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Focusing the issue
Three vignettes



Vignette 1
The night the bed fell





Vignette 2
On going to hospital





Vignette 3
The hunt for the missing 

reference





Overview

 Stereotypes about reading online

 Emerging trends about Web reading

 Sketch of my research

 Implications for information design



Stereotypes about reading

 No one reads...

­ Manuals or instructions

­ Labels on food, toys, products

­ Online newspapers and books

 No one looks past the first page of hits

 People only skim and scan

 Web reading is making us stupid
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Emerging trends

 More people reading online than ever
 Laptops dominate but mobiles growing
 33% of cell phone owners read news on 

their cell using two strategies:
­ Foraging
­ Searching opportunistically

N = 2259 (Pew Research Center, March 2010)
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Kinds of news mobile users 
access on their cells

% of Users

Weather 26

News and current events 25

An application for news content 18

Sports scores and stories 16

Traffic info 13

Financial info 12

News via emails and texts 11

N = 2259 (Pew Research Center, March 2010)



Reading in academic settings 
is changing

Expert readers are impatient and make 
judgments quickly 

 60% of e-journal readers view 3 pages 
of journals and exit

 40% of e-journal readers view more 
than 3 pages

British CYBER study (2008)
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Reading on eReaders

Schcolnik (2001) studied 105 early 
adopters of eReaders

 People reported reading the texts 
linearly up to 5 hours at a time

­ wanted good TOCs, hyperlinks, 
illustrations, pop-up dictionaries

­ only 52% rated “short” as important
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Current research

Study 1: Review of empirical evidence 
about reading online (1980 – 2010)

­ How does writing, design, and 
technology shape people’s experience? 

Study 2: Survey of people talking about 
reading on the web (2009 – 2010)

­ Why are people reading online anyway?
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Study 1: Research review

Review of empirical literature: 500+ 

articles (1980 – 2010)

 Audience characteristics

 Technology

 Writing

 Visual design
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Interdisciplinary perspective

 Information design

 Technical communication

 Rhetoric

 Reading & literacy

 Library science

Cognitive psychology

Educational psychology

HCI & human factors

Psycholinguistics

Technology studies
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Empirical evidence: Online 
writing choices matter

 Word-level features

­ Word length, frequency, concreteness

 Sentence-level features

­ Syntax, voice, negatives, conditionals

 Discourse-level features

­ Headings, previews, summaries
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Empirical evidence: Online 
design choices matter

 Typographic features

­ Typeface, typesize, case, line-spacing

 Layout features

­ Line length, columns, blank space

 Whole-text features

­ Hierarchy, grouping, density

© 2010 Karen Schriver Associates



What people bring to reading



Interactive reading 
processes

Top-down processing

Bottom-up processing
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Immediacy of 

interpretation



Characteristics of more 
effective readers

 Monitor their understanding

 Link content with prior knowledge

 Use a variety of strategies

 Set a purpose for reading, often 
adjusting their rate and strategy
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Characteristics of less able 
readers

 Fail to monitor their understanding—
unaware when they don’t “get it”

 Fail to link content with prior knowledge

 Tend not be strategic

 May not set a purpose for reading or 
adjust their rate and strategy
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Readers do not receive messages

They construct them



Authorial intent only
partially relevant

Readers “at work”

 Impose their knowledge

 Deem what to read and what to skip

 Decide relevance and importance

 Infer who is speaking and why

 May be skeptical of intent
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Designed for the medium

Good information design is adapted to the 

audience no matter where they see it
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Some claims that need 
reconsideration
People don’t read; they scan
 79% of users scan

­ 18% of what’s on the page is read 
Morkes & Nielsen (1997)  n = 51

­ 20-30% of what’s on page is read
Weinreich et al. (2008) n = 25

Possible Confounds: 
 Small samples of skilled readers as participants 
 No measures of interest or motivation
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Web reading is different

 School reading

­ Sentence-by-sentence construction of 
meaning

 Out-of-school reading

­ Skimming, scanning, jumping from 
image to text, text to image, link-to-
link, and sentence-to-sentence 
construction
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Writing and visual design 
shape readers’ construction

of the message
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Revealing structure by design

Information Design

Word-level
Whole-text

level
Sentence-level

Whole-text

Graphic

Features

Layout

Features

Typographic

Features

Writin

g
Visual

Design
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Two Styles of Shaping Content

