HOW TO WRITE WEB CONTENT FOR A BUSY AUDIENCE
 

Maybe you're not a writer – but you do have a Web site and you do need to put some words on it. Ideally those words will be compelling enough to attract and retain the attention of people who visit your site.
The good news is you don't have to be a Steinbeck or a Hemingway to write content for the Web. But you should know a few basics, since people typically don't read online the same way they read a book or a letter. Instead, they tend to scan Web pages to find the information they are looking for quickly.
 "People come to Web sites to find the answer to a question or to complete a task," notes Janice (Ginny) Redish, President of Redish & Associates of Bethesda, Maryland and author of the forthcoming book, "Letting Go of the Words: Writing Web Content That Works" (Morgan Kaufmann/Elsevier, 2007). Put yourself in your visitors' place, Redish suggests. What are the questions they are asking? What are the tasks they want to do?
Redish says to think of your Web site as your side of a conversation with a very busy person.
"Break up your information into small pieces to help them easily find the answer to their question or the steps to do their task," she says. But she does not recommend turning your entire Web site into one big set of frequently asked questions.
"That list would be far too long and unorganized to help people," she says. "What I am suggesting is that for each topic on your Web site, you should think about your content from your site visitors' point of view. If they called instead of going to the Web site, what would they ask? What would your answer be?"
Use bold headings and lists
You can help them find what they are looking for easily by using bold headings that match what your site visitors are most likely seeking. "Realize that these busy people coming to your Web site do not have time to read much," Redish adds. "They want only the information that satisfies the need that brought them to your site."
Here are some other quick tips from Redish
· Write in a conversational tone and style 
· Use personal pronouns 
· Use short sentences 
· Write as if you were answering someone's questions on the phone 
Lists, like the bulleted list above, are commonly used on Web sites to organize information. There are a variety of ways to present lists effectively, but they will lose their value quickly if they are long and randomly organized. Include an introductory sentence or phrase above your lists to give readers a clue about how they are organized, for example by category, ranking or theme.
 Follow these basics when creating lists:
· Keep them fairly short 
· Use sentence fragments or very short sentences 
· Capitalize the first word of every list, whether it's a complete sentence or not 
· Use parallel construction 
Know your audience
Redish suggested thinking of your site visitors as busy people who want to find what they are looking for or complete a task quickly. It is also important to remember when writing content for the Web that your site may attract visitors with a wide range of skills and abilities. For instance, some of those who visit your site may not speak English as their native language. Others may not be experienced Web users. To make sure your Web site is easy for anyone to use, keep the following tactics in mind as you create your copy:
· Use simple to understand words and sentences 
· Eliminate unnecessary words 
· Use active voice 
· Avoid lengthy explanations; use links to point to more extensive resources 
With Microsoft Office Live you can easily create and customize copy for some standard Web usages, which can be helpful to site visitors, especially those with limited experience navigating Web sites. Rather than creating new conventions that might confuse inexperienced visitors, using established Web formats to convey information is also a way to help busy visitors find what they're looking for. 
In Microsoft Office Live Basics, Microsoft Office Live Essentials, and Microsoft Office Live Premium, you can take advantage of pre-designed blocks of content, called Modules, that can be accessed via the drop-down list on the Page Editor toolbar. A couple of examples include:
 

Contact Us   – which creates a simple form that allows your site visitors to e-mail you with inquiries. This is a basic Web convention your site visitors are probably familiar with. 
Map & Directions   – you type in your company address to show the location of your business as well as driving directions. Again, this is standard procedure on the Web and something visitors will expect to find. 
Using these Modules will not only help your visitors find information they need – but they can save you time.
 Keep your copy fresh
Once you have your Web site up and running with words and images that you're happy with – it's time to start thinking about how you are going to refresh your site. Add a new image? Announce a new product? Provide a tip or special feature? To keep people coming back to your site, it's important to update it frequently so it looks like there's something new to explore every time they visit.
This may sound more daunting than it is. You don't need to refresh your entire site. A new headline and fresh introductory copy on your home page may be all that it takes to give your site an updated look. Rotating images is another easy way to give your home page a new look with minimal effort. Get more tips about why and how often you should make updates by reading, "The art of Web site maintenance".
Whether you're starting from scratch or doing a quick update, the busy people visiting your site will always appreciate content that is simple and straightforward. 
