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Welcome to How to Write Web Copy and Social Media Content, a book written for those who want to make their website and blog copy sparkle and boost the effectiveness of their social media content, such as tweets and Facebook and LinkedIn posts and participation.

This book is based on business-writing and online and social media copywriting courses that I teach online for University of Toronto continuing education students and for corporate clients and private students. It will help you do the following:

- organize your thoughts before you write

- become a more effective and efficient online writer

- make your points in a clear, concise, easy to read or scan manner

- achieve your purpose and obtain feedback, if so desired

This book is all about communicating more effectively online so your readers understand why you are writing and what action, if any (remember, a "click" is an action), you need them to take. In short, this book will help you write in a more focused and effective manner and simplify your online communications. 

When it comes to writing for online media, this book will get you grounded—especially if you feel like you're often spinning your wheels when you write. It will get you thinking about your audience, your purpose, your desired outcome and how to structure your copy or content before you start to write. Then it will help you effectively and efficiently write in a clear, concise, focused manner. You will be introduced to the business-writing process and come to understand the importance of following that process no matter what you are writing.

Paul Lima

www.paullima.com
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Chapter 1: Communication Process
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Communication is a process. If you want to communicate effectively—in writing (or when speaking)—you should understand the process. Communication requires a sender who sends a message through a channel to a receiver. The process is not complete, however, without feedback; feedback closes the communication loop. Sometimes, noise (competing messages, distractions, misunderstandings) interferes with your message; feedback lets you know if the receiver has received and understood your message.

When you communicate in person, you can ask for feedback: ask people if they understand what you are saying or if they have any questions. However, when you communicate in writing or through other one-way media (such as broadcast), it is more difficult to ask for feedback. Advertisers have learned how to use direct-response marketing techniques such as discount coupons, time-limited offers and so on to motivate and measure feedback.

Advertisers want feedback when they communicate so they can measure the effectiveness of their promotions. If they cannot gauge the effectiveness of promotional campaigns, how will they know whether they should run the same ads again, modify them or scrap them and come up with something new? In business writing, if you do not close the communication loop, how will you know if the desired action has been or will be taken?

Does closing the communication loop mean asking for replies from everybody you email or to whom you send information? Not necessarily. In some instances, your writing purpose might not require you to close the communication loop. You might simply be sending or posting information for the recipient to review—no action required. Alternatively, you might be making suggestions or recommendations that the recipient can act on or ignore.

In other instances, however, you might have to know whether the recipient has taken action or has any questions. If so, you need to close the communication loop. You can somehow follow-up (email or phone, for instance—although not practical in online situations), you can monitor the situation to see if action has been taken or you can close the communication loop and ask for a reply. Again, if you do not require a reply, then you may not need to close the communication loop. Deciding whether to close it or not should be a conscious decision, however, based on your particular requirements and your writing purpose.

For instance, if you don't care who shows up, or how many people show up, to a meeting or event, then there is no reason to ask people to reply (give you feedback). However, if you need to know how many people will be coming so you can arrange coffee or lunch or the number of chairs you will need, then you had better ask people to let you know if they will be attending. Do you have to give the caterer two days' notice to arrange lunch? Then you had better ask people to reply several days before the meeting or event so you have time to notify the caterer.

The important point is this: if you need to know that the receiver has received and understood your message, then you have to put into place a method of closing the communication loop, such as a website address the reader can click on if you are tweeting. If the loop does not close in a timely manner—timely as dictated by you and your circumstances—then it is your job to troubleshoot the process. In other words, you can assume that your message has been received and understood, and that appropriate action has been or will be taken, or you can build feedback into the communication process.

It may seem odd to start a book on online writing with obtaining feedback. However, you often communicate in writing for a reason that usually involves a required, or optional, action. In other words, if you do not know your reason for communicating, if you do not spell out the action you want taken and if you do not close the communication loop, even if it's just a 'click', then you might not achieve your purpose. On the other hand, you might achieve your purpose and not know it because you have not asked the reader to close the communication loop.

With that in mind, where do we begin? How do we tackle this amorphous beast known as writing? I suggest we begin at the beginning, with the writing process—a process that can be applied to any non-fiction writing. However, our focus here will be on online writing.
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Chapter 2: Pleased to Meet You
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Just as there is a communication process, there is also a writing process. It is a different kind of process. It is the approach you should take before you write, as you are writing and once you have completed writing a document.

If you follow the process, you will become a more effective writer. It's that simple.

You will also become a more efficient writer if you practice following the process. However, as you read the first part of this book, you might find yourself thinking that if you have to follow the writing process every time you write something, especially a short email message or a 140-character tweet, it will take you forever to write anything.

