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Creating Compelling 
Websites That Convert

When somebody first hits your website, you have only a 
few seconds to get their attention and then only a few 
more to encourage them to stay. So how do you use those 
valuable few seconds? How do you design a landing page 
that works? 



Paul Boag is a leader in digital strategy and user experience 
design. He has been working with organisations such as The 
European Commission, PUMA and Doctors Without Borders for 
over 20 years. Through consultancy and training he helps 
organisations make better use of digital technologies. He helps 
them meet the needs of today’s connected consumers.


Paul is also a well respected figure in the digital sector. Author 
of six books including Digital Adaptation and User Experience 
Revolution and Click! He also writes for industry publications 
including Smashing Magazine, Sitepoint and Net Magazine.


Finally, Paul speaks around the world on user experience 

design and digital transformation. 


Alongside speaking he also hosts the award 

winning user experience podcast over at boagworld.com.

Paul Boag

https://boagworld.com/books/digital-adaptation/
https://boagworld.com/books/user-experience-revolution/
https://boagworld.com/books/user-experience-revolution/
https://www.smashingmagazine.com/printed-books/click/
https://boagworld.com/


Our (loose) Agenda

THE FOUR PSYCHOLOGICAL 
PILLARS OF CONVERSION

FOLLOWED BY A PRACTICAL 
APPLICATION

The aim is to answer your questions, not focus on a specific program of work.

HOW TO CREATE A COMPELLING 
OFFERING

FOLLOWED BY A PRACTICAL 
APPLICATION

SHAPING PERCEPTION WITH 
GOOD DESIGN

FOLLOWED BY A PRACTICAL 
APPLICATION

OPTIMISING YOUR SITE FOR 
CONVERSION

FOLLOWED BY A PRACTICAL 
APPLICATION

Morning Afternoon
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THE 4 PSYCHOLOGICAL 
PILLARS OF CONVERSION
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WHY TALK PSYCHOLOGY?
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We Are Not Logical

WHERE DOES A 
TOMATO BELONG IN 

A SUPERMARKET?

In the Salad Aisle?With the fruits?
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We Make Emotion Decisions

MEET THE PRIMAL BRAIN

“Primal brain” refers to the oldest part of 
the brain, the brain stem, responsible for 
primitive survival instincts such as 
aggression and fear ("flight or fight”).
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We Make Decisions Unconsciously

SYSTEM ONE
System 1 is our faster, automatic, 

intuitive and emotional mode of 
thinking. 


Most of our daily decisions are made 
automatically and unconsciously using 

our System 1.

SYSTEM TWO

System 2 is slower, more effortful, 
and deliberate.


We use our more logical System 2 for 
decisions we have to consciously 
make, but this is a limited resource 
that is easily depleted as we get tired.
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We Are Lazy Thinkers

System One

System Two
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Psychology Does Not 
Mean Dark Patterns
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WHAT DO I MEAN BY 
DARK PATTERNS?
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User interface elements that have been 
carefully crafted to trick users into doing 
things they might not otherwise do, often 
by means of psychological manipulation.

DARK PATTERNS AND 
AGGRESSIVE PERSUASION

https://boagworld.com/marketing/dark-patterns/
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3 BUSINESS REASONS AGAINST 
DARK PATTERNS
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1. Consumers Are Cynical, Savvy And Spoilt For Choice
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I hate all of this manipulative crap, 
trying to convince me the room is 
about to sell out. I just ignore this stuff.

USER RESEARCH SUBJECT
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“The CMA has taken enforcement action to bring to 
an end misleading sales tactics, hidden charges and 
other practices in the online hotel booking market.“


“These have been wholly unacceptable.”

CMA CHAIRMAN, 
ANDREW TYRIE
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2. One Disgruntled Customer Can Undermine A Brand
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3. Buyer’s Remorse Costs A Business
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UX TEAM

Conversion rate 
improves

MARKETING

Marketing costs 
increase
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Customer calls goes 
up
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The number of 
returns increases
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Hidden Costs
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4 PSYCHOLOGICAL PRINCIPLES 
YOU CAN USE
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1. ADDRESS OBJECTIONS 
AND REDUCE RISKS
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MEET THE PRIMAL BRAIN

“Primal brain” refers to the oldest part of 
the brain, the brain stem, responsible for 
primitive survival instincts such as 
aggression and fear ("flight or fight”).
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- What if they sell my email address to a third party?


