
Reading and writing on the Web
How do users read on the Web? They don’t.

People rarely read Web pages word-for-word. Readers scan the page, picking out 
individual words and sentences. In research on how people read Web sites, 79 percent 
of test users always scanned any new page they came across; only 16 percent read a 
page word-for-word. Another study found that users read e-mail newsletters even more 
abruptly than they read Web sites.

As a result, Web pages have to employ scannable text, using:

Highlighted keywords (Hypertext links serve as one form of highlighting; typeface 
variations and color are others.);

Meaningful sub-headings (not “clever” ones);

Bulleted lists;

One idea per paragraph (Users will skip over any additional ideas if they are not 
caught by the first few words in the paragraph.);

The inverted pyramid style of writing which starts with the conclusion; and

Half the word count (or less) than conventional writing. 

Journalists have long written in a style that tells the reader the most important 
kernel of information followed by supporting information, and concluding with more 
general background. On the Web, this style is even more important since we cannot 
always rely on users to scroll to the bottom of the page.

It is important, therefore, that text be kept to short, scannable segments. Reading 
from a computer screen is 25% slower than reading on paper, according to research 
done by Jacob Nielsen. 

Break up content into short segments
State conclusions first and create links to get more detailed information.

Have only one idea per paragraph (with the topic sentence first).

Use frequent headings and sub-headings that are meaningful rather than merely 
clever.

Make text scannable
Create bulleted lists.

Highlight keywords (using hypertext links, typeface variations, color).

Use large, easy-to-read fonts.

Make sure that there is enough contrast between text and background colors.

Avoid using strong shadows or italics (except for large font sizes).

Use headlines and headings
A strong, attractive headline at the top of a page can make the difference between 
the page being read or ignored. Headlines and lower-order headings benefit from 
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being large and high-contrast, so they attract the eye. Once you’ve attracted the 
eye, a headline needs hooks to catch your reader’s attention.

When describing something they can do, describe it in those terms. The 
imperative voice (commanding) is attention-grabbing and helpful, so it should go 
at the front of a phrase. “Get blah here.” “Subscribe to blah.” (Remember, the 
user should be in control, and likes to feel in control.)

Be factual, not cryptic.

Don’t assume you have your audience’s undivided attention. You probably don’t. 
You really have to work to grab someone’s attention online.

Use the active voice.
English grammar uses two ‘voices’: active and passive.
Active voice is when something does something (actively). Passive voice is when 
something is done to something. e.g. “The user clicks the ‘About Us’ link.” is 
active, whereas “The ‘About Us’ link is clicked by the user.” is passive.
Active good, passive bad. This is because passive voice uses slightly more words 
than active, and takes slightly more decoding.

Contributed by: Margaret Petersen, APR, communications consultant







Web writing, 
September 2008 

page 3