Allow me to ask you this: Would you rather take a little longer to write a document that achieves what you want to achieve or take less time and not achieve your purpose? I presume you would rather do the former. If you do not achieve your purpose when you communicate, you may end up spending more time wondering if your message has been received or sorting out problems or issues caused by miscommunication or ineffective communication. I call that banging your head against the wall.

Most people who follow the writing process find they become more effective writers and, as they practice the process, they also become more efficient writers. This point is worth reinforcing: it takes process-practice to become a more efficient writer; however, following the process will make you a more effective writer from the start.

Again, if you write short email messages or tweets, you may feel skeptical about my "efficiency" claim as you read the first few chapters of this book. Be patient and wait until you come to the five-question writing process shortcut (W5). Again, though, even if following the writing process adds a bit of time to the time it takes you to produce documents, you will become someone who can clearly convey your purpose and desired action so that your readers understand why you are writing and what you expect them to do. I suspect that is something to which every writer aspires.

First introduction

Before you read about the writing process, I want you to take a moment and pretend you are introducing yourself to me. As you will see, I want you to write your introduction three times. To start, I simply want you to write the first introduction however you feel like writing it. Take some time now, before you read on, and write your introduction. I will explain how to write introductions two and three shortly.

Once you have written your first introduction, continue to read.

Writing process overview

Before you write your introduction a second and third time, allow me to introduce you to the foundation of this book: the writing process. The writing process includes five steps. Although all five steps involve writing, in terms of pen on paper or fingers on keyboard, only one step is writing as we view it in the conventional sense of word—constructing sentences and paragraphs. With that in mind, here are the five steps that make up the writing process:

- Preparation

- Research

- Organization

- Writing

- Revision

Again, notice that writing is only one of the steps in the writing process. We will, of course, examine each of these steps in detail. For now, however, I want to focus on why writing is a process and why, when writing, you should follow the five steps in order.

If you are like me, you fear the blank screen or blank page. You look at it and feel intimidated. You see it as an empty vessel you have to fill with words—only you are not sure which words to use, how to order them or how to use all the squiggles (known as punctuation marks) correctly.

Perhaps you are not like me. Perhaps you love the sight of a blank page. You view it as a blank canvas, an opportunity to create. However, you may feel your creations take too long to come to fruition. You start, you stop, you start again. Moving forward is a slow, painful journey, and you often feel you have missed your mark or destination, even if just by a tad, when you are done.

Welcome to the wonderful world of writing.

Writing seems to be painful in some way for almost everyone. For instance, when it comes to spelling and grammar, English is a convoluted and inconsistent language. For many of us, including me, spelling and grammar—let alone stringing words together in coherent sentences—can be frustrating. You can improve your writing, as I have said, and you can write better in less time than it takes you to complete a document today. All you have to do is harness the writing process, which we will discuss in detail later.

Second introduction

I now want you to write your second introduction. This time, we are going to prepare using who, what, where, when and why, known as the W5. Before we look at how you would apply the W5, however, let's look at a few of the things you need to know before you begin to write almost any document:

- word count or page length

- due date

- audience and audience's expectations

- purpose or objective

We know this version of your introduction is due before you complete this chapter, since I am asking you to do it now. You can pretend you are going to send it to me to show me a sample of your writing and to introduce yourself to me. Since it is an introduction, not a website, book or report, it should not be too long.

As your reader or audience, what do you think I need from you? In other words, what is my expectation? Do I want your life history or do I simply want to know who you are and what you do in relation to why you purchased this book? Although the former might be an interesting read, will it be a practical read? The latter, on the other hand, is what you might expect me to want to know.

Finally, what is your purpose in writing your introduction? Let's assume you want to tell me why you bought the book and what you hope to get out of it—how you hope it might help you. With that in mind, I want your second introduction to answer the following questions:

- Who are you?

- What do you do (or hope to do)?

- Where did you buy this book?

- When did you buy this book?

- Why did you buy this book?

Before you write your second introduction, answer the above questions in point form. Then review your points and determine which ones you would want to use in your introduction. How do you determine that? Think of who I am and who you are, my (the reader's) expectations and your purpose for writing. Eliminate any points that don't make the cut, write your second introduction and revise it as may be required.

Once you have written your second introduction, continue to read.

What did we do?

Consider the writing of your second introduction as an introduction to the writing process. How so? Let's look at what we just did:

1. Preparation

a. defined the audience

b. determined the expectations of the reader

c. defined the writer's purpose

2. Research

a. conducted internal research by answering the W5 questions

3. Organization

a. organized the document into a rudimentary outline (when you eliminated points you did not want to cover)

4. Writing (first draft)

5. Revision

The preparation, research and organization should have helped you focus your document on your reader and your purpose, as well as eliminate any points that did not relate to your reader or purpose. Therefore, you should have a more focused and concise document that makes sense to the reader and helps you achieve your purpose. Shouldn't any business document or online writing be both focused and concise? Shouldn't it make sense to the reader and help the writer achieve a predefined purpose?

