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BEST PRACTICES: Nonprofit Web Site Design 
 
Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ Ŝ.ƻƻƪΣ LΩǾŜ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ ƴƻƴǇǊƻŦƛǘ 
Web site design. The tips you find here can help a you design your first Web 
site or evaluate an existing site. These 20 pages by no means cover every 
facet of design, but they do hit the high points. Think of this as a jumping-off 
place for learning more, which you can do through my hyperlinks or your own 
online searches. 
 
LΩƳ ƘƻǇƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ōƻƻƪ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƴƻƴǇǊƻŦƛǘǎ ǘƻ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ 
retool their Web sites to take advantage of new trends and technologies.  
Often, nonprofits are so relieved to have a site that they stop there. They may 
ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ǳǇŘŀǘŜŘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜƭŘƻƳ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ƛǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƛǘΩǎ 
been up for a while.  
 
Communications and technology are moving fast, so frequent evaluation is a 
must if you want to protect your original Web site investment. Keeping your 
site in great shape is one of your highest communications priorities. And you 
need to do more than analyze Web statistics; you have to examine your site 
from top to bottomτǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƻǊǎΩ ǎƛǘŜǎΦ LǘΩǎ  
ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ǘƻ ŘǊƛǾŜ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ǎƛǘŜΦ 
 
The practices in this eBook have been gleaned from my own experience and 
from longtime Web site design gurus like Vincent Flanders and Jakob Nielsen, 
as well as other experts. These people generously share their knowledge free 
on the Web, as well as in printed books. We are all in their debt! 

Gayle Thorsen  

Nonprofit Communications Consultant 
impactmax.wordpress.com 

  ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ  
   Web site design, social media, and  
   nonprofit communications on my  
   blog: impactmax.wordpress.com. 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-Share 
Alike 3.0 United States License. To view a copy of this license,  
visit  http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/us/ 
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Understand your field of competition 
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{ǘǳŘȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƻǊǎΩ ²Ŝō ǎƛǘŜǎ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ Ƙƻǿ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ Ǝŀƛƴ ŀƴ ŜŘƎŜΦ  
 
Identify four of your most important competitors, and create a  
comparison grid to record the results of your study. Keep notes  
especially about things the other Web sites do better than yours.  
The kinds of things you're looking to compare are: 
 

¶ Design, usability, and brandτHow attractive, easy to use, and up- 
to-date is the site? Does it embody many of the best practices on 
the following pages?  Does the site convey unique, consistent,  

        appropriate branding? 
 

¶ Information resourcesτAre information resources simple to find, 
well categorized, and easy to understand? Are webinars or work-
shops offered to share knowledge? 

  

¶ Interactivity and social mediaτWhat ways can visitors interact 
with the site, and with each other? Does it offer an enewsletter? 
Are there links to social and Web 2.0 media?   

 

¶ StorytellingτHow good is the organization at telling its story in 
terms of human impact? (not data or processes) Does it feature 
the voices and stories of its beneficiaries? Other testimonials?  
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aŜŜǘ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ 
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The most basic questions you need to answer for your site are: 
¶ What is its purpose? 
¶ Who are its priority audiences? 
¶ What content are those audiences interested in that this  
        site can provide? 
 
As Vincent Flanders emphasizes, people visit Web sites to solve a prob-
lem or get something they needτinformation, entertainment, a sense 
of community, or the chance to donate or buy. So, if you think your 
Web site is about getting your message out, explaining your mission, 
or highlighting your work, turn your thinking around and consider the 
ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ǾƛŜǿǇƻƛƴǘΦ !ǎƪ ǘƘŜ ŀƭƭ-important Marketing 101 question: What  
problems does this site/page solve for the users you want to attract? 
 
LŦ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǎǳǊŜ ǿƘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ƪŜȅ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƻǊ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ 
to your site, do this little exercise. 
¶ Identify the three groups of users you most need to attract to the 

site.  
¶ For each group, brainstorm questions they may have that they 

would want your site to answer. Then brainstorm actions they 
ƳƛƎƘǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƻƴŎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ǎƛǘŜΦ  

¶ Prioritize the top questions and actions; they constitute the core of 
your content. Kivi Leroux Miller suggests that you organize your 
site around them. At the very least make sure paths to those  

        answers and actions are on your homepage.  
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Communicate in a few seconds what you do  
ŀƴŘ ǿƘȅ ƛǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ 

Your homepage is a crucial introduction to your organization. Within a 
few seconds, a first-time user should understand the purpose and use-
fulness of your site. Your homepage should show how the site can 
ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎΤ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ȅƻǳǊ ǊƛŎƘŜǎǘΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΤ 
and demonstrate your positive impact on society. 
 

