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Web Content Managers Best Practice Awards (2005)

Best Practice Being Nominated:  HUD’s “state pages”

Website URL:   http://www.hud.gov/local/index.cfm and  

Best Practice Category  (You can nominate the same website or agency in more than one category).   Read descriptions of each category
� X
Website Design  

� X
Website Content 

� 
Citizen-Focused Online Services  

� 
Services for Defined Audiences EQ \O()


� 
Governance and Web Management  

Describe the Best Practice :  Please be specific about what it is, why it's a best practice, 
evidence that’s it’s been successful, and how it could be replicated at other agencies.    (limit 
one page)

In the early days of HUD’s presence on the Internet, each of HUD’s 80 field offices created its own portion of the website.  This created many problems – content was inconsistent from one office to another.  Content was duplicated many times because each office wanted to do it their own way.  And most of all, the organization of the content made no sense to citizens.  In states where their were multiple HUD offices, they couldn’t figure out which page to view.

In 2001, we put a stop to that.  The Deputy Secretary issued a directive that we would stop organizing content by office and start organizing it in a way that makes sense to citizens – by state.  Further, he directed that all states would have the same content, so that all citizens would get the same high quality information and services, no matter where they live.  Thus, our brand new Regional Web Managers tackled their first challenge – converting the wildly diverse “local office” pages into “state” pages.

Over the course of one year we:

· Analyzed what our audiences want and need at the local level

· Separated content that is generic (Departmental) in nature from content that is “inherently local,” focusing only on the latter

· Created a template with common content and wording 

· Edited old content, threw out bad content, and wrote new content, and

· Eliminated duplicate material and established a policy of “publish once, link often” to ensure consistency.

The result?  In October 2002, we rolled out 52 brand new “state” pages.  Within 1 month, “local information” moved into the top 5 most-visited pages on HUD’s website.  Response was overwhelmingly positive.  We had eliminated thousands of pages of inconsistent and obsolete content that had been difficult to control when web content was managed by a wide range of staff that performed the function in an “other duties as assigned” capacity.  People could find what they wanted and understand what they found.  Even email volume dropped by nearly 75% after the rollout of HUD’s state web pages.

The pages are easier to maintain than the old office pages.  Since the content remains consistent from state to state, a Web Manager in another region can step in for an absent colleague.  

After the initial rollout, we measured customer response through emails, focus groups, and surveys; and in 2004, we began our first “scrub.”  We brought in writing and web content coaches Annetta Cheek and Gerry McGovern to put our ten Regional Web Managers on the fast track to consolidating and rewriting the top 25 pages of each state's website.  Here’s what we did:

· We divided up the pages, working in small groups to scrutinize each link to make sure it was clear and logical and takes the reader directly to the relevant content.   We added new and better links to keep stride with ever-expanding industry news and resources.  

· We did our best to incorporate links to our partners’ websites, so citizens can read generic information on our national pages, learn more local information on our state pages, and follow links to specific service providers.

· We examined the nature of the content to determine if it was local and therefore, a good fit on our state pages; or generic, making it more suitable for our national web pages and thus, avoiding duplication.

· We edited and re-worded every section, applying the principles of plain language and good web content that we had learned from the pros.

· Finally, we vetted the page with the entire Regional Web Manager group, ensuring that content was as crisp and plain as possible and that valuable links were not overlooked.  The result is the cleanest, most concise web pages in the Department. 

We found a winning formula – organize in ways that make sense to the audience, use plain wording, make content consistent across states, give citizens a logical progression – from generic information to specific services, and give citizens that local connection that they so desire.
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