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This presentation is called “Designing High-Impact, Low-Bandwidth

Messages to Help People Act Quickly.” My presentation covers the

first part of this topic, and my colleague Bruce Mills’ presentation covers

the second part, focusing more specifically on graphic design.
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We’re here to explore the design of

static visual information (for print or Web)

What will we be covering?

This presentation will be exploring some highly fundamental principles and

techniques for designing static visual information, which you can apply to

any static visual medium -- including printed text, interface designs, Web

content, or what have you. Whether you use plain text and graphics, HTML,

XML, or some other format, it doesn’t really matter because the end result is

the same -- it is some kind of visual display. Other visual media, including

video, animations, and presentations, have different sets of guidelines and

supporting research, so we’ll save those topics for future discussions.

This presentation (Part 1) addresses:

1. The information challenges our audiences (e.g., customers, colleagues,

and employees) face today in business communications

2. Where we often encounter information design shortcomings in business

3. Five information design solutions that can resolve those shortcomings

4. Why those solutions work, and what body of research supports them
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Today’s media-saturated world

challenges people to comprehend and

respond quickly

Today’s media-saturated world challenges people to comprehend and

respond quickly to a plethora of visual messages. People experience a

chronic overload in their daily exposure to media.

According to the Rand Corporation, “Human attention might be one of

the most restrictive limitations to the promise of the Internet.” Likewise,

Wired Magazine said: “Attention has become the scarce resource of the

information economy.”

According to The Attention Economy by Thomas Davenport and John

Beck (2001), we have seen:

• 60,000 new U.S. book titles per year

• 300,000 new book titles worldwide

• Over 18,000 U.S. magazine titles

• 15,000 new grocery items per year

• 15 billion catalogs (1999)

• 87.2 billion direct mail pieces (1998)

We’ve also observed that people are adding thousands of Web sites

per day to the Internet, making it both easier and harder to find anything

we might be searching for. Every 24 hours, more information is produced

and made available than any one of us can learn in a lifetime.
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Employees and customers alike are

overloaded and attention-limited

Our audiences grapple with relentless attention deficits when trying to

decide what to absorb. In today's “info-glut” world, the scarcest resource

is not ideas or talent: it's attention!

Attention-deprived companies must work very hard to avoid losing

employees, customers, and market share. The competition for their

attention is fierce, and not likely to subside any time soon.

For this reason, it's quite possible that our news-based and "how-to"

information -- such as memos, newsletters, policies, procedures, forms,

instructions, user manuals, and system interfaces -- may just be adding to

audience overwhelm instead of helping people perform.

After all, we also want people to view our persuasive information, such

as advertisements, press releases, and commercial announcements.

Multiply that by the number of competitors we have who are doing the

same exact thing, and it's easy to see why our materials don't receive

attention!
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We must “grab our audiences by the eyeballs”

before their attention goes elsewhere!

To remedy this situation, we need to “grab people by the eyeballs” and

give them more control over what we submit for their attention. We must

enable our audiences to scan, skip, and retrieve -- and then act on the

information fast, before the relentless demands on their time force their

attention to shift elsewhere.

The information we design must be “high-impact” to get attention, but

also “low-bandwidth” in terms of the effort and brain-power required to

process it. The easier the information is for people to process, the more

readily they will:

• Act on it now

• Retain it, if needed

• Retrieve from it memory under the right circumstances, and

• Apply it correctly
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Poll: What types of “multi-tasking” do you do?

None

Talk on phone while reading e-mail

Listen to radio while reading a book

Watch TV while reading a book

Check e-mail while reading a book

Let’s stop and poll ourselves on how well we try do two things at once.

When, if ever, do you attempt to do any of these things?

As you think about the types of multi-tasking you do, if any, you’ll probably

notice that you can do certain things that involve listening and reading at

the same time. However, you may realize that you don’t normally view

two different things at once.

If you can both listen and read, it’s because we have two separate input

channels -- our visual and auditory channels -- that enable us to do

various types of audio-visual multi-tasking.

But when just our visual input channel is involved, splitting attention is

much more difficult. We’re not really designed to do multiple visual tasks

simultaneously. So, since our time is so limited these days, we must be

able to see quickly what we are looking for and be ready move on to the

next thing!
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This presentation covers three

important topics…

1

Challenges Solutions Research

2 3

This remainder of this presentation covers three key topics:

1. The challenges or shortcomings we often face in business-related

information.

