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Why I am writing this

People’s desire for digital 
information increases daily. 
They want results quickly, 

easily and reliably. But, sadly, 
more often than not, web 

copy fails to deliver.”

In July 2007, I was asked if I would like to run a course in Luxembourg about 
writing for the web.  Because I’d been in media and communications for  
a number of years, it was assumed I would be the right sort of person to 
deliver such a course. It wasn’t scheduled until September so I naively said, 
“Yes!”  Plenty of time to prepare…  

How naïve I was. Five days later, I found myself in a class full of strangers. 
They sat there eagerly waiting for my words of wisdom on a topic I knew 
perilously little about. My notes were a crude translation of a French 
‘Writing for the Web’ course and somehow I managed to bluff my way 
through the day.

The experience dramatically unearthed a brave new world for me. Up 
to that point, I had never given any thought to the way words were 
written and presented on a web page. Now I know better. And the more I 
understand the topic, the more I am convinced that being able to write for 
the web is an incredibly important marketing and communication skill. 

For some inexplicable reason, my horrible experience in Luxembourg gave 
me a taste for teaching.  Fortunately, it also gave me the desire to 
properly understand the psychology and creative mechanics 
behind effective web writing. As a result, I now deliver a wide range 
of web writing and digital communication courses.

"

"
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This e-Book will give you a useful insight into why effective web writing is 
an essential business communication skill. You can pick up some practical 
web writing tips and tricks and it also points you in the direction of various 
useful resources.

As you will discover, writing for the web is a skill every professional 
communicator (marketer, copywriter or business owner) should master. 
People’s desire for digital information increases daily. They want results – 
quickly, easily and reliably. But, sadly, more often than not, web copy fails to 
deliver. 

The 4new rules for writing for the�
web will help you communicate�
more effectively with your digital�
readers and encourage�
positive responses.<

Joe Pelissier´
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Why the new rules�
are important
Something weird is going on.  

That’s how the technology writer Nicolas Carr feels about his relationship 
with online words. Perhaps you feel the same way? 

Carr, like many people who spend a lot of time online, found it increasingly 
difficult to read long tracts of text offline. He’d become so used to the quick 
fixes of knowledge from web pages  that he couldn’t concentrate on more 
traditional print media.

Concerned by his changing behaviour, he wanted to know what caused the 
changes. Research showed him that as a result of so much time spent in 
front of computer screens, our brains genetically rewire themselves. 

Once I was a scuba diver in a sea of words.  
Now I zip along the surface like a guy on a jet ski.” 
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Rewiring�
Your Brain
It’s to do with NEUROPLASTICITY. Your brain is a “massively plastic” organ 
capable of re-programming itself on the fly and altering the way it functions. 
It means your brain can change with experience, circumstance and need. 

That’s what it’s been doing over the past few years… Rewiring itself so that 
it can process all of the media thrown at it.

From 1793, new media inventions were on a gradual increase. Then in 1991, 
with the creation of the Web, it all started to go mad. Look at the table on 
the right. Think for a moment how dramatically everything has converged 
over the past few years.

It’s led to this sense of instant gratification – what you desire 
is potentially only seconds away. If not, you’ll whizz off in search of 
something better. 

You are always on the move because there are so many things to distract 
you from your original purpose. The experience is simultaneously 

Tiring – you constantly stare at the screen

Necessary – you need important information / stuff – NOW!

Addictive – you find it impossible to switch off
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Most people, when they go online, are on some form of quest. Whether you 
want to buy a dress, find out about global warming or you’re looking for a 
telephone number, it’s a quest you expect to resolve in a matter of minutes.

As a result, your brain has become a massively impatient and intolerant 
information junkie. That’s not to say that it’s incapable of online slowness.  
It is. But only when it has found what it wants.

Jakob Nielson, an online usability expert, studies the psychological impact 
web pages and other types of media have on people. In 2006, he 
adopted the phrase, ‘information foraging’ to explain what’s going on 
when you and I are surfing the web.

Like wild animals, most of our time is spent foraging; we only stop 
when we have found what we are looking for. Then, if the conditions 
are right, we GORGE. Yes, we greedily devour each and every morsel to 
satisfy our hunger.

