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Creating WHOI.edu Content

The Basic Tenants of Web Writing

The following concepts are fundamental to creating compelling and useful online content. These concepts are discussed in greater detail throughout this document. 

Audience relevance

WHOI has many different audiences. Make sure that the subject matter of the copy you’ve received (from another source) or that you are creating is appropriate for the needs and interests of the given audience. 

Style and tone

As an extension of audience relevance, copy should be written in a style and tone appropriate for the intended audience. It should be appropriately technical or detailed according to the audience’s familiarity with the subject matter. 

Conciseness

Reading words from a computer screen is not synonymous with reading them from a newspaper or magazine. Be sure to eliminate unnecessary wordiness and strive for minimized, direct language. 

Scan-ability

A downside to reading copy online is the subsequent eye strain that often results when text is overlong and not easy to scan. Be sure to make use of headings and sub-headings, which can guide a reader through web articles and pages. 

Avoid web-specific pitfalls

There are various stylistic treatments (e.g., use of links, italics, underlining, etc.) to be aware of as you write and organize your copy.

Appropriate use and treatment of images

Images and graphics should be used appropriately in order to enliven written content, rather than detract from it or spark confusion. 

Writing for WHOI Audiences

Writing for any audience means keeping their unique interests in mind, as you package the information you need to deliver to them. As you begin writing or editing, consider the following:

· Does the subject matter appeal to the audience? 

· Do the spirit and word choice of the copy reflect WHOI’s values and attributes (i.e., as described in mission and vision statements, annual reports, etc.)?

· Is copy consistent with, and a reinforcement of, other WHOI communications (e.g., mission and vision statements, annual reports, and any brochures or events-related literature sent to this audience)? 

· Is the copy appropriate for an online environment—i.e., concise, results-oriented, and user-focused? 

· Would graphics or images help communicate your message, or bring more life to the story?

Conciseness and Scan-ability

People read less on the Internet because they often don’t know text is there (they don’t scroll, or don’t know how far to scroll, or simply don’t feel like scrolling). Text seems longer because users can’t get an instant “snapshot” of how much there is to absorb, the way they can with a book, brochure, or piece of paper. Eye strain is also a factor. It’s simply not as pleasant to read online as it is to read printed text. 

So how does a writer inspire online users to want to read? And how can you ensure that users will find the information they need quickly, when they do take the time to read? The answer is simply to be as concise as possible, and give readers visual cues that guide their way:

· Condense copy: A general rule is that copy on the web should be about 50% of its paper equivalent.

· Add breaks:  Always look for ways to break text into smaller, digestible chunks—not arbitrarily, but in keeping with logical story and thought flow. 

· Use headings and subheadings: Make use of headings and subheadings (described in detail later in this section) to smooth breaks in copy and guide the reader visually.

· Follow template guidelines: On overview and landing pages, break copy into distinct areas and include highlighted content (or “teaser copy”) that will include links to more details. Highlighted content should be limited to no more than two or three lines of web text (or about 25 words). On detailed pages that require more text, limit copy to 3(5 brief paragraphs. Content length and other issues are described in more detail in the WHOI Web Pages section of this document. 

Condense Copy and Add Breaks

Editing copy for the web, as well as for other media, is part science and part art. It’s important to edit copy down and minimize verbiage, but it’s even more important to keep the original content meaning in tact. General rules to follow for editing and condensing text include:

· Gauge a word count: If your have more copy than space, create a gauge for yourself by identifying the number of words you can realistically fit into the space available. Start your editing from there. 

· Take a layering approach: The web format allows you to layer your content from a top layer page down to deeper layer page(s). So keep the most crucial or compelling parts of a story on the top layer, and reserve the details for the next level (or two) down. 

· Add breaks: Make sure your breaks in copy are not arbitrary.  Identify obvious thought breaks in your content. In some cases you will need to rewrite or move sentences around in order to make the flow smoother and more logical. 

· Use lists and bullet points to call out points that don’t need a more elaborate explanation or treatment.

