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Some Message Design Principles 
 
 

Perception Comprehension Retention 

 

 
1. The more clearly we perceive an object, person, event or relationship, the better we 

remember it. 
 

 Keep it neat and uncluttered. 
 

2. We perceive selectively. 
 

 Reduce irrelevant stimuli.  
 

 Highlight what the person should look at. 
 

 Reduce outside distractions. 
 
3. Perception is part physical. There are load limits. 
 

 Don't overload channels. 
 
4. The speed and accuracy of our perceptions are influenced by the organization of 

what we perceive. 
 

 Organize your message clearly. 
 
5. Our past experience, current interests and needs affect our perceptions. 
 

 Build in elements that give relevance and meaning. 
 
6. We perceive what we expect to perceive. 
 

 Let the learner know what s/he should see. 
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7. We have a mechanism called "perceptual defense."  It reduces our ability to 
perceive things we dislike or consider threatening. 

 

 Handle potential threats positively. 
 
8. These six tips can help perception. 
 

 Provide anchors that relate unknown things to known things.  (e.g. Compare 
the size of the BR-298 to the size and weight of a Selectric typewriter.) 

 

 Divide complex figures into a series of sectional figures.  (e.g. Show the entire 
terminal and then slice it up to show sections.) 

 

 Limit the details you include in an illustration to the relevant ones. 
 

 Use pointers. (e.g. Place arrows or labels on drawings). 
 

 Make organization apparent.  (e.g. Number steps in a series.) 
 

 Choose organizational devices consistent with the content.  (e.g. A circle for 
cyclical events; an organization chart for a hierarchy.) 

 
9. Color and shade attract attention. 
 

 Color critical elements or shade them differently from the others. 
 
10. Complexity draws attention. 
 

 Simplify the background. 
 
11. American color preferences are (in descending order): blue, red, green, purple, 

orange, and yellow. 
 
12. We perceive straight lines more quickly than irregular ones. 
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13. A contour can belong to only one of the two areas it bounds and shapes. 
 

 Avoid ambiguity. 
 
14. We remember objects and pictures better than their names. 
 

 Show objects and pictures. 
 
15. We remember concrete words better than abstract words. 
 

 Use concrete words and images. 
 
16. New learners learn better if you move from concrete to abstract. 
 

 Start with clear, familiar examples before moving to generalizations. 
 
17. Simple line drawings are easier for beginners than photos. 
 

 Start with simple drawings. 
 
18. The most effective instruction combines pictures and words. 
 

 Use both - together. 
 
19. We perceive up to about 7 items at a glance. Five is a more reliable figure. 
 

 Display items in clusters of five. 
 

 Display like items together. 
 

This: @@@@@ $$$$$ %%%%% &&&&&????? 
 
Not this: ?@$%&@?$$@%?%$@&$&@%&?&? 
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20. Captions direct attention, help interpretation and retention. 
 

 Use captions on illustrations. 
 
21. We perceive objects more clearly when they are placed in contrast with other 

objects (e.g., we can spot a pine tree more easily among a group of maples). 
 

 Set examples against backgrounds of non-examples. 
 
22. Simultaneous presentation of related material helps perception. 
 

 Place illustrations right beside the text. 
 
23. The more a string of words approximates simple English word orders the more 

easily we understand and remember it. 
 

 Use simple, straightforward English. 
 
24. We perceive, remember, and learn from active sentences better than passive 

sentences. 
 

 Avoid the passive voice. 
 
25. We remember the first and last parts of a message better than the middle. 
 

 Put the important parts of the message at the beginning and the end. 
 
26. Time filled with activity appears to move more quickly than passive time. 
 

 Build "things to do" into your messages. 
 


