A guide to writing for the web


How to write for the web

An introductory guide by Kevin Telfer 

Intro: writers on writing

“A degree of discipline is not a constraint; it is a liberation. The more clearly we are able to express ourselves, the less room there is for ambiguity”

John Humphrys, journalist

“A scrupulous writer, in every sentence that he writes, will ask himself at least four questions, thus: What am I trying to say? What words will express it? What image or idiom will make it clearer? Is this image fresh enough to have an effect? And he will probably ask himself two more: Could I put it more shortly? Have I said anything that is avoidably ugly?”

George Orwell, novelist and journalist
Lots of people have given lots of advice about writing.  And that can be confusing.  

But actually, you could do a lot worse than to use five of George Orwell’s tips for good writing, from his 1946 essay, Politics and the English Language as the basis for writing for the web. These are:

1.  Never use a long word where a short one will do.

2.  If it is possible to cut a word out, always cut it out.

3.  Never use the passive where you can use the active.

4.  Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word, or a jargon word if you can think of an everyday English equivalent.

5. Break any of these rules sooner than say anything outright barbarous. 

This short guide is a brief introduction to some basic considerations and rules to writing for the internet.

Find out more. Contact me at kevin@kevintelfer.com 

1. Your audiences and how they read

· You need to understand your audience if you are going to write effectively for them.

· Users do not read every word on a web page.

· Web readers want the facts - now.  People don’t have the time to browse through pages and pages of copy.  

· Users scan through pages to try and find the information that they want rather than reading every word.

There are two main elements that influence how most users scan web pages:

· The F-shape - users tend to roughly scan in an F-shape, looking at the top and left navigation as well as looking over the first two paragraphs of copy.  After this, their reading pattern tends to cover the left side of the page only.  

· The fold - The fold is a term borrowed from print journalism.  On the web it refers to where the page begins to scroll vertically.  Everything a user can read before needing to scroll down is termed “above the fold” while everything else is “below the fold”.  Everything above the fold is more likely to be viewed because users don’t need to scroll down to see it.

These factors are the basis of two rules that will improve the impact of your content: 

· Explain your conclusion first, and then provide more detail and explanation so that the reader can delve deeper if they wish.  This is also how good news stories are constructed.

· Use short sub headers to summarise the main points of your copy. The reader can then simply skim-read the sub headings in order to get the gist of the whole page. 

Think about your audience when you write and ask yourself some questions:

· Will they find this useful?  

· Will they understand what you are talking about?  

· Is the language you are using appropriate?

Engage visitors to your web pages with lively, easy-to-read copy and encourage them to visit again and again.  Think about your audience and you should find the right tone of voice for your copy.

2. 
Make an impact straight away

· The best writing – be it a novel, a newspaper article or a piece of web content – gets you interested immediately and then makes you want to carry on reading.  Remember that you have a limited amount of time to engage your audience.

· You therefore need to make your introduction original, attention-grabbing and intriguing for readers.

· Place the most important information first but also include it in a sentence that invites people to read on and find out more.  Use original language and an arresting image or idea to draw people in.

3.
Make it easy for people to understand what you’re saying

· Write your copy in concise, factual sentences of generally no more than 20 words each, using plain English. The Plain English Campaign has a useful guide for how to write in plain English.

· Use the active voice not the passive wherever possible, e.g. instead of: “Several options are being looked at by the government…” write: “The government is looking at several options.”

· Weed out waffly words and phrases that add nothing to your sentences.  For example, very is an overused word and is rarely needed.  Instead of: “It is very difficult to …” just write: “It is difficult to …”  Instead of: “We are currently looking at the budget …” write: “We are looking at the budget …”  Instead of: “It is absolutely essential that we take into consideration … “ write: “We need to consider …”  Instead of: “It is often the case that …” write: “Often …”

· Make sure your audience doesn’t have to re-read a sentence to understand what it means.

· Aim to write approximately 50 per cent of the total content of that you would if you were writing for print. 

· Reading large amounts of text on screen is not physically comfortable. Therefore content within the site should be direct and easy to process.

· Avoid flowery, over-descriptive copy as it requires the reader to make an extra effort to find the information that they are seeking.  

· Structure is also important.  Make one main point per paragraph.  Use headers and bullet points to lay out information in a way that is approachable and easy to read.

4.
Get personal

· The web is considered to be a very personal medium, used by individuals following their own journeys through the internet and trying to achieve their own objectives. 

· Write on-screen copy in an informal and friendly tone, addressed directly to appeal to individual users.  Use personal pronouns like ‘we’ and ‘you.’

5.
Build user journeys

· Web users most often have a specific goal, and want to reach the information that they need to achieve it. 

· Understand the likely objectives of your audience. It means you can build journeys that help them to achieve their goals and ultimately have a positive experience when using your site.  

· Create content that is clear, engaging and compelling which will support users in their journey.
Build journeys using key elements, such as:

· Signposts tell a reader where they are and where they are going to next. Examples include page titles and sub headers. 

· Spotlights are usually advertisements or buttons. They stand out on the page and encourage the reader to take notice and click on them. 

· Calls to action (CTAs) encourage readers to interact with content by directly asking them to do something, for example ‘Register now.’ Often the most effective CTAs also explain the benefit of the action, for example ‘Register now for access to our latest knowledge documents.’ They need to be direct – don’t try to be too polite.

· Hyperlinks are simple text links embedded within the body copy. It’s important to consider the use of hypertext links very carefully as they invite the reader to jump out of the copy and into another section or even a different site. 

6.
Search Engine Optimisation (SEO)

· Make your pages easily searchable by search engines by including certain keywords within your copy. Think about what types of keywords people are likely to enter into search engines to find your content. These words may not necessarily correspond with the words that you might at first think about using in your copy.

Find out more about how to write for the web. Contact me at kevin@kevintelfer.com 

