Amhara National Regional State Information and            communication Technology

Software Standards and Guidelines

Draft 0.0

February, 2011
Developed by

Amhara national regional state 
System development and administration


4Audience


4Scope


4Purpose


4Acknowledgement


5Implementation


61.
INTRODUCTION


72.
WEB CONTENT


72.1.
Writing for the web


82.2.
Content Requirement


82.2.1.
Contact Details


82.2.2.
Agency Responsibilities


82.2.3.
Site Specific Search Capability


92.2.4.
Copyright Statement


92.2.5.
Modification Date


92.2.6.
Corporate Information


102.2.7.
Prohibited Content


102.2.8.
Private Sector Endorsements


102.3.
Content Organization


102.4.
Managing Content


112.4.1.
Trustworthy


112.4.2.
Up to Date


112.4.3.
Publishing processes


123.
SITE ARCHITECTURE


123.1.
Usability


133.2.
Website Structure


133.2.1.
File Naming and Directory Structure


143.3.
Navigation


163.4.
Metadata


163.4.1.
What is Metadata


173.4.2.
Metadata Implementation


183.5.
Search Facility


184.
PRESENTATION


184.1.
Page Layout


194.1.1.
The Homepage


194.1.2.
Other pages


204.1.3.
Non English pages (localized pages)


204.1.4.
Splash pages


214.1.5.
Screen Resolution


214.1.6.
Frames


214.1.7.
Forms


224.1.8.
Error Messages


224.2.
Page Elements


224.2.1.
Links


244.2.2.
Graphics, Images, and Multimedia


254.2.3.
Fonts


254.2.4.
Colors and Background


264.2.5.
Titles, Headings and Labels


27STANDARDS


31CHECKLISTS


32Getting started (the basics)


32Managing Content


34Required and Recommended Content


35Basic Website structure


36Usability, Accessibility and Design


38Search engines


39APPENDIX A


39Metadata Elements


39APPENDIX B


39Website Project Phases





Audience
This website standards and guidelines are for Ethiopian web masters developing new sites, redeveloping their existing websites, and website developers developing Government websites and senior managers who are responsible for the success of their work. 

Scope
The provisions of this document apply to Government websites regarding website development and maintenance. These guidelines don’t apply to web based applications and intranets exclusively used for internal administrative purposes outside the context of website.
Purpose
The purpose of this document is to establish common and uniform standards for Government Agencies regarding website branding, usability, accessibility, presentation, content and functionality. The Guidelines will help to ensure that online Government information and services are provided to a consistently high standard. This will help to ensure user confidence in Government information and services, and encourage further uptake of services. Government websites that apply these guidelines will be rich in authoritative content, well designed, with relevant Government information and accessible by a wide audience.
Implementation
Successful use of the Guidelines depends on how they are disseminated and used within an organization. Simply providing the guidelines to designers and managers may not be enough to spur the adoption and use of these guidelines. To support the effective use of these Guidelines, the Amhara Information and Communication Technology Development Agency (AICTDA), prepared and attached a set of check lists which are available at the end of this document. Even though, the checklist are available there are a variety of ways to use the Guidelines in Web site development efforts. The first option is users can read the document from beginning to end to become familiar with all of the guidelines. Otherwise, the guidelines can be used as a reference to answer specific Web site design questions. 

1. INTRODUCTION
The purpose of these Guidelines is to assist the Agencies here after referred to as Agencies and to implement the Agency minimum website standards. The standards relate to minimum information provision, electronic publishing, Metadata, record keeping and archiving, accessibility, security, privacy, and authentication. In order to be successful in providing quality online services and information, Government must ensure that the same quality of service principles associated with the delivery of offline services, are applied to online services. This incorporates all aspects of web delivery, from the identification of the objectives for the website and the development of the business case, through to the management and maintenance of the website. Government websites have a responsibility to cater for all sections of the community, and to minimize the effects of the ‘digital divide’ have equal access to online services and information. This means ensuring that online information is available to all people, regardless of disability, bandwidth, location, reduced mobility, and age or language barriers. It will do this as it:

· Applies a user-centric approach to site design, content selection and categorization, and implements user-friendly navigation

· Reinforces a sense of honesty and integrity to build visitors. trust of Government information and services across the Internet

· Enables easy identification of all Government web sites, and the information and services contained therein 

· Employ content that is accurate, current and created in a style that is appropriate for the web 

· Addresses the need to develop different approaches for our various online audiences 

· Encourages greater interactivity and community involvement with Government services and information online 

· Ensure accessibility for the largest possible number of users across various sections of the community 

· Provides a consistency with generally accepted web conventions across and between Government web sites 

· Increases and disseminates the web knowledge base within government

· Anticipates and welcomes the complex issues and opportunities that the web provides to Government

2. WEB CONTENT
The most important of methods and procedures that require careful consideration when designing and developing websites are presented in this chapter, including ’up-front’ issues such as setting clear and concise goals for a Web site, determining a correct and exhaustive set of user requirements, ensuring that the Web site meets user’s expectations, setting usability goals, and providing useful content.
2.1. Writing for the web                                                
Studies have shown that most users scan text on the Web, thus material needs to be specifically written for a Web audience. Many writers on this subject suggest that web pages must be short, by using fewer words on the web than you would to explain the same thing in print. Therefore, to achieve scan able text, web pages should employ: 

· Highlighted keywords using, for example, hypertext links, typeface variations (e.g. bold text) and color

· Meaningful sub-headings

· Underlining should not be used for emphasis or in headings as it is too easily confused with a link.

· Bulleted lists

· Use words that are frequently seen and heard. 

· Avoid using unfamiliar or undefined acronyms or abbreviations on Web sites.

· Show complete words rather than abbreviations whenever possible. 

· To optimize reading comprehension, minimize the number of words in sentences, and the number of sentences in paragraphs. 

· Do not put a lot of prose text on navigation pages.

