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ABOUT
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This audit examines the content of Médecins Sans Frontières/Doctors Without

Borders' (MSF) external-facing website for the United States

(doctorswithoutborders.org). The international mission of MSF is to "save the

lives and alleviate the suffering of people in danger by delivering medical care

where it is needed most." The non-governmental organization believes all people

have the right to medical care regardless of national boundaries and operates in

dozens of countries in response to conflict, emergencies, natural disasters, disease

outbreaks, refugees, poverty, and lack of access to medical care.

Reviews of the site's search engine optimization (SEO), accessibility, content types

and distribution, writing, and architecture are included in this report. These findings

are based on an examination of a representative sampling of the site's over 27,000

pages and an audit by Screaming Frog’s SEO Spider application. This examination

revealed that overall the site does well in most of these areas, but opportunities

still exist for improvements – notably, in improving the accessibility of images on

the site and offering more helpful and enticing page information to users in search

results. A brief list of recommendations is included in this report as well.

About the Site

to provide correct, transparent information about humanitarian and medical

issues – such as Covid-19 and refugees

to collect donations to support Doctors Without Borders projects

to recruit medical professionals and others to work with Doctors Without

Borders

The site examined in this audit is the primary site for Doctors Without Borders

designed to serve an American audience. Its main function is to share about the

organization's impact, topics they are concerned with, and how to get involved.

The site's content has 3 main goals: 



SEO

Page Titles

Page titles are small pieces of HTML found on every webpage that are important

for users because they determine the name of a page when it's displayed in search

engine results. The clearer and more interesting a page title is the more likely a

user will click on it.

Most all page titles on the MSF site are unique and relevant to the page's content.

They all include "Doctors Without Borders" making it clear to users who owns the

site and that the information is from a well-known, reliable source. 

75% of the titles are under the recommended 60 characters to ensure they are not

cut off in the search engine results. The shortest is 27 characters and the longest is

257 characters, so there is an opportunity to optimize the length of some titles.

Some pages are using internal page names for page titles, such as "Resources" as

seen in the example below, which have little meaning to users.
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Examples

Figure 1: Bad example of a page title. "Resources" is a vague name that offers users

little information about the page's content and it is on the shorter side for a page title.

Figure 2: Good example of a page title. It is clear to users what the content of this

page is about – World Refugee Day – and it is a good length.



Meta Descriptions

Meta descriptions are small pieces of HTML found on every webpage that are

important for users because they determine the description of a page when it's

displayed in search engine results. They provide a summary of a page's contents

and should be informative and enticing.

All but 1% of the pages on the MSF site have meta descriptions. The shortest is 4

characters long and the longest is 168 characters. Only 15% of descriptions are too

long. Most actually skew to under 100 characters making them shorter than the

recommended 120-155 characters for meta descriptions.

Over half the pages have the same, short description of the organization –

“Medical aid where it is needed most. Independent. Neutral. Impartial.” – as their

descriptions. Another large portion of the site's pages have just a random excerpt

from the beginning of their content for their descriptions. 

Overall, there is great opportunity to improve the meta descriptions for all pages

on the site, both in writing and in length.
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Examples

Figure 3: Bad example of a meta description. This description just pulls from the first bit

of copy on the page, which happens to be a photo caption, offering no information

about the page's content. Plus, it's too short, and the page title is too long.

Figure 4: Good example of a meta description. It makes it clear what users can expect

this page to focus on and what they can do on it – learn about adding MSF to their will.



Header Elements

Header elements allow users to navigate the content of a page more easily and

provide information about what content on a page or in a section is about, both to

users and search engines. They have a hierarchy of h1 to h6, h1 being the most

important and decreasing in importance from there. Each page should only have

one h1 but can have unlimited numbers of the other header elements.

All but 5 pages on the MSF site have an h1 and only 11 pages break the rules and

have 2. All pages have an h2. h1 elements are used appropriately to communicate

the topic of the page's content as either the title of an article placed at the top of

a page or the title of a page as used in navigation menus. The hierarchy of header

elements is also widely respected in the construction of pages throughout the site.
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Examples

Figure 5: An example of an h1 element used for the title of an article page. 

Figure 6: An example of an h1 element used for the page title "Careers" as labeled in the

global navigation



ACCESSIBILITY

Image Alt Text

Alt text, or alternative text, is information about an image provided for those who

cannot access images on a site, either because of a visual disability or technical

preference to not load images – such as to preserve bandwidth. These are not

necessarily descriptions of the image. The point of them is to communicate in

words the equivalent of the information that an image provides users visually.