- What if the content is rubbish?


- What if they make it hard to unsubscribe?


- What if they send me too many emails?


- What if they pressure me into buying?


- What if they get hacked?
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DO NOT AVOID THE RISK
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DO NOT MAKE THE USER SEARCH FOR ANSWERS
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MAKE THE RISK WORTH TAKING

Focus on Benefits, 
Before Features

Introduce a new 
reference point

Appeal to the 
Selfish Gene
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Give The User Control Of The Risk

Don’t leave me to wonder what is 
happening. Keep me informed 

about what is going on.

Let me undo things if I make a 
mistake. For example, can I return 
an item or easily cancel a 
subscription.



BOAGWORKS

2. DEFEAT COGNITIVE 
OVERLOAD
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COGNITIVE LOAD

Poorly primedConfusing displayInconsistancyBad mood

Feels hard work Feels unfamiliar Feels untrue Feels bad

CAUSES

CONSEQUENCES
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COGNITIVE LOAD

Poorly primedConfusing displayInconsistancyBad mood

Feels hard work Feels unfamiliar Feels untrue Feels bad

CAUSES

CONSEQUENCES



BOAGWORKS



BOAGWORKS

Remove Hide Shrink

SIMPLIFY

MORE LATER
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DESIGN FOR MAXIMUM VISIBILITY

MORE LATER
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LIMIT THE NUMBER 
OF OPTIONS OR USE 
CHUNKING
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3. ESTABLISH TRUST AND 
OVERCOME CYNICISM
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BE OPEN, HONEST AND TRANSPARENT
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DEMONSTRATE HUMANITY & EMPATHY

http://www.essex.ac.uk
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UTILISE SOCIAL PROOF

Use a Known 
Source

Rely on 
Numbers

Don’t Remove 
The Negative

Use Social 
Media

Using 
Authentic 

Video & Photos

Build 
Community
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Tell a Story

YOUR COMPANY YOUR PRODUCTS

YOUR PEOPLE YOUR CUSTOMERS



BOAGWORKS

Design With Trust In Mind 
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4. MAKE IT FAST!
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PERFORMANCE IMPACTS CONVERSION

4.3% 3.8% 1.8%
LOSS IN 

REVENUE 
PER VISITOR

REDUCTION 
IN CLICKS

DROP OFF IN 
QUERIES

For every 2 seconds of load time
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79%
OF SHOPPERS 

WON’T RETURN TO 
A SLOW SITE

PERFORMANCE IMPACTS REPEAT VISITS
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PERFORMANCE IMPACTS REPUTATION

44%
OF SHOPPERS WILL 

SHARE A BAD 
EXPERIENCE WITH 

FRIENDS
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IMPROVE 
PERFORMANCE

Speed up 
Imagery

Optimise CSS 
and Javascript

Use a content 
delivery network

Watch those web 
fonts
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KEY TAKE AWAYS
• Make a business (not ethical) case against dark 

patterns.


• Address the users objections, reducing risk.


• Focus on reducing cognitive load.


• Build trust and overcome cynicism.


• Prioritise speed.
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QUESTIONS



BOAGWORKS

CREATING A 
COMPELLING OFFERING
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DON'T WAIT FOR THE CLIENT

WRITE COPY AS YOU WIREFRAME
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THE THREE CRUCIAL 
QUESTIONS
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WHO ARE YOUR USERS?



WHERE DOES THE WEBSITE SIT IN THEIR JOURNEY?
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WHAT DO YOU WANT THEM TO DO NEXT?

ATTRACT ATTENTION

MAKE CONNECTION

KEEP ENGAGEMENT

ENCOURAGE CONTACT
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CREATING YOUR VALUE 
PROPOSITION
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A value proposition is a company’s 
promise to deliver specific value or 
benefits to a customer, and an outline of 
how it proposes to fulfil that promise.

