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Online readers are different 

¤  Our brains are conditioned to skip around while reading online  

¤  We use different parts of the brain when reading online than we 
do when reading print material.  

¤  Online Readers have a very short attention span and diminished 
comprehension. 

“BEST PRACTICES FOR WRITING FOR ONLINE READERS”- Dave 
Copeland 

"Your writing - offline or online - is effective when readers take away 
your message. Writing effectively online doesn't mean that every 
reader reads every single word that you write. It means they can 

quickly and efficiently get the information that is most important to 
them and move on.” " 



F-Shape scanning pattern 

F-Shaped Pattern for Reading Web Content – Jakob Nielsen 
 



Keep Content as concise as possible 

¤  Get to the point 

¤  Edit out unnecessary information 

¤  Use easy-to-understand language* 

¤  Avoid “marketese” or promotional writing, jargon, & acronyms 

¤  Reading online is a visual experience - Utilize white space and 
keep paragraphs short 



Use bulleted lists and highlighted 
keywords to break up heavy content 

¤  Online readers like white space! 

¤  A recent study confirm that online readers fixate longer 
on bulleted lists.  

¤  Highlighting keywords by bolding them or using them as 
hyperlinks to related information will help users find what 
they’re looking for more easily.  



Use headings to break up long 
content 

¤  Remember the F-pattern formation! 

¤  Use informative headings rather than “cute” or “clever” titles 

¤  Users have most likely come to your website with an objective 
in mind. They are scanning for meaningful keywords that will 
lead them in the correct direction. Don’t make them think.  

“When we look at a webpage, we tend to see it not as whole, but 
rather as compartmentalized chunks of information. We tend to 
read in blocks, going directly to items that seem to match what 

we’re actively looking for.” 
“7 Best Practices for Improving your Website’s Usability” -Jacob 

Gube 



Make content scannable 

“Front-load” content: Make the first couple words count! Put the 
most important/newsworthy information in the first sentence or 
heading of a section. 

Because readers scan web pages, picking out individual words and 
sentences, each sentence should be able to stand alone & provide 
information. 

One paragraph: one idea 

¤  Put the most important information first 

¤  Add supporting details 

¤  End with related information 



Attention increases when there is 
more white space 



3x attention time 



Avoid “marketese”& Jargon 

“Promotional language imposes a cognitive burden on users 
who have to spend resources on filtering out the hyperbole to 
get at the facts.”   – How Users Read on the Web 

Examples: 

¤  Libguides,  

¤  “MWDL aggregates the only very best digital collections 
throughout the region! 

 

 



Avoid using Acronyms alone 
¤  Avoid using acronyms alone 

¤  Write out the words and then put the acronym in parentheses e.g., Search Engine 
Optimization (SEO)  

¤  Even if the acronym is thought to be widely understood, many users may not 
be familiar 

ACRONYM GAME 

¤  MWDL 

¤  EMB 

¤  SEO 

¤  QDC 

¤  KC 



Proper use of acronyms 

¤  The Espresso Book Machine (EBM) prints books on 
demand. 

¤  Search Engine Optimization (SEO) improves a website’s 
page rank. 

¤  The Mountain West Digital Library (MWDL) is a central 
search portal for digital collection about the Mountain 
West region.  

¤  The Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 
include  recommendations for making the web 
accessible to a wide variety of users. 



Jakob Nielsen’s Usability Study: How 
Users read the web 







3-2-1 Formula 
When writing longer content, employ the 3-2-1 formula: 

¤  3 Subheads: Informative headings break up blocks of text 

¤  2 Links: Add additional information for readers who would like to read more 
in depth 

¤  1 Graphical element: An image, diagram or something that helps readers 
visually.  

“Whatever you use, make sure it advances the story: don’t just put a photo in 
the post [page] for the sake of posting a photo.”

“Best Practices for Writing for Online Readers” –Dave Copeland 



Inverted pyramid for content 
structure 



Summary 

1.  Keep content as concise as possible. 

2.  Use headings to break up long content. 

3.  Make content scannable. 

4.  Use bulleted lists and highlighted keywords to break up 
heavy content. 

5.  3-2-1 Formula/ Inverted pyramid 
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