP INFO@NNGROUP.COM 87 

 

 
The Starwood website has a keyword search for press releases, making it 
convenient for journalists to find a specific release or topic. The site also 
features printer-friendly versions of press releases, which users want.  

28. Press releases and news articles should be labeled with 
concise titles and summaries that describe the content well. 
Titles should start with a meaningful keyword. 

Users complained that they often encounter titles that are cryptic or unhelpful. Our 
studies show that people often avoid clicking on links that are vague. They won’t 
waste their effort on areas (or links) that are difficult to understand. 

Avoid superfluous details. Short phrases are more inviting than long winded strands 
of text. Even if you think your titles were well written, still have a brief summary for 
each release. Some users read them first, before deciding whether to click. 

Think about how your press release listing will appear on the page. If the titles start 
with the same word, say, your company name, then it’s difficult to scan the list. We 
don’t recommend having repetitive words for links because they look too similar and 
require extra effort to differentiate. Leave out the company name on the press 
release title because people already know they are on your website. 
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This gaze plot shows that this person mainly focuses on the first few 
words of titles. Starting each title with the right keywords is essential in 
attracting and keeping interest. 
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The redundancy of these press listings make them difficult to scan. 
Starting each title with “JetBlue Airways” increases the cognitive effort 
required to differentiate between items. 
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Unlike many other websites, the Volkswagen site has concise titles and 
blurbs for press releases.  

29. Post new press releases (and other time-sensitive content) 
regularly and quickly. 

The importance of broadcast journalism has risen steadily in recent years and is 
likely to increase further, as print outlets struggle with economic realities.  

Broadcast journalists have significantly different needs than their counterparts in 
print. For example, broadcasters need and expect statements and press releases 
posted to a website within minutes, rather than hours.  

If a company went a few months between press releases, journalists wondered what 
was happening with the company. Outdated content diminishes credibility.  

A journalist on the Hemscott site noticed that the latest press release was four 
months old, making her wonder about the legitimacy of the company. 

“Now, I think this is a very weird company because the latest press release is 
the second of July. It’s now November.” 

Another journalist on the Hilton website noticed that the site delayed posting their 
corporate earnings conference calls. She expected them to be available on the site 
within a few hours. 

“They don't have their conference calls yet. They usually get that up pretty fast. 
They usually have these up within hours when they release their earnings.” 
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30. Press releases should be interesting and insightful. 

Don’t put out press releases unless you have something interesting to say. A press 
release is a good way to get attention and press coverage. However, this only works 
if your content is truly newsworthy. Many press releases are simply noise. Use press 
releases wisely. It’s a common misconception that more press releases are better. 
People don’t like being inundated with useless e-mail or information. If they get a 
constant stream of mundane releases from you, they are less likely to notice when 
something big actually happens. Don’t desensitize your audience. Hire good people 
who can write insightful and creative stories. 

31. Archive all past press releases on the site, with release 
dates for each item. 

Journalists said they sometimes looked for press releases from past years. Archiving 
press releases on the site enables journalists to access content they need and shows 
that your organization is conscientious. 

A journalist criticized a company for not making old press releases available online. 

“I don’t know why. Not in business? Nothing important? Nothing here 
on the arrival of the CEO.” 

32. Make it simple to search press releases and archived press 
releases independent of the rest of the site. 

Journalists looked for ways to search only the press releases. In the “Search” section 
of this report, we recommend that a site’s search feature query the entire site, not 
just the section the user is in. However, searching press releases is an exception. If a 
journalist is looking for a specific release, or a specific topic in a press release, they 
should be able to search just the releases. The presentation of this press releases 
search should be very clear, and communicate that it is searching just the releases. 

When using the Hemscott site, a user looked for a way to search press releases. 

“I notice they don’t have a search button for the press releases, which 
would be a helpful thing. In fact they don’t have a search for the entire 
site.” 

33. Design press releases for the Web. In the actual press 
release, clearly present the title, date, and press contact 
information. 

There are specific components and formatting guidelines that press releases typically 
follow. While these are reasonable and effective for print releases, this traditional 
formatting can be improved for Web presentation. The table on the following page 
summarizes some recommendations for adapting press releases to the Web.  
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 TRADITIONAL FORMAT FOR 
PRINT PRESS RELEASES 

RECOMMENDED FORMAT FOR 
WEB PRESS RELEASES 

 

Length 

 
No longer than two 8 ½ x 11 pages 

 
No longer than two scrollable pages 
 

 

Text 

 
Double-spaced 
 

 
Small paragraphs. Headings and bold text 
to call out the main sections 
 

 

Typeface 

 
Common serif font 
(E.g., Times New Roman) 

 
Common sans-serif font 
(e.g, Arial) 
 

 

Top of the first page 

 
In all capital letters and underlined: 
“FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE”  
 

 
Date of release 

 

Contact 

 
At the top of each page: 

• Contact name 
• Mailing address 
• Personal e-mail address 
• Telephone number 
• Fax  number 

 

 
At the top and bottom of the page: 

• Contact name 
• Company name 
• Personal e-mail address  
• Telephone number 
• Fax number 
• International contacts (names, 

addresses, telephone and fax 
numbers) 

• Option for a printer-friendly 
format 

 

Page numbering 

 
Number pages  

 
None 
 

 

At the end 

 
• Boilerplate (basic info 

about company) 
• “End”, “-30-”, or “ ###” to 

indicate the end 

 
• Boilerplate (basic info about 

company) 
• Links to related releases or news 

items 
• Printer-friendly option 

 

After finding a press release on the Hemscott site, a user said: 

“I do have the PR contact now. This is often what I do – look for the 
press release and get the contact from there. ... It is really, really 
annoying to read a press release that has no date and no contacts. ... 
They could even link to the press contacts.” 
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Journalists expect to find PR contact information at the end of press 
releases, as in this example. 

The ING website does a good job of presenting press releases, as the following 
example demonstrates. The writing style is straightforward and concise, and the 
release contains the general components journalists need: 

The bold title clearly marked at the top, so users knew that the link they clicked 
brought them to the right document. 

The date of the release is clearly shown. 

The press contact is clearly stated at the bottom and top of the release. 

The press contact information included the name of the firm, so journalists knew 
whether they were calling the company’s in-house PR department or an 
outsourced one. 

The press contact information included a person’s name, a telephone number and 
an e-mail address with the person’s actual name.  
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The ING website has well-written press releases that include general 
elements journalists need. 

34. Keep press releases concise. 

Make it easy for journalists to do their jobs. Keep press releases under two scrollable 
pages. In general, journalists said they disliked lengthy press releases, especially 
when they are poorly written.   

A journalist was looking through press releases, which tended to be quite long, on 
the Qwest site. One was four pages long. She said: 

“Press releases seem to go on and on and on and on. It is very difficult 
to find something in there.” 
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This press release on the Prudential website uses effective formatting 
techniques. The use of boldface, indents, and short sentences 
communicates the message well. 

 
This user is mainly fixated on the title and the first few paragraphs of the 
release, even though it’s relatively short. 
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Long press releases often don’t get read. Having a strong opening 
paragraph is essential. In this example, the journalist looked at the first 
paragraph to determine whether the release had what she needed and 
ignored the rest. 
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Long articles are not entirely bad, and sometimes welcomed. Our studies 
show that people tend to only scroll long pages if they feel that the 
information his highly related. People are more apt to scroll if there are 
sub-headings, so they can focus on the topics that matter. This journalist 
reviewed the first few paragraphs, saw that the article was relevant, and 
then quickly scrolled the rest of the page until she found something 
useful.  
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35. Be wary of using marketing hype, clichés and jargon. They 
usually don’t communicate anything useful and can damage 
the credibility of your organization. 

Marketese and blah-blah text are prevalent on many sites. Jargon, industry 
buzzwords and acronyms are repellant. At best, they have a strong tendency to 
confuse users. At worst, they make users mistrust the site. 

The words you choose should be understood by most audiences. Minimize the 
marketing hype, especially in the corporate sections of your site. People who visit 
corporate sections are on a fact-finding mission. They are smart and can recognize 
smoke and mirrors (deceptive explanations or descriptions). 

Don’t make people question your intentions or wonder what you’re saying. People 
want press releases that are concise and thought-provoking. Similarly, flowery or 
hyped language interferes with people’s goals, because it convolutes the message 
and tends not to communicate anything useful. 

Avoid repeating the shorthand you use to communicate with the people in your 
organization. People who come to your site may have varying levels of knowledge 
about your industry or organization. 

It’s a strong indication that that the site needs rewriting when people make fun of 
the content or roll their eyes in disgust. Keep your credibility intact by using a factual 
tone and leaving out the fluff. Don’t annoy people with your cleverness. 

On the BMW site, the writing was very marketing-oriented. One user laughed when 
he read the words “benchmark for innovative mobility.” 

“That’s funny to me as someone who is sensitive to being marketed to by 
media in our lives. I have become somewhat immune to these pitches. The 
more someone testifies to the product the more I think it’s a lemon. BMW has 
a reputation for being a superlative car. That’s enough for me. But, they 
should still do it because maybe most people aren’t like me. ... Always good 
to assert the greatness of your product. It’s just the language that is used 
makes me laugh. ... I look at it as a clue as to how marketing wants to tip 
people. Usually it says more about who they think their market is.” 

Another user read a section described as “mobility is life” on the BMW site. 

“Connected Drive. What does that mean? This is what I call ‘too clever by 
half.’“  

Then she stuck fingers in her mouth as if to gag herself. 

On the Philip Morris site, one user clicked a link labeled “Working to Make a 
Difference” and laughed. 

“This is really funny. I am very skeptical of this. Interesting that they are not 
doing anything with the ailments of smoking. ... Something like this just looks 
like they have a certain tax need to fill and they are giving away to get their 
quota. Funny.” 
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The Bank of America site has good press releases. The release in this 
example uses language that most audiences can understand. Note the 
long title and unusual word wrapping in the “Most Recent Press Release” 
area; people tend to ignore areas that are busy and difficult to scan. 
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36. If your press releases cover highly technical information, 
provide an easy way to get definitions or simple 
explanations. 

Some companies are very technical and write their press releases for journalists who 
are knowledgeable in the domain. But other journalists, who write about more 
mainstream topics, might also want to use the site and read press releases. Press 
releases can contain technical information, of course, but adding links to definitions 
and descriptions will help those journalists who don’t work in your particular field, 
and who might otherwise become lost. 

If you must have proprietary words, technical terms or arcane category names, 
always explain their meaning. People tend to skip over meaningless words. If you 
want people to be interested in what you have to say, people must know what you 
are saying. People will not waste their time on content that appears unfruitful. 

Remember, once press releases are published on the website, many people, not just 
journalists, read them. It’s common for people to use search engines to research a 
topic and be directed to a press release. Sometimes people don’t even know they’re 
reading a press release. In fact, many non-journalists don’t make a distinction 
between press releases and any other content on the site. To readers, information is 
information. 

When looking at some complicated releases on the Tyco Electronics site, a user said: 

“I’d have to have a context for my brain before I got into these press 
releases. That’s why I went back, to see what industries they are in 
and the various products that they sell. Now I can come back to the 
press releases, and if I see something that says ‘New FASTON 
Receptacles,’ I have no idea what that means [but] that’s okay, once I 
have a context. I still don’t know what it means, but at least I have a 
context of what Tyco does. So I click on this. ... A little graphic like 
that is always helpful to journalists because, as you probably know, we 
are really real generalists. We don’t really know about anything we’re 
writing about. ... The more readable the information is for us, the 
better we can translate it for our readers. Now some of this stuff you 
can’t make really readable, like ‘New ways to eliminate costly 
insulation of electrical terminals.’ But this seems to be written fine. 

“So I might say in my article something like, for example, ‘Tyco 
recently found ways to...uhm, to...’ [sigh] How would I put this in 
English? ‘...to reduce the cost of insulating electrical terminals’ and 
then, ‘which are used in such things such as dishwashers, clothes 
washers, and other household appliances.’” 
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A list of press releases on the Tyco Electronics homepage. The listings 
contain technical terms that people don’t understand.  

37. Press releases should emphasize how the topic affects 
consumers or the general public. 

After reading a press release, many journalists said that though they understood the 
information the release presented, they needed to research how the new product or 
change would affect their readers.  

In their stories, they don’t want to just present facts from releases, they want to 
frame the information in such a way that readers will care about it. It would help if 
the releases got them started with some context information. 

One user, after reading a press release on the Tyco Electronics site, said: 

“Then what I would do, because it doesn’t seem to tell me what I’d 
want to know for my readers – I am assuming my readers are general 
readers as opposed to specialists in the industry – I call one of the PR 
people who is listed on the other page, I would ask them, say, ‘Well, 
tell me how this is going to affect a consumer. I’ve gotten the general 
information – it’s going to reduce the costs here – so tell me how this 
is going to affect somebody.’ Which they don’t necessarily have to put 
in the releases. Well, they could have put it in the release, but they 
didn’t necessarily have to.” 

38. At the end of each release, include a short section with 
“boilerplate” information about the company, or offer a clear 
link to such information. 

When journalists could not easily find basic corporate information via the website, 
many looked in the press releases for “boilerplate” information about the company, 
which traditionally appears at the end of a press release. On the Web, whether to 
include this information in each release is somewhat debatable, as it clutters up all 
the releases. But, if someone found a release by searching on the Web or on the 
corporate site, having the basic corporate information would be beneficial to the 
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journalist and the company. Alternatively, you could house this information on a 
separate page and link each release to it. 

The boilerplate usually includes: 

• A few sentences that describe your company (overview) 

• The company’s website address 

• Telephone number 

One journalist said: 

“While we are in the newsroom, something all journalists are looking 
for is boilerplate, which is normally stripped out of press releases 
[online] because it would be repeated. ... It would be nice to find the 
one paragraph.” 

 
The “boilerplate” at the end of each Deutsche Bank release helped people 
better understand the company.  
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39. At the end of a release, include links to related information. 

Offering related information at the right time shows you understand people’s needs. 
When done well, it makes your site more interesting and encourages page views. 

 
The U.S. Food and Drug Administration site does a good job of featuring 
links to related information on press releases.  
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Presenting the Organization, Products, and Services 
 
 

Regardless of company size or prestige, it’s important to communicate who you are 
on your website. Don’t assume that site visitors are as educated as you are about 
what your company does. 

40. Include a tagline that explicitly summarizes what the 
organization or company does. 

You might be surprised by the number of people who never heard of your company, 
or who have heard of you but have no idea what your organization does. Don’t 
assume that your site’s visitors know any specific thing when they arrive. They could 
be following up on a promotion or an article and may need context or explanation.  

Good taglines answer in a succinct manner what the site is about and what visitors 
can get from it. Remember, people on the Web are impatient. Taglines should be 
brief, simple, and to the point. This is good for both new and returning users. Say 
who you are and what you do quickly, so people can continue with the task that 
brought them to your site. 

Taglines might not be necessary when the company name itself explains what the 
company does, such as Sempra Energy, or if the company is extraordinarily well-
known – and here, we’re talking Microsoft, Ford or CNN levels of fame. 

But keep in mind that customers are not as educated about your organization as you 
are. People still want the basics, even for well-known companies such as BMW. One 
journalist on the BMW site spent over 10 minutes looking for what “BMW” stands for. 
She was irate that this information was seemingly missing. 

“Why does it not say on their website what BMW stands for? I’m hating 
the website now. I’ll tell you what they need to do: Have a ‘News’ 
place. Have a search engine. Have ‘Finance’ if they want people to 
know this.” 

41. Feature a link to corporate information at the top of every 
page in a consistent location. Call it either: “About Us,” 
“About <your company name>,“ or “Company Info.” 

Most websites have the “About Us” link featured at the top of the page, and that’s 
where people look first. If giving people corporate information is a high priority for 
your company, we recommend placing the link at the top of the page. Doing so will 
minimize scrolling and thus capture a broader audience. 

However, depending on your site’s priorities, an acceptable secondary location is at 
the bottom of the page, next to other corporate-related links, provided that it stands 
out and is not obscured by other visual elements surrounding it. 

Make sure that the “About Us” link is on every page, not just on the homepage. 
While the homepage is your site’s primary gateway and plays an important role in 
determining whether users succeed in obtaining the information they need, not all 
users start from there. 
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Data from our other studies show that the first page people usually see is an interior 
page, not the homepage. Why? The prevalent use of search engines has changed the 
way people collect information. Search engines are getting better at taking people 
directly to target content, thereby bypassing the homepage.  

In addition, the timing of when people need corporate information varies. Some 
people have a single task of researching company background. Other people could 
be solving a different task entirely, then decide to get corporate information. For 
example, following up on a news topic leads someone to a press release; this piques 
the user’s interest in learning more about the organization. 

Simply linking only the company name or logo to corporate information, without the 
“About Us” format, is not advised, because the way people interact with an interface 
depends on past experiences.  

Because the link to corporate information on other websites is usually called “About 
Us” (or one of the other suggested variations), users expect to find the same word 
label as a cue to corporate information. Deviating from expectations is risky because 
the keyword doesn’t match what people are scanning for. 

Additionally, if people are on a brand subsite, there’s a very good chance users are 
not aware of the parent company’s name – or even that a parent company exists. 
For example, most people are familiar with the Victoria’s Secret brand but do not 
know that it is owned by Limited Brand. 

 
Placing the word “About” in front of the company name “Quicksilver Inc.” 
would make the link more meaningful. 
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“Our Company” is not bad, but “About Us” or “Company Info” is much 
better because these are the terms people have learned to expect. Adding 
a superfluous word in front of a key term is unnecessary. Our eye-tracking 
studies show that people tend to scan the first one or two words in a list. 
Starting each listing with keywords makes scanning more efficient. 



 

 

 

108 INFO@NNGROUP.COM 48105 WARM SPRINGS BLVD., FREMONT CA 94539–7498 USA 

 

 
The TNT website did not have a clear link for press and company 
information. The journalist looked at the logo and a few other titles at the 
top of the page, but did not see the “Corporate” link hidden in the banner 
area. 

42. If a single tagline cannot describe your company well (such 
as when your corporation operates diverse enterprises), 
describe it in a few sentences or list out key businesses. 

If your organization is a conglomerate engaged in different industries, coming up 
with a single tagline might be challenging, or even impossible. In this case, consider 
listing a few of your key business on the relevant areas of your site, especially the 
homepage and “About Us” sections of your site.  

Having a large and complicated corporate structure does not mean that you should 
have a complicated website. Large organizations can appear intimidating to potential 
customers. Therefore you must work harder to help users understand who you are 
and help them determine whether they are on the right site. 
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43. Place key corporate facts in the company overview in a 
scannable format. 

Once on the “About Us” page, users expect to find pertinent organization information 
right away. Bombarding them with numerous links without offering content on this 
page is jarring, and makes people work too hard to get what they need. It’s fine to 
have links that lead to more specific information, but first provide an overview.  

The summary should include answers to top questions such as:  
 

• What does the organization do? 

• How long has the organization been around? 

• How large is the organization? 

o Number of employees 

o Number of locations  

• Where is the organization located? 

• What is the organization’s revenue? 

 
This information helps users understand the organization’s background, stability, and 
credibility. It’s important to answer these questions succinctly to retain user interest 
and establish proper relationships with your visitors. Remember, people come to the 
“About Us” area to check you out. If this information isn’t available or is hidden, your 
company will appear evasive or unhelpful.  
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This user spent only 27 seconds 
on this long “Corporate Facts” 
page. Notice how he didn’t focus 
on each paragraph word-for-
word, but rather spent most of 
his gazes on the first paragraph 
and scanned the rest. 
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Several sites made journalists work too hard to find out what the company does. On 
the SeeItFirst site, it took people awhile to figure out what the company did and 
even longer to figure out what its technology did. For new companies or those with 
new or different technology, it is especially important to make their products and 
purpose painfully obvious up front, using at most three sentences to explain what 
they do, why it’s different, and why it’s important. Again, avoid marketing or PR 
tactics and just give the facts. 

“I’m kind of just waiting for it to tell me what it is. ... At first I thought 
it was a fashion site from the introduction page.” 

“This mildly confuses me. Are they streaming video or turning video 
into a slideshow? Strikes me as odd. Now I am confused about what it 
is. I want to see the product.... I still don’t really know what the 
product is. I see “Get Product Brochure” link. I don’t want that. I just 
want to know what is SeeItFirst, and if can I download it, and what 
does it cost?” 

When arriving at the GlaxoSmithKline site, a user was not sure what the company 
did. She said: 

“I have no idea. You really can’t tell... Now that I look at the name... it 
doesn’t say that anywhere on it... They had some pills there, but I 
think this is more of an image thing. They have more [pictures of] 
people there than that. ... That is odd.” 
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The GlaxoSmithKline homepage did not mention what the company does. 
Users had to hunt around to figure it out. 

 

 

The GlaxoSmithKline site did offer an “About Us” page that thoroughly 
covered all the basics about the company. It was extremely helpful. 
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The Vivendi Universal homepage did not clearly indicate what the 
company does. 

