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Preface 

What’s the big deal about copywriting? There’s so much writing out there in 
every shape and form on every topic and field, and everyone is writing and 
publishing copy all the time these days. Why don’t we just let people get on 
with it? Well, the enormous volume of self-published, unedited writing is the 
very reason why the skills and techniques of copywriting are more essential 
than ever before. A friend of mine recently described the situation as “we’ve 
all got high-school Math but we wouldn’t do the company accounts, so just 
because we’ve got high-school English why do we think we can write great 
copy?”

Since publishing the first edition of this textbook I have spent a few years 
presenting the key points, lecturing to students, and running seminars for 
businesses. I’ve had feedback from around the world, and this is typical of 
the fantastically random feedback I receive: 

A few weeks ago I found Your book “Copywriting. Successful writing for design, 
advertising and marketing” in Lithuanian book store. I think it’s very interesting and 
really practical to use in different cases. Would like to thank You for this treasure and 
ensure it will accompany me in the way I am struggling with the words. 

I am a student of  Vilnius University, Kaunas Faculty of  Humanities, Lithuania. 
Studying marketing and commerce management for master degree. Your book is a good 
guide for preparing various tasks and helpful source of  original ideas. I believe it 
would be a perfect tool for students of  design, advertising, marketing, public relations 
and even philology. In my opinion it would be worth to translate it to my native 
language and let Lithuanians improve their skills in writing, editing, and creating 
presentations. (sic)

We’ve not translated into Lithuanian just yet, but we launched the Chinese 
edition earlier this year, and it’s very exciting to feel that the skills and techniques 
I’ve developed over the course of my career are valued internationally. This  
is not because of vanity but because the world of branding and messaging is 
becoming unified, and is increasingly seen as a mature and essential element 
in normal business practice. 

I run a brand and design agency called Liquid Agency Europe and we 
spend most of our time responding to challenges related to brand management 
and messaging. Graphic design will always be at the core of branding, but it is 
increasingly about staying within the brand guidelines. Where in the recent 
past impact and differentiation could be achieved through pure design thinking, 
these days it is the way an organization creates and manages its content that is 
the real unique proposition in the marketplace. 

At the heart of everything in this book, and also in the way Liquid Agency 
practices brand management for global clients, are the values that are behind the 
brand. A brand is described in various ways as “anyone’s experience of you,” 
“someone’s gut instinct about your organization,” or “what people say about you 
when you leave the room.” One thing is for sure, your brand is not simply your 
logo. Your brand is the promise that your business makes to its target audiences, 
and that promise has to be delivered accurately if you are to build long-term 
relationships with your customers, suppliers, and employees. Increasingly, 
businesses are being designed from the point of view of the customer experience, 
with every point of contact being shaped to suit their requirements. 

Understanding your own brand takes a bit of thought, and as a copywriter 
you will do well to follow these processes to identify the qualities within your 
business that make you who you are, and which you will be promising to your 



audiences. These qualities are formed from the values within the business. 
Values are the bedrock of any organization, and are made up of attitudes and 
beliefs. When you take a copy brief, you will be picking up all sorts of insights 
into the attitudes and beliefs within an organization. Keep a clear note of 
these, and build a picture of the values that you are drawing out. Present these 
back to your client to double-check them, as these will form the foundation of 
your messaging. 

Messaging is the phrase that is being used increasingly to describe the 
way a business writes. The tools within messaging are typically a slogan or 
tagline, a word bank of commonly used phrases, a list of core messages that 
you wish to reinforce consistently, and a tone-of-voice guide, which gives 
examples of the style of writing that reflects the values in the organization. If 
you’re writing for business, you should start to familiarize yourself with these 
tools, as they are where the future of branding lies. 

Branding is part of every business, no matter how big or how small, and 
you can play a crucial role in the success of an enterprise by helping it to use 
effective communication to build bridges and develop profitable relationships 
with its audiences. Digital messaging is all about creating bite-sized pieces  
of information that engage and direct the reader. Formats are increasingly 
diverse, with many new digital channels now in the mix. Customers pick up 
marketing messages on TV, in the press, and from billboards as much as they 
ever did, and these are supplemented by websites, social media sites, Twitter 
accounts, cell-phone messaging, media screens in public places, and just 
about every place we go. These messages need to be managed well to ensure 
that the same benefits and calls to action are communicated clearly and 
consistently throughout all of these touchpoints. 

We need copywriters to do the best job of this communication. Too often 
these projects are left to managers who may know the product inside out but 
rarely know how to prioritize a message, shape it for a target audience, and 
instill the values of the organization into the text. Copywriting is content design, 
and requires all of the design thinking that goes into any other creative aspect 
of a business. I am hoping that readers of this new edition will feed back their 
thoughts and experiences to me, and that we can build a network of new 
writers who can take on this challenge and show the world that great writing  
is the route to great business! 

Mark Shaw
mark@markshaw.co.uk

A brand is a person’s gut 
feeling about a product, 
service, or organization



Introduction
Copywriters learning from bakers and swimmers 

There was a baker in my hometown, and he had a Gold Medal Bakery that 
ranked with the best in the UK. His bread was truly something else. After I’d 
left home I always used to take one of his loaves with me, and when each one 
ran out I could never find any as good, anywhere. 

He protected his recipe fiercely, and refused to tell anyone its secrets—
not even his sons who worked in the business, not until he was ready. But 
then, unexpectedly, he fell off his perch. And with him went his recipe, forever. 

The Gold Medal Bakery is now a memory, as are the loaves that we all 
loved, and the moral of this tale is that knowledge, no matter how precious, 
needs to be shared. If it isn’t, it dies. If it is, it will live, and evolve. 

One of the most common ways that knowledge can be passed on is in the 
form of a carefully prepared textbook. Theoretically, it should be possible for a 
complete non-swimmer to study an authoritative textbook on swimming, which 
explains and demonstrates all of the disciplines and approaches, then jump 
in the deep end and swim with style and grace. 

How difficult can it be? He can see how easily swimmers cut through the 
water, and he can read and absorb all of the relevant principles and techniques. 
If he breathes, moves, and applies himself properly it should be simple. 

Except we know that this won’t work. In reality, we learn to swim gradually, 
adapting to the watery environment and building our confidence over time, 
through trial and error.

So what about creative business writing? Can a well-prepared textbook teach 
you to be an accomplished copywriter, even if you’ve never written copy before?

Not if you’ve never written a word in your life before, but luckily for you, 
you’re not a complete novice. You have been writing since you were a child, 
and you are already fully immersed in the world of words. 

This textbook shares the knowledge about creative writing so that it can 
live and evolve, but it is not a guide to sales and marketing, and it is not a 
manual on grammar and punctuation. It aims to explain the processes that 
you can follow when writing copy, and reveal the secrets about how the best 
copywriters do it. 

Writing copy is not as hard as it looks. It’s the creative thinking that goes 
on behind the writing that is the challenge, and the focus of this textbook is 
firmly on these fascinating aspects of the rewarding field of copywriting. 

You can dip in and out, or read it cover to cover and complete the exercises; 
either way I hope you will gain some valuable insights. The bottom line is that 
if you can understand who you’re writing for, what you are really saying to 
them, what it takes to make this interesting, and how to shape your messages 
to suit their preferences, you will be writing professional copy. 

You know you can already swim, and now you have every opportunity to 
take on the best of them.



Getting to grips 
with copywriting

Fresh and original writing oils the wheels of  every 
aspect of  commercial activity, and language is 
a key element of  many forms of  modern design. 
Copywriting is not about copying—it’s about 
communicating in an original way. You can put 
a sentence together, and your imagination is alive 
and well, so you have everything it takes to be a 
creative writer. All you need are some guidelines 
to help you figure out when your writing is good, 
and a little inspiration from some practitioners  
in the field. 
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Creative writing for business is challenging and rewarding in equal measure, 
and when it all comes together with great design to create innovative 
communications it can feel like the best job in the world. Copywriting is an 
essential part of the design communications mix, and those of us who do it for a 
living will tell you that crafting messages and telling stories is a rewarding mental 
process, even in the business context. You’ll find that being able to generate 
a response from your audience is a valuable and highly sought-after skill. 

Copy (or text, or words) used in design is a very particular type of creative 
writing that requires the inspiration of an artist and the control of a craftsman 
or craftswoman. In comparison to the rails on which the copywriter runs, the 
novelist or poet has no limitations. Poetry and storytelling are flights of the 
imagination, with no client or news editor to bear in mind. Whether the personality 
of the writer shines through directly or indirectly, this is the purest creative 
writing—it can take off in any direction, be as fictional as it wants to be, and go 
wherever it pleases. Writing copy, however, is all about sticking to a brief, while 
paying homage to the creativity and style of the poet and storyteller.

Journalists and copywriters are commercial writers, but the essence of 
their roles is completely different. In most cases journalists have to create the 
story from scratch, usually by following leads. They will have to research the 
facts to get to the heart of the matter, discover the different viewpoints and 
opinions, and bring this material together accurately and coherently. Articles 
are often written to a tightly defined structure, while features can allow more 
room for individual expression and the interweaving of the writer’s viewpoint. 
The message has to be factually correct, balanced, and fair, but the writer is 
allowed to take a stance, which could reflect that of the newspaper or, in the 
case of a regular column, the writer’s own opinion. 

Copywriting borrows from all other fields of writing in its quest for creative 
expression, but there is no room for your personality in the copy that you 
write; you are simply a scribe, a hired mouthpiece for your client, and it is the 
brand’s voice that must come through, loudly and clearly. The starting point, 
whether you’re working on a one-off project or are writing copy every day, is  
to set aside your ego, forget all ideas about expressing your own thoughts, 
and put on the company coveralls. You’ll be surprised how well they fit and 
how good you look in them.

In Mesopotamia, the earliest cuneiform writing was developed to record 
ownership of animals and goods. Writing was at the heart of trading, and its 
invention was the catalyst for the dawning of modern civilization. It is now one 
of our greatest forms of expression, and, whatever the brief, is a powerful tool 
for all types of business. The techniques of creative copywriting are really about 
finding the most natural way to communicate well with others. 

Business has one aim: to deliver a profit. Everyone in every sort of commercial 
enterprise is trying to sell a product or service for more than it costs them to 
produce it, and make an honest profit to live off. Selling—which is what you’re 
doing when you’re writing copy—used to be a case of steering customer 
demand by pointing people in the direction of the leading brands. 

Before the competitive nature of the global marketplace really hotted up, 
all you needed to do to have a viable business was to identify and satisfy a 
customer need. Our abundant times have created a huge amount of choice, 
and with choice comes competition: it is no longer enough to hold up your hand 
and tell your customers where you are; you now have to tell them why you are 

Why do I need to know about copy?

 “If  you are a writer of  
novels, or plays, or poetry, 
you can write and take 
your own time, generally 
speaking. But in advertising, 
you’ve got deadlines, 
you’ve got to have the idea, 
and it’s got to be a great 
one, and you’ve got to have 
it Tuesday morning.” 
David Ogilvy

Good writing makes things happen
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 “I’m sure that everything  
a man does is grist for his 
copy mill. I’m sure of  that 
—what you’ve done and 
what you’ve experienced—
if  you can put more thinking 
and more interesting things 
into your copy, you’re that 
much more provocative.”
Bill Bernbach 

better, why they should bother to knock on your door, and why they should 
keep coming back to you.

