WEB STORY GUIDELINES

CHOOSING A STORY

You need to decide first of all what type of story you want to write, be it for the English or the French web site. Is it a straight news story (also referred to as a “spot story”), a news feature or a feature/human interest story. These different types of stories are written in different ways. For our international site, you also need to consider what a global audience might want to read about. An arts and crafts sale in Dadaab camp will probably not be of interest to anyone outside Kenya and Somalia, but a Rolling Stones concert at Dadaab will be read by millions in every continent. And remember that we are not a news portal of record – so we don’t need a story on resumption of return convoys after every rainy season unless there is something else that makes it particularly interesting or significant. 
In choosing a story, you also need to ask if it has relevance to UNHCR – it’s not our place to report on programmes/operations of sister agencies or our NGO and corporate partners unless there is some UNHCR involvement.  
And don’t forget the intranet for stories that might not be of global interest. If you have a story which you think might be of interest to other UNHCR staff but not to the general public, run the idea past Jack Redden. Internal Communications is looking for almost anything about our individual and collective activities. 

PROPOSING A STORY

A colleague neatly summed up the problem that the web editor often faces at the start of the story process: “Many people are not clearing their ideas with you first, as far as I can see, but just plopping ready-made stories on us like a cat proudly bringing in a dead mouse.” 

Once you have found a story that you want to write about, you must always first draft a two or three-paragraph proposal and send this to your regional Public Information Officer, the PI focal point in Geneva for your region and the Web Editor. If it’s a breaking news story, you should still send a short proposal/alert. The editor will ultimately decide whether or not to accept your story idea.
You must never write a story and then send it unsolicited to the web editor. By sending a proposal, you avoid disappointment if we decide that we don’t want the story, or that we want a different angle. The editor can also make suggestions about how to write the story and what to focus on. This helps you and the web editor. You should also give an estimated time of arrival – this is very useful for planning purposes. 
Sometimes, the web editor or media and content editor will ask you to write stories on specific issues – such as human interest stories to accompany a conference or campaign. These are commissioned stories so you can send the story when ready.

The story should be timely. This is specially true of spot stories. Don’t send in a proposal for a story on a food distribution that took place two weeks ago. For a straight news story, we prefer to have the item on the first day, or maybe a day or two later if there are transport issues. More than a week and we won’t run it because people will think we are not on top of the news, and thus unreliable. More leeway is allowed for feature stories, which are not so time sensitive. 
WRITING A STORY

Aside from having a link to UNHCR, the story must also make a point. To reiterate, we are not here as a web site of record and we are not a repository of de facto protection files. Stories should educate, inform and entertain – they should be making a point, be it that we need money for our Iraq operation; or that Congolese refugees face starvation; or that livelihood projects are helping empower refugee women, or that we have signed a major agreement that will benefit tens of millions. Tell the reader something that they don’t know; help raise awareness and spread knowledge and sympathy through your writing. 

You need to give a bit of thought to the beginning of the story because it is very important in drawing the reader in. So it should be short – no more than 30-40 words – tight, informative and interesting. It should also be active – “UNHCR flew 10,000 tonnes of aid to Dadaab” rather than “Ten thousand tonnes of aid was flown to Dadaab by UNHCR.” You should avoid negatives in the first sentence. You should never start with a number or a date and you should avoid kicking off with a quote – unless it is something really astounding. You should remember, especially with news stories, to follow the rules of who, what, when, where and why.* For features, you can start off by setting a scene, but you should establish the point of the story very high up. Remember, that many readers don’t have time to dwell long on a story, so if you can tell them the story in the first two or three paras, you are doing a good job. If you manage to keep their attention in the early paras, they might read the whole story. So the intro and top two or three paragraphs are vital.

For the rest of the story, structure is very important. Good structure means that the most important things are said up top, but it also means that the story flows well. In some stories, the writer jumps from one thing to another and then back again, which completely disrupts the flow and confuses the reader. 

Try and keep the stories relatively short: 300-400 words for a regular spot news story, 600-800 words for a feature and maybe 1,000 for a Q&A. The World Refugee Day wrap-up tends to run a bit longer than most stories (1,000-1,200 words) because it is a showcase event and there is so much information to cram into a short space. Don't try to say too many things in one sentence, especially the intro.

Quotes and colour are very important to maintain reader interest and to give authority, a personal touch and atmosphere. Quotes are good in all types of stories, but especially in feature/human interest stories. They can be very useful in backing up the lead or point of your story. You should also try to have more than one voice, but don’t swamp the story with quotes as this could put the reader off. And try and use interesting quotes – a refugee saying “I am so happy to be back home” is not that interesting, especially as most people say this kind of thing. Remember that you can always use a Q&A to tell someone’s whole story or to explain complex topics such as protection or mixed migration flows. And quotes praising or thanking UNHCR are also welcome, especially as they can be used by other sections such as Public Affairs and Fund-Raising. 
Background helps explain the story and put it in context. You should assume when writing the story that your reader has little or no knowledge of the subject (though of course, many people will know the topic inside out). You need to give them enough background so that they are not left in the dark, but not too much that they lose interest. Some stories are almost full of background, and that’s okay for a country page blurb but not what we want for news stories and features. Most of the background information should go lower down the story. 
Use your imagination and tap your general knowledge to enhance a story. I managed to use a quote from Hamlet to liven up the intro of a story about the use of drama to raise awareness about HIV/AIDS among displaced people in Brazil. Also take advantage of the Internet, which is a very useful research tool.

