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The call to action
Writing web copy that converts



What makes good web copy?
(And the inevitable: Making bad web copy good)



What is good web copy?



Why is this so good?

✤ 100% action oriented: tells people what to do and why

✤ 100% benefits focused: Explains why it will help

✤ 100% you-facing: all copy speaks directly to the user

✤ Simple. No fluff. No unnecessary words or information.

✤ Informs the navigation of the site

✤ Not boring.



Another example...



Why is it good? 

✤ Brief, personable, playful...

✤ Tells people what to do and how long it will take

✤ Emphasizes benefits, not features

✤ It solicits engagement and interaction

✤ Inspires curiosity



One, last example



Why is it good?

✤ Makes highly complex information very simple & usable

✤ Easy, direct instructions

✤ Voice is light, playful, but informative

✤ Delightfully you-facing (brings it back home)



What is bad web copy?



Why is this copy so bad?

✤ Instructions are wordy and convoluted

✤ Creates barriers... doesn’t explain or make things easy

✤ Totally unscannable... no bullet points, no headers

✤ Language is robotic. Not at all you-facing.

✤ Why doesn’t this simply say: “Enter your IBM i.d.”?

✤ I don’t care how technically complicated the product/environment 
is...  IT DOESN’T HAVE TO BE THIS WAY!



It’s your job

✤ As a web content writer to make exceptionally complicated things 
look remarkably easy. And interesting.

✤ Once upon a time... wordy, convoluted, obscure writing made you 
look smart. 

✤ It weeded out the dumb people. 

✤ Now... and especially on the web... smart people expect more. They 
expect us not to waste their time.



Fix me! (Real life example)



Thank you.



Reduction: 94 words

✤ We cut 163 words down to 69 words

✤ Multiple paragraphs were pared down to the core benefit.

✤ All instructional text was moved to the Help section.

✤ Maybe... just maybe now someone will read it and care.



So what works?

✤ You-facing language 

✤ Emphasize benefits (not features)

✤ Tell people what to do.

✤ Use text links that are calls to action. i.e. Register online now >

✤ Be brief: cut out any text that is unnecessary

✤ Simplify language... write in one and two-syllable words

✤ Break up large blocks of text... use bullets, headers, short paragraphs



Process: Before you write



Stalk your reader

✤ Don’t write anything until you know who you are writing for. 

✤ You need to understand your reader’s quest and speak her language.

✤ (Or she won’t listen and she definitely won’t buy)



Listen first. Then write.

✤ Demand (and take the time) to get to know your audience/customer. 

✤ She is not always who you think she is!

✤ We live in micro cultures. 

✤ You may be surprised by what your customer values/needs/enjoys...



Listen...

✤ Listen very carefully to your boss/client/product manager 

✤ (Even if you think he/she is wrong)

✤ Often he/she has a lot of intrinsic knowledge

✤ This person will give priceless nuggets of insight into your target 
market



✤ Ask your client/boss/product manager to write you a very short 
brief on the project, which should include: 

✤ His/her wishes and hopes for the new site or copy

✤ Who buys the product/reads the content... profession, gender, 
income, etc.

✤ Links to relevant industry and competitor websites

✤ (Hint: If your client is intimidated/bothered by the idea of a brief... 
don’t call it that. Just say: let’s sit down and talk about what you want 
to achieve with this website... Or give him/her a short questionnaire.)



Think like your target audience

✤ Read blogs, forums, competitor sites.

✤ Go places where your customer hangs out.

✤ Does the target resemble someone you know?

✤ Pay attention to the brands your target loves: 

✤ What needs do these brands meet? 

✤ What images and editorial voice do these brands use?



Create personas!

✤ Once you know who your target customer(s) and market are, create a 
one-page portrait of each type of person you are writing for (selling 
to). 

✤ Don’t skip this process!

✤ This one step will unconsciously guide your writing... it will help you 
speak directly to your target audience in its native language



What’s in a persona?

✤ Describe things like: 

✤ A day in the life: wake up > workday > bedtime

✤ Describe her family, where and how she lives

✤ Explain her education and professional life

✤ Research to find out what this person does for fun

✤ Which brands does she buy? At which stores?

✤ What is she lacking (time, resources, information)?