WHY AND HOW TO CRAFT 
AN ONLINE VALUE 

PROPOSITION

https://boagworld.com/season/lean-ux/episode/online-value-proposition/
https://boagworld.com/season/lean-ux/episode/online-value-proposition/
https://boagworld.com/season/lean-ux/episode/online-value-proposition/
https://boagworld.com/marketing/dark-patterns/


Questions the Value Proposition Answers

HOW DOES YOUR OFFERING 
SOLVE MY PROBLEM?

WHAT BENEFIT CAN I 
EXPECT TO GET?

WHY SHOULD I CHOOSE 
YOU OVER YOUR 
COMPETITORS?



BOAGWORKS

Value Proposition Canvas
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How To Communicate Your 
Value Proposition Online



3 Parts to Your Value Proposition

YOUR BENEFITSYOUR STRAPLINE HOW YOU DELIVER
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Strapline
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Tackle Objections
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WRITING COMPELLING COPY
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Creating Content Hierarchy
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CONTENT BLOCK
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IMAGE

HEADING

BODY

LINK
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Creating Compelling Headlines
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Creating Compelling Headlines
FEAR
Don't Get Left Behind.

GUILT
Your Contribution 
Will Make All The 
Difference.

TRUST
No Hidden Costs.

VALUE
You Won't Find A 
Better Deal Anywhere.

BELONGING
Join Today To Find 
Out What People Have 
Been Talking About.

COMPETITION
Be The Envy Of Your 
Neighbours.

INSTANT REWARD
Speak To Us Today 
For Instant Peace Of 
Mind.

TIME
Clean Your House In 
Half The Time.

LEADERSHIP
Be The First Of Your 
Friends.
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Make Content Scannable



BOAGWORKS

Make Content Scannable
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Be A Human Being
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As well as ensuring students make the most of their 
potential through their academic studies, the University 
of Essex also provides an environment which caters for 
all of the needs of its students through providing a range 
of accommodation, catering facilities, an active student 
union, sports and the arts.

UNIVERSITY OF ESSEX
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Student life is about more than just studying. 
We support you with everything you’ll be 
looking for: from accommodation and catering 
through to an active student union, great sports 
facilities and an engaging arts programme.

UNIVERSITY OF ESSEX
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Make It A Simple Choice
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SIMPLIFY THE QUESTION
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Is UNICEF the most 
worthy charity for my 
donation?


Do I want to reduce 
the suffering of 
children?

SIMPLIFY THE QUESTION
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Prepare The User
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Reflect Their Mental Model

THE EXPERT DILEMMATHE ELEPHANT FABLE



BOAGWORKS

“Jill Is Going To The Bank”
What is Jill going to do?
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Jill Is Going To 
The Bank
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KEY TAKE AWAYS
• Focus on understanding the user's journey.


• Understand where you sit in that journey.


• Be clear on what you need the user to do.


• Build a value proposition around the user.


• Write clear, structured and human copy.
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QUESTIONS
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SHAPING PERCEPTION 
WITH GOOD DESIGN



BOAGWORKS

LEADING THE USERS ATTENTION
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Remove Hide Shrink

SIMPLIFY
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CONSIDER THE FLOW
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CONSIDER HOW PEOPLE READ
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SUPPORT SCANNING
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USE IMAGERY AND SHAPES
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USE IMAGERY AND SHAPES
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USE FACES AND EYE LINE
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BEWARE OF IMAGERY
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CREATE COMPELLING 
CALLS TO ACTION
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SIMPLIFY

PRIMARY & SECONDARY
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DO NOT FIXATE ON THE FOLD
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USE NEGATIVE SPACE
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MAKE USE OF COLOUR
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MAKE IT BIG AND BOLD!
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USE ANIMATION (CAREFULLY)
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BREAK COMPLEX ACTIONS INTO SMALLER STEPS
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CONSIDER THE POST CLICK EXPERIENCE
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KEEP USERS ENGAGED

WITH AESTHETICS
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The Halo EffectThe Halo Effect
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Win or Lose
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WHAT DO YOU WANT TO COMMUNICATE?

