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Content structure
   



Informavore
Cognitive psychologists: Humans hunt for information 
the same way animals hunt for food.
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Information scent
Humans follow 
an online scent 
trail of words and 
images.

#ACESboot18 @tschmedding @nickjungman



Foraging theory
A consumer will 
move on when 
the gains it can 
expect from 
leaving outweigh 
the gains it can 
expect from 
staying.
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The science
The internet is 
rewiring our brains 
so we read faster and 
less thoroughly.
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The Internet is an 
interruption system. It 
seizes our attention 
only to scramble it.

Author Nicholas Carr: The Web 
Shatters Focus, Rewires Brains

 



The science
More are reading to 
find information, 
which means more 
skimming and 
scanning
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The science
People read slower, 
less accurately and 
less comprehensively 
on screens than on 
paper.
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“Text is a tangible part of the 
physical world we inhabit. The 
brain essentially regards 
letters as physical objects 
because it does not really 
have another way of 
understanding them.”

Scientific American



The science
People find it difficult 
to simultaneously 
juggle information 
and tasks.
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The science
Magic #7: Most 
adults can store 
between 5 and 9 
items in their 
short-term memory.
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The science
• Only 16% of people 
read word for word

• Scanners miss 
secondary ideas

• Promotional language 
imposes a cognitive 
burden
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Nielsen Norman Group 
1997



The science
Eyes gravitate toward: 

1. Highlighted words 
2. Subheads
3. Bulleted lists
4. Numbers

#ACESboot18 @tschmedding @nickjungman

Usability increased:
58% in concise version
47% better in list version
27% with objective 
writing
124% with all 3

Usability increased:
• 58% in concise 

version
• 47% better in list 

version
• 27% with objective 

writing
• 124% with all 3



The science
• 10 seconds to 
capture, keep

• 30-second tipping 
point
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Take back to work

• Scientific research reveals digital consumer 
patterns.

• Informavores hunt for information online 
like animals forage for food.

• People read slower, remember less online.
• Eyes skim for key words.
• Keep content short, chunk it.
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Tools and testing
   



Measure reading levels

Most people 
prefer to read 2 
levels below 
education level.

#ACESboot18 @tschmedding @nickjungman



Flesch-Kincaid 
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• Reading ease 60-70
• Grade level: 8



Gunning’s Fox Index
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Shoot for score of 
7 or 8



SMOG Index
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(Simple Measure of Gobbledygook)

Shoot for score of 
7 or 8



Improve scores
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1. Shorten sentences
2. Shorten words
3. Cut unnecessary words
4. Break it up
5. Use bullets, lists
6. Avoid jargon



Take back to work
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• People don’t want to work hard to 
understand your content

• Aim for 8th-grade reading level



Writing for digital
   



Info pages v 
storytelling
Long-form 
storytelling can 
break the rules, but 
info pages cannot.
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Long form dead?
• No
• Is it just different?
• Nostalgia?
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When to go long
• Takes you on a journey
• Immersive
• Characters
• Plot twists 
• Voice
• Story arc
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Consider alt story 
forms
• FAQ
• Lists
• The story so far
• Glossaries
• By the numbers
• Grid
• Video
• Quizzes
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Traditional story
• Most important info
• Second-most 
important

• Less important
• Less important
• Least important

Different structure
Alternative story form
• Overview
• Point 1
• Point 2
• Point 3
• Conclusion
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Alts look easy
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• Pull readers in with 
bite-sized chunks

• Increased 
comprehension

• Increased attention
• Maximize time

Why be alternative?
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Good FAQ
• Sequence of 
questions; one 
leads naturally 
to the next. 