 



 

 

 

114 INFO@NNGROUP.COM 48105 WARM SPRINGS BLVD., FREMONT CA 94539–7498 USA 

 

A revised homepage still did not properly indicate what the company does. 
If you look closely, there are tabs for “Television,” “Games,” “Music,” etc., 
but they are overshadowed by the accompanying banner-like graphic.  

 
Vivendi Universal’s “Who We Are” page had links to more information. But 
it would help if the page had a brief statement about the company’s 
purpose. A user said, “This is probably more important than the 
homepage itself. I have a problem already. I want to know what they do.” 

When using the Vivendi Universal site, a journalist first looked at the homepage, but 
could not figure out what the company did. He later said: 

“This looks like a press homepage, not a company homepage.” 

The user clicked the “Company Profile” link, but this page opened a page filled with 
financial information, which was unexpected. The most telling information about 
what the company actually did was in a single line that read: “A world leader in 
media and communications.” The user read this page and said: 

“I’d like to know more about being a ‘world leader in communications.’  
It doesn’t mean very much. ... Incidentally, this is a weakness in most 
websites I go to. You can’t find out what the company does quickly 
and clearly.” 
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The Vivendi Universal site’s “Company Profile” page had some good 
financial information, but it was unexpected on this page. More 
importantly, the page was missing any information about what the 
company actually does. 



 

 

 

116 INFO@NNGROUP.COM 48105 WARM SPRINGS BLVD., FREMONT CA 94539–7498 USA 

 

 

The new Vivendi site does a better job of saying what they do on the 
“Group Profile” page – communications and entertainment.  

Another journalist using the Vivendi site found the “What We Do” page early in her 
session. She clicked the “Music” link and was impressed with the page because it 
listed key facts, and linked to a page that listed artists. She said: 

“This is good because it has bullets, also names some artists I would 
have heard of. More than a million copyrights, got the money, got the 
people at the bottom, and links to the names so I can find out who he 
is. This is a very, very good site. Has some info about market share...” 
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The “What We Do > Music” page on the Vivendi site contained helpful key 
facts that journalists need. 
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Listing the brands and artist names under “What We Do” helped users 
better understand the organization. 

On the Pace Micro Technology Americas site, users found the most basic information 
about what the company does by reading the paragraph on the homepage. But when 
users wanted a little more detail, they had trouble finding it on the site. A user 
reading the “Corporate Profile” page said: 

“I mean, I am skimming at this point because there is a lot of weird 
jargon in here. ... Who cares? This is just like, if you are an insider in 
the business world, you’ll appreciate what all this means, but – like 
‘supplied digital receiver for broadcast worldwide’ ... I mean it’s like, I 
don’t know much about technology. I am not a technology writer. But, 
this doesn’t mean anything to me. It doesn’t tell me much about what 
this company is. This is what I mean, it has that kind of brochure 
writing, which is the problem of going to these sites. ... That’s the 
advantage of going to a newspaper article first. ... Easy-to-access 
language. ... Here you have to skim because if you look too closely 
you’re going to waste your time. There is just so much stuff on the 
Internet, all about finding what you want relatively quickly.” 

And at the end of the session, he said: 

“For someone like me who knows next to nothing about Pace and 
comes to this website, it’s cryptic.” 



 

 

 

 

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP INFO@NNGROUP.COM 119 

 

 
 

Good: The Pace Micro Technologies homepage had a small blurb about 
what the company does and a picture of a product they produce. 
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Bad: A user thought the writing on the “Corporate Profile” page on the 
Pace Micro Technologies site was brochure-like and difficult to understand. 
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People liked the quick helpful facts on the State of Maine website. There’s 
little reading required. Stick to the most relevant facts to help people form 
an impression of who you are. 
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The information on the “About” page of the Tyco Electronics site was too 
broad and didn’t properly explain the company. 

The Tyco Electronics “About” page provided fluffy generic information, and nothing 
very concrete about the company. When looking at the page, a user said: 

“This is really, really broad stuff. Ya know? We do R & D, basically.” 

On Tyco’s main site, a journalist found the “Fast Facts” section to be helpful: 

“On this right side here, this ‘Fast Facts’ for Tyco, I didn’t see this 
when I first looked, but that’s good. You know, ‘Tyco International Ltd. 
operates in more than 100 countries,’ ‘World’s largest manufacturer of 
electrical components – that’s good stuff. That’s the kind of stuff I’d 
use in a nut graph. ... A nut graph in journalism: after you pull 
someone in the story – you have a couple paragraphs that pull them in  
– then you have a graph that’s called a ‘nut graph’ which wraps up the 
story, or wraps up information quickly.” 
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The Tyco International, Ltd. homepage had “Fact Facts”, which journalists found 
helpful. 

When using the Deutsche Bank site, a user looked for information about what the 
company does. She knew it was a bank because of the name, but little else. She 
found the “About Us > Overview” page in the “Public Affairs” section. She said: 

“The overview doesn’t say exactly what it does. ... I think it is probably 
restricted by the government.” 
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The “About Us > Overview” page in the Deutsche Bank site’s “Public 
Affairs” section lacked specific information about what the company does. 
Phrases like “Tomorrow starts today” are trite and off-putting.  

44. Include high-level, easy-to-understand information about 
the breadth of your company’s products and services. 

Provide information about your company and its flagship products or services on the 
homepage, product pages, and in the corporate area of your website. Make it 
possible for people to tell exactly what you do within the first few seconds. Give 
them the basic idea so they can determine why your company is different and 
important. Journalists can’t write about you if they don’t understand your business.  

The Tyco Electronics site provided good information about their product brands. This 
was especially helpful since the company is involved with so many products that are 
fairly complex. One journalist looked at the “Brands” page and said: 

“This is interesting stuff here because even though I haven’t heard of 
any of these brands, as I read on this page here. ... Who knew there 
were so many specialized fields? This is all good stuff. It is done nicely 
in that it is broken into small bits under each product name. But it 
gives me a short graph on each one. It is very helpful. Then it has a 
website for each one, so if I want to know more about Hellstern, 
connecting the world, or electrical power, I can read about that. So I 
would be surfing around here, looking at the various brands.” 
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A page on the Tyco Electronics site provided good information about the 
company’s product brands. 

45. Write out the official company name on the overview pages 
for “About Us,” “Investor Relations,” and “Press.” 

An agonizing inconvenience that journalists often face is not being able to find the 
official company name on corporate websites. Don’t spending huge resources 
designing the perfect corporate image and forget to let people know your name. 

 
Take the example below, what is the company name? Is it: 

• GSK 

• GlaxoSmithKline 

• Glaxo Smith Kline 

• Glaxo Smith Kline, Inc. 

• GlaxoSmithKline plc 

• Other:     

Spelling out the full name of your organization minimizes guesswork and ensures 
that people cite your company name accurately. 
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It is difficult to find the full company name on this “About” page. Users 
must dig to discover that the full name is GlaxoSmithKline plc. 

46. Augment information about projects or products with images 
and videos, if appropriate.  

If your company is a TV station, for example, you might give information about an 
upcoming made-for-TV movie. If you’re a fashion design company, explain when the 
next season’s line will debut, and perhaps offer pictures and brief summary of what’s 
to come. If the information is classified, at least tell people when they can expect it, 
and provide a contact name they can call for more immediate information. 

47. Make high-resolution product and corporate photos available 
and downloadable. 

Journalists said that it’s very helpful to have images of products they can download 
and use in their stories.  

“I know that we often download pictures from the Web... If they have 
downloadable images that’s amazing.” 

“I would like to use graphics on websites to use in articles. If the 
resolution isn't good, have to contact the company to get a higher-
resolution image for newspapers or magazines.” 

When asked what would make his job easier, a journalist said: 

“I work a lot with products. If you are a company that makes products, 
it helps to have a high-resolution digital photo that can be 
downloaded. I’ll review many products. I am not going to shoot them 
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all. It is so much faster to have a digital image on the site — it needs 
to be useful for print. There are services that do that. PR Newswire has 
this service. But most companies don’t have high-resolution digital 
images on the site. It would be a lot easier of they did.” 

Another journalist commented: 

“Half the battle here is getting the art to run with the story. I think we 
would even pay a subscription for it. It would be great for headshots 
and production shots. ... One story we did, they sent us slides and 
they were good, but we had to scan them in. It would be nice if the 
website had them online.” 

On the BMW site, one journalist commented that it was very helpful to see the 
pictures of the company’s cars. 

“Some companies have in the press room... photos of the products – 
high-resolution ones that we can use. We do use them, like for product 
reviews.” 

“I think it’s a good idea to show these repeating images. Gives you a 
good idea of the products. They are nice-looking cars. From a 
journalistic standpoint, we would have to describe the cars. ... Pretty 
sleek-looking in these pictures.” 
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48. Maintain a professional–looking website with a clear and 
orderly layout. Be aware that excessive advertising can 
cheapen your brand and diminish credibility. 

Our studies show that websites have less than 30 seconds to make a good 
impression. People assess the quality of the company by how the website looks. If it 
looks professional and orderly, people’s instinct is to believe that the company is the 
same way.  

Sites that appear homegrown, cheap, or pushy dissuade people from trust. People 
are accustomed to seeing some advertising on corporate. However, when ads are 
overdone or irrelevant, journalists tend to question the site’s credibility. 

 
A journalist looked around the page for about 30 seconds, but glossed 
over the large advertisement entirely. 
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A user reviewed the navigation links on the Kroger homepage and didn’t 
look at the large, prominent ad in the middle of the page. This is 
consistent with our other studies. People have learned to ignore areas that 
appear promotional when they are on a serious fact-finding mission. 

A journalist used Google to do research on how fuel charges are affecting airlines. 
One of the first search results she chose led her to the Investopedia website.  

It might have had valuable information, relevant to her topic, but she abandoned the 
site because it appeared too untrustworthy.  

“The site is not reputable. Looks like an advertisement. This is not what I 
think of as a Price Waterhouse Cooper. Not serious. Investopedia is not 
reputable. ... I'm trying to figure out who they are, and I'm not seeing an 
‘About Us’ link, so forget them.” 
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A journalist left this site because the site did not appear credible. The 
advertisements made her question the purpose of the site. She briefly 
looked for an “About Us” link to learn more about the organization, but 
she didn’t find it.  
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When looking at the Hemscott homepage, one user said: 

“The page looks like an ad to me. It is bright blue and orange type... It 
looks like an ad to me, not an information page. ... It’s really this 
graphic at the top that makes it look like an ad. ... Useless page, why 
are they showing me this? Or, it looks like ... they want you to 
subscribe to a magazine.” 

That same user working with the same site later encountered its “About Us” page.  
Because of the many browser windows that were open, and the fact that the site 
section she’d selected didn’t look selected in the menus, she thought she was on the 
“Corporate Profile” page. She said: 

“I really hate this page, ‘Corporate Profile.’ It still looks like an ad to 
me.” 

 
The pictures on the Hemscott homepage looked like advertisements and 
did a poor job of communicating the company’s purpose. 
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49. When appropriate, provide testimonials, references, and 
customer stories. 

In order to recommend companies, products, or services, journalists said they would 
first want to talk to an actual customer. In many cases, journalists prefer to find 
their own contact person for quotes and testimonials, but several users said they 
would use references if they were provided on the website. 

One user said: 

“Customer stories, that relates to the question about whether I would 
recommend products to readers. Take health care. I have never run a 
health care system in my life. I would want to ask the customer ... 
whether you get hit with huge costs for customer services. ... I would 
want some sort of affirmation. ... It’s an accreditation. It also means 
quite a bit more to the readers. Readers are quite sophisticated.” 

50. Keep testimonials, references, and customer stories current. 

If you have customer references and stories on your website, you must update them 
regularly. Outdated content is worse than none at all. Stale content gives visitors the 
impression that the company is stagnant. 

One user was looking for case studies on the products. Just as many journalists don’t 
want to use a quote directly from a press release (because many other journalists 
could have the same quote), this journalist didn’t want to use an old customer story. 
He said: 

“I think they would be good, but I don’t want to recommend them and 
find [the case studies] have been there the whole time.” 

Another user said that quoting directly from a press release is “lazy journalism.” He 
said: 

“I would rarely use the quote right out of a press release. One, lazy 
journalism. Two, a reader might see the quote elsewhere, and I like 
my readers to feel they are getting something they can’t get anywhere 
else.” 

When using the State of Maine website, a journalist was looking for the name of a 
person he could quote about lobstering. He found notes from the official lobstering 
meetings, and a link to a page of all the meeting attendees. He said: 

“There was a meeting on lobstering in 2000. There are names and 
addresses and phone numbers. These are good contacts to get an 
actual person instead of a state official. I’d want to get the man-on-
the-street perspective. I could dial a couple of these people, ask them 
about the lobster season, what is going better or worse, and what 
concerns them. ... A lot of sources and finding information is 
serendipity. I didn’t know I’d find this, but I see all these people as 
getting quotes or perspective or facts for my story.” 
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51. Designate an area on your website’s homepage or “About 
Us” area to show customer-oriented awards and recognition.  

Acknowledging awards and recognition for the quality of products and services is one 
way to enhance your organization’s credibility and build trust. Carefully chosen 
moments of recognition can leave a positive imprint. This is particularly important for 
organizations that have not established a strong brand. 

It’s important to exercise restraint when displaying awards, however. Web users 
bore easily. You only have a few seconds to show your trophies and make your pitch, 
so choose what you bring out of the case wisely.  

Rattling off a long list of accomplishment will surely incite yawns. It’s better to 
mention a few impressive accomplishments that people will remember. Relevant 
awards can impress site visitors and journalists may reference them in stories.  

“Customer awards: I recognize a few. There is some familiarity, which is 
good. ... I will come back and reference that.”  

 
It’s good to list company awards on the site. However, it’s even better to 
give information about their relevance. In this example, none of the 
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featured awards are clickable. Journalists hesitate to cite what they don’t 
understand. They also like to quote the source. 

52. If your site has an international audience (and most sites 
do) consider these users in your site’s design and content. 

We are aware that websites in different countries adhere to different design rules on 
things such as color, wording, and navigation. For example, there are some 
differences between American English and British English, including spelling (e.g., 
center vs. centre), terminology (e.g., apartment vs. flat), and slang (e.g., toss vs. 
bung). It is probably impossible to design a website that is completely usable to 
everyone in the world. However, if you are aware of the differences, you can adapt 
your website to be meaningful to your target audience.  

An American journalist offered the following impression of European websites: 

“I did find what I wanted very quickly. I didn’t necessarily use the 
menus they thought I’d use. A lot of European websites seem to be 
overproduced. There is too much junk on the screen...” 

When reading through the press releases on the Tyco site, an American site, a British 
journalist was unclear on the meaning of a few terms he encountered. When reading 
one release, he said: 

“Again, I am not an American, so I’d have to go and find out what a 
‘Consent Agreement’ is.” 

One British journalist was looking at a biography and said: 

“Edward D. Breen. I took out the “D” [when searching for the name]. 
That is very much an American custom. We don’t do it in the U.K.” 

When reading a press release about how Deutsche Bank supported the Russian 
economy, a user said: 

“One of the things that isn’t translated to me is how do the ruble and 
the dollar compare? I don’t know if Russia is part of the European 
Union or if it wants to [be]. It seems to me that they are not and that 
is why they have their own currency.” 

When reading about philanthropy on the Qwest site, one British journalist read the 
words “K-12 education” and said: 

“‘K-12 Education.’ I don’t know what that is.” 
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Management and High-Level Executives 
 

53. Provide information about the organization’s high-level 
managers. On the overview page, include the person’s name, 
job title, recent picture, and a link to the full biography. 

Journalists, potential customers, and investors typically want to scan through 
information about an organization’s key players, including their age, position, and 
background. They also like to see a photograph. Scanning management information 
is part of the research process, and people form impressions of the organization 
based on the executives’ background, age, and gender. 

The Web environment can be very impersonal. It’s difficult for users to get a feel of 
the company. People want to see pictures of executive members because it puts a 
face to the company, thereby making the site feel more responsive and connected. 

Journalists and site visitors in general should be able to look at a list of the high-level 
managers, and determine from that list what each person’s job is. If a person is 
important enough to list with the other managers, they should also be important 
enough to have biographies associated with their names. 

When looking at the Vivendi Universal site, a user found the “General Management” 
page in the site’s “Who We Are” section. Moving the mouse over people’s names 
changes the color and links to the full biography. Two people, however, didn’t have 
links to bios, which users found odd. One user said: 

“Here’s an org chart. That’s quite good. Two of them don’t have a link. 
Michel Bourgeois is the head of corporate communications and has no 
link to him, which is surprising considering his role...” 

When he clicked on one of the biographies, it opened on the right, and the list of 
names, with no associated job titles, appeared on the left. He said: 

“It lists the links to other executives here and they are by name, not 
job title. If I just wanted the finance director, I don’t want to have to 
go back another page to see who it is.” 
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The Vivendi Universal site’s “General Management” page: Moving the 
mouse over names changed the color and links to bios for all but two 
people, which users found odd. 
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The updated Vivendi website is an improvement. There are photos 
(although on the tiny side) and links to bios. 
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This overview page contains the content people expect, and the layout 
facilitates scanning. The pictures and summaries provide a quick 
introduction. Also, users don’t mind scrolling down the page if the content 
is highly related. One way to improve this page even more would be to 
format name headings as links to additional information. 
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54. The full biography page should include the person’s name, 
job title, recent picture, full biography, and downloadable 
photos. 

Journalists noted that they often go to organization websites to get photographs of 
high-level managers for their articles. If possible, offer multiple photos with different 
looks for journalists to choose from. 

The full biography should include the following information: 

• Name of executive (with correct spelling). 

• Job title. 

• Age: Indicate when the page was last updated, or include the 
person’s birthday. 

• Hometown/nationality: This is standard for some countries. Many 
websites sites do not provide this information, mainly for security 
reasons, but journalists can usually find it on the Web anyway if 
they look hard enough. 

• Education. 

• How long the executive has worked at the company, and when he 
or she was appointed to the current position. 

• Relevant previous experience. 

• Distinctions or awards, and explanations for each one (or a link to 
the explanation). 

• Photo, including thumbnail and high-resolution downloadable 
versions. 

• Optionally, include personal factoids, such as hobbies. 

A British journalist commented on the importance of having executive bios on 
websites: 

“Something that is very good in the press area is the director’s 
biography and photograph. If we were writing this today or any other 
day, I could use the photo. It would be nice to download it and use it 
anytime, in high-resolution jpeg. Maybe they don’t want anyone just 
downloading the pictures.” 
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A journalist thought the Nokia website had a thorough CEO page. “I think 
it’s helpful. I like it a lot. I think it’s great to have the pictures of these 
people up.” 
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The bio pages on the Tellme site were informative and matched the 
company culture at the time. A journalist commented, “They are pretty 
nice, good quality. Basically what I want to know, short and sweet and 
fine. They should add his age and where he went to college and where he 
is from. And, something else that is basic, like if he has 17 children – 
something interesting about him.” 
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The biographies on the Merck site were also well-presented. A user said, 
“Here’s the management committee and a little about them is there – 
[and the person’s] age. Age is good. We need it for the story. ... We need 
to know where a company is based and what [the person’s] age is.” 

The quality and composition of the pictures are important to journalists. They want 
to select ones that match the story. When looking at the governor’s bio on the State 
of Maine site, a journalist said: 

“The governor of the state shouldn’t be shot on a white background. 
Most editors don’t want to run this just like this. It should have a more 
attractive image, could be on the governor’s lawn. Government 
officials generally have the worst pictures. CEOs of companies have 
good ones. Like Jeff Bezos of Amazon has a great one on the Seattle 
water line. We used it on the cover. Others can use it, but since 
nobody had it on a cover, it was okay. For a governor, you don’t 
usually mind if someone has the same shot, but you would like it a 
little more dynamic than this.” 

He read the profile and found some of the language overexcited. He said: 

“Having a profile is a must. The language is a little overwrought here: 
‘At these charity dinners he did something rare in politics. He 
listened.’” 
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The information on the biography page for the governor of Maine was 
mostly good and thorough, but some of it was a bit overdone, and the 
picture would be better with a more interesting background. 

A user was impressed with the GlaxoSmithKline CEO’s biography, both in terms of 
writing style and content. It also provided a picture in a few formats for download.  

“This is an impressive resume. This actually is very well written. It’s 
very basic, but it shows all of his accolades. I don’t understand this 
though: it says he took the position ... in January 2001, and then it 
says he was appointed to the same position ... in April 2000. He’s not 
with both companies. That’s confusing to me. ... It’s very basic but it 
gives you all the information you need. I think it’s very good. ... This 
gives all the info we would need [for an interview] other than a little 
bit of personal information that we could ask him. Gives a photograph, 
which is nice. It’s perfect, exactly what we’d look for.” 
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A journalist thought that the GlaxoSmithKline website had a well-written 
CEO biography. She was pleased that the site provided downloadable 
photographs. 
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A British journalist on the Vivendi site was surprised that the CEO bio page didn’t list 
the person’s nationality. 