2. Five powerful solutions to these shortcomings, which involve

structured information design techniques.

3. Some of the core research that supports the use of structured

information design techniques.
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Topic 1: What challenges do we often

encounter with information design?

What shortcomings do we find in business information?

On more than one occasion, you've probably encountered a puzzling user

manual, bewildering procedure, a baffling software interface, or a confusing

memo. So, you've probably seen many examples of dense, crowded text;

long-winded, rambling sentences; convoluted writing styles; and confusing

layouts.
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Poor visual presentation can delay or

even prevent understanding and action…

?

Why do these things matter? In addition to our being attention-limited,

we can be further stalled by information that is not designed in a way that

can grabs and keeps our attention. A poor visual presentation can delay

or even prevent someone from understanding and taking action!

The consequences include:

• Less interesting and less productive interactions that rob

people's time.

• More mistakes and errors, while the potential for harm and

dissatisfaction skyrockets.

• Customers and employees going elsewhere, especially

because there are often plenty of competitors who can do the job

better! But why let this happen when there are remedies available?
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We must help our audiences scan, skip, and

retrieve information — and then act on it…

Our challenge is to design information that will help people scan, skip,

and retrieve information fast -- literally, in split-second increments --

and then be able to act on it.

Whether the action involves interpreting a memo that contains critical

policy information, interacting with a software program or a Web site,

or reacting to a safety notice -- we encounter this need nearly every

waking hour of every day!

All of these situations need effective information design.
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In memos that explain new developments…

Experiment…

Memos are a very common way of delivering information in printed or

electronic form. Let’s stop for a moment and try a little experiment. In

this experiment, open the two-page memo example handout. Get

ready to time yourself for this exercise.

On the page labeled “before,” look for the name of our new chapter

theme. Make a note of how many seconds it required.

Next, take a look at the page labeled “after.” Look for the date that

our theme became effective. Again, note how many seconds it took.

You will probably notice that it required about half the time or less to

find the information on the second page.

As you can see, the “before” example demonstrates how much extra

time it takes to find a key piece of information, which prevents people

acting on it in the shortest possible time.

The “after” example illustrates how using “high-impact, low-bandwidth”

messages can speed up scanning and retrieval time.

If you multiply this difference in seconds by your hourly rate, and then

by the number of visual demands you face daily, you can see the cost

saving potential! Across your entire organization, it’s even greater.

http://learnshareprosper.com/presentations/stc/memo_before-after.pdf
Adele Sommers
memo example handout.
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Information Mapping® offers a structured

writing program with similar dramatic results

www.InfoMap.com

For more information on how a widely used “structured writing” system

that teaches structured information design, see Information Mapping®

at http://infomap.com.

In 1965, Robert E. Horn initiated the Information Mapping method, both

as a way of analyzing and classifying content, and as a way of visually

arranging (formatting) information to make it easier to communicate.

Forty years later, this method is still going strong. It has been adapted

for Web design as well as print media, and is taught online as well as

via classroom training.

http://infomap.com
Adele Sommers
http://infomap.com.
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In company policies that provide

guidelines on personnel conduct…

Company policies are another example of business information that can

be convoluted, dense, poorly organized, overly verbose, and in the worst

cases, extremely difficult to understand and interpret.

The consequences can be significant -- not only in terms of lost time, but

also in terms of misunderstandings that lead to liability or safety issues.
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In instruction, job aids, procedures, signs,

and forms that tell people what to do…

Every day we interact with some form of procedures, instructions, or

forms that tell us what to do -- whether it occurs in an office or in our

roles as consumers.

When employees repeatedly can’t figure out what they’re supposed to

do on a job, in the worst cases, they might:

• Cause waste and inefficiency

• Experience harm

• Leave the company

When customers can’t figure out what they’re supposed to do with a

product, they might:

• Refrain from using the product, which is a waste of their money

• Return the product, since it didn’t satisfy their needs

• Tell several of their friends and colleagues about their disappointment,

which is “negative word-of-mouth buzz”
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And, in interface designs, manuals, and

Help that show how to interact with systems

Software and Web site interface designs represent a huge arena for

potential success or failure.