Knowledge Telling

 Temporal Order

 Fact corpus

 Data dump

 Excessively detailed

 “Listy” progressions

 Quirky transitions

 Topic shifts 

Knowledge Transforming

 Audience-centered order

 Facts fit rhetorical genre

 Audience-sensitive data

 Detail fits audience needs

 Structurally cued lists

Well marked transitions

 Previews of topics

—based on Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1982



People-oriented headings: 
Revision of US tax form 1040

About You

Your Filing Status

Your Income

Your Adjusted Gross Income

Your Taxes and Credits

Refund Owed You

NEWOLD

Filing Status

Exemptions

Income

Adjusted Gross Income

Taxes and Credits

Refund
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Macrostructure: What 
readers likely notice first

Visual content

 Animations, video, movement

 Areas of high contrast or color

 Spatial structure

 Tone and persona projected

 Typographic hierarchy

 Layout, alignment, and line length
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Macrostructure: What 
readers likely notice first

Verbal content

 Headings and subheadings

 Previews, summaries, abstracts

 Leads, topic sentences, conclusions and 
other genre cues

 Captions and labels
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Microstructure: What 
readers notice if they stay

Visual

 Less prominent photographs, images

 Itemized and enumerated sequences

 Grouping and area of emphasis (size of 
visuals, clusters, paragraph length)

 Typographic signaling (weight, size, 
position, color)
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Microstructure: What 
readers notice if they stay

Verbal

 Voice, tone, and persona

 Lexical choices and sentence structures

 Sentence-to-sentence expression of 
ideas (coherence)

 Nuance of expression (what’s new?)
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Online information design in transition

Early work

Took a narrow view 

 Skim, find, retrieve

Recent work

Takes a broader view

 Beyond “retrieval” to 
diverse purposes

19901980 2000 2010
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Broader view of purpose

 Understand

 Analyze

 Decide

 Compare

 Buy

 Play

 Explore

 Fun

 Escape

 Socialize
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Study 2: “Google Alerts” 
research on Web reading

Goals

 Phase 1: Broad view

­ Are people talking about reading
online?

 Phase 2: Focused view

­ If so, why are they reading? 
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Limitations of method

 Captures what people say they are 
doing not necessarily what the are 
doing

 Skewed by key terms one uses

© 2010 Karen Schriver Associates



Timeframe: Google Alerts

Phase 1: (Aug 2009 – Sept 2010)

 Talking about reading online 

Phase 2: (22 May 2010 – 22 Sept 2010)

 Talking about purposes for reading

Overall Total = 8,653 hits
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Results Phase 1:
Talking about reading online 
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Total = 5,030 hits

Platform Proportion

Computers 69%

Mobile Devices 31%



Results Phase 2: 
Fun versus serious purposes
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Purpose Proportion

Fun or escape 79%

Serious Purposes 21%

Total = 3,623 hits



Talking about reading for serious 
purposes
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Purpose Proportion

To understand 73%

To analyze 15%

To buy 5%

To decide 3%

To compare 3%

Total = 748



Relating information design 
moves to readers’ motivations

Examples from Google Alerts study:

 Understand

 Analyze

 Buy

 Decide

 Compare
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Reading to understand





Reading to analyze







People-oriented headings:
Long-term care insurance

Finding the right policy: 
Differences in the care available

Skilled care

Intermediate care

Knowing your costs and benefits

Understanding what is covered

Caring for a loved one at 
home versus in hospice

When will the policy start?

How long will the policy last?

How much will the policy pay?

NEWOLD

Introduction

Levels of care

Skilled care

Intermediate care

Scope of coverage

Institutional care and 
home care

Commencement of coverage

Length of coverage

Amount of benefit



Reading to buy





Reading to decide





Reading to compare





Some observations

Many websites related to reading for 
serious purposes are

 Poorly written

 Boring—showing little visual variety

 Displayed using ugly typography

 Not organized to help people 
accomplish their purposes
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Content strategy?

It’s not just good visual design

Nor is it just good writing

It is good visual + verbal 

design! © 2010 Karen Schriver Associates



Getting people to
shift from skimming 
to reading

Content must be carefully orchestrated

 Visually engaging

 Clearly written

 Purpose friendly
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Implications: Study 1

 Interest and motivation are crucial

 Technology mediates reading

 Quality of the writing and design shape 
reading

­ Visual and verbal macrostructure and 
microstructure must be clear and 
engaging
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Implications: Study 2

 Purposes for reading online are not 
fixed and appear to be expanding

 Skimming may be the most common 
behavior, but it is not the only way 
people engage

 Readers are becoming more critical of 
the quality of the writing, design, and 
display of content
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Summary

The face of Web reading is changing

 More people work and play online

 It’s not that people are not 
reading; they are reading 
when they are motivated

 Purposes are diverse

 The design of text matters
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