There has been an enormous increase in the different media that can be 
used to reach customers, from blogs and microsites to talking retail displays 
and e-mail campaigns. Customers now have even greater control over which of 
these messages they will give the time of day to, which means the results we 
can achieve through traditional advertising and marketing are increasingly less 
predictable. The reality is that we as customers consciously select and 
deselect the promotional and advertising messages that we wish to listen to. 

Innovative graphic design is a powerful way to catch and hold the attention, 
but we’re becoming a bit blasé about stunning visuals, amazing concepts, 
and slick photography, and they no longer have the power to make us sit up 
and think as they used to. The messages they carry and the way those 
messages are expressed are the essence of effective communication. 

It is not enough to splash out on expensive media campaigns and expect 
high-profile visibility alone to deliver results. If the customer isn’t watching, or 
doesn’t like the message, you won’t attract a response. The starting point has 
to be to select the best way to reach people, whether this means sticking posters 
at the top of ski lifts or sending specific text messages to shoppers as they pass 
your store. Then you must make sure the overall message you’re communicating 
is targeted, relevant, and inspiring. For this you need great copy.

The attitudes and principles that apply to copywriting for external customers 
apply equally to any written or verbal communication. The clearer and more 
accurate your communication, the more successful you will be. 

Your essential objective as a copywriter is to create clear, easily understood 
messages that target a defined audience and encourage them to do something 
for your client. If you get to know the basic processes and avoid the common 
pitfalls, you’ll find that this is not as difficult to achieve as you might think. 

Being a natural creative writer will give you a head start, but it is not 
enough in itself, and you do not need to be a natural writer to be a good 
copywriter. Some agency writers have got by on their natural talent for decades, 
and actually have little idea about process or technique. 

What’s stopping you writing great copy?

One of the latest executions from 
a long-running and consistently 
award-winning campaign, this 
uses a few simple words to 
speak volumes to an intelligent 
target audience.
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 “A writer should be joyous, 
an optimist ... Anything 
that implies rejection of  life 
is wrong for a writer, and 
cynicism is rejection of  life. 
I would say participate, 
participate, participate.”
George Gribbin

Getting to grips with copywriting 

The best way to write copy is to focus completely on the true nature of 
the target audience so that your messages are crafted with them in mind. This 
will produce compelling copy and your reader will feel at home with your writing. 
Using a clever play on words, a pun, or a quick witticism is becoming less 
important than being able to craft a well-constructed, stimulating message.

Understand the heart beating at the core of your message, consider the 
makeup of your quirky audience and their particular habits, such as their 
buying patterns, and make sure your copy plays to these at all times. Most of the 
copy that you will be working with will require clear, uncomplicated writing about 
what you are selling that clearly presents the benefits, not just the features.  
A creative or conceptual idea should always underpin your approach—you 
can establish this by giving careful consideration to your overriding message  
or call to action and explaining how the audience can respond. 

Too much analysis can hamper creativity. There’s no right or wrong way to 
go about writing copy, yet there are several patterns that you can follow. Every 
writer will do this slightly differently—you should find the best way of developing 
your own unique approach that blends proven techniques with your own 
preferred way of tackling a brief.

Whatever the brief, you will have a message to communicate to a specific 
audience. Build up a profile of this audience, develop an understanding of 
what they’re like and what their situation is, and decide on a style of language 
that they will relate to. A good word for this process is profiling, and anyone 
can do it. 

The most comprehensive briefs can give you an in-depth picture of your 
audience based on economic profile, geographical location, and even the type 
of street they live on, the papers they read, and cars they drive. If you haven’t 
been given this sort of information, you can compile it yourself without having 
to leave your desk or search Google, simply by using your common sense and 
experience to determine the characteristics of the people in your audience. 

You’ll be surprised how much you already know about your profiled audience. 
For example, if you’re writing toiletries product copy for women aged between 
25 and 40 you may be given the insight that they’re professionals, with a 
reasonable disposable income, and are regular shoppers with the client.  
An image—a stereotype—will come to mind immediately. 

What can your profiling add to this? Well, think it through. It’s likely that 
our 25- to 40-year-old women are busy looking after a family, or juggling 
home responsibilities with work, or pursuing a career that takes up all of their 
time. Being this busy will mean that they are living with stress. At the point 
when they read your copy they are likely to be tired and not have much time. 
When they stand in the store with your product in their hand, they have their 
kids with them, or have sore feet, or are being jostled by other customers. How 
do you cut through all of this?

Now you’re building up a picture of a real human being and are writing for 
someone who is bright, and enjoying life, but who’s being distracted and has 
a lot on her mind. You need to make sure that your messages focus on helping 
to reduce her stress (and don’t expect her to study the text for very long). You 
need to catch her eye with a strong product name and description, the tone 
of voice you use should be friendly and on her level, and you’d better have 
something good to say—a clear benefit or an inspiring proposition—otherwise 
you’re wasting her time. 

By contrast, if you’re writing advertising for the business customers of a 
computer supplier your profiling will again tell you how to develop this tone of 

Take aim, you’re targeting your audience
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Taking an ugly subject and turning 
it into an imaginative concept, 
this poster works very hard by 
keeping the message short, sweet 
and benefit-led. 
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voice. Your readers are IT-procurement managers of large corporations, who 
will be sourcing computers for 50 to 200 people at a time. They control 
company expenditure, and as well as getting good value for money they require 
excellent service and support and unbeatable quality. They are also career 
professionals looking for their next big promotion. The tone of voice you adopt 
must be confident, reassuring, and extremely credible. Deliver clear benefits 
without overpromising or trivializing the purchase with quirky headlines. You 
still need to present the whole message with a powerful idea and a clear call 
to action, but this needs to be backed up with evidence—in the form of facts 
and figures to justify any claims you are making—because these people want 
hard facts. 

 

When you are selling something you don’t tell your customers what it does, 
you tell them how or why it will improve their lives. This takes the “so-what?” 
factor into account: assume your customers say “so what?” to every claim that 
you make, and then give them the answer before they’ve even thought about 
the question.

The point of this is simple. Your readers are not all paying full attention—
some of them are just browsing, others have the radio on in the background, 
some are about to go out, others are lazy. They don’t all have the time or 
inclination to work out that the features you’re listing will provide them with 
really good benefits. You’re the copywriter, so do the hard work for them.
If you work out the benefits and present them appealingly, far more of your 
audience will respond.

Every feature has an associated benefit, it’s just that some are easier to 
spot or more compelling than others. The core benefits often lead into peripheral  
benefits, and you’ll need to decide which one to focus on. There are the 
classics—for example, when people buy a new home security system, they 
are not buying an alarm, they are buying peace of mind. Working out the 
benefits is a logical process, as long as you always focus on your audience. It 
is also important to remember that the benefits of a product or service for one 
audience will not necessarily be the same as the benefits for another.

Take any product, for example a vacuum cleaner. There are two main types 
of benefit: those associated with the product as a type (an immaculately clean, 
dust-free house), and those that distinguish your product or service from the 
competition (how your vacuum cleaner outperforms others). Be sure to focus 
on the benefits that set you apart from the pack. If you’re not careful, you could 
do a great job of selling the idea of a vacuum cleaner without leaving your 
reader with the impression that your brand is the best choice. 

It’s your role to determine which benefits are the most compelling and 
which benefits and features are not essential to the brief. Less is often more, 
and by highlighting one clear benefit you will capture the readers’ attention 
and persuade them to look into what you are offering, so don’t be afraid to 
describe only one benefit in your overall statement.

No matter how good a writer you are, you can’t achieve the impossible, so 
focus on what you can achieve. You won’t get every member of your target 
audience to respond in the desired way—some just won’t allow you in. 
Conversely, there will be some people who will buy into your message even if 
it is unclear and badly written. Both of these sections of your target readership 

 “If  you’re trying to persuade 
people to do something, 
or buy something, it seems 
to me you should use their 
language, the language they 
use every day, the language 
in which they think.” 
David Ogilvy

Sell the benefits, not the features 

How to improve the odds in the numbers game
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have already made up their minds: they will definitely buy—or not—and there 
is little you can do to make any difference. 

Concentrate instead on your “floating voters”—those members of the 
audience who may be tempted to buy but need a little nudge, an extra reason, 
before they commit. This is where you can work some magic. Target those 
who are predisposed to buying, who have some interest in your product, and 
you will be reaching the most receptive people in your audience. 

 

Your finished copy should follow a consistent thread from start to finish so 
that your readers will stay with you to the end. Fire their interest by explaining 
what they are about to discover, and why this will be interesting. Giving 
your copy a hidden structure will ensure that you don’t just ramble on, listing 
facts and features. It also gives you a means of keeping the message fresh 
and stimulating.

The readers expect you to deliver, and if you don’t let them down (either 
by overpromising or under-delivering) you’ll have established the start of a 
good relationship with them. Don’t make these promises too overt. You’re not 
standing there with a bullhorn trying to force people to come into your store; 
you’re welcoming your guests on to your premises and letting them know that 
they will have an enjoyable time. Your tone should be inviting and warm, and 
your promises should be subtle and measured. 

 
                   

It is much better for people to want to buy from you than for you to have to sell 
to them. Being sold to is an invasion of privacy and it’s annoying, yet we all 
like to shop for our favorite things. Warm up your audience to want to buy from 
you and you won’t have to sell at them. Hard-selling is much more difficult 
and generates less response. 

Make use of intrigue. It’s hard to resist finding out about something that we 
think we really want to know about, especially when it’s right there in front of us. 
Adding intrigue is as simple as asking people if they’d like to find out a bit 
more about the product.

There’s an old chestnut about how to sell a kitten. You don’t talk about the 
joy of owning a pet, the companionship and fun, or how cute and playful the 
kitten is. You say nothing, put it in the customer’s hands, and stand back. It sells 
itself. There are times when a few choice words achieve more than paragraphs 
of text. Don’t oversell when your customers already want to buy. Invite them in, 
intrigue them to make sure they remain interested, and let them make up their 
own minds. Just make it as easy as possible for them to respond.

 

As well as creating the right structure for holding your reader’s interest, you 
must select the correct tone of voice, making sure that it is both appropriate 
for the client’s brand and is totally relevant to your audience. 

In many cases a clear, informed, and interested tone of voice is the best 
approach, and you will be able to draw on this same voice for a number of 
different clients. This should be your baseline, and any copy that you write must 
achieve this standard at least. Ask yourself: Am I involving the reader? Is the 
message interesting? Have I included a clear call to action? 

Hold their attention by promising, delivering, and reminding

Intrigue keeps interest alive

Get the tone of voice right
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The copy literally bursts out of 
the page and hugs you—well, 
almost. The perfect way to show 
the warmth and intimacy of a 
handwritten letter to a loved 

one. This is a great concept,  
making the most of digital 
applications to achieve things  
that were previously impossible.  

