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Introduction 
CITY OF ST. LOUIS has several separate offices, departments, agencies, and 
divisions, but since the majority of them publish materials to the City’s website, their 
materials are seen together and should adopt a consistent style for the content 
pages published to the City website. The Editorial Rules has been developed by the 
Website Policy Committee to achieve the following goals: 
 

● To promote a consistent style 
● To enhance comprehension and readability 
● To establish a procedure to follow when rules conflict 

 
To promote a consistent style for the website, this document defines a set of editorial 
rules to be followed when creating content pages in the City’s website. The editorial 
rules govern several aspects of the content generation process, such as the rules for 
naming directories, folder and files, and style rules for capitalization and 
abbreviation, and guidelines for writing for the web. In other words, they are the 
“Manual of Style” for the content in the CITY OF ST. LOUIS web pages. 
 
Section 1 of this document defines the terms, such as “Directory, “File,” and “Title”, 
which have particular meaning in the context of the web content management.  
 
Section 2 of this document provides naming guidelines for directories, folders, and 
files. 
 
Section 3 Provides guidelines to follow when writing for the web. 
 
Section 4 of this document, contains the editorial rules themselves. The rules will 
address the following common issues: 

● Abbreviations 
● Ampersands 
● Capitalization  
● Directory and File Naming 
● Languages and Character Sets 
● Length Limits 
● Plural vs. Singular Forms 
● Serial Comma 
● Synonyms and Acronyms 
● Term Order (Alphabetic or Topic) 

 
Section 5 of this document, contains the elements required in all templates and 
information pages in order to achieve a consistent style and “look & feel” for the 
Official City of St. Louis website. 
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Section 1 - Terminology 
This section contains a list of terms used with specific meaning in this document. 
Italicized words in the definitions are references to other terms in the table. 
 

Table 1: Definitions  

Term Definition 
All Caps The term refers to writing a word with all its letters 

capitalized. 
Body Copy The main text found in the web page. It is the text of the 

information page, article, or news release. See section on 
“ Writing for the Web ” in this document. 

Hyphen The character “-“ used to separate compound words when 
naming a directory or file  

Directory A collection of files that are viewed using a web browser. 
These files can be grouped for structural or administrative 
purposes into  folders . 
 
A root directory is where all the files and folders of a website 
are stored. 
 
In the context of the content management system, a 
directory is identified as a site or subsite. 
 

Editorial Rules A set of guidelines used to promote consistent writing and 
naming practices that enhance comprehension and readability 

File  A page created inside a  directory  or  folder .  
 

Fold The portion of a webpage visible in the browser window when 
the page first appears is described as being ‘above-the-fold’. 
The most important part of the  copy  appears  “above-the-fold” 

Folder or subsite Contains files and sub-folders grouped to organize similar 
information.  
In the context of the content management system, folders 
are identified as subsites. 
 

The dash   (or em - dash) The special typographical character “-“ used to separate 
compound words when naming a directory or a file. 

Page Name A short name for the page from which the page's url is 
derived. 
 

Page Title The title of the page. 
Scannable Text Text made easy to read. (see “Writing for the Web” section) 
Serial Comma The sequence of three or more words 
Special Characters Refers to characters other than numerals (0-9) and letters 

(AZ)  

Title Case The term refers to writing a word with its first letter 
capitalized and the remaining letters in lower case. 
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Sentence Case The term refers to writing a sentence with its first letter 
capitalized and the remaining words in lower case. 

Section 2 - Files and Directory Naming Guidelines 
 
This section provides the editorial rules governing the Files and Directory or Folder 
naming structure and standards within the CITY OF ST. LOUIS website. Each rule has 
a name and a description. The descriptions contain examples to illustrate the rules. 
 
Note that it is possible for the rules to conflict. The members of the Website Policy 
Group must apply their judgment to determine which rules take precedence, and in 
which situations. 

