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Thank you 
for shaping our civic 

future! 



What’s inside 

How we’re alike: common challenges and 

opportunities 

Why we’re here: putting residents first

How we’ll tackle common challenges 

through resident-focused content 



At the end of this funshop, you should:

Goal 1

Understand the importance of 
focusing content on residents’ 
needs.

Goal 2

Understand writing with 
service-oriented language and 
why it matters.

Goal 3

Learn how to make high-quality 
content easy and accessible for 
the public.



How we’re alike
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Look and Feel

Technology





Why we’re here: 
Putting residents first
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We’re not the 
only ones 

Commonwealth of Massachusetts 

(mass.gov)

City of Indianapolis (my.indy.gov/) 

City of Boston (boston.gov/) 

City of Philadelphia (phila.gov/)

The United Kingdom (gov.uk) 

https://www.mass.gov/
https://my.indy.gov/
https://www.boston.gov/
http://www.phila.gov/
https://www.gov.uk/


If you want to come to City Hall to do business with us, 
we'll be here for you. 

But if you have to come to City Hall to do business with 
us, then we're not doing our job.

- Joshua Gee, a.k.a. the PDF killer

https://github.com/CityOfBoston/Forms/

Government that works for all

https://github.com/CityOfBoston/Forms/


Content

Find a 
Swimming 
Pool 
Look up a 
swimming pool 
near you to enjoy 
throughout the 
year.

People Workflow

Create

Update

Archive



Residents find current 
content too lengthy and 
complex, and content is 

not accessible to all.
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Austintexas.gov has 
11,000 pages and 
10,000 documents 

such as PDFs.



Residents find outdated  
content because it is 
difficult for staff to 

manage existing content.



Staff want to provide better 
content, but they need 

more guidance, training 
and tools to do so.



We are making content 
writing easier by providing 

staff with the training 
and tools they need.   



How? 

By making: 

● Decoupled architecture
● Resident-focused content 
● An author interface that supports 

content creators and multiple 
stakeholders.  

By doing: 



https://docs.google.com/file/d/1C3dmwIakcXHnuVAJK8h8w1yVJX94gmtO/preview


Resident-focused content solves 
common challenges
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How we work 

1. Put residents first
2. Prioritize equity when planning 

features and functionality 
3. Recognize that digital services require 

teams and competencies, not just 
software

4. Cultivate a community of learning
5. Champion iterative, data-informed 
methods
6. Support vendors that can prove value to 
residents 



Flexible workflows 



Journey Through the Style Guide
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1. Focus on the public and their 
needs.



Know your users 



Write down one of the 
most-used services 
your organization offers residents. 



Hint: Start your sentence with a verb 
to make it actionable. 

Examples: 
Take a ceramics class
Find your trash pick-up day



Now, think of the primary user of this 
service. 
● Who are they? 
● Why do they need this service? 
● How do they use it? 



Focus on your user’s needs

● How will the service address the 
user’s need?

● Who are the residents that currently 
find this service most difficult to use?

● Do you test the effectiveness of this 
service with residents? Do you get 
feedback? If not, how will you?

● How do you/will you use the findings 
and feedback to improve the service?



Share! 



Funsheet: Know your users action plan



2. Use service-oriented language 



Service-oriented language

Service-oriented language focuses on the services available to residents instead of 
highlighting the departments providing the services.

● Department-oriented language sheds 
light on the department providing the 
services.

● While that can be important, most 
websites with department-oriented 
language are not easy for residents to 
understand, and typically include a lot 
of jargon and acronyms.



Department-oriented vs. service-oriented

 Department-oriented language  Service-oriented language

 Certification for MBE/WBE  Get Certification for Your Minority or
 Woman-Owned Business



Understand writing principles, voice, 
and tone.
 



Administered by the city’s Neighborhood Housing and 
Community Development (NHCD) Department, the CPP is 
required by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) to describe the process by which 
broad public input—particularly from low- and 
moderate-income residents, local and regional institutions 
and other organizations—is included in developing the 
Five-Year Consolidated Plan, the Annual Action Plan, and 
the Consolidated Annual Performance and Evaluation 
Report (CAPER).

Why we need plain language:



Administered by the city’s Neighborhood Housing and 
Community Development (NHCD) Department, the CPP is 
required by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) to describe the process by which broad 
public input—particularly from low- and moderate-income 
residents, local and regional institutions and other 
organizations—is included in developing the Five-Year 
Consolidated Plan, the Annual Action Plan, and the 
Consolidated Annual Performance and Evaluation Report 
(CAPER).

Complex language
Acronym
Wordy or unnecessary information
Poor structure



This citizens participation plan must describe how we gather input 
from low or moderate-income residents, institutions and organizations 
and how input will be included in the Housing Department’s:

● Five-year consolidated plan
● Annual action plan
● Consolidated annual performance
● Evaluation report



“Reading level above 8th grade… 
that’s not my problem.”
Terry, Program Lead



AustinTexas.gov pages reading level

Maximum 
reading level 
recommended



Check Reading Level

Grammarly

Go to Grammarly

Hemingway App

Go to Hemingway

https://www.grammarly.com/
http://www.hemingwayapp.com/


Make your content findable.



“I don’t actually read everything. I just go 
through and I see if there’s an easy answer.”



