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Why is writing for the web different?

Why is writing for the web different?

 Because reading on the web is different:
—On the EUI website, surfing is goal-oriented: people don’t 

visit your website for fun
—They are there to find certain information or to perform a 

certain task:
 Information about a programme
 Apply for a fellowship
 Contact information of a person or department
 …

Typical: they want it fast—Typical: they want it fast

 Each page should answer a user need
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People don’t read online?

 Of course they do

 But: reading on the web is different: But: reading on the web is different:
—People only start reading once they think they’ve reached 

their ‘destination page’ 
—People scan web copy rather than read it word for word

 Why is this?
—Internet has always been a fast medium
—Google has reinforced the need for speed

Reading on the web is different

 Computer screen versus print: 25% slower

 79% of online readers scan instead of read 79% of online readers scan instead of read

 Most people only read 75% of the page length

 On the average web page, people only read 28% of the 
copy
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Target audience and goal

Target audience and goal

 For every page you write, ask yourself these questions:
—What is the goal of this page? 

What am I trying to achieve with this page?

—Who is this page for?
Who’s interested in the information on this page? 

—Why would people visit this page?
What do they expect to find here? 

—Which questions do these people ask?
Which words do they use? 
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A bit of research goes a long way

 How can you know what people really want? 
And which words they use?
—Frequently asked questions (especially via email)
—Online questionnaire
—Google Insights for Search: 

www.google.com/insights/search/
—…



Writing for the web November 2010

© www.agconsult.be 6

Global English

 Most of your visitors are not native English speakers 
Adapt your writing to accommodate these visitors

 Avoid:
—Words with multiple meanings
—Complex metaphors
—Idioms or expressions non-native readers might not 

understand

Structure
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Structure

 Different page types require a different structure
—Overview pages
—Detail pages

Overview pages

 What is an overview page?
—Every page between the homepage and a detail page

 Purpose of an overview page?
—Get the reader to the right detail page as fast as possible

 2 things are important
—Clear layout

 ‘Content blocks'
 Horizontal harmony improves scannability

—Meaningful links or short, clear copy
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Good overview page with links

Good overview page with short texts
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Good overview page with short texts

These pages don’t offer a good overview

 http://www.eui.eu/About/Alumni/Activities/Index.aspx

 http://www.eui.eu/About/Alumni/Publications/Index.aspx http://www.eui.eu/About/Alumni/Publications/Index.aspx

 http://www.eui.eu/ProgrammesAndFellowships/Index.asp
x
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Detail page

 What is a detail page?
—An end page in the information structure
—A page without underlying pages 

 Purpose of a detail page? 
—Create interest in an event
—Explain how the application procedure works
—…

Detail pages

 1 page = 1 message

 Inverted pyramid Inverted pyramid
—Informative titles and leads (5 W’s)
—Put the most important information first
—1 idea per paragraph
—Put the most important point in the first sentence of the 

paragraph. 
—Structure information in a way that is most convenient for the 

readerreader
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Titles and leads

 Title
—Give information
—Avoid unknown abbreviations, idioms and difficult words
—Use telegram style
—Put the most important word first 
—6 words maximum

 First paragraph
—News, events

E t a info mation  5 W’s Extra information: 5 W’s

—Other pages
 Short summary of what the page is about

—5 lines maximum

Informative titles

The title should make clear 
what an article or page is 
aboutabout.
The first article is about the 
2010 winner of the prize.
The second article is about a 
new prize. There’s no winner 
yet. 
But that’s not clear from the 
titles.
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Informative titles

The title should make clear 
what an article or page is 
aboutabout.
The first title assumes 
everybody knows who Karel De 
Gucht is. That is not the case.
The second title doesn’t 
assume anything. Much better.
Never overestimate your 
audience.

Informative leads

The lead contains answers to the basic questions:
-Who: Frank De Winne
-What: Honorary doctorate 
-When: 17 November 2010
-Where: Ghent University
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Keep leads short: don’t duplicate the page

This is a very long lead. 
It makes you wonder what more the actual page about the book is 
going to tell you. 

