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  Preface




  Yahoo! began in 1994 as a hobby—a way for Stanford University PhD candidates Jerry Yang and David Filo to keep track of their personal interests on the Internet. The two

  were so excited by the power of this new medium that they wanted to help others tap into its potential, too. They continued to build their lists of favorite website links, and when those lists

  became long and unwieldy, they broke them into categories, then into subcategories—and the concept behind Yahoo! was born. A substantial, loyal audience grew quickly throughout the Internet

  community.




  I joined Yahoo! in 1995, just as this hobby was becoming a company, to further Yahoo!’s goal of matching people and content. We developed a system of classification and a set of principles

  to describe what people would find on websites, and created categories that we hoped would be intuitively understandable to people searching for specific information The myriad, minute choices we

  made in aggregating and organizing a vast array of content revealed an editorial point of view.




  The mere act of aggregation is creation, and it was in building our website directory that the Yahoo! voice was born. Economy of language has been a cornerstone of the Yahoo! voice and a core

  tenet from our early days. Online audiences expect far more information, in much less space, in far less time, than ever before. Attention spans are short, and every pixel counts.




  To inspire trust in this new medium, we began to develop editorial standards and practices, and we’re happy to share with you what we’ve learned about writing and editing for the

  Web. Elevating content creation to the level of craft benefits everyone on the Web, and clear communication and high editorial standards are important no matter where or why you write.




  Today Yahoo! is one of the most visited Internet destinations in the world, and our focus remains on connecting people to their passions—matching the right content to the right person at

  the right time. As much as ever, we are passionate about helping others realize the potential of the Web to enrich their lives and their communities.




  We hope this guide helps you make the most of your online pursuits.




  

    Srinija Srinivasan




    Yahoo! Editor in Chief




    Sunnyvale, California


  




  
 





  Introduction




  WWW may be an acronym for World Wide Web, but no one could fault you for thinking that it stands for wild, wild West: The Web has grown faster than rules

  and standards can keep pace. For writers and editors, this rapid growth has meant having to rely on style guides that were developed for print publishing, and cobbling together their own site

  guidelines as they went along.




  That certainly was the case at Yahoo!. Yet Yahoo! has been creating content—and discovering what works best on the Web—for more than 15 years. Now we’re sharing what

  we’ve learned.




  The seeds of The Yahoo! Style Guide were planted with Yahoo!’s first style sheet, an in-house reference on how to create content for the website. We added style choices, new words,

  and writing tips as our network expanded and as writers, editors, marketers, programmers, and product managers raised new questions.




  Today our guide is a beacon for all Yahoo! content creators, whether they are bloggers, editors, video producers, reporters, technical writers, marketing professionals, user-experience

  designers, or documentation specialists. This essential resource helps us get our content right. Now—polished and expanded for its public debut—it can help you, too.




  But why, you may be wondering, have we chosen to put all this information about writing for the Web into a book? We’ve done it because people still like to get their information in a

  variety of ways, including print—even though digital media has become central to the way the world communicates. Naturally, this book has a companion website with resources, updates, and even

  more information.




  The challenges of communicating online




  Communicating clearly and concisely is a challenge even for seasoned writers and editors. The English language boasts a rich vocabulary and often-confusing rules that sometimes

  trip us up rather than help us refine and clarify our thoughts. On the page or on the screen, we can’t use vocal tones or facial expressions to give clues about meaning. Except for the

  occasional smiley face [image: ], we rely mainly on text.




  Of course, Web publishing integrates text, audio, video, and images—in one medium. People can blog, tweet, converse, email, play games, write comments, join groups, buy and sell, and even

  edit each other’s contributions. The Web offers a wealth of communication possibilities, but those possibilities also mean more challenges for editors, who must navigate HTML, publishing

  tools, and myriad page elements beyond basic copy.




  So how can you determine the best way to deliver your message on the Web? How can you learn to write for websites and email with clarity and precision, and in a way

  that engages and holds people’s interest? The answers are in this guide.




  In this book, you’ll discover the essentials of online writing and editing, including:




  

    	

      How to write clear, concise text. Write headlines, navigation text, and paragraphs that engage the reader.


    




    	

      How to develop a distinctive voice. Discover the unique personality that will set your site apart, and write copy that expresses it.


    




    	

      How to ensure readability. Write for every reader, whether your words appear on a computer monitor or a mobile device or a laptop half a world away.


    




    	

      How to gauge and ensure accessibility. Understand the guidelines for making your site and its content more usable for the millions of Web users with disabilities.


    




    	

      How to write for global comprehension. Write and edit English for an international audience, and you’ll make your site more comprehensible for all readers.


    




    	

      How to handle basic coding. Explore what’s behind a webpage and get comfortable editing copy that’s marked up with HTML.


    




    	

      How to support search engine optimization through writing. Choose the right words and use them strategically to raise your page ranking with search engines and to bring more people to

      your site.


    




    	

      What to watch out for to minimize legal risks. Learn the basics of U.S. Internet law, including copyright and trademarks.


    


  




  Your go-to guide for writing effective Internet content




  Whether people access the Internet through desktops, laptops, or mobile devices, through RSS readers or email, they consume Web content at a different pace and for different

  reasons than they do books, magazines, or newspapers. People want their online information quickly, and they don’t want to jump hurdles to find it.




  They also want to be able to trust that information. The Web may lend itself to informality and individuality, but factual errors, grammatical errors, misspellings, and other mistakes detract

  from the credibility of websites and, ultimately, brands. You can avoid these pitfalls by consistently applying the best practices of Web writing and editing.




  In The Yahoo! Style Guide, you’ll learn both the broad principles of addressing an online audience and the specifics of effective writing and editing for the Web.




  A look at what’s inside




  We’ve arranged the chapters of The Yahoo! Style Guide to take you from the most basic Web issues to more technical concerns, but the order you read them in is up to you.

  The guide includes some chapters that you’ll want to read from start to finish, and others that you’ll leaf through as a reference.




  The book is divided into six sections:




  

    

      	

        1.


      



      	

        How to write and edit for an online audience


      

    




    

      	

        2.


      



      	

        How to develop content that speaks to all the visitors to your site in an accessible and comprehensible way


      

    




    

      	

        3.


      



      	

        How to create text for a particular medium, be it website, email, or mobile device


      

    




    

      	

        4.


      



      	

        How to get the mechanics right: punctuation, capitalization, numbers, and more


      

    




    

      	

        5.


      



      	

        How to streamline and clean up your copy


      

    




    

      	

        6.


      



      	

        Resources: a word list as well as primers on basic webpage coding, search engine optimization, and U.S. Internet law


      

    


  




  

    Most chapters also include:


  




  

    	

      “Before” and “after” examples that show how to fix problem copy


    




    	

      Explanations that demystify confusing terms and concepts (look for this graphic: [image: ])


    




    	

      Sidebars that deepen your understanding of elements of Web style


    




    	

      Tips that include shortcuts and professional secrets


    




    	

      Exercises or extended examples that give you a chance to see a chapter’s ideas in practice


    


  




  On the book’s companion website at http://styleguide.yahoo.com, you’ll find:




  

    	

      Helpful resources


    




    	

      Updates and other information from Yahoo! editors


    


  




  The Yahoo! Style Guide distills Yahoo!’s 15-plus years of Internet editorial expertise. Just as it has helped us, so it can help you create world-class Web content that brings

  people to your site and keeps them reading.




  Tell us what you think. Contact us at Ask_Edit@yahoo.com.




  

    Chris Barr




    Yahoo! Senior Editorial Director




    Sunnyvale, California
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  Chapter 1




  Write for the Web




  In this chapter




  

    	

      Shape your text for online reading. People read computer screens differently than they do printed materials.


    




    	

      Get to the point. Put the most important information up-front, where readers can find it fast.


    




    	

      Make text easy to scan. Organize your content to help people scan for key words and phrases.


    




    	

      Write for the world. The Web is available around the globe. Will your text be understood in Hong Kong? New Delhi? Rome?


    




    	

      Help people navigate. It’s the designer’s job to create a website that’s easy to use—and it’s the writer’s job to make sure that

      the words support that goal.


    


  




  Anyone can publish on the Web, but not everyone is publishing material that’s ideal for online reading. Enter The Yahoo! Style Guide, your guide to writing and

  editing for the Web.




  People have different expectations when they read online text—most notably, they expect instant gratification, the ability to find what they want on a webpage fast. So as a content

  creator, you must consider your online readers: how much text they can digest, how they scan the screen, how easily they can find and navigate your site, whether they’re viewing your content

  on a large monitor or a tiny phone screen. You can meet their needs and expectations—and secure an audience for your site—by providing clear, organized, easy-to-understand content that

  works well on a variety of devices, not to mention on the Web itself.




  This chapter provides an overview of the basic principles of successful Web writing; the chapters that follow will cover these principles in more depth.




  Shape your text for online reading




  Text that works best on the Web is text that gets to the point fast and that makes it easy for readers to pick out key information. Here’s why.