· Don’t over-edit: Compared your edited content version to the original one you started with. Is the original meaning still clear? If not, work more copy back into your piece. 

Create Compelling, Communicative Headings

Because most users scan text rather than read word-for-word, it follows that users will look to the headings and subheadings immediately above sections of copy, in order to determine if they should read on or not. To make headers on the site as clear as possible, follow these basic guidelines:

· Headings must aptly summarize the text that follows them; understand how the subject being written about will positively affect your audience, and try to convey that concept in the heading. 

· Headings should be short and pithy; use language that is audience-oriented, clear, and powerful to provide the most information in the fewest words.

· Try to organize copy so that the hierarchy of headings and subheadings is no deeper than three levels—after more than three levels, it’s difficult to keep track of how subsections relate to each other and to find design styles to distinguish header types.

Web Writing Dos and Dont’s

This section is meant to assist web writers, editors, and other content developers across various WHOI departments. It offers a broad array of guidelines, aimed at facilitating consistency across various WHOI web pages and avoiding typical web-writing pitfalls.  

Avoid italics

Italics interfere with readability. Use them only for titles or to emphasize a point—but sparingly. 

example

[Don’t: Confusing]

This may seem like a good place to start, but it’s not really appropriate.

[Italics lessen readability, confuse meaning.]

Never underline for emphasis 

So users don’t confuse titles or emphasis with links, use italics for titles and bold or ALL CAPS for emphasis. 

example

[Don’t: Confusing]

If you can want to apply now, start by filling out the necessary forms. 

[Which one is the link?]

[Do: Clarity]

Eager to get started? To apply now, start by filling out the necessary forms.

Use the active voice

The active voice will help make your writing more confident, direct, concise, easy to follow, and interesting to read. This is especially true for instructional copy, where short and clear directions are of the utmost importance. 

example

[Don’t: Passive]

Decisions were made that affected the entire group.

[Who made the decision?]

[Do: Active]

The trustees made decisions that affected the entire group.

[Responsibility for action is taken.]

Use examples where possible 

Specific details are a crucial element of an interesting story. Replace vague phrasing (“yielded impressive results”) with powerful data (“pollution jumped 25% in affected areas”). Images and photos are likewise powerful ways of showing, rather than telling.

Avoid self-referential jargon

Constant references to the medium—the fact that users are at a website, that they’re online, that they use a mouse—are considered “first-generation” references that belie a lack of comfort with Web technology in general. 

example
[Avoid this kind of combo]

“Welcome to WHOI.EDU, our new website. From this page you can get quick information about various WHOI departments, labs, groups, and more. We’ve improved the site itself (with direct links to our website experts). Each site area has its own help and contact buttons to assist you. Everything you need is just a mouse click away!”

Avoid industry jargon

You may want to use the latest buzz terms, but don’t isolate users by assuming they know what these terms mean. If you plan to use acronyms or industry-specific terms, provide brief definitions or explanations the first time they appear.  

example

[Don’t]

The new team of RTIs will hold a picnic this Friday outside of Fenno House.

[Do]

The new team of Red Tide Investigators (RTI) will hold a picnic this Friday outside of Fenno House. 
Use contractions to create a friendly tone

Be conversational and engaging. Unless your goal is to sound extremely formal, use contractions to ensure a more conversational, approachable tone.

example

[Formal]

When you are finished, click the Submit button. We will get back to you as soon as we can. 

[Informal]

When you’re finished, click Submit. We’ll get back to you as soon as we can. 

Avoid overuse of exclamation points

Be friendly and informal—but not to the point of sacrificing professionalism. Overuse of exclamation points quickly erodes an otherwise professional tone. 

example

[Don’t]

WHOI’s scientific data is completely objective! Our credibility is intact!

[Sounds almost desperate]

[Do]

The WHOI name itself implies scientific objectivity. 