We interact daily with systems that should be helping us accomplish a

goal that we started off with -- performing an important aspect of our

jobs, solving a problem, making a purchase, locating information, or

what have you.

We’ve heard many times how impatient Web surfers are, and as we

now know, we all have limited attention when we’re doing anything we

do in front of a computer, or anywhere else, for that matter.
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How do we solve these problems?

5 information design solutions help people

quickly interpret, retain, and apply information

What shortcomings can we resolve using effective information design?

Information design solutions can come to the rescue by:

• Easing the burden on the reader's brain through reducing the

information processing load.

• Working within the typical limitations of short-term memory.

• Using other extensively researched principles of perception and

learning.
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Topic 2 - Five solutions: Classifying, Chunking,

Arranging, Simplifying, and Illustrating

1 2 3 4 5

We will next cover five information design solutions, which are:

• Classifying

• Chunking

• Arranging

• Simplifying and

• Illustrating
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Solution 1:

Classifying

organizes

content into

actionable

types

Facts

Concepts

Processes

Procedures

Principles

Let’s start with classifying.

Classifying information refers to content analysis. It means breaking

the content down into its basic elements, or building blocks, to make

interpretation much easier. The five content types are facts, concepts,

procedures, processes, and principles.

When those five information types are all jumbled together, people will

have to work much harder to figure out the purpose of the information

as a whole.

By classifying information into these five types, we can cue people as

to what actions to take, if any, with respect to each element. Much

research has occurred over the decade in this area, and Robert Horn

and Dr. David Merrill have both contributed significantly to this domain.
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Facts

Concepts

Processes

Procedures

Principles

Fact Example:

“Over 200

breeds of

dogs exist

around the

world.”

Facts are unique, standalone bits of information, such as:

• “Over 200 breeds of dogs exist around the world.”

• “Sacramento is the capitol of California.”

• "Over 300,000 book titles appear annually.”

• “The color of the walls is white.”
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Facts

Processes

Procedures

Principles

Concept Examples:

“dog”

“book”

“weather”

Concepts

Types of

dogs

Concepts represent classes of ideas or objects. “Dog,” “book,” and

“weather” are all concepts.

Concepts differ from facts because each represents many specific

examples. They are therefore not standalone, unique elements of

information.

For example, there are many types of dogs. Each is an example of a

prototypical idea of the “canine critter” known as a dog. That’s what a

concept reflects.

Similarly, there are many types of books, many types of weather, and

so on. We often need to define one or more concepts first, before our

audiences will be able to use other information that we plan to give

them.
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Facts

Processes

Principles

Procedure Example:

Concepts

Procedures

Example of a Step-by-Step Procedure

How to Teach Your Dog to Sit

Step 1: Stand in front of your dog.

Step 2: Hold a treat near your dog's nose.

Step 3: Slowly move the treat over your

             dog's head, toward his or her tail.

Step 4: Say your dog's name, and say, “Sit.”
.

.

.

Adapted from www.ehow.com/how_65_train-dog-sit.html

Procedures are clearly defined steps that explain in detail how to do

something. We’re all familiar with procedures; they appear everywhere.
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Facts

Principles

Procedure Example:

Concepts
Example of a Procedure Flowchart

Processes

Procedures

End

Start

A procedure flowchart also shows the steps in a task -- and, as in this

example, may point to a set of more detailed procedures for performing

each step.
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Facts

Principles

Process Example:

Concepts

Procedures

Processes

Example of a Process Diagram

In contrast to procedures, processes describe how something works

from a high-level point of view, without showing all the nitty-gritty steps.

Processes might appear in the form of diagrams or process maps, for

example.

A process diagram can be relative simple, such as when it depicts the

stages of a cycle…
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Facts

Principles

Process Example:

Concepts

Procedures

Processes

Image from www.srmjol.is/article.asp?cat_id=57

Example of a Process Diagram

…or, a process diagram can show a relatively complex system.
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Facts

Principles

Process Example:

Concepts

Procedures

Processes

Examples of Process Map Symbols

Adapted from The Internet Manifesto by Rich Schefren

Process maps are similar in many ways to procedure flowcharts.