However, if your audience is visiting your site specifically for detailed information (often the case with Government websites) then your pages can be longer though they must still be well written and structured. If you know that your content is likely to be printed, either present it as a single Web page or divide it into subdivisions but provide a link to a printing version. It is also important not to underline text in a web page unless it is a link. Underlined text can be easily mistaken for a link and should not be used. The preferred method of highlighting or emphasizing text is to use bold font.
2.2. Content Requirement
This section states minimum requirements for the content of Government websites. It aims to provide content that is engaging, relevant, and appropriate to the audience. This can be achieved by involving users to improve the completeness and accuracy of the user requirements, and identifying and clearly articulating the primary goals of the web site before beginning the design process.
2.2.1. Contact Details
Agencies are required to provide full contact details including physical service locations, fax and telephone numbers, and mailing addresses. Email addresses should also be provided, and in particular, to the entity responsible for maintaining the site (for fault reporting), and a general enquiry email address, which consumers can contact in relation to the agency’s service offerings. 
Contact email addresses should be role based, rather than person based, this will allow emails to be distributed to one or more individuals within the agency, and eliminate Web site maintenance when personnel changes occur within agencies. 

2.2.2. Agency Responsibilities
Agency Web sites must provide a brief summary of the functions, services and responsibilities and organizational structure of the agency, and a reference to the legislation under which it operates or which it is responsible for administering. 

2.2.3. Site Specific Search Capability
Government Web sites must provide an overall site-specific search function to enhance the usability and accessibility to the information within the site. This search facility must be able to index site content as well as documents such as pdfs. 
2.2.4. Copyright Statement
Agencies are required to provide a “Copyright” notice on each Web page. The word “Copyright” must be displayed with the © or (c) characters, with the agency name and the year, e.g. © Copyright, Ethiopia Information and Communication Technology Development Agency. 
(Note, the year indicates when the content was created and should be updated when major content changes/site redevelopment occurs.) 
2.2.5. Modification Date
Web site pages must carry the date the page was last modified. The modified date must be displayed in full text format and should also be included in the page metadata. 
2.2.6. Corporate Information
The following published corporate information must be accessible on all public departmental Web sites: 
· Annual Reports; 

· Policies and guidelines used in decision making that are deemed appropriate for public access; 

· Media releases, speeches and other relevant public information released by the agency; 

· Details of new Government initiatives; 

· Links to relevant online services provided by the agency; 

· Public Notices; 

· Relevant warnings and advice to the public; 

· Legislative information such as Acts and Regulations administered by the agency; 

· All agency Web sites must provide a hyperlink to the Ministry’s or superior agency’s primary home page (if applicable). 

2.2.7. Prohibited Content
Agencies must not allow Web site publication of material in any form that contravenes any laws of the Country. Agencies should have an approval process in place that ensures content with significant or political messages is approved by the relevant body. Politically sensitive or potentially contentious material must be subject to legal advice and ministerial approval. 
2.2.8. Private Sector Endorsements
Private sector services and products should not be advertised on public sector web sites.
2.3. Content Organization

Organizing content includes putting critical information near the top of the site, grouping related elements, and ensuring that all necessary information is available without slowing the user with unneeded information. Content should be formatted to facilitate scanning, and to enable quick understanding.
· Organize information at each level of the Web site so that it shows a clear and logical structure to typical users. 

· Structure each content page to facilitate scanning: use clear, well-located headings; short phrases and sentences; and small readable paragraphs. 

· Ensure that all needed information is available and displayed on the page where and when it is needed.

· Group all related information and functions in order to decrease time spent searching or scanning.

· Allow users to efficiently find what they want, design so that the most common tasks can be successfully completed in the fewest number of clicks.

· Limit page information only to that which is needed by users while on that page.

2.4. Managing Content
There are a number of facets to the management of web site content. The initial development of the web site should utilize a project management methodology and it’s accompanying formal processes. This needs to be followed by ongoing management and new business rules that will need to be developed to ensure that all parties involved are clear about goals, expectations and responsibilities. 

Whenever updating the content of a website is needed the content has to be authorized by the officer with appropriate delegation and obtained prior to publishing new or amended content. On the other hand the date of publication should be provided for attached documents. A date indicating the last webpage review was conducted should also be included, generally at the bottom of that page. 

2.4.1. Trustworthy

The content of the web site is trustworthy – free from error and clear about how errors have been corrected. Any errors identified should be corrected as soon as possible.
2.4.2.  Up to Date
Effort should be made to keep the content of a web site up to date. Pages should show the date last reviewed/updated regardless of whether the page was actually changed. Ephemeral and volatile information will require more frequent reviews. External events such as changes in the structure of Government will necessitate ad hoc reviews of your web site within a review cycle. 
2.4.3. Publishing processes
Web site staff must have a clear understanding of how the agency publishes online and printed information. Those staffs who are responsible for releasing and approving web content should know their roles and responsibilities in this capacity. Extending beyond this, other staff in the agency should know and be aware who to contact, either individuals of the relevant department for requesting content to be placed on, deleted or altered on the agency’s web site(s). 
3. SITE ARCHITECTURE
Site architecture involves structuring and organizing information on websites to assist people to achieve their information needs. Site architecture is the foundation of good website and intranet design. It is about planning where information and services will be located on the site in the most convenient and logical way for users. Effective site architecture can help ensure that sites meet business and user needs. Note that site architecture is closely tied to issues such as navigation, metadata, usability testing, usage analysis and search facilities.
3.1. Usability

“Usability rules the Web. Simply stated, if a customer can’t find a product [information/service] then he or she will not buy it” - with Government web sites they will be dissatisfied citizens. Most visitors to government web sites are not there for the entertainment experience, so place yourself in their position when designing your site:
· Is the information easy to find? (And is it there at all?)

· Are all your services available, or described, online?

· Who do they contact if they need further assistance?

· Will your pages load fast?

The major consideration when designing a website is to ensure that an iterative approach is used. After the first test results are provided to designers, they should make changes and then have the website tested again.
· Develop and test prototypes through an iterative design approach to create the most useful and usable Web site. 

· Conduct ’before and after’ studies when revising a Web site to determine changes in usability.

· Give high priority to usability issues preventing ‘easy’ tasks from being easy.

· Select the right number of participants when using different usability techniques. Using too few may reduce the usability of a Web site; using too many wastes valuable resources. 

· Create prototypes using the most appropriate technology for the phase of the design, the required fidelity of the prototype, and skill of the person creating the prototype.

