Catch Their Eyes…Grab Your Visitors!

Make Them Read Your Story

You’ve sweated the research; you’ve toiled for hours…you’ve written the greatest story ever!  But what if nobody reads it?

A compelling headline and an intriguing teaser is the closest thing to “reader insurance” that a writer can get.  In the lightning-fast world of the Internet –with millions of pages of copy just a click away—you have only a fraction of a second to catch your visitor’s eye, pique her interest and pull her into the body of the story.  Emphasis words and carefully crafted phrases, of course, are essential to the process.  But like so many other stimuli in the world around us, much of the effect of a good headline, subhead and teaser is subliminal.  As in poetry, good use of rhythm and balance and cadence evoke a sense of

“dialogue” as opposed to simply “bannering” an article.  Perhaps best of all, creating a familiar scenario that the reader recognizes and relates to is the surest way to draw your visitor in.

Where the Action is…

Active, present tense verbs in your headlines and teaser make your story feel like it’s happening now.  

No:  Hillary Clinton to Run for Senate 

         First Lady Makes Official Bid For N.Y. Seat

Yes:  Hillary’s Running!

          First Lady Finally Makes Her Move  

Even if your article is recounting something that has already transpired, try to incorporate some language that suggests an ongoing effect, repercussion or legacy.

No:   Mysteries of the Titanic

          Scientists’ Latest Discoveries  

Yes:  Titanic Mysteries Deepen

          Experts Puzzled by New Finds

The simple addition of “ing” to most passive verbs turns a headline from a static command to an engaging activity.



No





Yes

Find The Best Prices on Furniture
       Finding the Best Prices On Furniture

Travel to Your Dream Spot 
       Traveling to the Destination of Your Dreams
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Buzz Words
As anyone with a four-year-old or a teenager will attest, “no” is probably the most powerful word in the English language.  It is succinct and it is devoid of ambiguity.

This headline would have been okay:  

People Are Sitting Out the Party of the Millennium

This headline was better:

People Are Saying “No” to the Party of the Millennium

Suggesting a positive solution with a negative command has more authority and demands the reader’s attention more effectively:

No:  Safe and Effective Ways to Fertilize Your Lawn

         Improper Fertilization Can Harm Your Yard

Yes:  Don’t Kill Your Front Lawn!

          Fertilize Your Yard Safely and Effectively

Of course, you never want to be dramatic simply for drama’s sake.  Make sure that your words are an accurate reflection of the material in your article.

Any words that suggest immediacy, such as “now” and “today” or “must” and “final” are excellent eye-grabbers.  Additionally, any word or phrasing that carries significant 

emotional connotation or denotation is highly effective, too.

Example:         
	Read the Article INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.mom.com/images/cmm_ddo_19991201.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET 



Bang! Bang! You're dead. 
Gunplay has gone well beyond cowboys and Indians in our culture. Our screens, arcades and toy stores are full of destruction. Despite all the evidence to the contrary, how do you tell your kids that killing, even pretend killing, isn't cool? Here's how one mom tried to do it. []
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Example:
No:   Household Germs

          

          Keeping Your Home Germ-Free

Yes:  Germ Warfare On the Home Front

          

          Battling Back Against Household Bacteria

A little drama and imagery makes a potentially dreary, mundane topic seem a little more 

colorful.  Now lay it on a little thicker:

Teaser--
They’re hiding everywhere, just waiting to reach out and strike.  Think you’re safe at home?  That’s where the real danger lurks.

Now give the reader a clear and familiar visual image:

Intro--
You are a meticulous housekeeper.  Your kitchen radiates with the pride and precision of a model home.  Fixtures gleam and surfaces shine.  As the old cliché goes, “that floor is so clean, you could eat off of it.”

Now disconcert them slightly; make them pause:


Guess again.

And finally, zap them with a dramatic fact and something they weren’t expecting:


You’d probably be better off dining in the powder room.   

If they’ve read this far, odds are good that they’ll continue.

Here’s the intro unsegmented:


You are a meticulous housekeeper.  Your kitchen radiates with the pride and precision of a model home.  Fixtures gleam and surfaces shine.  As the old cliché goes, “that floor is so clean, you could eat off of it.”  Guess again.  You’d probably be better off dining in the powder room.

Questioning

Questions posed in headlines and teasers are often great ways to engage and involve the reader in your topic.












-4-

Examples:   What’s In the Box?


        Y2K…Why Bother?

                    The House is a Disaster!  Who’s Going to Clean It Up?

                    When Is It Okay to Lie?

Human beings are inherently curious.  More often than not, when a question is posed, people stick around for the answer, even if the particular subject matter is not of particular interest to them. 
         