Getting to grips with copywriting 
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The tone-of-voice guide for the 
mobile media company 3 explains 
how to write for the brand, 
recommending that the writer 
clear away adjectives to leave 
real simplicity and use immediate 
emotion and a simple energy 
without making it dumbed-down. 

 Techno babble.

We looked at our language—
and at the other lot down the 
road. We decided that 3’s 
competitors in the mobile world 
are a funny bunch. They all 
sound a bit similar. And some 
of  them have a tendency to 
philosophize while also lapsing 
into impenetrable techno-babble.

 Verbs.

So, focusing on verbs, ask these questions of your language for 3:
1. Can you turn a noun into a verb?
2. Can you make the verb form active without a trace of the passive?
3. Can you choose verbs that give out energy rather than simply exist?

The tone is created by increasing 
the number of verbs and reducing 
the number of nouns (these make 
it more difficult to gain a full 
understanding in a quick reading). 
An example of this would be 
changing “our quality control is 
good” to “we check everything.” 
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Checklist: Hidden structure 
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 HEADLINE
A STRONG CREATIVE 
HOOK TO GRAB ATTENTION 
AND PROVOKE INTEREST. 

First paragraph: Creative 
copy giving clarification 
to the headline, rewarding 
the reader for looking into 
it, and promising lots of 
interesting discoveries in 
the following copy.

Body copy: Deliver the promises, clearly 
linking these revelations to the promises. 

Further temptations: Offer new promises later 
in the text, delivering them before the end 
of the article. 

Final paragraph: Remind the readers about 
the promises, how they will be fulfilled, how 
they will benefit them, and what they need 
to do, if anything.
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Word bank 
This is a collection of evocative words that create the feeling that you wish to maintain in your copy.  

It could be pages long, split into different categories, or it might simply be a short list of appropriate 

words. Start or begin? Purchase or buy? Complete or finish? Frequently or often?

 

Brand dictionary 
The dictionary builds up a collection of your brand’s particular words and phrases. 

There are two types:

1. Generic terms and the correct way to use them for this client (for example, “staff must always 

be referred to as ‘our people,’ not ‘employees’ or ‘staff,’” or “our retail outlets are always referred 

to as ‘our stores,’ not ‘our shops’ or ‘our outlets’”).

2. The common jargon from your marketplace or industry that needs to be explained. Don’t use 

industry-standard abbreviations—the RDC is a Regional Distribution Center to your readers—and 

be careful when using phrases such as “cascade communication.” You might know what it means 

but do the readers know that this is where you communicate the message to senior managers, who 

will then communicate to their teams? Some brands or sectors have a lot more jargon than others, 

but it must always be rephrased in plain English—ambiguity must not be tolerated.

Examples of tone of voice 
Your guide can be loose and unstructured—it is simply a collection of phrases and words, short 

sentences, and expressions that characterize your brand. The Smart car tone of voice will tell 

the writer that the Smart car can “shoot over. zoom up. nip through. whiz by. scoot down. swing 

in. pop out. drop round.” This is for writers only, and perhaps some “brand police,” and will not 

be seen by the customer. This is what gives other writers the direction they’ll need to write in the 

upbeat and positive voice you’ve worked so hard to create for your client. 

Achieve a consistent tone of voice
These tools can help you and your team to maintain consistency, 
especially where a campaign has a number of different elements, 
or if a marketing program continues over many months. 
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Revisit your audience profile and ask yourself if the tone of your copy is the 
right one for them. Be clear about your role. If you’re explaining the benefits of 
a back-to-work scheme for 16-year-olds who’ve left school with no qualifications, 
you’re not expected to use hip-hop street language. What you must do is show 
that you understand the teenage audience, using phrases such as “sometimes 
it can feel like you haven’t got a chance of getting a decent job, and you 
haven’t even started yet” or “you may have felt that school was simply a waste 
of time, but now you can really make the start you’ve always wanted.” Stick 
to a simple vocabulary (they may not read well), treat them with respect (they 
will be very cynical), and be real (they’ll see through any waffle). 

 

If only we’d paid more attention at school. If only we knew what the past 
participle was and which pronouns to use, whether our tenses are consistent, 
if we are splitting our infinitives or have a tendency to overuse gerunds and 
subordinate clauses. It’s a minefield out there, and there is no way we can walk 
through it without stepping on something serious. Yes, grammar, punctuation, 
spelling, and correct sentence structure are all major considerations, but 
don’t be fazed. Take a closer look and you’ll discover that there is a clear route 
through that you can follow. 

That route is simplicity. Your copy should be as clear and digestible as 
possible, so make life easy for yourself and keep everything simple. This is 
not about dumbing down, it’s about clarity of expression. You do not have  
to possess an enormous vocabulary or a detailed knowledge of the subtleties 
of grammar (although this does build up with time), because your role is to 
express ideas, concepts, and messages in a succinct and compelling way. 

Avoid long words (use your thesaurus if you’re struggling for a simpler 
alternative) and steer clear of complex sentences. Be consistent with your 
style, and make sure your spelling is perfect. There’s never an excuse for 
a typographical error (typo)—use your spell-checker and dictionary. Get to 
grips with punctuation, particularly apostrophes, and establish a consistent 
style for the use of initial capitals, dashes, and so on. 

For the purists who police our language and raise merry hell when a 
sentence starts with “but” or “and,” remind them that Shakespeare himself 
spelled his name many different ways during his life, and that English is an 
endlessly changing and developing language, with new words coming in to 
and old words slipping out of use all the time. 

 

Living in your own bubble as a copywriter is not acceptable. You may feel 
as if you are a creative island and that you need solitude and privacy to write 
your best copy, but you are not working in isolation, you are part of a team 
that includes designers. 

Design and copy really come together in typography, a true craft with 
generations of tradition and one of the most stylish and powerful expressions 
of graphic ideas. Whether the idea comes from the designer or the writer, a 
phrase or word set in a skilled way can have enormous impact. 

The designer will be working to the same brief as you, but is coming at it 
from the visual perspective. Some designers pay a lot of attention to the copy, 
reading it and absorbing the content; some get into the words from the 
typographical point of view, without knowing the subject matter at all. Others 
regard copy as the black lines that have to go on the page somewhere, getting 

 “It’s as difficult to become 
a good copywriter as 
a good brain surgeon.”
Rosser Reeves 

Keep it simple

Typography is the icing on your cake
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in the way of the design integrity. In some cases the designer sits in the same 
room as you and you can discuss the project as it progresses, yet in others 
you may never meet. The real magic can take place only when the writer and 
designer are “in sync,” when they have a common understanding and 
complement each other’s work. 

Discuss the profile of your audience with the designer. Compare notes on 
who they are, what makes them tick, and the approach you should take to 
communicating to them. What are they like? Why will they be interested? How 
will the design grab their attention and set the scene? What will be your core 
message? Is there a visual concept that will encapsulate this? What overall 
effect are we trying to create? 

Let your ideas flow, accept that most of them will be half-baked, and fish 
around in them to see if a strong picture starts to emerge. Always refer back 
to your audience profile, core message, and the overriding benefit that you’re 
focusing on. Your designer will be concentrating on creating impact, being 
different, and remaining on-brand. Your job is to process your raw material, 
organize the messages, and draft your copy, in the right tone of voice and in 
line with the creative concepts being developed by the designer.
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Round-up

There is no room for your personality in your copy.

Your customers consciously select the promotional and advertising messages 
that they wish to listen to.

Using puns and witticisms is becoming less important than crafting a well-
constructed and stimulating message.

There is always the need for a creative or conceptual idea to underlie  
your approach.

Build up a profile of the audience, developing an understanding of what they 
are like.

Don’t tell your customers what something does; tell them how or why it will 
improve their lives.

Target those who are predisposed to buying, who have some interest in your 
product, and who will give you the time of day.

It is much better for people to want to buy from you than for you to have to 
sell to them.

It’s hard to resist finding out more about something that we think we really 
want to know about.

Your copy should be as clear and digestible as possible, so make life easy 
for yourself and keep everything simple.

Exercise: getting to grips with a tone of voice
Select a brand that you know something about, perhaps one of your favorites, 
or a very well-known one. Look at a few examples of their communications, 
whether it’s booklets from a branch, press advertising, or their website. 
Prepare a word bank, brand dictionary, and tone-of-voice guide, on three 
separate sheets of paper.

For your word bank, look at 
content and vocabulary and list 
all of the words that you can 
find in the text that seem to 
characterize the tone of voice 
and are particular to that brand. 
A word bank for a suncare 
brand might include words  
such as “adventure,” “aglow,” 
“awash,” “nutrients,” “soothing,” 
and “sunkissed.” You could add 
other words of your own that 
capture the spirit of the brand.

For your brand dictionary, pay 
attention to the style of language. 
Is it relaxed or formal, high-brow 
or aimed at the lowest common 
denominator? Make a list of 
specific words and phrases that 
seem to define the style. For 
example, do you say “telephone 
us” or “call us,” “pop in to our 
branch” or “come in to our 
store,” “we will” or “we’ll,” and 
are your people called “staff” or 
“employees”? 

For your tone-of-voice guide, 
look for specific sentences or 
phrases that evoke the essence 
of the brand’s style of writing. 
Take three or four examples of 
copy that is clearly “on-brand,” 
and then write a couple of similar 
but off-brand versions for each 
one, showing where the copy 
would not be in line with the 
brand voice. For example, if you 
are writing lipstick copy for a 
cosmetics brand, you could say 
“perfectly plump, deliciously 
dewy” and be on-brand, but 
“it’s the only one to plump for” 
or “plumping lipstick for a dewy 
finish” would both be off-brand.

23



The art of writing 
great copy

Great copy that gets good results can sometimes be 
so simple and clear that it looks as if  it’s written 
itself. It attracts the attention of  the audience, compels 
them to take an interest, and guides them as they 
decide to involve themselves. Writing copy like this 
is a delicate process, which is not set in stone, so 
the best approach is to find out what makes the most 
sense to you by seeing how the professionals do it.
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Great copy comes from a great brief, and receiving a brief is an active process, 
not a passive one. While the client or employer may feel that he or she is giving 
you everything that you require in the brief, it is up to you as the copywriter to 
take a great brief. It is common to find that the brief you’re working to does not 
contain all of the information you need. Certain jobs require you to conduct original 
research, so consider bolstering your content with additional insights, facts, and 
figures where relevant. Google is the source of many great research adventures. 

A copy brief is the one aspect of the communications process that should 
not involve a long chain of command. It is vital that wherever possible the writer 
takes his or her own brief from the person commissioning the work, and builds 
on this by interviewing other key people associated with the project. The golden 
rule in every aspect of copywriting, design, and communication is to assume 
nothing, and this is never more appropriate than when taking a brief. So what 
do you need to know before you start writing, how do you assess the quality 
of a brief, and how do you get to the source of your information?

Every brief has three essential elements: a profile of your target audience; 
clarification of the core message that is to be communicated; and a good reason 
why the target audience should be interested—what benefit does it give them? 
There is a lot more that can be included in a brief, but without these three key 
elements you cannot hope to hit the nail on the head. 

