Knowledge Management &
Communications Team
Style Guide
FINAL*

*Editorial Final. Designer needs to add guidelines to
slide 11.

A note on current style guides
The KM Comm team currently uses:
• Liberty Mutual PI Style Guide (2014 version as of 11/2015)
(refer to this first as it notes some deviation from AP)
• AP Stylebook
For grammar and technical issues (punctuation, hyphenation,
capitalization, etc.), refer to the above guides as often as
possible. The more exceptions there are, the more difficult it will
be for the team to avoid confusion. Consistency is key.
This department-specific style guide should be used for general
writing tips and rules that:
• are NOT covered by the above style guides
• must vary from the above style guides for an approved
business reason.

How to write engaging content:
Top ten tips
1. Figure out your “elevator pitch.”

Before you write your communication, imagine how you would describe the goal of your
message if you only had 10 seconds to explain it to a stranger in an elevator. What’s the one
thing you would want that stranger to learn? Make sure that message is clearly prominent.
Examples: 1. Every employee needs to reboot their computers after this software update.
2. Reps should check that named insureds have provided an SSN so customers can
get a better rate.

2. Write an engaging headline.

Use your elevator pitch to figure out what your headline should convey. Then write it in a brief,
engaging way. Headlines don’t have to be cute or misleading to be exciting or get the reader’s
attention. A good headline keys in to what is most important to your audience and entices them
to read more.
Example: Instead of “New Feature for Online App Pilot Participants,”
write “New Driver’s License Scan Transforms Customer Experience.”

3. Keep your message short; 250 words or less is ideal.

Get right to the point. What do your readers need to know and why? If there is a lot of detail
that you can’t leave out, carefully consider the best way to deliver the message. Perhaps it
should be a series of blog posts instead of one long email. Or a combination of a web page and
email, etc.

How to write engaging content:
Top ten tips
4. Read your communication out loud.

The best way to check the quality of your writing is to read it out loud. If you stumble over the
words, your reader will too. It’s also a good way to catch typos and eliminate unnecessary
words. Did you use “In order to” instead of just “to”? Did you add empty words like “therefore”
or “accordingly”? Did you include information just because you had it, even though your readers
don’t really need to know it? Reading out loud will help you notice.

5. Use relevant subheads.

Don’t use generic subheads like “What is happening” or “What you need to know.” If you use
the same subhead in every communication, readers will skip over them and won’t notice them
anymore. Use this valuable real estate to highlight something that is critical to each specific
communication. This is particularly important in online communications.

6. Use design to your advantage.

Use visuals to break up text, convey information quickly, and keep the reader’s attention. This
doesn’t mean inserting a photo into every communication; the visual should add to the story.
Use illustrations, photos, or different text treatments (e.g., pull quotes) as visual breaks.

How to write engaging content:
Top ten tips
7. Use multimedia.

Multimedia can sometimes be a more effective tool than text. A mix of videos, podcasts, social
media, etc. can also keep your audience interested because they’re not receiving the same type
of message every time.

8. Vary your writing approach.

Keep your readers engaged by using different writing tactics. For example, you might:
• Use a narrative approach (tell a story).
• Profile someone.
• Use a “top five” or “top ten” list approach.
• Share a personal experience relevant to the subject matter.
• Highlight or open with a poll result, survey response, or interview quote.
• Relate a little-known, but interesting, fact about the topic at hand.
• Share a case study.

9. Don’t use big words or jargon.

Don’t use corporate jargon. Internal slang is one thing (“Rep” instead of “Representatives”), but
corporate jargon is unnecessary and does not add any value.
Examples: Instead of “utilize,” write “use.” Instead of “discontinue,” write “stop.”
Instead of “reach out,” write “contact.” Instead of “out of pocket,” write
“unavailable.”

How to write engaging content:
Top ten tips
10. Write for the customer.

You have two audiences—the employees you inform and the customers they serve. When
possible, write for both. If you write complicated, unnecessarily lengthy communications, your
internal audience must summarize and translate the information for customers. Save them
time—and help them do their jobs. When reviewing your work, ask yourself: Would the
customer understand this?

Tone
The overall tone of communications should be informal, friendly, and that of peers talking to one
another. In cases where an AP rule advocates for formality, the overall tone should always
remain informal with one exception (see below).

Use second person.

Your readers are employees just like you. Use “you” and “our” and other second person
pronouns consistently. Third person can sound distant, robot-like, and sometimes
condescending.

Be informal.