“It doesn’t give his nationality. It seems a bit basic, and it is a 
requirement in the U.K. ... As for the ‘distinctions,’ in the U.K. we 
know this is important, but we don’t necessarily know what that is.” 

When asked if anything was missing from the “About Management” information on 
the Vivendi site, a user said: 

“Hobbies and personal interests. If you were to meet him, you might 
want to know how to start the conversation.” 

 
The bio for the Vivendi CEO had some good information, but was missing 
information such as photographs and explanations of his distinctions.  

On the Deutsche Bank website, it was extremely difficult to figure out who the 
company’s chief executive or main figurehead was. On the “Group Executive 
Committee” page, there were pictures and short descriptions of the jobs, but there 
were no biographies or links to them. A user gave up and said: 

“This was extremely frustrating.” 
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The “Group Executive Committee” page on the Deutsche Bank website. It 
was difficult for users to discern who was in charge. The page offered no 
bios or links to more information. 

 

The updated “Group Executive Committee” page on the Deutsche Bank 
website is an improvement. There are links to full biographies and the 
photos are downloadable.  
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55. Put the bios of executive members together in the corporate 
sections (e.g., “Press,” “About Us”) of your site.  

Users won’t find bios if they are scattered throughout the site or hidden in annual 
reports. People generally go to the “About Us” or “Press” sections of websites to 
learn about executive members.  

“I’ll go to ‘Corporate Info’ to see who runs the company... see if these 
are people I know, what sort of background?” 

56. When mentioning high-level executives on any part of your 
website, offer a link that leads to the person’s full 
biography. 

At some places in the site, it’s appropriate to name the company managers or 
directors without including their entire bios. However, users should be able to find 
the bios quickly if they need them. 

A user had a lot of difficulty finding the management bios on the Hemscott site. She 
clicked “About Us,” then “Investor Center,” then “Directors.” Since the page that 
appeared listed the directors but did not include or link to their bios, she seemed to 
think there were no biographies on the site. She said: 

“That gives us a list of the directors, but not their biographies.” 

This same thing happened to a user working with the Tyco site. He found a page that 
listed some managers, and said: 

“There are no hotlinks to click on, which I find frustrating.” 
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This page appeared on the Hemscott site’s “About Us” section, under the 
“Investors > Directors” menu. There were no bios or links to bios on this 
page, although bios did appear elsewhere on the site. 

57. If being seen as an international company is important to 
your strategy, include information about executive members 
and offices in other countries. 

On the Nokia site, users looked for information about management in countries other 
than Finland. They seemed to think that since Nokia is an international company, it 
should have managers in other countries and information on them, even it they are 
not at the most senior management level. 

“I guess I wanted more US info. ... These [people] all seem to be 
based in Finland. I would want the same info for the US group.” 

“They say they are global, but if they all are Finnish, it doesn’t seem 
very global to me. Their management is not diverse. ... The company 
probably isn’t international.” 
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58. Consider providing transcripts and video of important 
speeches given by high level executives. 

When they were available, a few journalists read or watched speeches, or said they 
would scan them. The main reasons they gave for doing so was to get: 

Quotes 

Sense of the person 

the person’s perspective on the information. 

One user found recent speeches made by Maine’s governor on the State of Maine 
website. He looked at a transcript and said: 

“Having the full text of recent speeches is great because you can quote 
from it, and it’s established in the public records. I might want to refer 
to that. It’s beneficial to the state, too, because a speech is their most 
carefully constructed message.” 

 
Journalists use transcripts and videos of recent speeches to get quotes. 
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The GlaxoSmithKline site offered interviews and speeches online. A video 
captures nuances that cannot be illustrated easily with words. 
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Financial Information 
 

In writing stories about companies, most journalists said they often mention the 
company’s financials (e.g., annual sales or income) to give the reader some 
perspective about the company’s size.3 

59. Place the corporate reports (e.g., financials) in sections such 
as “About Us” and “Investor Relations.” 

Some sites made annual reports very easy to find under sections such as “About Us” 
or “Investor Relations.” Other sites hid the reports in odd places. 

On the BMW site, people did not expect to find financial information in areas called 
“Fascination” and “Enterprise.” One person commented that this site seemed to be 
targeted toward consumers more than toward journalists. The site did seem 
designed more for casual browsing and looking at pictures and information about 
cars. The words chosen for menus and phrases, such as “Fascination” and 
“Enterprise,” were not very descriptive. They offered little help for journalists trying 
to do explicit research, such as finding an annual report. 

“I don’t see any [choices on the homepage] that are directly claiming 
to give the information I seek. I am going to have to root around a 
little. That seems like a very simple request. If it’s offered on this 
website it should be easy to find.” 

“‘Fascination.’ What does that word mean? Probably a lot of 
advertising blather.” 

“What does the “Library” mean? That’s just the library of cars. I am 
already aggravated with this website because I cannot find what I 
want. ... They are coming up with names that don’t even mean 
anything.” 

On the Hemscott site, annual reports were very difficult to find: they were in the 
site’s “About Us” section, under a link called “Library Documents” in the left 
navigation. 

On the Tyco site, users did not expect to find the annual reports on the “Contacts” 
page. One user didn’t see the small “Annual Reports” link in the left navigation, but 
stumbled upon the annual reports on the “Contacts” page. 

                                          
3 For more detailed advice on the usability of financial information on the Web, please see 
Nielsen Norman Group report Investor Relations on Corporate Websites.  

http://www.nngroup.com/reports/investor-relations-ir-corporate-websites/
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Avoid using non-standard names such as “Library Documents” when a 
more descriptive phrase such as “Financial Reports” is available. 

 



 

 

 

 

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP INFO@NNGROUP.COM 153 

 

 
The annual reports on the Tyco site were on the “Contact” page and 
visible only when users scrolled the page to the bottom — an unlikely 
place for annual reports. 
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The Benetton website appropriately puts financial information in “Investor 
Relations.” The link called “Reports and Results” directs people to financial 
reports. 

60. Clearly present basic financial information (e.g., earnings, 
sales, and income) for non-specialists. 

Do not make people read a balance sheet or income statement to get these facts. 
Some journalists have either never worked in financial reporting, or they haven’t had 
recent experience in the area. For them, choosing the right accounting statement 
and understanding that statement can be difficult or impossible. It helps if you make 
such statements easy to find and present them in such a way that journalists can be 
confident about their grasp of the most basic financial information. 

When using the Hemscott site, a user said: 

“It is a while since I did financial journalism, so I tend to forget which 
[kind of statement to choose]... consolidated balance sheet... not 
here... Consolidated P & L...” 

A British journalist using the site for Tyco, an American company, said: 

“Right, we’ve got the fourth quarter 2001 earnings per share. Pro 
forma earnings. I don’t know what that is. This is where you get 
phrases like ‘pro forma earnings’ and, I’ve got to be honest with you,  
I am not a financial journalist in the first place. I’m also certainly not a 
financial journalist with expertise in United States’ accounting 
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regulations. So I’d want to go and do some more research before I 
was actually going to commit myself and say this is the answer.” 

When using the Tyco Electronics site, a user followed the link to the parent 
company’s site, Tyco International, to find the annual reports. She said: 

“The question is whether they break it out into electronics, which is 
what I think my assignment was... here it is, 2001 revenue, what am I 
after? Earnings. Which? I am not entirely sure I know the difference. 
But I could find out very quickly. ... Just because this isn’t my area of 
expertise, I would call to make sure I got that right. ... I am not an 
accountant.” 

 
A journalist encountered this financial information and was unsure of 
which numbers to use or what they meant. 

When users looked for financial information on websites, they relied on the financial 
overviews because the formal accounting sheets were too difficult for most people to 
understand. 

On the GSK site, a journalist clicked “Financial Results” hoping to get an overview, 
but instead got a list of financial reports and eventually clicked “Earnings.”  

“Numbers are not my strong point here. I really can’t read this. I am 
more of a visual person. I have no idea what this means, but I think 
this is what I am looking for. ... Numbers are not what I do at all. I am 
sure someone who does this a lot, they’d be able to figure it out.” 
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People are intimidated by listings like this. They often prefer an overview 
of the results first before committing to more complicated reports. 
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Having a table of contents for long documents is nice. But many of the 
journalists did not know what many of the topics meant.  
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Journalists who were unfamiliar with accounting were frustrated with 
information like this because they didn’t know what the important figures 
were. Too many numbers can be overwhelming. 
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This type of information is important, but it’s too complex as a high-level 
summary. Providing a briefer summary with only key highlights first would 
make this information more comprehensible. 
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61. In addition to providing financial reports in a PDF, give the 
highlights in HTML. 

Journalists did not want to download an annual report PDF, and often became 
frustrated when that was their only option. They were often confused or annoyed 
when they had to wade through large files for basic information such as income. 

PDFs work well for distributing documents that need to be printed, but they aren’t 
good for presenting content on the Web. Users often get lost in PDFs because the 
print-oriented Acrobat viewer gives them only a small peephole on a big, complicated 
layout, and they can't click on links the way they are accustomed to on the Web.  

In similar studies, users complained that the PDFs made it too difficult to quickly look 
up specific information, especially if the document was long. Some of the reports 
were almost 200 pages, and people didn’t have the patience to scroll through it.  

Participants didn’t want to read PDFs online because it was (in some cases) difficult 
or impossible to copy and paste text from the report. Most people didn’t know how to 
search for keywords within the documents. 

A journalist on the Hong Exchange website was frustrated that the “Interim Report” 
was presented as a PDF. 

“PDF is not a good format. The file sizes are big. In the office, the computer is 
not powerful. It takes time to load and it makes my computer slow.” 

When using the State of Maine site, a journalist found the budget information he was 
looking for in a PDF. 

“I prefer that this be in HTML format so I didn’t have to download it. 
But to encode this all in HTML, I can understand it is probably not 
worth it for the state to do that.” 

There was useful information in the Merck annual report, but a user had difficulty 
accessing it in a PDF. 

“One of the things I find is that Acrobat is nice in terms of organizing a 
page, but this doesn’t have a Table of Contents. They should have 
one. ... You should index it. ... This [annual report] is real pretty, but 
this is not useful. We use the Web because it is interactive. This is not 
an interactive document. ... Since there is no index, I would go no 
further. This is a 64-page report. It’s not worth my time.” 
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The Benetton site does a good job of showing financial highlights in HTML, 
so people aren’t forced to hunt for them in a PDF. The site also gives 
people the option to see the information in Excel, which is helpful for 
professional users like analysts, who can make adjustments and 
calculations. 
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Basic financial information was offered on the first page of the “Investors” 
section on the GlaxoSmithKline site, which was easy to find and 
understand. It would be even better if the numbers were bolded or 
presented in a table for ease of scanning. 
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A revised version of the GlaxoSmithKline site does not offer an easy way 
to get financial highlights. Having financial highlights would help answer 
many of the questions that people have when coming to the “Investors” 
section.  
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The Deutsche Bank offers reports in two formats: PDF and HTML. This is 
good. This section could be improved by having a financial overview for 
each report and links to related items such as videos of financial 
presentations and transcripts of statements. 

 
The Philip Morris site offered basic financial information on Web pages, 
which was excellent. They also had more specific information in the 
annual report. While placement of and navigation to Philip Morris’s basic 
financial information could have been better, they did have all this 
important data on Web pages, which was excellent. They also had more 
specific information in the annual report. 



 

 

 

 

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP INFO@NNGROUP.COM 165 

 

 
The updated Philip Morris USA site has a financial page that provides a 
good company snapshot. The information is formatted for ease of 
scanning. The main financial highlights could be made more prominent by 
adding a header and separating it more clearly from the information 
above. 
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The Merck site provided financial information in various places, in addition to the 
annual report. A user said: 

“This is good – financial info. They don’t make you sort through the 
annual report to get the bottom line. The things people want to know 
quickly are going to be up here.” 

 
The Merck site gives people an alternative way to get financial information 
by showing it in FAQs.  
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The Qwest website offers a financial snapshot in an easy to understand 
table. When the information is conducive to being placed in a table, do so. 
A table is often much easier to scan than a wall of text. 
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62. If the official names of reports and filings are not 
descriptive, augment them with simple explanations so that 
people outside the industry will know what they mean.  

For instance, 

• 10-Q (quarterly report required by the SEC) 

• Sustainability Report (social, economic and environmental responsibility) 

On the Philip Morris site, a journalist was confused by the way the SEC filings were 
displayed on the site. The text and the length of time it took to bring up the pages 
made him think he was being directed to a different site. 

“‘Click here to continue to View SEC Filings.’ That puzzles me. They are 
redirecting me? That’s odd, that’s my first thought. I thought, ‘Whoa, what is 
that all about?’ Not sure what happened. ... Seems I am still on their site, so 
why did I have to click twice? I am trying to sort out what kind of info I should 
be looking for. It seems a bit disturbing because I don’t know what the 8-K 
stands for or what the 10-Q stands for.” 
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In this example, the user looked at virtually the entire description column 
to help him distinguish and better understand the filings. 
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63. When showing financial figures, indicate the monetary units 
and currency.  

On most sites, it was surprisingly difficult to find the actual increments in which 
numbers were presented. Users often wondered if it was millions, billions, or 
something else. Also, they were sometimes unsure of which currency was used. 

Make sure that such notations are visible when scrolled. Even if currency and 
increments are noted at the top or bottom of a page, it’s easy to miss or forget the 
legend when a user is scrolling a long table of financial results. 

On the Deutsche Bank site’s financial report pages, the tables were relatively simple 
to read. However, at the top of the table, it noted that the numbers were in euros. It 
would be better if they used the euro sign with the actual figures, to avoid confusion.  

One standard convention in financial reports is to note millions as “m” (i.e., $2m 
meaning $2 million). Other such abbreviations are common (k for thousands, b for 
billions). It’s better to write out the whole word. One user said, 

“It’s [income] 167 something. I don’t know if it’s millions. The 
company is so big it can’t be 167 dollars. My question is with my 
understanding, not with the information presented. I don’t read a lot of 
annual reports.” 
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The Deutsche Bank site showed financial results for the previous five 
years. The table was relatively simple to read, but it would be better if all 
of the figures were shown with the euro sign (€) to avoid confusion. Also 
people might not know what “m” means. It should be written out as 
“millions.” 

Hemscott offered a page called “Five Year Summary Profit and Loss with Balance 
Sheet.”  The page consolidated some of the site’s most important financial 
information. However, it didn’t note whether the money was in thousands, millions, 
billions, or some other increment. A user looking at this page said: 

“It would be nice if they said whether it’s thousands or millions.” 
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People didn’t notice the second column and wondered if the amounts were 
in thousands, millions, or billions. It was also odd that the site designers 
chose to name the link and statement “Five Year,” but then included only 
two years’ worth of data in the table. They should either call it a two-year 
statement or keep the current name and provide data for the missing 
three years. 

64. Show large numbers in a format that international audiences 
understand. 

The names of larger numbers sometimes have different meanings in different 
countries. When dealing with numbers in the millions, we suggest that you use the 
full word to denote the increment (e.g., million or billion, not m or b).  

The table below shows examples of international differences that can cause 
confusion when abbreviating with m and b.4 
 

  

                                          
4 More information: http://mathworld.wolfram.com/LargeNumber.html  

http://mathworld.wolfram.com/LargeNumber.html
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 AMERICAN ENGLISH 

 

BRITISH/DANISH/GERMAN/FRENCH 

106 million million 

109 billion milliard (or billion in UK) 

1012 trillion billion 

1015 quadrillion billiard 

1018 quintillion trillion 

In the table above, you can also see that words like billion or trillion mean different 
things in different companies. Therefore we also recommend you write out the full 
number, with zeros. For example, say “$10 million ($10,000,000),” not “$10m.” 
Zeros are universal and understood by most people. 

Figures in a table should look something like this: 
 

ANNUAL SALES 

2009 $2 billion  ($2,000,000,000)  

2008 $1 billion  

2007 $850 million ($850,000,000) 

2006 $675 million 

 
On the Tellme site, there was a reference to “$60 million.” The earnings were 
also written in this format on the Philip Morris site. A few of the Danish journalists 
were not sure how large that number actually was, and wanted to see it written 
with the zeros. Additional confusion can ensue when all the figures in a table are 
labeled as “in millions.”  

“That’s 13.490 billion dollars, I think. It says $13,490 and annotated 
‘in millions.’ I’m not sure. I am always unclear what you do in English, 
if this is millions or billions.” 

“I need to see the zeros. Danish, we have thousand, millions, another 
million, then billion.” 

65. Show numbers in the currency(s) that is appropriate to your 
audience, or offer a currency convertor. 

Make sure users can easily get financial data in the currency of their choice.  

On the Nokia site, financial information was reported in euros. A journalist in the 
U.S. complained: 

“Looks like it’s not in U.S. dollars. It’s in euros, which is a problem. I 
need to go get someone to convert for me. This is a Finnish company 



 

 

 

174 INFO@NNGROUP.COM 48105 WARM SPRINGS BLVD., FREMONT CA 94539–7498 USA 

 

but it is in English and they mean it to be read by me here. This is a 
problem.” 

The same journalist later said: 

“Generally, use the U.K. version [of a website]. ... If you write 
anything about pricing, you don’t want it in dollars or euros. ... You 
can’t be sure conversions will be right.” 

The Nokia site made several improvements since it was originally tested. One such 
improvement was the “In Brief” page in the site’s “Company Information” section. 
The page summarized the basic offerings, profit, and production status. It presented 
sales figures in both euros and U.S. dollars. Although not all sites need to present 
financials in both currencies, for Nokia it was a good choice because of their large 
international presence.  

 
The “In Brief” page on the Nokia site (from 2003): The page presented 
sales figures in both euros and U.S. dollars. 
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Philanthropy and Social Responsibility 
 

66. If your organization contributes to socially responsible and 
philanthropic efforts, provide this information.  

Companies that make a special effort to give back to the community and contribute 
to environmental efforts are often seen as more benevolent and responsible than 
companies that don’t. People like the idea of corporate giving because it invests 
more meaning in the products they buy. People are more likely to purchase products 
from you than a competitor if they know their money will go to a good cause.  

If your organization contributes to charitable efforts, talk about them on your 
website. If people are impressed with what they see, they might view your 
organization more favorably. 

While it’s fine to feature a few stories on the homepage or “About Us” page, make 
sure that people can easily get to the entire social responsibility area. If they can’t 
find it right away, they might think that the efforts highlighted in the articles are the 
only such efforts your company is making. 

On the BMW site, people had trouble finding information about philanthropy. One 
user said: 

“No. I don’t see [information about social responsibility] anywhere, 
and in this case I would assume that it’s not here. I would assume any 
corporation would want to include that, even if they don’t have a bad 
reputation in some corners.” 

A user was looking for information about social responsibility on the Pace site. He 
expected to find it there right away. He said: 

“Journalism is such that you usually have an angle. Unfortunately, for 
your own purposes, you are often going to want to make the company 
look good or bad. ... If you want to get the best look on it, you’d go to 
the [corporate] website. In a way that’s the best place to start 
because they will at least give you the name... They might have the 
name of a nonprofit that they run. And then once you get the name 
you can check on the Web and see who else has written about it.” 

On the Benetton site, after looking for about 10 minutes for information about social 
responsibility, one journalist said: 

“I might dig a little more if this was an angle I thought was interesting. 
At this point, since I didn’t find anything – just ads – I would probably 
then call the company and talk to people there. There are instances 
when the company is socially responsible, but they are not Web savvy. 
They don’t know to put it on the Web. ... I would be much more critical 
of a computer company.” 

On the Philip Morris site, users were unable to find any information about social 
responsibility. The information was there, but hidden. Making it easier to find would 
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have been an opportunity to give people positive impressions of a company whose 
name is often linked with causing cancer. A user said: 

“Interesting they are not doing anything with the ailments of 
smoking.” 

 
The old Philip Morris USA site: The “Teen Smoking Prevention” page had 
some good information but was very difficult to find. 
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The new Philip Morris USA site: The teen smoking information is now 
easier to find in the major category, “Responsibility.” 

It’s important to integrate information about philanthropic and social efforts within 
with one section, and not just scatter in a few small comments about it. When 
looking for information about social responsibility on the Vivendi Universal site, a 
British journalist found the “Who We Are” area. He saw the link titled “Environmental 
and Social Report 2001,” and said: 

“The link is for the environmental and social report for 2001. This 
indicates that this is an annual event, and not part of the ongoing 
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management process. It may be a nitpicky navigational comment. Or 
it may be an indication that the company is just paying lip service. I 
expect this to be ongoing and comprehensive. ...” 

 
The “Who We Are” page on the Vivendi Universal site: A user saw the link 
to the environmental report and thought that it had to do with a single 
event, not an ongoing activity. 

67. Provide factual information about social efforts. Avoid 
generalizations, such as saying “we care” or “we are eco-
friendly” without providing supporting evidence. 

Journalists are skeptical of weak claims or rhetoric without tangible figures or 
information to back them up. Support claims with facts and your site will be more 
credible. 