67% of the 7,940 images on the MSF site are missing alt text. Of the images that

have alt text, most feature either a one- or two-word description that has nothing

to do with the image or have article or page titles as their alt text. Overall, there

are very few images on the site with helpful, informative alt text making this a

major weakness of the site.
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Examples

Figure 7: Bad example of alt text

on an image. The people in the

image may be talking about

Covid-19, but the alt text does not

communicate that or any other

information.

Alt Text: "Covid-19:"

Figure 8: Good example of alt text on an image.

This communicates what is happening in the image

and the information a user would gain from it

visually.

Alt Text: "Newly arrived Burundian refugees

enter the tent where they will stay in

Nyarugusu, Tanzania."



Multimedia Alternatives

Ensuring that audio and video are accessible for those who cannot see or hear

because of a disability, their environment, or personal preference requires

accommodation from a site, including captions, audio transcripts, and audio

descriptions.

The MSF site features a number of videos. None of these videos auto-play and the

player controls for all are accessible using a keyboard, as well as a mouse. Most

videos feature captions, but a few are missing them and need to be added.

Captions, however, do not include text descriptions of what is visually on-screen.

Audio descriptions and transcripts of videos are also not provided. Overall, the site

is trying to offer basic accessibility in this area but it could use attention.
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Customizable Text

In order to accommodate disabilities and preferences, users need to be able to

adjust the size, color, and font of the text on a site. As well as access the text

using text to speech technology.

On the MSF site, the text is adjustable by size using the zoom in and out functions

on a browser. The page layout adjusts accordingly to ensure content remains fully

accessible no matter the text size. There is also good color contrast for reading

text with black text on white backgrounds and white text on red backgrounds.

Users, however, cannot change the color or font of the text. Text, though, can be

accessed using text to speech software.

Buttons and Controls

Small buttons and controls are hard to click on and use for those who have visual

or physical disabilities. Buttons and controls on the MSF site are large enough for

all to see and easily click, both on desktop and mobile devices.



Keyboard Access

Not everyone can or likes to navigate sites using a mouse. Some users depend

solely on a keyboard to access a site, so its important that everything on a page

that can be reached by a mouse can be reached by a keyboard.

The MSF site is fully accessible using a keyboard. This includes menus, buttons,

video player controls, and input fields. It features a “Skip to Main Content” button

that appears at the top of every page on the first input from the keyboard allowing

users to skip the navigation and other header content. Users are also assisted with

a blue box outlining an area of the page when they navigate to it with the

keyboard, helping with tracking where they are and orienting themselves faster.
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Examples

Figure 9: Top left is the button that appears on every page allowing a user to skip the

menu and header content when navigating by keyboard.

Figure 10: The blue box around the far left article appears whenever a user navigates to

a different area on a page with a keyboard.



Forms, Labels, and Errors

For forms and input fields on sites to be accessible they should provide clear

labeling so all users know what they need to do and error messages that help users

know what they did wrong and need to correct.

Input fields on the MSF site are properly labeled with what information should be in

them and with asterisks indicating required fields. Helpful error messages are

provided when incorrect information is entered into fields, such as the message the

email sign-up form offers in the example below.
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Examples

Figure 11: An example of a helpful error message provided by the email sign up form on

the site. When information not in the form of an email address is entered it displays

"Please include an '@' in the email address."

Figure 12: Fields on the site's donation payment form feature labeling for what

information the user should put in each and asterisks for those that are required to be

filled. Error messages also clearly communicate what users should do to fix problems.



CONTENT

Content Types and Uses

The site heavily features news articles about the organization's work and related

topics. Non-article pages focus on clear information about MSF, its work, topics it

educates on and advocates for, how to support it, and how to work with it. Text for

both articles and static pages is kept on the short side (less than 1,000 words) and

organized into short, scannable paragraphs. Visually photos and videos are large

in size and provide the primary pop of color on the black, white, and red pages.

Photos are found at the top of almost every page, including articles, and are

effective visual storytelling elements for what Doctors Without Borders does and

the people they help around the world. The quality of the photos is inconsistent,

but this is understandable considering the varied conditions under which much of

the organization's work is done and the photos are sourced. This inconsistency may

actually provide a level of authenticity to the site's content.

