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Pre-writing 
 

• Consider who will be reading your piece online. 
 

• In 25 words or less, describe what your article, research piece, or PR blurb is 
about.  

 
• Block off sections to describe your points. Can these sections be placed onto 

separate pages? Is it possible that some of the information already exists on the 
UPMC site? 

 
 
Structure and Process 
 
The following guidelines can be useful: 
 
1. Use inverted pyramid style. The most important story concept (the main idea) 
belongs at the top of the story. The least important details belong at the bottom. 
 
2. Use headers and sub-headers.  All main headlines summarize the story and entice the 
reader to learn more. All secondary headers summarize the story section that is to follow. 
Formatting your story into appropriate sections allows you to eliminate lengthy, 
confusing blocks of text. 
 
3. Streamline your content. Your goal is to use short, informative sentences that are free 
from technical jargon, clichés, or redundancies. 
  
 



To streamline further, consider: 
 

• Can you link part of your piece to an already existing page? This saves you from 
doing extra work. 

• Can you shorten your piece by eliminating the “narrative” (the story or tale)? 
Your Web audience does not have patience for a lengthy narrative. 

 
4. Use bulleted lists, ‘Frequently Asked Question’ sections, and/or sidebars to 
streamline copy further. Eliminate long paragraphs by using section headers and bulleted 
lists. Lists should contain 5 to 7 items at most. 
 
Are you writing patient care instructions or a “how-to” guide for selecting health 
insurance? Then your subject matter is a perfect fit for a numbered list. The order of the 
instructions should make natural sense. 
 
 
Finishing your Piece 
 
To finish your piece for your editor, consider: 
 

• Streamlining your piece again. Sentences that do not add information – also 
known as “filler” or “empty phrases” – can be eliminated.  

 
• Eliminating needless words.  Readers only read 20 percent of online content. 

You can cut 40 percent of the words and eliminate only 30 percent of the (low-
priority) information. Refer to the Tautology section for more details. 

 
• Adding appropriate links.  Does the content already exist elsewhere on the site? 

Are you writing a series of pages that must be linked together? Does your piece 
include e-mail contacts? Hyperlinks within your text make a “flat” page come 
alive. 

 
 
8 Quick Rules 
 

• Make headlines and headers brief. 
• Use bullet points or numbered lists wherever possible. 
• Separate content into different sections or pages. 
• Choose active verbs over passive verbs. 
• Choose simpler words over more complex words. Plain English wins over 

academic verbiage, every time. 
• Choose shorter sentences; longer sentences can often be divided. 
• Avoid redundancy. See the passage below on tautology. 
• Edit twice, cut more.  

 



In Brief: Tautology 
 
Tautology is defined as the use of (usually unnecessary) repetition in rhetoric. In medical 
writing, tautology is often seen in abbreviations. 
 
“HIV virus” is tautology. HIV stands for Human Immunodeficiency Virus. “HPV virus,” 
ditto; the acronym stands for Human papillomavirus. Tautology can be used anywhere, 
though. A common example is “free prizes.” A prize is free, so if you’re writing an 
Extra! story about a giveaway, free the word “free” from your “prizes.” 
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