
Illustrated letters:
This is how they work.
How can you make a letter to citizens
understandable?
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Illustrated letters:
This is how they work.
For many people, official government letters are difficult to understand. That is why
Rotterdam initiated the use of illustrated letters several years ago. These are letters
that are written in clear language, have an organised and logical layout and feature
explanatory pictures. The concept was extensively tested in the target group, and the
letters were well-received. There is a lot involved in making such illustrated letters. In
this whitepaper we explain the principles and the various steps that need to be taken
to create a good illustrated letter. We also show what works and what doesn’t in order
to make an illustrated letter a success.

About inclusion and comprehension   About functional illiteracy
Rotterdam believes in an inclusive society. This means that
every Rotterdam resident is equal: unskilled and highly
educated, rich and poor, young and old, mentally or physical
disabled and not, etc. We take this into account in the
municipality’s communication with its citizens. We want
everyone to understand letters from the municipality without
needing assistance from others.
This is why we decided to improve our ‘letters to citizens’ so
that virtually everyone can understand their content. And
because text, images and design can help with this goal, we
took on this project together with a copywriter, a designer
and many involved colleagues. A test panel consisting of a
cross-section of Rotterdammers helped us as well, advising
us on text, images and layout. This allowed us to
continuously improve the draft letters.

Meanwhile, the first ‘illustrated letters’ have been completed
and are currently in circulation. Because the municipality
sends out many different kinds of letters, some of the letters
may still be modified in the future.

We first focused on people who have difficulty reading and
writing and/or doing math.

Functionally illiterate people at the national level

Some 1.8 people
between the ages of 12
and 65 have difficulty

reading and writing.
That’s about 12% of the
population.

The province of South
Holland has a relatively large
number of functionally illiterate

residents.

The percentage is even higher in large cities. Therefore this
topic is of particular relevance in Rotterdam.

Functionally illiterate people in Rotterdam
In some districts the functional illiteracy percentage is even more than 30%.

Many functionally
illiterate people also have
trouble with numerical
information. Added to this
is the fact that many

people who have difficulty reading often also have problems
with digital information on websites and/or communicating
using a computer.

1 https://www.rotterdam.nl/wonen-leven/onderzoek-laaggeletterdheid/

It is estimated1 that
about 80,000 to 96,500
Rotterdammers
between the ages of 16
and 65 are functionally
illiterate.

https://www.rotterdam.nl/wonen-leven/onderzoek-laaggeletterdheid/
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We also use images to explain things in the new letters. Many
people tend to understand something better when it is (also)
depicted in an image. We opted for (colour) photos and not for
pictograms, icons or drawings. Testing showed that people
interpreted pictograms, icons and drawings in different ways,
but that is not the case for photos. Our experience is that
photos must be used in a functional manner. In other words,
they should encourage actions such as making a phone call,
making an appointment using the computer or picking up
concrete ‘things’, such as a debit card or a series of passport
photos. Not everything can be explained with images.

Text

In total, this amounts to about 2.5 million people. About
one-quarter of functionally illiterate people are in the ‘very
functionally illiterate’ category2.

In the Netherlands we indicate the difficulty of text with a
reading level. A1 stands for ‘very easy’, C2 for ‘very difficult’.
Text that can be read by 80% of the population is assigned
reading level B1. There is a big misunderstanding that the
‘B1’ level is for functionally illiterate people. For this target
group, text with such a high reading level is still too difficult.
Furthermore, most text is level ‘C1’, i.e. ‘difficult’.

Municipalities often communicate with groups that have a
higher percentage of functionally illiterate residents than the
national average. This is especially true if the topic relates to
‘welfare benefits’ or ‘debt’. For example, about 50% of people
in the problematic debt group are functionally illiterate. In
other words, half of the people with problematic debt does
not understand a letter written at a B1 level.