Not much apparently. Keep the lead on the previous page short. 
That way, you don’t push exactly the same info on people twice. 



Writing for the web November 2010

© www.agconsult.be 14

Structure for the reader

 Shouldn’t the history of the EUI start with when it was 
founded?
—http://www.eui.eu/About/HistoryofEUI.aspx

 The important information on this page is who won the 
prize this year. Why is that at the end?
—http://www.eui.eu/About/Alumni/News/2010/10-08-

MauroCappellettiPrize.aspx

Scannability
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Make texts easy to scan

 Keep sentences short (max. 15 words)

 Keep paragraphs short (max. 5 sentences) Keep paragraphs short (max. 5 sentences)

 Leave whitespace between paragraphs

 Use bullet lists

 Short pages: subheadings

 Longer pages: subheadings or jump links

Make texts easy to scan

 Make important words stand out:
—Don’t use:

 Cursive
 Capitals
 Colour
 Underlining

—Do use:
 Bold
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Use the CMS settings

 Use the standard settings in the CMS to create subtitles, 
lists, etc

=> Important for users with a visual impairment!

1 idea per paragraph

Every paragraph contains new information. 
Sometimes, that means a paragraph contains only one sentence. 
Thta’s perfectly fine. 
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Use bullet lists

 Don’t write:
What makes us so successful in today's competitive 

i t  i   i  i ti l t t  environment, is our unique organisational structure, 
exceptional people and cutting-edge technologies.

 But write:
What makes us so successful?
- Unique organisational structure
- Exceptional peopleExceptional people
- Cutting-edge technologies 

Use bullet lists

 Don’t write:
The heads of the four departments and the Director of the 
R b t S h  C t  f  Ad d St di    Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies are ex 
officio members of the Research Council.

 But write:
Members by virtue of position:
—Heads of the 4 departments

Director of the Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies—Director of the Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies
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Use bullet lists

Better, but still Better, but still 
not great. 
The title isn’t ideal 
and the order of 
the list doesn’t 
make sense. 

Clear title and logical order.

This is not a good way to present a list
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Use the settings in the CMS to create lists

List of words: no punctuation needed
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List of sentences: use full stops, not semicolons 

Use subheadings to visualise structure
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A text as long as this needs subheadings.
It makes the page easier to scan and more 
appealing to read.

Use jump links to visualise structure

 Jump links are a clickable index at the top of the page 

 They provide fast and easy access to the main areas of  They provide fast and easy access to the main areas of 
the page

 They give the reader an overview of the page content 
without having to scroll
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Why no jump links on these pages?

 http://www.eui.eu/ServicesAndAdmin/AcademicService/Pr
acticalInformation/IDCardsPermitsVisasImports.aspx

 http://www.eui.eu/ServicesAndAdmin/LanguageCentre/Re
gistration/Index.aspx

 http://www.eui.eu/DepartmentsAndCentres/PoliticalAndSo
cialSciences/DoctoralProgramme/GrantInfo.aspx

Underlining is for links only
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Highlight text in bold

Too much bold? Nothings stands out 
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Simplicity

Be brief

 Every word on the page should be there for a reason

Leave outLeave out
—Introductory text
—Unnecessary information/sentences/words
—Other blah blah blah
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Avoid stating the obvious

Unnecessary. Leave it out.

No intros, no excuses

Irrelevant information the reader is not 
interested in. Leave it out.
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No intro’s, no excuses

Unnecessary. Leave it out.

Every word should be there for a reason

Would it be less clear without the N.B.? 
No. 
S  l  i  So leave it out.
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Be brief

 Don’t write:

Its current members are as follows:Its current members are as follows:

 But write:

Current members:

Keep it simple

 Plain language

 No jargon No jargon

 Use abbreviations appropriately

 Simple sentence structure

 Active voice

 Address the reader directly

 Use the imperative for instructions Use the imperative for instructions

 Give examples

 Avoid ‘relative’ time indicators
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Use plain language

Use plain language
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Use abbreviations appropriately

Use abbreviations appropriately
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Keep sentences short and simple

 Don’t write:
Given the multilingual nature of the Institute and world-

id  i ti  t th  d i  l l  h  wide communication at the academic level, researchers 
have the opportunity to learn other languages at the 
Institute Language centre - read more on this service on 
the centre's website. 