¶ Your homepage (and all other pages) should load very quickly. 
        5ƻƴΩǘ ǳǎŜ ŀƴ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƻǊȅ άǎǇƭŀǎƘέ ǇŀƎŜ ƻǊ ŦƭŀǎƘ ŀƴƛƳŀǘƛƻƴΦ  
 

¶ Your mission statement ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άǿŜƭŎƻƳŜέ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ 
on your homepage.  

 

¶ Strive for simplicity and clarity in design. Your homepage should 
be attractive and engaging, but uncluttered.  

 

¶ Put your logo at the top of the homepage and on every page on 
your site. It should always be linked to your homepage. 

 

¶ A one-sentence tagline on your homepage should explain what 
you do and how you differ from others doing the same.  

 

¶ An About Us link should be clearly available for users who want to 
know more about you. 
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¶ There should be a compelling, local photograph (not a stock shot) 
that echoes your tagline on your homepage. The photo should 
have alt text and a message-rich caption. 

 

¶ Contents are hierarchically arranged to match an F eye-movement  
pattern. Jakob Nielsen shows how readers tend to scan Web sites 
by moving left to right across the top of the page, then left to right 
slightly below the top of the page, then vertically top to bottom on 
the left side of the pageτin a pattern resembling an F. Think about 
that pattern when placing your most important content.  

 

¶ Links on your homepage should quickly show readers what actions 
they can take on the site. Make it easy for them to find the  

        answers to their questions. 
 

¶ Share examples of your most interesting, recent site content. 
There should be a place to glimpse your latest news. 

 

¶ There should be a place where people can sign up for your email  
 newsletter. If applicable, also include a donate button. 
 

¶ Make strategic use of keywords (see page 16) to make your home-
page more attractive to search engines.  

 

¶ Let users know about your other social media presences without  
 distracting them with too many badges and widgets. 
 

¶ If you offer an intranet, make sign-in easy to find and easy to use 
(no more than one click). 

 

¶ Offer a site search optionΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ōƻȄ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ нт ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ 
wide, on every page.  

 

¶ Put essential contact information on every page. 
 

¶ If you are publishing your Web site under a Creative Commons 
license (please do consider this), include a link to that CC license 
type.  
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Bring visitors back 
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To encourage repeat visitsΣ ǳǎŜǊǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ǎƛǘŜΩǎ 
ability to continually provide new content. If the images and copy on 
ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜǇŀƎŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŀǎ ƭŀǎǘ ƳƻƴǘƘΣ ǳǎŜǊǎ ǿƻƴΩǘ ŎƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪΦ 
 

¶ Your content should be rich, interactive, useful, and frequently 
ǳǇŘŀǘŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ǎǳōǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ CƭŀƴŘŜǊǎ Ŏŀƭƭǎ άƘŜǊƻƛƴέ 
content in attracting return visitors (and search engines).  

 

¶ Your content must be accurate. Avoid hyperbole. Trustworthy sites 
stay professional, tell the truth, and address the needs of users. 
Self-promotion is a turn-offτusers know advertising when they 
ǎŜŜ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ǎƛǘŜΦ 

 

¶ Use proper grammar, punctuation, and spelling. Use eKstreme to 
spell check your site for free. Proofread, proofread, proofread. 

 

¶ Graphics should be high quality. Photos must have crisp focus; 
good contrast and composition; and should tell stories, feature 
human faces, and support your written content and key messages. 
They should also be small files that load quickly.  

 

¶ Produce an enewsletter that drives traffic to new site content.  
        Archive past enewsletter issues, as well as past print publications. 
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¶ Keep content  άŀŎǘƛƻƴŀōƭŜέτusers arrive at your site with a goal in 
ƳƛƴŘΦ !ǎ bƛŜƭǎŜƴ ǿŀǊƴǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǿŀǎǘŜ ǘƛƳŜΤ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŀƴǘ 
to get to the content that achieves their immediate goal. Your con-
tent should quickly allow them to learn more, find other resources, 
share something, become involved in something, give something, 
etc. (Track the frequency of actions that users take over time, e.g., 
email sign-ups, downloads, submissions, polls, click thrus, etc. as a 
ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ǎƛǘŜΩǎ whL ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴΦύ 

 

¶ Use Outbound links sparingly, and accurately label them so users 
ƪƴƻǿ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎΦ ό5ƻƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎŀȅ ά/ƭƛŎƪ IŜǊŜΦέύ 
bƛŜƭǎŜƴΩǎ ƭŀǘŜǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳǊ ƭƛƴƪǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ open a new 
browser window, but simply take the user to a new page. (They 
Ŏŀƴ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿŀȅ ōŀŎƪ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άōŀŎƪέ ŀǊǊƻǿΦ ύ aŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ŀƭƭ ƻǳǘπ
bound links lead to an appropriate landing pageΦ  LŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƭƛƴƪƛƴƎ 
ǘƻ ŀ ǎǳōǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƛǘŜΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƴƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ǇŀƎŜΦ  

 

¶ Your page and link order (going from page A to page B to page C, 
or from link 1 to link 2) should reflect the experience and needs of 
your reader. Think of the questions they will want answered first, 
second, third. 