Voila, a persona

✤ Erica Higgins: Age: 39, Kanata, owns two dogs, owns a small house, lives with her 
boyfriend

✤ Works as a procurer for the federal government; has a BA in systems management

✤ Reads trade magazines, tech news sites, self-improvement blogs, attends management 
workshops and government tech trade shows

✤ Fun activities generally include anything that involves her friends and dogs: hiking, 
cross country skiing, camping, cooking with friends, watching TV and movies

✤ Favourite websites: IT World Canada, TechVibes, Design Sponge, Ottawa Dog Blog, 
MLS.ca, Netflix

✤ Erica needs: To find affordable hardware upgrades that integrate with a legacy system.



Get feedback...

✤ Run your persona past your client/boss/product manager... whoever 
knows the product and customer best.

✤ Integrate his/her feedback, BUT also be prepared to argue for new 
personas that he/she may not have considered!



Build your conversion path



Get to know the buying process

✤ If you’re selling and promoting a product online:

✤ How do people usually purchase?

✤ How much information do people need before buying?

✤ Is there human intervention... or does everything take place online?



Wireframe the steps to purchase

✤ Draw or design a step-by-step map of how people will navigate the 
decision-making and purchase process. 

✤ This is your writing template. 

✤ Everything you write from now on will facilitate this desired traffic 
flow.

✤ (Which is why I love pairing wireframing + copywriting as a skill set)



Look out!

✤ Don’t rely on your web designer to structure this process correctly



Own this process.



Create a funnel

✤ Map out the process that will lead someone to purchasing

✤ Determine which information is necessary along the way

✤ The copy IS the navigation. All gently drives to the goal, whether it is:

✤ An e-commerce transaction

✤ A contact or download form

✤ An easy way to complete or submit an RFP



Prioritize the conversion

✤ Make product information accessible, but external to the funnel

✤ Make it easy for people to gather information, but even easier for 
them to convert

✤ For example, if you are selling a complex technical product:

✤ Provide links to more in-depth information

✤ But make sure that the conversion funnel is first and foremost



What to do with a lot of content



Sure, you say

✤ It’s easy to create a funnel if you’re just selling stuff

✤ But I need to put a lot of technical information online

✤ And still encourage people to buy

✤



Create levels of information

✤ Offer information in small, scannable chunks

✤ Invite visitors to go deeper to access more complex information

✤ In other words, layer your web copy like this:

1. Top-level benefits & call to action to convert 

2. Three-sentence description + call to action to 
learn more

3. Multi-paragraph, detailed description of the product, 
including technicalities, links to product sheets, white 

papers, etc.



For example: Level one



Level two



Level three



You can do this with any product

✤ The idea:

✤ Give people who know what they want to chance to buy/
download/commit right away. Make it fast, clear and easy. 

✤ If they want to know more, keep them engaged with a quick taste 
of information.

✤ Then make the meat and potatoes available to those who need to 
know almost everything. (But remember to deliver this content in 
an efficient, scannable format)



Write content people want to read



Lots of content: Not like this



And not like this



Like this.



In other words:

✤ Break information into short, scannable paragraphs

✤ No more than three short sentences per paragraph

✤ Use engaging subtitles above every paragraph

✤ Make ample use of pull quotes, bullet points, side panels

✤ Visually break up the page, and the information

✤ You can do this with the most technical information: Your reader will 
thank you for it



And finally. Tell a story.



EVERYTHING has a story



You just have to find it.

✤ (Or make it up.)



Every online interaction is a quest

✤ Treasure hunt

✤ Slay the dragon

✤ Get off the desert island

✤ Achieve wisdom

✤ Fight the invading hordes

✤ Build the biggest/strongest/fastest ship



Create a narrative

✤ Not literally... Your web copy still needs to be clean & direct

✤ Like the personas you created, this is a story in your head that guides 
your writing

✤ Persona: guides the tone you use to get your audience’s attention

✤ Narrative: the underlying story behind your audience’s quest (for 
software, shoes, movie tickets, information...)

✤ This is informed by: Your navigation structure + what you know 
about your personas’ needs and capabilities



... Thank you!

✤ Kirsten Weisenburger

✤ kirsten@permanentpress.ca

✤ www.StresslimitDesign.com

✤ twitter: @kirstenweis