However, process maps often depict a high-level overview of a series

of tasks, so they fit the definition of “process” that we’re using here.

The symbols used in process mapping are very similar to those used

in procedure flowcharts. One difference, however, is the use of what

are called “swim lanes” to show which function, person, department, or

group actually performs the activities in each lane.

Lanes can extend vertically…



Designing High-Impact, Low-Bandwidth Information to Help People Act Quickly – Part 1

©2007 Adele Sommers, Ph.D., President, Business Performance Inc.   E-Mail: Adele@LearnShareProsper.com 26

Facts

Principles

Process Example:

Concepts

Procedures

Processes

Example of a Process Map

…or the lanes can appear horizontally. But either way, the functions or

individuals assigned to each lane show who is responsible for what

activities.

Detailed information about how to perform each task (represented by

the blocks in the process map) might appear in the form of step-by-step

procedures.
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Facts

Principles

Principle Example:

Concepts

Procedures

Processes

Examples of Guidelines

Writing Interview Questions

• Determine which skills you want to explore

  during the interview.

• Develop a question for each selected skill.

• Write questions that are job-relevant, open

  ended, verifiable from past performance, and

  non-discriminatory.

• Review the questions to be sure they meet

  all of these guidelines.

Adapted from Developing Technical Training by Ruth Clark

Principles are conditional, decision-making rules that guide people's

actions in different situations, especially when those people might be

performing the activities in a different way or a different order each

time.

Examples include interviewing someone for a job, determining whether

someone is qualified for a loan, or handling a customer support call.

So, principles differ from procedures in that they provide guidance, but

not sequential instructions. When the steps have the potential to vary in

every situation, then sequential procedures really aren’t ideal. So that’s

where principles come into play.

Principles might take the form of guidelines (as in the example shown),

business rules, or decision tables.
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Facts

Principles

Principle Example:

Concepts

Procedures

Processes

Adapted from http://publib.boulder.ibm.com/….html

Examples of Business Rules

Principles that take the form of business rules spell out a set of

conditions, and the actions to take under each condition.
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Facts

Principles

Principle Example:

Concepts

Procedures

Processes

Example of IF-THEN Decision Table

• Follow steps 1 and

  7 from the checklist.

• Be sure QRs meet

  the standards stated

  in Practice 0-0-2.

• Quality Record (QR)

• Job Instruction (JI)

• Project-specific

  document

• Follow steps 3 and

  8 from the checklist.

• Return the document

  to the author for final

  review.

A company:

• form

• organization chart

• job aid

THEN…IF the document is…

Often, business rules appear in some kind of decision table. Decision

tables clearly show what to do in each set of circumstances by using

IF–THEN statements.

For example, “IF the document is a company form, THEN follow steps 3

and 8 from the checklist.”

“IF the customer’s credit rating is 675 or above, THEN quote an interest

rate of 7.5% and proceed to step 4.”

If you need to show even more situations, a table may have multiple

columns to show AND and OR conditions, such as:

“IF you are married and filing jointly, AND you have no itemized

deductions, THEN you can claim the standard deduction and the XYZ

tax credit.”

So, these tables can appear wherever they’re needed in documentation

to clarify the conditions when the description otherwise could become

very confusing.

In the procedure example handout, you can see “before and after”

samples of a procedure with an embedded IF-THEN table.

http://learnshareprosper.com/presentations/stc/procedure_before-after.pdf
Adele Sommers
procedure example handout,
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Solution 2:

Chunking

organizes

content into

smaller, more

digestible

blocks

Fact Over 200 breeds of dogs

exist around the world.

Concepts

Types of

dogs

Definition of a dog: …

Examples:

Procedure
How to Teach Your Dog to Sit

Step 1: Stand in front of your dog.

Step 2: Hold a treat near your dog's nose.

Step 3: Slowly move the treat over your

             dog's head, toward his or her tail.

Step 4: Say your dog's name, then “Sit.”

Doggie Training Manual

Moving on to the second of our five solutions, chunking breaks the

content into smaller, more digestible messages or building blocks.

The reason we want to do this is because our short-term, working

memory, where we process all incoming information, is very limited.

A lot research, which I’ll cover a bit later, tells us that "chunking" material

into smaller bites can help us reduce the information overload for our

audiences.