The client, or employer, or whoever is giving you the brief, will not necessarily 
be able to provide all of the information that you will require. This brief could 
be one of many projects he or she is looking after and it may not be easy for 
him or her to stand back and see your brief as clearly as you do. The best writers 
will not accept a half-baked brief; they will make sure they have everything 
they need before they begin to write. The best way to do this is to ask “stupid” 
questions. It is all too easy to have a friendly meeting, discuss the brief in 
general, shake hands, and disappear to draft your copy. When you’re halfway 
through your project you’re likely to realize there’s not enough to say, or very 
little substantial material to use.

When you take the brief you must challenge the briefer to provide detail, but 
be diplomatic. Take a collaborative approach, and put the client at ease with 
a phrase such as “it’s a good brief, but I need to ask you a few stupid questions.” 
You can then go through the brief and ask for clarification and expansion of 
the content without treading on anyone’s ego. Ask for definitions of terms that 
seem obvious, and you may dig up all sorts of new insights. 

When you’ve taken a full brief you can conduct further research or interviews 
to gather more content and help you make the decisions you need to in order 
to shape your copy in line with the brief, the target audience, and the overall 
objectives. A lot can be achieved on the Internet, and Google is as good a place 
to start as anywhere. Your client should be able to put you in touch with key 
people whom you can interview face to face, over the phone, or using e-mail.

 

Having taken your brief and gathered your raw material it is time to lock 
yourself away and get your creative juices flowing. It doesn’t matter where or 
how you work, as long as you feel comfortable and can concentrate. Some 
writers like to be in the middle of a busy studio or office, while others prefer 
total solitude. Some like to use the latest IT while others prefer a pen and paper. 
Some are highly efficient and get off to a flying start, while others prevaricate 
for ever and end up burning the midnight oil in order to hit the deadline. 
Ultimately, creative writing involves wrestling with your mind, and, however 

 “You must be as simple, 
and as swift, and as 
penetrating as possible. 
And it must stem from 
knowledge. And you must 
relate that knowledge to 
the consumer’s needs.” 
Bill Bernbach 

Make sure you take a great brief

Find the best environment for creativity



26 The art of writing great copy

you manage this process, your rules are simple: never miss your deadline and 
never compromise the quality and integrity of your work. 

Copywriting is a highly disciplined type of creative writing and many new 
writers are worried that they are simply not sufficiently imaginative or concept-
driven to undertake this type of work. Copywriting is challenging because it 
exposes the writer to direct criticism and there is no hiding from the words and 
creative ideas you put on the page. Although the degree of creativity required 
does vary from brief to brief, in general 70 percent of your copywriting will  
be concerned with organization and decision-making, while perhaps only 30 
percent of the process will require you to focus purely on the most creative 
aspects of your writing, so you are dealing mainly with hard facts and you are 
not as exposed to criticism for your conceptual thinking as you may feel. 

You’ve put a lot of time and effort into taking a thorough brief, so make full 
use of it. If you have ten working hours available for writing your copy, spend 
seven of them relentlessly preparing and developing your raw material, processing 
your notes, and playing with different thoughts and ideas. The remaining three 
hours will be sufficient to draft your copy. The more thoroughly you process, 
order, and prepare your copy, the easier it will be to write. Immerse yourself fully 
in the project. Take on the mindset of your target audience, understand their 
likes and dislikes, attitudes and beliefs, and create the right viewpoint for writing 
to them in a clear voice that they will relate to.

 

It’s your job to create the best copywriting brief possible for every copywriting 
project you work on, and you can’t rely on your client, or your colleagues, to 
do this for you—although giving them a blank copywriting briefing template is 
a great way to get most of the work prepared in the way you need it to be 
before you even start. 

Smaller clients will rarely have a written brief for you to follow, often because 
they aren’t clear about what they require, just what they want to achieve—or 
to put it another way, they know the results they are looking for but they don’t 
know how to create them. In this case you will need to interrogate them to find 
out the information you need to create great copy. This could be in the form 
of a one-to-one meeting across a desk or, if you’ve got the confidence, could 
be an interactive workshop with a group of people. Once you’ve gathered your 
information (following the checklist on the opposite page) write this up and 
give it back to the client to check, amend, and approve.

There are usually three main types of written brief involved with your 
copywriting process: the client’s creative brief; the studio’s creative brief (this 
could be an internal, in-house team or an external creative agency); and your 
copywriting brief. The client’s creative brief is likely to be fairly generalized, 
more a set of instructions, but it will have deadlines and should identify the 
key milestones, sign-offs, and stakeholders. The studio brief will be prepared 
by an account manager (if agency) or marketing manager (if client) for the 
creatives, with specific direction on design, media, production, budget controls, 
and all sorts of other stuff that you don’t need to know about—as well as the 
messaging and copywriting (hopefully). You’ll be responsible for preparing 
your copy brief, which should be shared with the team and client early on so 
they can contribute or make comments that could save you a lot of hassle 
later on. As the best carpenters say, “measure twice, cut once.”
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There are many types of creative brief
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Checklist: Taking a copy brief 
Start with the big picture and drill down into the fine detail.

Basic details
Client’s name, address, and contact details.
When was the brief taken and when is the copy needed for?
Does this relate to any previous jobs?
Will it be part of larger communications or is it stand-alone?

Overview 
What is the requirement of the brief, what is the client expecting from the project and, specifically, 
from you?
What is the background and context for the communication (what was the previous marketing
or advertising activity, and what are the reasons for doing this new brief)?
What is the timeline and when do you need to respond by?

Background and raw material 
What material has the client produced before and how did it perform?
How does this campaign fit in with other communications from the client?
What is being provided as content to develop?
Are there further sources of content (by researching or interviewing)?

Target audience 
Who are we trying to reach, and what route are we using?
What is their profile, and what type of people are they?
What do they think about the client?
What’s going on in this marketplace—how crowded is it?

The core message 
What is the single, compelling message that must be communicated?
What supporting evidence is there to back up any claims being made?

The Unique Selling Point (USP)
What benefit does the core message provide to the audience?
What makes this different and compelling in the marketplace?
Why should the reader bother to read all of the copy and respond?

Creative direction
How should the finished work look and feel?
Is there a brand style that must be adhered to?
Are there examples of similar work that can be used as a guide?
What’s the most appropriate tone of voice?

Anything else?
Make sure that any directions that don’t fit into the categories listed above are noted at the end of the brief. 
Examples would be overall word count, or the number of pages in a brochure, or how much room there 
is for headlines, intro paragraphs, subheadings, and a summary in an article. 
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Before you begin creating your first draft, you must process and prepare the 
material provided in your brief, even though you may prefer to simply start 
writing your copy. The more work you do on it, the smoother and more polished 
your first draft will be. Read the brief, then reread it slowly a couple of times, 
taking it all in and pondering the implications of each piece of information.

Identify all of the raw material where the content overlaps and can be 
seamlessly linked. Lift phrases and points from the brief and note them carefully 
on a sheet of paper, grouping them under suitable categories such as “target 
audience,” “key message,” “supporting details,” and “tone of voice.” This process 
will extract core content from the rest of the brief and help you to identify patterns. 

For example, if you’re working on a brief for a press advertisement for an 
antiaging beauty product launch you’ll be limited in the amount of copy you 
can work with, and will need to condense the raw material into very succinct 
points. You may be told the product’s USP is that it reduces the appearance of 
fine lines around the eyes. Elsewhere in the brief you discover the cream is 
very easily absorbed and allows makeup to be applied over it. In your notes 
you would bring these points together, using a shorthand such as: “reduces 
appearance of fine lines,” “easily absorbed,” “allows makeup application.” 

In another category you will link together points such as availability,  
price point, and promotional offers. Your notes may say: “In supermarkets 
nationwide from June,” “very competitive price,” and “buy one get one free  
in first week.” 

It is essential that you process every point from the brief, because you will 
be using these refined notes as the sole reference point for drafting your copy. 
As you progress you will reshape the content into its core elements, reducing 
these to a few distinct messages. These notes will give you accurate and highly 
condensed raw material and a focal point for your innovative creative thinking. 

You can now start to make the decisions that will shape your finished copy. 
The decision-making responsibility that rests on a copywriter’s shoulders can 
be immense, and is largely overlooked. Many people may have contributed to 
your brief, there may be sensitivities concerning the project, and the individual 
stakeholders (those who will be signing off the copy or who own the overall 
department or product group) will have their own priorities and needs. As the 
writer, you may decide to lead on a single message and leave out the other 
points that don’t support this. This requires confidence and clear reasoning. 

Consider the format you are working to and be clear on the parameters, 
as established in the brief, such as limited space, that will restrict you.

 “I try to get a picture in 
my mind of  the kind of  
people they are—how they 
use this product, and what 
it is—they don’t often tell  
you in so many words—
but what it is that actually  
motivates them to buy 
something or interests 
them in something.”
Leo Burnett 

The art of writing great copy

The challenge of creating your first draft

 “Know your prospect 
and know your product 
—and know both in 
considerable depth.”
George Gribbin 
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Words of wisdom from the 
forward-thinking copywriters at 
the Language in Common blog, 
getting to the heart of the matter 
and showing that good copy can 
work just as well on a blog as it 
does in client marketing.
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The evocative copy in these 
advertisements for recreational 
vehicles (RVs) captures the spirit 
of adventure and fun that goes 
with RVing. The camper van is 
the feature, the great outdoors  
is the benefit.

Spot a spotted owl. Whistle while you walk. Nestle 
in at night. Do just about anything, and go just 
about anywhere with an RV. Go to GoRVing.com 
for a free video and visit an RV dealer. What will 
you discover? Go RVing.
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Marvel over the Milky Way. Hop aboard Saturn’s rings. Count 
your lucky stars that you can do just about anything, just about 
anywhere with an RV. Go to GoRVing.com for a free video and 
visit an RV dealer. What will you discover? Go RVing.
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This copy walks the walk: not only 
does it explain how dangerous it 
is to use your phone when you’re 
driving, it demonstrates how 
confusing it is to try and do two 
things at the same time—it’s a 
double-hit for the reader. 
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The 30 percent of your time that you’ll spend on the creative thinking side of 
your writing (having spent the other 70 percent on preparing and organizing 
your raw material) is where you can have the most fun as a writer, but flights 
of fantasy are very risky. Make sure you have a technique for keeping your train 
of thought on brief and for checking that your ideas are on track too, once you’ve 
finalized them. Focus on building a profile of your audience by establishing 
what type of people they are. Depending on the target your client gives you, 
this may be a very defined description or a wide spectrum—either way you must 
create in your mind a sense of who they are and what “makes them tick.” 

Conceptualizing is all about lateral thinking—following thought patterns 
that lead you into new territories where you can create messages that ring 
true for the reader and which deliver the content so effectively that they get a 
great response (positive reactions from the audience, leading to practical actions 
to the benefit of the client). Where do you get your ideas from? They’re right 
there in your notes.

First of all, look for word plays, phrases, or suggestions in the key words in 
your briefing notes and note them all down without worrying what you’re going 
to do with them. Sometimes a good phrase or message will jump out straight 
away and can form the center of a headline and approach to your body copy, 
but the ideas that come to you most readily are likely to be clichés or, if not, 
will have been used already in similar situations. You usually have to work 
past your first and second rounds of ideas, even though they are good or great, 
and push yourself into your third or fourth round of ideas before you are in 
truly original territory. 