3.2. Website Structure

Website structure is about organizing the website’s content, information flow and category or subject hierarchy in such a way that users can logically move through the website with ease, track their progress and determine their location within the website on any web page. Specifically:
· The user should not need to have an understanding of the internal structure of Government or individual Agencies in order to find information or services

· Label menu items carefully. The art of information flow within a website is dependent upon the unambiguous labeling of menu items. Visitors need to be able to quickly assess which of the menu items on the website offers the information they seek.

· Provide a hierarchical or linear structure (or a combination of the two). Take into account customer expectations and the functionality to be delivered. 

· Create a hierarchical structure, where pages are grouped according to a number of attributes or categories. This is the most effective method for organizing large volumes of information a linear structure, where pages are presented in a logical sequence.

3.2.1. File Naming and Directory Structure    

File and directory naming conventions are key to creating a well-organized site. Site organization provides many benefits, not the least of which is helping your visitors navigate your site. Directory structure and site structure (i.e. site map) should match to make easier to find and organize files thereby improving the maintainability of the site.
· URLs must be as logical and clear as possible and make sense to people. Use unabbreviated words or common acronyms. They should be easy to remember and easy to spell: e.g., geothermal, not geothrm.

· Be sure to name your files and directories with your keywords. Don't underscore to separate keywords. Instead, use hyphens.
· Most search engines don't recognize anything beyond two directory levels. So it's crucial to place most important pages at the first or second directory level.
· Don't stuff too many keywords in your file or directory names. Make them keyword rich but not too long.
· Name your PDF files after your keywords as well. 

· Make entry pages stand-alone, like your home page. When a visitor lands on one of your entry pages, the visitor needs to know where they are, who your organization is, and what the page is about.
· Avoid overly general file and directory names (e.g., file1.html, file2.html). Filenames should be based on the page title.

· Divide larger groups of files into subdirectories.
3.3. Navigation
Navigation refers to the method used to find information within a Web site. A navigation page is used primarily to help users locate and link to destination pages. A Web site’s navigation scheme and features should allow users to find and access information effectively and efficiently. When possible, this means designers should keep navigation-only pages short. Designers should include site maps, and provide effective feedback on the user’s location within the site. The style of the navigation system (appearance and actions) needs to be relevant to the purpose, usability, and aesthetic needs and hopes of the site. 

· Where appropriate, make the links to other pages/items noticeable and recognizable, and possibly group them together in special areas on the screen (menu areas).

· Use breadcrumb trails. This type of navigation literally creates a trail that users can follow back to where they came from. Breadcrumbs are used in conjunction with regular navigation. They don't replace it. They're nearly always text links, in a smaller font. 
· Large sites should have top-of-the-page navigation pointing to the top-level pages and category navigation on the left with breadcrumb navigation on the page itself. 
· The footer navigation of web pages is also important. It's important to give your users a quick way to the home page or key pages. The footer is a good place to put text-only links that are redundant to the top-level navigation, so your user doesn't have to scroll back up to the top of the page.

· Always use a sitemap. Search engines love to have a site map through which they can quickly and easily access your site's pages for indexing. When creating a site map for your websites, be sure to put it at the root level (not within any subfolders or directories), link to it from your home page, and name it site_map.html (or .htm, whichever extension you are using for your site).
· Do not create or direct users into pages that have no navigational options.

· Clearly differentiate navigation elements from one another, but group and place them in a consistent and easy to find place on each page.

· On long pages, provide a ’list of contents’ with links that take users to the corresponding content farther down the page. 

· Place the primary navigation menus in the left panel and the secondary and tertiary menus together.

· Ensure that tab labels are clearly descriptive of their function or destination. 

· Ensure that navigation tabs are located at the top of the page, and look like clickable versions of real-world tabs.

· Do not require users to scroll purely navigational pages. 

· Use site maps for Web sites that have many pages.

3.4. Metadata
3.4.1. What is Metadata
Metadata is data about data using elements to describe a resource, such as author, title, date created, and subject etc. Among other things, metadata is one of the means by which users locate information through search engines, and organizations record, administer and manage their information. Metadata is information about the online resources and should be managed in its own right; it is not static and should be reviewed within the same review cycle as the content.
The Dublin Core metadata standard is a major online resource discovery standard used by many countries and across many industries and government sectors. The Dublin Core metadata standard has fifteen elements. These elements can be classified in three categories as follows.
	Ownership and creators of the resource
	Intellectual content about the resource
	Electronic and physical manifestation of the record

	· Creator

· Contributor

· Publisher

· Rights

 
	· Title

· Subject

· Description

· Source

· Language

· Relation

· Coverage
	· Date 

· Type

· Format

· Identifier


The following five Metadata elements are recommended as mandatory for implementation.

· Creator

· Title

· Date

· Description
· Subject
3.4.2. Metadata Implementation
In fact describing every resource is not the intention of the metadata implementation. The resources that must be described include:

· Home pages (defined as the major entry point to an Agency website, and those distinct business units where there is likely to be a public perception that they stand alone as an organizational entity)

· Topics/services in high demand by the target community the Agency serves (this can be based on usage statistics but may also include topical or publicized resources with anticipated public interest)

· Information required by Agency clientele to understand their entitlements to government assistance and the requirements of government that apply to them

· Major formal publications (e.g. annual reports, corporate strategic plans, public policy and accountability documents, etc.)

· Media releases

· Major entry points or indexes and menus to a range of closely related topics, programs or policies

· Information about agency powers affecting the public, manuals and other documents used in decision making affecting the public

· Substantial descriptive or marketing information about Agencies, their services and activities
It is advised at the very minimum to apply the generic metatags ‘keywords’ and ‘description’, which are indexed by the majority of commercial search engines (Keywords are not an element of the Dublin Core (DC). Description is an element of DC. Placing these metatags on the website helps people to find the web pages when searching through commercial search engine websites.

3.5. Search Facility
Many Web sites allow users to search for information contained in the site. Users access the search capability by entering one or more keywords into an entry field—usually termed a ’search box.’ When there are words in the Web site that match the words entered by users, users are shown where in the Web site those words can be found. Each page of a Web site should allow users to conduct a search. Usually it is adequate to allow simple searches without providing for the use of more advanced features. 

· Ensure that the results of user searches provide the precise information being sought, and in a format that matches users’ expectations.

· Provide a search option on each page of a content-rich Web site. 

· Structure the search engine to accommodate users who enter a small number of words. 