• Questions 
should be short; 
answers can be 
long.
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When to try these forms
• When people want 

info.
• Announcements, 

groundbreakings, etc.
• Surveys and other 

“report” stories.
• Teachable moments.
• Updates and 

assessments.
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Take back to work
• Long form is not dead.
• Use narrative sparingly and with intention, not 

indulgence.
• Comprehension is higher with ASF.
• Programs aren’t always right.
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Squishy stuff
   



Intimate experience, emotions
• We are not robots
• Behavioral 
psychology

• Subconscious
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Fulfill needs
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Maslow’s hierarchy of needs
Motivational theory 
in psychology 
comprising a 
five-tier model of 
human needs
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Maslow’s hierarchy of needs
Our words need to 
focus on fulfilling 
basic psychological 
needs.
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Build trust and love
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Mandatory to turn 
casual audience into 
loyal customers.



Build trust and love
• Digital readers
more suspicious.

• 85% of consumers
don’t trust brands 
on social media.

• 18% of Americans 
trust content 
coming from 
brands via email.
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Trust killers
• Power 
verbs

• Click bait
• ALL CAPS
• !!!!!!! vomit
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Trust killers
The right words can make or break trust by 
how they “sound” to readers.
• Simple words
• Allows, lets v enables
• Superlatives
• User-centric
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Trust killers
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Inaccuracies, errors, hoaxes



Digital verification

http://verificationhandbook.com/
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Take back to work
• Content must fulfill a need.
• People need to survive and feel safe, 

connected, special and successful. 
• Words set the tone and build trust.
• Trust, credibility is fragile.
• If you share it, you’re responsible for it.
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Display type criticals



Display type criticals
• Searchable
• Digestible
• Clickable
• Shareable

#ACESboot18 @tschmedding @nickjungman



Searchable
• Search engine 
optimization: writing 
your headline to get 
Google’s attention.

• Use keywords: proper 
names of people, 
places and 
organizations.

• SEO still matters. But 
readers will always 
matter more.
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Why do we care?

• 40,000 searches every second on Google
• 3.5 billion searches per day
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Keyword research 
https://trends.google.com/trends/
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Search: Chicago Cubs
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Free site
https://ubersuggest.io/
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Strings, not things
• Search engines 

trying to think like 
humans.

• Humans don’t 
search for a single 
keyword.

• Context and unique 
content matter – a 
lot.
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Digestible
• Be concise.
• 60 characters; 7 
words.
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Digestible
People scan. Put most important words to the left.
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What makes type clickable?

6
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Clickable
6. Pique curiosity while 
respecting intelligence 
and understanding 
interests.
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5. You and Your: 16% of all viral 
headlines contain one of these two pronouns.

Clickable
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4. Negatives: Negative superlatives
have 63% higher click-through
rate than positive.

Clickable
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3. Sound human: 
Don’t go crazy, but 
add some emotion 
to connect with 
people.

Clickable
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2. Tell them what they’ll learn 
with active key words: 
How to, tips, why, best, 
great.

Clickable
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1. Tell them how fast 
they’ll learn it.

Clickable
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Can you predict it? 
Some say yes ….
Digital adds a dash 
of  science to the 
art of language.

Shareability
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Top trigrams: will 
make you, this is 
why, can we guess

Most shared
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Emotional 
phrases: tears of 
joy, give you 
goosebumps

Most shared
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Explanations: This is 
why, the reason

Most shared
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Curiosity: What 
happened 
next, top x 
songs

Most shared
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Quizzes: Can we 
guess, x in x

Most shared
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Tribal 
headlines: 25 
things only 
teachers will 
understand

Most shared
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Least shared
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What to avoid
• Generic words
• Imagery-dependent 
headlines

• Puns
• Clichés
• Headline-ese
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The No. 1 digital rule
Is it immediately clear?
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Analysis tools
http://www.aminstitute.com/headline/
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http://www.aminstitute.com/headline
/
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Analysis tools
http://coschedule.com/headline-analyzer
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Sharethrough
https://headlines.sharethrough.com/
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https://headlines.sharethrough.com/
Context words: Words research shows capture attention, build brand 
trust
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Take back to work
Content must be
• Searchable
• Digestible
• Clickable
• Shareable
• #1 digital tool: Immediately clear
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Give us your feedback

http://bit.ly/ACESSanDiegoSurvey
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