The municipality of Rotterdam supports various projects
aimed at helping people read (better), but the municipality
also needs to adapt. That’s why the municipality started
producing letters that almost everyone understands. Of
course, the municipality also benefits from this. People who
understand a letter will ask fewer questions to the
municipality. They will also do what is being asked of them
sooner and faster, such as remitting a payment or sending in
a form. People who don’t understand a letter tend to simply
put it aside, which means that the municipality has to send
them reminders or collect money through a collection
agency.1

1 https://www.lezenenschrijven.nl/uploads/editor/

Laaggeletterdheid_in_Kaart_(2014).pdf

About (in)comprehensible letters
and the role of layout/images

The old letters often contain a lot of (or too much) information
with numerous secondary topics or exceptions and many
uncommon words, long words or difficult terms. The letters
frequently contain long sentences and use a small font;
Issues with which functionally illiterate people have difficulty.
Something that nobody really wants. Luckily, these are all
issues that we can do something about: less information,
shorter text, no secondary topics, simple language, short
sentences and an organised layout with clear headings and
larger fonts. All of this makes a letter a lot easier to
understand.

Simplicity is different than ‘childlike’, however. Everyone
wants a simple, clear letter, but no one wants to be
addressed in a patronising manner. That’s why we use
clear and simple language which is also adult, friendly and
respectful. The way in which someone is addressed very
much influences whether he or she will respond/act on the
letter or will simply ignore it.

Attracting attention results in less
comprehension

The length, layout, language use, tone, imagery, fonts and
sequence of a letter all play an important role in making the
letter (more) comprehensible. When conducting tests with
the panel, we also discovered that text boxes and coloured
areas, exclamation marks, arrows and symbols make a letter
‘busier’ and therefore less comprehensible. Readers in the
test panel skipped a text passage framed in a box, for
example. Or they did not understand why an arrow was used
to draw attention to something. Many testers also did not
notice a phone number printed in a different font colour.
White space creates tranquillity in a letter, which helps make
the document more accessible. In addition, most testers had
a big preference for colour photos over black and white
photos.

whitepaper illustrated letters

Population

https://www.lezenenschrijven.nl/uploads/editor/
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WHITEPAPER ILLUSTRATED LETTERS

What exactly is an
illustrated letter?

An illustrated letter sent out by the municipality
In the illustrated letter below the text has been pared down
to the essentials.

An illustrated letter is a letter that conveys the contents of the
letter to the reader using short, clear text and supporting
imagery. An illustrated letter clarifies and emphasises the
important elements in the letter (What do I need to do? What do
I need to bring with me?). It is not a letter to which images have
been added simply to make the document more appealing in
appearance. Imagery has a communicative function and cannot
be viewed as separate from the associated text. The examples
on this page illustrate the difference that images make.
The Rotterdam house style is quite suitable for creating an
illustrated letter: a simple, minimalist format (plain typography
with a straightforward layout) on a white background is the
foundation. The principles of an illustrated letter can then be
seamlessly incorporated. The font, layout and image choices
are perfectly aligned with the house style rules specified by the
municipality of Rotterdam.

Below are two examples of the same letter that clearly show the
added value of an illustrated letter.

Original letter
The letter below asking the recipient to renew his/her
travel document on time is long and complicated. The
large blocks of text are an impediment for functionally
illiterate people, who will be quick to ignore it. Always make it clear to recipients what you want from

them, even if they don’t need to do anything. In this case,
make it clear: ‘Does this not apply to you? Then you don’t
need to do anything.’

A letter should not give rise to (new) questions. For
example, do not reference a contact person in the letter if
it is unclear who this contact person is for the recipient or
how he/she can find out this person’s identity.

Illustrated letter sent out by the municipality about
renewing a travel document

Original letter sent out by the municipality about
renewing a travel document
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Sample illustrated letter for the municipality of Rotterdam

Old letter: insert about Rotterdam municipal elections in 2014

This document uses a lot of different colours. What’s more, the text tries to attract the reader’s attention in several
ways: through the use of boxes, bold or highlighted text and the addition of imagery that does not clarify anything.
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The new design radiates tranquillity. Important information is conveyed in headings, and the
clear and tranquil layout guides the reader through the text from top to bottom and from left to
right.