4. PRESENTATION
4.1. Page Layout
All Web pages should be structured for ease of comprehension. This includes putting items on the page in an order that reflects their relative importance. All items should be appropriately aligned on the pages. It is usually a good idea to ensure that the pages show a moderate amount of white space—too much can require considerable scrolling, while too little may provide a display that looks too ‘busy.’ It is also important to ensure that page layout does not falsely convey the top or bottom of the page, such that users stop scrolling prematurely. 
· Create pages that are not considered cluttered by users.

· Put important, clickable items in the same locations, and closer to the top of the page, where their location can be better estimated.

· Put the most important items at the top center of the Web page to facilitate users’ finding the information.

· Establish a high-to-low level of importance for information and infuse this approach throughout each page on the Web site.

· To facilitate finding target information on a page, create pages that are not too crowded with items of information.

· Visually align page elements, either vertically or horizontally.

4.1.1. The Homepage

The homepage is different from all other website pages. A well-constructed homepage will project a good first impression to all who visit the site. It is important to ensure that the homepage has all of the features expected of a homepage and looks like a homepage to users. A homepage should clearly communicate the site's purpose, and show all major options available on the website. Generally, the majority of the homepage should be visible ’above the fold,’ and should contain a limited amount of prose text. Designers should provide easy access to the homepage from every page in the site.

· Enable users to access the homepage from any other page on the Web site. 

· Present all major options on the homepage. 

· Treat your homepage as the key to conveying the quality of your site. 

· Clearly and prominently communicate the purpose and value of the Web site on the homepage. 

· Limit the amount of prose text on the homepage. 

· Ensure that the homepage has the necessary characteristics to be easily perceived as a homepage. 

· Limit the homepage to one screenful of information, if at all possible. 

· Announce major changes to a Web site on the homepage—do not surprise users. 

4.1.2. Other pages
Establish a Visual Identity and apply it throughout the website. The branding of a website can be established by incorporating common design elements such as colors, logos, styles, etc., into every page. This presents a professional and consistent visual identity as well as an important signpost that tells customers where they are

· Ensure the branding of government websites
· Build Short Pages - Customers tend to prefer short pages. They are easier to read and take less time to load. Content that is written succinctly with the provision of links to further information negates the need for long pages
· Longer pages should be divided into multiple interlinked smaller pages
· If there is an unavoidable need to have a long page, then the bottom should be reached within three to four clicks of the vertical scroll bar and a “back to top” link should be provided to help the user return to the start of the page.

4.1.3. Non English pages (localized pages)

Consider providing access to non-English or localized versions of information and services based upon demand and the needs of the client base. Where multilingual web pages are provided: 

· translations should be checked in detail to ensure they are correct
· documents available in more than one language should be presented as parallel hierarchies in the languages concerned
· every document in a multilingual hierarchy should include links to the other languages available
· HTTP content negotiation may be used to determine the default language presented to the reader.

4.1.4. Splash pages
"Skip intro" or "splash" pages generally have no or very little content, often contain a movie, and frequently redirect to another page. Your introductory page needs to contain content, so get rid of your “intro” page if it doesn't. Remember that Web technology that detracts from the content or provides no static content will negatively affect search engine rankings. 
4.1.5. Screen Resolution
A resolution independent design is preferred. However as a basic standard, a screen resolution of 800x600 is the widely accepted starting point. Given this user interface, development has to be specific in relation to the requirements of specific delivery media, i.e. PDAs.

4.1.6. Frames
Frames present a number of usability problems and should be avoided

· Frames interfere with book marking, printing, indexing and retrieval by search engines, and using the browser’s ‘back’ button 

· Websites that do use frames should provide a suitable no framed alternative
4.1.7. Forms
Provide forms that are easy to understand and complete. There are some basic principles that apply to form design, irrespective of whether the form is in electronic or hardcopy format. Forms should be:

· Clearly documented to identify their purpose, who should use them, when they should be used, how to complete them, and where to submit them
· Easy to complete by providing clear presentation, consistent layout and structure (including field labels), unambiguous wording, logical grouping of questions, and sufficient room for each response.
· All field items should be arranged vertically (down the screen) to aid readability
· Should be utilized wherever possible
· Errors resulting from incomplete or invalid information should be detected upon submission and immediately communicated to the user for correction. When an input error is detected and the user is returned to the form to correct it, retain all valid information already entered

· The user should be provided with the opportunity to verify and edit the form prior to final submission 
· Upon submitting the form, the user should be issued with a printable electronic receipt notifying that the form has been accepted
4.1.8. Error Messages
Error messages are one of the most frustrating aspects of web browsing. They occur for a number of reasons but generally mean a failure of the website to deliver the web page the user requested (broken link, timing out, moved file). It is recommended that agencies:

· Avoid errors being generated in the first place through regular website maintenance

· Never remove or move a page without correcting the link from its original location 

· Although software tools are commonly used to assist with the regular checking for broken links and the existence of ‘orphans’, it is strongly advisable to employ a manual regime to check for broken links

· Create error messages which provide a clear explanation (free of technical terms e.g. “404 Not Found”) of the problem and offer instructions for overcoming the problem. User centered error messages must be generated for: 

1. Forms that contain incomplete or incorrect values

2. Requests for web pages that do not exist

3.  Search requests that fail to return any results.

· Customize error messages to make them more meaningful (most servers allow this). This applies to pages that contain server–related messages such as 404, 403, 504, etc., which are located on a web server

4.2. Page Elements
4.2.1. Links
Many Web surfers will turn off the Automatic Loading of Images option in their browsers or use text browsers such as Lynx when they're searching for specific information and they want to skim sites quickly. So providing a no visual or text based, alternative for navigation will accommodate both situations. Links are what makes the internet so dynamic. The currency of links within government websites must be maintained. Good practice includes:

· Linking the relevant text do not use ‘click here’, ’more’, ’next‘, etc

· Ensuring it is easy to predict where the link will take you or provide context

· Limiting the use of links in body-text as links can highlight text, which may not be important to the content

· Deep-linking into another site (especially Government sites) can be valuable but it is preferable to link to a homepage