Internal communications should have a more familiar tone; employees should not feel as though
they are disconnected from those in the company who are requesting and sending the
communications. You are all on the same team.

Write like your audience talks.

Stakeholders sometimes forget that employees often don’t use jargon the way HR, Legal,
Technology, or senior executives might. Advocate for the audience by writing your message in a
way that reflects how the employees—not the stakeholders—speak.
Example: Instead of “Each employee should reach out to their respective manager,” write “meet
with your manager.”

Use contractions.

Make exceptions only for legal or compliance language that can’t be changed.
Example: Instead of “the customer cannot understand this language,” write “the customer can’t
understand this language.”

Exceptions

In the case of senior executive communications, the tone should be formal and contractions
should not be used.

Writing for the web
The same rules outlined in the Top Ten General Writing Tips also apply to the web. But there are
additional guidelines you should keep in mind when writing content for websites, mobile apps,
and other web-based communications.

Make it easy to scan.

Surveys have found that anywhere from 50-75% of web users are scanning, not reading, the web
pages they visit. These numbers are even higher for some mobile device users. The visitors who
do read are only reading about 40-50% of your content. Here are some ways to make your website,
mobile app text, or other web content scan-friendly:
Keep it concise.
Keep your paragraphs short.
Break up chunks of text with headers, sub-headers, and images.
Use bold—sparingly—to help users pick out key messages.
Use bullets and numbered lists, but don’t overuse them. If you need 20 bullets, you
should rewrite your message.
• Avoid centered text.
• If you have to use disclaimers or legal language, put them in a footer or link to them.
•
•
•
•
•

Don’t use “click here.”

Links catch the reader’s eye, and if all they see is “click here”, it tells them nothing. Use
descriptive language for your links. Instead of “click here to go to the Compliance website”,
write “visit the Compliance website.”

Make it clear when a link is an email.

Since an email link may prompt either Outlook or a contact form to open, give your reader a
heads up by including the “email” action in the link.
Example: Instead of “email Joseph Jones,” write “email Joseph Jones.”

Remember search.

Don’t forget that your communication may be reached via an internal or external search engine.
Use key words that you think your audience might use in your titles, captions, and subheaders. If
your content is well-written, it should make natural use of these words. Do not, however, “stuff”
your article or web page with keywords.

Writing for the web
Link, don’t attach.

If you want to convey information that already lives elsewhere on your site or some other
website, link to it to avoid repetition.
Avoid attachments whenever possible. You are forcing users to download a document that
they must then go back and find at a later date if they need to refer back to it. Send them to a
website they can quickly bookmark if need be.

Five more tips:
• Aim to keep links between 5-6 words long. Long links lose the advantage of emphasis.
• Don’t overuse italics. Italics are harder for people to read, especially online.
• Use a sans-serif font for the body of your text. Sans-serif is easier to read online.
• Don’t use too many in-line links. It can be distracting and you will lose readers.
• Don’t get too concerned if the reader has to scroll. The “above the fold”
concern is a product of the early internet days when it took longer for everyone to download
content. If your content is compelling, the reader will scroll to read more.

More guidelines
Use postal codes, not state abbreviations.

Deviate from the AP Stylebook in this instance because the state abbreviations rule is
outdated given the widespread use of the existing state postal codes over the past
50 years. Other companies have found this rule onerous as well.

Use Rep, not Representative.
Remember, write like your audience talks.

Don’t spell out most internal acronyms.

If you can reasonably assume that the majority of your audience knows and uses the
acronym, don’t spell it out. Using accepted shorthand helps establish an informal tone.
If the acronym is new, however, explain what it is.
Example: Instead of “My Career Development Center,” use “MCDC.”

Only capitalize when absolutely necessary.

Watch out for unnecessary capitalization. Proper names, full department names, full product
names, and place names should be capitalized. Do not capitalize general nouns like “insurance”
or “sales managers.”
Examples: Instead of “Employee Recognition Pilot Program,” write “Employee Recognition pilot
program.”
Examples: Instead of “If you have any questions, talk to your Manager,” write “If you have any
questions, talk to your manager.”

Follow AP for job titles.

Follow AP and only capitalize job titles when they precede the person’s name (Vice President
Mary E. Smith). The current job title capitalization guideline is not intuitive and adds more
confusion around capitalization rules in general, which is already an issue. I would also
recommend deviating from the Liberty Mutual style guide and using abbreviations in job
titles when you can reasonably expect that your audience understands the shorthand (e.g.,
VP for Vice President).

