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 Other Responses 
Sometimes, no matter how much we know and prepare,  

 

Back to basics 

Yes, there are some similarities between writing 
for the web and writing for print; both forms of 
writing should be engaging to the reader, well-
structured and have an overall beginning, 
middle and end.  But beyond that, there are a 
number of distinct and important differences 
between reader who are browsing the web for 
news and other content, and those who settle 
down with a physical book or magazine.  
Addressing these differences require a very 
different set of skills, not only in the style of 
writing, but also in understanding the 
differences between the online reader and the 
printed reader.  

Here are 8 important differences that you 
should understand: 

1. The Hook 

Whenever we read a blog or article online, 
there are links to a multitude of other pieces 
competing for our attention, just a click away.  

The chances are that most people won’t finish 
what they read on the Internet. So this means 
you need to get the reader’s attention at the 
get-go – the ‘hook’ has to come at the very 
beginning.  Deciding on your hook at the very 
outset will help to shape the rest of the article – 

the killer headline, brilliant introduction, superb 
main copy, persuasive summary and a clear 
call to action that readers can respond to.  
 

In contrast, when we read a printed article, we 
have made a significantly larger investment in 
effort, time, and probably money to select an 
article so are generally prepared to spend more 
time reading it.  So even if printed articles take 
a few paragraphs before getting to the nub of 
the matter, we, the reader, are less likely to just 
flip the page and move on in the same way we 
do with online content.  Web users often don’t 
have time to read through a whole article so lay 
out the most important points from the 
beginning, so they know whether or not they 
will want to keep reading. 

2. The Headline 
The headline is the most important part of any 
piece of writing - whether it is online or for print.  
Without a good headline the rest will not be 
read; the right headline will leave your reader 
hungry to find out more.   We all lead busy lives 
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and readers will often use the headline to judge 
whether the blog or article is worth their time to 
read on.  It's the headline's job to entice, 
engage and capture the reader’s attention. 
Does it interest them, intrigue them or amuse 
them or can it be ignored?  The headline gives 
us our one chance to draw the reader in.  There 
is no going back and the rest of your article, no 
matter how brilliant, entertaining and 
informative it is, will never be read. 
In print, headlines tend to be shorter and are 
often accompanied by a photo and/or 
subheading that provides context. More 
important headlines are often also bigger, so 
readers are naturally drawn to those stories 
first.  On the web, headlines are generally 
longer because they must be able to catch a 
reader’s attention and convey the point of the 
article at the outset.  They also need to sum up 
the article’s content accurately and use the right 
keywords and phrases so that it becomes more 
‘searchable’ online. 
Whether for print or the web, there are five 
golden rules of headlines: 
• It must be clear – the headline has to be clear 

and say what the rest of the article is about. 

• It must be relevant – the headline must be 

relevant to the introduction and the rest of the 

article otherwise you will lose the reader as soon 

as they see any discrepancy. 

• It must be focused - if you focus your headline 

on one specific group then they will love it and 

hang on your every word. This will also help it be 

more relevant to them. 

• It must be lean - a waffle-filled, wordy headline 

will not be read. Keep it short and to the point. 

• It must be exciting – use the headline to excite, 

amuse and ignite your readers curiosity.  

3. The Structure 
Print readers tend to follow a more structured 
reading pattern, starting with the introduction 
and moving on to the main body and 
conclusion.  research shows that 79% of web 
users scan rather than read word for 
word. Also, eye tracking studies have also 
shown that when reading print, a person’s eyes 
move from left to right. But on the web, people’s 
eyes start at the centre of the page and move 
to the right. 
This means is  web content needs to be 
structured quite differently. Online articles tend 
to be shorter overall, with shorter sentences in 
shorter paragraphs.  Subheadings, bullet points 
and numbered lists should be used to make the 
text more visually appealing and easier to scan. 
In summary, web writing is all about scannable 
text, using: 

• highlighted keywords (hypertext links serve 

as one form of highlighting; typeface 

variations and colour are others) 

• meaningful sub-headings (not "clever" ones) 

• bulleted lists 

• one idea per paragraph  
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• the inverted pyramid style, starting with the 

conclusion 

• half the word count (or less) than 

conventional writing 

 
4. The Length 
Web readers don’t read. They skim, read 
headlines, and then look around to see if they 
can find anything more interesting.  While many 
of us spend a great deal of our daily lives in 
front of our computer screens, we rarely focus 
on a single article for more than a few minutes.   
Research also shows that reading on a 
computer screen can slow readers down by up 
to 30%, and web users also experience visual 
fatigue more quickly.  That’s why the vast 
majority of what’s written for the Internet is 
under 1,000 words.  
Reading multi-page articles online can be 
frustrating but reading longer articles in print 
tends to be easier and more enjoyable.  So, 
keeping online articles short, sharp and to the 
point will maximise the chances of getting your 
work read and your messages heard.  
 

5. The Tone 

Regardless of whether you’re writing for web or 

print, the tone of your writing needs to be 

matched to your audience and the purpose of the 

piece. For example, an online white paper will 

require a much different tone than an internal 

company newsletter. But in general, print writing 

tends to be more rigid than web writing since 

online readers prefer informal writing styles 

combined with elements of the writer’s 

personality. 

 
6. The Links 
In short, web content has links, while print 
content doesn’t. 
Adding links in web content is a great way to 
include calls to action.  We can use them to 
encourage readers to sign up to an offer, 
subscribe to a newsletter, download a fact 
sheet, contact the organisation.  And we can 
use links to build these actions into the story 
lead, picture captions and footnotes. 
This difference makes online writing easier in 
some ways, because rather than going into 
great detail about something that provides 
context or adds value to your story, you can 
simply make a brief mention of it and then 
include the link, allowing readers to decide for 
themselves how much detail they want or need. 

7. The Sourcing 

The sourcing requirements for printed articles 
are often very rigorous and requires time, effort 
and focus. Yet online, authors are commonly 
allowed—and even expected—to exert their 
own authority. And even when they cannot 
claim to be experts, many bloggers use their 



 

 

 
Resource Title: Subtitle 

Speak Out and bridge the gap 
between farming and the public 

The project has received funding from the European 
Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation 
programme under agreement No. 727284. 

inexperience as a way to write from the 
perspective of ‘a novice’.     

Again, this comes down to speed. Online 
writing has such different sourcing standards 
than print because it’s much easier to hyperlink 
to source material instead of explicitly 
attributing and fact-checking information. 

8. The Accountability 

There’s an interesting distinction between 
sourcing and accountability with online articles.   
Digital writers are expected to be their own 
authority, with their readers noting any errors in 
‘real’ time in the comments section.   In contrast 
to print articles where any spurious claims are 
dealt with by editors either publishing a reader’s 
letter rebutting it or printing a retraction in the 
next edition.  

Of course, online readers are able to engage 
with print writers over social media, but online 
readers can comment on the writer’s work just 
below the article itself, where their opinions are 
much harder to ignore.  

Final words  

Good writers will always be good writers 
regardless of whether they are writing for print 
or online.   But knowing the differences in style, 

tone and format between the two will help us 
become great writers.  There’s definitely a 
place for both. Understand the basic points of 
both and analyse them for your situation. If you 
feel that print writing is more better for you, go 
for it. And vice versa for web writing: go for 
it.   Both are hard and both are easy. It depends 
on you, the writer. Your niche, your expertise, 
your gut instinct.   Regardless of the medium 
you choose, enjoy your writing and strive to 
improve.  