The Deutsche Bank site offered links to sub-sites that gave concrete information 
about events the company had sponsored. The information itself was quite good, but 
finding it on the sub-sites was somewhat difficult because of the design and the 
abundance of information. After looking around for a few minutes, one user finally 
found the “Recent Sponsorships” page, which listed actual events. She said: 

“That gets to specificity. That’s what I want.” 
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The Deutsche Bank Americas Foundation site lists specific events, with 
dates, which was interesting and helpful. 

On the Vivendi Universal site, a user said there was not enough information in the 
social and environmental report: 

“I am impressed that they own Vivendi Environment and surprised 
that they have nothing more than an annual snapshot. It may be that 
most of it is in the annual report. But I’d expect press releases and 
updates on what they have done since the last accounting period, and 
links to projects they have running. ... This report is a snapshot.” 

On the Fidelity site, a journalist noted that it wasn’t enough to list the organizations 
the company donates to. It should also give an idea of how much was donated.  

“They seem to be supporting hundreds and hundreds of organizations. 
I can’t see each grant though. How much are they supporting? Is it 
$100 or $10,000 each? I would like to know.” 

When using the GlaxoSmithKline site, a user clicked “The Community,” expecting to 
find information about social responsibility. But the “Key Facts” page in this section 
didn’t offer this information at the level people expect. And, each of the program 
pages described the problem, but didn’t get deep into what GlaxoSmithKline was 
actually doing about it. 

“The first page tells you the goals. Then, if you go into each program, 
it tells you exactly what it does. ... It’s not very specific about what it 
does though. I mean, it tells you basics. ... It goes through the stats of 
the disease, and says they do constant research, but I think it is fairly 
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vague. ... It would be better if they showed some numbers that make 
an impact on what they have done. ... They contribute by making the 
medicine. You kind of hope that they’d put something like they donate 
this much. ... The point is that they are also making money. They have 
it listed under ‘Community,’ and yes, technically they are helping you, 
but you are also paying for it.” 

 
The “Key Facts” page on the GlaxoSmithKline site mentions community 
programs but was not specific enough. 
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The updated GSK site does a better job of presenting community 
initiatives. Even so, the information on this page is not enough for people 
to assess the merits of each program. The headings are not clickable, so 
there isn’t an obvious way to get details. Some people will not notice the 
list on the left because the focus is on the body of the page. 
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More detailed information about community programs is available on the 
GSK site, but many people might miss it because they will not know to 
click on the list on the left-side panel. It’s good to include this information 
on websites, but make sure people can find it. 
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Style and Formatting 
 

68. Write and present content in a way that optimizes scanning.  

Research has shown that people don’t read word–for–word on the Web, but rather 
skim pages trying to pick out a few sentences or even parts of sentences that hold 
the information they want. People prefer text that is short and to the point.  

Don’t overload people with too much text. Offering vast amounts of text is 
overwhelming and intimidating. Enhance scanning by using elements such as 
headings, large type, bold text, highlighted text, bulleted lists, graphics, captions, 
and topic sentences. Use concise and simple language, and break up large blocks of 
information into short paragraphs. Properly formatting content for the Web 
encourages people to peruse your site and learn more about your organization. 

Content that is formatted well helps people find what they are looking for and 
improves comprehension. People tend to avoid pages with dense text or text that is 
too small to read comfortably. 

A journalist liked the way the “General Info” page on the Merck site was presented.  

“The ‘General Info’ page is chunked well. It was in an outline format, 
very easy to use, especially when it links to others. You can drill down. 
Everyone understands an outline.” 

On the Tellme site, the “FAQ” page had a lot of text that was difficult to scan. 

“There are way too many questions. Text is tiny and hard to read. The 
questions are not bolded or anything. I just think this is really badly 
organized.” 

The U.S. Patent Office site had a lot of good information that was not well organized. 
The homepage was full of text that was difficult to scan. Some people looked for 
more than 15 minutes to get basic instructions on how to file a patent.  

People had better luck leaving the site and using an external search engine. The 
search engine, ironically, brought them back to the USPTO site – sometimes to the 
exact right page. 

“The website itself might not be easy to navigate. I would be going 
around this site to get information for the story.” 

“I find a little bit of trouble with sites that have so much information 
on each individual page. I like it broken out more. ... When you have a 
site like this that is so convoluted and has so many pages and pages, I 
would consider it a waste of time to look for some information that 
might not even be there. There’s a time constraint. If you have three 
different stories you are working on, you don’t have time. Some 
websites give you the information immediately and I just have to call 
to check the facts. If I can’t find something in 10 minutes, I’d call.” 
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Since the earliest study, the U.S. Patent Office site took steps to make it easier to 
deal with all the information there. The new homepage was a little easier to scan and 
the categories were better. 

 
The U.S. Patent Office site had a lot of good information, but it was not 
well-organized. For example, this homepage contained too much text that 
was poorly formatted, making it difficult to find even the most basic 
information, such as how to file a patent. 
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The changes made to the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office homepage 
made finding information a little easier. There was less clutter to wade 
through. The risk of having so few categories and descriptions is that each 
category name needs to be solid, so people know exactly what to click on. 
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The most recent homepage design of the U.S. Patent and Trademark 
Office does a good job of displaying information in an inviting way. 
Although the content can still be pared down, it is a vast improvement 
from the earlier days. Caution: People tend to avoid clicking on items that 
look promotional (such as the items on the right side of the page). 
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The first part of this press release employs many good web formatting 
techniques: Short bullet points, scannable tables, and sufficient white 
space. The gaze pattern shows that the journalist looked at the first part 
of the release and some of the items in the tables, but stopped looking 
when the content appeared too uninviting.  
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69. Keep a consistent graphical look across pages and site 
areas. Let users know when links will take them to a 
different website (before users click the link). 

Maintaining a consistent look across your website creates a feeling of uniformity and 
cohesiveness. When pages look similar, people know they’re still on the same site. 
Pages that have a dramatically different look-and-feel are jarring and make people 
wonder if they’re on the right page or even on the right website. 

Sites that are haphazardly linked together and lack continuity appear sloppy and can 
be detrimental to your brand. Remember, even though there might be internal 
reasons for giving certain sections of a site a completely different look, viewers don’t 
care or want to know about the reasons. What they see is an unhelpful and unruly 
site, which reflects negatively on your organization’s image. 

Users find it disconcerting when a link brought them to site pages that looked vastly 
different from the rest or brought them to a different company site all together. 

For instance, the Wal-Mart site had a link to a separate website about their 
philanthropic programs. Because the style of the sites was so different, one user 
thought the link was misdirected, and instinctively clicked the “Back” button. 

“Takes you to a whole other URL. I’m on another page. What’s this? It 
looks different. A totally different-looking site.” 

He later went back to the philanthropy site when we gave him that task, but he could 
have easily skipped this important information. 

On the Merck site, the links to different drug products brought up pages that not only 
looked different from the main Merck site, but from each other as well. This lack of 
design unity confused users. The product links gave no warning about this change, 
and the links looked just like those to other parts of the site that shared a common 
design. A participant said: 

“This brought me to a whole different page and different-looking site. 
What happened? That’s weird. That’s totally different.” 

People on the Philip Morris site were confused by the different brands and 
inconsistent designs for subsidiary sites.  

“It’s fairly jarring. If their message is: We are Kraft, Nabisco, and all 
these things, I would expect some unity. Even within Philip Morris, I 
would expect a similar look. Need some consistency so you know you 
are within the Philip Morris umbrella. ... If I didn’t know what PM was, 
I wouldn’t really guess by looking at the homepage. I see Kraft and 
Miller. Their brands seem more identified than the whole company.” 

“‘News’ looks completely different from homepage. ... I would think it 
was a different site. This one is blue. These are just very different 
designs. This has rollovers the rest of the site doesn’t have. The 
homepage has three columns of text. It looks like they could use a 
consultant.” 
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The three screens at left show 
various product pages on the 
Merck site, each with a 
different graphical look. Such 
drastic changes created a 
jarring experience, making 
people wonder if they were on 
the same site. 
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Writing Style and Content 
 

70. Emphasize thought-provoking facts that journalists can use 
in their stories. Creative content and interesting facts pique 
interest and characterize your organization well. 

In general, journalists were interested in finding facts. If the information is 
impressive, it can influence the articles written about your company. Sometimes 
these facts were offbeat things that elicited an “I didn’t know that” response. 
Sometimes facts were as simple as the CEO’s age. 

Journalists typically scanned right past lines of text that seemed too marketing-
oriented. They were always wary (and sometimes cynical) about marketing 
information. 

“We need to characterize the companies, not just say what they say. I 
look for facts.... You can smell it if they are trying to cover a bad fact.” 

On the Fidelity site, a journalist liked the simple facts about the funds because it 
provided context for his readers. 

“I like this part: ‘We have 290 funds.’ That’s a fact. ... I would print 
this out. I do like facts.” 

A journalist was impressed with how the Wal-Mart site explained the financial 
information in the annual report. (As previously noted, we recommend presenting 
facts that you want noticed on a standard webpage, not in a PDF.)  

“This is good because they explain the numbers and it’s the important 
numbers that people really want to know. Good that they are up front 
about it. Here I can see their sales are over $137 billion and they’re up 
from last year. Good to point out they have improved their sales, and 
almost 20%.” 

A user on the BMW website was impressed by the thoroughness of the safety 
information. 

“Safety record – I would consider that a good piece of info. One of the 
reasons I think people buy expensive cars is that they will protect 
them more in an accident or help them prevent an accident. ... This is 
actually more precise information. This is not a sales pitch. This term 
crumple zone I would find use for in my article... about the lights, 
these are all high-tech things that I think readers would find 
interesting. Those are the kinds of specifics I would be looking for.” 
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A user was impressed with BMW’s safety information. 
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The U.S. Patent Office site provided informative facts about patents filed in the 
United States. Journalists found the information intriguing. The factual tone made it 
even more inviting.  

 
The U.S. Patent Office site even had a kid’s section. Even though many 
journalists didn’t cover this angle, they were impressed by it. “Kids pages, 
oh, that’s nice. The fact that they have something for kids is kind of cool. 
It’s nice they have something for kids, like kids want to invent things. You 
see shows about that all the time.” 
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Journalists like finding interesting facts and trivia-like information. They 
were intrigued by some of the numbers on the U.S. Patent Office site. 
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On the Benetton site, users liked the short facts pages in the What We Make section 
of the site. A user said: 

“Those are fun statistics and facts.” 

 
The Benetton site had a section on the company’s wool-dying process. 
Behind–the–scenes information like this made the website stand out. 
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This journalist read most of the article and links to related stories. Gaze 
patterns like these are indicative of a well-written and properly presented 
story. 
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71. Leave out superfluous topics. It detracts people from the 
messages you want to convey and compromises your brand.  

Be wary of including information that is off-topic to your company or website. 
Irrelevant news, articles, and references create diversions that sidetrack people from 
the points you want to make.  

People have little patience on the Web. People penalize sites that they perceived as 
being confusing and gratuitous by leaving the site or forming a bad impression of the 
company.    

Journalists did not appreciate extra background information that did not relate to the 
company. They were looking on the company site for information about the company 
and did not want to waste time with other information. 

“A lot of the information companies give is gobbledygook. I won’t be 
that interested unless it will really stand out to me and readers.” 

On the Fidelity site, people commented on the generic information that was of no 
interest to them. 

“It doesn’t have much to do with Fidelity. ... It says something about 
the U.S. volunteerism. I don’t care. I want to know what the company 
is doing.” 

 
“The Fidelity writing could have been more focused. It seemed like a mix – 
like they weren’t sure if they were writing for a working journalist or an 
investor. We want quick and facts and fast, instead of ‘40% of 8th graders 
can’t read’ and [information about] Jackie Robinson. I understand there is a 
place for that, but it seemed to be all mixed together.” 

On the Nokia site, when looking for information about the environment and 
community, a user clicked “Environment” and was surprised by the content. 

“This is annoying. What does this have to do with the environment? ‘Product 
performance’ is not relevant and I won’t be inclined to click on them. I want to see 
something great right away. You want to feel like you got something right away.” 

As she looked further, she became exasperated. 

“This has nothing to do with the environment. I want to know how 
they are protecting trees or saving seals. This is the usual junk: 
‘Comply to laws,’ well they should; ‘Respect human rights,’ doesn’t tell 
me how; Child labor, has nothing to do with the environment... I am 
pretty sure this site will not give me any more information. I’ll have to 
call. Annoying. I am in the ‘Environment’ category, everything they 
give me should be about the environment.” 

On the Benetton site, there was information about topics people didn’t care about, 
such as advertising campaigns. People wanted to learn about the clothes, but were 
confronted with marketing content that appeared out of context. Perhaps the goal of 
the site was to make people aware of these campaigns. However, forcing people to 
learn about something they don’t care about is futile and evokes resentment. 
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“That showed me in their company pages they do a lot, but I’m not 
sure where the company stands. Not sure where this [horse picture] 
fits in. ... Nothing here really tells me much.” 

“I wonder why in the world they have sports in particular for a clothing 
store.” 

“I’m not sure what ’past campaigns’ is. Is it campaign info? Oh, ad campaign. 
... a condom on the obelisk....What the hell is this? This makes no sense.” 

 

 
The Benetton site had information about the company’s advertising 
campaigns. People didn’t know what they were. People were baffled by 
the image and how it related to a clothing company. 

72. Work with skilled PR practitioners from your organization to 
better understand the needs of journalists. 

In addition to getting feedback from your own website editors and content providers, 
be sure to work with press relations to ensure that the right information is available 
for journalists, in the right format. 
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Interaction Design 
 

This section covers some of the basic interface design rules that were most violated 
or cumbersome in this study. 

73. Refrain from opening new browser windows, unless it is for 
an application that people normally close when done (e.g., 
Word, Excel, PDF). 

Operating multiple browser windows can be problematic for users. Many people don’t 
know about or notice the taskbar at the bottom of the screen. When a new window 
covers the previous one, many people assume that the previous one has vanished 
and they have difficulty getting back (the back button no longer works as expected).  

When information is presented in a small window, people maximize it – often without 
thinking – so they can see the information more clearly. It’s usually better to offer 
content in the main window, where the back button works and the screen is already 
fully maximized. 

Users in our study were annoyed when sites opened pages in separate windows. 

“This business of opening new windows is ludicrous, because you can’t 
get back to anything.” 

“I now have three IE windows all from the same site. ... And here I get 
another one of those skinny windows. ... Ugh, I just got another pop-
up window.” 

“And here I get one of these skinny windows again. And in fact, that is 
just offering an e-mail service, which I don’t want.” 

When looking for information about social responsibility on the Vivendi site, a user 
was confused because different sections of the site opened in new browser windows. 
He clicked the “Home” link, but it took him to the section home, not the site home.  

“I clicked the homepage and it didn’t take me to the Vivendi 
homepage. It took me to the ‘Vivendi Finances’ homepage. In this day 
and age I would expect to find a social and environmental report.” 

He then deleted part of the URL in the address bar to get home, but it did not work.  

“For some reason it won’t display. ... Ah, I was in a separate browser 
page. That’s confusing. I am not quite sure if that is the company’s 
fault or Microsoft’s fault, or the Web programmer’s fault.” 

This same user had several press releases opened in different windows. 

“I managed to lasso the right windows open for the release (in the 
ticker). I have three windows open for Vivendi. It was luck I opened 
the right one.” 

On the Deutsche Bank site, the press releases opened in a separate, small window. A 
user resized it several times, saying, “I am just enlarging it.” Later in the same 
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session, she was very confused when links were not working because the window 
was already opened behind the selected window. 

“Sigh. It’s not working. I am trying to get to ‘Corporate Governance.’ I 
don’t understand why this doesn’t go to that.” 

The same thing happened on the Benetton site. 

“Whenever I got those pop-up windows, it makes me feel like there 
isn’t any depth: ‘I can tell you everything you need to know in a very 
small area.’”  

“I don’t like these, when the extra window comes up. ... I am running 
large fonts on my computer which screws up a lot of sites, especially in 
these.” 

The Pace site presented management biographies inside a small browser window. 
People thought it only contained the bio for the president. They didn’t know that 
there were more bios if they scrolled. 
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The Benetton site opened press releases in a separate window. Users 
disliked this. They expect links to lead to a new page, not a new window.  
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The Pace site presented the management biographies in a new window, 
with the president’s bio first. Users didn’t know that there were more bios 
below. 
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Scrolling the biographies page on the Pace site revealed more bios, but 
users didn’t do this. Small windows usually signal a small bit of 
information. 
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74. Use standard scrollbars for press releases. 

In general, deviate from using standard UI design elements only if your new design 
is far superior to the standard – and remember that most of the time, it won’t be. 

A press release opened in a second window on the Benetton site was only partly 
visible, so users had to scroll. If they tried to scroll with the window’s scrollbar, it 
didn’t work. The scrolling just stopped. The users missed a green arrow widget 
created for this particular site. This was particularly annoying for journalists, because 
they were looking for information in the press release. 

 
Pictured: When the press release opened in this window on the Benetton 
site, only a small part of it was visible, so users had to scroll. But many 
failed to see the small green button on the lower right which replaced the 
traditional scrollbar.  

75. Make the search feature usable and noticeable. 

Users depend on search because it allows them to assert control over a website’s 
interface. Rather than using the browsing mechanisms created by the website’s 
creators, people like the independence of finding information in their own way. 
Search also tends to more efficient than browsing, if people know exactly what they 
want and the search engine returns it. Search is also a fallback when navigating the 
site is too cumbersome. 
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In this study, and our other studies (e.g., e-commerce websites,5 corporate 
websites6, business-to-business websites7), we found that search is most noticeable 
(and therefore most-used) when it’s featured as one blank search field. Place the 
search box in the upper area of every page, preferably in the right corner, rather 
than linking to a page that contains the search function. 

“One of the things I like is if there is a really good search function that 
includes past press releases and it’s really easy to find the right PR person in 
an organization to contact. ... Strangely enough, the government sites, you 
can put something in. You just type child abuse into their search blank and 
along with the other stuff, you get their latest press release and right there at 
the top you get the PR person’s name who wrote the release and then you 
can call that person. They can put you right in touch.” 

The search function on the Hemscott site went unnoticed because it was featured in 
a non-standard location. Search was placed in the left navigation bar, where people 
don’t expect it. 

“I don’t see any kind of search function, so I give up on them.” 

Users also had difficulty finding search on the Tellme site because it was located at 
the bottom of the pages. People had to scroll to see it. Even worse, the placement of 
the search function made people wonder whether how it worked: Did it search the 
entire site, just one section of the site, or the current page? 

“The search on the bottom of the homepage is weird. I’m still not sure 
where the search is searching, this page or what.” 

On the BMW site, users couldn’t find a search. 

“I don’t think this site has a search engine. Is that possible? It has a 
site map but no search engine. If there is one, it’s not obvious here.” 

On the SeeItFirst site, users could not find any search function. 

“I don’t see a search. I don’t think there is one. That’s not good.” 

Some people on the U.S. Patent Office site had difficulty dealing with all the 
information. So they turned to search. In both cases, the search engine was 
“temporarily disabled.”  

                                          
5 For more information on design guidelines for search, see Nielsen Norman Group report 
E-Commerce User Experience: Vol. 05 Search.  
6 For more information about company information usability, see Nielsen Norman Group 
report Presenting Company Information on Corporate Websites and in About Us Sections. 
7 See Nielsen Norman Group report B2B Website Usability for Converting Users into Leads 
and Customers. 

 

http://www.nngroup.com/reports/ecommerce-ux-search-including-faceted-search/
http://www.nngroup.com/reports/about-us-presenting-company-information/
http://www.nngroup.com/reports/b2b-websites-usability/
http://www.nngroup.com/reports/b2b-websites-usability/
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“If I can’t even search a site that is so complex, I’d definitely say get 
someone on the telephone. Search is so basic.” 

“Annoying.” 

When using the Tyco Electronics site, a user said: 

“I am going to go back and see if they have a search function. A 
search function is always really helpful.” 

While Tyco Electronics did provide a good search function, an open box in the upper 
right of pages, they also provided two additional searches in the middle of the 
homepage.  

A user typed a search term in the “Part Number Search” box and got no results. She 
realized what was happening and searched again, this time using the adjacent box, 
“Text Search.” She thought this was searching only press releases, because of its 
placement just below a list of press releases, and she was confused when other kinds 
of documents appeared in the results. It’s unclear why the “Text Search” was there 
at all, as it seemed to do the exact same thing as the site’s main search function in 
the upper right of each page. 

76. Set the default search scope for the entire site, not only for a 
small section of it. 

It’s fine to have a scoped search feature, especially if your website is large. However, 
make sure the design of your scoped search area is painfully obvious or set the 
default to “All”. We’ve seen people, including journalists, accidently use scoped 
search and wonder why they got poor search results or no results at all.  

On the Nokia site, a user was looking for information about philanthropy, but the 
search results were all about job descriptions. The problem: He was in the “Job 
Descriptions” section of the site and didn’t realize it.  

Another user wanted to search just press releases, but there was no way to do that.  