  Online reading is an experience that’s different from reading text in print. A big part of that difference is physical: For most people, online reading takes

  longer—or feels as though it does.




  
 





  Eye-tracking: Where do readers look first?




  To catch a site visitor’s eye, it helps to know where that eye is likely to look. Eye-tracking studies give us the most likely locations.




  Eye-tracking technology unobtrusively follows a reader’s eye movements as the person views a page. The equipment records on a “gaze map” where the

  person’s eyes roam and where they stop to read. Several gaze maps are then plotted on a “heat map” that highlights the areas where readers looked the most.




  Yahoo! eye-tracking studies reveal a general pattern to the way people browse webpages:




  

    	

      People scan the main sections of a page to determine what it’s about and whether they want to stay longer.


    




    	

      They make decisions about the page in as little as three seconds.


    




    	

      If they decide to stay, they pay the most attention to the content in the top part of the screen.


    


  




  

    [image: ]


  




  This black-and-white rendering of a heat map indicates where visitors’ eyes traveled on a webpage. Here, white space and lighter areas indicate the areas that

  visitors’ eyes spent the most time on. The X’s indicate mouse clicks. (Map generated by Eyetools software; original map generated in full color)




  When people do decide to read a page, their eyes sweep horizontally from left to right, often focusing on a roughly triangular area in the upper-left corner of a

  webpage, or the upper-left corner of the webpage’s main block of content. But this pattern varies depending on a page’s layout and purpose. For example, a person’s eyes will move

  differently over a photo-heavy slideshow, a text-heavy blog, or a page with a two- or three-column layout.




  

    [image: ]


  




  This Yahoo! Finance guide loads important words like “savings” and “budget” in the upper-left corner of the content area. It also includes a numbered

  list of topics above the fold (that is, in the top part of the screen that the site visitor sees before scrolling down) so that people can see right away what the guide covers.




  
 





  A computer screen displays text at a lower resolution, with less detail and sharpness than a printed page, so letters are fuzzier. And many people feel that their eyes tire

  faster reading text on a screen (especially a smaller screen) than reading type on paper.




  Most online readers scan first. According to computer usability expert Jakob Nielsen, “People rarely read Web pages word by word; instead, they scan the page,

  picking out individual words and sentences.”1 Eye-tracking studies, which examine where people’s eyes roam on a webpage, reveal these basic truths about site visitors:




  

    	

      They scan to see whether the content is relevant.


    




    	

      They are more likely to scan the top of the page than the bottom.


    




    	

      They look at headings, boldfaced terms, and images.


    


  




  Scanning requires less brainpower than reading. Concise sentences that convey their point quickly are more likely to grab visitors than long, complex sentences and are more likely to

  entice people to explore further.




  T I P




  Look at your page as if you’re visiting it for the first time, or enlist a friend who’s never seen it before. Where does your eye go first as you try to determine

  the gist of the page? This is the area that should contain the most important words, headlines, links, and other content. Loading relevant words and images in that area helps people quickly

  determine whether your page has the information they need. Often this part of the page is the triangular area in the upper-left corner. See “Eye-tracking: Where do readers

  look first?”




  Get to the point




  Readers assess webpages in an instant. Your content has a few seconds—three or less!—to encourage people to read more, to take action, or to navigate to

  another of your pages. Impatient readers will click the Back button in a hurry or will stop skimming and go to a search box.




  To get to the point fast and keep people on your site, follow these three guidelines for effective online writing:




  

    1. Keep it short.


  




  

    	

      Use short words, short sentences, short paragraphs, bulleted lists, and short pages.


    




    	

      Slim down copy from print sources (a company brochure, for example) to suit the online format.


    


  




  Example




  Before




  Architronixx, founded by an architect, Jay Pogue, an engineer, Barry Beasley, and a sound engineer, Mari DeHart, was a totally new concept in 1981, when it was founded. The

  idea—a firm that merged architecture, structural engineering, and acoustics—was brand-new. Today, Architronixx is still the leader in the field it pioneered almost three decades ago,

  and our buildings have garnered praise from national and international authorities...




  After




  In 1981, Architronixx invented a new concept: buildings that combine innovative architecture, intelligent engineering, and acoustic design. Today, Architronixx is still the

  leader in the field it pioneered almost three decades ago. Learn more about how our designs work. Walk through our award-winning buildings. Read about our founders.




  Learn more about how our designs work.




  Walk through our award-winning buildings.




  Read about our founders.




  

    2. Front-load your content.


  




  

    	

      In general, put the most important content in the upper-left area of the screen. Put other important pieces of information at the top of the page.


    




    	

      Decide what’s most important to communicate, and emphasize it with prominent headings, boldface type, and other visual cues.


    




    	

      Put the most important information at the beginning of headlines, paragraphs, and sentences. Don’t spend time leading up to your point.


    




    	

      Place the most important words at the beginning of page titles, headlines, subheadings, and links. The most important words are typically your keywords, which are the

      words and phrases people may use in search engines when trying to locate your type of content. For information on keyword selection and placement, see Chapter 17,

      “Optimize Your Site for Search Engines.”


    




    	

      Place important but supplemental or tangential material in a secondary position on the page.


    


  




  T I P




  If your content is unavoidably lengthy or complex, consider putting a summary or a bulleted list of topics that the page covers at the top of the page.




  

    3. Keep it simple.


  




  

    	

      Include only one or two ideas per short paragraph.


    




    	

      Choose common words over more difficult ones. Even if more technical or sophisticated language is appropriate for your site, your readers will appreciate simpler language in

      the areas where their eyes are scanning to determine what a page is about.


    


  




  T I P




  Write for a lower reading-comprehension level than you expect many of your readers to have, and you’ll make all your readers happy. To learn how to assess readability, see

  “Test your copy’s readability”




  

    	

      

        Delete fluff. Direct, objective text—not promotional copy—is more helpful to the site visitor, and readers perceive it as more trustworthy. For more about this

        topic, see “Get to the good stuff”


      


    


  




  Example




  Before




  Not only can you indulge in relaxing spa treatments at this newly renovated hotel, but so can your dog. The Paws-and-Relax Resort offers complete individual and customized

  service for people and their canine companions, focusing on deep tissue massage and acupuncture. No other spa packages in the city offer this decadent, pet-friendly deal.




  After




  The newly renovated Paws-and-Relax Resort offers relaxing customized spa treatments for you and your dog.




  Pamper yourself and your pet with deep-tissue massage and acupuncture.




  No other spa package in the city offers this decadent, pet-friendly deal.




  

    Short, simple, and front-loaded: These qualities are Web-writing essentials, whether you’re crafting text for an email or a webpage, whether readers are viewing your copy on a mobile

    device or a desktop computer. As we delve into different types of content, we’ll mention these principles again and again.


  




  Make text easy to scan




  Help people scan for important information by breaking up text into digestible, interesting chunks.




  

    	

      

        Meaningful headlines and subheadings break up a page of text by visually grouping related chunks of information. Avoid overly cute or clever headlines that may confuse or alienate

        visitors. Just say what the section is about. For help with writing compelling headings for the Web, see Chapter 4, “Construct Clear, Compelling Copy.”

        Well-written headings also help search engine optimization (SEO). For details, see Chapter 17.


      


    




    	

      Bulleted lists (like this one) help readers spot important points. “Lists” gives guidelines for creating effective, well-formed lists.


    


  




  Example




  Before




  Everyone loves a picnic, which makes this deluxe picnic basket set the perfect gift. You’ll find it’s fully loaded with plates, glasses, flatware, and napkins for

  four, plus a bread knife, a cutting board, salt and pepper shakers, and a corkscrew. It even comes with a fleece blanket for the family to sit on. Buy it now for only $49.99.




  After




  This deluxe picnic basket set makes the perfect gift. It’s fully loaded with:




  

    	

      

        Plates, glasses, flatware, and napkins for four


      


    




    	

      Bread knife and cutting board


    




    	

      Salt and pepper shakers


    




    	

      Corkscrew


    




    	

      Fleece blanket


    


  




  Buy it now —$49.99




  

    	

      

        Tables organize and make sense of information and add a graphic element to a page.


      


    




    	

      Short paragraphs, with one or just a few related sentences, leave white space on a page and draw attention to key ideas. See “Paragraphs”


    




    	

      Bold text catches the reader’s attention. But be careful not to overuse this effect: Too much bold text is hard to read and obscures the essential

      information.


    




    	

      Pull quotes—particularly important or engaging snippets of your text set off in an eye-catching way—can be used as graphic elements that also underscore key

      points. But beware of fancy formatting: In one study by Nielsen Norman Group, people ignored a key area of a website because the words were in large red text and

      resembled promotional copy.2


    


  




  T I P




  These principles also apply to publishing online versions of printed documents such as brochures, press releases, newsletters, and manuals. Cut, restructure, and rewrite the

  content as necessary so that people can grasp the core message quickly and easily. For more detailed information on writing headings, sentences, and paragraphs that work well on the Web, see

  Chapter 4.