This example shows one way of chunking using the types of information

we classified in the first solution. Each type of content could represent a

chunk, and the chunks should fit together in a logical sequence.

If you were writing a dog training manual, for example, you would probably

want to orient your audience by providing some key facts and concepts

before you launch into the procedure for training your dog. A fact, concept,

and procedure could then each be chunks of a sequence of information.
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Solution 3:

Arranging

text and

graphics with

visual cues

helps people

scan, skip,

and retrieve

quickly

Fact Over 200 breeds of dogs

exist around the world.

Concepts

Types of

dogs

Definition of a dog: …

Examples:

Procedure How to Teach Your Dog to Sit

Step 1: Stand in front of your dog.

Step 2: Hold a treat near your dog's nose.

Step 3: Slowly move the treat over your

             dog's head, toward his or her tail.

Step 4: Say your dog's name, then “Sit.”

Doggie Training Manual

Label

Section divider

Heading

List of items

White space

Bold text

Grouping

Examples of visual cues include headings, labels, dividers, white

space, grouping things or ideas together, bolded text, and bullets or

numbered lists, as shown in this example, as well as tables, which are

not shown in this particular example.

In the area of grouping, you’ve probably noticed that when things are

grouped together, they seem to belong to the same subject or theme. In

contrast, when we separate items with white space or with dividers, we

convey the message that the items belong to different subjects or themes.

Other visual cues include hierarchy and relative size, such the relative

size of headings and subheadings; larger or smaller text and graphics;

and so forth -- which indicate dominant and subordinate themes.
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Solution 3:

Arranging

text and

graphics with

visual cues

helps people

scan, skip,

and retrieve

quickly

Fact Over 200 breeds of dogs

exist around the world.

Concepts

Types of

dogs

Definition of a dog: …

Examples:

Procedure How to Teach Your Dog to Sit

Step 1: Stand in front of your dog.

Step 2: Hold a treat near your dog's nose.

Step 3: Slowly move the treat over your

             dog's head, toward his or her tail.

Step 4: Say your dog's name, then “Sit.”

Doggie Training Manual

Label

Section divider

Heading

List of items

White space

Bold text

Grouping

These visual cues must seem like very common sense, but once you

know the principles behind them, you can increase your audience’s

ability to scan, skip, and retrieve by using more cues when designing

and structuring your information.

That’s why this approach is called structured information design -- or

structured writing -- because it looks not only at the format of the

information, as shown above, but also at the types of information,

which we discussed earlier.
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Resources for learning more about

classifying, chunking, and arranging

Classifying & chunking Arranging

For more information on how to use the principles of classifying and

chunking, I recommend Developing Technical Training by Ruth

Clark.

For more information on the principles of arranging -- specifically, the

research performed by the Gestalt psychologists on visual cues, see

Dynamics in Document Design by Karen Schriver.
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Solution 4:

Simplifying

information

uses very direct,

“plain talk”

to get ideas

across fast

Good:

“The technician removes the tray from

the table.”

Good:

[You] “Remove the tray from the table.”

Not good:

“The tray is removed from the table.”

Use active voice, simple words;

indicate who takes action

Solution 4, simplifying, uses very direct, "plain talk" to get ideas

across fast.

“Plain talk” uses the active voice and simple terms to communicate

ideas.

The active voice uses a noun followed by a verb to show who is taking

action: "The technician removes the tray from the table" (not “The tray

is removed from the table”).

Instructions in procedures are short and direct: "Remove the tray from

the table.” Use the second person -- implying “you” -- when writing

instructions.

This is a key point: When you want people to comprehend fast, the

simpler and more direct the language the better. Avoid stuffy, jargon-

filled "corporate-speak," "academic-speak," or any king of meandering

writing style when you want a fast response!
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Solution 5:

Illustrations

reinforce or

replace text

with graphic

elements

Types of

dogs

A picture is worth a thousand

words…

Solution 5 is about illustration, which I’ll touch on fairly briefly here.

A lot research now shows -- what you probably already knew or

suspected -- that written prose is less efficient and less effective than

graphic elements in helping us to process, retain, and later retrieve

information.

