Story for ABS from Bernadette Schwerdt.
How People Read Websites And Why You Need To Know OR

How To Make People Read Your Home Page.
Here’s an alarming fact.  

Space on a big company's homepage is worth about 1,300 times as much as land in the business districts of Tokyo or New York.

Now you may not have a large corporate website but it’s safe to say that your website is probably one of, if not the most valuable and vital marketing resource you have.  Sure, it may not be worth as much as a corner block on Madison and Third, but it’s still worth a great deal to you and your business.

That said, why is it then that so few business owners give their websites the respect they deserve?  If people assess a business based solely on the home page (and they do) why wouldn’t you invest significant resources to make sure that page (at the very least) presents your business in the best possible light?

The answer is simple - because it takes time, money and energy to make a website work – three things in short supply in the life of most small business owners.  It also takes knowledge and skill and if you’re busy being the best at what you do (which is probably not web design or copywriting), then there’s little reason why you would have cause to find out what makes a website sizzle.

How Do People Read Websites?  Ground-Breaking Study Reveals Astonishing Results:

By reading this story, you’ll gain access to a very valuable piece of research information about how people read websites – information that only copywriting and web design geeks would bother digging for.  The results of the study are astounding,  to say the least, and should affect the way every business owner structures their website.

This study, conducted by Jacob Neilsen from www.useit.com, tracked the eyeball movements of 232 people as they viewed a series of websites. Known as an ‘eyetracking survey’ the study revealed some fascinating information about the way people look at sites - where their eyeballs go, what they see, what they ignore, what they focus on, what they pay attention to. 
People Read Websites In An F-Shaped Pattern:

To measure these eyetracking movments, he used a heatmap that showed the ‘most viewed’ areas down to the ‘least viewed’ areas.  In a nutshell, he found that the eyeballs travelled in an ‘F’ pattern.  

 Interestingly, he found that there was a consistent eyeball pattern irrespective of the type of webpage being viewed.

What this study reveals is revelatory because it tells us exactly where we should position our text on our website.   Knowing this, would this affect the words you put in those particular ‘hot spots’?  You bet.  

So, let’s look at a little deeper at the results of this study and then I’ll reveal some simple things you can do to adapt your website to take advantage of this new knowledge.

The best way to understand the results of the study is to look at the actual heat maps that were created.  See the images below.  
What you need to look for is the red area as this shows the ‘most viewed’ areas. Yellow is the next ‘most viewed’ areas and lastly, blue shows the ‘least viewed’ areas.

A quick tip:  To see the F pattern most clearly, squint a little and they’ll be easier to see. 

The images show three very different websites yet in each, you can see that the red area shows up in an F pattern.  


Website 1:

Website 2:

Website 3:
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To make it even easier, I have superimposed an F over the pattern so you can see it even more clearly.  


Website 1:

Website 2:

Website 3:
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So, What’s The Big Deal? What Does It All Mean?  Here’s Why It’s So Important.
It’s generally acknowledged that it takes people three to eight seconds to work out if a web page is relevant to them or not.  If we assume this fact to be true, then it would make sense to put your most important information (your keywords) in the ‘red’ areas - the ‘most viewed’ areas.  

You see, when people land on a site, they have a specific goal that needs to be achieved.  They may want to hire a luxury, private, beachfront villa at a Broome resort or they may want to hire the services of a business coach who specializes in preparing companies for sale - whatever their need, they have typed in some keywords to the search engine that they hope will bring up the most relevant results to help them achieve their goal.

Keywords Are The Key To Success:

IF you know what your keywords are (and that’s a big IF – most companies haven’t got a clue what their propsects use as their keywords) then you should be placing them in the red area ie the ‘most viewed’ areas on your home page.   
When the prospect scans your site they have got their keywords at the forefront of their minds and if they can’t find those keywords on your home page quickly, they will judge your site to be irrelevant and click out.
Conversely, if they instantly see a series of words that match the keywords they typed in – luxury, beachfront, private villas, Broome – then chances are they’ll think ‘Excellent!  I’m in the right place – let’s dig a little deeper to find out what they have to offer” which is exactly what you want them to do.
What’s more, if you look at the heatmap overlays in the images above, this would mean that those words would need to appear in very specific areas – in the:

· Headline

· Sub headline

· First few words of the first two or three paragraphs

Here’s How This Research Can Improve Your Web Copy:
So, the heatmaps tell us where to place the words on the home page for maximum impact. They also reveal that the reader scans the first two words of the first two or three paragraphs.  We know that if readers don’t see their keywords listed in these areas they will click out.  So what words do we use?   
Here’s a basic guide to identifying your keywords.  There are lots of sophisticated tools to work this out but here’s a starting point that’s quick and easy.
Case Study - How To Identify Your Keywords:  
Let’s say you own a resort in Broome that caters for the up-market traveler seeking an exclusive beach retreat far away from the prying eyes of tourists.  Now, take a pen and brainstorm every word or phrase that you think those prospects would type into a search engine to find you.     
Here’s what I came up with:

1. Broome

2. Beach-Front 
3. Private 
4. Villas 
5. Exclusive

6. Luxurious
Using those keywords as a guide, here’s what the headline for the Broome resort website might say:

“Absolute Beach-Front, Private Villas For Those Seeking An Exclusive, Secluded, Luxurious Retreat.”
If I were a famous celebrity or high-profile business guru seeking a retreat from the masses, this kind of headlines would appeal to me as it contains all the qualities I’m looking for in a holiday destination. 

NB:  The word “Welcome” and your company name should never be used in your headline as they’re not high-level searchable words so it’s a complete waste of valuable space.  
In summary, there are lots of things you can do right now to improve the readability of your site and you don’t need to be an expert to implement them.  Here’s just a few of them.  

How To Make People Read Your Home Page:

1. Brainstorm your key words

2. Include them in your headline, sub headline and body copy

3. Start your sentences with your key words (don’t place them at the end of the sentence)
4. Make your paragraphs short so that key benefits don’t get buried in large chunks of text  
5. If you have a special price, great offer or an opt-in box, put it in the ‘most viewed’ area so that people will see it the minute they land on your site

Business moves swiftly and if you’re not taking action to improve your business processes, chances are your competitors are so take a few hours out of your schedule to really look at your site and implement a few of the recommendations mentioned here. You’ll be well rewarded for your efforts.   

Bernadette Schwerdt is the Founder and CEO of The Australian School of Copywriting.  If you need to want to learn how to write copy or want to hire a copywriter call Bernadette on (03) 9372 0800 or visit www.copyschool.com. Download your free ebook:  “How To Write Headlines That Sell” by emailing her at info@copyschool.com.   
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