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For authors, it's a sad fact that when it comes to popularity, not all articles are created 
equal; some prove to be more popular than others. The truth is that no matter how well you 
select topics, or how well you write, you won't be able to hit a home run every time. 
Nonetheless, if you're already writing programming articles (or you're thinking about writing 
them), the tips listed here are proven to help vault articles from the ho-hum heap to the top 
of the most-viewed lists. 

1. Choose a Pithy Topic. Picking a pithy topic is tough, because many interesting topics 
aren't concise at all; they're long and complex. Sometimes you can create nicely self-
contained individual articles that work in concert as a longer topic, but usually not. You 
may need to write a series or a book instead. Either pick something else or break the 
topic up into pithy chunks.  

The next few tips can help you meet the requirement of tip #1: 

2. Augment Existing Documentation. Some of the most consistently popular articles are 
essentially augmented documentation. There's nothing wrong with that, because 
technical documentation is often produced hurriedly, is incomplete, isn't written by 
developers, or lacks pertinent examples. In nearly every case, documentation (or the 
lack thereof) provides a rich vein of topics for authors to mine.  

3. Compare Things. Another often-popular tack is to write a comparison between two or 
more popular items. These could be languages, language versions, APIs, databases, 
operating systems, frameworks, programming methodologies, patterns—in the rapidly-
changing developer world, there are innumerable opportunities here. Pick two or more 
technologies that developers use, and write the article that best helps developers 
transition or choose them.  

4. Make a List. You may think it's tired, but the "10 for/about " type articles tend to do 
well. (If this blog post does well, I'll consider it validation of this point; if it doesn't, 
maybe I'll reduce this to "Nine Tips…."). Editors and publishers love these articles 
because readers like them. I suspect readers like them because any article that contains 
a number of things increases the probability that at least one will contain needed or at 
least interesting material, but maybe people just like lists. At any rate… 

After you have a solid topic, and you're ready to start writing, keep these points in mind: 

5. Ignore History. Yes, I know you think everyone needs to understand the background 
history for your particular subject before they get to the meat, but the fact is, they 
rarely do. Your readers no more want to ponder your historical comments than you 
wanted your father to explain the history of math when you were learning algebra in 
high school. Here's an inside tip from reader behavior analysis: Most readers never get 
past the first page. So, if you don't answer their question or grab their interest 
immediately, it doesn't matter how on-target the rest of your article is; they won't see 
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it. Link to the history, get to the meat.  
6. Eschew "HelloWorld" Examples. Just because you've seen a thousand "HelloWorld" code 

examples in articles and books that you've read doesn't mean they're good! They're not. 
No one likes them. They're all but completely useless for learning anything about 
programming. They're not entertaining either. It's perfectly possible to write clear and 
straightforward examples that both teach and aren't boring.  

7. Illustrate Your Points. Developers like code, sure, but you can save them time and 
effort by including illustrations and screenshots, too. That's because many of them may 
not run your fascinating sample code, but if they're reading your article, they're 
probably interested in the results. Show the input or output whenever it matters.  

8. Show the Interesting Code. Many technical authors seem to think that providing a brief 
explanation and following that up with reams of example code (or worse, just showing 
the code without the explanation) will spur their readers to study the code to gain 
enlightenment. I assure you that's not true. The best articles explain the topic, show 
only code fragments, and then explain or show (or both) what that code does, how it 
fits in with the surrounding code or overall topic, when you should use it, when you 
should not use it, and only then—and only if it's truly useful—do they refer you to longer 
chunks of code. Instead, put only the interesting code in your article, and provide the 
rest as a runnable, complete-project download.  

9. Make the Complex Simple. Avoid the urge to tell people how complicated your subject 
is. They know it's complicated, or they probably wouldn't be reading your article. 
Instead, think of ways to make your complicated subject seem simpler.  

And perhaps the most important point of all is: 

10. Be Brief. The most consistently popular technical articles give readers just what they 
need—and no more.  

Finally, it's true that some articles are popular despite having few or none of the 
characteristics listed here—but that's not something you can control. Trying to write one of 
those articles is much like drawing to an inside straight; you'll lose most of the time. 
Concentrate on the basics, write a lot of articles, and some of them will be winners. 

Happy writing. 
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