So when we can use illustrations to reinforce or replace text, we can

reduce the cognitive processing load and increase understanding and

retention.
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Solution 5:

Illustrations

reinforce or

replace text

with graphic

elements

A great resource…

An excellent resource on this subject is “Visual Language: Global

Communication for the 21st Century,” by Robert Horn, who also

developed the structured writing system called Information Mapping®.
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Illustration helps us visualize information
(Example: CommuniCards.com)

Without going into any of the details on graphic design, a couple of

quick examples that show ingenious ways of integrating graphics into

Web sites include CommuniCards.com.

This site demonstrates something that’s fairly easy to emulate: When

you click a link in the text, it opens a popup window with an illustration.

http://communicards.com/showmeafterframes.html
Adele Sommers
CommuniCards.com)
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Illustration helps us visualize information
(Example: Visual-Literacy.org)

Another ingenious example is at Visual-Literacy.org, which has created

what looks like a “periodic table.” However, each “element” in the table is

actually an example of a diagram or illustration that is commonly used in

business.

The illustrations open as floating layers -- a little more sophisticated than

popup windows, but the same idea.

http://www.visual-literacy.org/periodic_table/periodic_table.html
Adele Sommers
Visual-Literacy.org)
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In Topic 2, we covered 5 information design

solutions…

1 2 3 4 5

We’ve just covered five ways that information design techniques work

their magic, including:

1. Classifying

2. Chunking

3. Simplifying

4. Arranging, and

5. Illustrating

All of these approaches are used in structured information design.
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Topic 3: What research supports these

solutions? Why do they work?

Three great resources…

Now, let’s take a look at what the research conducted over the decades

has revealed about the way that people interact with information. These

research findings have provided a framework around which information

design techniques were developed.

Three great resources that summarize the research include:

1. Multimedia Learning by Richard E. Mayer. Research conducted by

Dr. Mayer over the last 14 years has given us guidelines on the ideal mix

of text and multimedia elements, including illustrations, to achieve optimal

learning, retention, and application.

2. Developing Technical Training by Ruth Clark. This book applies the

approaches developed by Dr. David Merrill and Robert Horn (again, the

inventor of Information Mapping®). Their methods have been tested

repeatedly and have shown very positive results in the areas of reading,

retrieval, and learning speed.

3. Dynamics in Document Design by Karen Schriver. This book

includes the research on visual cues conducted by the Gestalt

psychologists in the 1920s.



Designing High-Impact, Low-Bandwidth Information to Help People Act Quickly – Part 1

©2007 Adele Sommers, Ph.D., President, Business Performance Inc.   E-Mail: Adele@LearnShareProsper.com 41

The solutions apply the Gestalt psychologists’

research on visual cues to help people…

• Scan,

• Skip, and

• Retrieve

One reason why these solutions work so well is that they draw on

several bodies of research.

For example, the research by the Gestalt psychologists demonstrated

how visual cues can help people scan, skip, and retrieve.



Designing High-Impact, Low-Bandwidth Information to Help People Act Quickly – Part 1

©2007 Adele Sommers, Ph.D., President, Business Performance Inc.   E-Mail: Adele@LearnShareProsper.com 42

They address the limitations of how we process

information, which is not a uniform “pipeline”

Little of what we see… …gets stored in memory

The solutions also address the limitations of how our brains process

information.

Not only do we need to be able to scan information -- to pick out what’s

relevant to our needs -- but we then we need to assimilate it. And that

process isn’t as straightforward as it might seem.

In actuality, very little of what we see typically gets stored in memory.

Yet interestingly enough, we all tend to operate under the assumption

that if people see something, they will “get it.”

In other words, if you show it, they’ll get it -- as if there were a uniform

pipeline that enables everything that goes in one end to come out the

other stored in memory. But many researchers have challenged this

assumption through experimentation, and found that it simply isn’t true.
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“Working memory” has a highly limited

processing capacity

Sensory or

“scanning”

memory is

unlimited

Short-term, “working memory”
is very limited

Long-term

memory is

unlimited

As was mentioned earlier, our short-term or “working memory” -- the

place where all information gets processed -- has a very limited capacity.

It’s really the weak link in the chain.

In contrast, on the input side, our scanning or sensory memory that we

use to respond to cues in the environment, is seemingly unlimited.

Likewise, our long-term memory, which we use for storing information,

also seems to be unlimited.