Information foragings most famous 
concept is information scent: users 

estimate a given hunt’s likely 
success from the spoor: assessing 
where their path exhibits cues 

related to the desired outcome.”
Jakob Neilson, Alertbox Column  

www.useit.com

The Quest to Gorge

"

"
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A pleasurable reading experience is connected with what copywriters call, 
‘entering into the conversation that is already going on in their 
heads’. If you can work out the conversation and reflect it on the page, you 
are probably onto a winner. 

Remember the web is a bi-directional resource tool. This is both a positive and 
a negative. Positive because it can take you to fruitful pastures and give you a 
rewarding experience; negative because there are often too many choices.  

Websites are a perfect reflection of the expression “The Paradox of Choice”. 
Coined by Barry Schwartz in the book of that name, it refers to the strange 
fact that, the more choice we demand, the less able we are to make a decision 
about what we really want (web designers take note). In other words ‘less is 
more’.

So, you see, the case for ‘new rules’ for web writing is rather compelling because 

? Digital media is rewiring our brains

? We’re on a continuous quest for ‘stuff’

? We will only GORGE when the conditions are right

? People are so flighty and we need to anchor 
their attention

? We’re not good at making decisions

The Paradox of Choice
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The chances are you’ve never thought this way about writing for the web. 
You’re probably more concerned with headlines, SEO and good grammar. 
Yes, the mechanics of web writing are important but the paradox of choice is 
why you need to be good at writing for the web.  

And that leads us to the first step in producing effective web copy. 

Understand how the digital mind works and why 
your writing must satisfy its expectations.

The Paradox of Choice –  
The more choice we demand, the 

less we are able to make a decision 
about what we really want.”

Barry Schwartz

"

"
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Types of website
You may be reading this because you want to market your business better. 
Or, maybe you’re a world authority on avian bird flu and want to make your 
research studies more readable? Perhaps you’re a marketing manager struggling 
to cope with the different types of content your website publishes?

It doesn’t matter. Whatever your business and whatever your role, you need to 
master the same basics. As soon as you understand what they are, you’re free 
to adapt them to suit your own purpose. 

Although there are millions of websites (and an estimated 75 million web 
pages), the good news is there only 4 different types. 

Each type of site has different writing characteristics that you, as a visitor, 
come to expect. 

Brochure sites should give you a clear understanding of what’s on offer and 
how it can help you. E-commerce sites should offer minimal information, strong 
imagery and a very simple sales process. Information sites present relevant and 
useful content; something you’ll want to re-visit. Sales letter sites encourage 
you to respond to compelling copy that creates a strong sense of desire.

? Brochure sites – you promote your own products and services

? E-commerce sites – live and breathe to sell things

? Information sites – provide news and specialist types of information

? Sales letter sites – promote products and/or services.
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Of course, some sites are a hybrid of different types but you will always find 
one type more dominant than another.

My site www.JoePelisier.co.uk is an information site that happens to 
sell marketing and communication products and services.  That’s because I 
use my expertise (knowledge) to sell my services.

How about yours? Now’s a good time to take a look… What type is it? If it’s 
a hybrid, what is the dominant theme?

 

Brochure 

e-Commerce

Information

Sales Letter 
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The SRRC Formula
Whatever you think, your visitors will assess your site and its pages in terms of 

? Speed – can they read and understand what’s on offer, 
FAST?

? Relevance – is it related to what they’re looking for?

? Rapport – do they get a sense of the personality behind 
the business? (This is linked to brand and value)

? Credibility – do they see any evidence you deliver what 
you promise?

This is important stuff. 

Readers want the maximum amount of information in the  least amount of 
time. They want what they read to be relevant to what’s going on in their head.  
They want to know you understand  them. Finally, they want proof you have a 
good track record. 

Now methodically apply the SRRC formula to your own site.

S + R + R + C = Satisfied Reader



14

An often-quoted piece of Jakob Neilson research says that: “79% of 
readers scan rather than read it and that only 16% 
read word by word”. I guess the other 5% don’t hang around…

Understandably, most people interpret this as a call to action to make sure all 
their web pages are highly scannable. By focusing on the big 
number, they disregard the minority 16%. This is a mistake. 

It’s a mistake because that 16% are the people most likely to GORGE on what 
you have on offer. Because they want what you have, you should make their 
reading experience as pleasant as possible. 

Think of the 16% as those with the problem you solve. They are your real 
customers, followers or fans. They want to read what you have written. The 79% 
are the butterflies.

That’s not to say you shouldn’t write web copy that is easy to scan for meaning. 
You must. It’s an essential part of web writing.  Remember, very often scanners 
turn into readers.

