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Keep it short

Myth: The 
Internet has an 
infinite amount 
of space, so we 
can write 
longer.



Users read 
25% slower on
computer
screens than
they do in 
print. A good 
rule of thumb
to follow is that
online headlines should 
be half the length of print.

Fact



Stress
the left

Myth: Readers 
scan headlines 
online much as 
they do in 
print.



Fact

Eyes of Web users
bounce around
on a page 
and rarely do they
read an entire line
of a headline 
(less than 16% read word for word).
If you do not capture them with 
the first or second word, they 
will not read the item. 



Keep it lively, yet 
sophisticated

Myth: Your Web site should read like 
an episode of the Simpsons to attract 
young readers.



Fact

While the Internet is more 
interactive and can be 
more informal, readers will 
tolerate only small doses 
of humor, and the top two 
age groups online are 35-
44 and 45-54. Only 5% of 
online readers are 18-24. 



Tease and taunt

Myth: You can tease users into clicking
on an item by being coquettish in your 
headlines.



Fact

Studies show readers do not like 
headlines that force you to click on 
something by teasing, but do like 
ones that help you evaluate whether you 
want to. Readers avoid Web sites heavy

on the hype.
Irritated users do not
use ‘back’ buttons.
Note: Teasing does work

in polls, surveys or quizzes.



Combine with visual

Myth: The 
Web is all 
about 
visuals. 
Creative art 
is enough to 
draw a 
user.



Fact

Design is important but cannot make up 
for bad writing. More than in print, it’s 
critical online art and words work 
together. Writers have to know if the 
picture will appear on the first page or if 
the headline will stand alone.



Dump 
the puns

Myth: 
Writers often 
rely on puns 
or metaphors 
to liven up 
headlines. 
These work 
even better 
on the Web.



Fact

The format for Web pages does not lend 
itself to pun/metaphor headlines. Unlike 
print, the item may not appear with the 
picture or subhead. Be clear first, clever 
second.



Know your audience

Myth: Online users log onto your Web site 
for the same reason they read the paper.



Whether or not that’s true 
depends on your market, but
it is unlikely. Know who is 
accessing your site and why. 

Play your 
heads to
that angle,
whether it’s
entertainment,
analysis or local news. 

Fact



Write for your format

Myth: If you take print heads, cut 

them in half and place emphasis on the 

first two words, you’re headlines will 

pull readers in.



You have to write to your individual 

format. Does your Web site have 

headlines with blurbs? Headlines alone?

Fact







The words must be 

combined with the visual. Since Web 

presentation is different than 

newspaper, the words also must change.

Next step



FYI

Poynter’s Eyetrack III (poynterextra.org/eyetrack2004/index.htm)

studied eye movements on news pages. People spend only 51 

seconds on average with pages with headlines only; they spent 

70 seconds viewing pages with headlines and blurbs. But the 

study showed only half looked at the blurbs – the rest just 

looked

at the headline.
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