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Writing for the web 

Today’s Discussion 

• How people read online 

• Writing web-friendly copy 

• Understanding the different digital  
communications tools 

• Example of the same story on multiple channels 

• Group discussion 

• Resources 



“Before thinking about marketing yourself on a 
specific channel or platform, take a long, hard look at 
the channel and ask yourself this very simple 
question: Why are people here? 

    – Mitch Joel, Ctrl Alt Delete 



“This simple act will put consumers first in 
everything that you do and make all the stories that 
you would like to share that much more valuable to 
them. On the other hand, trying to force people on 
Facebook to do what you’d like them to do will be an 
act of futility, frustration and failure.” 

    – Mitch Joel, Ctrl Alt Delete 

 



Write like a reader. 



How people read online 

• They don’t—at least not the way we typically think about 
how people read. 

• People’s attention spans online are very short (roughly  
4 seconds!) and they rarely read web pages word by word. 

• Instead, readers scan the page, picking out individual 
keywords and sentences. 

• Recent studies show 79% of readers scan the page, while 16% 
read the copy word by word. 

 



Eye-tracking studies 

Heat maps indicate users look around a website in an “F-pattern.” Red areas indicate 
where their eyes go first; yellow areas indicate fewer views, followed by blue areas 
which rarely get seen. Grey areas don’t attract any fixations. 



What the F-pattern means 

• People will read the first two 
words of a sentence more often 
than they’ll read the third word. 

• Headlines, sub-heads, paragraphs 
and bullets should start with 
keywords that readers will catch 
when scanning the page. 

• A best practice in web writing  
is to write what you think you 
need, then cut 50%. 









Write web-friendly copy 

• Employ “scanable” tactics. 

• Write short sentences; limit paragraphs to 2-3 sentences. 

• Front-load the important stuff  Start with the content your 
audience needs to know, then provide additional details. 

• Use keywords that clearly explain what the story, section or 
paragraph is about. 

• Use bulleted or numbered lists. 

• Embrace white space to visually separate information. 

• Add pictures, images, graphics or illustrations, if available.  
Always include a brief caption. 

 

 

 



Use plain language 

• For government agencies, writing in plain language is more than 
good customer service, it’s the law. 

• President Obama signed the Plain Writing Act of 2010 that  
requires federal agencies to use “clear communication the public 
can understand and use.” 

• Know your target audience, and write for them. 

• Use pronouns  The reader is “you,” while the organization or 
government agency is “we.” 

• Write in the active voice. “The council proposed the legislation,” not 
“The legislation was proposed by the council.” 

 

 

 





My all-time favorite story 

It was the first day of journalism class, and Sarah’s teacher announced 
the first assignment: 
 

They would write the lead to a newspaper story. 
 

The teacher reeled off the facts: “Kenneth Peters, principal of Beverly 
Hills High School, announced today the entire school faculty will travel 
to Sacramento next Thursday for a training in new teaching methods. 
Among the speakers will be college president Dr. Maynard Hutchins, 
California Governor Pat Brown and anthropologist  Margaret Mead.” 
 

The budding journalists, sitting at their computers, began to peck 
away at the first lead of their careers.  

 



My all-time favorite story 

Sarah and most of the other students 
wrote leads that reorganized the facts  
into a single sentence: 
 

“Governor Pat Brown, Margaret Mead  
and Dr. Maynard Hutchins will address  
Beverly Hills faculty Thursday in Sacramento.  

… blah, blah, blah.” 
 

The teacher scanned all the leads, then paused for a moment. 
 

Finally, she said, “The lead to the story is… 

 



There is no school next Thursday. 



Simple is beautiful. 



Understanding the tools 

• We have lots of tools for connecting  
with constituents. 

• All of these tools are different. 

• Facebook is not Twitter 

• Twitter is not your website 

• Your website is not your newsletter 

• And so on . . .  

• Every tool is different because the audience for every tool is 
different. Know this, leverage this! 



Communication on the go 

* Mobify, 2012 



Welcome to the one-screen world 

• According to a 2012  
Google study, "90% of  
people move between  
devices to accomplish  
a goal, whether that’s  
on smartphones, PCs,  
tablets or TV.” 

• Some say we are living in the “any screen era,” where users 
can do anything on any screen. 

• But if we write like the reader, the only screen that matters 
is the one in front of you right now. 

 



Website copy 

* Vertical Response, 2013 



Blog and newsletter copy 

* Vertical Response, 2013 



Social media copy 

* Vertical Response, 2013 



All our tools are 
different. 



Write for the one screen 



Write for the one screen 



Write for the one screen 



Write for the one screen 



Write for the one screen 



Group discussion 



Group discussion 

There is no school next Thursday. 



Questions? 

Key takeaways: 

• Write like a reader. 

• Attention spans are short online, 
and people scan the page—they 
don’t read it. 

• Write what you think you need, then cut 50%. 

• Employ “scanable” tactics  Short sentences, bulleted 
lists, front-load the important stuff. 

• Remember, the only screen that matters is the one you’re 
looking at right now. 

 



Thank you! 

Derek Belt 

Social Media Specialist, 

King County 

 
Contact me: 

derek.belt@kingcounty.gov 

@derekbelt 

@kcnews 



More resources 

• Letting Go of the Words 
Ginny Redish 

• Made to Stick 
Chip and Dan Heath 

• Don’t Make Me Think 
Steve Krug 

• Content Strategy for the Web  
Kristina Halvorson 

• Usability.gov 

     

 

 