TRUSTWORTHY

POSITIVE

RELIABLE

FRIENDLY
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USE STYLING TO SHAPE PERCEPTION

COLOUR / IMAGERY / ANIMATION / STYLING / COPY
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WHAT ABOUT HUMOUR?
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KEY TAKE AWAYS
• Simplify mercilessly.


• Use imagery and shapes to lead attention.


• Pay particular attention to calls to action.


• Consider the post click experience.
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QUESTIONS
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OPTIMISING YOUR SITE 
FOR CONVERSION
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WHY TESTING IS SO IMPORTANT
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REDUCE COSTLY MISTAKES REDUCE TIME 

CONSUMING


DEBATES 

IMPROVE CONVERSION

IMPROVE WORD OF MOUTHIMPROVE REPEAT ORDERS
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As Safe as Your Bank 
We use the same technology as 
your bank to keep your card 
details safe.

6% INCREASE IN SALES WITH ONE CHANGE
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WHAT TO TEST

Brand Keywords

Calls to Action

Visual Hierarchy 

Content
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WHEN AND HOW TO TEST
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Before You Begin
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USABILITY TESTING

ON YOUR SITE AND/OR COMPETITORS
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EXIT INTENT SURVEYS

Before you go, we would love to know why 
you decided not to sign up today.

The price was too high.

It didn't do what I needed.

The website didn't feel trustworthy.

I am paying for too many services.

Other:

The site felt untrustworthy or manipulative.

SURVEY BY QUALAROO [?]
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When Wireframing
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CARD SORTING
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USABILITY TESTING

REMOTE, FACILITATED 
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When Working On Design



BOAGWORKS

FIVE SECOND TEST

In your own words, please describe what the website 
you have just seen offers.

YOUR FIVE SECONDS IS UP
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FIRST CLICK
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BRAND KEYWORD SURVEY

STRONGLY AGREESTRONGLY DISAGREE 43210

This design appears 'friendly'
How strongly do you feel about this statement

Select the design above that 
feels the most 'friendly'.
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EYE TRACKING
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When Prototyping
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USABILITY TESTING

REMOTE, FACILITATED 
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When In Build
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USABILITY TESTING

REMOTE, UNFACILITATED 
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EYE TRACKING
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When Your Service Is Live
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MAXIMISING CONVERSION POST LAUNCH

1. FIND A PROBLEM AREA TO ADDRESS

2. DIAGNOSE THE EXACT PROBLEM

2. TEST POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS
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IDENTIFY A PROBLEM AREA WITH ANALYTICS

EXIT PAGES

BOUNCE PAGES
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NARROW DOWN THE PROBLEM
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TEST POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS WITH SPLIT TESTING

Variation Three

Variation Two

Variation One

Original Version

Incoming Traffic

70%

10%

10%

10%

100%
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A/B VS MULTI-VARIANT

Original Version

Variation with a single change Variation with multiple changes

Original Version

MultivariateA/B Testing
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EASIER THAN YOU THINK
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TEST LOTS OF VERSIONS*

*IF YOU HAVE LOTS OF TRAFFIC

2 Variations 77% 25%

3 Variations 14% 33% +32%

4 Variations 5% 37% +48%

5 Variations 2% 44% +75%

6+ Variations 1% 43% +71%

Much More Than A vs. B
Significant Uplift Significant reduction Inconclusive
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WHAT ABOUT POOR TRAFFICKED SITES?

Page being tested Conversion Point

WAIT

Split testing can work on any website. 
However the lower the amount of traffic, 
the longer you will have to waiting to get 

statistically significant results.

CLOSE THE GAP

The closer the thing you are testing to 
the point of conversion the less dropouts 
and the quicker you will get statistically 

relevant results.


Either pick a different conversion action 
or a different thing to test.

REDUCE YOUR THRESHOLD

Most split testing tools will set a high 
threshold before it declares a winner. 

However, you can make a judgement call 
at a lower threshold if you like.
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KEY TAKE AWAYS
• Testing is the key to improved conversion.


• Testing post launch is most important of all.


• Testing regularly leads to better results.


• Use both quantitive and qualitative testing.
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QUESTIONS