People wrongly believe that long-form copy – the sort of thing you find in online 
and offline sales letters – is never read. 

This type of content is targeted at a very specific reader. If you don’t suffer from 
back pain you’re unlikely to bother reading a long piece of copy telling you how 
to solve it. BUT, if you are in acute agony, you’ll read every word in the hope that 
you’ll learn how to get rid of your pain.

Think of the 16% as 
those with the problem 
you solve. They are your 

real customers, followers or 
fans. They want to read 

what you have written. The 
79% are the butterflies.”

Cultivate the16%

"

"
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The Psycho Stuff
We’ve already established that, when it comes to reading online, the 
digital world is different. Now let’s add some specifics to this based on our 
knowledge that 79% of readers will scan the page for meaning.

The rule of thumb is that you have roughly 8 seconds to hook them 
and make them want to stay. That’s a quick scan of a headline, some key 
words and a relevant picture. If they stay, they will spend, on average,   
19-24 seconds looking at a page.

Your reader doesn’t have the time to work hard at discovering whether 
your page is ‘the one’. There’s no leisurely ‘feet on the desk’ or slurping of 
cappuccino in the way there is when you read a magazine. 

Unless there is something on the page to stop them in their tracks, they will 
think (even if they’re completely wrong) there’s something better out there. 

That’s why internet marketers talk about the 1% Rule. This says that, for a 
typical website, less than 1% of visitors take any action. 99 out of 100 will 
land on your page and leave without reading your copy, signing-up to your 
newsletter or giving you a call.

Q: Do you know the 
average time a visitor /
reader spends on your 

page?  If not, find out! 
It will tell you a lot



16

Think 7window-
shopping...
But all is not lost. They’re probably just checking you out. Because that’s 
what we do, don’t we?  We check out a site to see if it’s any good. If we 
think so, we make a mental note to come back.

It’s just like window-shopping. That’s why web design is so important; 
it taps into our visual sensibilities. But design on its own is not enough.  
Headlines are winning aces – the right words and their 
readability will usually trump visuals.

Naturally, any self-respecting web designer would disagree, but there are 
plenty of successful websites that are poorly designed or not even designed 
at all. They are successful because their focus is on providing relevance and 
value for their target audience.

Web-writing Nirvana is good web copy and good design. How do you rate 
your own site now you know what you do?

NB  Design is very important. You are much more willing 
to read an e-Book in this format than if it was presented  
as some nerdy white paper.
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You and I are inherently lazy. If something looks as if it might be hard work, 
our natural reaction is to avoid it. 

It’s the same with a web page. Your reader wants all the information neatly 
laid out so it’s easy to digest. 

On one level, they get a sense of what that page is about by scanning (79%). 
On another, they can effortlessly read it word by word (16%). 

When you get this right, you produce a ‘double-readership’ path – 
one piece of copy designed for two different types of reader.

Here are 9 techniques to help you improve the visual layout of your content. 

The Cosmetic Stuff

? Big Bold Headlines to Capture Attention 

? Put some of your keywords in bold

? Chunk your text

? Bullet points

? Font type and size
? Sub-headings that break up the text

? CAPITALS

? Characters per line (cpl)

? Numbers as in 1, 2, 3 not one, two three
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This is simple but important cosmetic stuff and, applied wisely, it makes  
a world of difference in getting your page read.

If your visitors are in window-shopping mode, they definitely won’t  
come back if they think they’re going to face a steep climb up an ice-wall 
of words.

So think of your readers as weary climbers. Look at the cosmetic bits as 
mental foot-holds to help them work up or down the page. The more 
they have the easier the climb.

Would you make the�
effort to read this ?
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The Wordy Stuff
Your web visitors come to your site to find out more about what you do. 
They’re looking for someone to help them. If you’re like most companies, 
you are willing to invest large sums in the design and build  of your website 
but much less in web copy to make it whistle and whirr. 

Writing compelling web copy is a hugely undervalued skill. 

Too many companies think that being able to write is all that’s  required.  
But even people who write well for the paper page can  come unstuck with 
website copy.  

Not every site needs a professional copywriter but whoever’s in charge of 
the copy needs to know what they’re doing and why.

