Guidelines for Writing Web Content

Summary 

Most web users scan pages for relevant information and will miss out anything that is buried deep in an article if sympathetic use of style and layout are not used. Used as a starting point, these guidelines provide some fundamental techniques for creating accessible written web content by making articles simpler to navigate, understand and extract relevant information. 
How users read web content

Before we look at how to write for the web it helps to understand how web content is actually read.  

If we divide up higher and lower literacy groups it is typically said of higher literacy users:


Web content is rarely read word for word. Instead most users scan text looking for 
keywords and points of interest. This process indicates whether to read deeper into 
the text or to move on to another article, page or web site. 


This scanning of web content is derived from 2 factors: 

· The volume of articles published on any given topic means that web users will not spend a lot of time on a web page, searching for content that is not easily found. 

· It is uncomfortable to read web content on an electronic display for long periods of time meaning articles need to be focused and concise.

Lower Literacy users however do not scan so will spend more time having to read through text to find relevant content. This can result in areas on a page being easily overlooked, difficulty in returning to the point left from before scrolling and pages being abandoned if content is not readily available. 

How to write for the web

Web content should be designed to be easily scanned and simple to navigate in both style and layout. 

3 fundamental targets should be achieved:

· To write clearly and concisely.

· To provide the user with enough information at the outset to judge whether the article is of relevance.

· To set the style and layout so that the text is easy to navigate for the different literacy levels.  

Key points to note are:

· Headings and subheadings should clearly explain their contents.

· An Objective Concise writing style should be used. 

· Place Important information or conclusion at the start of the article or paragraph.

· Highlight key words. 

· Clearly defined sections.
Written content Style

Headings and subheadings need to clearly explain their contents. This helps users navigate the page to focus on areas of particular interest.

An Objective Concise writing style should be used that quickly concludes ideas and uses words and phrases typical of the subject. Articles should be written sympathetically assuming no specialist knowledge. 

Words and phrases typical of what a user would enter in a search engine should be included to help the user locate the article from search engine results.

Articles should have credibility. Users will spend more time on an article which they find to be trustworthy. Together with an objective and concise style, factual information and relevant external links can give extra creditability to an article. 

As a guide, it is suggested web articles be 50% the size of their printed text equivalents.

Provide the most important information or conclusion at the start of the article, referred to as the ‘Inverse Pyramid’ style, leading to secondary or supplementary information, or the argument deeper into the article. 

Apply the ‘Inverse Pyramid’ writing style to each paragraph. 

Only use 1 idea in each paragraph. As users often scan only the start of each paragraph, important information can easily be overlooked.

Key words relevant to the article can be highlighted. They aide scanning, therefore should also be recognisable to users unfamiliar in the subject area.

Relevant link phrases offer the same advantages as ‘Highlighted key words’ (above) as well as being defined as a World Wide Web Consortium (W.3.C.) accessibility recommendation - Clearly identify the target of each link. Link text should be meaningful enough to make sense when read out of context. 

Use numerals instead of words. ‘9’ will have more impact than ‘nine’.

Web content Layout

· Sections should be clearly defined.

· Headings and subheadings direct our attention so need to be clearly visible and use relevant, descriptive keywords

· The articles content should be in a logical order.
· Paragraphs need to be a manageable size.

· Left aligned text is the easiest style to read

· Bulleted lists, when not over used, clearly identify content. Information in bulleted lists should convey importance and relevance within the article. 