Table 2: File and Directory Naming Rules 

Rule Name Rule Description 

1. Directory Names a) All directory (or folder) names must use lower case 
characters only. 

b) Names should reflect the content of the directory. Whenever 
possible keep directory name to one word. 

c) Names requiring compound words must be separated by 
dashes. No underscore or spaces is permitted. 

d) Drop prepositions and articles in directory names and 
unnecessary words. 

e) Avoid using acronyms to name a file 
 
Example: estimate-apportionment 
NOT: board-of-estimate-and-apportionment 
NOT: board-of-e-and-a 
NOT: ea 
 
NOTE: see “3” index rule below 

2. File Names a) All file names must use lower case characters only. 
b) Names should reflect the content of the page. Whenever 

possible keep the file name to one word. 
c) Names requiring compound words must be separated by 

hyphens “-“. No underscore or spaces is permitted. The rule 
applies to all file types including  PDF, JPG, GIF, and 
multi-media files. 

d) Drop prepositions and articles in file names and 
unnecessary words. 

 
Example:   parking-ticket-search.cfm 
NOT:         parkingTicketSearch.cfm 
NOT:         parking ticket search.cfm 
NOT:         parking.cfm 
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3. index Name the landing page (or homepage) inside a directory 
“index”.  All pages named “index” become the default page 
inside that directory.  
File names should not have the same name of the parent 
directory. 
 
Example:   /media/index.cfm 
NOT:         /media/media.cfm 
 

Section 3 - Required Directories in Department Subsites 
Each department subsite requires the following directories: 

● Documents:   forms, meeting materials, reports, procurement related 
documents, etc 

● Media:  Images, video, flash, etc 

● News:  Press Releases, News/announcements, Newsgram articles 

● Profiles:  profiles of anyone who needs a contact form on the site like elected 
officials, directors, or employees with direct contact with outside 

Pages created such as news, image galleries, procurement documents, profiles, 
general documents need to be created and saved in their respective folders as 
specific functionality will only appear on pages created inside these folders.  Folders 
can be hidden when content is available using an alternative page (page index) 

Section 5 – Required Layout Conventions 
Layout conventions enhance the ability of public users to master the website and to 
complete successfully their task.  Services and document pages are two content areas that 
contributors are required to follow layout standards and conventions.  
 

Documents –format  to upload documents  
The document upload method must be adopted consistently throughout the site to 
promote consistency in style and enhance usability.  Review the approved method 
tutorial on the website site at 
https://www.stlouis-mo.gov/government/departments/information-technology/web-
development/web-tutorials/commonspot/documents/index.cfm  

Only .cfm pages will be found and listed. Physical documents with extension like .pdf, 
.doc, .ppt will not be found by the search engine on the website.  
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Rule Name Rule Description 

1. Generic Document Each document, or set of documents, will have its own page. 
The document pages give the users a standard way of learning 
about the documents before downloading them.  No direct link 
to an uploaded document are permissible.  

 
Example:  Correct link to the website editorial guide 
https://www.stlouis-mo.gov/government/departments/informat
ion-technology/web-development/documents/website-style-gui
de.cfm  
NOT 
https://www.stlouis-mo.gov/government/departments/informat
ion-technology/web-development/documents/upload/style-guid
e-content-contributors-volume-1.03-adopted.pdf  

2. Procurement 
Document 

Same as generic document.  The document upload method is 
especially important for procurement document, especially 
when multiple documents related to the procurement process 
need to be uploaded as a set. 

 

Service Pages – format 
Service pages are for letting people know how to get a service your department 
provides.  They should be used when creating pages that provides instructions on 
how to perform a transaction with the City. 

These pages should be clear and complete to make sure people are prepared before 
calling you, filling out an application, and/or coming in to your offices. 

Every service page will automatically be listed in the Service section of the website. 

Service pages might include instructions for:  

● Applications (license, permit) 

● Online payments or transactions 

Review the tutorial for creating service pages at 
https://www.stlouis-mo.gov/government/departments/information-technology/web-
development/web-tutorials/commonspot/pages/index.cfm  

Section 4 - Writing for the Web 
Jacob Nielsen, the guru of web usability has written extensively on this subject.  His 
empirical research found that the most effective content is  concise , s cannable , and 
objective  (see Nielsen’s article 
http://www.useit.com/papers/webwriting/writing.html ). 
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People don’t read word-by-word, instead they  scan the page , picking out individual 
words and sentences and read only the first sentence of a paragraph. 