Next, identify the features and follow your train of thought on the associated 
benefits, and really take this to the limit. Everything useful has a benefit to 
someone, so start by identifying this, and then push yourself to think of even 
more detailed benefits. Try thinking in obscure corners, set your imagination 
free to roam into strange places, consider the cause and effect of each feature 
and benefit in surreal ways. You don’t need to come up with a brilliantly creative 
headline or theme because sometimes a simple message is the best solution, 
but at the same time there should be no limits to your thinking at this stage. 
Anything goes, and often what seem to be the craziest ideas can be shaped 
into the most compelling messages. 

There are many ways of conceptualizing or “brainstorming” and all are 
valid. A lot of writers can come up with good ideas and proposals, but the trick 
is to know which idea is the one your client should invest his multi-million-dollar 
budget in. After conceptualizing, take a break and return to your notes with a 
more rational (and less lateral) mind. This is where you go back to the process 
side of your copywriting, by returning to the brief and the notes you’ve prepared 
and checking how accurately your concepts fit the intended direction. You 
could categorize by type, so that the client can see the structure—for example, 
headline ideas might follow certain themes that can be grouped together. Be 
strict with yourself and cut out anything but the really good, or really weird, 
suggestions, making sure that each is on-brief, or if not on-brief then so striking 
and different that it still delivers the requirements of the brief.

  

No copywriter drafts finished copy at the first sitting. The secret to great writing 
is the way you edit your original draft, regardless of whether your text is two 
short paragraphs or 2000 words in length. The process of reviewing and 

 “If  you have all the research, 
all the ground rules, all 
the directives, all the data—
it doesn’t mean the ad is 
written. Then you’ve got 
to close the door and write 
something—that is the 
moment of  truth which 
we all try to postpone as 
long as possible.” 
David Ogilvy

Creating the concept behind your solution 

Editing—your secret weapon in the struggle for clarity
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In this classic long-copy ad from 
the 1950s, the benefit-led 
approach came directly from the 
raw material provided in the brief. 
David Ogilvy wrote 26 different 
headlines for this advertisement, 
and then asked half a dozen 

writers from his agency to go over 
them and pick out the best one. 
He then wrote about 3500 words  
of copy and had three or four 
other writers go over it to cut out 
the dull and obscure parts and 
reduce the overall word count. 
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revising your copy can transform it from well-written, logical text into a highly 
compelling proposition. 

There are a few rules to editing. It is usually the case that shorter is better. 
This is not to say that short, punchy copy is always more effective than long, 
carefully constructed arguments; however, whatever length you’re writing to, you 
should be concise and to the point, and avoid repetition or unnecessary text. 

Be merciless, like Ming. If you’ve included statements that make similar 
points, parallel arguments, or lengthy descriptions, they have to go. Your 
remaining copy will be tighter, easier to read, and more effective. Less is usually 
more, and you should follow the mantra “if it can go it should go,” without 
being precious about your beautifully crafted paragraphs. Your reader will not 
tolerate waffle, lack of structure, unfocused messages, or ambiguity, and even 
concise copy can lose a bit more if you are truly merciless.

Never repeat words—there are always alternatives. If you can’t find a 
single word to replace one you’ve already used, use a description instead, or 
rephrase the sentence. Replace long, obscure words with shorter ones that 
are in general usage, cut down wordy sentences, and avoid anything that 
clutters your core message. Be ruthless with yourself when assessing whether 
your copy is truly on-brief, targeted, and benefit-led. If you’re not this hard on 
yourself, others will be before the text is approved. 

 

It’s likely that there will be a number of interested parties who will wish to 
comment on, revise, edit, and amend your original text. Always remember that 
although you are creating the copy you do not own it and will have to accept 
direction, even if you think that it compromises your work. You can always 
argue your point, but only by referring back to the brief and your tone-of-voice 
guide for justification. Remember that the views of these critics are valid and 
must be incorporated, or at least considered.

So don’t keep your copy hidden away until it is finely tuned and highly 
polished. Identify the stakeholders in the project and consider the value of 
involving them at an early stage. Your stakeholders will be in the client team, 
and are usually the people who brief you. Work with them as closely as you 
can. Their senior managers are sometimes referred to as project “sponsors.” 
They may have the ultimate sign-off, so try to ensure that they are kept up to 
speed during the development stages. 

Share the overall brief (and your copy brief, if there is a separate one) with 
your stakeholders and ask them to approve it. Any comments or directions 
that they have can then be incorporated from the very start, and you can explain 
how you will be approaching the copy in order to deliver the correct solution. 
When working on larger projects you should check in with these key people as 
you progress. Show them your rough concepts and test their reactions, discuss 
your approaches with them to see which one they prefer, and incorporate their 
thoughts into your final draft as you see fit. 

There is no room for anyone on the team to have personal opinions, only 
professional opinions. It is not acceptable for a 50-year-old marketing director 
to tell you that he or she “doesn’t like” a headline that is targeted at 18- to 
25-year-old men. “Not liking” is not a valid criticism. If he or she tells you that 
the headline is poor because, in his or her opinion, “men aged 18 to 25 won’t 
buy into it because it doesn’t relate to their lifestyle,” there may be a case and 
you can discuss this. This is a sensitive area and you may need to be subtle in 
your approach—try saying that he or she is not in the core target audience 
and personal opinions are not necessarily valid, and see how far this gets you.

Look into my eyes and follow 
my lead. When you’re editing 
copy there is never any room 
for mercy. If it can go it must  
go—it’s do or die.

 “Some of  our best successes 
have been in industries 
that I knew nothing about.”
Leo Burnett 

What to do with your early drafts
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Present yourself in the best light

The art of writing great copy

 

It is important to understand the psychology of approving creative work, and 
to use techniques to achieve sign-off that don’t involve watching your work 
being pulled apart. 

Consider the attitude of those signing off your copy. In the words of the 
great Edward de Bono, we all live in a critical society, we are trained from birth 
to criticize, and it is very rare to find constructive feedback in any field. Most 
of us find it easy to knock things. We always know what we don’t like, and we 
tend to highlight problems and issues rather than build on the elements that 
we do like. Unfortunately, we rarely have a natural capacity to build constructively 
on concepts and are rarely clear about what we do like—being precise makes 
it too easy to be criticized by others! It is unrealistic to expect to show a senior 
figure some creative work, ask for an opinion, and emerge unscathed. Negative 
criticism is human nature. 

Once your senior players are looking at your finished copy, observe their 
behavior. If they pick up a pen when they start to read your copy, you can 
politely remind them that they may not need to red-pen the text, that the copy 
has been carefully crafted and that their role is to check for factual accuracy 
(content) and not for style. They will have opinions on style and tone, and 
these can be discussed, but make it clear that you’re not actually inviting them 
to write copy themselves by amending your text. 

 

Sometimes you will be presenting your copy to a colleague (possibly a fellow 
designer, or a creative director or account manager) and at other times you 
may be presenting your work to a client during the project’s development or as 
part of a competitive pitch against other designers and writers. One technique 
that may assist you in this involves breaking a lot of the rules already laid 
down here.

A subtle play on words creates 
a very powerful and accessible 
headline, but here the copy 
plays second fiddle to the very 
moving imagery.

Getting that all-important sign-off
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The golden rule is to ensure that your work is on-brief. However, when 
you line up a collection of different creatives in a pitch situation, and they all 
adhere rigidly to the brief, the resulting solutions are likely to have similarities 
of tone, look, and feel, especially where the brief has been conservative. One 
technique for winning a pitch in this scenario is to go off-brief and present 
highly creative, forward-thinking, and impressive solutions that show some 
wider possibilities.

Think of this as your runway approach. Karl Lagerfeld sends his Chanel 
models down the runway in amazing and stunning creations that the core 
Chanel customer couldn’t seriously contemplate wearing. Yet the customer is 
inspired by the designs, which appear in all of the magazines because they 
are so newsworthy, and will visit Chanel to buy her twinsets and handbags. If 
Lagerfeld were to send his models out wearing these twinsets and handbags 
the fashion press would say he was losing his touch.

For your runway approach you need to show your client what you can do 
if you are unrestricted by a brief, and what they might consider if they felt like 
taking a lead in the marketplace. To avoid the risk of missing the mark entirely, 
present at least two fully worked-up concepts, one that is completely on-brief, 
hitting all of the requirements squarely on the head, and another that is your 
runway showpiece. Do this well and you will stand out from the competition for 
your confidence, your skill, and your creativity. Don’t show too many options.

 

There is an art to presenting your copy, whether informally to a colleague or 
formally to a major client. It is often the case that the best copy solutions, using 
clear messages to communicate simple concepts, can be underappreciated 
or undervalued by the client, especially if you’re presenting the copy as word-
processed documents in isolation from the design concept. The best way 
to present copy in this format is to include some basic typesetting. Make 
the headline larger and center it, lay out the page in landscape, give some 
prominence to the lead paragraph, and ensure your typography is clear and 
well laid out. 

You must be confident but not arrogant. Set the work in context by quickly 
summarizing the brief and your approach to it and saying what you have done: 

 “A lot of  copywriters think 
they’re good judges of  their 
own work. I know I’m not.”
David Ogilvy 

The art of writing great copy

Checklist: Assessing copy 

 Does it answer the written brief?

 Is it interesting or compelling?

 Can you reduce the word count?

 Does it run in the right order?

 Do you believe the message?

 Does it tie in with the design concept?

 Does it include a clear call to action?

 Is it using the reader’s language?

 Is there a better way of doing it?

 Maybe it’s time to stop now?

Manage your copy through to sign-off
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“I’ve got three concepts, two of which I feel are on-brief, and another that 
explores the other options open to us.” 

Always finish on a high note, which means saving the work that you consider 
to be your best until the end. If you show your most stunning and creative 
work at the start, everything else you reveal will seem like a comedown. Begin 
with the most solid and reliable concepts, and sell them confidently, with a 
great deal of enthusiasm—as if you feel this is your ultimate solution. Show how 
it answers everything in the brief and point out the structure and techniques 
that you have incorporated. The client will feel confident that you know what 
you are doing, and should be pleased with the proposal, because it answers 
the brief. 

As you reveal each concept, continue with your enthusiastic and positive 
approach, taking care not to show off or appear overconfident. Ask for reactions 
and opinions and build rapport during the meeting. By the time you reach 
your runway showpiece the client will have had plenty of stimulating material 
to consider. The brief has been answered but even more solutions are being 
presented. Whether this final piece is liked or not is irrelevant; its role is to 
show unrestrained creativity, make you stand out from the competition, and 
prevent them from outshining you. Explain that although you are totally confident 
in the recommended solutions, this is conceptual work, and the real solution 
will incorporate the client’s direction and thinking. 