· It is preferable to leave link colors as browser defaults, and underlined this provides a more consistent user experience between your site and other web sites most visitors spend more time on other sites than on yours. The convention is for visited links to be the duller or darker color than the unvisited link color. Alternatively, use style sheets to make them stand out
· Web browsers, by default, display visited and unvisited links differently. Avoid developing websites that override this behavior, making it impossible to differentiate visited links from unvisited links. A change of color is most often used to differentiate between visited and unvisited links. It is widely accepted that blue is the color that displays a link the user has not visited. Users can affect this differentiation by changing their settings or browser type; however Agencies should standardize a consistent methodology for its implementation.
· If your graphics are links, make this easy to recognize. Create buttons, borders or rollovers, don’t just rely on the mouse pointer changing shape

· Putting spaces between consecutive links to assist the vision impaired

· Carefully evaluating links to non-government sites
· Check links regularly to avoid “404 Errors” automated link-checking programs are available
· Link text should be underlined
· images that link to other pages should look like and act like buttons
· Mouse over effects such as background or foreground color changes for text and images can be used to emphasize that an object is a link.
4.2.2. Graphics, Images, and Multimedia
Graphics are used on many, if not most, Web pages. When used appropriately, graphics can facilitate learning. An important image to show on most pages of a site is the organization’s logo. When used appropriately, images, animation, video, and audio can add tremendous value to a Web site. 

Many images require a large number of bytes that can take a long time to download, especially at slower connection speeds. When images must be used, designers should ensure that the graphics do not substantially slow page download times. Thumbnail versions of larger images allow users to preview images without having to download them. So graphics should be used judiciously on Government web sites. Most visitors come primarily for information or service. Evaluate inclusion of images be thoughtful in their use and do not include too many just as eye-candy. Additionally, consideration of the Accessibility requirements is essential (e.g. graphics should have reflective meaningful ALT tags).

· Always use GIF or JPEG. these are the formats best supported browsers

· Interlace large GIFS (or load a LOW SRC version first)

· Optimize images to reduce file size by  reduce number of bits in GIFs and maximize the compression in JPEGs 

· Provide text equivalents for images (and other non-text elements), as ALT tags this is also an accessibility requirement Always include Height and Width attributes to speed webpage times

· Avoid scaling of images (they distort) have the correct size graphics software package before creating your GIF/JPEG

· Minimize animation it can quickly become annoying

· Create quick loading pages by minimizing page file size (particularly graphics files)

· Home Pages can be slightly larger in size

4.2.3. Fonts
Make text easy to read by using default or standard fonts

· The display properties of text (typeface, size and color of fonts) must be readable in both electronic and printed form. Not all fonts are supported or accessible by all users

· Select standard font types (such as Arial, Verdana, etc.). Where possible use sans serif fonts (such as Arial) as they increase readability, in preference to serif fonts (such as Times New Roman) 

· Use font sizes that make it easy to read the text on screen. Keep in mind that the user’s browser determines how the text appears on screen

· Limit fonts to one or two types and apply font standards consistently throughout the website. 

4.2.4. Colors and Background
· Select a suitable color scheme and apply it consistently throughout the website.

· Ensure the colors used for text and graphics look good on a variety of platforms and monitors by selecting them from the 216 color browser safe palette.

· Use colors that contrast well on screen and on paper. The contrast of text against the background must be sufficiently high to ensure it is legible on both screen and on paper. The “dark on light” approach improves the readability of information black text against a white background produces the best results.
· Avoid background textures or graphics - Avoid a textured or tiled background. It can weigh down the page, making it slow to load. Textures and tiles can also reduce the readability of text on the page, unless they are very subtle
· Use colors that accommodate people with a color disability

· The use of color and how accessible it is to users is often an issue that is overlooked when it comes to web design. It must be considered carefully as it can have an effect on some customers’ ability to use the website.
4.2.5. Titles, Headings and Labels
Most users spend a considerable amount of time scanning rather than reading information on Web sites. Well-designed headings help to facilitate both scanning and reading written material. Designers should strive to use unique and descriptive headings, and to use as many headings as necessary to enable users to find what they are looking for—it is usually better to use more rather than fewer headings. Headings should be used in their appropriate HTML order, and it is generally a good idea not to skip heading levels.
Designers should ensure that each page has a unique and descriptive page title. When tables are used, designers should make sure that descriptive row and column headings are included that enable users to clearly understand the information in the table. It is occasionally important to highlight certain critical information.

· Ensure that category labels, including links, clearly reflect the information and items contained within the category. 

· Put a descriptive, unique, concise, and meaningfully different title on each Web page.

· Use descriptive headings liberally throughout a website. 

· Use headings that are unique from one another and conceptually related to the content they describe. 

· Visually distinguish (i.e., highlight) important page items that require user attention, particularly when those items are displayed infrequently. 

· Ensure that data tables have clear, concise, and accurate row and column headings. 

· Use headings in the appropriate HTML order. 

STANDARDS

	Ref.
	Standard

	2.1
	Writing Style

	
	Identify the primary natural language of a document. 

	
	Acronyms, jargon, and complex words are to be avoided unless the expansion of each abbreviation or acronym in a document where it first occurs. Text is to be written in plain English using uncomplicated sentence and paragraph structures.

	
	Provide metadata (such as page title and description) to add semantic information to pages and sites.

	
	Content that could be considered offensive to any section of the community is not to be published.

	
	Your website needs to cater to as much of your audience as possible. The reading level of the audience for the website should dictate the writing style.

	
	Maximize readability by making paragraphs left justified

	
	Never underline a text unless it is a link

	
	Ensure content is free from spelling and grammatical error

	
	

	2.2
	Content Availability

	
	Agencies must ensure that the following items of information are available through their websites (this may not be appropriate for certain cross-agency and cross jurisdictional websites):

· Service directories that include a description of services provided, the hours of operation and appropriate contact details.

· Legislative information under which the Agency operates or is responsible for administering. 

· Annual reports, corporate plans and other public accountability-type documents.

· Policies, guidelines and other documents used in decision-making that are deemed appropriate for public access.

· Media releases speeches and other public information released by the Minister or Agency.
Note: It is not necessary for information to be physically hosted on the agency’s website. The website may provide information hosted elsewhere.

	
	Forms that are frequently completed by the public must be made available on agency websites, either in downloadable or interactive format. Agencies are encouraged to ensure that all forms are presented in a consistent and professional manner.