“I typed environment and a job description comes up. Strange. If I didn’t 
need to do anything special here, I would be gone. It should work. The search 
is horrible.” 

“The search is irritating. I want to search just the archived press 
releases. I can’t find a way to do that, though there are choices. ... 
Irritating. I cannot search the whole Nokia site, so I am not even going 
to use this search.” 

77. Make sure search queries for general company information, 
management, and press appear in search results. 

Our studies show that users make judgments about the reliability of the site based 
on the quality of the site’s search engine results. People often conclude that if a site 
can’t get their act together on search, then the entire site is probably poorly done. 

People sometimes type in corporate topics like “CEO”, “revenue”, “press releases,” 
and “investor relations” in search boxes as a way to navigate to the main content 
page for that query. If you haven’t already, review your search logs and find out 
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what people are searching for. Then make the most queried terms searchable and 
weight the proper results, if appropriate. 

On the Wal-Mart sites, company information was not included in the areas searched. 
One user searched the entire site looking for information about the company’s CEO. 
Most of the search results were books about CEOs that the company sells. 

“The entire site search is geared toward consumers. There’s a 
difference between working and shopping. Working, you have to make 
an effort, but journalists are used to that. It’s harder to catch the 
consumer because they can go to a competitor. If I’m writing about 
Wal-Mart, I’ll give myself the time to find it. Or I’ll call them.” 

On the Philip Morris site search, the user said: 

“It didn’t help me when I used it. I searched for contact and it didn’t 
provide it. Took me to the same contact site I had been to before.” 

On the Merck site, a user searched for “media relations” to find a press contact 
number. It returned information about the human ear. 

On the Fidelity sites, the user forgot where he found the site map, and searched for 
“site map.” He got a programming error that crashed the browser. 

“If I was an average user I’d be lost now. It just opened Visual 
Interdev. I’m probably not going to search for ‘site map’ again.” 

“The search function doesn’t seem to be working very well. I searched 
for the CEO and there is no CEO. Searched for chairman and search 
found a different chairman, the chairman for charitable giving funds at 
Fidelity. He is not the Chairman for Fidelity. That’s Edward Johnson 
here. I know him now. He’s a friend. I do a search on Edward Johnson 
and he doesn’t even come up in the search results. The search 
function is not to be trusted here.” 

When using the Deutsche Bank site, a user could not find management information. 
She searched for “CEO” and “president,” but got no helpful results. She finally 
searched on Google and found the name of the chief executive. 
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Having good page titles is important for search engine optimization.  In 
this example, the journalist pays most attention to first and second search 
results, then scans the titles of a few more listings – but not much more.  
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Graphics, Multimedia, and PDF 
 

78. Avoid using any superfluous graphics, particularly those that 
impact page-loading speed. 

Journalists were angry when they had to wait for graphics to load, especially when 
they didn’t communicate anything useful. Users appreciated fast-loading pages with 
white backgrounds, like several on the Benetton site. 

“It comes up quickly and there are not a lot of graphics that take a lot 
of time to load. White background is nice. I hate those colored 
backgrounds, especially dark. I like to print out and those print 
horribly. ... I like that there are only two paragraphs of info and it’s in 
subsections.” 

When using the Vivendi Universal site, one British journalist said: 

“It’s quite good because of the small number of graphics. It could have 
less. In Europe we are accessing over a PDA on a very low bandwidth 
line. ... It’s a hindrance when you don’t have a fast enough 
connection. It’s a hindrance when unnecessary graphics slow down the 
entire process.” 

Generally, users were annoyed by graphics that were unrelated to text, too glitzy, or 
took too long to load. On several occasions, such images frustrated users or made 
them angry, or made them laugh at the site. 

On the U.S. Patent Office site, it appeared as though the graphics were added just 
because they had them. Once, the graphics were so unrelated to the text, it actually 
made one user laugh. The user asked: 

“Why do you suppose there is a picture of a piece of toast here? 

On the Benetton site, users were confused by many of the pictures, which seemed to 
be completely unrelated to the clothing products. Without proper context, images 
can give people the wrong impressions. A user asked: 

“Why a plunger? Because it’s weird? Just for fun? I don’t really know 
what that is. A plunger. ... I guess they are socially responsible, but I 
still don’t understand the plunger.” 

Users complained that the graphics on the Hemscott site loaded too slowly. One user 
said: 

“There is too much junk on the screen... I got into the habit lately of 
using the site map if you can. Works better than these graphics-heavy 
pages. I have broadband, but I don’t want to wait.” 
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Images like this might work in annual reports intended for print, but the 
layout and composition don’t translate on the Web. A user thought this 
picture in an Annual Report was silly. 

 

The Benetton site 
included images from 
an ad campaign 
featuring a plunger. 
Users found this odd. 



 

 

 

210 INFO@NNGROUP.COM 48105 WARM SPRINGS BLVD., FREMONT CA 94539–7498 USA 

 

 
Users found the Hemscott homepage to be too graphics-heavy. 
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The homepage on the BMW site: The large graphic seemed to make the 
load time very slow. 

 
On the BMW site, the many graphics seemed to make the load time very slow. 
Journalists did not appreciate the graphics, except for the full pictures of cars, 
because they didn’t give any real information. Waiting for superfluous graphics made 
people angry. Users said: 

“This [homepage] is terrible. It looks like a bunch of dog dishes. What 
is that? A wheel. It’s God awful. Text is a little small. Is this going to 
appeal to motor heads? Why can’t you ever see the car? I only see bits 
and pieces of cars. Why does this load so slowly?” 

“You get the feeling that some 20-year old was given all this money 
and they were told to make it slick. They made it unusable. It doesn’t 
even look cool. It looks silly. Like a good-looking watch when you can’t 
read the numbers. There is something strangely out of sync. You think 
of people who have BMW’s as people who are cerebral, logical. But the 
website is saying: ‘Look how cool we are.’ If you’re having a mid-life 
crisis, this is the place to go.” 
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On the Merck site, people said that the graphics were useless. One user said: 

“This stock art is not helpful.” 

Journalists suspected that Wal-Mart was trying to convey happy employees and a fun 
store experience. Nonetheless, they still joked about the pictures on the site. One 
user said: 

“That’s hokey. But I guess that’s what they want to portray. To me, 
it’s geeky. Some people really like this kind of stuff.” 

Graphics that convey something can be helpful. For example, a press release on the 
Tyco Electronics site showed a picture of the company’s fully-insulated “FASTON 
Receptacle.” 

 
The Merck “Corporate Philanthropy Report” contained useless stock art. 
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Journalists joked about the posed images in the “Investor Relations” 
section of the Wal-Mart site because they appeared disingenuous. 



 

 

 

214 INFO@NNGROUP.COM 48105 WARM SPRINGS BLVD., FREMONT CA 94539–7498 USA 

 

 
A press release on the Tyco Electronics site. The release included a 
graphic that made a complex product easier to understand. 

79. Offer a dial-in number for conference calls and webcasts.  

People sometimes don’t have the equipment available for webcasts, so offering an 
alternative helps (e.g., conference call). Make sure the call-in numbers, if applicable, 
are easy to find. 

Several users said they listened to webcasts – particularly the Q&A sections to 
gather information that otherwise wouldn’t be available in press releases. However, 
the challenge was making the technology work properly, and finding a dial-in number 
if that didn’t work. 

80. Make the quality and size of videos comfortably viewable. 
Test videos at multiple settings to ensure that they work 
well on your users’ computers.  

When done well, videos can enhance the learning experience. They can illustrate 
concepts and details that pictures and text alone cannot.  

Videos degrade the user experience when they don’t perform according to 
expectations – long load times, jerky frame rates, poor size and resolution, etc. 
Remember, most users don’t have the latest computers and plug-ins.  
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If people have one bad experience with a feature on your site, they are less likely to 
try another one. As the saying goes, “Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, 
shame on me.”  

For example, the SeeItFirst site offered product demos. But, the video images were 
too small and fuzzy to discern the details. People even tried to make the video larger 
by expanding the window. 

“This is weird, you cannot maximize the window. It bugs me. It should 
resize, even if it’s blank at the bottom. The other windows behind it 
are distracting. If I’m trying to have this immersing experience ... I 
should be immersed.” 

 
Ensure that videos on your site enhance the user experience, and don’t 
hamper it. Test the quality and size of videos to make sure they work 
properly and can be viewed comfortably by your users. In this example, 
the video was too small, and people tried to enlarge it. 
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81. Provide print-friendly versions of content people would 
normally want to reference offline, such as simplified 
versions of annual reports, press releases, product 
information, and manager bios. 

Every piece of information on the site doesn’t necessarily require a printer-friendly 
page. But it should be available for the most critical information journalists (and 
other target users) need to refer to offline. When doing extensive research, many 
people prefer to print out the content because reading printed materials is less 
fatiguing than reading online. 

Almost all of the study participants said at least once that they would print 
something from the site. People tended to find information, then print it so they 
could review, study, or collect it. 

“All I care about with releases online is: one, I can find them, and two, I can 
print them.” 

“Before I even read this, I would print it out. I like to just print out everything 
even if it’s only a little interesting. Then I take all the paper and read through 
it and mark it up and take the things that are most pertinent.” 

“I print at work and read at home. I don't work from the screen. I like to print 
because I comprehend the information better that way.” 

For longer-term projects, some people keep piles or folders of printed information, 
which is safer than relying on websites to keep it online. Sometimes they save the 
printouts for some grace period after the story has been completed and printed. 
Sometimes they save the information indefinitely, if it was difficult to find. 

“If I am working on a story I tend to keep things in piles. Since I’m working 
on a daily, I’m not hanging onto information for days on end. It’s more like 
hours on end. Like yesterday I was doing two stories and at the end of the 
day I moved the paper over to the right desk here, like my source box. I 
clean it out about every month or so. I don’t tend to save too much, only stuff 
that is hard to get like some internal company document.” 

“Was more of a problem [when the browser] crashes or closes. If I have it 
printed out, I don’t have to navigate for it again. When I am writing an 
article, I can have paper to refer to as I am writing. They will get thrown out 
or filed. Content on the Web is fragile. Things that are there one day are 
sometimes not there... I print things I think I will need to refer to in the 
future. ... I would probably print the most relevant press release. I am very 
much in the habit of keeping anything I might possibly want to go back to.” 

Other people print because they don’t like, or feel less efficient, reading a lot of text 
online. Most importantly, journalists print facts and like to annotate, and write all 
over the paper they print out. 

“The Web is a lot of eyestrain, a lot of clicking and waiting. Flipping through a 
magazine is a lot more pleasurable. Even if e-mail is really long, I will just 
print them and read them off a white paper.... There’s something nice about 
print on a page, warmer than flickering graphics on a screen.” 

“That page is too packed. Need more air between the lines or a scheme, like 
the stock chart, put in some figures, different diagrams to show what they are 
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telling here. You have to be very patient to read all that on a website. At first 
glance I think, ‘Whoa, hard to read because so compact,’ so I would print it 
out.” 

On the Fidelity site, one user looked at the company timeline. While he liked the 
information about the company, he wanted to see the information all at once and to 
be able to print it. He said: 

“I do not like that there is no text until I put my mouse on the pictures. I 
don’t like this because I would have to take notes. I like the sort of historical 
overview and I would like to see some of this information in a printable form.” 

Pictures in the Philip Morris annual report were unnecessary and somewhat annoying 
to users. Some journalists were concerned with the time and resources needed to 
print it. One user said: 

“As a journalist, I am pretty much indifferent to the pictures. I would prefer 
them to have a printable form of the report and another version with fancy 
PDFs. If I print this is will take a long time and memory. I’d prefer a printer-
friendly format. [Most annual reports] have a summary, with the highlights 
from the report. But they don’t have one.” 
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The Fidelity timeline had good information, but this interactive format 
made printing difficult. 
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The Philip Morris annual report had large pictures that were annoying to 
users.  
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The Tyco site included a “Printer Friendly” link at the beginning of each 
press release, making it easy to print a simple version. 

82. Ensure that online formats print well. 

Even if you offer offline or print-friendly materials, some users might simply print 
various Web pages for reference. Background graphics and table colors don’t print, 
and the right margin is often cut off on wide pages. Be sure that you specify a .CSS 
file for printing or design your pages with printing in mind; at the very least, ensure 
that no important information is cut off when a page is printed. 

If you have international customers, ensure that your printed output will fit on both 
the North American 8.5 x 11-sized paper and the European A4 format. A4 is slightly 
narrower than 8.5 x 11, and thus might cut off the rightmost characters. 8.5 x 11 is 
slightly shorter than A4, and thus might cut off the bottommost lines. 

People generally seemed annoyed when backgrounds, large graphics, or very large 
text appeared on printouts. 

“Basically one website I was looking at... the background was black on the 
page and the type was enormous, so it made the prospect of printing bad. 
Printing needs to be easy. ... I hate stuff like this.” 

Several people encountered this situation and their workaround (albeit inefficient) 
was to select the text, copy it, paste it into a word processor, and print it from there. 
With this in mind, good sites will make it easy to print pages. 
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83. Avoid using multimedia demos needlessly, especially as an 
entry point to your website and in the corporate sections. 

Flash homepage animations and demos are not in style as they were several years 
ago. It’s important to refrain from putting obstacles in people’s way. For example, 
users did not want to wait for demos to load just to get to the homepage or find a 
press contact. Giving journalists direct access to information is critical. They don’t 
have patience with fancy features and aren’t impressed by them.  

Multimedia has many useful applications, but make sure to use them only if the 
benefits outweigh the potential aggravation of using them. If you do use a homepage 
animation, provide an obvious, fast way to skip it. 

Journalists generally complained about multimedia demos, Flash index pages and 
demos, and the like. They disliked waiting for a Flash graphic to play before they 
could proceed. If they saw a “Skip” button, they clicked it. They never wanted to 
download any kind of software to read information. A journalist with a slow Internet 
connection commented: 

“I get kicked off those Flash sites with alarming frequency, or I just 
can’t get on.” 

The old Benetton site showed a Flash movie on the homepage and when entering the 
press area. People found this very annoying. They especially disliked the fact that the 
movies played every time they entered the site. When one user first launched the 
site, he said: 

“I hate these things, Flash intros.” 

When the demo played on the third time he clicked into the press area, he winced, 
then said: 

“The annoying intro. Again. If you are going to do that, you only need 
it once. Or cookie so it’s once a day.... This whole site so far feels to 
me like a designer went wild and had fun without a lot of usability. It’s 
certainly not an easy site. It’s good looking.” 

Another said: 

“The flashing things and things that need special software to run are 
irritating. ... I think if you’re doing something specifically for 
journalists, it should look good, and stylish writing is important. I hate 
that Shockwave or anything that takes too long to load or that I have 
to download. I don’t want to have to start downloading stuff just to 
see what Benetton has to say. I just want the info, especially when it 
comes to just the contact numbers and stuff. Anyone doing an article 
has to contact the company. ... All that other stuff doesn’t make much 
of a difference.” 

When entering the press area, the same user said: 

“Again has some Shockwave thing on it. Nothing is happening so that’s 
not good.” 
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On the SeeItFirst site, people were first startled and then annoyed by a multimedia 
movie that launched automatically on the homepage. Another screen area labeled 
“Get Interactive Here” featured a constantly scrolling display. People seemed 
annoyed by it sometimes, and other times they just ignored it.  

Although we generally recommend that sites skip these demos altogether, this 
company was a bit of a special case since the interactive view was actually the 
product they sold. As many studies have shown, however, the scrolling display did 
not make users try the technology (which had various other issues as well).  

The SeeItFirst site had a whole section for “Products and Services.” People looked 
there when they were trying to figure out what the product was. This would be a 
good place for the product demos. While visiting this site, one user said: 

“The moving on the bottom left is annoying.” 

About 40 minutes later, he said: 

“The moving thing on the left is really getting on my nerves. I have no 
greater inclination to click on it now that I did a half hour ago.” 

Another user said: 

“Generally I don’t care for Flash sites that give no other option. I at 
least like to have the option to have the HTML. [My computer] just 
crashed. ... I never ever want to hear music on a website. Incidental 
music on a website is unnecessary and irritating. Takes forever to load 
and I have to figure out how switch it off.” 

The SeeItFirst corporate brochure had content that didn’t say much and wasn’t very 
attractive to people. 

“Ha ha, it’s interactive. I know that much. Silly graphics. There’s that woman 
with the typewriter. Yes, yes, yes. God, they say the same thing 50 times 
over. This is heinous. I’m going to close it.” 

“The information was kind of PR blather. Hard to cut through this ‘interactive 
this, interactive that.’ Make the information concise and interesting. 
Otherwise it’s insulting and makes the company look like they don’t care 
about people’s time.” 

“This is awful. How can I read this? Width is weird. All weird colors and ugly.” 
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The SeeItFirst Corporate Brochure: This brochure might be acceptable in a 
printed format. However, when viewed online, it appears disjointed and 
overdone. 

84. Employ menus and content that are static and easy to 
control.  

It’s important that menus be static, and that movement on pages is not distracting. 
If you have revolving content, make sure that rotates at a pace reasonable for 
reading, and has a mechanism to allow people to see missed content.  

When using the Vivendi site, a user was looking for financial information on the 
“Investor Relations” page. The “News” area on that page continually scrolled through 
the news items. This made both reading and clicking on the news items difficult. It 
was also distracting when looking at the page as a whole. One British journalist said: 

“They have a ticker going here. It is quite clever but a bit frustrating. 
I’d rather have a list that I can tap down.” 
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The “Investor Relations” page on the Vivendi site: The “News” section was 
a list that automatically and continuously scrolled, which made it difficult 
to both read and click on. 
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The Viacom website has content that automatically moves horizontally. 
This design can be frustrating for users. 

85. Minimize the need to install additional software or plug-ins 
to get information about your products, financials, or press 
releases. 

People are wary of downloading anything new to their computers for fear of viruses, 
and often navigate away from areas that require additional plug-ins. It’s best to have 
a website that works without requiring special software, which your target users 
might not have. Staying one version behind reduces the likelihood that users will 
stumble upon technical difficulties.   

“You do start worrying about your Adobe Acrobat readers and these other 
things they say you need to install. You want to click something and just have 
it come up. But that is sort of a technical reservation. And you don’t want it to 
jam up on you. Sometimes you will be working and it will freeze up on you, 
and the next thing you are doing is rebooting and starting the whole damn 
thing again.” 

On the BMW site, some of the financial information was in a QuickTime movie. A user 
got a message about switching him to QuickTime Pro. 

“That’s disconcerting to me. Ah. That’s not good. It made me quit my 
entire program. I don’t know why I was given a streaming program in 
the first place. I would give up. That annoys me to no end. In most 
cases, no, I would abandon ship. In general, I think streaming video is 
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a bad idea. Unless it tells me in advance that I am getting [software 
downloads], I don’t want it. I am unsure of why it made me quit in the 
first place. Now that stuff just irritates me. I didn’t ask for any 
streaming and I certainly didn’t want to add anything to my hard 
drive.” 

On the BMW site, some of the news and information, “Knowledge in Detail,” was only 
accessible in PDF format. When a user clicked the link, she got a message telling her 
to download Adobe Acrobat. 

“If they want us to know what they are doing, and if there is a way to 
get to these articles, why would I have to download this software to 
read them? I don’t want to.” 

86. Offer PDFs in addition to HTML formats, not as a 
replacement. 

Present content for online viewing in HTML format. Save PDFs for content that people 
want to print. Users often get lost inside PDF files, which are typically big, linear text 
blobs that are good for print but unpleasant to read and navigate online. PDF layouts 
are often optimized for a sheet of paper, rarely matching the size of the user's 
browser window. 

Additionally, people prefer not to open PDFs because they can be slow loading and 
have been known to crash people’s computers. If you provide important information 
such as financials in a PDF, you should also provide similar information (or at least 
the highlights) on regular HTML pages.  

You can offer PDF files as an option for printing, but you should always offer all basic 
information on a standard Web page too. 

In other studies, we’ve found that PDF files are problematic because they are 
typically converted from documents that were intended for print, so the guidelines 
for Web writing are not followed – resulting in lengthy text that takes up many 
screens and is unpleasant and boring to read.  

Besides the potential for long downloading times, PDFs are difficult to use. They live 
in their own environment with different commands and menus. Even simple things 
like printing and saving documents are difficult because the controls deviate from 
standard browser controls. 

Most PDF files are enormous content chunks with no internal navigation. They also 
often lack decent search, aside from the extremely primitive ability to jump to a text 
string's next literal match. If the answer to a user's question is on page 75, there's 
close to zero probability he or she will locate it. 

The bottom line is that burying information in PDFs means most people will not read 
it. Our studies show that many people are turned off by PDFs and often skip them 
instead of using them to research information. 

Journalists consistently said they would like to print important information, such as 
sections of the annual report. Users with fast computers and broadband connections 
were less bothered with download times of large PDF documents. But regardless of 
computer performance, users all preferred reading information on standard Web 
pages than PDF formats. 
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“They don’t behave like Web pages. It’s not the speed. It is like having 
a solid thing rather than a fluid thing.” 