Illustrated letter about Rotterdam municipal elections in 2018
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How do you create an illustrated letter?
1. Put together a core team of 3 to 4 people to work on this

project. Also involve the content owner and/or someone
who actually has to work with the letter in the project. It is
also advisable - if relevant - to add an attorney or an ICT
professional to the team so that you can quickly
coordinate with them as well.

2. Together with your team, determine the following:
- The objective: What do you want to achieve with the

new letter? Set this objective to paper and adhere to
it.

- The (core) message of your new letter. What is the
fundamental reason for sending this letter, what do
you hope to achieve with respect to the recipient’s
response, what basic information do you need to
communicate to the recipient for this and what do you
(ultimately) want from the recipient?

3. Study the old letter together with your core team. What
information can be omitted and what information must
remain in the new letter? What are the exceptions, what
additional information sources will you reference (if
applicable)? Based on these findings, you will create
your first rough draft of the letter according to the design
shown in the next section. Does the letter contain all the
information it needs to? Can anything else be left out?
Are there still some difficult terms in the letter?

4. Decide if the letter would make a good ‘illustrated letter’.
Will images add value to the letter? Or will a short letter
written in simple language suffice? Do you have time to
create an illustrated letter?

5. Examine which components of your new design lend
themselves to the use of photos. What can you say in
words and what can you (also) say with images? Which
actions should be emphasised based on your objective?

6. If you decide to create an illustrated letter, what kind of
imagery do you need? What should the photos depict?
Which of these photos do you already have at your
disposal and which ones need to be taken?

7. Determine whether you still have assumptions or
questions you’d like to test with regard to your objective.
If so, create two versions of this letter. For example, do
your readers want to see a fine listed at the beginning of
a letter or not?

8. Test the letter or letters. What we’re talking about is a
user test during which you discover whether the letter is
clear and readers find it agreeable.

9. Modify the letter based on the test results.
Then test the letter again if you still have doubts about
certain assumptions or have other questions stemming
from the first test.

10. Now you can send out the letter and potentially measure
its effect based on the objective you determined in step
2.

Illustrated letter sent out by Bureau Frontlijn about help for people with financial
problems

What does an illustrated letter look like?
Design
• An illustrated letter has a fixed order:

- Why did I receive this letter?
- What does it mean for me?
- What do I need to do/what is expected of me?
- How should I do this/where do I need to go?
- What’s in this for me? What happens if I don’t do what

is being requested of me?
- Where can I turn to with my questions?

• The letter’s subject is clearly stated in the letterhead: What
is the letter about? What is expected?

• A clear subject and subheadings organise the information.
• The short subheadings are usually in the I-style, in

question form. The answer is written underneath. Keep
these short, at most 6 words.

• Paragraphs should be at most 4-5 lines in length. Each
sentence should contain only one message and be no
longer than 12 words.

• Show actions/choices using text and photos.

Text and imagery help each other
In a good, comprehensible letter content and images are
inextricably linked. Wherever text alone is not enough, an
image should supplement it. Design and images guide the
eye to the important points.

As previously mentioned, an illustrated letter has a fixed
order. These steps are important to the design. To properly
guide the reader through the text, you should apply the
various design elements based on this order. For example,
the answer to the question ‘Why did I receive this letter?’
should already be written in the subject line.

Then you can design the other questions using subheadings
and short paragraphs. Is something expected from the
reader and are there multiple options? If so, clearly place
these options next to each other and add a corresponding
image. Are there more than three? Then make a summary for
each option.
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Design, font type, font size and line spacing
To create comprehensible letters, the text must be clear and
the accompanying images must be specific. These two
elements are effectively connected through form and
structure:

• Larger text that is spaced further apart (line spacing) is
easier to read and looks more relaxed. A font size of 12pt
with 1.5 line spacing (18pt) is ideal.

• A sans-serif font is easier to read. The Arial font is ideal
for this.

• Text should be left justified.
• Text should be written in black font as much as possible

for optimal contrast.
• Important text should be written in bold font.
• Limit the use of indentation, text boxes/blocks and

illogical placement of text. The reader should not have to
figure out the order of the text.

Tips for photographing people
The person should be facing forward

By having the person look from left to
right (in line with the reading direction),
the image supports the ‘flow’ of the
letter.

