ChangeThis

Save to disk [ 1
o Hide/Show menus

l.earn to Write!

By Derek Powazek
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We've all been there. The client says, “Just design it. We'll flow the
content in later.” Or the designer says, “Here’s what the page looks
like. I just used gobbledygook for the text, cause that’s not my job.”
Unfortunately, that’s no way to design a good experience.

[t maybe fashionable to say “markets are conversations” or “design
is about communicating ideas,” but how can that be true if the
designers aren't working with, or actually writing, the text?

User experience isn't just visual design

It’s time we designers stop thinking of ourselves as merely pixel people, and start thinking
of ourselves as the creators of experiences. And when it comes to experience on the web,
there’s no better way to create it than to write, and write well.

Let’s look at everybody’s favorite example of Doing it Right: Flickr. Ask a bunch of people
what they think of their experience at Flickr and they’ll use words like “fun” and “friendly” to
describe it.
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Why? There’s nothing uniquely fun about black text on a white background. There’s

nothing friendly about uploading and tagging, no matter how many whiz-bang AJAX tricks
you use. Sure, the photographic content lends itself to a personal experience. But nobody
ever talked about how much fun Ofoto was. And the community-oriented social networking
features lend themselves to an emotional experience, but | think there’s something more
going on here.

| say: It’s the writing. The friendliness comes from good old fashioned text. When you visit
the site, it welcomes you with a random language. Hola! Salut! Shalom! When you log in, the
button says “Get in there” instead of “Submit.” When you upload a photo, join a group, add a
contact...all of the associated text is open, encouraging, happy, and excited. And it has a
significant impact on the overall user experience.

Text is interface

This is not just marketing text (though it’s that, too). It’s interface. This is text that can’t
come from the PR department—it comes from us, the designers who are responsible for the
user experience. The text is as much a part of the Ul as the colors, the pixels, the stuff that
designers are usually concerned with. Perhaps more.

Take another example—a site | just discovered, also in the photo space. Photojojo is a labor
of love created by Amit Gupta and Kara Canal. It’s a weekly newsletter, and they’ve obviously
spent a lot of time crafting the writing in the newsletter. But they spent just as much time
crafting the words everywhere else.
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When you get to the site, the homepage says, “Congratulations. It’s your lucky day! You just
found one damn fine photo newsletter.” Below the email form, the anti-spam message
doesn’t say something dry like “we will not disclose your information to third parties.” It says
“We solemnly swear: “No spam, not ever.” If you’re curious enough to read the About page,
you’re rewarded with an entertaining story about how the two decided to start the site. No
marketing BS, just two people who are really excited about what they’re doing.

Now, I’'m the kinda guy who unsubscribed from every email list | was on in 1999 and never
looked back. | hate email. If the site had used traditional language, | never would have signed
up. But their excitement was contagious, and before | knew it, | was plunking down my
address. A click on a confirmation mail and the message | get on their website? “Dude, you
rule.” Damn right.

Beyond lorem ipsum

So if you’re someone who hires designers, ask them what they like to read. Talk to them
about their word choice in every button, every link, every title. Give them a crack at writing
your about page. It’s the designer’s job to think about your site the way a user does, and
tell them what they need to hear, and when they need to hear it. A designer worth their salt
will be able to do it. And if your designer says, “I’'m not a writer,” it may be time to find one
who is.

If you'’re a designer who doesn’t think of yourself as a writer, it’s time to reconsider. Buy
yourself a copy of Strunk and White, do some research online, or take a class. Design is about
communication, and it takes more than pixels to communicate.

(Originally appeared in A List Apart, reprinted with permission)
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Working the web since 1995, Derek Powazek is the creator of many award-winning websites, a
couple of which still exist. Derek’s claims to fame include designing the Blogger “B” and the
Technorati identity, writing his book Design for Community, and cofounding JPG Magazine. He is
the cofounder and chief design officer of 8020 Publishing.

Email address: derek@powazek.com

homepage URL: http://powazek.com/

DOWNLOAD THIS
This manifesto is available from http://changethis.com/26.04.CallingDesigners

SEND THIS
Click here to pass along a copy of this manifesto to others.
http://changethis.com/26.04.CallingDesigners/email

SUBSCRIBE
Learn about our latest manifestos as soon as they are available. Sign up for our free newsletter and
be notified by email. http://changethis.com/subscribe
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WHAT YOU CAN DO

You are given the unlimited right to print this manifesto and to distribute it electronically (via email,
your website, or any other means). You can print out pages and put them in your favorite coffee
shop’s windows or your doctor’s waiting room. You can transcribe the author’s words onto the
sidewalk, or you can hand out copies to everyone you meet. You may not alter this manifesto in any
way, though, and you may not charge for it.

NAVIGATION & USER TIPS
Move around this manifesto by using your keyboard arrow keys or click on the right arrow (=) for
the next page and the left arrow ( ¢ ). To send this by email, just click on. =

HAVING PROBLEMS SAVING TO DISK?

First, make sure you have the latest version of Acrobat Reader 6 which you can download from
http://www.adobe.com/products/acrobat/readstep2.html. If problems persist, it may be due to your
Acrobat Reader settings. To correct the problem (for Windows), a reader, J. Hansen, suggests going
to your Acrobat Reader Preferences > Options > Web browser Options. Check the “Display PDF in
Browser” option. Then click on Save to Disk.

KEYBOARD SHORTCUTS PC MAC
Zoom in (Larger view) [ctl] [+] [#]1[+]
Zoom out [ctl] [-] [#][-]
Full screen/Normal screen view [ctl] [L] [#]1 L]
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BORN ON DATE
This document was created on September 6, 2006 and is based on the best information

available at that time. To check for updates, please click here to visit
http://changethis.com/26.04.CallingDesigners.

SOME RIGHTS RESERVED

@creative
commons COPYRIGHT INFO

The copyright in this work belongs to the author, who is solely responsible for the content.

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs License.
To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.0/ or send a
letter to Creative Commons, 559 Nathan Abbott Way, Stanford, California 94305, USA.

Cover image from http://www.sxc.hu/

ABOUT CHANGETHIS

ChangeThis is a vehicle, not a publisher. We make it easy for big ideas to spread. While the authors
we work with are responsible for their own work, they don’t necessarily agree with everything
available in ChangeThis format. But you knew that already.

ChangeThis is supported by the love and tender care of 800-CEO-READ. Visit us at our main site
www.800ceoread.com or at our daily blog http://800ceoread.com/blog/.
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