Questions can be situated in the Headline, Subhead or Teaser as warranted.  

Example:
Myth Vs. Reality of the Stay-At-Home Mom


Full-Time Parenting as the Ultimate Career Change


You’ve weighed the options and made the big decision to stay at home with the kids.  Only one question remains:  “Who am I?”

Any question regarding the well-being of someone’s child will tweak parental instincts:

Example:
Is Your Child Making the Grade?




Curriculum guides tell whether your child is on track.

When posing a question in a headline or subhead, the promise of an answer or the proposed search for an answer can be equally compelling.  The subhead above says, “Hey, we’ll find out if your kid is doing okay.”

A self-help book from a couple of years back was titled “Am I Normal?”.  I don’t know how well it sold, but I guarantee that people picked it up, looked over their shoulders and thumbed through it.

Mystery & Intrigue

Tacitly asking your reader to answer a riddle or solve a puzzle works on a couple of different levels.  One, they’re instinctively looking to be validated by figuring out the correct solution or two; they are simply intrigued by the mystery that’s implied. 

Example:
Forget the Beatles, Elvis and the Rolling Stones.  Meet the single mom who’s had more hits than all of them combined! 

This subhead works on two levels.  One, people want to know who could possibly be bigger than the Beatles, Elvis and the Stones.  Two, educated guessers are going to assume that the answer is Madonna since she is certainly the most successful single mom who also happens to be a recording artist.  People will read on for that validation, only to discover that we’re talking about someone else altogether.












-5-

Innuendo & Suggestion
A little innuendo and suggestiveness can go a long way.  Sex sells.  Even if a topic is fairly benign and completely devoid of any provocative content, certain phrases strike subliminal chords.

Examples:
Treat Yourself to a
Horizontal Holiday 
This Season! 
Cross-country skiing is the way to go.

Or:
Let's talk about sleep, baby! 
Are you getting any?

Be Conversational

Any time you can make your reader feel as if another living, breathing human being is talking to them, you’re at least halfway home in your effort to get them to land on your site for a while.  When the subject matter of an article is a little on the dry side and it doesn’t lend itself to sizzling headlines and teasers, a conversational approach is the best way to draw your reader in.

Example:   
Winterizing Your Yard

Protect Your Outdoor Greenery During the Harsh Months Ahead

Teaser--
Brrrrr!  It’s getting cold outside…and plants have feelings, too!  We’ve got some simple tips to insure a safe winter and a green and healthy spring for all your outdoor foliage.

Intro--
For those of you living in the Sunbelt or anywhere in the direction of the equator, you can sit this one out.  Swim a few laps or work on your golf stroke while we bundle up and shovel our sidewalks.  Sure, you’ve got tan lines…the rest of us?  We’ve got character.  

Body--
The winter doldrums are upon us.  And although the nights are already as long as they’re going to get, for most of the Northern Hemisphere, the coldest weather of the season is still ahead.  Harsh as these gloomy months can be, it’s sort of romantic to throw a log on the fire, wrap yourself in a comforter and have a nice, hot cup of chocolate.  Did you remember to bring in the pets?  Great.  But what about that potted plant on the back 
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porch that you nurtured so tenderly from April to October?  And after struggling to perfect the front lawn all summer long, is it going to look as lush in the spring?

Mechanics

Even the littlest elements of form and function can have a psychological impact on your visitor, telling them to read on or move on.  Here are some components to help insure the former.

Head or Subhead?

The headline should always convey the core essence of what the article is about.  The subhead should serve to further explain it.

Example:
Chores Without Wars 



Turning Dad and Kids Into Team Players

In some instances, particularly on straight informational pieces, the head and subhead may be virtually interchangeable.

Example:
Home Video/Audio Report



Your Consumer Guide to Home Electronics

99% of the time, your headline will be shorter and more succinct than your subhead.  The most frequent exception being the use of an author’s already established title for an article.

Balance, Rhythm & Cadence 

Headlines, subheads and teasers can all be improved greatly with just a little attention to the balance and rhythm of your descriptive language.  When contrasting or comparing items, make sure that if one of them has been enhanced with an adverb, the rest are as well.

No:  
From the totally fabulous to the horrible, we’ll check out the latest spring     

            fashions. 

Yes: 
From the totally fabulous to the utterly horrendous, we’ll check out the latest

            spring fashions.
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This next example compares apples and oranges, but succeeds in contrasting volume and price nonetheless:

Teaser--
From compact anthologies to budget-busting retrospectives, all you need is some ribbon and a bow as record companies box up something for every musical taste.

