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GUIDELINES FOR WRITING ARTICLES

Before you start writing
1. Before committing yourself to writing an article, get exact details of what you will be expected to produce.  A title is not enough – you need to know what kind of article the editor wants. For instance, do they want a special angle or comparisons between UK and foreign law?  Will they supply background research or articles to help you?  Do they want straight text or additional sets of bullet points? Do they want legal analysis or practical advice?
2. Try to find out a few facts about the publication:

a. What are the circulation figures?

b. Has it got any sister publications which may be a suitable vehicle for future articles?

3. What is the publication’s readership?  Is it legal or industry professionals?  It is extremely important to get as accurate a profile of the readership as possible: this will help you write your article at the right level for the audience.

4. Most publications will want a 200 word synopsis of your proposed article (if you are offering it to them rather than them asking you to produce something).  When you are considering an article, therefore, start by writing this synopsis and use it to ‘sell’ your idea.

5. Check with your in-house PR or marketing team in case they have good contacts with the publication or, indeed, have been contacted on the same subject and may have already commissioned someone within the firm to write the article.

6. If you feel that the subject/title is a bit vague, suggest suitable alterations.  Editors are usually amenable (and often grateful) for this kind of input, and a snappy title is a great start.

7. What is the word count for the article?  Keep as close to this as possible – the less your article needs editing, the more control you have over its contents.  Make it clear at the beginning that you want to see and approve any substantive editorial cuts before the article is published. That said, remember that editorial is not the same as paid-for advertising. The latter is the only way of ensuring that every word remains intact. An editor’s decision will usually be final, unless you can prove that something is factually incorrect. Otherwise, you will need to accept their changes.

8. What is the deadline?  Are you comfortable with it?  Once you have committed yourself, you will be expected to deliver. Last minute ‘let downs’ are guaranteed to panic the editorial team and are a good way of ensuring that another firm is asked to write the next article!


9. What kind of credit will you be given?  The by-line should consist, at the very least, of your name and title; and a reference to the firm.  See if you can get your contact details (e-mail and/or phone number) included too.

10. Make it clear to the editor that your firm will retain copyright in your work.  Tell the editor that your firm may want to re-publish your article on its website (this is just a matter of courtesy but worth it to maintain good relations).  As a matter of policy, if re-using, you should make it clear that the article was first published elsewhere (and name the publication and date of publication too).

11. Find out if the publication carries a standard disclaimer.  If not, suggest that the firm provides one for your article. This is a standard disclaimer:

The material contained in this article is provided for general purposes only and does not constitute legal or other professional advice.  We accept no responsibility for loss which may arise from reliance on information contained in it. Although we endeavour to ensure that the content is accurate and up-to-date, users should seek appropriate legal advice before taking or refraining from any action. 

12. Will they use your photo and the firm’s logo? The former is standard, the latter, rare. 

When you start writing
13. Think about your message.  What exactly do you want to tell the readers?  

14. Use humour/wit/punchy phrases where appropriate but stop short of being overly familiar or colloquial – it can sometimes sound contrived.

15. Remember the basics: in even a short article you need a beginning, middle and end.  Tell your reader what you are going to tell them (if only by having a clear title); tell them the main messages; and then summarise what you have told them (or, preferably, what the practical effect is for them).

16. Use of industry jargon can enable you to appear as a member of your audience's peer group, but in most cases it should  be avoided.  Use plain English, shorter sentences and punctuate more than you would normally in a legal document.

17. Don’t forget to include the credit/byline.

After you have written the article
18. Once you have written your article, send a copy to your in-house PR or marketing team, who may have some suggestions to improve its style or content. They can arrange for it to be put on the firm’s website and your article can also be re-worked for other internal or external publications. While the subject matter is fresh in your mind, why not offer it for use as a short presentation in an external or internal training session?

19. Don’t forget sister publications and the possibility of submitting further articles using the contact you have made, perhaps even introducing other areas of the firm to the editor where appropriate.
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