Videos are throughout the site and provide looks into the on-the-ground work of

MSF and educational information on subjects, such as dealing with anxiety during

the Covid-19 pandemic, migrant rights, and maternal health. They also introduce

and humanize those who work for MSF. Most videos are short, at under 5 minutes,

and have an appealing thumbnail image. Like the photos, their quality also varies.
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Content Distribution

MSF uses a number of social media platforms (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram,

LinkedIn, YouTube, and Medium) to share and increase the discoverability of the

site's content. Articles and videos are shared on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and

LinkedIn in posts that link back to the site. Videos embedded on the site are hosted

on YouTube making them discoverable through that platform. Medium articles

feature hyperlinks to informational pages on the site. MSF also distributes content

and drives traffic to the site via an email list users can sign up for on the site.



WRITING

Style and Voice

The writing on the MSF site is very clear and professional. It does not use overly

simple language, but jargon is also avoided. Considering MSF's content is medical

focused, the level of clarity in their writing is an accomplishment.

The organization is referred to with first-person pronouns (we, us, our) in the site

navigation as well as on social media, yet this more personal tone seems absent in

page text where they refer to themselves only by name or acronym. This creates a

bit of dissonance and makes the content feel more distant for the reader. 

The subject of the writing, as well as photos and videos, is naturally emotional, but

the writing style comes off clinical in comparison. Perhaps, this is a reflection of

the organization's principles of neutrality and impartiality or an effort to let facts

speak for themselves. Either way, it may not hit the expected emotional notes to

persuade users to want to take action in support of MSF's mission.
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Audience

The content on MSF's site is written at a high school reading level and above.

Considering they are targeting adult individuals who likely have financial means to

donate to international humanitarian work and those who have the educational

backgrounds necessary to work with MSF, this choice seems appropriate.

MSF has different sites catering to different countries around the world. The

content of this site is meant to speak to an American audience. However, some

content seems to lack proper context for this audience. For example, on the

organization's history page they refer to "the revolt of May '68" without further

information. Unlike the organization's French audience, American users are unlikely

to know what this is. Making sure everything translates not just linguistically, but

culturally and politically is important when an organization has websites in multiple

languages and for multiple countries that all offer the same content.



Figure 13: An example of the

site on a mobile device. 

Figure 14: An example of the site on a desktop device. 

ARCHITECTURE

Responsive Design

The MSF site design adjusts well to all screen sizes. Text is appropriately sized for

each and photos and videos load quickly on mobile devices. All menus and all

necessary navigation elements are available on mobile.
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Search

With the search function, users can find content from across the site. Search results

are helpful and relevant and can be filtered by posting date, country related to,

medical issue related to, or content type. 



Navigation

The site features a global navigation menu in the header on desktop and in a

hamburger menu on mobile. Each of the global menu's options features a

dropdown secondary level of navigation. Tertiary level navigation is available on a

side menu locally on pages on desktop and adjusts to a dropdown local menu on

mobile. This design, pictured below, is a little uncommon and could make users

hesitate briefly about where to locate the menu, but it functionally works.

The primary and secondary levels of navigation are not cluttered and on average

have only 5-10 options per menu. The tertiary level of navigation has more

extensive options. However, all levels of navigation have clear and concise labeling

making it easy to navigate. Breadcrumb menus are also available on pages

throughout the site to help users easily know where they are.

Pages have a clear hierarchy and organization thanks to the use of header

elements. This is consistent in layouts throughout the site and makes the content

easily scannable. Overall the site is well organized and easy to navigate with few

broken links or dead ends despite having over 27,000 pages.
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Figure 15: Tertiary level

navigation menu on mobile.

Figure 16: Tertiary level navigation with a side menu on desktop.



RECOMMENDATIONS

Can Be Addressed Immediately

Add alt text to all images

Add informative, unique meta descriptions to pages, starting with high-level

pages and pages with the most traffic

Add helpful, appealing page titles to pages missing them, starting with high-

level pages and pages with the most traffic

Add an h1 element to any pages missing one

Adjust writing to lessen distanced feeling and more emotionally appeal to

users, consider replacing some MSF references in page and article text with

first-person pronouns – don't just copy press releases to create articles for the

site
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Include in Future Site Planning

Include text descriptions of what is visually on-screen in video captions

Offer transcripts of videos

Offer audio descriptions of videos

Offer users the ability to adjust text font and color

Consider including interactive feeds or embedded content from social media

to show more of the active community of supporters around MSF to encourage

users to want to join in and get involved in some way, also creates a full loop

between the site and social media, with each pushing users to the other

Consider a different design for a tertiary level menu that meets user

expectations better than a side menu on desktop and that places the tertiary

level dropdown menu on mobile in a more obvious position than on top of

header photos