Once your initial presentations are completed, you will probably have a 
number of work-in-progress meetings where the client and others will have 
opportunities to make changes to your text. This can become very political,  
and you must take a purely professional approach to this. The client will know 
the target customer and the products or services in far more detail than you, 
and you will have to pay close attention to this direction. However, the client 
will often be too close to the project to be objective, will rarely have enough 
experience of creative writing and design to genuinely lead its development, 
and may make suggestions simply to challenge your confidence or test 
whether you’re taking a chance with the product.

The way to handle client comments is to relate everything back to the 
target audience, core message, and USP that are being highlighted. If the client’s 
suggestion improves these, build it in; if not, prepare a clear explanation of 
why you wish to override it. If you find yourself in an impasse, go with the 
client’s views. There is no point fighting to the death; it makes a lot more sense 
to go with the recommendations, make the best job of it that you can, and live 
to fight another day.

The art of writing great copy
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Round-up

Great copy comes from a great brief; receiving a brief is an active process, 
not a passive one.

It doesn’t matter where you work or how you work, so long as you feel 
comfortable and can concentrate.

Never miss your deadline and never compromise the quality and integrity 
of your work.

The more thoroughly you process, order, and prepare your copy, the easier 
it is to write.

When searching for creative inspiration, do a mini brainstorm on your own.

The secret of great writing is the way you edit your original draft.

Don’t keep your copy hidden away until it is finely tuned and highly polished.

It is important to understand the psychology of approving creative work.

Show your client what you can do if you are unrestricted by a brief.

The client will have a far greater knowledge than you of the target customer 
and of the products or services being promoted.

Exercise: familiarizing yourself with a good brief

Type in the criteria listed on “Taking a copy brief” on page 27 to give yourself 
the main headings for your briefing template. 

Choose a piece of advertising or marketing that appeals to you, or look at a 
selection of communications material from a brand that you like. 

Retro-write the brief, filling in all of the elements. You won’t know all of the 
details, so make some up, using your common sense to second guess the 
client’s original directions. 

Once you’ve completed a full brief, follow the processes listed on pages 28, 
33, and 35 to prepare and prioritize your raw material, then draft some new 
creative concepts of your own. Work with a designer if you can, or do some 
thinking about design yourself. 

Work up your best concept as a rough mock-up, the same size as the original. 
If it’s an ad, stick it in the magazine over the original. If it’s a brochure, keep it 
next to the original.

Come back the next day and look at your work with a fresh pair of eyes. How 
did you do? Is your effort as good as the original? Would you show this work 
to a prospective employer?
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Writing for brand  
and marketing

We all know the world’s best brands, and we all 
have our favorites. They speak to us, we understand 
them, we have valid expectations of  them, and they 
rarely let us down. Brand identity shapes perceptions, 
and if  these perceptions prove to be correct, a brand 
becomes a trusted part of  our lives—the objective 
of  all brand marketing strategies. A brand’s use of  
language is its primary form of  expression, and by 
controlling and managing a brand’s voice you create 
the opportunity to build mutually beneficial, long-
term relationships with customers.
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Branding has come a long way since it involved burning a mark of identification 
on the hide of a cow. How language is utilized, how a brand’s personality is 
presented, and the messages it projects are being given increasingly greater 
importance as markets become more crowded. It is the content, the copy, the 
unique message the brand delivers that counts today. Graphic design provides 
the brand identity and copywriting provides detail to the brand personality.

Many brands—both product and corporate—have made huge progress 
over the last decades through their use of graphic design and imagery, but so 
have consumers, who are now very brand-savvy. In today’s saturated landscape 
everyone has a brand, but it is not always clear what the brand stands for. It is 
not enough just to have a smart identity. The brand copywriter must understand 
the brand’s essence, its reason for existing, and explain this, with supporting 
information, using a voice that reflects the brand’s characteristics and appeals 
to the target audience. 

Organizations face growing competition all the time and, for many, a strong 
brand is the way to build market share. However, the opportunities to create 
future brand innovations purely through design expression are diminishing, 
and the shift toward delivering meaningful content consistently is the new 
battleground, where good copywriting comes into its own. This emphasis will 
increase, and as a brand and marketing copywriter you could find yourself playing 
a key role as the owner and guardian of the tone of voice of a client’s brand. 

You have to give careful thought to every aspect of a brand’s language and its 
tone of voice, because it mustn’t chop and change to suit the mood of the day. 
This means thinking ahead about the market, the customer, and how things 
will evolve. You’re not just looking at plans for the brand this year or next, but 
for the next five, ten, or more years. 

Consider how the marketplace is likely to adapt and evolve over this time, 
and the role that your brand is going to play within this. How will its products 
and services adapt over time? There are no firm answers, but your aim is to 
allow enough freedom for the voice to evolve without needing to be redefined 
in the near future.

It’s not enough to create a style and tone that suits the current conditions 
or reflects the company’s heritage. This means taking a few chances in the 
short term in order to be strong in the future—the voice you create may need 
to move on a lot from where it is has been. The brand has to avoid being 
fashionable, but it must be forward-thinking. This means you must be prepared 
to craft messages and use a style that are ahead of their time, so that the 
brand tone of voice is still current in three or four years.

What’s in a name? A rose by any other name would smell as sweet. Does it 
matter what the brand’s name is, or is this the most important aspect? 

It is unlikely that you will be given the brief to come up with the new 
corporate brand name for Nike or Coca-Cola, but you may be asked to create 
the name for a new range of sneakers or a new drink for these giants. You 
may also find yourself in the team that is repositioning a tired or unfocused 
business and everyone is looking at you, the copywriter, for the new name.  
If it were that simple everyone would be doing it. It’s not easy, but there are a 
few useful techniques that you can learn.

 “The more you engage 
with customers the clearer 
things become and the 
easier it is to determine 
what you should be doing.” 
John Russell, President, 
Harley-Davidson

 “A brand that captures your 
mind gains behavior. 
A brand that captures your 
heart gains commitment.” 
Scott Talgo, brand strategist

Writing for brand and marketing

Language is the brand’s personality

The brand expression has to be ahead of its time

The challenge of rebranding or creating a new brand
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Brand naming is a tough call. Where a lot of the challenges of copywriting 
require a number of language crafts and creative skills, creating a single 
name, a word, is anyone’s game. Having the eye to know which will work well, 
and which won’t, is not as easy as it might seem. 

You develop your critical eye for assessing a brand name over time, and 
through experience, but no one can claim to have all the answers when it 
comes to backing a specific name, and there are always surprise hits and 
misses. Branding requires vision, and vision requires nerve and commitment. 
Naming a brand is like naming a new baby. At first the name can seem 
unfamiliar and possibly unsuitable, but very soon the child “owns” the name 
and the idea of giving the baby another name is unthinkable. 

In most cases the word that is selected as the name for the new brand will 
seem strange. It doesn’t exist on the shelves anywhere, and doesn’t have the 
tangible nature of existing brands. You have to rely on your vision, and picture 
how the audience will respond, and how it could fit into its marketplace. If the 
graphics and market positioning have all been thought through and the new 
identity resonates with the audience, your brand will soon find its feet. 

There are several routes to creating a shortlist of brand names. You could 
experiment with amalgamating industry terms or words to create a new hybrid 
name that has some relevance to the industry. You could trawl Latin and 
Greek dictionaries to find interesting words with good connotations. You can 
brainstorm your rough ideas with other creatives or business brains, pool the 
ideas, and see if you can come up with a couple of contenders. 

Use a pencil to scribble down all of the possible words and relevant short 
phrases on a large sheet of paper. Try lots of routes, including looking up 
relevant words in dictionaries and thesauruses, searching on the Internet for 
other possibilities, and even making up entirely new words that have a good 
sound or feel to them. While you’re doing this research, note any competing 
brands. Think laterally, play with the words and mix them around, keeping the 
brief in mind at all times, and establish whether hybrids can be formed. When 
you’ve exhausted this process have a break and return later to assess the words.

If you’re lucky, one or two of the rough ideas will appeal to you, and you 
can draw up a very short list of serious contenders, supported by a second list 
of possibles. (You should keep the rest of your roughs to one side for future 
reference.) Otherwise, you’ll have to repeat the brainstorming, and spread your 
net wider, looking for inspiration in other areas of life once the well of business 
language runs dry. 

Next, pressure-test the words in the serious contenders list. Do any have 
double meanings? Could they be misinterpreted? Are they like any existing 
brands? Can they be spelled differently? What are the alternatives? 

You’ll then have a shortlist of top potential names, some second-division 
alternatives, and the “also-rans.” It is worth prioritizing these as soon as possible 
and having two or three hot solutions that stand out confidently above the 
rest. Giving your client too much choice can be overwhelming and the poor 
ideas can water down your good ones. Never present ideas that you are not 
completely happy with, even if this pares down the options to the bone. 

 “It is a pretty recognizable 
brand name. Originally it 
was ‘Jerry’s Guide to the 
World Wide Web’ but we 
settled on ‘Yahoo.’”
Jerry Yang, founder of Yahoo

Writing for brand and marketing

Giving a name to an identity
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At first sight this powerful branding 
poster for the San Jose Music 
Festival appears to be simply a 
strong graphic image. Look again 
and you’ll realize that the use of 
copy, or typography to be more 

precise, is just as innovative.  
It’s chopped up and the letters are 
in different weights, but despite its 
ambiguity you immediately know 
it says “Music in the Park.” 
Simple and striking.
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I work to a wide variety of  briefs and still write a 
lot of  copy myself. I think it’s important as a writer 
not to get carried away with your own ability to 
use words, and remember that sometimes no copy 
is better, as words could detract from an image. 

When you are aware that someone speaking 
is choosing words very carefully you will listen 
more intently, but you will tend to cut off  those 
people who don’t. I have recently been working 
on a brief  for a series of  48-sheet billboard posters 
that convey the skill of  the writer, and we don’t 
allow the copy on each poster to be more than 
six words. Hemingway is credited with writing 
the shortest story in the world, using only six 
words: “For sale: baby shoes, never worn.”

I have a big problem with management 
writing, and also with brand strategists who are 
allowed to put words on paper. They are not 
writers and usually choose the wrong ones. Brand 
people have an urge to fill every space, and tend 
to take a scientific rather than a creative approach, 
preferring to replicate other big brands than 
create something new. It’s not so easy as that.  
The copy must define a brand in its essence. 

It’s important to use that part of  the brain 
that you use yourself, relating to your reader as 
a human to a human. I put notes in a notebook, 
the things I want to keep and go back to. I write 
the first draft by hand and then type it up, editing 
it as I do so. I read the copy out to the client. 
I do this when I’m proud of  copy and it works. 
It goes back to childhood. We all like listening to 
a story, rather than a PowerPoint presentation. 

It is also important to maintain a consistent 
story across all expressions of  the brand, globally. 
Guinness is in 150 countries and had been 
putting out different brand messages in each 
one. We rationalized this around the theme that 
Guinness reflects your inner strength, showing 
how Guinness helps them in a situation.