As a result, Web pages have to employ  scannable text , using: 

● highlighted  keywords  (hypertext links serve as one form of highlighting; 
typeface variations and color are others)  

● meaningful  sub-headings  (not "clever" ones)  
● bulleted  lists  
● one idea  per paragraph (users will skip over any additional ideas if they are 

not caught by the first few words in the paragraph)  
● start with the conclusion  
● half the word count  (or less) than conventional writing  

Other findings by Nielsen: 
● objective writing is easier to understand and is more trusted than 

promotional writing.  
● Active voice is best for most web content 
● Passive voice allows to front-load important keywords in headings, blurbs, 

and lead sentences (see  http://www.useit.com/alertbox/passive-voice.html ). 
 
Web Writing Guidelines  1

 
1. Write Short, Scannable Content 

 
The number-one principle for the Web is  simplicity . Quality Web design is about 

making life easier for the reader to find content and then making it easier 
for them to read that content. 

 
Journalists have long written in this style, a style that tells the reader the most 

important root of information followed by supporting information, and 
concluding with more general background. 

 
Desired word count range is  250-350 words  on any content page, and should never 

exceed 450 words. If it exceeds that number, copy should be broken up 
into smaller “child” pages, or “Related Info” links. 

 
2. Provide Focused, Step-by-Step Instructions 

 
We must help users navigate our Website. Whenever possible, guide the user's 

actions by helping them to focus on the decision-making process. 
 

Organize information in the order that the user is likely to need it. By reducing 
distractions, the user can more easily find what they are looking for, or 
take specific action on something. 

 
Be clear about the choices offered by labeling links appropriately. 
 

3. Write at the Appropriate Reading Level 

1 Adapted from Foraker Design (2002-2006). Usability in Website and Software design. 
http://www.usabilityfirst.com 
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Web copy should be written at the  sixth to seventh grade  reading level, and no 

more. We want to make it as easy for people to navigate our site as 
possible. We do not want our visitors to work hard to learn about us. 

 
To find out what reading level you’re writing at, simply write your copy in MS Word, 

then select Tools  →  Options  →  Spelling & Grammar. Under Grammar, click 
“Show Readability Statistics,” then run the Spelling & Grammar check. 
When it’s complete, a box called “Readability Statistics” will pop up. See 
the “Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level” at the bottom, which will give you the 
reading level statistic you’re looking for. 

 
4. Include a Call to Action 

 
Writing and links should  ALWAYS  encourage users to take the next step. 
Relevant calls to action can be worked right into the content to guide users on a path 

toward a transaction. Links and buttons can be used to prompt action. 
 
Sample Calls to Action: 
Register now, Call now, Send us an e-mail, Apply today, Learn more, 
Download XYZ document 
 

5. Clear Up Ambiguities 
 
Many Websites confuse users with vague language and instructions. Not only can 

these ambiguities be annoying, but they can also mean serious losses in 
readers. 

 
For example, a button or link that takes users to an e-mail page with no instructions 

should say instead, "E-mail Your Request." This simple language change 
can make the difference between confusion and a transaction. 

 
Also, limit use of jargon and acronyms – these confuse readers. If an acronym is 

needed, always spell it out on first reference. 
 

6. Always Keep Your Reader in Mind 
 
You must question every word and sentence by asking: 

● Is this clear? 
● Is there a simpler to say this? 
● Is there a shorter way to say this? 
● Is this necessary? 
● Is my message and style appropriate? 

 
Additional Tips for Great Web Copywriting 
 
1. Know your audience. 
Who do you want to reach with your message? What’s important to them? How old 
are 
they? The more you understand your audience, the more targeted and relevant your 
message will be. 
 
2. Clearly state your point. 

Editorial Rules 
Page 9 of 15 



What information are you providing? Why should people care? What’s in it for them? 
What action are you trying to motivate? 
 
3. Use a compelling headline. 
On average, five times as many people read your headline versus your body copy. If 
someone only reads the headline, will they know the point you want to get across? 
The headline should have an obvious “What’s in it for me?” message.  
 