But the middle part of the chain, our working memory, is the bottleneck,

and it will only allow a certain amount of information through at a time.

You can think of it as sort of like having dial-up Internet access when

everyone else around you has a T-1 line.

So, how limited is our working memory?
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We can process only 3–4 chunks

 of information at a time

We can only process about 3–4 chunks of information at a time.

Now, you may have heard about studies published in 1956 by George

Miller indicating that our short-term memory can handle about “7 plus

or minus 2” chunks of information at a time. That seemed reasonable

because we have, for example, 7-digit phone numbers that are not too

difficult to memorize, and so forth.

But in 2001, Nelson Cowan revisited Miller’s studies and after looking a

host of new research, he found that we’re only capable of processing

about 3–4 chunks of information at a time. That’s not very much. So,

not only is working memory similar to having dial-up Internet access, it’s

like only having a 28.8K baud rate instead of 56.6K — the faster rate

you thought you had!

Cowan explains that 10-digit phone numbers, for example, are really

“chunked” into three parts. The first two parts, the area code and prefix,

are fairly standard for a given geographic area, so we really only need

to memorize the last 4 digits. That’s a lot less complicated.
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So, to boost understanding and retention,

we must support working memory

So the implications of the research on working memory really challenge

us to go out of our way -- to do everything possible -- to help support the

limitations of audience’s working memory!

If we want our audiences to do any of the following:

1. Interpret and take fast action now

2. Retain information for the future

3. Retrieve the information later and apply it correctly under the right

circumstances…

…you will need to work harder to make sure comprehension occurs.

In contrast, if you’ve written a fictional novel or some kind of casual

reading material, and you don’t care whether your audiences take any

action, or remember a word of it, you can simply ignore most of these

techniques — they’re not going to matter much.

But in business communications, it’s a different situation. So, we must

really strive to overcome the limitations of working memory in the chain of

events. Storytelling also has an important role in memory support. But

because it serves a different set of purposes in business communications,

we’ll relegate that subject to a future discussion.
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Research shows people comprehend and

retain better with both words and pictures

50

0

100

% increase
in retention

% increase
in application

23

89

Source: Multimedia Learning by Richard E. Mayer, Cambridge University Press, 2001

A few more findings from the body of research can give us more insight

into why these five information design techniques work.

In the area of combining illustrations with text, Dr. Richard Mayer found

by doing a series of experiments that by adding relevant illustrations to

text-only training materials, you might expect to see:

• increases in retention of 23%, and

• increases in what’s called “transfer,” or the ability to apply

information later, of 89%.
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People comprehend and retain better without

extraneous information: Less is more

50

0

100

% increase
in retention

% increase
in application

189

105

Source: Multimedia Learning by Richard E. Mayer, Cambridge University Press, 2001

Likewise, and more dramatically, Dr. Mayer found that simplifying —

that is, removing everything that is not directly related to the discussion

— produced:

• increases in retention of 189%, and

• increases in the ability to apply information of 105%.

This is a powerful case for “less is more” that has many implications for

information design, even beyond the scope of this discussion.
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In conclusion…

Topic 3 explored the research that

supports the use of these 5 techniques

So, on that note, what we can take away from this research are some

potent reasons to apply information design techniques.

And in conclusion…
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Use these 5 information design solutions

to help guarantee your audience’s success

1. Classifying

3. Arranging

2. Chunking

4. Simplifying 

5. Illustrating

Now that you’ve been exposed to these techniques and the research

behind them, don’t lose sight of your audience’s needs to scan, skip,

retrieve, retain, and apply information.

You can now draw on the five methods we’ve been discussing of

classifying, chunking, arranging, simplifying, and illustrating.
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Using these techniques together produces

the best results!

1 2 3 4 5

Using the techniques together produces powerful results, and I hope

you now have some new ideas to draw on that will make your next

projects spectacularly successful.

Obviously, some of these methods will take more exposure, training,

and practice to use effectively. So, if you are in a learning mode, you

might consider the publications I’ve mentioned, and perhaps take an

Information Mapping® course online or onsite wherever it’s offered.

Alternatively, if you need help in this area, this is what the Society for

Technical Communication specializes in, so you might want to contact

some of our members for help your with your projects!
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