“I don’t mind PDF files that much. But I like being able to see HTML. 
Printing PDF is better.” 

“I think downloading PDFs is not so cool. It’s a pain. I would just like 
to see the things on the pages.” 

“This is a pet peeve. I don't know why I have to download something. 
Where can I get HTML instead of downloading something to my 
computer? ... If you have an option, that’s OK. I don't know why they 
think is good to download but not to have it on HTML. I download 20 
PDFs a day and they clog up my hard drive.” 

“I like to get things in PDF format. It’s cleaner and I don’t have to 
format it when I print and reference it when going on an interview. 
That’s good for that.” 

After clicking the PDF link for the annual report on the Hemscott site, a user said: 

“You hope the PDF downloads and opens correctly.” 

Later, when using the PDF file, she became frustrated and said: 

“I am a little frustrated with Acrobat. ... They made every page a file. 
So what happens here is when you scroll it jumps, which is really not 
helpful.” 

When using the Tyco site a user clicked the “Fast Facts” link on the homepage. It 
opened a PDF file and he said: 

“That’s a yucky PDF. I don’t like PDFs. It’s awkward to handle, I have 
always said so – at least on the screen anyway.” 

Philip Morris’s financial information was difficult to deal with because of the large PDF 
files, and especially because the annual report’s Table of Contents did not match the 
actual page numbers. A user said: 

“I am trying to find the financial overview. It said it was on page 19. I 
am on page 19. I see nothing. [Laughs.] What? It seems they have 
not done their work properly.” 

In some cases, presenting information only in a PDF file can demonstrate that the 
company is careless. For example, a British journalist was looking for information 
about social responsibility on the Vivendi site. He found a link that led to a PDF file, 
clicked it, and said: 

“What we’ve got is a page of a PDF document which is great when 
printed out, but on the screen it is hard to read. The print is too small.  
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“It emphasizes that all that is on the website is a single document. It 
casts doubt on their commitment. If they really were active and 
socially responsible, I’d expect them to have a thriving part on the site 
on which the PDF would be a small part of...” 

 
The first page of the “Environmental and Social Report” PDF document on 
the Vivendi site was difficult to read. Offering the information only in PDF 
form demonstrated to one user that the company didn’t care enough 
about the topic.  

87. Offer a table of contents at the beginning of long PDFs. 

For reports in HTML, include a table of contents at the beginning that links to 
important document sections. It’s also helpful to have a link to the table of contents 
from within the report. 

For reports in PDF, include a table of contents at the start and an alphabetical index 
at the end. PDFs with these components were easier for users to work with, both 
online and in print. Provide an easy way for people to search within PDFs. 

88. For PDF documents, include a gateway page that gives a 
summary description of the content and file size. 

Offer a short description of the document and give the page count and file size so 
people can decide whether it’s worth downloading. Also, clearly state that the PDF 
file is for printing. From any other part of the website, link only to the gateway page, 
not to the PDF document.  
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89. Set the default for PDF documents to open at a legible size.  

Many people don’t know how to magnify a document using the Adobe Acrobat 
controls. Some people are unaware that it’s possible. Even at 100% magnification, 
some documents are too small to read online.  

90. For large PDF documents and multimedia files, let people 
download the files in smaller sections. 

If a PDF file is very large, break it up into smaller files. Offering smaller files helps 
improve download time, especially for people with slow Internet connections. Each 
section should have a title (and a description, if the title is not self-explanatory), file 
size, and page count so users can decide whether downloading it is worth their time. 

A journalist on the Starwood website was pleased to see that the webcasts were 
indexed so she could skip to the sections she wanted without having to listen to the 
entire event.  

“It’s indexed! Instead of going to overview, I can go straight to Q&Q. It’s easy to 
listen while I go through stuff I can read.” 

91. Don’t give plug-in icons more prominence than the links they 
reference. 

Be wary of showing icons for plug-in software such as Adobe Acrobat on your site, 
especially if the icons are more prominent than the associated links.  

It’s common for users to mistake the icon for the document link because it looks like 
a button. When clicking it brings them to a completely different site, they become 
completely discombobulated. 

 
A journalist accidentally clicked on the Adobe PDF icon, thinking he would 
get the presentation. The icon was much more prominent than the link, 
causing people to click on it instead of what they really wanted. 
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The following table summarizes recommendations for presenting documents in HTML 
and PDF formats.  

 HTML format (online viewing) PDF format (offline viewing) 

Gateway 
page to 
documents 

Offer a summary description of the report. 
List the HTML format choice first (people 
are more likely to click on the first link). 
In general, make the title the link. 

State clearly that the PDF file is for printing. 
Include a summary description. Indicate 
page count and file size so people can 
decide whether it’s worth downloading.  
If the file is very large, consider breaking it 
up into smaller files. From any other part of 
the website, link only to the gateway page, 
not to the PDF document. 

Other 
software 

Don’t require people to install additional 
software, such as Flash or PowerPoint to 
look at your presentations and reports. 

Ensure that your PDF document format is at 
least one version behind the latest offering 
to maximize the probability that users will 
already have a valid viewer installed. 

Printing Have a print-friendly feature that formats 
the documents for different paper sizes. 
Some countries use 8.5 x 11, while others 
use A4. Make sure your documents will fit 
both. 

Format your printable documents for 
different paper sizes (that is, 8.5 x 11 and 
A4). Make sure that the printed content is 
legible.  

Typeface Use common sans-serif fonts that are 
easy to read online, such as Verdana.  

Use easily readable typefaces for printing, 
such as Helvetica, Times, and Bodoni. 

Graphics and 
motion 

Avoid any superfluous graphics or 
movement, particularly those that impact 
speed. Avoid splash pages. 

Avoid backgrounds, especially ones that 
print out dark or bleed into the content. 

Navigation Avoid complex or fancy navigation. Keep 
it simple so users can navigate different 
sections without difficulty. 
Follow standard usability guidelines for 
navigation. For example, have consistent 
navigation and limit the use of dropdowns. 
Always use clear, understandable 
category names. 

Have a table of contents at the start of the 
report and an alphabetical index at the end.  

Page 
numbers 

Number each page of the report. If using 
“Next” buttons, include the total number of 
pages. 

Number each page of the report. 

Online 
viewing 

Avoid horizontal scrolling. Default the zoom to a level that’s easily 
readable on screen and doesn’t require 
people to scroll horizontally. 
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92. Eliminate bugs and site performance issues. 

Technology companies in particular need to eliminate bugs, broken links, and slow 
servers. People are less forgiving of these errors on technology companies’ websites. 

A few of the sites that we asked journalists to evaluate took too long to load. For 
example, on the Merck site, loading the corporate philanthropy report took an 
unusually long time. 

“They could improve their server. Jeesh. This is too slow.” 

On the BMW site, the annual report took an extremely long time to load. It was in 
QuickTimePro. 

“Slow... Still coming up... Panorama, 360 degree view. What am I, 
Gettysburg? A little Theater in the Round here? Whatever this is, it’s 
taking a long time to come up.” 

Other pages with graphics on the BMW site also took a long time to load. 

“This doesn’t load fast enough. Too slow. I have cable, so why is this 
taking so long to load?” 

On the SeeItFirst site, the text in the left-hand navigator first appeared overlapping 
and jumbled, then fixed itself. This occurred while the page was loading, and was the 
first impression of the site. Users noticed and commented on it. Also, they seemed to 
care more about this glitch because SeeItFirst is a technology company. Users said: 

“Did you see that? It was all messed up.” 

“This is all screwed up here. The pictures overlap. If this is a 
technology company, it looks bad. That is supposed to be their 
business. So right away I don’t have much faith in them.” 

People were very hard on Nokia when they encountered a broken link on the 
homepage. A user said: 

“It’s not very trustworthy if you say you are the forefront of 
technology and there are broken links on the homepage. What is on 
the homepage seems trustworthy, but broken links make it less 
trustworthy. If you stay and read about this highly technical company 
and they can’t have a homepage that works perfectly, it scratches in 
the credibility.” 

On the Pace Micro Technology site, when a user clicked the “Pace Related News 
Stories” link, an empty browser window appeared. He tried a few more times: 

“For some reason, ‘Pace Related News Stories’ isn’t coming up. See, 
it’s very common. Another thing about the Internet is there is so much 
that doesn’t. If it doesn’t, you just kind of have to give up on it 
quickly... You kind of have to be lazy when you’re a journalist. Not lazy 
but your time – it’s not worth wasting my time on this. That’s what 
these press people are here for. Ideally it would be easier to find.” 
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The “Pace Related News Stories” link on the Pace Micro Technology site 
brought up an empty browser window. Users judge the quality of the 
company by the quality of the website. 
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Handling Corporate Crisis 
 

Negative things happen at companies, from manufacturing faulty tires to executives 
stealing people’s retirement accounts. It’s how a company deals with these incidents 
that defines the company’s character, how well it will bounce back, and maybe how 
journalists will cover the incident. Many of us remember the unfortunate 1982 
incident where someone tampered with Tylenol bottles, replacing Extra-Strength 
Tylenol capsules with cyanide-laced capsules, ultimately killing seven people. If you 
remember the incident, you probably also remember how well Johnson & Johnson 
dealt with the crisis. 

“Scholars have come to recognize Johnson & Johnson's handling of the 
Tylenol crisis as the example for success when confronted with a 
threat to an organization's existence. Berge lauds the case in the 
following manner, ‘The Tylenol crisis is without a doubt the most 
exemplary case ever known in the history of crisis communications. 
Any business executive, who has ever stumbled into a public relations 
ambush, ought to appreciate the way Johnson & Johnson responded to 
the Tylenol poisonings. They have effectively demonstrated how major 
business has to handle a disaster.’”8 
 

93. If your company is having a problem, acknowledge the 
problem in some way on the corporate website. 

Journalists do not empathize with companies that try to cover up a situation, or that 
completely ignore it on their website. People – especially journalists – are going to 
find out about whatever happened. While you shouldn’t create legal issues for the 
company, if negative information is known and out there, it will behoove you to 
acknowledge it. Failing to acknowledge it will make it appear as though the company 
is trying to cover it up, or that its leaders think nothing is wrong. 

One journalist in our study knew that L. Dennis Kozlowski, the former chief executive 
of Tyco, had been charged with looting the company of hundreds of millions of 
dollars. When using the site she said: 

“I don’t see any press releases about the CEO being in trouble. (Ha 
ha.) Just kidding...” 

When asked if she expected or wanted them to address this, she said: 

“Yeah, I want them to. I think that would have been good. I think that 
anybody, journalist or otherwise, who knows about the problem would 
be coming on to the Tyco site with some amount of preconception 
about the place. I really didn’t know much about what they [the 
company] did at all, until now. That [the scandal] is what I knew. The 
only thing I knew about them was that, which isn’t good. It would 

                                          
8 Case Study: The Johnson & Johnson Tylenol Crisis, by the United States Department of 
Defense 

http://www.ou.edu/deptcomm/dodjcc/groups/02C2/Johnson%20&%20Johnson.htm
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seem if I was working in public relations for this company for example, 
I would say, right up front, we had some problems. I would say it like 
that, but, ‘Tyco is rededicating itself or recommitting itself to its 
investors.’ And, I’d have it somewhere prominent, maybe a little box 
on the front page, especially for journalists because... journalists are 
cynical about anything, maybe not cynical necessarily but questioning, 
that’s our job. So you’d be coming to this site with questions about 
that particular scandal, and there doesn’t seem to be anything, at least 
I haven’t seen anything, addressing it at all, which can seem like ‘We 
have nothing to apologize for.’” 

This same user looked on Tyco.com for information about the scandal. She couldn’t 
remember the previous CEO’s name, so she conducted a Google search for “tyco + 
scandal.” Within a second, she said, “Oh, that’s the guy’s name, Dennis Kozlowski.” 

In addition to all the search results about the scandal, it’s important to note that at 
the time of the study, The New York Times — among other newspapers — had 
already published a story saying that Tyco “admitted for the first time that it had 
used financial gimmickry to inflate its earnings.”9 So a user could easily find this 
information on the Web. 

 
A user used Google to search for “tyco + scandal.” The name of the Ex-
chairman came up. But, when the user conducted searches on the Tyco 
site for the former CEO’s name, she only found one match. Later she said, 
“I do think it’s weird that there are no matches for Walsh or Kozlowski on 
the site.” 

                                          
9 The New York Times, January 5, 2003 , Late Edition — Final , Section 4 , Column 4 , 
Page 2 

http://query.nytimes.com/search/full-page?res=9B00EEDD173EF936A35752C0A9659C8B63
http://query.nytimes.com/search/full-page?res=9B00EEDD173EF936A35752C0A9659C8B63


 

 

 

 

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP INFO@NNGROUP.COM 235 

 

Another user had a very similar experience when using the Tyco site. Looking for 
information about the scandal, he first used the BBC’s website. When asked to look 
for information on the Tyco site, he said: 

“I would be well aware that we would get the official version.” 

He went to the page of press releases, scrolled them, and then searched the releases 
for Kozlowski. He said: 

“See what that brings back. Nothing. Right.” 

He assumed he spelled the name wrong, so again found it on the BBC site and said: 

“Yes. That was spelled correctly. Tyco does not have any record of 
Kowlowski in the ‘Press Room,’ which I find absolutely stunning. And 
there is no way of going further back than September 23, 2002 ... 
which I think is a very strange way of doing things, unless you don’t 
particularly want journalists ferreting around finding about your 
convicted, crooked chief executive. Right.” 

He then looked in “Tyco History,” and said: 

“Looks like it's mostly corporate acquisitions. Delightfully, according to 
the Tyco website, the BBC and everybody is wrong because this stuff 
didn’t happen. At this stage I would be falling off my chair. ... There 
may be a mention of corporate amnesia in my article.” 

Not giving up, he clicked “Investor Relations,” and said: 

“Let's see if there is anything in ‘Investor Relations.’ This is crazy. 
Investors must need reassurance. C'mon.” 

Finally, after trying a few links in the “Investor Relations” area, he said: 

“I think there is nothing on the website about the scandal, which I 
think is a mistake. They should at least have some sort of statement 
about looking forward, and acknowledging that these things have 
happened. But I suppose there are lawyers and people to advise them 
about what they should and shouldn't put on their site.” 

One user working with the Vivendi Universal site had heard something about the 
company before. He said: 

“Isn’t the point about them that they are in colossal debt? I would 
probably go to Financial Times because that would be unbiased.” 

He went to the Financial Times website and searched for “Vivendi.” One of the first 
articles that appeared referred to the company as a “debt-ridden conglomerate.” He 
actually felt quite sympathetic to the company. He said: 

“This is quite different from the [Vivendi] website... This is difficult [for 
them] indeed. I suppose they are doing all they can do to present the 
facts. Interesting there is no quote from the CEO there. Would be a 
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broader context. ... I can see no harm in an upbeat quote, or even a 
purely factual quote. It’s a difficult situation, indeed.” 

He looked around the site for more information or a quote from the CEO. Some of 
the sections he reviewed included: “Strategy and overview,” “A growth story,” and 
“Financial strength.” After looking at these, he said: 

“Looks like there is no problem and they are doing really well. They 
are emphasizing their growth. ... My recommendation is they might 
not ignore it as they do here, but be honest and realistic. The industry 
the company is in difficulty, so there is no disgrace.” 

The Vivendi homepage had a paragraph about asset disposal, which read: “Following 
the many rumors about asset disposals, Vivendi Universal would like to again 
emphasize that no statement or comments will be made on disposals before their 
completion.” 

At the end of the study, the same user commented on the paragraph. He said: 

“It is a little aggressive and negative. It says, ‘The negative talk about 
rumors and possible asset disposals,’ yet we went on the FT website 
and saw them all discussed. So they are not just rumors. It [the 
message] could have been better thought out, I think. More honesty, 
as I was saying earlier. As a journalist I respect people who are 
honest, and I am naturally suspicious of people who avoid issues... 
Possibly reword. ... ‘We are selling nothing. Nothing is for sale until we 
tell you it is sold,’ this is what they have written. That is the 
implication of what they have written. ... clearly a statement to 
journalists.” 

Another user arrived on the Vivendi homepage and read the paragraph about assets:  

“Okay there is some problem going on at Vivendi. ... I would assume 
the company is selling off chunks of itself and they are not going to tell 
me about it until they do it. Which means other reporters know it 
because they have been calling.” 

94. If the situation warrants an apology, apologize, and then 
communicate how the company is making amends (unless 
doing so would cause legal issues). 

A few journalists noted that if there was a major scandal with a company, they’d 
have to mention it in their story, regardless of the story’s topic. Some said that if the 
company issued an apology or took steps to rectify the situation, they would mention 
that in the story, too. 

After looking on the Tyco site for information about the company’s financial issues, a 
user said: 

“So I am assuming at this point that there is no information about 
what happened. I am not saying it is surprising. ... But I do think it 
would be better for journalists looking to write about a company that’s 
had some problems, which certainly you would mention in the story, 
there is no way you couldn’t. So if there were something on the 
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website that said ... in a statement, Tyco said ‘We apologize to our 
investors and we are cooperating fully with the District Attorney...’ 
that would be in my story. But I so far haven’t found it. ... 

“Because I would definitely mention it in the story, the more prominent 
it is, and the more genuine the apology, and the more specific the steps 
that this apology would have in terms or rectifying that, the more useful 
to me, because I would include all that in my story.” 

95. Consider linking to news articles that have been particularly 
fair to the company, or that focused on positive aspects of 
the situation. 

Information is just a search away on the Web. Journalists will refer to your site, but 
they’re going to search for information in external sources anyway. You might as well 
make it easy for them to find at least one external article that covers the crisis but 
paints your company in a positive light. 

One journalist using the Tyco had found in a Tyco press release that, “...nine of the 
board members have resigned... because lots of them have been accused of 
siphoning off money and using it for personal use.” He then went to the BBC’s 
website and searched for Tyco. He immediately saw articles with titles such as: “Tyco 
ex-boss granted $10 million bail,” “Dennis Kozlowski charged with cheating investors 
of millions of dollars,” and “Tyco ex-bosses hit by more charges.” He very quickly got 
a sense of the scandal and said: 

“It’s an awfully dirty company it seems... I would probably also go 
ahead and do a search on The Guardian and some of the other papers. 
I think there is plenty of background in there for me. It's obviously one 
of the American Enron-style stories, which has yet to come over to this 
side of the pond. In just a moment I'll be very surprised if one or two 
of them don't.” 

This same journalist later said: 

“What also would be a good idea is to put links to other sites who have 
covered Tyco extensively. That would help me. ... Journalists are going 
to want to read around the subject anyway. ... So if they highlight the 
publications that have been more sympathetic that others, they might 
get an easier ride.” 

Around the same time, a major airline, United Airlines, filed for bankruptcy. Of 
course, there is less indignity in having a business file Chapter 11 than when 
corporate officers allegedly steal from investors. Still, United’s website was a better 
example of how to handle a negative situation. They added a “Business as usual” link 
in the upper right of the homepage, with a caption that reads: “It is – and will 
continue to be – business as usual for United’s customers.” 
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The second headline on the cover of The New York Times online on 
December 17, 2002 read: “Former Tyco Director Pleads Guilty to Fraud.” 
Journalists saw similar articles, and found it amazing – bordering on 
insulting – that the Tyco website had no mention of the issues. 

 
A December 17, 2002 article, “Former Tyco Director Pleads Guilty to 
Fraud.” 
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The Tyco homepage on December 17, 2002. There was no 
acknowledgment of the ongoing scandal, which indicated to journalists 
that Tyco was trying to pretend it never happened. Making matters worse, 
the page had been updated with an unrelated press release that day.  
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United Airlines’ homepage just after the company filed for Chapter 11, a good 
example of how to handle a negative situation. United added a “Business as 
usual” link in the upper right of the homepage, with a caption that read: “It is – 
and will continue to be – business as usual for United’s customers.” 
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United Airlines’ “Business as usual” page, which outlined the company’s 
continued commitment to customers. It pointedly addressed important 
criteria such as on-time flights, the frequent flyer program, and the Red 
Carpet Club. 
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Press Relations Offline 
 

The corporate website is only one of several ways that journalists get information 
from a particular organization. Other popular methods include: press kits, press 
releases sent offline, and phone calls. Of course, much of the information available to 
journalists comes from completely different sources, outside the company’s formal 
communications. One user said, 

“I think the Web is an important tool, but it will always come second to 
a contacts book, or personal contact. For me, one’s personal 
understanding of a topic is based on the time-consuming, ongoing 
research.” 

“The Web just supplements telephone research. I use the Web to see who I 
should be calling and what I should be asking them.” 

Regardless, when the company is interacting in any way with journalists, it’s 
imperative that the experience is fruitful. 

96. Brief receptionists or whomever answers the main phone 
number about who media contacts are and how to reach 
them. Enable them to connect journalists with press 
relations personnel. 