  For more detailed information on writing headings, sentences, and paragraphs that work well on the Web, see Chapter 4.




  Write for the world




  Even though you are writing for a specific audience (see Chapter 2, “Identify Your Audience,” and Chapter 3, “Define Your Voice”), your

  actual audience may have a variety of characteristics you haven’t considered. For example, they may have disabilities that affect how they access and navigate your site; they may also be

  older or younger than you realize, more or less proficient in reading comprehension, and more or less knowledgeable in the subject matter of your site.




  Keep in mind, too, that your site may be viewed in Antarctica or Zambia—virtually anywhere in the world. Your readers may not speak English as their first language. Even native English

  speakers may be American, Australian, British, Canadian, or another nationality.




  The Web is a global, multicultural environment, so write to appeal to the widest possible audience:




  

    	

      

        Keep words and sentences short and simple unless your site specifically targets a sophisticated audience that expects complexity.


      


    




    	

      Use gender-neutral terms whenever possible (for example, firefighter instead of fireman or humankind instead of mankind).


    




    	

      Avoid location-specific references. Writing our country and foreign country and sometimes even us and we automatically alienates readers

      who are not in the same country or interest community as you.


    




    	

      Avoid culture-specific slang or puns. For example, baseball metaphors may not be understood outside the United States.


    


  




  Example




  Before




  The swimwear will be promoted in May by our country’s best-known swimmer. The style has already gained popularity in a number of foreign markets.




  After




  The swimwear will be promoted in May by Australia’s best-known swimmer. The style has already gained popularity in many countries.




  For more instruction on how to make your language accessible and inclusive, see Chapter 5, “Be Inclusive, Write for the World.”




  Test your copy’s readability




  Your readers may include kids, people who don’t speak English as their first language, and busy people who need to decide quickly whether a site is relevant. All of them

  appreciate a clear, straightforward voice based on simple words and sentence structures. That doesn’t mean you need to talk down to your audience; on the contrary, you’re respecting

  your readers by not wasting their time.




  Readability statistics count characters, words, sentences, and paragraphs and tell you the reading level of your writing. Testing readability is easy. Microsoft Word, for

  example, can show you how your copy scores on the Flesch Reading Ease test and the Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level test.




  The Flesch Reading Ease test checks syllables per word and words per sentence. The test rates text on a 100-point scale: The higher the score, the more understandable

  the copy. Aim for a score of 60 or higher.




  The Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level test scores text according to U.S. grade-school levels. For most websites, a sixth- to eighth-grade reading level is appropriate for

  readers who scan. If your audience is younger or less proficient in English, you may want to target a sixth-grade level or lower.




  To test your copy in Microsoft Office Word 2007 for Windows:




  

    

      	

        

          1.


        


      



      	

        

          

            Make sure that your copy of the software is set up to show readability statistics:


          


        


      

    


  




  

    	

      Click the Microsoft Office button, then Word Options.


    




    	

      Click Proofing.


    




    	

      Under When correcting spelling and grammar in Word, check the Check grammar with spelling and Show readability statistics checkboxes. Yahoo.


    


  




  

    

      	

        

          2.


        


      



      	

        

          

            Check the Flesch Reading Ease score and the Flesch- Kincaid Grade Level score:


          


        


      

    


  




  

    	

      Highlight your copy. (If you are checking an entire document, you do not need to highlight the text.)


    




    	

      Click the Review tab. In the Proofing menu, click Spelling and Grammar.


    




    	

      Click No (you do not need to check the rest of the document).


    




    	

      In the pop-up Readability Statistics window, note the scores under Readability.


    


  




  

    [image: ]




    Readability statistics displayed in Microsoft Word


  




  To test your document in Microsoft Office Word 2008 for the Mac:




  

    

      	

        

          1.


        


      



      	

        

          

            Set up your software to show readability statistics:


          


        


      

    


  




  

    	

      From the Word menu in the menu bar, choose Preferences.


    




    	

      Under Authoring and Proofing Tools, click Spelling and Grammar.


    




    	

      Check the Check grammar with spelling and Show readability statistics checkboxes.


    


  




  

    

      	

        

          2.


        


      



      	

        

          

            Check the Flesch Reading Ease score and the Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level score:


          


        


      

    


  




  

    	

      Highlight your copy. (If you are checking an entire document, you do not need to highlight the text.)


    




    	

      From the Tools menu, choose Spelling and Grammar.


    




    	

      After the spelling and grammar check, click No (you do not need to check the rest of the document).


    




    	

      In the pop-up Readability Statistics window, note the scores under Readability.


    


  




  If you are using another version of Microsoft Word, your menu choices may be different.




  Alternatively, you can check the grade level of your text according to the Fry Readability Formula:




  

    

      	

        

          1.


        


      



      	

        

          

            Choose a 100-word sample of text (you may want to try three different samples to get an average).


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        2.


      



      	

        

          

            Count the number of syllables in the 100 words.


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        3.


      



      	

        

          

            Count the number of sentences.


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        4.


      



      	

        

          

            Look at a Fry Readability graph (widely available on the Web). Find the number of syllables in your sample along the horizontal line (x-axis) and the number of

            sentences along the vertical line (y-axis). Where those lines intersect, you’ll see a grade level on the graph.


          


        


      

    


  




  Help people navigate




  Your site’s content includes more than articles and marketing copy: Links, menus, and other site elements are part of the content mix, too. The clearer and more consistent

  the writing, the easier the site will be to use—and usability is key to keeping people on your site.




  Usability refers to how easily site visitors can interact with a site and use it to achieve their goals.




  A site is more usable when it is easy to navigate, meets visitors’ needs and expectations, and provides a satisfying experience.




  Usability depends a lot on a site’s design and underlying technology, but writers and editors can contribute to (or, if they’re not careful, diminish) a site’s usability.




  The following guidelines represent some usability best practices and a few tips for implementing them:




  Make sure that every page orients people to your site and has its own clear navigation.




  Not every visitor will start on your homepage.




  

    	

      

        Provide direction. On every page, make it clear where people are on your site and what they can do next.


      


    




    	

      Keep visitors engaged. Give them a “call to action”: something to do or somewhere to go next on your site. Number pages that appear in a sequence (a multipage article, for

      instance) to indicate where in the sequence a person has landed (for example, page 3 of 12).


    


  




  Write clear links.




  

    	

      

        Label links and buttons so that people know how to print, email, rate a story, comment, and so on.


      


    




    	

      Use descriptive language in link text (text that appears underlined or colored to show that it’s clickable) to communicate what will happen when people click

      it.


    


  




  Example




  Before




  Enter the contest for a chance to win! (The link goes to a page with information about the grand prize, not to a contest entry page. This will

  frustrate readers who expect to enter right away.)




  After




  You could win your dream home. (The link goes to a page with information about the grand prize, as readers will expect.)




  or




  Enter the contest for a chance to win! (The link goes to a contest entry page, just as it suggests.)
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  The instruction “Click here to . . .” is wordy and sounds dated. Action steps—like “Learn more” or “Buy now”—are a better

  choice.




  

    	

      

        When appropriate, confirm people’s actions with messages like “Your bid has been submitted” or “Thank you for your payment.”


      


    


  




  Label everything.




  

    	

      

        Add captions to images, and label the images with alternative text. Alternative text, or alt text, is inserted into the HTML code. Over a slow connection, this text will

        appear in the image’s space before the image loads; it will also enable vision-impaired people using screen readers to hear a description of the image. For best practices regarding alt

        text, see “Alt text and image captions”.


      


    




    	

      Use keyword-rich phrases in titles and captions for videos. The captions enable deaf users to understand the audio portion of your video; the keywords help search engines

      find it. For more on optimizing video for online searches, see “Images and video”.


    




    	

      Label advertisements and advertorials as such so that you don’t mislead readers.


    




    	

      Identify any content provided by site users (for example, message board posts, user reviews, or comments following a story).


    




    	

      Give proper attribution to content provided by third parties.


    


  




  For specific guidelines on writing user-interface text and other copy that orients people on your site, see Chapter 7, “Write Clear User-Interface Text.”




  

    
Ideas in Practice


  




  Example: Rewrite for Web readers




  The passage below for the homepage of a fictional business, The-Blog-Hog, is full of fluff. Read our solution following it to see how we would make this content work for the

  Web.




  Before




  

    Welcome to The-Blog-Hog.com. Why do we call ourselves that? Because we help you root out problems with your content and start hogging site

    traffic. Are you too busy to publish as often as you should? Are you losing your users because you can’t be bothered responding to comments? Are your posts so boring that you couldn’t

    get readers to swallow them if you wrapped those stories in bacon? Well, we’ll help you put some lipstick on that pig, take it to market, make your users squeal like it’s Christmas

    morning, and turn your meek little piglet of a blog into a rip-roaring razorback.