It’s easy to tell ‘unprofessional’ in-house sites because they 

? Talk a lot about themselves and how good they are – ‘we’ 
did this, ‘we’ did that. It’s a bit of “we, we, we all the way 
home…”

? Are very formal in the way they write

? Lack rapport

? Use long, ‘grown-up’ words because they think it will 
impress (they FEAR simplicity)

? Have 2-word headlines

? Don’t use web-writing techniques to help the reader

? Treat the webpage just like a printed page
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In contrast, the more ‘professional’ sites 

I bet you are now nervously looking over your own pages to see if any of my 
‘negatives’ apply.

Worry not. All of your so-called ‘faults’ are easy to correct. At the back of 
this e-Book, you’ll find various books, blogs and courses to help you.

People are more likely to visit your site than to call your office. So how your 
website looks and reads has a much greater effect on your business than the 
way your telephone is answered.

Pay attention to the advice of Ernest Hemingway: “Most writers slough 
off the most important part of their trade – editing their stuff; 
honing it and honing it until it gets an edge like a bullfighter’s 
killing sword.”

In other words your goal is ‘killer copy’ that cuts through every website 
distraction and commands the readers’ absolute attention.

? Attract attention with keyword rich headlines

? Are conversational in tone and style

? Apply different web writing approaches to suit their product or services

? Incorporate Search Engine Optimisation (SEO) tricks into the copy

? Use short simple words and short sentences

? Take a more relaxed approach to the ‘rules’ of grammar (pedantry is out!)

? Can make a long page of copy effortless to read
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 What have you
Got To Lose?
Absolutely nothing! So long as you take action you have everything to gain. 

You should know by now that writing for the web is an essential skill. But 
remember, if you don’t apply these ‘new rules’ of writing for the web, you 
may well

? fail to attract – and hold – your visitor’s attention 
? squander money on expensive web-design
? appear out of touch
? give the impression of being a bit ‘amateur’
? waste a lot of time and energy
? lose out to the competition
?  be unable to capitalise on profitable business 

opportunities
? fail to grow as a business
?  miss the chance to establish relationships with 

readers
?  deny yourself (and others) the chance to develop 

new skills
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 Start today!
As George Bernard Shaw said, “The greatest problem of 
communication is the illusion that it has been 
accomplished”.

And it’s not accomplished until you have a positive result. Effective 
communication is always a two-way process. 

Whatever your type of site, you want to inform, involve and inspire –  
and interact meaningfully with your readers.

Remember: “Sites that work
have words that work”.
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About the Author
Joe Pélissier is a Marketing & Communications Consultant and Copywriter. 

Large international organisations – such as the European Commission – and 
small entrepreneurial businesses benefit from his input on a range of topics 
including communication strategy, e-mail marketing, media production and 
copywriting.

As well as delivering marketing and communication training courses in central 
London, Joe publishes a weekly marketing blog “Pélixir”.

While in the UK, Joe divides time between Gloucestershire and London; he 
also works regularly in Brussels and Paris.

To book Joe to speak at your next event, give marketing advice or run a 
workshop, please contact him via joe@joepelissier.co.uk

Visit his popular website at www.JoePelissier.co.uk
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pelixir
FREE marketing and copywriting articles can be found in the  
Pélixir section of www.JoePelissier.co.uk.  Subscribe for  
e-mail notification of when a Pélixir is published.

Training Courses
Find ways to make your business better when you attend one of  
Joe’s 1-day training courses at his training rooms in London. 

? An Introduction to Writing for the Web

? Writing for the Web: Advanced

? E-Mail Marketing

? Strategic Digital Communication

Each course is designed to change the way you think  
and gives you new skills, tips and techniques to apply  
to your business.

Resources and Courses

Join now Members’ Login

Pelixir is my grandfather,s 
invention. This is a 1  11  
billboard poster from  

one of his London shows

9
´

-
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audio
And why not check out Joe’s Audio Courses? Each 30-minute recording 
comes with a full transcript and workbook. For a modest fee, you can 
download them from the Audio Courses section. 

1. Marketing Essentials

2. The Marketing Mindset

3. Copywriting Essentials

4. Internet Marketing Essentials

5. Marketing Media Essentials
Join now Members’ Login
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Books you�
should read!
‘The Shallows’ by Nicholas Carr

‘The Paradox of Choice’ by Barry Schwartz

‘Letting Go of the Words’ by Janice Redish

‘The Copywriter’s Handbook’ by Robert Bly

‘Confessions of an Advertising Man’ by David Ogilvy


