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Foreword

ISO (the International Organization for Standardization) and IEC (the International Electrotechnical 
Commission) form the specialized system for worldwide standardization. National bodies that are 
members of ISO or IEC participate in the development of International Standards through technical 
committees established by the respective organization to deal with particular fields of technical 
activity. ISO and IEC technical committees collaborate in fields of mutual interest. Other international 
organizations, governmental and non-governmental, in liaison with ISO and IEC, also take part in the 
work.

The procedures used to develop this document and those intended for its further maintenance 
are described in the ISO/IEC Directives, Part 1. In particular, the different approval criteria 
needed for the different types of document should be noted. This document was drafted in 
accordance with the editorial rules of the ISO/IEC Directives, Part  2 (see www.iso.org/directives or 
www.iec.ch/members_experts/refdocs).

ISO draws attention to the possibility that the implementation of this document may involve the use 
of (a) patent(s). ISO takes no position concerning the evidence, validity or applicability of any claimed 
patent rights in respect thereof. As of the date of publication of this document, ISO had not received 
notice of (a) patent(s) which may be required to implement this document. However, implementers are 
cautioned that this may not represent the latest information, which may be obtained from the patent 
database available at www.iso.org/patents. ISO shall not be held responsible for identifying any or all 
such patent rights.

Any trade name used in this document is information given for the convenience of users and does not 
constitute an endorsement.

For an explanation of the voluntary nature of standards, the meaning of ISO specific terms and 
expressions related to conformity assessment, as well as information about ISO's adherence to 
the World Trade Organization (WTO) principles in the Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) see 
www.iso.org/iso/foreword.html. In the IEC, see www.iec.ch/understanding-standards.

This document was prepared by Joint Technical Committee ISO/IEC JTC  1, Information technology, 
Subcommittee SC 35, User interfaces.

A list of all parts in the ISO/IEC 23859 series can be found on the ISO and IEC websites.

Any feedback or questions on this document should be directed to the user’s national standards 
body. A complete listing of these bodies can be found at www.iso.org/members.html and 
www.iec.ch/national-committees.
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Introduction

Written text can be printed or digital (or a combination of both) and can be found in different types of 
content and environments.

Written text can also be found in audiovisual formats.

Written text generally relies on visual perception, but there are also tactile writing systems such as 
Braille.

This document adopts a universal design perspective. Written text should be created and presented in 
ways that allow the widest range of people to access it. Universal design shall not exclude adaptation 
and assistive technologies for particular groups where needed.

This document takes into consideration:

—	 the various needs and preferences of diverse users,

—	 the different approaches to the concept of easy to read and understand, and

—	 a multimodal concept of text, which is a combination of two or more modalities, such as written text, 
visual elements and audio.
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INTERNATIONAL STANDARD ISO/IEC 23859:2023(E)

Information technology — User interfaces — 
Requirements and recommendations on making written 
text easy to read and understand

1	 Scope

This document provides requirements and recommendations on all written text so that it is easy to 
read and understand in any user interface, regardless of its format.

This document addresses the process of creation, adaptation and evaluation of written text that is easy 
to read and understand.

This document does not consider devices or transmission mechanisms used to deliver written text. It 
does not provide language-specific guidance.

2	 Normative references

There are no normative references in this document.

3	 Terms and definitions

For the purposes of this document, the following terms and definitions apply.

ISO and IEC maintain terminology databases for use in standardization at the following addresses:

—	 ISO Online browsing platform: available at https://​www​.iso​.org/​obp

—	 IEC Electropedia: available at https://​www​.electropedia​.org/​

3.1	 General terms

3.1.1
easy-to-understand language
any language variety which enhances comprehensibility

Note  1  to  entry:  Easy-to-understand language includes plain language (3.1.2), easy language (3.1.3) and any 
intermediate variety. These varieties share many recommendations, but the extent of comprehensibility is 
different as they address different user needs.