The person should be neutral and should not look
directly at the camera

The person depicted in the photo is
focused on what he’s doing. The
person does not need to seek the
reader’s attention by looking at
him/her.

Can I use our house style?
Yes. In this vein, a logo will (almost) always be placed on
documents to make it clear who the sender is. Such letters
often stem from automated systems that make use of
commonly available font types. Arial is an example of such
a font. For these letters, the main goal is to create a
sans-serif document with the least possible contrast in
fonts. Check this with the system administrator or with a
colleague who is knowledgeable about the house style.

The person’s posture
should be active and open

By depicting the person in an
open and forward-facing posture,
you can better show what is
happening. It is now clear that
the man is placing a letter into
the mailbox.

What are the criteria photos must
fulfil?

The photos used in illustrated letters should encourage an
action. They should only be used for one explanation, and
the image must be immediately recognised by the reader.
Due to the small printing format (plm 1 cm2), the details must
be large enough. Use colour photos and make sure to
prevent image noise on the photo.

Do not take the photographs yourself, as this rarely yields
the required image quality. A letter with unprofessional
photos will not be taken seriously. Use a professional
photographer. Many photographers have taken similar
photos in the past and know exactly what the intention is.
There are many professional photos available that you can
use in illustrated letters. This will save a lot on costs: You will
only need to have the new photos taken.
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Tips for photographing objects
Ensure clarity

Show what is being asked of the recipient. In this example,
only show the passport photos and not the context in which
they are being requested. The letter’s context is clear from
the subject of the letter. Depict the passport by itself next to
the text. After all, the recipient must also take his/her
passport along to the appointment.

Depict objects freestanding and flat (icon)

Is there little contrast? Then place a border
around the object.

When does using an illustrated
letter make sense?
• An image is not always helpful; the same applies to an

illustrated letter. Images can help clarify things in
instructional letters in particular (i.e. letters that ask
recipients to perform some type of action). This is more
difficult to do in purely informative letters. ‘Information’
and abstract/legal terms, for example, are difficult to
portray in photos. An illustrated letter is not a miracle
product.

• The sending of an (illustrated) letter is usually not a
stand-alone activity. It is often one action in a series of
other communication measures. If these communication
measures do not make up a logical whole, an illustrated
letter will not solve this problem. We do recommend
starting with an illustrated letter and then working on any
additional subsequent letters. This will create a
recognisable style in the entire communication flow.

• Therefore, you should also examine the work process:
Do the various steps comprise a logical whole? If not,
this will be clearly reflected in the letter. An illogical
process will result in illogical letter content. In this case,
see if the process can be structured in a more logical
manner.

• Always make sure that you convey a crystal-clear
message. That’s why you should not put too much
information into one letter. Rather, it’s better to write
several letters that are sent to readers at specific times.
Do not mention all exceptions or special cases, but limit
yourself to the central message.

Do, however, make sure that you sort out the rights regarding
the new photos. The photos should be royalty-free, and a quit
claim should be in place for photos of people. You can share
the photos with others at gebruikercentraal.nl. This website
also contains examples of a document and a quit claim.

Make sure the photo does not show

brands or personal information

Only use this option if the letter concerns topics that would be
difficult to communicate without these elements.
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Use test for illustrated letters
As soon as a draft illustrated letter has been prepared, it has
to be tested. You should do this at the earliest possible stage.
Sometimes it is necessary to test a letter multiple times. This
way you always know where you stand in each phase of the
project. We show you step by step how this works.

1. Work with different versions
We prefer working with various (two or three) versions of
the same letter. This allows you to better test your
assumptions and doubts. It also makes it easier for testers
to indicate ‘why’ they find something clearer and more
appealing.

2. Look for ‘fresh’ testers within and outside of the
municipality

To be able to conduct proper testing, it is important to find
testers among the target group who can assess the letters
from a fresh perspective. Look for experts within and
outside of the municipality who can help you with this,
such as volunteer organisations, social foundations and
language ambassadors from the ABC Foundation
(Stichting ABC) or the Reading and Writing Foundation
(Stichting Lezen en Schrijven). Colleagues from other
departments can also help you find testers for letters; for
example, colleagues from the parks departments, the
municipal disposal site, catering and the sheltered
workplace. This has yielded good results in the
municipality of Rotterdam.