 

¶ Scan regularly for dead links. Use the free tool Dead-Links.com.  
 

¶ Keep navigation  simple and consistent, with section titles that are 
clear and that use familiar terms. Poor navigation frustrates users.  
Flanders suggests all Web navigation must answer these ques-
tions: Where am I? Where have I been? Where can I go next? 
²ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘŜ IƻƳŜ tŀƎŜΚ User testing for ease of use is a must be-
fore you ever finalize your site. 

 

¶ Your site should look the same and navigate the same on different 
browsers (do this check early in the design process). It should func-
ǘƛƻƴ ǿŜƭƭ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ WŀǾŀǎŎǊƛǇǘ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƻŦŦΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ ŀǎƪ ǳǎŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭ 
plug-ins to access your content. 

 

¶ Spice up written content with tables, graphics, check lists, polls, 
ǿƻǊƪǎƘŜŜǘǎΦ .ǳǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƻǾŜǊŘƻΦ 
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Create short, scannable pages 
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The vast majority of Web users skim pages, reading only about 20% of 
ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎΦ aŀƪŜ ƛǘ Ŝŀǎȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƎǊŀǎǇ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ǇŀƎŜΦ Jakob 
bƛŜƭǎŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ has shown that scannable, concise, and objective 
language improves usability by 159%.  
 

¶ Layer information to appeal to users who want short bites as well 
as those who want longer meals. For example, include a one-
sentence summary, with links to a FAQ or e-brochure with more 
information, and, if warranted, a longer Word document. Most 
users will scan, but there will always be those who value  

        comprehensive data, so provide it for them. 
 

¶ Use clear, simple, short titles and subheads. Pay special attention 
to the first two words of titles, subheads, and paragraphs. These 
are all users will read before deciding whether to move on. Get the 
meat up frontτŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀǎǘŜ ǎǇŀŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ άǘƘŜέ ŀƴŘ άŀΦέ 

 

¶ The most important information should be in the first paragraph 
on each page. Paragraphs should be no more than about 4  

        sentences long and contain only one idea. 
 

¶ Use PDF icons (or cover thumbnails) to identify your PDF files.  
 

¶ Keep your pages under 50k in total size so they will load quickly. 
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Write for the Web 
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IŜǊŜΩǎ Ƙƻǿ Wŀƪƻō bƛŜƭǎŜƴ ǎǳƳǎ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ōƛƎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ 
for print and writing for the Web: 

Linear  vs. non-linear           
Author-driven vs. reader-driven 
Storytelling vs. ruthless pursuit of actionable content 
Anecdotal examples vs. comprehensive data         
Sentences vs. fragments 

 

¶ Write objectively, in a non self-ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘȅƭŜΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ ŀǎƪ ǘƘŜ 
reader to separate fluff from facts. 

 

¶ Edit out all jargon and internet buzzwords. They will keep people 
from reading your copy. 

 

¶ Write body copy in an inverted pyramid styleτstart with the  
        important conclusion. 
 

¶ Use numbers instead of written numerals. People understand 
them more quickly. 

 

¶ Avoid repeating the same words in titles, subheads, and body text 
on the same page. 
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¶ Keep sentence structure simple and in the active voice. Use  
        positive rather than negative statements. 
 

¶ Cut your writing in half compared to conventional writing for 
print. Nielsen finds that removing half of a Web site's words will 
double the amount of information users get. 

 

¶ Avoid cute or clever headlines and subheads in favor of plain, easy 
to understand copy. 

 

¶ Include alt text (alternative text) descriptions for all your photos, 
as well as creating on-screen captions that convey key messages. 

 

¶ Use common fonts, and very few colors and styles of type.  Avoid 
using all caps, underline (OK for hyperlinks), or multiple colors in 
ȅƻǳǊ ²Ŝō ǘŜȄǘΦ  ¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘΦ 

 

¶ Keep body copy type large enough to be easily read by older users. 
aŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǇŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
background to make even body copy easy to read. (Flanders warns 
ǘƘŀǘ ǳǎŜǊǎ άǎŜŜ ƛǘ ƻǊ ŦƭŜŜ ƛǘΦέύ ¦ǎŜ ǘƘƛǎ Free contrast analyzer. 

¶ Keep body copy justified left, ragged right. Occasionally you can 
center headlines, but not body copy. 
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