Crafting Online Content

A summary of the Jeff Herrington Web Writing Workshop

                                                        at NREL August 28, 2002
General Web Writing Tips
· Keep sentences to 20 words or less

· Keep paragraphs short (no longer than 3 short sentences)

· Keep page length to 3-4 short paragraphs

· Get to the point as soon as possible!

· Use bulleted lists

· Use subheads

· Use table of contents where appropriate

· Use typographical elements (large type, boldface, all caps, italics)

· Use powerful words

· Use simple conversational language

· Use active (not passive) voice

· Use words that convey immediacy (where appropriate)

· Break screens into 1-1 ½ screens per topic—think of pages like “index cards,” not “rolls of toilet paper”

· Break large pieces of information into smaller chunks for screen-by-screen viewing.  Always provide a printable version of the information too!  

· When reading paragraphs, look for sentences beginning with “also,” “furthermore,” “however,” and other transitional phrases and make that the beginning of a new paragraph.

· When creating FAQ pages, or similar pages with unique information, all questions should be seen on one page.  When you click on the question that will take you to a new page with just that question and answer. 

· Use short quotes (under two sentences)

· Speak in a factual way—not a promotional way

· Avoid puns/idioms

Homepages Should Have

· Titles/headlines – let readers see what special news/timely content lay deeper in the site

· Document summaries/blurbs – these accompany titles & give more detail to your content

· Navigational buttons – take readers to the regular departments/sections of the site

Effective Web Headlines

· Have a subject and a verb

· Use only present/future tense (visit or will visit, instead of visited)
· Are no more than ten words
Effective Web Blurbs

· Are no more than one or two sentences

· Use the first and second person (you, we, our)

· Explain how the reader will benefit

· Use questions to capture the reader’s curiosity

· Use words to give the reader an advantage (sneak preview, tips, secrets)

· Where possible, use an action item for the reader (download, register)

Effective Buttons and Links

· Are no more than 1-3 words long

· Are very precise and easy to understand

· Can revolve around a verb (review, locate, buy, find, learn, search)

Writing Effective Hyperlinks

· Keep them short and precise, only link the words that reflect what page they will see

· Don’t refer to Web mechanics (don’t use: “click here,” or “research department’s home page”…instead use: “list of research facilities”)

· Write them so it is clear where the links will lead (don’t use: “next,” or “employees”…instead use: “next chapter,” or “employee directory”)

· Only emphasize distinctive links

· Strive for every screen to have in the copy at least one hyperlink leading to some other screen

Eight Great Ways to Limit Sentences to 20 Words or Less

1. Eliminate any words of degree (very, quite, somewhat, pretty)

2. Eliminate unnecessary opening phrases (You know, obviously)

3. Change possessive phrases using “of” to a form using “‘s” (i.e., not: the side effects of this medicine… instead use: the medicine’s side effects)

4. Condense certain familiar phrases when too wordy (i.e., not: in the event of an earthquake… instead use: if an earthquake occurs)

5. Condense the verb when too wordy (i.e., not: held a meeting…instead use: met)

6. Take out unneeded instances of the word “that”
7. Eliminate redundancies (clearly evident, complete fully, just recently)

8. Chop longer sentences into two shorter ones
Five Easy Ways to Change Passive Voice to Active Voice

1. Insert the actor at the beginning of the sentence (i.e., not: the strategy was developed quickly…instead use: our consultants developed the strategy quickly)

2. Move the actor to the beginning of the sentence (i.e., not: the presentation was well-liked by management…instead use: Our management liked the presentation)

3. Shift from third to first or second person (i.e., not: employees should turn in their forms by Friday…instead use: we need your forms by Friday)

4. Drop the form of the verb “to be” (i.e., not: the legislation was passed on the first vote…instead use: the legislation passed on the first vote)

5. Replace the two-word, passive voice verb, with a one-word, active voice verb (i.e., not: the explanation is followed by a summary…instead use: the explanation precedes the summary)