  




  The-Blog-Hog offers professional ghostwriting and coaching services to bloggers. Every blogger needs help with his site sometimes. We’ve

  helped large corporate sites like Smoot-Hawley World Imports, medium-sized blogs like fashionista review Belle in a Handbasket, and even one-person advice blogs. And we can help you, no matter

  whether your blog is personal or professional, big or small, and whatever the subject. We can help you grow your audience, improve your site’s content, and track metrics for the site’s

  performance, including unique users, geotargeting, session duration, and pathway analysis.




  We can coach you in powering up your prose—or we can just write the blogs for you. We can help you set a writing strategy and then execute

  it, including figuring out the right voice for your audience, the optimal frequency and length of posts, subjects that will engage your readers, and angles on those topics that will make readers

  want to return again and again.




  We can also help you improve the features and functionality of your blog to make it more usable. For example: adding photos and videos, links,

  tags, a blogroll, TrackBack links, an archive, feeds, and much, much more.




  Of course, your blog is nothing without an audience; you need to build your community and converse with it. Don’t resort to playing sock

  puppet and commenting on your own posts! We’ll teach you how to get readers to go hog-wild posting comments, how to filter and moderate comments, how to respond, and

  more. We can also help you get the word out and promote your blog.




  Finally, we can help you measure your blog’s performance so you know whether you’re knocking it out of the park. Either we can

  create customized reports for you, or we can show you how to use tools to get the metrics that matter to you.




  After




  

    What is The-Blog-Hog?


  




  The-Blog-Hog offers professional ghostwriting and coaching services to bloggers. Whatever the size and subject of your site, we can help you

  write better blogs, build your community, and measure your blog’s performance.




  How The-Blog-Hog can improve your blog




  The-Blog-Hog can train you to be a better blogger, or we can root out problems with your content and do the work for you. Our services include

  help for:




  Blog writing. Establish a voice that will engage your readers.




  Functionality. Improve your blog’s features and usability.




  Community. Learn how to converse with your community and increase your audience.




  Measuring performance. Track your site’s performance with tools or our customized reports.




  Find out more about us.




  Read about our clients and their success stories.




  Solution notes




  Our sample copy’s central problems were length, redundancy, and a failure to get to the point immediately. It’s supposed to be text for a homepage, so a visitor

  would probably want to know: What does The-Blog-Hog do? Are its services right for me? These two questions should be addressed prominently at the top of the page.




  Instead of calling out The-Blog-Hog’s benefits, the first two paragraphs wasted space on puns, an explanation of the company’s name, a description of clients, and jargon about

  measuring performance that may be esoteric for some readers. Most of that text could be relegated to secondary pages with titles like “About Us” and

  “Success Stories.” Similarly, the last four paragraphs listed many examples that could be moved to subpages about each service.




  Our edit chops down the copy to homepage essentials: a brief introduction to the company’s services, with links to more information. We put the most important information up-front; called

  out the company name and other keywords in headings and links; and stripped self-serving copy, unnecessary words, and culture- and gender-specific phrases. The original copy was 407 words; our

  edited copy is 124 words.




  
 





  Chapter 2




  Identify Your Audience




  In this chapter




  

    	

      Do your research. Find out who your site visitors are and what they need.


    




    	

      Create an audience profile. Use your research data to develop a well-defined model user to represent your target audience.


    




    	

      Check out the competition. Analyze how similar websites are serving their audiences and figure out how you can make your site stand out.


    


  




  Using the right voice to speak to your audience is crucial. First, however, you must be able to answer this question: Who is the audience for your website? (Hint:

  “Everyone” is not the correct answer.)




  People visit websites to find specific information or to perform a task as quickly as possible. If a site doesn’t deliver what they want, the way they want it, they’ll leave faster

  than you can say “gone.” That’s why it’s critical to understand the people who are visiting your site, what they want, what they need, and how they pursue their goals

  online.




  If you ask these questions before you launch, you and your team can shape your site and its content to accommodate your potential audience’s point of view. If your site is already

  online, you may think that you know your audience well, but remember that the Web changes fast. Take time periodically to make sure that you are still addressing your audience’s ever-evolving

  needs.




  T I P




  If your audience, like Yahoo!’s, includes a broad spectrum of people, target the core audience you can serve best.




  Do your research




  Identifying an audience is like making a sketch of someone. You add eye color, nose shape, hairstyle . . . and eventually the face appears.




  Don’t worry about getting the full picture all at once. Start with the questions you can answer definitively, then do your homework to fill in the most important

  missing information. You’ll be surprised at how soon you have drawn a real person: a profile of your target user.




  To get the most complete picture, seek both quantitative and qualitative information.




  

    	

      Quantitative data—such as visitor demographics and the average amount of time a visitor spends on a page—tells you who your users are and what tasks

      they’re performing on your site.


    




    	

      Qualitative information—such as reader comments or answers from surveys and focus groups—tells you why people visit and what they want, need, and expect.

      Qualitative research is especially useful when you don’t have an existing website and want to define your potential audience.
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  Sources for these types of data can include server logs, tools that measure webpage traffic, customer-service feedback, and information from your organization’s marketing

  department. Methods for collecting additional data include onsite polls, user surveys, focus groups, interviews, and eye-tracking studies. See our online Resources page at

  http://styleguide.yahoo.com for tools and services.




  Ask quantitative questions




  Measurable data will give you a solid foundation for understanding your audience. If your site has a marketing department, those colleagues may be able to furnish you with their

  audience research, which will help you refine your own list of questions.




  Demographics and site traffic are often fruitful areas of inquiry, but investigate any audience information that seems relevant. Demographic information—age, gender, profession, and so

  forth—can help you visualize your audience. It may even reveal that your core audience isn’t who you thought it was. For instance, you might adjust your content if you discover that

  your visitors are younger than you expected, that a third of them speak Spanish, or that many are self-employed.




  Questions about demographics might include:




  

    	

      What are your visitors’ ages?


    




    	

      Are they students, retirees, business owners, or part- or full-time employees? If they are employed, what are their jobs, and are those jobs related to your site’s

      subject?


    




    	

      How many of your visitors are female? How many are male?


    




    	

      How much money do they make? What do they spend their discretionary income on?


    




    	

      How much do they spend annually online?


    




    	

      Where do your visitors live? What are their ZIP or postal codes? What percentages are in the same city as you? The same region? The same country?


    




    	

      



      What is their first language? Which languages do they speak and in what percentages?


    




    	

      What are their education levels?


    




    	

      What are their races and ethnicities?


    




    	

      Do members of your audience have disabilities that affect how they access your site? (see Chapter 6, “Make Your Site Accessible to

      Everyone.”)


    




    	

      Do they have political or religious views that may influence how they perceive your site?


    




    	

      Are there any other cultural factors that might affect how they perceive and use your site?
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  A survey is an efficient way to gather demographic data. You can also get such data from Yahoo! Web Analytics (http://web.analytics.yahoo.com) or a for-pay audience measurement

  service—or, if your site requires registration, from registration data. See our online Resources page at http://styleguide.yahoo.com for audience measurement tools.




  Traffic patterns and other sources of quantitative data are also useful. You might want to find answers to questions like these:




  

    	

      How much time do people spend on your site? Do they get in and out as quickly as possible, or do they linger and interact?


    




    	

      Which pages get the most traffic?


    




    	

      Which links are clicked the most?


    


  




  T I P




  Tools such as Yahoo! Web Analytics and Google Analytics provide quantitative data about your site’s users, what paths they took through your pages, how long they spent on

  the site, what words they searched on, and so forth.




  Ask qualitative questions




  Why do people visit your site, and are they satisfied with their experience?




  You can deduce some of your visitors’ objectives by using audience measurement tools and by reading comments and customer feedback. For more complete information, you can conduct

  interviews, surveys, or user testing.




  Questions like the following will help guide an investigation of qualitative information.




  

    	

      What is your audience’s main reason for visiting your site? Possible answers may include:


    


  




  

    

      	

        to read


      



      	

        

          

            to look for a job


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        to buy products


      



      	

        

          

            to learn something


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        to search


      



      	

        

          

            to download or upload files


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        to be entertained


      



      	

        

          

            to read stories


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        to play games


      



      	

        

          

            to watch videos or view photos


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        to do research


      



      	

        

          

            to post an advertisement


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        to blog


      



      	

        

          

            to give feedback


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        to communicate with others


      



      	

        

          

            to see what’s new or upcoming


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        to network (for example, to meet new people, to get a date)


      



      	

        

          

            to share content such as photos, videos, or documents


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        to complete a task (for instance, to back up a hard disk)


      



      	

        

          

            to find information about you or your company


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        to get service or support


      



      	

        

          

            to ask for advice


          


        


      

    


  




  

    	

      

        How well does the site answer your audience’s content needs?


      


    




    	

      What do your visitors find most valuable? Least valuable?


    




    	

      Can people easily find what they want? If not, why not?


    




    	

      What would people add to make the experience better?


    




    	

      Why did people choose this site? How does it benefit them?


    




    	

      Would visitors recommend this site to a friend? Why or why not?


    


  




  Create an audience profile




  When you’ve collected as much visitor information as you can, write an audience profile. Start by summarizing the strongest responses you’ve collected: questions

  that had a clear majority result (for example, perhaps 90 percent of your audience indicated that Web-based email was their top online activity).