Journalists will call whatever number they find on the website, even the main 
corporate number. Several journalists, when asked their biggest pet peeve when 
dealing with companies, said that they wish receptionists who answer the main 
corporate numbers knew who the PR people were. If there were more than one press 
contact, they wanted receptionists to know the right one for the topic they’re 
investigating. 

Journalists said they were sometimes frustrated when receptionists could not 
connect them to the press person they needed to talk with. 

When asked what makes his job difficult, one journalist said: 

“I would say that when you call a company and ask for public 
relations, a lot of people don’t know what you mean. Sometimes they 
don’t know that ‘media relations’ is the same thing. Then you can ask 
for marketing. Having someone know who to send journalists to, at 
least for that first contact, is always useful.” 

Another user was looking in a press release on the State of Maine website. He was 
looking for the name of a person to quote about lobstering. He found the name of a 
person in charge of moose permits. He said: 

“He is probably not the right person. If he deals with moose permits, 
he is probably not the lobster guy. Most interviews are not with the 
person I call. They pass me off, and I let them decide who the best 
person is and get back to me.” 

 

One journalist commented: 
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“I think telling people where you want them to go is helpful to 
everybody. Every so often you run across the company switchboards 
where they are very reluctant to tell you the name or the PR person. 
Or they’ll kind of grill as to whether you are a journalist. Or they’ll put 
you through to the wrong place.” 

97. When talking to journalists, tell them what you want them to 
hear, and then be willing to answer their questions. 

When asked what companies can do to make his experience as a journalist better, 
one British user said: 

“Ease of use on websites. Easy contacts are always preferable. I 
noticed a difference in the UK and US press. Whenever I found the UK 
[press person], they would either connect me with the director or a 
spokesperson. For the US, I found that corporate America made its 
statement and that was it. They were quite surprised that the UK 
journalists may be probing more than they expected. This is possibly a 
little less true now. I find now the Americans say, ‘but we told you 
such and such. That is interesting and what you should write about.’” 

He continued: 

“I think I have got something, and they have a comment from the 
director. They just want to get a comment in. ... I much prefer the 
people who listen and who ask me what I am working on rather than 
what they want me to work on.” 

98. When talking to journalists, listen and be as polite to them as 
they are to you. 

One journalist said he values PR people who are: 

“...pleasant in responsiveness and have the ability to listen.” 

Another said: 

“The best thing they can possibly do, especially in this economy, the 
most important thing a PR person can do is be friendly and make 
friends with you.” 

99. Don’t contact journalists too many times about the same 
press release. 

Several journalists said that they become annoyed when the same press person 
contacts them many times about the same thing. It can help to call and send a press 
release, however. 

One user said: 

“People will fax you and mail you releases. It’s a pain but gets their 
point across. If they call, fax, e-mail, and mail that’s a lot. If they call 
you more than once, that makes my life difficult. ... I get more phone 
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calls, at least 100 per day. If I leave the office for five minutes my 
voicemail fills up. I act on those more. If someone sends me a press 
release and calls me, there is more a chance I’ll write about it.” 

Another said: 

“You find, quite unsolicited, you get a lot of mail” 

Note that some sources say that calling journalists to see if they received your 
release is a no-no. According to an article titled “Top Three Ways PR People Annoy 
the Heck out of Journalists,”10 the following are journalists’ three biggest pet peeves 
when dealing with PR people: 

1. You've never read, never even glanced at my publication before you pitch 
us. 

2. You're calling to see if I got your press release OK. 

3. How the H**L can I contact you???? 

 

                                          
10 Anne Holland, NewsBios, August 13, 2002; Top Three Ways PR People Annoy the Heck out of 
Journalists  

http://www.newsbios.com/Guest_Column/top_three_ways_pr_people_annoy_journalists.htm
http://www.newsbios.com/Guest_Column/top_three_ways_pr_people_annoy_journalists.htm
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E-mail Press Releases 
 

The goal of this study was to review organizations’ public relations on the Web. 
During the study, journalists offered information about how they use press releases 
that are e-mailed to them, and which presentation is most effective.11 

Several journalists said that they didn’t use most of the press releases that were e-
mailed to them. Many said they read a very small percentage of them, and still 
others said they read them all. Journalists in the last group, however, received fewer 
than 10 releases per day. 

Note that unsolicited releases via e-mail create a very different reaction from when 
journalists seek out releases on a specific topic. 

100. In the e-mail, provide a short, clear subject line. 

Several journalists said they scan the subject line of the press releases in their inbox, 
and delete those that don’t quickly make a point. 

“Last night I got 85 e-mail messages, a lot of those were press 
releases. Only two were people with whom I have correspondences, 
the rest were press releases. ... I browse through them because I 
don’t want to miss anything. It may be a rare case. I only get a story 
from about 1%.” 

101. Send the e-mail from a person that the journalist is most 
likely to know or remember. Do not send it from a generic e-
mail address. 

Journalists said they are more likely to open emails from people they know. 

“I get a lot. It is all about the subject line and the person who sent it 
to me. It really helps to know the person who sent it to me.” 

“AOL has a clipping service, so I am getting 75 per day from that. I 
get a mix from the clipping service and PR people. I have been 
freelance for four years now. That makes me a little harder to find. As 
a freelancer, companies don’t know what to do with you as much.” 

102. Do not send more than one press release per e-mail. 

A few users said press releases are easier to deal with when they get one per e-mail. 

“There are clipping services – the most useless of them is the e-mail 
with 20 press releases in one file. I don’t use a lot of those ideas. I’d 
rather have 20 emails so I can glance through the subject and just 
delete them.” 

                                          
11 For more information about effective e-mailings, refer to Nielsen Norman Group report 
Email Newsletter Design to Increase Conversion and Loyalty.  

http://www.nngroup.com/reports/email-newsletter-design/
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Why Journalists Leave Websites 
 

Journalists stressed the importance of having good corporate websites. They were 
also quick to point out that they have many other sources and methods for 
researching their stories. And even when testing the sites in our study, at some point 
in every session, each journalist said they would call the company, specifically the PR 
department, either to get information they could not find on the website or to 
confirm information they did find. 

“I would always call to get a live person. With e-mail, some people 
don’t read it immediately.” 

At least once in every session, journalists either left sites, or said they wanted to 
leave them, when they couldn’t find information or they got frustrated with the 
interface. 

At least once in every session, journalists left the company’s website and turned to 
another Web source (usually a search engine; sometimes another newspaper or 
magazine) to find information about a company. Journalists always plan to leave 
your site to do some research about your company. They need outside sources. The 
more you can direct them to those sources, such as news articles, the better. 

“I’d have to look at different sources. For example, there are sources 
for students that tell what companies not to join or do business with 
because they are not socially responsible...” 

“There is no substitute for talking to people. Talk to market analysts 
and fund people. Two reasons: one, fully up to date, and two, they 
have already done expert analysis. ... I think the idea that someone is 
going to go to a company’s website and write an article sounds kind of 
unlikely.” 

“The only thing about doing research on the website is at some point I 
will want to look for the contrary point. I don’t expect to find that 
information on the website. As a journalist, I will want to go to another 
place to get that contrary position.” 

“It’s often best to get the information from other places besides the 
company you are looking for.” 

“I look for reviews of the products. Follow the links to magazines then 
start. I expect the magazine to have other reviews of this or similar 
products ... news about the company.” 

The following table describes when journalists left sites or said that they wanted to 
leave sites during our test sessions. 

 

  



 

 

 

 

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP INFO@NNGROUP.COM 247 

 

Round 1: Reasons for Leaving or Wanting to Leave a Website 

WEBSITE REASON 

 

Benetton  Financials 

“This wasn’t the easiest in the world but it wasn’t hard. Also, I’d go to financial 
sites now, too.” 
Beginning 

To see what others say: “I would go to Google and click some other articles to 
find out about the company. What others are saying.” 
Wanted other reviews, and was annoyed by: the Flash intro, superfluous 
information, page layout, strange scroll UI for press releases. Went to Google. 
View Product (Fall Collection) 

Got Shockwave message and said, “I still can’t see it. At this point I would call 
the PR person. Rather than try to download the Shockwave and keep clicking, I 
would print this page then look at the main pages for the collections. Get the 
PR person to Fed Ex me the catalogs. I don’t want to have to print a million 
pages in color.” 

BMW 

 

Financials 

“This kind of hunt and peck thing is what I don’t like and what keeps me off the 
Internet. I think it’s a quick thing and then it makes me waste half an hour. 
Half the time I will just pick up the phone and ask them to call me. I would ask 
them to mail it to me. I’d rather wait two weeks than spend half an hour here.” 
Laughed. 
Movie file crashed user’s computer: “I am so out of there. I pick up the phone 
and I call them and ask for a 1999 annual report. I get too irritated.” 
Could not find information: “I am already aggravated with this website because 
I cannot find what I want. I would leave this website.” Went to LexisNexis. 
Finding What BMW Stands for 

Could not find financial information on the site, so user wanted to look in 
LexisNexis. She thought she needed the company’s full name to do this, so she 
went back to bmw.com to find out what BMW stands for. “This is stupid. There 
is no mention of the name of their company. They are not willing to divulge 
that. I would just call the PR person now if I could find that.” 
PR Contact 

Could not find information. “I would look in the Yellow Pages. Actually the 
Yellow Pages. I might call a dealership if I got no help from the white pages. I 
would ask for a BMW number to call. I’m not shy about asking for stuff.” 
Information about Management 

Could not find information. The user went to Google and searched there. 
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Round 1: Reasons for Leaving or Wanting to Leave a Website 

WEBSITE REASON 

 

Fidelity 

 

Financials 

Could not find financials on the site, and said he would trust an outside source 
more. “I would go back to my Yahoo page and get the financial info there. ... I 
would also rather get figures from a third party rather than the company itself. 
A lot of the companies tend to write up these press releases that are uhm... the 
number will be there, but you’ll have to dig.” 
Also could not find financials: “I’ve been browsing the site for 40 minutes now. 
I would call them and have them fax more or at least tell me where I can find 
the info on the website. I’m not very patient.” 
Press Contact Telephone 

Could not find a telephone number. “I’m stuck. I couldn’t find the phone 
number or the earnings.” 
Wanted Links To Organizations They Donate To 

“Unfortunately I cannot go in and see what these organizations are about. 
There are a lot of religious organizations, healthcare, environmental defense 
fund. I would definitely have clicked on it if there was a link here.” 
Information about Management 

Could not find the information, and said he would trust an outside source more. 
“I might try a LexisNexis, I remember reading about a succession question. I 
would expect it on the company website. I would also use that to counter 
balance the stuff the company says.” 

Merck 

 

Other Stories about Managers 

Went to Dow Jones Interactive to see if it had other information, find out 
whether a story had been done recently. 
Press Contact 

Wanted to call for information because he couldn’t find it on the site. 
Financials 

Got annual report and wanted to move on. “That’s a good start. I’d call up 
some analysts and get some research reports now, start making phone calls.” 

Nokia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Product Information 

Found some information and was ready to call and follow-up. “I think I would 
be more inclined to call their PR person and flesh this out. It’s a decent place to 
start, but I need more.” 
Got a little information on Nokia, and wanted more. Went to Google. 
Financials 

Wanted more financial info: “I’d check Standard & Poor’s, NY Stock Exchange, 
LexisNexis, and call their PR person.” 
Discovered that financials are in euro dollars. Went to site to convert to U.S. 
dollars. “It would piss me off that I had to go convert it. I’d think most places 
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Round 1: Reasons for Leaving or Wanting to Leave a Website 

WEBSITE REASON 

 

 

Nokia 

 

would show in both euro and U.S. dollars.” 
 

To See What Analysts Say about Them/Social-Awareness Information 

Could not find information. “The information was completely useless to me. I’d 
have to call. Hopefully, the press person is knowledgeable. Better for her to 
refer me to someone I can interview and get some anecdotes.” 

Philip Morris  Financials 

Was frustrated when he couldn’t download the PDF annual report. “That’s 
annoying. The whole PDF thing. I don’t have a reader. I don’t know where it’s 
downloading this. If we were doing this, I wouldn’t go on.” 
Press Contact 

Couldn’t find a phone number. “At this point, it seems they really want a letter, 
not phone calls. I would use white pages.” 

SeeItFirst  Financials 

Wanted outside sources of information. “Now I would look for something by a 
business journal about them, like one of the business trades or something.” 
News 

Saw the news titles with no links to the articles. “If I were really doing this I 
would copy the title to a search engine and find it.” 

Tellme 

 

Social Responsibility 

Was going to call a PR contact initially. Went to Google when she couldn’t find 
the information on the site. 
Find Competitors 

Looked at a few search engines. “Journalists go by the rule of three. If there 
was Tellme and two more, you could show it was like a movement.” 
Financials 

Went to Google to find out about reviews and funding. 

US Patent and 
Trademark 
Office 

 

 

 

 

Starting Out 

“First reaction: useless. The amount of information on the page is 
overwhelming. I would call them.” 
How to File a Patent and Costs 

“I would not look on this site, given there is a complete dearth of common 
sense about it.” 
Looked on the FAQ page, where there was a lot of text that was not bolded or 
easy to scan. “I see nothing here. I’m gone. The questions assume I already 
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Round 1: Reasons for Leaving or Wanting to Leave a Website 

WEBSITE REASON 

 

 

 

 

 

 

US Patent and 
Trademark 
Office 

 

have an application submitted. I would try Google again.” He searched and 
ended up back on the site at “Who May Apply for a Patent.” Went to Yahoo and 
searched for an intellectual property law firm. 
Budget Information 

Could not find it on the site. Went to Google, which brought him to a page on 
the site with the information. 
Lost any hope for finding anything on the site. “I really like using 
askjeeves.com for really specific questions.” Went to Ask Jeeves and typed 
“What is the budget of the U.S. patent office?” 
Information About the Director 

Could not find it on the site. Went to Google, but it did not really help. 
Contact Information 

Always goes to yellowpages.com. Didn’t really look for it on the site at all. 

Wal-Mart  Press Contact 

Could not find press telephone number. “What I would do is take that 501 area 
code then call information then get a main number. Then get the press 
department.” 
Management Information 

Could not find information about management. “I would check The Wall Street 
Journal archives. It would be nice to find bios here.” 
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Round 2: Reasons for Leaving or Wanting to Leave a Website 

WEBSITE REASON 

 

Deutsche Bank Management Information 
Was going to call the PR contact when she couldn’t find the name of the chief 
executive. 
Went to Google to find the name of the chief executive. 
Expert Opinion 
Wanted to call a financial analyst to find out why DB is supporting the Russian 
economy versus some other country. 

GlaxoSmithKline Financials 
PR person for income. 

Hemscott Management Information 
Could not find information about management. Went to Google and typed in the 
CEO’s name. 
Financials 
Wanted to call an international financial expert. 

Pace Micro 
Technology 

Background Information 
When initially looking for background information, would look at Google and 
Yahoo, or LexisNexis. Wanted to find newspaper articles about the company. 
Called a PR person for background information about what they do. 
Not getting enough specific information there, so tried the search engines. 
Financial information 
Google search. 
Social Responsibility 
Wanted to call a press person. 

Qwest 
Communications 

Background Information 
When initially looking for background information, would e-mail the PR contact 
to get some basic background. 
Financials 
Called the PR person to confirm the amount, because wasn’t sure he chose the 
right one on the site. 

State of Maine Background Information 
When initially looking for background information, would e-mail the PR contact 
to get some basic background. 
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Round 2: Reasons for Leaving or Wanting to Leave a Website 

Expert Opinion 
Google for information about Maine lobster health. 

Tyco (focus on 
Tyco 
Electronics) 

Financials 
Couldn’t find the 2001 earnings and wanted to call the PR contact to get them. 
Once financials were found, was still not sure about them, so wanted to confirm 
with a PR person. 
Management Information 
Was going to call the PR contact when she couldn’t find the bio for the VP of 
Tyco Electronics. 
Went to Google to find the name of the former CEO. 
Went to BBC to find the name of the former CEO. 
Went to BBC to find information about the scandal. 
Social Responsibility 
Couldn’t find it on the site, so went to Google. 
Couldn’t find it on the site, so went The Guardian. 

Vivendi 
Universal 

Information about selling assets 
To find an unbiased view of the situation, went to Financial Times website. 
Social Responsibility 
Google and/or National Union of Students to get an outside opinion. 

 

  



 

 

 

 

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP INFO@NNGROUP.COM 253 

 

Round 3: Reasons for Leaving or Wanting to Leave a Website 

WEBSITE REASON 

 

 

Investopedia 

First impression 

Did not appear reputable. Too much advertising. Could not find an 
“About Us” section. 

Latin 
American 
Travel 
Association 

Personal information 

Required registration and payment to get information. 

Continental Another website 

Could not find the number of employees. Thinks finding it on Hoover’s 
website would be easier. 

Hilton Stale content 

Press releases not current enough. 

Esprit Another website 

Thinks it’s easier to find financial information on a financial website, 
such as Hong Kong Exchanges and Clearing Limited. 

MTV Search 

Didn’t see a way to search site. 

About Us 

Couldn’t find a way to get to corporate information. 

 

An important lesson to keep in mind is that even when journalists used independent 
search engines, users still blamed the company when they had problems finding 
information. When users searched elsewhere and could not find the information, they 
sometimes returned the company site and complained passionately about it. All the 
frustration they encountered, even on other sites, was directed at the company site. 

Users abandon sites when they do not find what they are looking for.  If they 
absolutely need or want the product or service, they call any phone number they find 
on the site. What’s different about journalists is that they always plan to call your 
company – they want to talk to a person and confirm facts or get a quote. Knowing 
this, sites should clearly present the press contact name and phone number. 
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Good Sites: Journalists Gave These Thumbs Up 
 

Journalists noted the following sites as particularly useful for doing research: 

• Google 
• Yahoo 
• The New York Times 
• The Wall Street Journal 
• BBC 
• The Guardian 
• CNET 
• The Washington Post 
• The Boston Globe 

Some journalists discussed positive experiences with websites they had recently 
used to research a story. The most memorable positive experiences occurred on sites 
where journalists easily found interesting facts, and did not encounter major usability 
issues. Sites they mentioned include: 

Amazon.com 
www.amazon.com 

“I use Amazon.com to research authors. I was looking for Chris Rice. I 
typed his name to their search engine. It gives a list of all the titles, a 
bio, and reader’s reviews. I do that pretty often. It gives you the 
company name and the publisher so I can start down that road to find 
the person. I think it’s pretty honest when you have the readers’ 
opinions.” 

 

http://www.amazon.com/
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American Medical Association 
www.ama-assn.org 

“A good website I visited recently for information, the American 
Medical Association has a very straightforward website. ... there are 
not a lot of photos that take a long time to download. They put all the 
stuff you need to find on the homepage in great detail. So, instead of 
having to click to find subsections, it’s easy, and all is there for you to 
see.” 

 

http://www.ama-assn.org/
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Cnet.com 
www.cnet.com 

“I use CNET probably every day. The biggest problem with CNET is 
their attempts to make money through advertising. This drives me 
nuts when the ad banner takes up half the page. You lose the search 
bar because it gets knocked down to the middle of the page. I also 
hate pop-ups... I use CNET a lot. In journalism, there are very few 
original ideas out there. Journalists I know get ideas from other things, 
like daily and weekly and magazines. There is this hierarchy of what 
get published first. Sometimes starts with press releases.” 

 

  

http://www.cnet.com/
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Countryside-Alliance.Org 
www.countryside-alliance.org 

“There was a big protest about eight weeks ago about how people 
treat those who live in the English countryside... hundreds of people 
marched into London... Countryside Alliance... I remember there was a 
website, the Countryside Alliance, that gave info about the day’s 
events. ... I do quite a lot of covering the organizations. It is often 
helpful to see what the organizations say about themselves. ... It has a 
whole lot of mishmash now, but the time I am talking about told me 
about what was happening in London on that particular day. ... Even 
that initial thumbnail sketch in Google alone, like I said I only write 
short things. And just a thumbnail sketch that quickly says what the 
organization thinks they do.” 

 
 

  

http://www.countryside-alliance.org/
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Feld Entertainment 
www.feldentertainment.com 

“The circus had a great site. Everything I needed was there. Pictures, 
contacts, dates.” 

 
 

  

http://www.feldentertainment.com/
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MediaBistro.com 
www.mediabistro.com 

“Every journalist I know goes here. It is like they are addicted. And the 
first thing I think everyone does is clicks here to find a job. They have 
something like 400,000 hits a month, all individual users, all writers 
and editors.” 

 
  

http://www.mediabistro.com/
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Models 
www.qmodels.com 

“There’s a website, it’s a models’ website, and it has tons of Flash and 
it annoys me so much... Look how long, this takes a full, like at least 
40 seconds. I don’t even get this. I hate this stuff. This is a really good 
website, actually. The best thing about this is the skip intro. You 
literally have to wait that long to get the homepage. But this is a really 
good website because it has “The Agency,” “Model Portfolios,” “Model 
Search,” which is something they do every year. “Contact us.” I 
always go to “Model Portfolios” and then go into “Women New York 
City.” And then it lists, so easy, shows you all the girls. You can click 
on it. You have to do your password. And then you go on, this is kind 
of neat, even though they have Flash [scrolling through the model 
photos.] ... It’s really easy to use. 

