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MARKETING BA S I C S

ADAPTING TO
THE MONKEY
MIND: Creating

Successful Web
Content

BY DAVID ALAN MOORE

The Web is a completely different animal, a unique, multidimensional
communication tool. It has also been around long enough that visitors
have well-developed expectations about what they expect to see on a site.

A
L L T E X T I S not created equal. A p o e m ,
a stage script, a screenplay and a novel
are very different forms of the written
word. While they may all tell the same
s t o r y, the manner in which they do so
and the expectations readers have for
them are very, very diff e r e n t .

Thus I am constantly surprised by the number of people
who seem to think that writing for the Web requires no more
thought than copying text from a brochure and pasting it onto
a Web page. Professionals who would be shocked and dis-
mayed to find the daily stock-market reports in full prose
somehow assume that visitors to their Web sites will read
screen after screen of text, patiently waiting for a gem of
i n f o r m a t i o n .

Wrong. The Web is a completely different animal, a
unique, multidimensional communication tool. Modern
enough to provide plenty of flexibility in how information and
ideas are conveyed to users, it has also been around long
enough that those same visitors have well-developed expecta-
tions about what they expect to see on a site—and what they
d o n ’t .

The often-ignored fact is that most visitors to a Web site
spend very little time looking at a page—even an exceptional-
ly compelling page. If they don’t spot what they’re looking
for right away, they move on. It’s the nature of the beast. To
think otherwise, to discount this simple fact (no matter how
hard it is for we writers to acknowledge) is tantamount to
promising readers a poem and then presenting them with a
novel. They’ll simply ignore it.

Instead, a successful Web site recognizes that most mental
processes are non-linear. Eastern philosophers often refer to
the “monkey mind,” which, just as a monkey leaps from tree
to tree, jumps from one topic to another as each new thought
inspires the next. (Anyone who’s ever tried to meditate or
conquer insomnia knows exactly what I’m talking about!)
The very nature of the Web, its loose, open structure, enables
users to go where they want, when they want, to get the infor-
mation they want. In response, and in order to create success-
ful Web content, writers for the Web must adapt to the mon-
key mind. 

Writing for looke r s , s e a rchers and re a d e r s
By sheer numbers, information requirements and susceptibilit y
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to the monkey mind, Web site visitors come in three types:
lookers, searchers, and readers. 

L o o k e r s are the largest group, often needing the least
amount of information and most subject to the influence of
the monkey mind. Lookers usually come to your Web site
seeking credibility and validation. They want to know that
you are who you say you are, that you can do what you say
you do, and how to contact you. These visitors are prime tar-
gets for your core messages, but they won’t go looking for
them—you must make sure that these key ideas are presented
in a way that makes them virtually unavoidable.

S e a r c h e r s are fewer in number but have more specific
information requirements. They are often interested in a par-
ticular topic and have come to your site wanting more details
about that subject or issue of concern. They know that this
may mean clicking through a few pages or using an internal
search engine—but you mustn’t make this too diff i c u l t .
Navigation to this level of information must be clear and 
s i m p l e .

R e a d e r s are the smallest and, in some ways, the easiest
group to provide for—which is why we often mistakenly fall
into the “kitchen sink” mentality of dumping any available
text, no matter how inappropriate for the medium, into our
Web sites. These visitors are information omnivores, willingly
devouring everything you post online and still wanting more. 

D o n ’t forget that most readers know that they may need to
work a bit harder to find the detailed information they seek.
I d e a l l y, they can be directed to downloadable files, such as
white papers, electronic versions of print brochures and case
histories that can be accessed with a few simple steps. 

The challenge is to write for all three types of visitors,
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y. Take heart—it’s not impossible. It simply
requires a new way of writing. By creating short blocks of
text with concise information, meaningful subheadings and
clear links to other areas of the site, you’ll provide a path for
virtually every visitor to your Web site.

S c reens, not pages. One of the most common mistakes in
creating Web content is to read a text document, on paper or
in a word-processing program, and to edit it based on the way
it looks and sounds in print. Unfortunately, what may fill up
one page of text can often fill up three to five screens on a
Web page, depending on formatting, style guidelines, avail-
able screen space and individual display settings and size.
Bye-bye, monkey mind.

Try this simple exercise: Using whatever Web-editing soft-
ware you have available, take the text of your favorite firm
brochure and drop it into your own Web site template. T h e n
count how many times you have to click on the right-hand
navigation bar to move down to the end of the page. Chances
are you’ll be surprised, and dismayed. If you don’t like hav-
ing to click through so many screens, think of your Web site
v i s i t o r s .

Text i s an image. The Web is a visual medium. As alluded

to above, the very first thing most visitors to a site do is look
at it—not read it. If he or she is confronted with huge blocks
of text, especially in the opening pages, “move on” may be
the first thought that comes to mind. As a writer, it’s often
hard for me to admit to this, but white space, smart design
and high-quality graphics are as important as the written
word. (Sigh.)

W h a t ’s more, content and images must work hand-in-hand
(metaphorically) to convey messages and information suc-
c e s s f u l l y. If they are unrelated or jarring, visually or in subject
m a t t e r, visitors will find themselves disturbed, disoriented and
heading for the next, safer Web site.

Write intuitively. Most writing for print is very straight-
forward and linear. You get from hypothesis A to conclusion
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Z by stepping through points B, C, D, etc., in turn. This is
often known as the plot, thread or storyline. It represents a
fairly clear, if unspoken, “contract” between the writer and the
reader: I lead, you follow.

Not so for the Web. Visitors to a Web site have escaped
from the zoo; they will go where they please, when they
please, and you—the writer—have little control over the path
they take.

But you do have influence. Whether you’re creating new
Web content from scratch or adapting existing print material,
think about each sentence as you’re writing it:

• How does it relate to other ideas and information that
you’d like to convey? 

• What words or phrases inspire new thoughts or connect
to other topics? 

• Can you highlight those words and create hyperlinks that
act as clear road signs, gently nudging visitors through
your Web site? 

After all, why does the monkey jump from tree to tree?
Probably to find food. Offer it some. And make your points
quickly—the monkey mind may have already jumped off of
one branch and onto another tree altogether, before you even
get to your punchline.

David Alan Moore is a Chicago-based freelance writer, playwright and sometime furniture-maker who knows the monkey mind
firsthand.  He can be reached at dmoore@davidalanmoore.com or 773.369.3331.