 But write:
Researchers can learn other languages at the institute’s Researchers can learn other languages at the institute s 
Language Centre.

Don’t use semicolons. Start a new sentence.
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Use the active voice

 Don’t write:

The following information must be included in the The following information must be included in the 
application for it to be considered complete. 

 But write:

You must include the following information in your 
application. 

Imperative voice for instructions

 Don’t write: 

Applicants should note that the EUI will keep them Applicants should note that the EUI will keep them 
informed by e-mail of all developments in their 
application. Candidates are therefore kindly requested to 
refrain from contacting the Institute to enquire about the 
outcome of their application.



 But write:

Do not contact us to enquire about the outcome of your 
application. We will keep you informed by e-mail of all 
developments in your application. 
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Address the reader directly: say ‘you’

 http://www.eui.eu/About/JobOpportunities/RequestsAndC
omplaints.aspx

Give examples
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Avoid relative time indicators

 Don’t write:

Your login and password will expire next week. Make sure Your login and password will expire next week. Make sure 
to renew them in time.

 But write:

Your login and password are about to expire. 
Renew them before 1 December 2010. 

Links
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Use links the right way

 Avoid meaningless links

 Keep links short Keep links short

 Only link to useful information

 Don’t put a link in the first paragraph of a detail page

 Don’t put too much links in a text but group them at the 
bottom

 Avoid ‘naked’ urls

 Make urls and email addresses clickable

Avoid meaningless links

 Don’t write:

Unsure about your spelling? If you need an online Unsure about your spelling? If you need an online 
dictionary click here.

 But write:

Unsure about your spelling? 
Use an online dictionary.
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Avoid meaningless links

Avoid meaningless links
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Avoid meaningless links

Make links meaningful
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Keep links short

 Don’t write:
Click here for more info on how to submit publications

 But write:
How to submit publications

Don’t link to pages that aren’t useful

 http://www.eui.eu/ServicesAndAdmin/AcademicService/Pr
acticalInformation/HealthAccidentInsuranceResearchersFel
llows.aspx

 http://www.eui.eu/ServicesAndAdmin/AcademicService/D
octoralProgramme/GrantInfo/Index.aspx (Latvia)
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Don’t put a link in the 1st paragraph

Avoid ‘naked’ urls

‘Information about visas’ would have been a Information about visas  would have been a 
much better link.
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Links to non-html files

 When to use non-html files?
—Long texts (over 5 pages)
—Meant to be read offline 

 How to announce links to non-html files? 
—Mention the file format (e.g.: PDF) and size (e.g.: 125 kB, 6 

pages) in the link
—Open the file in the same browser window 
—Use an icon as an extra indication

E.g.:     Application form (PDF, 125 kB, 2 p.)E.g.:     Application form (PDF, 125 kB, 2 p.)

Why PDF?

 http://www.eui.eu/About/Alumni/Publications/Newsletter.
aspx
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Images

Images

 Facts about images 
—Images take up a lot of space
—On most pages, text is more important than images

 Use images only if they are an added value, not as 
decoration
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Why is this image at the top of the page?

 http://www.eui.eu/DepartmentsAndCentres/RobertSchum
anCentre/Research/SummerSchools.aspx

This page needs images
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Images: alt-tag

 Every informative image needs an alt-tag or alt-attribute 
that describes the image

 Purely decorative images can have an empty alt-tag: 
alt=”"

 Limit the number of characters in the alt-tag to 80 (max. 
length braille line)

Informative images

 Brief factual description 

—Don’t write: 
Pict e of the 2009 2010 g ad ation ce emon Picture of the 2009-2010 graduation ceremony

—But write: 
 2009-2010 graduation ceremony
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Text in images/graphic text