A recent copywriting and tone-of-voice project 
has been the cosmetics range ILA. It features 

Interview: John Simmons, The Writer
Having been head of  copy at Interbrand for many years, John 
Simmons, now at The Writer, has extensive experience of  brand 
communications and tone-of-voice management. As well as 
training copywriters in the rigors of  creative writing, he consults 
some of  the world’s largest corporations and a number of  smaller 
outfits on how to utilize language to represent their organization 
clearly and build strong relationships with their audiences. 

spas, products, and skincare with pure natural 
materials, which they describe as “beyond organic.” 
The client, Denise, is an ex-nurse. She developed 
products for a client of  hers who was “allergic 
to water”; this became The Himalayan Goddess 
Company, which we rebranded as ILA. 
Pentagram, with John Rushworth as partner, 
created the identity. There was no grand model, 
it was simply based around “purity.” 

They required pack copy for a new range  
of  products. The range was hardcore, drawing 
on ideas of  vibrational energy from Vedic 
scriptures and involving chanting of  mantras 
when making products. I was slightly skeptical at 
first. I aimed to get across what we felt was good 
in the range and broaden the market. 

I began by researching ILA’s story. As a writer 
you sense a company. It is vital to visit and get to 
know a business. How can you work if  you’ve 
never met or spoken to its people? You’ll probably 
not be true to its absolute essence. The key with 
ILA was going to the Cotswolds [England] to 
see where the products are made. Denise gave 
me a head massage and talked for three hours 
about her company and products. I just 
absorbed it all, the words and the atmosphere. 

ILA is about essential oils, so their “essence” 
was even more vital than with other brands. I’m 
always skeptical about straplines, and instead 
I suggested we say “Purity, Energy, Balance.” 
This came from John’s original brand definition. 
ILA’s tone is different to commercial companies, 
but shouldn’t be too off-puttingly “spiritual.” 

I found out where the products came from, 
and the beliefs behind them: a blend of  
Hindu, Buddhist, and Christian thinking. Three 
ingredients are used: pink Himalayan salt 
crystals, argan oil, from the seeds of  a tree only 
found in the Atlas mountains in Morocco, and 
Rose Damascene from Rajasthan in India. 

When it came to the booklet, I started with 
the stories of  the three ingredients (and the barn 
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In the foothills of  the Himalayas 
you will see slopes covered with 
Indian Rose Damascene with an 
exquisite smell. Here we found 
Pawan and his family, who have 
been growing and distilling roses 
for many generations while also 
supporting local rose farmers.

Pawan knows the soil, he knows the 
plants, and the way he tests their 
qualities is as natural as breathing. 
He smells the roses, knows the precise 
moment to pick them and use their 
petals for immediate distillation.
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where the company operates). I’d enjoyed listening 
to them, and thought, “well, if  I like them others 
will too.” They worked well beside beautiful 
photographs of  the ingredients being harvested 
and prepared at source. I was limited for space, 
and the designer wanted captions, but I said no 
as they wouldn’t have added anything. The 
introductory copy fires the imagination and the 
images, without any copy, let it go. 

The ultimate role of  the booklet is to sell, but 
we approach this in a subtle way, building brand 
values and letting customers discover benefits. The 
right tone of  voice is about light touches. It’s more 
believable to say “known for centuries” instead 
of  “will remove ….” ILA products are tested in 
high-tech laboratories but we don’t lead on this. 
We expect readers to take time to discover the 
qualities and benefits of  the products because we 
know that the people we cater for will do this; 
the audience is women in their late 20s onward 
who shop in upmarket stores and on the Internet. 
They are attracted first by the emotion, the 
sensuousness of  the approach; rationality 
confirms what emotions have decided.

I remembered the John Donne poem “At the 
round earth’s imagined corners,” using this as 
inspiration. We made the booklet square, with 
four “pegs” to the corners, Rajasthan, Kashmir, 
Morocco, and the Cotswolds. The theme was 
the love and care that goes into the products, 
the sense of  discovery that accompanies them, 
and Phil Sayer’s beautiful photographs. 

You have to find out about a company to 
inform your brief. I’ve recently been developing 
tone-of-voice and Internet copy for an accountancy 
firm that offers professional services to large 
businesses. Their brief  to me is about defining 
their brand, and I was lucky enough to share the 
project with designer Angus Hyland of  Pentagram. 

When I met the senior client team they gave 
a PowerPoint presentation about how their brand 
was defined, but it was not to the essence, lacking 

clear vision. They said “our people are different, 
and are encouraged to speak out on issues affecting 
the professional and the business world in general.” 

Previously the copy on their website was dry, 
drudgy, with long sentences, no personality, and a 
bureaucratic, formal feel, which they knew didn’t 
represent them. I took on the roles of  writer and 
brand consultant, writing some copy with the 
right feel, then breaking it down to determine 
what the values were, and checking to see if  the 
new tone-of-voice definitions reflected these values. 

The three values were “bold, clear, and 
positive” and I developed a three-part narrative 
structure: always start with something bold, 
develop the message with something clear, and 
work toward a positive conclusion. The next 
stage was to evolve a distinctive feel to the copy 
to set them apart from their competitors.

I presented this to a committee. You have to 
have principles behind your writing, and before 
presenting draft copy to the client I showed the 
tone-of-voice definitions, using only a few pages. 
It’s important to get full agreement and consensus 
from the start, because it makes it hard for them 
to disagree among themselves later. There is a 
large element of  politics in this process. It was 
approved, and we also used the tone-of-voice and 
style guide to train their own people how to write 
and talk publicly on behalf  of  the company. 

I always try to help provide the client with 
the eye and the ear to appreciate the copy. I let 
them read it and read it to them as well. The 
ear is the most important thing for a writer—
the reader is listening to the words in their head. 

My advice is to continually return to the 
brief  you’ve been given, or the one you’ve formed, 
and be as objective as possible. Go with your 
instinct, use this as your guide to creating a 
natural feel, and hone the copy. Keep saying to 
yourself  “there’s always another way to write 
this”—it’s part of  the editing process. I do lots of  
alternatives for myself, but I don’t show them all.

 “Keep saying to yourself  ‘there’s 
always another way to write this.’”
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I find the whole idea of  work obnoxious, and I’m 
not qualified to do anything. I don’t like work.  
I worked for many years as a film editor and 
cameraman for a travel channel in New York, 
but it had been a random choice, like everything 
else in my life. I decided I’d had a great time 
traveling the world, but I was going to make a 
complete change. 

I sold everything and flew to San Francisco.  
I told the cab driver to “take me somewhere 
nice” and he took me to Sausalito, where I 
booked into the best hotel. After about 100 days 
the money ran out; I found work as a cab driver, 
which I did for three years. It was a truly horrible 
existence. It was a small town, but a guy from a 
big New York agency got in my cab regularly  
and we got to know each other. We talked, and 
he’d seen my press over the last five years. He 
told me that he owned an agency, and he asked 
me if  I wanted to be an assistant in a new 
naming company. 

The two of  us started an agency that we 
called ahundredmonkeys.com—it was during the 
dotcom boom and we were getting a lot of  work 
in. My boss was charging $15,000 for a naming 
job. I was looking to earn more for myself, and 
I proposed to him that if  I could sell the work in 
for $20,000 I wanted 10 percent of  the fee, for 
$35,000 I wanted 15 percent, and so on, up to 
$75,000 where the scale went up and I wanted 
35 percent of  the fee. He didn’t believe that I 
had a chance, but he let me have a go. 

The next time we quoted, the client accepted 
the price of  $75,000, and I got my bonus plus 
the lease on an Audi A8. It’s a numbers game, 
and by sticking to it we know it will work. We 
don’t mind if  we miss out on work because of  
quoting a high fee. We lost a lot of  clients, and 
many would ask if  we could do it for cheaper 
and I’d say “no.” A couple of  hours later they’d 
invariably call back to hire us. They can’t tell 
how to assess the fee—it’s all about confidence. 

Interview: Steve Manning, Igor International
Steve Manning is one of  the US’s leading brand-naming 
copywriters. After running a highly popular blog about 
brand naming, he launched Igor International where he 
is busy naming and shaping the identities of  some of  the 
most high-profile brands across every type of  business.

Next, I started my own agency, called Igor, 
with my partner, Jay, who I’d met at art school. 
We don’t have degrees, and we didn’t have any 
money. We thought that if  we kept adjusting our 
website, taking notes of  our observations on how 
these changes affected our listing on Google, 
maybe we could crack the Google search-criteria 
code. Thousands of  pages later we cracked it! 
There are books by professors on how to figure it 
out, and we’ve done it! It’s given us a huge profile.

Our name needed to do so many things, and 
one word needed to capture so many ideas. The 
best names are the ones that are demonstrative of  
the qualities rather than being purely explanatory. 
Everyone said “Igor” won’t work, no one will hire 
you. But a few years down the line we’re working 
on the MTV downloading service, naming top 
hotels, and working for the Navy and Department 
of  Defense. Igor says “hunchback grave robbers” 
to most people; a corporation would say this is a 
negative connotation. But I see us as the ultimate 
assistant. We chose to use Igor because we had 
to demonstrate we believed in turning around a 
negative connotation associated with a name. 

The brand name Igor eliminates the need 
for advertising, PR, and sales calls. We get a 
ridiculous amount of  press, because when 
journalists search our field they see lots of  bland 
names and then spot Igor and think “this looks 
interesting.” Also, we know that our clients are 
risk-tolerant if  they have the nerve to recruit a 
company called Igor. 

Our blog was critical of  the war and of  the 
Bush administration, and we had a surprise call 
from the Department of  Defense. Two days 
later they came round and grilled us. We realized 
that they clearly wanted to hire us, but they 
were very creepy. I quoted them a month’s time 
for their brief, fairly randomly, sending them a 
high price ($55,000) to send them away, then we 
worked on projects to name the next generation 
of  their command and control systems. 
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I never attempt to write anything over 100 
words, because I specialize in brand naming. 
When we quote a price we provide a week-by-
week breakdown of  it, but this is all hoo-hah 
really. I named a hotel in Dubai for $40,000, 
which took two weeks of  naming, and I have just 
turned down a brief  from a major corporation 
because they only wanted to pay $35,000 and 
they said that we couldn’t use the name we create 
for them in our portfolio. We e-mailed them back 
and said we were not interested. 

A large organization that we didn’t like too 
much approached us for a quotation for creating 
the name for a significant new brand. I didn’t 
want the work, so I quoted $150,000, and said 
I wouldn’t look at it until they deposited $75,000 
in our account upfront. They said “no way,” but 
a few days later they called back. After they put 
the money in my account I took six weeks before 
I started the project, but they came back with 
new briefs a further six times. 

If  you’re a company and you are launching 
a multi-billion initiative, you have to figure out 
which naming company to hire, so you approach 
three of  the leading agencies. Two say they can 
do it for $15,000, or $10,000 if  you’d want them 
to, and another says it’s $150,000 and we won’t 
even think about it unless you deposit half  in 
our account upfront. You’re launching a multi-
million dollar brand, so which naming agency 
are you going to choose?

When we sell it in we do several funks to help 
get the client dialled in, excited, and confident, 
and get them on board with the whole concept. 
A lot of  people want to get their two cents in, 
but they are always critical and they don’t know 
how to achieve their objective. I tell them to 
forget the name we’re naming now and dissect 
existing brands. I take them through the top ten 
US brands—for example, looking at airlines. 
We agree that the name should say “experience, 
dependability, confidence, and professionalism.” 