  Examples




  

    Average age range: 35–45


  




  60 percent of users are female




  72 percent are employed part- or full-time




  53 percent use the Internet primarily at work




  Top Internet uses: Web-based email, photo sharing, online shopping




  Develop a model user




  Marketers, website designers, and writers sometimes create a character to illustrate who their core audience is. This model user is based on real data and represents the

  majority (or a significant portion) of the audience. Some people even add a photo or an illustration to help them visualize their model user.




  A model user helps you focus. When you’re writing an article, designing a site, or creating a marketing campaign, it’s simpler to concentrate on what will please one person

  than it is to try to account for everyone’s preferences.




  The character sketch of your model user can include whatever information you judge most important. For example:




  

    	

      

        Name (Make one up that suits what you know about the character’s attributes. This is the only element that should be invented; everything else should be based on

        data.)


      


    




    	

      Age


    




    	

      Gender


    




    	

      Education level


    




    	

      Family information


    




    	

      Personal information (What are the user’s hobbies and interests?)


    




    	

      Work information


    




    	

      Technology (How is the user accessing the Web?)


    




    	

      Requirements for assistive technologies, such as screen-reading software for vision-impaired users


    




    	

      Web savvy


    




    	

      Expectations of your site (What does the user want to do? Why did the user choose your site?)


    




    	

      Business or personal goals


    




    	

      Quotes collected from sources like open-answer survey questions, customer-service feedback, or interviews—particularly quotes that add personality to the profile


    


  




  

    Once you have determined the characteristics, write a profile of your model user.


  




  Example




  Name: Jane




  Age: 42




  Gender: Female




  Education: College graduate




  Family information: One child; parents live far away




  Work information: City government administrator




  Technology/Web savvy: Jane accesses the Web on an iMac through a wireless DSL connection. “I use the Web a fair amount, but

  I’m not a technical person, and I don’t quite understand all that I’m doing.”




  Goals/Web uses: Jane first got online to chat. Now she spends time emailing, searching, and checking personal finances. She searches for

  entertainment like movies, music, and travel. She also likes to check the news several times a day, whenever she can: “Since 9/11, I’m a news junkie.”




  Jane passes information to her family and friends about safety issues, such as the latest information about earthquake preparedness or

  car-theft scams. She does most of her communication online by email.




  Jane also spends time sharing photos: She recently uploaded pictures of her son’s soccer game and told her parents, who live thousands of

  miles away, that the photos were available online.




  Jane likes to do research before going on vacation so that she can plan the best trip and get good deals. For her family reunion, she sent

  emails to family members to coordinate their travel plans, including the URLs of some sites plus brief site descriptions.




  

    Your write-up can be a concise list of characteristics or a fuller narrative, whichever level of detail will serve your purpose of writing effectively for your visitors. Use the profile as

    a benchmark when you craft content (see Chapter 3, “Define Your Voice”). Ask yourself: How can I best write my message for “Jane” (or

    “Miguel,” or “Wanda”)? Be sure to share the profile with others who write for the site.
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  A single model user is ideal for keeping your message focused, but some sites—particularly larger ones with a broad, varied audience—can benefit from two or three

  model users.




  Check out the competition




  The best resource for understanding your audience is the audience itself. But it doesn’t hurt to look at how your peers or competitors are catering to their audiences.

  Analyzing the competition’s approach is particularly useful if you’re launching a new site and don’t have an audience to evaluate yet.




  Decide how intensively you want to research the competition. You can simply click through the sites and take notes about what you think works and what doesn’t, or you can conduct user

  testing with people who use your site or the competition’s.




  Use this information to think about how your site can distinguish itself. Are your competitors pursuing the same target audience, or different segments? (What might your

  competitors’ model users look like?) What will make your site stand out to visitors and make them want to return? Can you offer something no other site does? Determine what your competitive

  advantages are, or could be, and play up those benefits when planning your content.




  Researching your competition should be for discovery and comparison only. The decisions you make for your site cannot be based solely or even primarily on what a competitor does. After all, you

  don’t know how your competitor made its choices or whether those choices have been successful. Base your decisions on data that indicates what is right for your site.




  Another way to view your audience: Advertiser metrics




  

    Understanding your site’s current and potential advertisers and their interests may help you as you develop a picture of your audience. For instance, a large advertiser

    of men’s sporting goods may target active men between the ages of 17 and 34. You may find it useful to segment your audience according to the metrics used by this advertiser, such as age

    group, gender, and participation in sports activities, in addition to income level, marital status, and so on.


  




  

    
Ideas in Practice


  




  Exercise: Analyze an audience




  Determining your website’s target audience, developing a model user, and creating a site that meets your audience’s needs can take some practice. One way to practice

  is by doing audience analysis in reverse: Start with a site that’s already developed and see if you can figure out who its audience is.




  In this exercise, study a familiar site to determine its audience and to evaluate how (and how well) that site is addressing its visitors. Then apply what you learn to filling out the portrait

  of your own target audience.




  Follow these steps to identify an audience:




  

    

      	

        

          1.


        


      



      	

        

          

            Pick a favorite site and look for clues about its target audience. Examine a site you’re familiar with—either one that you use on a regular basis or

            a competitor’s site. Be sure to check the site’s About Us or company information page and any FAQs. The “Audience indicators” column in the following chart will

            give you ideas about what kind of information to look for, and we’ve filled in some sample results in the middle column to show what you might find. (For more examples of audience

            characteristics, see the lists of questions under “Ask quantitative questions” on page 18 and “Ask qualitative questions” on page 19.)


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        2.


      



      	

        

          

            Use this sample chart (or one like it) to record your findings, but don’t expect that you’ll uncover information for every indicator. For instance,

            you may not be able to tell whether the site is directed toward men or women, or how comfortable the target audience is with technology. Add rows to the bottom of the chart for any other

            audience indicators.


          


        


      

    


  




  Name and/or URL of the site you’re studying:_________________________________




  

    

      	

        

          Audience indicators


        


      



      	

        

          

            Examples


          


        


      



      	

        

          

            Answers for the site you’re studying


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        Site type


      



      	

        

          

            News, sports, shopping, social, dating, travel, blog, photo sharing, entertainment.


          


        


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Types of content on the site


      



      	

        

          

            Faqs, blogs, articles, audio, video, photos, user-contributed, interactive.


          


        


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Age groups and other cohorts the site appeals to


      



      	

        

          

            Children, teens, students, adults 18–29, adults 30–39, adults 40– 49, adults 50–59, adults 60–69, adults 70 and older, parents with young

            children.


          


        


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Gender the site appeals to


      



      	

        

          

            Male, female, both.


          


        


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Marital status the site is directed toward


      



      	

        

          

            Single, in a relationship, separated or divorced, married, any.


          


        


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Education level the site is directed toward


      



      	

        

          

            Grade school, high school, some college, college, graduate school.


          


        


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Audience’s comfort level with technology and the Web


      



      	

        

          

            New to computers, moderately comfortable, very comfortable, tech savvy.


          


        


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Interests the site speaks to


      



      	

        

          

            Games, sports, politics, entertainment, movies, religion, music, fashion, careers, hobbies, health, travel, cars, pets.


          


        


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Tasks the site helps people complete


      



      	

        

          

            Read, research, socialize, upload, download, comment, blog, share, view, play games, search, rate, learn, pay bills, email, chat, shop.


          


        


      



      	

    




    

      	

        User comments, quotes, forums, and feedback that indicate audience characteristics and preferences


      



      	

        

          

            (Input from site users can also give you clues about education level, comfort with technology, etc.)


          


        


      



      	

    


  




  

    

      	

        

          3.


        


      



      	

        

          

            Create a model-user profile. Using the characteristics you’ve listed, develop a model user for the site you chose for this

            exercise. You can use the elements under “Develop a model user” on page 21. Add as much detail as you feel is necessary, including examples and quotes where appropriate. This

            sample chart includes a few characteristics to focus on.


          


        


      

    


  




  Model-User Profile




  Model-user name:




  Age:




  Gender:




  Education level:




  Marital status:




  Occupation: Interests:




  Business or personal goals:




  1.________________________________________




  2.________________________________________




  3.________________________________________




  

    

      	

        

          4.


        


      



      	

        

          

            Ask yourself: Is the site you’ve just reviewed serving this model user as well as possible? How could it do a better job?


          


        


      

    


  




  
 





  Chapter 3




  Define Your Voice




  In this chapter




  

    	

      Give your site a personality. A strong, unique voice distinguishes your site from others.


    




    	

      Consider the context. Draw on brand identity, your site’s purpose, and audience expectations to shape your voice.


    




    	

      Develop your site’s unique voice. Create a voice chart that will keep your content consistent no matter who creates it.


    




    	

      Translate voice into words. Use vocabulary, grammar, and even the organization of your paragraphs to express your voice.