4. Write for the reader. 
Always keep the reader in mind. Do not just write to write. Think of your reader as 
busy, impatient people who are on the web to find out something. 
17 
5. Be direct, using active language. Don’t use passive voice. 
Passive voice weakens your message and it’s best to avoid it. Web copy should be 
task-oriented, so people know exactly what to do next. Here are a few basic 
examples: 
 
“Download XYZ document” (active) vs. “Participants should download XYZ document” 
(passive) 
 
“Our city received an award” (active) vs. “Our city was chosen to receive an award” 
(passive) 
 
Passive voice can sometimes be used to front-load important keywords in headings, 
blurbs, and lead sentences.(see  http://www.useit.com/alertbox/passive-voice.html ) 
because readers seldom read past the first two words. 
 
6. Keep your copy clean & concise. 
Have someone else read your message. Did they understand your point? Did they 
know what action to take next? Cut unnecessary words and consolidate ideas. See if 
you can get your text down to 30-50% of what you started with. 
 
7. Weave keywords into your copy. 
Use key words and phrases that might be searched on and weave them into your 
copy. This will help boost your page rank with search engines like Google, Yahoo!, 
MSN, etc.  

 

Table 4: Writing Styles Rules 

Rule Name Rule Description 
1. Writing Style Effective writing is concise, scannable, and objective  

 
Example: 
In 1996, six of the most-visited places in Nebraska were:  
 

● Fort Robinson State Park 
● Scotts Bluff National Monument 
● Arbor Lodge State Historical Park & Museum 
● Carhenge 
● Stuhr Museum of the Prairie Pioneer 
● Buffalo Bill Ranch State historical Park 

 
NOT 
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Nebraska is filled with internationally recognized attractions 
that draw large crowds of people every year, without fail. In 
1996, some of the most popular places were Fort Robinson 
State Park (355,000 visitors), Scotts Bluff National Monument 
(132,166), Arbor Lodge State Historical Park & Museum 
(100,000), Carhenge (86,598), Stuhr Museum of the Prairie 
Pioneer (60,002), and Buffalo Bill Ranch State Historical Park 
(28,446).  
 
 

2. Introductory Text Introductory text on a page is only necessary if it helps users 
better understand the rest of the page.  The text should 
address: 
 
What? (What will users find on this page — i.e., what's its 
function?)  
 
Why? (Why should they care — i.e., what's in it for them?)  
 
If not, skip the introduction. 
 

3. Active Voice Active voice is best for most web content except see  passive 
voice  rule below 

4. Passive Voice Passive voice should be generally avoided except in headings 
and titles when contributors need to front-load important 
keywords in headings, blurbs, and lead sentences to increase 
scannability and enhance search engine ranking.  
Readers often  read only the first 2 words  in a sentence. 
 
Example:   24 Million  awarded to East West Gateway Council of 
Government. 
 
NOT:  East West  Gateway Council of Government is awarded 
24 Million. 

 

Section 5 - Style Rules 

Table 4: Style Rules 

Rule Name Rule Description 

1. Title and Headings Main Titles and subtitles are written in   title case . Title of page 
must be descriptive.  When possible front-load the title with 
important keywords.  In many cases the title that will appear as 
a link in other sections of the website. 
 
Example 1:   P ay  P arking  T ickets  
NOT:  Parking  
NOT:  Pay parking tickets 
NOT:  Information on how to pay parking tickets 
 

Editorial Rules 
Page 11 of 15 



Example 2:  $500,000 Shot In The Arm -- City Mortgage 
Rescue Fund 
NOT: City-wide Mortgage Rescue Fund Established 

2. Body Copy Content to be concise, scannable, and objective.  See  Writing 
for the Web  in this document.  When possible follow the point 
below: 

● start with the conclusion  
● highlighted  keywords  
● meaningful  sub-headings  (not "clever" ones)  
● bulleted  lists  
● one idea  per paragraph (users will skip over any 

additional ideas if they are not caught by the first few 
words in the paragraph)  

● half the word count  (or less) than conventional writing  

 

3. Images All images and icons require Alt tags to ensure that image titles 
or explanations are provided for non-graphical viewers. Refer to 
the Accessibility and Usability Guidelines (in progress) for 
additional information. Include attribution information (i.e. the 
source of the image or name of photographer) 

4. Abbreviations and 
Colloquial Terms 

 

Abbreviations are to be used only after the first reference in the 
text is spelled out followed by the abbreviation in parenthesis. 
 
Example:  The Tax Increment Financing Commission oversees 
the establishment of Tax Increment Finance districts (TIF).  TIF 
is a development tool… 
 
NOT:  The TIF Commission oversees the establishment of TIF 
districts.  TIF is a development tool ….. 
 