FAQs: The Lost World

FAQs



Frequently Asked Questions: The Lost World

Frequently Asked Questions are:
● Hard to read and search.
● They often duplicate other content on your site.
● Many times information is updated on the webpage, but not the FAQs.
● Located where users don’t expect to find it—content needs to be in 

context.



The website is not a filing cabinet!



Less is more, especially when it comes to web.

● Avoid creating pages unnecessarily. 
● Save it, share it. 
● More content does not make the department more important.



Scenario: A rush of residents have 
been calling the Very Important 
Department, voicing their difficulty 
finding information on the 
department’s site.



Very Important Department offers 15 
services for residents. 



● Very Important Department has over 300 
pages on their site.

● 50% of their content hasn’t been updated by 
anyone in 4 years.

● 75% of their content has less than 500 
pageviews for an entire year.



What would be the best way Very 
Important Department should address 
the resident complaints and concerns?



❏ Nothing. Residents will learn to deal.
❏ Keep all 300 pages, but rearrange them.
❏ Archive the outdated pages, decreasing the 

amount of pages.
❏ Archive low-traffic pages, decreasing the 

amount of pages.
❏ None of the above
 

Raise your hand for all that apply:



Make content easier to read.



Play the acronym 
game:

Every time you see an 
acronym, think of 
something else it could 
be. 



Write with brevity, please.



“I don’t want to read a lot. Can I find the 
information easily? Oh… I have to read through all 
of this first.” - R



Write for all languages, please, por 
favor, xin vui long, رجاء, 請.



There are 8 main languages for Austin. There are 
over 11,000 pages on AustinTexas.gov.



1,000 pages (125 words or less) = $53,000 Spanish 
translation!



Department-oriented vs. service-oriented

 Department-oriented language  Service-oriented language

 Certification for MBE/WBE  Get certification for your Minority or
 Woman-Owned Business



You can make translation easier and cheaper!

● Service-oriented language makes it easier to translate content 
into other languages, and therefore easier to access by all 
residents.

● Both Google Translate and a translation service would have a 
tough time creating a clear translation for MBE/WBE. 

● Department jargon is also difficult to translate, and because 
many departments opt for a lengthy description of what they do. 
It can be expensive to translate all of that content.



3. Make content accessible.



Our digital services must be accessible to every 
single resident.
Save the public time

Because people don’t have 
to try to figure out what the 
department-specific jargon 
means and how it affects 
them.

Serve those with visual 
disabilities

If your Austin neighbor has 
a visual disability and uses 
adaptive-screen reading 
technology to read 
websites, it’s easier for 
them to navigate through 
pages with simple content.

Be understandable 
regardless of 
education level

The language should be so 
simple that someone in 
middle school should be 
able to understand it. 
Regardless of a resident’s 
educational background, 
service-oriented language 
strives to make the content 
clear for everyone.

Make language 
translation easier and 
cheaper

If someone is translating 
information for a friend or 
family member, using 
simple words will make it 
easier for the message to 
be delivered clearly in 
another language.



Alternative text



What do you see in this image?





https://docs.google.com/file/d/0B5EhpaXrJI6hSVZ4b29SaFVsTDA/preview


Make things easier for residents with visual 
disabilities, not harder.

● Make alternative text descriptive. 
For example: “Children playing at 
Barton Springs Pool.”

● Avoid images with text inside them. 
If there is text, you’ll need to include 
what the text says within your 
alternative text.



Color





Choose your color palette wisely.

● Certain colors are not visible to colorblind users, making the site inaccessible. 

● To maintain accessibility, a standard color palette has been set and 
adjustments to colors on the site are not permitted.





What does 4.5:1 look like? See for yourself.

● Accessible Color Palette Builder

● Color Safe

● Colorable

● Hex Naw

https://toolness.github.io/accessible-color-matrix/
http://colorsafe.co/
https://colorable.jxnblk.com/
https://hexnaw.com/


PDFs



- Jakob Nielsen
Principal, Nielsen Norman Group
PDF: Unfit for Human Consumption

PDFs: A quick way to lose residents

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/pdf-unfit-for-human-consumption/


Slow to 
Load

Hard to 
Read

Accessibility
Issues

Lengthy 
and 
Outdated

Created 
March 2012

Pg.117





Mobile first









Questions? 



Tools 
● Writing

○ City of Austin Digital Style Guide 
○ Hemingway app
○ Grammarly app

● Accessibility
○ WAVE
○ Tota11y
○ Accessible Color Palette Builder
○ Color Safe
○ Colorable
○ Hex Naw

● Analytics
○ Moz’s Beginner’s Guide to SEO
○ Code for America’s Digital Outreach Playbook

https://cityofaustin.gitbook.io/digital-style-guide/
http://www.hemingwayapp.com/
https://www.grammarly.com/
https://wave.webaim.org/
https://engineering.khanacademy.org/posts/tota11y.htm
https://toolness.github.io/accessible-color-matrix/
http://colorsafe.co/
https://colorable.jxnblk.com/
https://hexnaw.com/
https://moz.com/beginners-guide-to-seo
http://s3-us-west-1.amazonaws.com/codeforamerica-cms1/documents/CfA-Digital-Outreach-Playbook-2018.pdf


Thank you!

Sarah Rigdon, Content Strategist Annie Szotkowski, Content Strategist
sarah.rigdon@austintexas.gov annie.szotkowski@austintexas.gov
512.820.6726 512.710.7278


