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10 Steps to Readable 
Communications

Marie Gettel-Gilmartin, Sara Miller, and Amy Norred 
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Technical staff are often unaware of the 
importance of readability.

If CH2M HILL’s 
communications 

are not easily 
read and 

understood, we 
could lose the job 
or disappoint our 

clients. 
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1: Know your audience

▪ Identify your reader’s critical success factors

▪Present technically accurate but clear and
concise information

▪Tailor your messages
for various styles and
personalities
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1: Know your audience
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1: Know your audience
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2: Make it easy for your reader

Make your communication
stand out above all the others.
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2: Make it easy for your reader 
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2: Make it easy for 
your reader

8



2: Make it easy for your reader
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3: Consider how people read
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3: Consider how people read print
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3: Consider how people read print
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3. Consider how users read online

UseIt Eye Tracking Study

F-Shaped Pattern of 
Reading

1.Users read in a 
horizontal movement, 
usually across the 
upper part of the 
content area

2.Then they move down 
the page and read 
across in a second 
shorter, horizontal 
movement

3.Finally, they scan the 
content's left side in a 
vertical movement

13



3. Consider how users read online (cont.)

•Users read 28% on 
average

•Bottom right usually 
ignored

•77% of users won’t 
scroll down to the 
bottom of the page

•50% go straight to 
search
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Help the reader find your content
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Enhance your site’s readability
Do Don’t

Make first 2 to 3 words count—they may be all 
that are read

Use a lot of extra widgets—users get 
easily distracted

Write action content, with conclusion first Use expand and collapse feature (does 
not test well)

Use positive, familiar words Underline links (inhibits readability)

Limit capitalization Use “go now” or “click here” (better to 
use descriptive language for link)

Use 2 to 3 sentences per paragraph Launch into PDFs; better to create a web 
page for content

Make animations cycle once and then stop

Use mega menus and tabs

Use white space when possible
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Writing for

▪ Inverted pyramid 
writing style

▪ Highlight keywords

▪ Meaningful 
subheadings  

▪ Bulleted lists 

▪ One idea per 
paragraph 

▪ Half the word count

▪ Strong calls to action

▪ Get to the point fast

Write scannable text

17



Develop Strong Calls to action

Request Access to Thought Leadership

Sign Up for XXX

View All Case Studies

Find Out More About XXX

Read Our Story About XXXX

Subscribe to the Newsfeed

Write strong calls-to-action
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Avoid the wordiness trap

www.campaignmonitor.com
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Best Other examples of well designed sites

www.ohmedia.ca www.rbs.com
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Best Other examples of well designed sites

www.mailchimp.com www.apple.com
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4: Choose effective typography

• Margins: ragged right

• Line length: between 1.5 and 
2 times lowercase alphabet 

• Line spacing: increases 
readability

• Typeface: common fonts

Source: Thom Myers, 
Western Michigan 
University, 2007
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5: Avoid all caps

Sentence case is most readable
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5: Avoid all caps

Planning and 

Design of  Water 

Supply Intake 

Structure and 

Other Structures 

at Leavenworth 

National Fish 

Hatchery 

Statement of Qualifications

Leavenworth, WA
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6: Consider vision deficiencies (color)

• Choose complementary colors

• Avoid certain colors (red and green)

• Contrast foreground 
and background

• Don’t rely on color 
alone
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6: Consider vision deficiencies (color)
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6: Consider vision deficiencies (aging)
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13 percent of the population 
is over 65 years old. In 30 

years that number will double.

• Choose legible fonts

• Aim for larger point 
sizes

• Consider typeface 
differences

• Book Antiqua (serif)

• Arial (sans serif)

• Be careful with bold
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6: Consider
vision 
deficiencies
(aging)
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7: Consider 
the eye’s 
path
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7: Consider the 
eye’s path
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7: Consider 
the eye’s path
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7: Consider the 
eye’s path
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8: Consider the value of graphics

Engage a great designer who 
understands readability
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8: Consider the 
value of graphics

▪ Add information, not 
decoration

▪ Focus on clarity: include 
the minimum needed to 
convey your message
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8: Consider the 
value of graphics
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Find compelling photos—that are on message.
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Large photos 
draw
more attention 
than small 
photos
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Maps and explanatory graphics are viewed 
more than charts.
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Don’t forget to 
help readers find 
what they need.
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9: Be concise The average 
person is exposed 
to 2,500 ads each 
day, or 150 ads 
per hour. 

Our clients and 
employees wade 
through piles of 
materials (or websites) 
all day long.

The best way to stand out above the chatter is to 
be simple and concise.
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9: Be concise
Selection of leadership over projects and programs that enables the project managers to stay 
forward looking to anticipate change and new conditions rather than addressing only current issues 
for action is a key ingredient to having the right “thinking” in the project manager and a team 
underneath to leverage delivery. Some strong technical and project management professionals are 
oriented solely on tactical delivery of work planned by others without consideration of implications 
or ramifications of actions. Other strong technical professionals and project managers can undertake 
tactical actions sequentially but have difficulty addressing simultaneous needs. Other professional 
and project managers are tactical thinkers looking toward current delivery and their experience or 
aptitude restricts their ability to think “big picture.”  Selecting project managers that can provide 
tactic direction for execution while also maintaining a “big picture” and forward-looking view to 
anticipate future course impacts and can develop course corrections is a key ingredient of success. 
The selection of the right top talent for the client’s individual project needs will entail collaboration 
as to the exact attributes in a Project Manager for that particular project that is needed over the 
short term and over the long term. The selection of the appropriate CH2M HILL Project Manager to 
meet the client's needs will be made following this collaboration. The CH2M HILL Project Managers 
we have selected as candidate Project Managers to serve the client emulate the combined tactical 
and strategic thinker that can lead and direct tactical execution while maintain a forward-looking 
viewpoint to anticipate course needs and course corrections. These represent our definition of top 
talent. CH2M HILL also maintains a large population of strong tactical only Project Managers that are 
top in their execution of projects to offer outside of the list provided if tactical execution is only what 
is needed. 
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9: Be concise
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9: Be concise
Nebraska is filled with 
internationally recognized 
attractions that draw large 
crowds of people every year, 
without fail. In 1996, some of 
the most popular places were 
Fort Robinson State Park 
(355,000 visitors), Scotts Bluff 
National Monument (132,166), 
Arbor Lodge State Historical 
Park & Museum (100,000), 
Carhenge (86,598), Stuhr 
Museum of the Prairie Pioneer 
(60,002), and Buffalo Bill Ranch 
State Historical Park (28,446).

In 1996, the six most-visited places 
in Nebraska were: 

● Fort Robinson State Park 

● Scotts Bluff National 
Monument 

● Arbor Lodge State 
Historical Park & Museum 

● Carhenge 

● Stuhr Museum of the 
Prairie Pioneer 

● Buffalo Bill Ranch State 
Historical Park 
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9: Be concise
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9: Be concise

▪Put conclusions at the beginning.

▪Write one idea per paragraph.

▪Use action words.

▪Cut out jargon and CH2M HILL-internal terms.

▪Avoid acronyms as much as you can.
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9: Be concise

▪Use bullets as much as you can, but limit lists to 
seven to ten items.

▪Write short sentences.

▪Use sub-headings.

▪Move the “nice to know” to hyperlinks or  
appendixes.
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9: Be concise

47



9: Be concise
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10: Enlist a reader

Reach out to your 
Communications CoP 
colleagues to get a 
fresh set of eyes on 
everything you produce
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Questions or Comments?
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