Third Introduction

So are we done with our introductions? It depends on two things: How long is your introduction and what person did you use? Did you use first person (I, me, my, we, us) or third person (he, she, they)? While correspondence can be in first person, many documents, such as proposals, reports or website copy and blog posts, are often in third person. You could write a message like this: "Based on our second quarter sales, I have decided to give all of my employees a bonus." You are more likely, however, to write a message like this: "Based on second quarter sales, ABC Inc. has decided to give its employees a bonus."

Sometimes the choice of which person to use is subjective. For instance, I have used the third person in the "About" section of my website (www.paullima.com) to promote my business writing and business-writing training. Here are a couple of excerpts from the page:


A qualified adult educator, Paul develops and teaches business writing, email writing, report writing, advertising copywriting, media release writing and media interview training seminars for corporate and non-profit clients. He has conducted business writing, copywriting and business of freelance writing courses for adult education students at the University of Toronto, Humber College and George Brown College.

An experienced freelance writer, Paul writes case studies, Web content, media releases, promotional brochures, ad copy and speeches for corporate and non-profit clients. He has written business profiles and articles on the business use of technology for numerous publications, including: The Globe and Mail, National Post, Toronto Star, Backbone, Profit, Network World Canada and other print and online publications.



I could go on, but I will not. Why third person, though? Third person helps make the about me statement feel credible; it does not feel like hard sell copy or content. Again, that may be a subjective interpretation. However, the distance of third person can lend objectivity and a greater degree of credibility to a document, as in this case:


After reviewing the results of the recent product awareness survey, ABC Consulting recommends that 123 Ltd. broaden its marketing reach to include adults between the ages of 35 and 45.



By using "ABC Consulting," the document carries more weight. In other words, the company—not just one individual—is making, and therefore standing behind, this recommendation. Replace "ABC Consulting Inc." with "I" and the statement loses power.

In addition, we often write bios in third person—perhaps to appear on a website or to be read by someone who introduces you before you make a presentation or give a speech. Third person also gives you a sense of distance from yourself. That sense of distance can help you revise your work to ensure it is as focused, complete and concise as it should be.

There are many times, though, when using first person is perfectly acceptable and even preferable. For now, however, I want you to review your second introduction. If it uses first person, I want you to write it one more time, in third person. Even if your bio is already in third person, make sure the length is appropriate for the occasion. Remember, you were asked to introduce yourself to the author of this book. Ask yourself what the author would want to know about you, the buyer of the book, and what you would want the author to know. If your bio is more than five sentences long, reduce it to no more than five sentences. In this way, you will more formally experience revision, the final step in the writing process.

Once you have written your third introduction, continue to read.
If you want to introduce yourself, email your introduction to info@paullima.com.
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Chapter 3: Loosening Up
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Before we look more formally at the writing process, I want to introduce you to two writing exercises—freefall and directed freefall—that will help you separate the writer from the editor. The writer is your creative self and exists in the right side of your brain. The editor is your logical or linear self and exists in the left side of the brain. Your goal should be to write or create first, and then revise later. In other words, when writing, you want to keep the left and right sides of your brain separated.

If you do not follow the process, you will revise and edit when you should be creating. You will waste time proofreading work that is not even at the first draft stage. You will feel inadequate because you are planning instead of writing—as if it were illegal, immoral or unethical to think before you write. In short, if you do not follow the process, your writing will suffer.

Words for thought

Writing is difficult enough without having your internal editor or internal critic to squeeze the last ounce of fun out of what should be a challenging but enjoyable and creative art or craft. With that in mind, chew on a few words for thought:


Never look at a reference book while doing a first draft. You want to write a story? Fine. Put away your dictionary, your encyclopedias, your World Almanac and your thesaurus.... You think you might have misspelled a word? Okay, so here's your choice: either look it up in the dictionary to make sure you have it right—and break your train of thought—or spell it phonetically and correct it later. Why not? Do you think the word is going to go away? When you sit down to write, write. Don't do anything else except go to the bathroom and only do that if it absolutely cannot be put off.

- Stephen King, On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft



So what is King saying? When you are writing, you must overcome your internal censor. In short, when you are writing, spelling and grammar do not count. Spelling and grammar are important; however, there will be time for correcting later, once you plan your attack and complete your first draft, which is for your eyes only. In other words, who cares if there are typos? Fix them later.

If you are working in a word processing program such as Word and you have spell checker and grammar checker turned on, you are inviting your internal critic to inhibit your writing. The green and red squiggles under your words, phrases and sentences mean you are seeing (and correcting) so-called mistakes as you write—before you complete your first draft. Every time you revise—when you should be writing—you are wasting time and derailing your train of thought. If you want to improve your writing productivity immediately, turn off spell check and grammar check. Write when you should write; edit/proofread
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