
 

 

 

District 9800 Marketing Tip # 9 – 
Writing for the Web 

 
 

Say all you have to say in the fewest possible words, 
or your reader will be sure to skip them;  

and in the plainest possible words  
or he will certainly misunderstand them. 

John Ruskin 1819-1900 
 
 

Writers should strive to make every word,  
sentence and paragraph 

CClleeaarr  ++  CCoonncciissee  ++  CCoorrrreecctt  
 
 
This document provides advice to authors who are writing online content.  It is intended as a 
stylistic guide for writers – it is not a technical guide for webmasters.  It is important to 
keep in mind that online delivery words for and against readers.  The typical online reader: 

• is educated 

• speaks English to a high standard 

• views text online 

• is skilled in searching online databases 

• is conditioned to expect quick results 

• is under pressure to find information 
 

Reading Online 

Readers behave differently when viewing information on-screen.  They: 

• scan text, they do not read it 

• skip paragraphs if the first few words do not interest them 

• dislike scrolling 

• become tired quickly 

• read 25% slower than reading from paper 

There is no assumed knowledge.  There is no guarantee that the reader has seen the 
preceding pages, particularly if they located the page using a search engine or link. 
 

Writing for Online Readers 

Before commencing any type of publishing (on-screen or hard copy), as the following 
questions: 

• Who is the audience? 



• Why will they read this document? 

• How will they use this document? 

• Will this document require updates? 

Answers to these questions will help with the structure and design of the document. 
 

Structure 

Always place key information first.  This is true for sections, paragraphs and sentences.  
Use navigation tools such as menus or bookmarks to remove background information from 
the main text and link to it instead. 

Enhance brevity, clarity and scanning by: 

• Reducing the number of words usually used in printed documents 

• Using shorter words 

• Avoiding repetition 

• Using lists 

• Breaking text into manageable chunks 

• Limiting paragraphs to one idea 

• Stating conclusions first 

• Creating meaningful headings 

• Highlighting important information 

• Using diagrams and tables instead of text 
 

Language 

Write in straightforward, simple English.  Use the active voice (eg. ‘Managers must read 
this.’) rather than the passive voice (eg. ‘This must be read by managers.’).  It follows that 
many other writing styles (‘academic’, ‘managerial’, etc.) may confuse readers and obscure 
meaning.  The choice and arrangement of words should be made to write clearly, concisely 
and correctly.  This approach should leave the text with a tone best described as: 

PPoossiittiivvee  ++  PPrrooffeessssiioonnaall  
 
Vocabulary:  Should be as simple and limited as accuracy permits.  Avoid overused and 
meaningless words such as ‘overarching’ and ‘underpinning’.  Such words encourage readers 
to scan past them to search for particular, useful information. 

Jargon and Acronyms:  These are substitutes for long, technical, and complex matters but 
may represent lazy communication.  All acronyms should be spelled out at least once in each 
section.  Online conventions dictate that acronyms should only be used if they are 
universally recognised or appear many times. 

Legalese:  Understand it, translate it, but do not use it.  Although it is a set of rules, resist 
the urge to use legislative conventions.  The writing styles used in legal opinions and 
reporting judgements are inappropriate for an online audience. 

Spelling:  Get this write right!  Use computer spellcheckers, but be aware that the default 
language may need to be changed to Australian English.  Spellcheckers will not pick up on 
misused but correctly spelt words. 

Grammar:  Grammar is too large a topic to be covered here, but it is important to get this 
right.  Source an appropriate guide from any reputable bookstore. 

Punctuation:  If a sentence looks too complex, it probably is, even if it is grammatically 
correct.  Use the active voice, short sentences and bulleted lists to remove the need for 
complex punctuation. 
 



Language is the source of misunderstandings. 

Antoine de Saint-Exupery 1900-1944 
 
 

Style 

Simplicity:  The content should be succinct and accurate.  Where possible, communicate 
using: 

• Bulleted lists 

• Tables and charts 

• Diagrams 

• Pictures 

These provide clarity, increase reading speed and improve comprehension: 

Bulleted Lists:  These are especially use for: 

• Shortening text 

• Listing items 

• Sequencing content 

• Highlighting information 

Titles or Headings:  Create meaningful titles.  Readers depend on these signposts to find 
the information they need.  Bland or misleading headings hinder readers. 

Pacing and Spacing:  Use paragraphing, titles, lists and ‘white space’ to interest readers.  
Don’t expected tired readers to mine unbroken tracts of text for key information.  Text in a 
regular pattern encourages readers to scan past important information.  Format text with 
single-line spacing, a blank line (ie. One return) between headings, paragraphs and any 
object (eg. A table). 

Sentences:  Short and varied sentence lengths make reading easier.  Sentences should 
average 8 to 15 words (or perhaps 6 to 7 words for procedures and instructions).  Using very 
short or very long sentences can make meanings unclear; but a variety of sentence lengths 
can counter boredom and irritating, abrupt rhythms.  If in doubt, be succinct. 

Names and Numbers:  Use with care as names and numbers will frequently change and 
where these are used, regular reviews should be scheduled. 
 

Simplicity is not the goal. It is the by-product of a good idea 
and modest expectations. 

Paul Rand 1997 
 

Bolding, Italics, Underlining, Capitalising 

Bolding:  Bold Text should be used for headings and to (sparingly) highlight words within the 
text.  It should be used instead of colour, if only because it is easier to read in printed form. 

Italics:  Are more difficult to read than plain text, and should be used when necessary and 
not to highlight text.  Some common uses are: 

• Citing Acts of legislation 

• Titles of books, periodicals, plays, poems, music, films, and artworks 

• Foreign words or phrases 

• Scientific names of plans and animals 

• Where quoted text contains it 



Underlining:  Should not be used as it makes text difficult to read and, as the online 
protocol is to underline hyperlinks, it may confuse the reader. 

Capitals:  Capitalise headings, proper nouns and where quoted text contains capitalised 
words.  Don’t use blocks of uppercase text unless your intention is to : 

• ADD EMPHASIS WITH BOLD TEXT THAT SLOWS READING 
 

Colour and Graphics 

Colour:  Colours should be easy to read, both on the screen and when printed in black and 
white.  Very pale or very bright colours should be avoided.   

Tables, Diagrams and Pictures:  ‘Objects’ should be used to improve communication, not 
for decoration.  Use an appropriate title to identify them. 
 

Footnotes 

Do not use footnotes.  All important information should be in the body of text or referenced 
by an appropriate citation or hyperlink.  If people need to know, tell them. 
 

Reviewing 

Always review and rewrite.  Ensure at least one reviewer looks for technical flaws (grammar, 
spelling, layout, etc), and opportunities to improve the structure and content.  Try to 
involve reviewers who are both familiar and unfamiliar with your subject.  Allow time 
between writing and reviewing.  Don’t seek comments, approval, or publishing without first 
reviewing. 
 
 
 
Source: Directorate of Leadership Communications, Version 1.0, August 2007 
 Australian Government, Department of Defence 
 
 