 Literal repetition of the words in the image

—Don’t write: 
 Logo

—But write: 
 Education and Culture DG Lifelong Learning Programme

Complex images

 Description above or below the image

oror

 Link to a page with a description

 Examples of complex images:
—Roadmaps
—Charts

P t—Posters
—…
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Correct and up-to-date

Correct and up-to-date

 Spelling mistakes don’t make a good impression

 Double-check copy-paste work Double check copy paste work

 Put information in the right place

 Proofread before you publish

 Better yet: get someone else to proofread
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Revision is a must

 Spend at least 25% of your time revising existing pages 

 Quality trumps quantity: Quality trumps quantity:
—Get rid of pages that are never visited
—Take bad pages offline 
—No content is better than bad content

Double-check copy-paste work 
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Correct and up-to-date

T ti i l  f  l  Testimonials from people 
who graduated over a 
decade ago? 
Are the EUI’s golden 
years in the past?

Puzzling pages

 An empty page? Why is it still there?
—http://www.eui.eu/About/Alumni/Publications/EuropeatLarge.

aspx

 What’s this page about?
—http://www.eui.eu/DepartmentsAndCentres/HistoryAndCiviliz

ation/DoctoralProgramme/Jobmarket.aspx

 What’s library copyright info doing under Electronic 
Resources?

http://www eui eu/Research/Library/ElectronicResources/Cop—http://www.eui.eu/Research/Library/ElectronicResources/Cop
yright.aspx

 Not a lot of dissemination going on here…
—http://www.accept-pluralism.eu/Dissemination/Index.aspx

 …
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Search engine optimisation

Write for search-engines (too)

 A lot of your visitors come via search-engines

 Make sure search-engines can read your pages too Make sure search engines can read your pages too

 Your ranking in Google, Bing, etc depends on it
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Optimise for the right words

 Which words do people type into a search engine if they’re 
looking for the information on a particular page on your 
it ? site? 

 Use the words your visitors use: 
http://www.google.com/insights/search/#

Header tags and meta tags

 Header tags (Google)
—Main page header: h1
—Subheaders: h2, h3, etc

 Meta tags
—Title tag (Google)

 Max. 66 characters
 As few words as possible
 Keyword at the front
 Legible and attractive

U i  f    Unique for every page
—Description tag (Readers)

 Max. 155 characters
 Clear and attractive for readers
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Title-tag and description tag

Links

 Links should contain the keyword

 All links to the same page should be the same All links to the same page should be the same

 Create clusters of related pages 

 Example: miserable failure
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Synonyms 

 Don’t use too many synonyms on one page

 Stick to one word and use the synonym once on the pagey y p g
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Results of good web writing

Writing takes time…

Writer: 10 minutes 10 minutes

Reader: 15 minutes

1.000 readers x 15 minutes

15.000 minutes

Total: 15.010 minutes

Big thank you to Gerry McGovern for these slides: www.gerrymcgovern.com
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… but it’s worth it

Writer: 60 minutes 60 minutes

Reader: 5 minutes

1.000 readers x 5 minutes

5.000 minutes

Total: 5.060 minutes

Big thank you to Gerry McGovern for these slides: www.gerrymcgovern.com

Results of rewriting text for the web

 Reading speed: 180% faster

 Task time: 80% faster Task time: 80% faster

 Memory: 100% better

 Subjective satisfaction: 37% better
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Interesting websites

 www.web-usability-blog.com
Our own blog on web usability and web writing. 
Ri ti  t ffRiveting stuff.

 www.useit.com/papers/webwriting

Usability guru Jakob Nielsen on writing for the web. 

 www.gerrymcgovern.com
Gerry McGovern is a worldwide authority on managing 
web content. 
I t ti  kl  l ttInteresting weekly newsletter.

Contact information

 AGConsult
Europastraat 71
2850 B2850 Boom
Belgium

 Contact:
—Tel: +32 (0)3 293 39 96
—Fax:+32 (0)3 293 00 22
—Mail: els.aerts@agconsult.be
—Twitter: http://twitter com/els aertsTwitter: http://twitter.com/els_aerts