Most of our stories include names, titles and figures. You need to check all of these very carefully before sending the story. You have to make sure that the names are spelled correctly – I once wrote the name of former French President François Mitterrand three different ways in one short AFP story. It was a sobering lesson when we had to send out corrections. Always give someone’s full official title with their name, but remember that you only capitalise the title if it comes before the name. If the title comes after the name, it is descriptive and thus lower case. So: UNHCR Representative in Burundi Joe Bloggs and Joe Bloggs, UNHCR’s representative in Burundi. Figures are very important in our business, but sometimes they don’t add up. You need to check figures very carefully. If you can’t get names, titles and figures right, the story – and UNHCR – will lose credibility and authority. 
CLEARING A STORY

You must always get your stories cleared at your end before sending the draft to Geneva. The story should be cleared by the representative or some other authorized senior staff member. If the story is substantially changed during the editing process, you should go back to the representative and have it cleared again. The editor will also normally clear the story with the relevant regional desk in Geneva, but we don’t want to have too many people involved in the process because this will just delay the story as each person puts in their tuppence worth.

Try and end the story with a flourish – a stylish writer ends with a “kicker” that sums up the story or makes a point that is ironic, moving or amusing.

SENDING A STORY

Send the completed story to the web editor and to the PI focal point. You can also send it to a desk officer if you want. The editor will work on the story and often come back to you with questions. Your answers should always be either highlighted or in CAPITALS so that the editor, who has a saved version of the edit in Geneva, can see what you have changed – these changes might not all be accepted and that’s why it is important to highlight them. 
PHOTOS 
Photographs are a vital part of any web story because they help draw the reader into the story and create a vivid picture of what is being written about. With a digital camera, they are not that difficult to take, but PI officers still continue to take very average photos. You need to take account of weather conditions – sun and shadow – and you need to frame subjects properly (no chopped off heads and feet). You also need to get subjects in focus – a fuzzy picture is useless.  And remember to turn off the camera’s date embedding function – having the date printed on an image makes it look like an amateurish family snapshot. 
Because of the design of the web site, the main picture must always be in landscape, or horizontal, format. Vertical images can be used further down in the story. Photos should be sent in high resolution (or at least 2-5 Megabytes). And you must always remember to write a decent caption explaining what we are seeing in the picture. Don’t worry about giving too much information as this can always be cut down during the editing process. You must also always send a credit – the name of the photographer and the name of the organization. Sometimes the photographer will not want to be identified and then we just credit an organisation. You should send the photos to the web editor and to Suzy Hopper and Anne Kellner in the Photo Library. They ask me to remind you to be sure to include the name of the web story that the photos illustrate. And also, never embed photos and captions in a story – these must be sent separately.
And remember that in some cases, such as Iraq, it can be dangerous to show people’s faces. Photography becomes a protection issue. But you can get round this by being imaginative and even abstract. Film people from an angle that obscures their features, or photograph objects or landscapes to give an idea of their environment and suffering. Finally, if you get a chance to go on a simple photography course, seize it. 
PET PEEVES

Internally displaced persons, instead of internally displaced people. Imagine how weird the Gettysburg Address would have sounded if Abraham Lincoln had said: “Government of the persons, for the persons, by the persons.”
Quantifying refugee or IDP by the number of families. This does not give the layman any real idea of how many people are involved. It’s fine to give the number of families, but you should always say how many people this means. 
Acronyms – the UN is chocabloc with acronyms and PI officers sprinkle them liberally around stories without explaining what they are. If you saw the following, for example, could you tell what they are? GOLIAGS, ECOWAS, BBIED, OCHA, SGBV. Probably not – that’s why you must always spell out on first reference what these acronyms stand for. We tend to waive the rule on organisations that the wide public knows best from their acronym, such as UNICEF and WHO and UNHCR. And the answers: Government-linked illegal armed groups, Economic Community of West African States, Bicycle-borne improvised explosive device, Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, Sexual and gender-based violence.
NFI – this is one of Ron’s. He thinks this is jargon and can’t abide long lists of aid items. Just keep it simple and say something like “UNHCR provided substantial aid, including household and shelter goods.” 

* THE W QUESTIONS:
· Who – who was involved? Which minister signed the tripartite agreement, which NGO partners helped to build the camp in Chad? 

· What – what happened? A new group of refugees arrive in Burundi, a repatriation convoy leaves Pakistan, European Union ministers meet on asylum policies. 

· When – when did it happen? Today, last week, last month? If it’s the High Commissioner’s five-day mission, when did it start or end? 

· Where – in which country, city or camp did the event take place? If it’s a three-country visit, list all three countries.

· Why – explain why the event or occurrence happened, or why this development is important. 