    


  




  Your voice—whether you are a writer or an artist—expresses your unique style: in words, on the screen, in a video, in a song, or in a photo. On the Web,

  voice is the way your site expresses its distinctive personality and point of view.




  This chapter will guide you in developing a voice for your site that works for Web readers generally and your readers specifically.




  Give your site a personality




  A website’s voice should be apparent in all its elements. This includes graphics, images, layout, typefaces, colors—and, of course, words, whether those words

  make up FAQs, marketing messages, articles, or the site name itself.




  Example




  The Yahoo! name is a good example of how voice is expressed through words and design. One of the meanings of Yahoo! is the acronym’s spelled-out phrase: “Yet

  Another Hierarchical Officious Oracle,” which suggests that the company founders had a sense of humor about their work. But you don’t have to know the acronym’s meaning or even

  the site to get an impression of the company. The name alone—Yahoo!, with that essential exclamation point—sounds friendly and approachable, both qualities of the brand.




  [image: ]




  The logo’s playful, unaligned typeface and purple color reinforce the energy and whimsy of the voice graphically and convey another

  Yahoo! core value: fun. You can practically hear Yahoo! being shouted.




  

    Finding the right voice is essential to connecting with your audience. Voice contributes to a good user experience by giving your pages a consistent “sound,” which enhances

    readability. An effective voice makes people feel at home on your site through content that speaks their language, literally and metaphorically. And it communicates what your site and your brand

    are about.


  




  A compelling voice also gives you a competitive advantage. People visit certain sites simply because they find the content friendlier or more entertaining, interesting, or credible than

  another site’s coverage of the same subjects.




  Example




  Look at the sports coverage of two newspaper sites from the same city—say, the New York Times (www.nytimes.com) and the Daily News (www.nydailynews.com).

  Both write about local teams such as the Yankees and the Jets, but the way they write their stories is significantly different. Compare the headlines, subheadings, and body copy to see how each

  publication expresses its voice.




  Consider the context




  To give your site a personality, first identify the context: your brand identity, your site’s purpose, and your audience’s expectations. Consider all of these as you

  begin to define the characteristics of your voice.




  Your brand




  Your site’s voice communicates the essence of your brand. If your company is a venerable financial services institution, for instance, your content should use words that

  convey trustworthiness, confidence, dependability, continuity, and credibility. Your copy (and the accompanying graphics) shouldn’t seem offhand or whimsical.




  Example




  Before




  At Pinstripe Financial Services, we take a pretty conservative approach to banking your Benjamins, but that doesn’t stop us from finding ways to multiply your money. Plus,

  we’ve got tips that’ll mean more money for you, less money for the Tax Man. Give us a try today—your first consultation’s on us!




  After




  At Pinstripe Financial Services, we take a traditional approach to preserving your wealth, balancing your need to conserve assets with your need to increase them. Our advisers

  can also counsel you on tax strategies. Contact us today for your free consultation.




  Your site’s purpose




  Your site’s voice should always reinforce the site’s purpose. For instance, if the main purpose is to sell, then your content—whether it’s a blog, a

  product description, or a FAQ—should be phrased in a way that helps the reader make a decision or execute a transaction. If the purpose is to provide guidance on a complicated

  topic—technology or green living, for example—then your voice should be informative and straightforward.




  Example




  One purpose of the Yahoo! Green site is to show people how they can make small changes that will add up to a big, positive impact on the environment. This Green Picks blog

  entry3 imparts an idea that can support visitors’ efforts to embrace an Earth-friendly lifestyle. The format is informal and Web-appropriate, and the voice is approachable,

  encouraging, informed, and sympathetic.




  

    [image: ]


  




  T I P




  Before you embark on developing your voice, make sure that you know the purpose of both your brand and your site. Your company’s mission statement is a good place to

  start.




  Your audience




  You know who your readers are and what they expect from your content, your site, and your brand. Make sure your site’s voice speaks specifically and directly to them, in

  their own language.




  Example




  This Yahoo! Music blog appeals to an audience of music lovers. The voice of the blog is knowledgeable, irreverent, rock ’n’ roll.4




  

    [image: ]


  




  Example




  This Yahoo! Sports blog speaks to its target audience: sports fans. The voice is knowledgeable but also familiar—that of a friend who’s making a casual

  observation.5




  

    [image: ]


  




  Same voice, different platform




  So far, we’ve been talking about your voice on the Web. But your voice must be recognizable on any platform and in any format, whether the content is in a cell phone

  browser, an email newsletter, or an automated customer response. (For more on writing for email and newsletters, see Chapter 8. For tips on writing for mobile readers, see

  Chapter 9.)




  Examples




  Here, the same voice is translated for three different messages and platforms. The site sells pet products to pet-obsessed owners, and the

  voice is petcentric, cute, sassy, and fun.




  Blog entry on website




  Fish calm hyperactive dog




  When we met Jumper, he had his nose pressed hard against a tank full of brightly colored tropical fish. Nose prints decorated the glass like

  polka dots, testifying to his devotion. His mom, Bobbie Jones, says nothing calms down her yellow Lab like staring at a tank full of his scaly pals. “Jumper gets to run around outside all

  day,” she explained, “but that doesn’t keep him from going crazy in the house.” On cue, Jumper leaped on her lap and began licking her face. “When we got the fish

  tank,” she laughed, “that did the trick. He’s in love.”




  We’d have to agree. He was back at the tank, eye to eye with a tiny pink and blue tetra.




  Cell phone/RSS reader




  Fish calm hyperactive dog




  How can a few fishy friends keep an overactive Lab quiet for more than 15 minutes? Read on to find out.




  Email




  We’re sorry we dropped the yarn ball on your March 22 order, but we’re glad you let us know. We’ve already reshipped your

  Kitten-Mittens along with a free gift coupon you can use anytime to order treats for you or your pet--it’s on us. Fetch us up on the Web anytime, or give us a whistle at 1-866-XXX-XXXX to

  tell us how we’re doing.




  Develop your site’s unique voice




  You’ve considered your brand, your site’s purpose, and your audience. Your next step is to start sketching a description of a voice that fits all three. Consider

  which qualities you want your voice to convey.




  Choose voice characteristics




  Just as you might describe a friend as quirky, funny, and intelligent, you can also identify the unique qualities of your site’s voice. The following table lists some

  voice characteristics. Choose at least four or five descriptors—culling from this list and brainstorming your own adjectives—that can sum up your site’s intended voice. Jot

  down the adjectives; you’ll use them later to create a voice chart.




  

    

      	

        

          authoritative


        


      



      	

        

          friendly


        


      



      	

        

          quirky


        


      

    




    

      	

        

          brash


        


      



      	

        

          fun


        


      



      	

        

          respectful


        


      

    




    

      	

        

          caring


        


      



      	

        

          humorous


        


      



      	

        

          romantic


        


      

    




    

      	

        

          conservative


        


      



      	

        

          irreverent


        


      



      	

        

          smart


        


      

    




    

      	

        

          conversational


        


      



      	

        

          matter-of-fact


        


      



      	

        

          sympathetic


        


      

    




    

      	

        

          dry


        


      



      	

        

          nostalgic


        


      



      	

        

          trendy


        


      

    




    

      	

        

          edgy


        


      



      	

        

          passionate


        


      



      	

        

          trustworthy


        


      

    




    

      	

        

          enthusiastic


        


      



      	

        

          playful


        


      



      	

        

          unapologetic


        


      

    




    

      	

        

          formal


        


      



      	

        

          professional


        


      



      	

        

          upbeat


        


      

    




    

      	

        

          frank


        


      



      	

        

          provocative


        


      



      	

        

          worldly


        


      

    


  




  Identify enough characteristics to describe your voice fully and make it distinct. If you’re drawing a blank on adjectives, go back to your audience research (see

  Chapter 2, “Identify Your Audience”) and list the characteristics your site visitors would want. Fill in any gaps between their expectations and the voice you’re

  developing.




  Example




  Let’s say your site is a parenting network for your metropolitan area. Your audience research indicates that people want positive,

  straightforward, respectful treatment of topics such as local children’s activities, parenting advice, and local school information.




  Voice characteristics you’ve listed for your site include “playful” and “irreverent.” Consider: Will these

  characteristics clash with audience expectations? Playfulness may not be too far out-of-bounds, but irreverence can come across as the opposite of respectfulness and may not be appreciated if

  parents in your metropolitan area have indicated that they are conservative about childrearing.




  Make your adjectives specific. Many Web publishers characterize their voice as “casual,” but there can be significant differences between the casual voice of

  a personal blog, a celebrity-gossip site, and a women’s health resource. Similarly, most news sites want to sound up-to-the-minute and authoritative, but the creators of an individual news

  site will want to consider how their voice should differ from the competition’s.




  Level of formality




  Will your readers expect your site to be intimate and chatty, professional and formal, or something in between? The Web lends itself to informality and a conversational voice,

  but make sure that you have the right level of familiarity for your audience and for the subject matter.




  Think about your readers: They may accept less-formal grammar, such as contractions and use of the first person (I and we). But will they accept swearing, depictions of violence,

  sexual references, and the like? Do such expressions fit your brand?




