
Are Your Publications Paying Off? Find out at Real Edit’s Re-
charge Your Publications clinic on Feb. 3. We’ll help communications, 
executive, and development directors evaluate Web sites and other 
publications—and develop a communications strategy that aids fund-
raising, engages members, and creates positive public impressions. 
Register at www.cvnl.org/resources/workshops.cfm?w_ID=6.

There Is No There There 
Research for an article on 
effective Web sites really 
set off our facial tics. The 
trigger: dozens of organiza-
tions that fill their pages 
with meaningless, often 
pretentious prose instead 
of simply saying what they 
do. Itõs a sure way to render 
your site useless. 

Take this example: òFrom 
tangible objects and installations 
to projects for the Web, local net-
works and handheld devices, we 
create situations that encourage 
exploration, self-reflection and 
open dialogue.ó We werenõt sure 
what this company does even 
after reading several pages.

Another sample, from the ser-
vices sector: òItõs not just what a 
company does that matters. Itõs 
how that company meets your 
individual needs and goals that 
determines success. Our history 
speaks volumes about our capa-
bility, adaptability and ÿexibility. 
Weõve been servingéó Weõve read 
similarly pompous prose on a hun-
dred other Web sitesñthis kind 
of copy will not differentiate you. 
Illustrations of these points would 
be far more compelling.

More bits of blather (and weõre 
not making this up): òWe come 
to the engagement with the ap-
propriate skills for the jobó and 
òOnce we understand what you 
want to accomplish, we drive the 
process until itõs done.ó Well, 
duh. Statements like these, and 
the ever-popular òWe listen to 
our customersó and òWe focus 
on delivering top valueó should go 
without saying. Any business that 
doesnõt do these things will soon 
disappear (unless, of course, itõs 
a bloated monopolyñbut thatõs 
another rant). 
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 hen you’ve been producing a newsletter or Web site for a few 
years without significant updates, it gets to be like an old shoe: a 
bit flat and perhaps not as well suited to the rest of your wardrobe 
as it once was. But it’s also familiar, comfortable, and easy, which 

makes change difficult to contemplate.
Contemplate it you should, though, if you want to keep getting a return on 

your investment. Notice how your favorite magazines are always redesigning, 
adding or deleting a column, and putting a different spin on old subjects. They 
have to keep up with the times, and they don’t want you to get bored. If you do, 
you’ll stop reading. Sales will drop and advertising will fall. Pretty soon, that’s 
all she wrote.

Organization publi-
cations don’t face that 
engage-or-die pres-
sure, but a Web site 
or newsletter that’s 
past its prime becomes less effective at building relationships, enhancing  
your image, or even keeping readers informed. 

You don’t need to tinker constantly—that would actually prevent you from 
forging a connection with readers. But be on the lookout for these indications 
that it’s time for something new:

 Do you ever say, “Look on our Web site. We need to update it, but...”? A 
look that’s outmoded or shabby says you’re out of touch, and old content says 
you’re not doing much—those messages won’t serve your marketing goals. 

 People working on a legacy pub-
lication often have only a vague idea of its objectives—and sometimes there 
weren’t any to start with. In either case, if your publication is unfocused, your 
readers are confused, and it’s time to spell out what you want the publication 
to achieve and how you’ll accomplish that.

 If you’ve revised your mission, redefined your 

If you ever say, “Look on our Web 
site. We need to update it, but...,” 
your site isn’t serving your goals.

If your Web site or newsletter has gotten 
too comfortable, it’s time for a change

}

Have a rant or rave idea? Send 
it to rantnrave@realedit.com.

http://www.cvnl.org/resources/workshops.cfm?w_ID=6
http://www.realedit.com
mailto:rantnrave@realedit.com


Real Edit works with organi-
zations that want to produce 
more effective publications. We 
develop newsletters, Web sites, 
and magazines; revamp publica-
tions; and write and edit all kinds 
of outreach materials.
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Dear Grammar Queen: Iõve 
had two conversations in the 
past week about whether to 
use which or thatñwhatõs 
the rule? ñTired of Talking
Dear Tired: The GQ has had 
hourlong òdiscussionsó 
about comma placement, 
so two chats on this subject 
does not strike her as ex-
cessive. But hereõs the nut: 
Use that when the phrase 
that follows is essential (in 

grammar lingo, itõs restrictive); 
use which when the phrase that 
follows is good to know, but not 
essential to the sentenceõs point. 
Writers almost never use that 
when they mean which;  itõs which 
that causes trouble. Theodore 
Bernstein (author of The Careful 
Writer, now criminally out of print) 
traced the use of which in restric-
tive clauses to a belief that which 
sounds more reþned. It doesnõt; 
it merely reduces clarity. (Does 
òIõll teach you all the punctuation 
rules which are key to good writ-
ingó mean that Iõll teach you only 
the key rules, or that all the rules 
are key?) Follow the comma clue: 
If the meaning is clear without a 
comma, you almost certainly want 
that; if not, you want which. 

Case studies can be a powerful way to illustrate your organization’s  
effectiveness and expertise. Done right, they show that you know how to solve 
problems and give abstract quantitative results a real-world context that your 
potential clients—or donors—can relate to.

What do we mean by “right”? Here are a few guidelines for producing per-
suasive case studies for your Web site and other collateral:

Structure your studies to bring out your key points. The classic case study 
structure presents a challenge, problem, or situation (use the terminology 
that’s most natural for your field), followed by your solution or actions, then the 
results (see www.realedit.com/case.html for examples). It’s classic because 
it works, whether you’re creating a formatted presentation that readers can 
digest rapidly or a narrative article that draws readers into the story. 

Demonstrate your expertise. Explain how your knowledge and capabilities 
contributed to the success of the project. For example: “Drawing on our ex-
tensive experience with green building and strong relationships with specialty 
suppliers, we designed a sustainable building that will cut operating costs.”

Focus on benefits. Clients, members, and donors usually don’t care about 
how you work—they care about results. Describe clearly and concretely how 
your subject benefited from working with you (“Client X saved $300,000,” not 
“Client X was thrilled with the results”). If you can’t cite quantitative results or 
accomplishments, be as specific as possible about qualitative results (“We 
raised public consciousness on the issue to the point where area representa-
tives say it’s one of their constituents’ top concerns.”)

Use quotes. There’s no substitute for clients singing your praises in their own 
words; quotes give life and credibility to case studies. The best quotes com-
municate specific results, not just general praise. To get them, ask questions 
designed to elicit details. For example: What benefits did you realize from this 
project? How did our work help you achieve X goal? How did your life change? 

Keep your case studies lean, lively, and benefits oriented, and people will not 
only read them, they’ll see your work in its best light. 

brand, identified a new market, or added products or services, your publications 
need to reflect those changes. Adding material to your Web site may do the job, 
or you may need to recast all your content to reflect new positioning.

 Unrealized expectations often 
get blamed on the medium—“the Web just won’t work for us” or (a personal 
favorite) “nobody reads anymore.” Typically, though, the problem is a mismatch 
between goals and the chosen vehicle, or less-than-stellar execution and copy 
filled with buzzwords and vague promises. People will read articles and Web 
pages that are engaging and useful; deliver quality to your target audience in 
a format they’ll use and you’ll get results.

You may be able to revive a tired newsletter or middle-aged Web site with 
a shored-up foundation and a good polish. Or you may need to start from 
scratch. Either way, the investment will be worth it. Because when it comes 
to making an impression on people who are crucial to your success, you 
can’t afford to get comfortable. 
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Baffled? Ask the Grammar 
Queen at askgq@realedit.com.
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