Design guidelines
Designer to add. Topics should include:
•
•
•
•
•

Template usage: Text placement, content module options, etc.
Fonts
Font sizes for titles, subheads, email body text, etc.
Sizes and standards for content modules
Standards for images and graphics:
•
size
•
shading or no shading
•
placement, etc.)
•
preferred image sources

Appendix: Acronyms
[add acronyms for reference here]

Appendix: Examples

Example #1 (Before)

The title sounds like a routine
Compliance email; there is no
immediate or visual sense of urgency.
Centered text is more
difficult for readers to scan
Avoid repetitive phrasing and passive
voice. Instead of “…please be
reminded” or “As a reminder…”,
use “Remember…”
Avoid use of italics. They’re harder to
read online. Use bold (sparingly)
instead.
Typo: “Direct Dealing” appears twice
in a row in two different font colors.
Use more concise, tone-appropriate
language.
“Resource Information” is a redundant,
Vague label. Use something more
active,
like “learn more.”

E.g., change “Any questions regarding
Conflict Of Interest should be
discussed with your
Manager…” to

Give them the Compliance phone
number instead of making them click
away to find it.

“Questions? Ask your manager or HR
rep…”

Example #1 (After)

PERSONAL

LINES

DISTRIBUTION

-

ALERT

Conflicts of Interest
IMPORTANT

It is against company policy to accept
gift cards for a referral.
As you may know, some Sales Reps recently received an email
titled “Liberty Mutual Commercial Insurance” with our logo. It
offered entries to win gift cards for referred business. This was
not a Liberty-sponsored program.
Employees are not permitted to:
Accept any type of payment, compensation, gift, or
gratuity from an Agent, agency, or business partner for a
referral.
Refer such business directly to an outside Agent, agency,
or business partner, or provide them with information
regarding the customer.

It’s your responsibility to comply.
Read the PLD Ethical Conduct and Appropriate Business
Practices Policy when referring a customer to an outside Agent,
agency or other business partner. Questions about Conflict of
Interest? Ask your manager or HR rep or call the Compliance
helpline at 1-888-8888.
READ THE POLICY

Example #2 (Before)

Example #2 (After)

ADDITIONAL

BRANDING

OR

LINKS

CAN

GO

HERE

eKos 411
Week of October 26, 2015

New Touch Login and VIN
Scan now available
The October release of the Liberty Mutual mobile app introduced
two exciting new enhancements for customers. The app now
allows iOS customers to log in to eService using a new Touch ID
feature. And the new VIN Scan feature lets the customer simply
take a picture of a vehicle’s VIN rather than typing it in.

LEARN MORE

North Carolina Elements surcharge update
North Carolina has revised the H3 Modified Elements renewal
business
surcharge rules. A customer will not receive a
O C T
surcharge for their first loss between $250 and $1,000.

31

The change applies to renewals with an effective
date of October 31, 2015 or later.
LEARN MORE

Example #3 (Before)

Published date takes up some of
the most valuable real estate
Variation in text alignment is
difficult to scan
Passive, lengthy language
(“The following knowledge has
been updated to reflect this
information.”)
Repetitive wording
(“Setups that are set up”)
Comma splices in several places
(“Social Security Numbers,
A Better Chance for a Better
Rate”)
Second bullet under SSN piece is
an incomplete sentence and does
not make sense with the intro
sentence
Unclear what the most important takeaway is
Subheads could “pop” more;
they do not clearly stand out
from the body text
Inconsistent capitalization (“provide their Social Security
Numbers”; “A social security number is not…”)
There is no clear CTA in the SSN piece.

Example #3 (After)

ADDITIONAL

BRANDING

OR

LINKS

CAN

GO

HERE

DRC Weekly Insider
Week of October 26, 2015

Coverage reminder: Golf
carts
The state of Florida requires Personal Injury Protection (PIP)
and Property Damage Liability (PDL) to insure a golf cart that is
licensed and registered for road use.
Since we don’t offer PIP, we can’t insure any licensed
golf cart for customers in Florida.
LEARN MORE

SSNs: The way to a better rate
CustomerFirst provides rates based on SSN
inquiries. If all named insureds have provided an
SSN, the system rates on the one with the best attributes.
LEARN MORE

North Carolina MVR: Don’t forget to
collect the original licensed date
In the state of North Carolina, MVRs are ordered for all
operators, including those licensed for 6 months or less.
LEARN MORE