Colloquial terms MAY be used when they are the 
overwhelmingly most commonly-used name for an item, and 
are NOT a brand name. 
Example:      FYI  
NOT:            For Your Information 
 

5. All Caps No text should be presented in full caps. 

6. Serial comma In a sequence of three or more terms, a comma shall precede 
the final conjunction (the word “and” or “or”). 
Example: Libraries, Museums, and Cultural Venues 
NOT: Libraries, Museums and Cultural Venues 
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NOT: Libraries, Museums & Cultural Venues 
 

7. Subtitle Subtitles are written in   Title case . A page subtitle must be 
short and direct.  When possible front-load the subtitle with 
important keywords.  
Example:   P ay  P arking  T ickets  
NOT:  Parking  
NOT:  Information on how to pay parking tickets 

8. City of St. Louis 
Reference 

The use of “City” when referring to the City of St. Louis is 
always capitalized. 

9. Use of the word 
“website” 

The default spelling will be “website” throughout the site. 
Example:  City unveils new website  
NOT:  City unveils new Web Site 
NOT: City unveils new Website  

10. Links Use text rather than graphics whenever possible.  Use 
descriptive words that clearly describe where the link will take 
the user. Avoid using terms that are unrelated to the topic, 
such as “More Info” or “Click Here.” 
Example:  View City department contact list 
NOT: For City Department Listings  click here 
 
List of links must appear in   sentence case .  
For list of links, place them in alphabetical order unless: 
Links intentionally follow chronological order, or 
Links Intentionally lead to user through a logical sequence 
Example: 

● R equirements to  b ecome a  r esidential  d eveloper 
● L oan  e ligibility  r equirements  
● Financial programs available to assist with residential 

housing development 
Items should not have a link and a list beneath.  Avoid starting 
a link with a generic word like “information” 
 

11. Offices, 
Departments, 
Agencies, and 
Divisions 

Always capitalize the name of offices, departments, and 
agencies using the  sentence case  rule. 
Example:  Parks, Recreation, and Forestry Department 
NOT:  Parks, recreation, and forestry department 

12.  Photo Credit and 
Multimedia Credit 

All photos need to include a description of the photo and credit 
to photographer. 

13. Pages under 
construction 

Only completed and current pages will be published.  Pages 
with “coming soon” or “under constructions” can be created in 
the content management system but not published.  

14. Exceptions  
 

Exceptions to any of these rules can be made, based on the 
editorial judgment of the Web Policy Committee. 
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15. Special 
Characters 

Whenever possible avoid using special characters as shortcuts 
for the written word.  
 ‘@’ (at) 
‘&’ (ampersand) 
  ‘%’ (percent) 
 ‘#’ (pound) 
‘v’ (recycling)  
‘$’ (US dollar) 

 

Section 6 - Required Navigation Elements 
These elements are required in all templates and information pages to promote a 
consistent navigation to improve end-user ability to navigate the website and find 
information.  A consistent style and “look & feel” is a usability devise not an aesthetic 
device.  Pages displayed outside the content management solution will require the 
elements listed below. 
 

Rule Name Rule Description 

1. Header All templates and information pages must contain the same 
image header to identify the content as of the City of St. Louis. 
 
The header file contains: 
● the City seal and the words City of St. Louis, Missouri  
● Search Box 
● Accessibility link 
● Contacts links 
 

The website logo on the top-left must hyperlink to the 
homepage. 

Example:  

 
 

2. Footer All templates and information pages must contain the same 
footer to ensure end-users can navigate to all major sections of 
the City of St. Louis website. 
 
Example:  
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3. Breadcrumbs Must be included on all pages except the City homepage. 
Breadcrumb serve two very important structural functions in 
navigation. 

● Provides the  context  of the current page (how it is nested) 
allows users to interpret the page better  

● Links allow users  to go directly  to a higher level of the site 
in case the current page is not what they wanted. 

 

4. Left Navigation Links in the left navigation should reflect important information 
from the user’s perspective and not mirror the way the City 
department internally thinks about the content. 
 
Example:   Facilities, Things to do, Permits and Services, Jobs 
NOT:  Parks, Recreation, Forestry 
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