	
	

	
	Provide date, time, currency, telephone, and location information in a format that is complete and understandable. Information published on government websites should account for the geographic location of users. Apply the following conventions where relevant, to avoid confusion:

· Spell out references to the month (eg 1 January 2004).

· Specify time zone information 

· Include the area code in telephone numbers - eg (251) 11 6207 5111 (If applicable, include the international dialing code)

· Provide complete details and avoid using abbreviations that may only be understood locally.

· Indicate the type of currency (eg US$100.00).



	
	Superseded material is marked as superseded

	2.3
	Titles and headings

	
	The text assigned to the <TITLE> tag appears in the title bar of the web browser and is reflected in various navigation support mechanisms (eg bookmark lists, history lists, and search results). The page title must accurately and succinctly describe the content of each web page. 

	
	Headings that accurately and succinctly describe the content of sections facilitate page scanning allowing users to quickly find the information they want.

	
	The initial letter of the first word should be capitalized with all remaining letters, except for proper nouns and acronyms, in lower case. The use of too many initial capital letters in headings can disrupt the readers’ comprehension.

	2.3
	Navigation

	
	Clearly identify the target of each link to where the user is to be taken via a link. Everything that is a link is obvious as a link.

	
	Provide navigation bars to highlight and give access to the navigation mechanism.

	
	External links are valid.

	
	Every web page links to a homepage. If using an agency logo on a web page, it links to the homepage and has alt text of "Go to home page -Agency Name".

	2.4
	Images

	
	Provide a text equivalent for every non-text element (for example “alt”, “longdesc”, or in element content). This includes: images, graphical representations of text (including symbols), image map regions, animations (for example, animated GIFs), graphical buttons, and audio files. 

	2.5
	Video

	
	Until user agents can automatically read aloud the text equivalent of a visual track, you must provide a text description of the important information of the visual track of a multimedia presentation. 

For any time-based multimedia presentation (e.g., a movie or animation), synchronize equivalent alternatives (e.g., captions or auditory descriptions of the visual track) with the presentation.

	2.6
	Color

	
	Ensure that all information conveyed with color is also available without color. This applies principally to navigation labels and error messages.

	
	Ensure that foreground and background color combinations provide sufficient contrast for navigation, text and informational elements when viewed by someone having color deficits or when viewed on a black and white screen.

	2.7
	Special-Purpose Documents

	
	Links to web documents indicate as a minimum the document size and type which must either be included in the link itself and/or in the TITLE tag.

	
	Publish the document in the most accessible format possible. 

Accessible formats include:

· Rich text format (rtf) for documents
· Comma separated values (CSV) for spreadsheets. 

· MS PowerPoint, word

· PDF



	
	PDF can be used to publish a document but it ca be assisted with at least one other accessible format which can include web site content such as web pages. When publishing a PDF file you must:

· show the PDF version used, and 

· follow and adhere to the Acrobat Accessibility Guidelines if publishing in version 8 or greater.



	2.8
	Site Architecture

	
	Organize information in a manner that is meaningful to the user. The user should not be required to have an understanding of the internal structure of government in order to find the information or service they require. Provide a hierarchical or linear structure (or a combination of the two) taking into account user expectations and the functionality to be delivered.

	
	Design hierarchies of breadth rather than depth. A site structure that forces the user to traverse layer upon layer of subcategories before reaching the required information (or completing a continuous series of steps before finishing a form) can be very frustrating. Users often become lost or suffer from “are we there yet?” syndrome once they go beyond the third level of a site. Websites that feature flat structures may require the scanning of longer lists but overall they present fewer usability problems. All content should be accessible within three or four mouse clicks.

	2.8
	Page Layout

	
	The branding of a website can be established by incorporating common design elements (eg colors, logos, styles, etc) into every page. Not only does this present a professional and consistent visual identity, it provides an important “sign-post” that informs the user of their location.

	
	Identify the agency responsible for publishing the site. So all web pages must contain the name of the agency that has published the website.

	
	Create pages that are free standing. Users may access pages directly without coming in through the home page. Web pages must provide contextual clues so users can easily identify their current location and then move on (ie no “dead-end” pages).

	
	Web pages are able to be printed in whole. Any page which requires landscape orientation to achieve this must be made clear to the user.

	
	Provide link on all pages to mandatory elements of the website, i.e., all pages must contain the following links to these elements of the web site:

· About us

· Contact us

· Feedback

· Sitemap

· Search

	
	Ensure that Web pages have content. The body of a web page, i.e. the space separate from navigation elements, must have usable content. The user should be presented with information on the page, not just a set of links in the navigation area. If the purpose of the page is to have a series of links to other pages, these should be set out - with some explanation as to their purpose - in the body of the page, as well as appearing in the navigation area.

	
	Include footer details at the base of all web pages. An area at the bottom of all web pages is to be reserved for:

· The date the document was last updated.

· Links to the copyright statements.



	
	Clearly identify the target of each link to where the user is to be taken via a link. Everything that is a link is obvious as a link.

	2.9
	Home pages

	
	The home page must be informative and inviting. Provide enough information for visitors to recognize what is being offered, enough to invite them to explore further, and simple navigation aids to make that task easy. Clutter, in the form of distracting animations, unnecessary graphic elements, and blinking or scrolling text, should be eliminated, to improve accessibility and usability of the site. These features are more annoying than helpful to page visitors.

	
	The Home Page must provide clear information about the larger organization to which this organization belongs. This will inform users about the structure of the entity with which they are dealing.

	
	Design home pages to be less than two screens in length.

	
	Provide a prominent links to related agency sites nominated by the agency.

	
	Do not use splash pages

	2.9
	Tables

	
	Do not use tables for layout, use style sheets instead.

	
	Provide summaries for tables.

	2.10
	Frames

	
	Frames are not to be used

	2.11
	Scripts & Applets

	
	Ensure that pages are usable when scripts, applets, or other programmatic objects are turned off or not supported. If this is not possible, provide equivalent information on an alternative accessible page.

	2.12
	Site Behavior

	
	Until user agents allow users to turn off spawned windows, do not cause pop-ups or other windows to appear and do not change the current window without informing the user. If a window has to be spawned, then the user must be informed (giving them an option to cancel).

	
	Provide keyboard shortcuts to important links (including those in client-side image maps), form controls, and groups of form controls.