  Tone




  Tone is the attitude your site’s voice conveys. For example, a trendy, smart voice can have a tone that is ironic, snarky, enthusiastic, or earnest.




  Consider which tone is appropriate for your audience and your subject matter. Will people understand irony, appreciate humor, expect the text to sound optimistic? Like your voice, your tone

  should match readers’ expectations; it should also be appropriate for the message.




  Example




  Before




  Two weeks before her murder, the woman reported her husband’s behavior to police. Twice she visited the precinct to seek help, only to be turned away both times. Nice job,

  officers—or should we say twice as nice? (Sarcastic, critical tone inappropriate for straightforward news site)




  After




  Two weeks before her murder, the woman reported her husband’s behavior to police. Twice she visited the precinct to seek help, only to be turned away. No doubt many in the

  department are questioning those decisions tonight.




  [image: ] Voice vs. tone




  Voice expresses your site’s basic personality—authoritative, trendy, practical, and so on. Tone expresses the mood or feeling of the

  voice—friendly, angry, annoyed, excited. So a site with a consistent voice might communicate in different tones, depending on the topic at hand.




  Create your own voice chart




  Now that you’ve chosen some descriptors and thought about the right tone and level of formality for your site, you can plot those points on a voice chart. Use the chart to

  make sure that your writing is always on track with your unique voice and not wandering off in another direction.




  Map out your voice with a three-column grid: List your adjectives in the left column, describe those qualities more fully in the middle, and then translate each characteristic

  into practical writing tips. (For more guidance, see “Exercise: Chart your voice characteristics”.)




  Example




  This sample voice chart is for the fictional site BFF (Beauty, Fashion, Fitness), which targets teenage girls who are looking for tips on beauty and health and who want

  to see how their fashion icons are styling themselves.




  

    

      	

        

          Voice characteristic


        


      



      	

        

          

            Description


          


        


      



      	

        

          

            Writing tips


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        

          Trendy


        


      



      	

        

          

            Fresh, buzzy, and in the know.


          


        


      



      	

        

          

            Be a trendsetter: Feel free to use slang and to invent the occasional word. Use the present tense. Update the homepage at least hourly for breaking news, daily for

            features on health and fashion trends. If it’s hot and trendy, girls should find it first on BFF.


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        

          Fun


        


      



      	

        

          

            Playful, feisty, and funny, but never catty or having fun at someone else’s expense.


          


        


      



      	

        

          

            Be lively and colorful. Keep it positive and ageappropriate: 13 and up.


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        

          Enthusiastic


        


      



      	

        

          

            Upbeat, empowered, and as excited about our subjects as our readers are.


          


        


      



      	

        

          

            Be enthusiastic but not giddy or over-the-top. Exclamation points are OK once in a while—use them sparingly.


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        

          Accessible


        


      



      	

        

          

            Friendly, open, stressfree. BFF should sound like a cool big sister or a savvy best friend—smart and knowledgeable but not intimidating.


          


        


      



      	

        

          

            Be casual and conversational. Keep your stories short and simple and the language at about an eighth-grade level. But don’t dumb down or be condescending.


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        

          Inclusive


        


      



      	

        

          

            Everybody’s welcome.


          


        


      



      	

        

          

            Assume that readers are teens and female. You can say “we” in that sense: “We all crave a new dress for summer.” But don’t assume that

            readers share the same race, religion, sexual orientation, or abilities. Also, most of our audience is in the U.S., but 20% is in Canada—don’t exclude those girls. (Avoid

            statements like “We all wish we were old enough


          


        


      

    


  




  

    Share your voice chart with other writers, bloggers, and editors who contribute to your site. Your content may vary somewhat in voice from section to section or from writer to writer, but

    generally contributors should orient their copy to your site’s voice.


  




  Voice variation




  Various areas of your site or different stories on your site may require slight variations in voice. For example, an investors’ report will likely sound more buttoned-down

  than a blog post, and you might address your Japanese clients more formally than your U.S. customers.




  Sites that have more than one purpose can feature variations on the core voice while remaining true to the overall brand. For example, a TV studio with children’s, daytime, and

  Spanish-language divisions may have sites or pages that speak differently to each audience.




  Yahoo!, for instance, is a large network with many sites and audiences. The Yahoo! brand voice aims to be human, current, innovative, simple, friendly, credible, trustworthy, fun, smart, and

  daring. Individual sites within the Yahoo! network may emphasize certain qualities over others.




  Examples




  Each of these three Yahoo! sites employs a different aspect of the Yahoo! voice in its coverage of the 2009 inaugural celebrations for President Barack Obama.




  Shine, a lifestyle site for women, looks at Michelle Obama’s inaugural gown in an approach that’s warm and respectful but also dishy and fun.6




  

    [image: ]


  




  The Yahoo! News blog naturally takes a more serious and comprehensive approach to inauguration coverage, including its story about the gown. The voice

  in this post, “Obama Inauguration: Hits and Misses,” sounds both expert and casual, which is appropriate for Yahoo! and for blogs.7




  

    [image: ]


  




  Finally, the mission of Yahoo!’s Buzz Log editors is to capture the Zeitgeist—what’s fresh, up-to-the-minute, and being searched for right now. The Buzz

  Log’s stories about the inauguration, including this one about searches related to inaugural ball gowns,8 are informed and fresh and provide the links that visitors want.




  

    [image: ]


  




  Translate voice into words




  Now that you have your voice chart, you’re ready to write. Your vocabulary, grammatical choices, and even the organization and rhythm of your paragraphs will all express

  your voice.




  Vocabulary




  Simple words are helpful to less proficient readers and to those who quickly scan your webpage. For the Web (and for other platforms, such as cell phones), use words that

  are short, common, and unlikely to be misread. (To gauge your text’s difficulty, see “Test your copy’s readability”.)




  Example




  Before




  We entertained the notion of holding biweekly meetings at which committee members would introduce and review issues related to the rooftop gardens; however, the idea was

  ultimately discarded.




  After




  We considered holding meetings every two weeks to discuss the rooftop gardens. In the end, we decided that meetings were not the answer.




  Choose words that suit your voice. For example, if your voice is conservative and authoritative, stay away from slang. If “cutting edge” is one of your voice characteristics, feel

  free to choose words that have not yet graced a dictionary’s pages and even to coin new words as your content requires.




  Example




  Before




  Miss G. has apparently separated from her husband of only three months, according to multiple inside sources. The star’s representative denied the report.

  (Unadventurous choice of words for a trendy celebrity-gossip site)




  After




  The inside line is that Miss G. has split with her hubs of only three months. The star’s rep denied the report.




  Sentence structure




  Children first learn basic sentences structured as subject-verb (The dog chews) and subject-verb-object (The dog chews shoes) because these are short and easy to

  understand. Although varying the sentence structure makes for more interesting reading, the simple subject-verb-object is often the best option online. This structure puts the most important

  information—the actor (subject) and the action (verb)—right up-front, which works for visitors at many levels of English comprehension and for those who quickly scan content.




  The degree of formality also influences sentence style. Informal sites can include sentence fragments (which lack subject, verb, or both) and sentences that begin with a conjunction (such as

  and or but). Complete sentences express a more formal attitude.




  Example




  More formal




  The film’s score seemed as if it had been developed for a different movie. It evoked a mood and even a culture totally unrelated to what

  was on the screen. However, the bad score wasn’t the film’s biggest problem. (All full sentences)




  Less formal




  The film’s score seemed like it belonged in a different movie. Totally unrelated moodwise—and even culturewise. But that wasn’t

  the worst of it. (Sentence, sentence fragment, sentence starting with the conjunction “but”)




  

    For more information on sentence structure, see Chapter 4, “Construct Clear, Compelling Copy.”


  




  Organization




  Well-organized webpages help people navigate your site: Short pages with compact paragraphs and lists are ideal, and simple, concise headings help people find what

  they’re looking for. Break subjects into bites that the visitor can understand right away.




  This advice goes for most sites, regardless of voice. But you can also organize your content in a way that expresses your voice, as in these examples for the fictional business Left Coast

  Inn.




  Example




  Before




  A trip to this seaside town wouldn’t be quite as nice without a stay at our top accommodation pick. The Left Coast Inn has only a few rooms

  but serves them all well, and also cooks up amazing breakfasts with home-baked goodies and local organic eggs and milk. Available to guests most of the time—though not on rainy days, of

  course—are a hot tub in a quaint garden setting and a small reading library that includes books on local lore, history, and ecology. Plus, you’re only a short drive or a healthy hike to

  the beach. Dogs are allowed in some rooms for a fee.




  Speaking of the beach, that’s where our favorite restaurant is, too. Don’t miss the Seawall Café, one block up from the state

  beach. It serves just soups, salads, and sandwiches, but everything is fresh, the coffee is good, and the people are friendly.




  After (Organization for a warm, friendly vacation site)




  A trip to this seaside town wouldn’t be complete without a stay at our top choice for accommodations.