Of course, you can also use citizens’ panels, citizens’
councils, etc. However, do realise that this group deals
with the municipality on a regular basis and will tend to act
on behalf of other citizens rather than for its own benefit.

Limit the number of testers
It is not yet necessary to involve lots of testers in a use
test. Five to sever testers per test may 3 suffice. Opt for
more testers if your letter is going to be sent to a very
diverse group, for example.

associated questions. Take at least a half an hour per

3 Put together a multidisciplinary team
To ensure that the improvements stemming from the test
are actually implemented, it is advisable to involve the
colleagues who write the letters in the testing process.
This way they will see what works and what does not. This
collaboration will help you work on establishing a mutual
idea of the required improvements, whilst also creating
joint responsibility.

4 Prepare the test day
As the core team, you should organise a test day during
which all colleagues conduct the testing in a target group
in the same way and on the same day. Create test sets
per letter. These sets consist of letter A, letter B and the

3 https://link.springer.com/article/10.3758/BF03195514

person to test the letter. The colleague conducting the test
will give the tester one letter to read, after which he or she
will ask targeted questions. Then you have another
person read the letter and ask supplementary questions.
You can also opt (if you have enough colleagues) to test in
pairs. This will give you more opportunities to observe and
document.

5. Write a report and ensure follow-up
After the test day has been completed, you will jointly
collect the most important findings. As the core team, you
will write a short report explaining the test design, the most
important findings and the improvement measures. Every
colleague who conducted a test will write his/her own
report about this. You will add their report to your own. The
results will be incorporated in a new letter version, which
may potentially also be tested.

Testing is essential. The municipality sends out lots of
letters in large quantities. If the letter gives rise to
questions and 10% of the recipients call the municipality
due to this, then this can mean hundreds or even
thousands of (preventable) calls. What’s more, a large
number of the recipients will not take the action that you
are asking them to take.

6. Measure effect
In addition to the user test of the draft letter (so not instead
of!), it is recommended that you measure the effect of the
new letter. After all, you had an objective with the letter.
You can measure effect by sending out 200 new and 200
‘old’ letters and taking stock of the difference in reaction,
for example. This works well if you don’t have any data
you can use as a comparison. Do the recipients of the new
letter react more positively/more often and/or sooner? Is
the ‘call to action’ sufficiently clear? Will the recipients do
the right things? What type of questions come in to the
customer contact centre/phone number 14010?

Are the results disappointing? Don’t forget that you’ve
already thoroughly tested the letter and that the readers
found the letter to be clear and appealing. Could other
reasons potentially play a role? Examine whether you can
still revise the letter somewhat or if other measures
(outside the scope of the letter) are required for attaining
your objective.

https://link.springer.com/article/10.3758/BF03195514


More information
Where can I turn to if I have questions or need
assistance regarding testing?
Testing methods are described on the GebruikerCentraal
website (gebruikercentraal.nl). Please contact the
administrator if you have questions about this. Use tests are
widely employed in the IT environment. Do you want to
involve a colleague? Then first contact your IT department to
see if an IT colleague is willing to help you.

Where can I find more examples?
Illustrated letters are shared on the GebruikerCentraal
website (gebruikercentraal.nl). Did you develop and test an
illustrated letter yourself? If so, then email the administrator
of the Illustrated Letters knowledge database, and the letter
will be placed on the website.

Where can I turn for photos, layout, editing, etc.?
You likely have colleagues who work in communications and
design. They will be able to help you. If not, there are
communications and design firms that will be able to assist
you. In this case, do mention in your inquiry that ‘Illustrated
letters: This is how they work’ is the basic principle that
needs to be taken into account in any letters. And don’t
forget to sort out the rights to the photos. Also see the quit
claim and document example for royalty-free photos. This
way we will be able to share the photos with others, saving
both time and money!

WHITEPAPER ILLUSTRATED
LETTERS
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