3.1.2
plain language
language variety whose wording, structure and design are so clear that the intended readers can easily 
find what they need, understand what they find and use that information

Note  1  to  entry:  The International Plain Language Federation[2] defines plain language as a communication 
in which wording, structure and design are so clear that the intended readers can easily find what they need, 
understand what they find, and use that information. In this document, plain language is defined as a language 
variety for the reasons expressed in Note 1 to entry 3.1.1.
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3.1.3
easy language
language variety in which a set of recommendations regarding wording, structure, design and 
evaluation (3.3.3) are applied to make information accessible to people with reading comprehension 
difficulties for any reason

Note  1  to  entry:  Easy language is often referred to as “easy-to-read”, but in this document the term “easy 
language” is preferred as it can be applied not only to written content which is read but also to oral or multimodal 
(3.2.4) content.

3.1.4
universal design
design of products, environments, programmes and services to be usable by all people, to the greatest 
extent possible, without the need for adaptation (3.3.2) or specialized design

Note  1  to entry:  Universal design shall not exclude assistive devices for particular groups or persons with 
disabilities where this is needed.

Note 2 to entry: Terms such as universal design, accessible design, design for all, barrier-free design, inclusive 
design and transgenerational design are often used interchangeably with the same meaning.

[SOURCE: United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, Art. Two [17], 
modified[15] — Note 2 to entry has been added]

3.1.5
diverse users
individuals with differing abilities and characteristics or accessibility needs

[SOURCE: ISO/IEC 30071‑1:2019, 3.2.2]

3.2	 Format and modality related terms

3.2.1
audiovisual
combining sound and image

Note 1 to entry: Adapted from ISO 14641:2018, 3.8.

3.2.2
glossary
alphabetical list of words or expressions with their definitions

Note 1 to entry: The definition can also include an example.

Note  2  to entry:  These words or expressions are selected because understanding them is fundamental to 
understanding the content.

3.2.3
gloss
brief explanatory note of a word or expression that is positioned close to the word or expression being 
defined

Note  1  to entry:  These words or expressions are selected because understanding them is fundamental to 
comprehending the content.

Note 2 to entry: A gloss can include an example.

3.2.4
multimodal
combining more than one semiotic mode

Note 1 to entry: Semiotic modes include all forms of verbal content (e.g. written text or audio text) and nonverbal 
content (e.g. images and graphs) in a certain context of use.
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3.2.5
paratextual elements
verbal and graphical elements, including images, that complement a written text in order to enhance 
comprehension

3.3	 Process related terms

3.3.1
creation
process in which a written text is created originally in a way that is easy to read and understand

3.3.2
adaptation
process in which a source written text is changed into a text that is easy to read and understand

3.3.3
evaluation
process to determine whether content is easy to read and understand

Note 1 to entry: This process should be iterative and include not only a technical evaluation by experts but also, 
and most importantly, an evaluation with end users.

3.3.4
procurement
process which creates, manages and fulfils contracts relating to the provision of easy-to-understand 
(3.1.1) written texts

Note 1 to entry: Adapted from ISO 10845-1:2020, 3.24.

4	 Framework

4.1	 Motivation

Written text can be used for various purposes, such as to inform, instruct, educate or entertain readers. 
Written text can be found in many types of content in our society. However, written text is not always 
easy to read or understand.

Reading is generally defined as a complex activity associated with two main processes: decoding and 
language comprehension. Some users can decode written texts but cannot understand its meaning. 
Other users cannot decode the written text but can understand its meaning if provided by alternative 
means.

Decoding and understanding of written text depends on the users’ ability to perceive the written text 
before decoding and language comprehension can take place. Good design makes perception easier, i.e. 
a clear layout with the purpose of making the text easier for the reader.

In daily life, reading sometimes can only seem related to the process of decoding. To highlight the 
importance of both decoding and language comprehension, the term “easy to read and understand” is 
used to refer to any language variety enhancing understanding.

All users, regardless of their differing abilities, should be able to access written text in all types of 
content and in any user interface, regardless of its format. Access can be provided by alternative means. 
Users will not be able to exercise their right to participate in society fully and effectively if they cannot 
access content.

4.2	 Different approaches for providing easy content

Plain language and easy language are two language varieties which enhance comprehensibility.
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