  The Left Coast Inn has only a few rooms but serves them all well. Dogs are allowed in some rooms for a fee. And you’re only a short

  drive or a healthy hike to the beach.




  The owner-chef cooks up amazing breakfasts with home-baked goodies and local organic eggs and milk.




  A hot tub in a quaint garden setting is available to guests most of the time—though not on rainy days, of course. On those days,

  try the small reading library that includes books on local lore, history, and ecology.




  Don’t miss our favorite local restaurant, the Seawall Café, located one block up from the state beach. It serves just

  soups, salads, and sandwiches, but everything is fresh, the coffee is good, and the people are friendly.




  After (Organization for a practical, bare-bones travel tips site)




  Accommodations




  The Left Coast Inn is our top pick for this seaside town. It has only a few rooms, so book early. At the inn you’ll enjoy:




  

    	

      Amazing breakfasts with home-baked goodies and local organic eggs and milk


    




    	

      A hot tub in a quaint garden setting


    




    	

      A small reading library with books on local lore, history, and ecology


    




    	

      A good location: You’re only a short drive or a healthy hike to the beach


    


  




  Dogs are allowed in some rooms for a fee.




  Eats




  The Seawall Café, one block up from the state beach, serves just soups, salads, and sandwiches, but everything is fresh, the coffee is

  good, and the people are friendly.




  

    Choose the organization and flow that works for your target audience and subject matter.


  




  Punctuation




  Rules about punctuating abound (see Chapter 10, “Punctuate Proficiently”), but there’s room in the rules to let your voice speak. For

  instance, a gossip site may use ellipses (. . .) for dramatic effect. A less trendy site, such as a bank’s, may consider dashes too casual and avoid them.




  In general, keep punctuation simple: Uncluttered and easy-to-read sentences are best. If you find yourself using comma after comma after comma, try making two

  (or even three) shorter sentences out of that long one. Avoid the overuse of exclamation points or emoticons: Your words should be so clear and strong that they don’t require extra

  emphasis.




  Example




  Before




  Oh, no, not again! Miss G. brought her pup to the awards ceremony! But her fluffy accessory outshone her ensemble. :-P




  After




  Aww, Miss G. brought her puppy to the awards. Her pet: cute. Her dress: hideous.




  T I P




  While you’re watching your exclamation points, watch out for an overuse of “loud” formatting, too. Using too much boldface or italic and employing many

  different font sizes and colors in an attempt to emphasize areas or catch the site visitor’s eye can backfire: People may find your site too distracting and hard to read; they may also

  mistake your content for ads and move on.




  Jargon




  Avoid unnecessary jargon, or specialized or technical terms. Some of your visitors won’t understand what you’re saying. Even those who do may have to slow

  down to get your exact meaning—and Web readers don’t like to slow down.




  Example




  Let’s say you describe your Internet access service like this: “Our broadband service has the fastest pipeline this side of Oahu.

  Sign up today, and you’ll shoot the YouTube at record speeds!”




  Your readers might not understand that pipeline and shoot the tube are surfing references—wave surfing, not Web

  surfing—and might miss that pipeline is a metaphor for the wire or fiber that carries communication signals. You don’t want your audience thinking that you’re selling a

  series of tubes.




  If a technical term is appropriate to your subject (as in the following example), you can include the term with a brief explanation.




  Example




  Before




  At age 2, your child likely participated in parallel play with other children instead of interacting with them. You can expect a change in this

  behavior around age 3, when children begin to notice and take an interest in their peers.




  After




  At age 2, your child probably played alongside other children but did not interact with them—an activity called parallel play. You can

  expect a change in this behavior around age 3, when children begin to notice and take an interest in playing with their peers.




  Voice snapshot: Yahoo! Green




  Environmentalism can be a harsh subject. The icebergs are melting, chemicals in everything could kill us, and the only way to make a real,

  lasting change is to live off-grid in a yurt eating raw food . . . right?




  

    [image: ]


  




  Wrong. The mission of Yahoo! Green is to show a broad, mainstream audience how anyone can make small changes that will add up to create a big,

  positive impact on our environment. Our site is friendly and approachable, not dogmatic or preachy, and our message is encouraging: “You can do this.”




  We want more people to understand how important environmental issues are, so we take time to explain confusing topics.




  

    [image: ]


  




  For example, greenwashing is a trendy term among eco-insiders that generally refers to organizations diverting attention away from their

  practices that harm the environment by drawing attention to their practices that are supposedly proenvironment. But the people in our audience may be just learning about the topic. That’s why

  our site breaks down the jargon into straightforward language that doesn’t talk down to them and suggests simple actions they can take to implement change in everyday life.




  —Trystan L. Bass, senior editor and Yahoo! Green contributor




  

    Naturally, there are times when only insider terminology will do—for example, when you’re serving a particular type of customer, or when simplifying or

    substituting words leads to inaccuracy. In these cases, make sure that you’re using the words correctly and consistently and that you explain them quickly in the text. Read “Junk the

    jargon” on page 308 for tips on when jargon may be appropriate and for ways to identify and eliminate it when it’s not.


  




  Culture-specific references




  When it comes to informal language, it’s critical to know your readers. By default—but especially if you have a large, varied readership—your language

  should have mass appeal. Be careful with slang, clichés, and other references that are specific to one group, region, or culture. For instance, readers outside the United States (and

  even some U.S. residents) might not understand a baseballderived reference like “batting a thousand.”




  Example




  Before




  The start-up has some great software but has put a big goose egg on the board as far as profits go. If the owners want to get out of the bush

  leagues and make it to the big IPO show, they’ll have to show investors that they know how to grow the business. (“Goose egg,” “bush leagues,” and “big

  show” are all baseball slang, and “IPO,” a term that the audience might or might not understand, refers to “initial public offering,” when a private company begins to

  sell stock to the public.)




  After




  The start-up has some great software but isn’t profitable yet. If the owners want the company to become publicly traded, they’ll have

  to show investors that they know how to build the business.




  

    On the other hand, if you’re purposely targeting a narrow segment, such references might be appropriate and appealing. A site for fans of the local high school basketball team, for

    instance, might feel cozier if it included basketball slang, local cheers, player nicknames, and so on.


  




  For more information on using language accessible to a worldwide audience, see Chapter 5, “Be Inclusive, Write for the World.”




  Wordplay




  Techniques such as metaphor, simile, alliteration, rhyme, and repetition can be an elegant way to make a point, to grab attention, to make your message memorable, and to help

  readers see something in a new way. However, be certain that your readers will understand an expression so that you’re enhancing, not obscuring, the meaning.




  Example




  Before




  The governor’s new proposal was about as well-received as a foie gras concession at a PETA rally. (Obscure reference: Will readers

  understand it?)




  After




  The governor’s new proposal was about as well-received as beef stew at a vegetarian potluck.




  

    Whatever rhetorical device you choose, use it to reinforce your message, not to be cute or to show off.


  




  

    Ideas in Practice


  




  Exercise: Chart your voice characteristics




  Have you ever visited a website where the user comments were more interesting than the content? That site probably lacked a distinct voice.




  Every FAQ and Contact Us page doesn’t need to be a work of art, but every page should speak with the site’s voice. In this exercise, you’ll create a voice

  chart: a detailed description of how your site should sound. When you’ve finished describing your voice characteristics, spread the word. Give each of your site’s content creators a

  copy, and ask them to use it. This chart will help writers see when they’re straying from the site’s voice and can be especially helpful for new writers who may not be familiar with

  your site.




  To create your chart:




  

    

      	

        

          1.


        


      



      	

        

          

            Fill in your site name, a few key audience attributes (see Chapter 2), and brand attributes (if you have a marketing department that has outlined

            them).


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        2.


      



      	

        

          

            List at least 5 one-word adjectives that describe your site’s core qualities. You may need more adjectives to define your voice

            thoroughly, but choose fewer than 10 total. (see “Choose voice characteristics” for suggestions.) Enter each adjective under “Voice

            characteristic” in the chart.


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        3.


      



      	

        

          

            Put your chosen adjectives in context—write a fuller description of what each word means with respect to your site and its style.


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        4.


      



      	

        

          

            Get specific in the Do’s and Don’ts columns about techniques and strategies (see “Translate voice into words”). Include

            sample phrases and sentences that illuminate your point. For the don’ts, it may help to think about elements of your competition’s style that you don’t want to

            emulate.
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Reality Flashback: Lady Gaga On 'SYTYCD'

Posted Sun Mar 15, 2009 5:07pm PDT by Lyndsey Parker in Realty Rocks
Last year, I praised a "So You Think You Can Dance" results-show
performance by a then relatively unknown pop diva named Lady

Gaga I was going positively gaga for this albino-wigged, Krystle

houlder-padded, Jane Fonda-leotarded, lightning-
boll faced, LCD-spectacled show-woman, and 1 predicted big
things for her.
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What'’s wasting energy in your home right now
Agentle reminder to get up from your computer and go unplug
appliances you're not using. >>Where to look
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Readability Statistics.
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