While, by no means, the most creative heads and teaser, this next example is perfect in its simplicity and use of balance and contrast:


Living Large In Small Spaces


Turning Cramped Quarters Into Spacious Style

Teaser--
Too much stuff and too little space?  You can fit a 2,000 square-foot lifestyle in a 1,500 square-foot home if you know how.

The headline contrasts “large” and “small” and the remaining words form the subject of 

what’s being discussed: “living spaces”.  The subhead then reverses the large and small

references and contrasts “cramped” and “spacious”.  And finally, the teaser does it one 

more time, then suggests that a solution is possible.

Alliteration

Even if your visitor’s lips aren’t moving while they read your article, good phrases still mentally “roll off the tongue”.  A little bit of alliteration works silently, too.

Examples:
Learn How to Dump Your Debt 



Don’t Pitch That Poinsettia!

Punctuation

As stated previously, posing questions in a headline, subhead or teaser can be a very effective way of commanding your visitor’s attention.  A question mark (?) always catches the eye and involves the reader.  While exclamation points (!) should be used sparingly in the text of an article, they can be very effective in conveying excitement or accentuating the action verbs of your headlines.    

For a momentary pause between disparate thoughts or phrases, an ellipse (…) works much better in a headline than a semi-colon.

Example:
Catch Their Eyes…Grab Your Visitors!
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Word Play

A play on words or a clever turn of a phrase are good ways of humanizing your headline,

subtly suggesting to your reader that another person is talking to them.

Examples:
Y2K…Why Bother?



Making Allowances

Four questions to ask when deciding how much spending money to give     your kids.

Occasionally you’ll get lucky with a silly coincidence and be able to inject a little levity into a dry subject:

Teaser--
Looking for that perfect home entertainment gift but don’t know DVD from your BVDs?  Here’s a helpful primer.

References

Pop culture references are great touchstones for your reader.  Expressing something in a context that is widely familiar paints a universally recognized picture.

Examples:
Dealing With the In-Laws

You Were Hoping For the Waltons…You Got the Addams Family Instead! 



Is the Honeymoon Over?

You married Cary Grant. Why Did He Turn Into Al Bundy?

Emotion

Pizzazz and clever writing are wonderful tools to reel in your readers, but nothing will engage your visitors better than honest emotion.  If your article deals with core issues of the human condition and family concerns, then lead with your heart.  Topics such as loss,

regret, illness and death, heroism, empowerment and so many others are naturally imbued with a compelling component that you can tap into.  

Example:
When Money Isn't Enough 
Women discover the soul of success.

This is a wonderfully understated and completely effective headline and subhead combination.  Money and soul are contrasted nicely and it works on two levels.

For the woman who does not have financial concerns, this suggests that there’s something more “out there” for her.  And for the woman who may be struggling

financially, this comforts and reinforces the concept that “money isn’t everything”.
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Painting Pictures

Creating a visual image, particularly one that your reader can relate to, can put a human face on anything.

Example:
Ten Cheap Ways to Get Maternity Clothes
                      No reason to lose your figure and all your money too.

This subhead turns a boilerplate headline into an actual picture with a clever reference to two issues every person deals with: body image and finances.

Even the most mundane, straightforward tutorial piece can come alive by creating a scenario or vignette that your reader has personally experienced or can step into and inhabit.

Example:
Kids’ Holiday Craft Ideas


Creative, Decorative Projects for the Under-10 Set

Teaser--
Need a little time to manage the holiday crunch?  Keep the kids occupied and out of the cookie dough with some clever and easy seasonal art projects.

Intro--
Ho ho ho!  Yeah, right.  Of course, by December 25th you’ll be as full of holiday cheer as the next person.  But until you cross that finish line, the combination of work, shopping for gifts, party planning and a thousand other things that must be done between now and then, you are a walking time bomb of stress.  And just as you are entering the homestretch and success is within your grasp…the kids are out of school on holiday break.  What now?  Ship the kids to Grandma’s?  Reach for the grown-ups’ pitcher of egg nog?  No!  Here are some projects guaranteed to keep the kids occupied with a minimum of fuss and expense.  And they might come up with some treasured family keepsakes in the process.

For every rule of grammar and style, there is always an exception or two.  The only hard and fast rule is to remember that you are telling a story.  Do whatever it takes to engage your visitor and lead them through your article, but remember this one proviso: make sure that your headlines and teasers are honest and true to your material.  Never leave you reader feeling cheated by the ploy or language you used to pull them in.
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While the standard hue and cry these days is that technology is dehumanizing the way we communicate and do business, the fact is, the Internet can really be a warm and immediate connection to the rest of the world if we maximize communication skills.
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