[Spoken with confidence]

Use links appropriately

In-page links should generally come at the end of a sentence (or whatever text is required to describe the link or the section the link is linking to). If they appear elsewhere, the message to users is that they don’t have to read what comes next; it’s not important or relevant to understanding what lies behind the link. 

Of course, just because you can link it doesn’t mean you should. Links tell users, “It’s OK to leave your place and go somewhere else now.” In other words, they send the message that users can stop reading and click. When used inappropriately, random in-text linking only confuses users more, usually leading them down labyrinthine paths from which they may never return. 

Make a note of web pages or larger site areas in which an undue number of links are being used or seem necessary in order to guide the user to various places. Most likely it’s the underlying architecture or navigation that needs some tweaking.

Use descriptive links, avoid redundancy 

The link should be able to stand alone and still make sense. It shouldn’t have to rely on the text around it to convey the basic concept behind the link. Creating descriptive links usually requires that the links begin with verbs, but not always. “Click here,” despite beginning with a verb, should be avoided at all costs because it relies on surrounding text for clarification. 
example

[Can’t stand alone]

Lorem ipsum, lorem ipsum, click here, and lorem ipsum. 

 [Can stand alone]

Lorem ipsum, lorem ipsum, lorem ipsum, and access your account. 

Avoid redundant links—especially if they’re phrased differently. Similarly, avoid making two separate links out of the same thought.

example

[Don’t]

We encourage all prospective students to experience our premier off-shore facilities by planning to visit our school.

[If scanning, users may think these are two distinct links. Maybe they are. But if you read the text carefully, they should be the same link—because the text is saying that users WILL experience the facilities BY visiting the school—so how can they go to separate places?]

 [Do]

If you’re a prospective student, the best way to truly experience management excellence is by visiting us. Visit the school>>
Avoid wrapping links

When links are allowed to wrap, users can’t tell where one link begins and another ends.

example

[Don’t]
Quick Links 

Contact

Information

First Year

Students

Transfer Students

Undergraduate

Program

[Each line looks like its own link. Users shouldn’t have to figure that out.]

[Do]

Quick Links 

Contact Information

First Year Students

Transfer Students

Undergraduate Program

Spell consistently 

Whichever way you decide to spell things, spell consistently across all communications. 

Use of Images and Graphics

The use of images and graphics can produce wonderful effects online--bringing a web story to life, and communicate the “real” experience behind a perhaps otherwise dull tale. When used inappropriately, however, they can detract from a story and its meaning, confusing the reader and sending him/her elsewhere.  To avoid such mistakes, keep the following in mind:

Images can be used to…

· Bring attention to what is written in the text:  If an otherwise interesting or key idea, person, or thing has become obfuscated in your copy, use an image of that idea, person or thing to redirect your focus.

· Break up lengthier site copy: If your web copy must run a bit ling, incorporate an appropriate image or graphic to break up the copy—both visually, as well as to offer a break to the reader. Make sure your image choice is in synch with the copy. 

· Illustrate an otherwise complex concept or hard-to-describe object/place: This is the “a picture speaks a thousand words” idea. If your copy is dense, complicated, or concerning a complex idea, incorporate an image that will facilitate the reader’s understanding. 

· Enliven an otherwise flat story or idea: Some important information that you must communicate may simply be a little boring. Add a relevant image or photo to keep your reader engaged. 

Images must also follow some rules…

· Use images that match your copy: There are great images and graphics. And there are ones appropriate for your web copy.  Be sure to use an image or graphic that meets both those criteria. In other words, don’t just use a graphic or image because it looks good—use it because it fits what you’re trying to relate.

· Use captions: Images should have one of two caption types, either one underneath (with an approximate 100 character maximum) or one to the immediate side (with an approximate 150 character maximum). Don’t allow images or graphics to simply float without the context of a caption—otherwise they may be misread or misunderstood. 

· Limit the number: There should be no more than 2 to 3 images per page, as they can overwhelm the content. 

· Check the size: Make sure images are appropriately cropped and sized to fit the amount of space you have available on the web page.
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