	2.13
	Site Layout

	
	All homepages contain the following as a minimum :

1) Contact Us. This can be a content header or a link to a page specifically "Contact Us". The associated content includes contacts and/or an on-line form for feedback purposes.

2) Link to www.govt.nz. 

3) About this Site. This can be a content header or a link to a page specifically "About this Site".


The associated content contains (as a minimum) :

i)  "Site Owner". The associated content contains (as a minimum) 

· a link back to the main agency web site 

· site owner name (can contain a logo but a logo alone is insufficient)

ii) The associated content contains (as a minimum)

· Access Keys.

· Other information detailing navigational aids within the site is preferred to be here.

iii) Copyright. This can be a content header or a link to a page specifically "Copyright".

iv) Privacy. This can be a content header or a link to a page specifically "Privacy".

4) At least the name and/or the logo of the agency. 



	2.14
	Testing

	
	The following states the minimum list of web browser compliance and correspondingly the minimum that the site is tested against such that the web site works satisfactorily to a majority of Internet users. A consistent visual experience should  be attained on an agency's website on the following browsers:

· Internet Explorer 5.5 (Windows, Mac) 

· Internet Explorer 6.0 (Windows) 

· Firefox 1.0+ (Windows, Linux, Mac) 

· Opera 8.0+ (Windows, Linux) 

· Safari 1.2+ (Mac) 



	2.15
	Online forms

	
	The FIELDSET element is used to group related form elements. The LEGEND attribute of the FIELDSET element is used to caption a set of related form elements and the LABEL element is used to associate controls with their associated label text.

	
	Every descriptive label must be tagged as <label> and associated with the name of the field.

	
	Users receive online confirmation that the information they have submitted has been received, for example by displaying a web page.


CHECKLISTS
These checklists provide actions to be addressed. Web managers, web designer should use these checklists to make sure the guidelines are employed very well when designing and updating their websites. Some of the checklists are recommended checklists while others are for consideration to achieve best practices in website design and management.
Getting started (the basics)
1. Agency Name: Does every web page on your site clearly display the name of your agency? 

2. Linking Policy: Does your web site have a linking policy for how you link to other sites, including criteria or guidelines for how you select links to non-federal websites? 

3. Linking to Non-Government Sites: Does your site notify visitors when they are being taken to a non-Government site? 

4. Linking to Government Sites: Does your site refrain from disclaiming content when linking to other Government sites? 

5. Reviewing External Links: Does your site have and follow a schedule for reviewing the appropriateness and relevancy of external links? 

6. Advertising: Does your know that your site is not used to advertise for, or provide preferential treatment to, private individuals, firms, or corporations? 

Managing Content
1. Keeping Content Current: 

· Does each page of your website have a date showing that it is current, that it has been reviewed within the past 12 months, or that it is historical material? 

· Do you regularly delete or archive content that is obsolete and is not required by law or regulation? 

2. Audience-Driven Content: Overall, is your site written and organized from the audiences’ point of view, with content that they care about most? 

3. Content for the General Public: If your site is for a specialized audience, do you still offer basic content for a general audience with basic descriptive or identifying language? 

4. Avoiding Internal Employee Information: Do you refrain from using public website for content of interest or use to agency employees only, using intranets or extranets for this purpose? 

5. Common Terminology: Does your site use common expressions, generally used terminology, and refrain from using acronyms or technical terms without defining them in context? 

6. Plain Language: Have you ensured that, at a minimum, homepages, all major entry points, and navigational elements are written in plain language. (Plain language is language the website’s typical visitor can understand in one reading; it is writing designed for the reader.) 

7. Editorial Review: Do you have a process for regularly reviewing your homepage, major entry points, and navigational elements to ensure they continue to be written in plain language, considering your site’s intended visitors? 

8. Testing: When possible, do you test language with typical visitors? 

9. Metadata: 

· Minimum Metadata Elements: Do your new sites include the following metatags on the homepage and entry pages: 

· Title (this is different from the HTML title tag) 

· Description? 

· Creator (the content owner; this should be the name of the organization)? 

· Creation Date (original creation date)? 

· Subject? 

· Subject and Keyword: Do you include Subject and Keyword metadata if you consider it helpful for improving search relevancy and for content classification within your organization? 

· Where You Put Metadata: In addition to the homepage and main entry pages, do you try to include metadata on as many pages as is feasible, within resource constraints? 

Required and Recommended Content
1. Common Content: Does your site include the same types of “common content” found on most Government websites (such as contact information and basic information about your agency)? 
2.  “Contact Us” Page 

· Does your site have a “Contact Us” page linked prominently from your home page and every major entry point (ideally from EVERY page)? 

· Does that contact page contain: 

· Your organization’s mailing address? 

· Your organization location? 

· Phone number(s), including numbers for any regional or local offices? 

· Means to communicate by e-mail (for example, email address or web-based contact form)? 

· Contact information for reporting both technical and content problems with the website, including accessibility problems? 

3. “About Us” Page 

· Does your site have an “About Us” or similar page describing basic information about the organization that sponsors and is responsible for the site? 

· Does the “About Us” page contain: 

· A description of the organization’s mission, including its statutory authority? 

· Your agency’s strategic plan? 

· Information about your organizational structure? 

· Basic information about parent and/or subsidiary organizations and regional and field offices, as appropriate? 

· Name of the Agency head and other key staff, as appropriate? 

· Contact information such a link to the “Contact Us” page or other elements listed above? 

4. “Site Map” or “Subject Index” 

· Does your site have a page entitled “Site Map” or a page entitled “Subject Index” that gives an overview of the major content categories on the site? 

· Is there a link to the site map or subject index on your home page? 

· Do you have and follow a schedule for updating the site map or subject index on a regular basis (for example, at least once a month)? 

5. Frequently Asked Questions 

· Does your site have a page called “Frequently Asked Questions” or “Common Questions?” 

· Is that page linked from the homepage and every major entry point, using the title of the page as the link text? 

· Does that page provide basic answers to questions the agency receives most often? 
6. Online Services, Forms, and Publications 

· Does your site offer easy access to online services, displaying them as prominently as possible? 

· Do you identify the most commonly requested and commonly used online services on your website and make sure that they are advertised prominently and can be reached quickly? 

· As you add new online services to your website, do you highlight them appropriately? 

· Does your site offer easy, prominent access to forms and publications? 