 
 

  

http://www.qmodels.com/
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N.V. Perricone, MD 
http://perriconemd.com 

“This is a good website I think. This is Dr. Perricone, which is the 
Perricone Prescription, which is this huge diet and skincare 
dermatologist. Anyway he came up with this really innovative... he 
came out with two books, and then he has products. It gives you both 
books right here so you can research either book. And it also gives you 
products. This is the online store, “Where to buy,” “Contact us.” I 
mean, it’s pretty basic. And this is a really simple website. It is a huge 
wild success. And he makes a ton of money. It’s just one person and a 
PR person. ... We downloaded a shot of him, which is great.” 

 

http://www.nvperriocon/
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President of India 
http://presidentofindia.nic.in/ 

“The website that sticks in my head for clarity. ... India elected new 
president and I wanted to confirm that his job is mostly ceremonial. 
But I had to confirm it. It is not the sort of thing you want to get 
wrong, especially when you are doing this in a hurry. ... Quite a grand 
opening [on the site]. Takes you through president’s palace in Delhi. 
... It is very attractive, but away from all that it does say who the 
current president is and his ceremonial functions. ... I just love it. It 
has an immediate kind of read-me appeal. ... It has all this color on it, 
indicating what his job is.” 

 
  

http://presidentofindia.nic.in/
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Old Town Canoe Company 
www.oldtowncanoe.com 

“They have the history, and a great timeline of canoe-making in the 
town, and the company made it easy to write a piece on them.” 

 
 

 

  

http://www.oldtowncanoe.com/
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Pobronson.com 
www.pobronson.com 

“This is a great site. It’s not as interactive as a blog. He has a commerce 
angle, where you can go in and buy his book.” 
 

 
 

 

http://www.pobronson.com/
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State of California 
www.state.ca.us 

“I am pretty impressed by and large with [U.S.] state government 
sites. California is pretty impressive.” 

 
 

 

 

  

http://www.state.ca.us/
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Style.com 
www.style.com 

“They have complete collections online right away when they come 
out. Designers refer to style.com.” 

 

http://www.style.com/
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U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Rock Island District, Water 
Management Center 
http://water.mvr.usace.army.mil/ 

“The Government sites have a ton of data. Really raw but really good. 
... The chart about how boats have to wait four hours is really good. 
Pick a lock, and it shows how many boats are waiting now. Could use 
this raw data right in the story. It’s real-time data you don’t usually 
see. That helped.” 

 
 

  

http://water.mvr.usace.army.mil/
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Viacom 
www.viacom.com 

“This is not attractive, but has corporate announcements here. Easy to 
find shareholder information and quarterly reports. Tells about their 
businesses. They have a search engine. Here I immediately know the 
press person to call for CBS News. Much easier to use.” 

  

http://www.viacom.com/
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HOOVER’S INC. 

www.hoovers.com 
 

 
  

http://www.hoovers.com/


 

 

 

270 INFO@NNGROUP.COM 48105 WARM SPRINGS BLVD., FREMONT CA 94539–7498 USA 

 

HOTELEXECUTIVE.COM 

hotelexecutive.com 

“This is a trade website. These sites are useful because they take press 
releases and compile them. I don't have to go to individual sites every day.” 
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Poor Sites: Journalists Gave These Thumbs Down 
 

Some journalists discussed negative experiences with websites they had recently 
used to research a story. The most memorable negative experiences occurred on 
sites where they could not find the most basic product information. 

They noted the following sites as particularly unusable in doing their research. 

ABC 
www.abc.com 

 
Finding information about upcoming movie: 

“This is tremendously difficult. ABC is doing the Judy Garland story, it’s 
not really a show it’s a movie. All I see is their shows. Where do they 
keep their movies? I searched for ‘Judy Garland.’ There’s nothing 
about made-for-TV original movies. They do a lot of them and they 
don’t list them here. This went so far as I called information to get 
ABC’s number and someone connected me to the commissary. The 
guy said, ‘I don’t know. I run the commissary. I can’t help you.’ They 
don’t list this or any movie. You would think they don’t even do 
movies.” 

Bogart Golf 
www.bogartgolf.com 

 
Figuring out what the company does was no easy task: 

“It took a lot of work to find out where they are and general 
information about the company. Need location for stories. You don’t 
get what the site is right away. Company profile wasn’t enough 
information. It was all there, but it doesn’t come across initially. There 
isn’t even a little tagline – what are the company and the products. 
Had to work to find out there are stores. Hard to tell if the top thing is 
an ad or what.” 

Disney 
www.disney.com 

“Disney. We were doing a story. They have so many different 
divisions. By the time you figure out who to talk to and where, I would 
do more homework. When you go to their website they offer no 
contact info.” 

  

http://www.abc.com/
http://www.bogartgolf.com/
http://www.disney.com/
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Hope for Families 
www.hope4families.com 

“Look how big this type is. Who needs this? Weird blue and hot pink, 
as anybody knows who has been in the magazine business, it is harder 
to focus on dark sites with white text. ... No phone number. No 
contact, just a first name. I do like that they have the navigation bar 
running down the side and lists, that is very helpful.” 

 
A journalist singled out this design for criticism.  

  

http://www.hope4families.com/
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Nike 
www.nike.com 

“...then it goes into shop, and there are like 40 listings. ... For me, 
unless you know specifically what you are looking for, like if you are 
looking for a specific shoe, then you would go here to find out how 
much does this shoe cost. But you would never go here for information 
on the company. ... See each one of these categories has its own 
website. So Nike Golf has its own website. It’s really weird. ... And this 
Flash stuff that takes forever, nobody wants to sit there. I mean it 
might look good, but it just takes forever to go on the screen. ... Look, 
how do I even get back? See this annoys me. I don’t know how to get 
back. What happened to the bar?” 

 
  

http://www.nike.com/


 

 

 

274 INFO@NNGROUP.COM 48105 WARM SPRINGS BLVD., FREMONT CA 94539–7498 USA 

 

SUBPOP 
www.subpop.com 

“I was going to record label sites. I went to subpop.com and I could 
not find, for the life of me, what is coming out on their label.” 

Upoc 
www.upoc.com 

Registration kept her from mentioning the company in her article. 

“I went to UPOC. As soon as I see ‘register’ I don’t want to deal with it. 
I didn’t mention them [in the article] because I didn’t want to register. 
I would have mentioned them if I could have found [product 
information] easily.” 

VH1 
www.vh1.com 

“I went to VH1. They have some strange something-or-other coming 
up next week. It was hard to find any information about it. It’s 
debuting in a couple weeks. You’d think they’d play it up. I wanted the 
date.” 

http://www.subpop.com/
http://www.upoc.com/
http://www.vh1.com/
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Methodology 

THINKING ALOUD 

We conducted three rounds of user research over a period of several years. This 
study used the traditional usability “Thinking Aloud” method. We gave journalists 
tasks to perform on various websites. While users attempted the tasks, they 
expressed their thoughts out loud. The facilitator sat next to or just behind the user, 
listened to and observed what people did, and took notes. At the end of the sessions, 
users answered a questionnaire, and a discussion followed. 

Most of the sessions were conducted in an office or hotel meeting room. The 
journalists came to us and used the PC and high-speed Internet connection we set 
up there. A few sessions in New York City were conducted using the eye tracking 
technology or at the participant’s office or home office, using their own equipment. 

PARTICIPANTS 

Forty journalists participated in the study. The study was conducted in the following 
locations: 

• Copenhagen 

• Hong Kong 

• London 

• New York City 

• Boston 

Most of the sessions were conducted in the United States, with a smaller number of 
sessions in Denmark, Hong Kong, and the U.K. to ensure the international 
applicability of the findings. 

Most of the journalists worked or freelanced for publications based in urban areas. All 
participants used the Web every day or almost every day. 

About half of the participants used a PC, and the other half used a Macintosh. In the 
at-home studies, participants used their own computer; when participants came to 
our facilities, they used a PC. 

Journalism experience ranged from four to 30 years. Participant age range was 25 to 
55 years. Gender representation was almost evenly split. 

The journalists covered many different topics, including: art and film, beauty, books 
and booksellers, business, celebrities, computer hardware and software, education 
fashion, high-tech, homeless people, Internet and e-commerce, law, music, 
parenting, photography, politics, publishing, real estate, sex, sports, style, teen 
issues, and university news. 

Readership of the publications for which participants worked ranged from less than 
14,000 to more than 2 million. The average readership was about 500,000. Neither 
the journalists’ names nor their affiliations will be disclosed in this report since 
participants in usability studies are always promised full anonymity. However, 
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following is a general description of the different publications they wrote for as either 
staff reporters or freelance journalists: 

Monthly international entertainment magazine with 2 million readers 

Monthly national print magazine with more than 2 million subscribers 

Daily national newspaper with 1.5 million readers 

Bi-weekly international magazine with more than 500,000 subscribers 

Monthly national print and Web magazine with 500,000 subscribers 

Daily national newsmagazine with Web and print editions and more than 500,000 
subscribers 

Monthly print magazine with more than 500,000 subscribers 

Daily national newspaper with more than 450,000 readers 

Monthly news magazine with print and Web editions and 300,000 subscribers 

Monthly print magazine with 100,000 subscribers 

Bi-monthly print magazine with 100,000 subscribers 

Weekly print and Web magazine with 40,000 readers 

Weekly Web-based computer magazine with more than 35,000 subscribers 

Monthly national news magazine with print and Web editions and 14,000 
subscribers 

Monthly national entertainment magazine with print and Web editions 

Small news website, owned by a large national newspaper 

Small national newspaper owned by a very large national newspaper 

Daily Web magazine 

Radio news show with 1 million listeners 

Daily global newspaper with 500,000 subscribers 

Various other large and small print and Web-based magazines and newspapers 

SAMPLE TASKS 

We gave users tasks to perform and asked them to think out loud. The following are 
some examples of the tasks: 

Your editor gave you an assignment to do a story about [company name]. What 
would you do first to get some basic information? 

You have been asked to write a story that asses a company’s past financial 
performance and their prospects for the coming year. Use the Web to get 
information for the story. Then draft your opening paragraph.  

Use the Web to research a story that you are interested it (or working on). 

Find information on one or more of the following: 

o the organization’s earnings, income, or budget for a specific year;  
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o when they got their last round of funding, how much it was, and 
where it came from;  

o earnings or stock price;  

o the annual report for a specific year. 

Find out one or more of the following: 

o If the company is socially responsible.  

o If and how the company contributes to the community. 

o Who is the CEO and where did he or she go to college? 

o How long has the organization been in business? 

o Where is the company headquartered? 

We selected other site-specific tasks on the day of the study. These tasks included 
finding out about such things as a new acquisition, a new factory, information about 
management, and so on. 

After using each site, we gave users a questionnaire about that site. The 
questionnaire attempted to evaluate user confidence in the answers they found on 
the site and what else they needed that they didn’t find on the site. 

Although most questions asked for numeric ratings, we used these ratings only for 
discussion and evaluation purposes, not to quantify the quality of each site tested. In 
the questionnaire, users rated several statements and answered a few questions. For 
example: 

The information on the website is appropriate. 

The information on the website is of high quality. 

Finding the information I wanted was easy. 

The information on the website is credible. 

I trust the information on the website. 

Based on the website, I could recommend the products or services to my readers 
or viewers. 

What information, if any, would you want added to the website? Or, what 
information is missing from the website that you feel should be there? 

Would you look on the website for a contact name and phone number in the PR 
department? Why or why not? 

After users completed the questionnaire, the facilitator asked for clarification about 
specific points the user raised during the study. 

WEBSITES STUDIED 

We studied 42 websites in this research project. The companies and organizations 
owning the sites ranged over a variety of industries, company sizes, and Web 
designs. 



 

 

 

278 INFO@NNGROUP.COM 48105 WARM SPRINGS BLVD., FREMONT CA 94539–7498 USA 

 

Also, we selected some companies based on possible perception issues, either by the 
products or service they provide, their existing reputation, or prominence in 
contemporaneous news coverage. 

In addition to testing these websites, our staff reviewed 17 other websites. 

Some of the websites included in this report have changed or disappeared since we 
tested them. Our purpose here is not to criticize any individual site. Rather, we use 
the specific sites and screenshots as examples to illustrate general usability issues 
that apply across many websites.  

Thus, a site’s redesign or closure doesn’t change our recommendations, nor does it 
make a screenshot irrelevant. Indeed, our hope is that many of the websites we 
feature here will take any advice offered and correct the problems cited. 

 

PART 1: WEBSITES TESTED 
COMPANY INDUSTRY 
BMW Automotive 
Fidelity Investments Financial 
Merck Pharmaceutical 
Nokia Mobile/Telecommunications 
Philip Morris Tobacco/Foods 
SeeItFirst Streaming video 
Tellme Mobile technology 
United Colors of Benetton Clothing  
United States Patent and Trademark Office Government 
Wal-Mart Stores, Inc. Retail 
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PART 2: WEBSITES TESTED 
COMPANY INDUSTRY 
Deutsche Bank Financial 
Glaxo SmithKline Pharmaceutical 
Hemscott Business and financial content  
Pace Micro Technologies, Americas Technology 
Qwest Communications International Telecommunicates 
State of Maine Government 
Tyco Electronics and telecommunications 
Vivendi Universal Media 
 

Part 3: Websites Tested 
COMPANY INDUSTRY 
American Airlines Airline 
Bayer Group Pharmaceutical 
Bloomberg Financial content 
China Mobile Telecommunications 
Continental Airlines Airline 
Delta Airline 
Esprit Clothing 
Henderson Land Development Company Financial 
Hilton Hotels Hospitality 
Hong Kong Exchanges and Clearing Limited Financial 
HotelExecutive.com Hospitality 
HSBC Bank Financial 
Investopedia Financial content 
Kroger Retail food 
Latina American Travel Association Travel 
Marriott International Hospitality 
MTV Media 
New York Times News 
Omni Hotels Hospitality 
Ryder Transportation and Logistics 
Starwood Hospitality 
TNT Transportation 
TheStreet.com Financial content 
United Airlines Airline 
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Websites Reviewed 
COMPANY INDUSTRY 

Accor Hospitality 
American Education Services Financial 
Bank of America Financial 
Barons Marketplace Retail food 
Costco Wholesale Retail 
BG Group Energy 
Deutsche Telekom Telecommunications 
ING Financial 
JetBlue Airways Airline 
Johnson & Johnson Pharmaceutical 
Peek Telecommunications 
Prudential Financial Financial 
Pure Digital Technologies (Flip Video) Technology 
Quicksilver Clothing 
U.S. Food and Drug Administration Government 
Viacom Media 
Volkswagen Automotive 
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About Using This Methodology 
 

Generally, our method worked well for this type of study, and we recommend it. 
Although the short sessions and travel around New York City created a relatively 
high overhead, it enabled more busy journalists to participate. The mix of home 
office sessions with freelancers and sessions with people in the thick of the 
publishing business makes the data interesting. Also, the international feedback is 
priceless, both from those journalists outside the U.S. and from U.S. journalists 
evaluating sites from companies in other countries. 

ADVANTAGES TO TESTING ONSITE 

For the New York City sessions, going to the users seemed to make it easier for them 
to answer questions about current projects. For example, they often had recently 
visited websites, which were bookmarked or in their history list, making it easier to 
remember the sites they liked and disliked. Users also had immediate access to files 
and documents they were using. 

It’s probable that going to users made it possible for more journalists to participate. 
Rather than set aside travel time and make arrangements, they simply had to be in 
their office and block off the time, as if they were having a regular meeting. 

Furthermore, going to users lets you see them in their real environment. 

DISADVANTAGES TO TESTING ONSITE 

To get journalists to participate, we had to keep the session time down to 60 or 90 
minutes. Fitting in everything we wanted was nearly impossible, and we were forced 
to cut some of the tasks in the original plan. 

The facilitator’s travel created a lot of overhead. We spent a lot of time traveling 
around New York City, sometimes going from SoHo to Brooklyn and then uptown in a 
single day. The short intervals between sessions left little time to summarize 
observations while they were fresh. 

There were some last-minute cancellations. Although all users had confirmed the 
sessions, extenuating circumstances can arise. If we had been in an office with them 
coming to us, we could have worked while we waited. As it was, we wasted at least 
five hours. 

Similar to field studies, with this methodology you should prepare to adapt to the 
user’s environment. People are very gracious, inviting you to their office or home. 
Sometimes you may find yourself perched on a stool, looking over the user’s 
shoulder at a very small laptop screen with the sun glaring on it, all while the user’s 
cat rubs up against your leg. Scenarios of this sort were not uncommon. 

Also similar to site visits, this methodology lets you see people work in their real 
environment. Although this has its high points (see “Advantages” section above), it 
also has its lows.  

Watching users do tasks on old computers gave a real sense of just how frustrating 
some websites are for users to deal with. While this is extremely interesting in many 
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ways, it is less fascinating when your goal is to study specific websites and you have 
specific tasks for users to accomplish in a very short time. 

When studies happened in people’s offices, there was always at least one 
interruption. Usually, it was a co-worker coming in to ask a question; sometimes it 
was a phone call that the user had to take. This did not seem to impact the study at 
all, beyond requiring a little extra time. 

For home visits, we recruited about half of the participants through referrals from 
business associates, family, and friends. The rest we scheduled through a recruiting 
agency. We asked the agency for professional journalists whom we could visit on 
site, using their own computer and Internet connection. As with field studies, you 
must consider personal safety when running studies of this sort. You should take 
care when going to home offices or secluded office buildings by yourself.  

With more typical site visits safety is somewhat less of a concern, since you can 
frequently recruit participants through product managers or sales people who know 
them. Also, there is usually more than one person going on the visit. 

As for the testing itself, when users did not know much about a company, they gave 
very interesting feedback. In essence, the test was their first exposure and they 
used the site to learn about the company and what it does. When users did have 
preconceived notions about a company, the interest was in seeing how these ideas 
were confirmed or changed by their site visit. 

INTERNATIONAL NOTES 

For international studies, keep the tasks and number of tasks short. Most of the 
Danish journalists took the entire 90 minutes testing a single site. The British 
journalists generally took about the same amount of time as American journalists, 
even though many of the sites tested were American, as was the test facilitators. 

Keep the questionnaires short and simple. Only ask for information you are not 
getting during the session. 

The Danish journalists were very resistant to reading out loud. Perhaps they simply 
didn’t want to or perhaps we didn’t explain “read out loud” clearly enough. It could 
be that they were self-conscious about reading English out loud. While they did not 
always read aloud during specified tasks, the participants were very talkative during 
the session. Ideally, a person who knows the language should run these tests, with 
the tasks, sites, and comments all in Danish. 

In the middle of one test, a Danish user left the English version of the site and went 
to the Danish version of the site. After he looked at it for a few minutes, the test 
facilitator had to ask him to return to the English version so she would know what he 
was doing. He obviously would have preferred the Danish version at that point. 
Again, a facilitator who speaks Danish would be preferable to one who does not. 

An English word in the questionnaire, credible, confused two people in Denmark. We 
told them it meant: believable, trustworthy, that you believe it to be true. The 
facilitator jotted down what she said so we could at least give the same response to 
any future participants who asked the question. If possible, pilot test the materials to 
avoid these situations. 
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Three users read a number written in words on the site, for example “$36 million,” 
and asked the facilitator to write it out on paper in numbers in millions. They needed 
to see the zeros (36,000,000) to know for sure what the number was.  

Attempt to anticipate issues when there are potential language or cultural issues with 
a website. We also recommend that you tell users you’re interested in all of their 
questions, and you will answer what you can at the end of the study. 

TESTING IN AN OFFICE (DENMARK) 

While testing in the office, we heard a few phone calls in the background. It didn’t 
disturb the testing. 

The test was run in a large, four-person office. There was one person, not 
participating in the study, who was working quietly in the testing office the whole 
time. A second journalist came later. She was a participant and came early for her 
session while the test facilitator was still interviewing the other participant. Luckily, 
she left the office for a few minutes and thus did not hear the post-test interview. 

One user was a journalist and also the Webmaster for the journalist who was 
working quietly in the testing room. At one point, when this user was testing a site, 
he paused to think of an answer and the other journalist seemed to think we were 
taking a break and asked him a question. The user excused himself and went over to 
fix (or at least look at) a broken link on their site.  

This is a classic example of what can happen when testing outside a traditional 
usability laboratory: in the real world, people get interrupted or talk with colleagues. 
On the one hand, this makes the test more realistic, but on the other hand it also 
makes it less controlled which makes it harder to collect very precise quantitative 
measures (which we didn’t do anyway for this project). 

TESTING IN A HOTEL MEETING (LONDON) 

While testing in the hotel meeting room, there were very few glitches. The hotel put 
us in the wrong room initially, which was huge, near the noisy wait-staff station. 

But they reconciled the situation after the first session, and moved us. The only 
other problem was the front desk sometimes forgot to tell the participants that the 
room had moved, so we had to go find them. 
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