· If you have forms, do you allow the public to print them out and also complete and submit them online? 

· If you don’t offer forms or publications in electronic format, do you provide instructions on how to order them? 

7. Information about Regulations 

· If your organization issues regulations do you provide information about those regulations on your website?  

Basic Website structure

· Does the site have a hierarchical rather than flat structure for directories?
· Do individual files have easily identifiable names?
· Does a file-name and its location are permanently established?
Usability, Accessibility and Design
1. Common Access: 

· Has your site been designed, developed, and tested for a broad range of visitors, including those with lower-end hardware and software capabilities? 

· Has your site been designed, developed, and tested for multiple browsers and versions of browsers, operating systems, connection speeds, and screen resolutions, based on an analysis of your site visitors? 

· Do you review visitors’ technological needs at least semi-annually (via web analyzer tools or other analytic data)? 

2. Page Download Times: Do you accommodate visitors with low connection speeds by to the maximum extent feasible, minimizing page download times for your visitors and in most cases, keeping your HTML pages under 60 KB? 

3. Consistent Navigation Scheme: Does your site have a coherent navigation scheme, which is used consistently across the website? 

4. Consistent Navigation Labels: 

· Do common items that exist on different sections of the site appear, if possible, in the same location on each page and have the same appearance and wording? 

· If a navigation item is shared by a group of pages (such as a set of pages on a single topic, or for a division of the organization) does it have the same location, appearance, and wording on each page? 

· Do navigation items of the same type also look and behave the same way? (For example, if a set of pages on one topic has subtopic links in the left navigation bar, pages on other topics should also have subtopic links in the left navigation bar that look and behave identically.) 

· Do you avoid having the same button / navigation phrase behave differently in different sections of a site? 

· Do you avoid using one navigation schema (for example, left navigation) in one area, and other schema elsewhere? 
5. Specialized or Local Navigation: If a particular set of web pages requires specialized or local navigation, do you apply that navigation to the largest possible logical grouping (such as a topic, an audience, or a complete organizational unit)? 

6. File Formats 

· Industry Standard Formats: Do you provide access to documents using open, industry standard web formats (currently, HTML, XHTML, or XML) or alternative formats (such as Portable Document Format), that do not impose an unnecessary burden for the intended audience? 

· Choosing the Appropriate Format: When choosing file format(s), do you consider: 

· Intended use of the material by your target audience? 

· Frequency of use by the target audience? 

· Accessibility of the format to the target audience? 

· Level of effort and time required by your organization to convert the material to the format? 

7. Preferred Format: Do you generally use native web formats (HTML, XHTML, or XML) for the greatest flexibility for visitors, especially those that are most frequently accessed by the public? 

8. PDF and Other Alternate Formats: 

· Do you use Portable Document Formats (PDF), such as Adobe Acrobat, only as an alternate format to native web formats when there is a clear business need to use this format? 
· When using PDF files, do you provide a link to the downloadable free viewer? 

· When using PDF or other non-standard file formats, do you also provide an HTML version of the document whenever feasible? 

· When linking to a non-HTML document, do you include a text description of the file, including the name, file type, file size, and effective date? 

· Do you avoid providing documents that are only available in proprietary format that (for example, MS Word, MS PowerPoint, or WordPerfect)? 

9. Large, Complex Documents: 

· In most cases, are large or complex documents (generally, more than 10 - 15 pages), whether in HTML or other format(s), organized into sections or chapters and linked together? 

· For these larger documents, do you also provide a link to download the entire document since some readers may prefer to print the entire document for later reading? 

10. Data Files: 

· Are visitors able to efficiently download available data in a format that allows them to effectively aggregate and disaggregate the data? 

· Do you use Open files (raw data) for the greatest flexibility for visitors over proprietary formats that require specific commercial software? 

Search engines

1. Search Box: 

· Do you include either a “Search box” or a link to a “Search” page on every page? 

· Is the search box or link entitled “Search”? 

· Is the search box search box placed in the same position on all pages (usually within the upper third of the webpage)? 

2. Search Index: 

· Does the search index allow visitors to search all files on the website that are intended for public use? 

· Do you index the content of your website(s) at least once a month? 

· Do you see that content that is added and updated frequently, such as press releases, is indexed more frequently? 

3. Sensitive Information: Do you ensure that sensitive, restricted, or classified information or information that contains personally identifiable information is not included in any web-based file that could be retrieved using a government-owned or commercial search engine? 

4. Search Results and Response Times: 

· On average, does your search engine produce results in less than three (3) seconds? 

· Do you monitor and log search responses times and ensure that adequate hardware and software capacity is available to achieve the response time standard? 

APPENDIX A
Metadata Elements
1. DC.Creator

Name of the Agency primarily responsible for the content of the resource; can be repeated to include business unit name.
2. DC.Title

Title of the web page. Usually the same used as in HTML <title> tag
3. DC.Date

Date created or become available in current form

4. DC.Description

A short and meaningful description of the content or subject and it should not be more than 100 characters
5. DC.Subject

Concise meaningful words/terms used to describe subject and topic

APPENDIX B
Website Project Phases

A standard website development often involves the following project phases

1. Project Establishment

· Document Development – Business case, Project brief (technical, content and creative requirements) budget and timeline
· Internal review, resource and approval
· Draft project plan
2. Specifications

· Technical specification

· Functional specification

· Creative specification

· Content plan

3. Tender and Appointment
· Advertise

· Evaluate

· Appoint

· Contract manage

4. Content
· Content Audit
· Identification of content custodians

· Gap Identification and Content Creation
· Information architecture

· Site map

5. Design and Development
· Site design

· Interface design

· Navigation and Information flow
· Database and Forms design

· Content migration

· Multimedia development

· Additional functionality

· Initial testing

6. Integration and QA

· Technical testing
· Browser and platform testing
· Interface

· Usability

· Accessibility

· Integration

· Security

7. Launch and Handover

· Launch
· Project Documentation

· Project Completion

· Training

8. Maintenance

· Ongoing management

· Regular link check and maintenance
· Internet email management

· Disaster recovery planning and redundancy

· Training
· Upgrade planning

9. Review and Evaluation

· Website statistics

· Periodic usability testing

· Periodic accessibility testing

· Focus group testing

· Project evaluation and review