Something like “Transatlantic Air” would cause 
no problems. Then I reveal the Virgin Atlantic 
brand, and show that “virgin” says “never done 
this before, inexperienced, young, and naïve,” 
and how it is likely to offend Catholics. My client 
starts to understand they would never have 
created the names of  the top ten US brands. 

We critique them all, and then they collectively 
go “these are all good brand names, but we’ve 
got the wrong attitude—we would never choose 
these names.” We then present the leading five 
to seven proposed names and some basic visuals 
that we have created, that we call “contorted 
support,” which usually consists of  about 15 
print advertising treatments [see left]. 

Some think the availability of  the dotcom 
name should lead the brand-naming process, and 
if  it’s not available not to use the name. Having 
the name.com is seen to carry cachet—it’s the 
prize. Clients say they’d rather have the dotcom, 
but I don’t see it as a priority; we didn’t have the 
dot.com for Igor but that didn’t stop us choosing 
it as our brand name. We show up in the top three 
when you search product naming, and that’s 
what counts. 

We show hundreds of  options, and make 
sure that the client feels at the end of  the project 
that they’ve examined every possibility. Clients 
keep checking dictionaries when considering the 
proposed brand names, but they have to realize 
that people—their audience—don’t run to 
dictionaries every time they see a brand name 
that they don’t understand. We have created the 
scientific name for new chemicals when we know 
nothing about it at the start.

A recent project was to brand a new vodka 
that costs $50 a bottle. It had to be all natural, 
really sexy, with worldwide trademark availability 
(for any beverage, not just alcohol). We use 
online sites to search for trademark availability 
and always search a name before we show the 
client. The new brand is named Sliver. 

 “I never attempt to write anything 
over 100 words, because I specialize 
in brand naming.”
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The rule of thumb is that if you create a brilliant brand name then it is bound  
to be registered somewhere. You have to be confident that the names you  
are presenting are unrestricted and at this point you must have the names 
checked (or check them yourself) for availability in the relevant trademark 
categories. This can initially be done via the Internet, and the searches can  
be free and quick. Try the following websites—US trademarks: www.uspto.gov; 
UK trademarks: www.ipo.gov.uk; international trademarks: www.wipo.int; 
European Union trademarks: www.oami.europa.eu. A full search for trademark 
availability should be carried out by experienced intellectual property lawyers 
before the client commits to the concept. This can be expensive, and should 
be quoted to the client upfront. 

Clients may use formal or informal focus groups to test your proposed 
brand names, and you will need to be strong-minded and diplomatic to manage 
these sessions so that they remain objective and focused. Set your proposed 
brand names in a clear, well-known font such as Helvetica and print them out 
in a large point size, one per page. Present them one at a time, and don’t sell 
them in. The aim is to get a balanced and considered response to each name, 
one that you can use to guide your creative thinking. You may find new ideas 
within the research group, so listen intently—this is your target audience. 

It’s fine to use research to guide work, but never let the results make the 
decision. A few years ago the president of Renault ignored customer research 
rejecting a new car concept, and launched the Scenic, which become one 
of the bestsellers in Europe. Unfortunately, not every launch is so successful.

There are increasingly fewer words available for brand names and this is 
forcing creatives to come up with increasingly unusual solutions. This can 
be dangerous territory—there are rarely strong arguments for rebranding an 
existing business with a strange new name, as the brand equity that has been 
built up over many years can be lost overnight. It is much better to retain the 
existing brand name and refresh its personality in these cases. Entirely new 
names are more appropriate for start-up businesses or new groups. 

Don’t confuse your objectives for the overall use of language of a brand with 
your objectives when writing each specific piece of communication. The role 
of a brand’s language is to communicate its core principles and messages 
clearly and consistently, so that every time customers have contact with the 
brand they receive the same impression of what the brand is all about. It’s 
about long-term relationship management. 

On the other hand, the writing you create for marketing activity and other 
creative communications is intended to promote something and generate a 
response from the audience, which is more about short-term promotion. While 
marketing campaigns come and go, the brand is ever-present. Both are vitally 
important and have to live alongside each other in harmony.

Most of the individual communications that you will write will have a short 
shelf life. A marketing brochure should have a shelf life of two years, but this 
is still a relatively short time compared to the lifespan of the brand itself. If the 
leaflet you’re writing is being mailed out, or if your advertisement is appearing 
in the press, it will be an active piece of marketing material for only a matter 
of weeks. These communications tend to burn brightly but fizzle out quickly. 
Make sure you use the basic brand tone of voice, but be prepared to flex it to 
suit specific briefs, bringing more impact to direct marketing, and being more 
conceptual with advertising and more succinct with point of sale. 

Writing for brand and marketing

 “Any damn fool can put on 
a deal, but it takes genius, 
faith, and perseverance to 
create a brand.” 
David Ogilvy

Searching for availability

Brand language is all about the big picture
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This gives readers a sense of the 
journey they take when deciding 
how to entertain themselves, and 
how Chrome can help them rapidly 
move from ideas through to making 
things happen. It takes a bit of 

reading, and understanding,  
but your effort is rewarded with  
a summary of benefits.
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The subject matter presents 
challenges, which are handled 
with skill. VegNews has to support 
the vegetarian cause and reflect 
the views of the reader, yet must 
retain complete integrity and 

Writing for brand and marketing

avoid being perceived as biased. 
The approach taken is to keep 
body copy factual and objective, 
with a few light touches to steer 
readers and hold their interest. 

Major news publications 
including the New York Times 
and Fortune magazine have run 
stories featuring several well-
known lawyers who led the 
charge against the tobacco 
industry. Last June, these same 
attorneys held their “First 
Annual Conference on Legal 
Approaches to the Obesity 
Epidemic.”

Mackey, 50, is a unique 
entrepreneur, as you are about 
to discover.

No sooner had the proposed 
settlement been announced 
than questions arose about who 
would receive the money.

The case is being appealed, 
millions of  dollars are at stake, 
and the outcome is in doubt. 
What’s the story?

In 2002 he hiked the entire 
2,168-mile Appalachian Trail 
with two friends. Yet Business 
Week titled their profile of  
Mackey “Peace, Love, and  
the Bottom Line.”
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Creating a brand tone-of-voice guide 

 “Economics is now about 
emotion and psychology.” 
Professor Robert Shiller, Yale

Writing and managing a consistent voice within a client’s overall brand 
communications require you to stand back and consider the personality being 
projected by the combined messages of the organization. For better or worse, 
they always reflect the personality of the organization. Bear in mind the 
heritage, performance, and vision (past, present, and future) of the brand and 
develop a tone of voice that will create a strong sense of credibility and build a 
lasting and positive relationship with the customer. This is not necessarily about 
fabulous creative writing, it is about the appropriate and controlled use of fresh 
and inspiring language. The overall look and feel of your brand messages may 
not dazzle in their intensity, but they will cast a strong light across a wide area. 

The elements within the mix of a brand’s communications, from the 
website and company brochures to advertising and promotional messages, 
target diverse audiences and may well be generated by different teams or 
individuals. Each of these writers will be taking contrasting approaches to 
their copy. Controls are needed to manage the way everyone writes within an 
organization. These usually take the form of a restriction on who can generate 
high-profile copy, and training these writers to understand what is on-brand 
and off-brand in terms of tone of voice, use of language, and style of writing.

There are two key factors to consider: the correct tone of voice or personality 
that should be communicated across the organization; and the way that this is 
managed and controlled for maximum consistency without hampering creativity 
or ignoring the real needs of different target audiences. 

 

Copywriting for effective brand communications centers on consistency, and 
there is enormous value in coordinating the messages that a client organization 
projects to the outside world. Achieve this and every piece of communication 
supports the others, backing up the core brand messages that lie at the heart 
of the business. This continual reinforcement—and lack of contradiction—
builds credibility and trust, increasing the likelihood of customers buying into 
the products or services on offer. 

Many organizations have a brand design manual that provides templates, 
color and imagery guidance, and direction on how to make sure every item 
produced has the definitive brand “stamp.” The correct approach to copy is 
rarely included in these, partly because it is not often clearly defined and also 
because it is difficult to encapsulate, manage, and control the way copy is 
written within a large organization. 

Your starting point for creating a tone-of-voice guide is to consider its role. 
Why produce a guide at all? How many different writers will be working on the 
brand in the next few years? Are they professional copywriters or in-house staff? 
What type of material will be produced? What are the core values that are 
being projected? Answer these questions and you will be able to build yourself 
a brief for the guide itself, knowing what its function is, who the audience is, 
and how the guide will be utilized.

Your audience will be the writers and managers who are working on the 
brand communications. They will need clear guidance that is easy to understand 
and makes sense. A crucial element is explaining when they must stick to 
the rules without fail and when they might be allowed to break free and use a 
more creative or unpredictable voice (which is sometimes allowed for creative 
advertising campaigns, for example). Be very clear about this from the start 
and you will have a better chance of controlling their approach.

Having determined the role of your tone-of-voice guide you will have an 
idea of the best approach to take. If it’s a formal brand for a large organization 
and a number of writers will be working on it, a detailed document is most 
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appropriate. If it is a younger brand, you may feel it is best to keep your guide 
short and sweet by focusing on the ideal language and the fun expressions 
that can be used. Whatever your approach, the tone of the guide should always 
reflect the tone of the brand. Most companies will have a written mission 
statement supported by some detail on attitude, values, and purpose. If these 
have not been defined you should try drafting some of your own so you have 
firm guidelines to follow and refer to. Studying these statements gives you the 
direction you need to create an effective and relevant tone-of-voice guide. 

If the guide is too long and ponderous no one will refer to it; if it is too 
short and punchy it will be open to many different interpretations. You should 
aim for something that is between five and ten pages long, makes perfect 
sense, and gives the approved writers lots of support and guidance without 
taking away their freedom to create strong concepts and ideas.

With the brand defined and the tone of voice being guided, you can now 
focus on delivering the marketing communications for your client. Your 
objective with any marketing communications activity is to reach your audience, 
attract their interest, and elicit a positive response. It’s worth remembering a 
few of the basics. Short, clear words and simple sentences (depending to a 
certain extent on the audience and the nature of the marketing) are far more 
effective than complexity. 

Clarity usually means simplicity, and while this is relatively straightforward 
to achieve by controlling the voice and style, you also have to have worthwhile 
things to say. You can’t cover poor messages or lack of content with good 
technique, so be sure to understand the core of your message before you 
start. This means thinking through and researching your ideas and concepts, 
arguments, and logic. 

If your material is weak it is up to you to strengthen it. Conducting original 
research to boost your raw material is a good way to discover a suitable creative 
angle. A compelling fact, revealing piece of information, or unusual insight can 
form the whole concept and help your finished communication to stand out. 

Another important technique is to question your client. Simply tell the 
person from whom you’re gathering the raw material that you need to ask a few 
“stupid” questions and then ask for clarification of the points that everyone 
assumes are understood. “What is your business really about?,” “Why would 
the audience find this interesting?,” “How is this better than the current 
products on the market?,” and so on. This approach allows you to dig deeply 
into the brief in search of great selling messages. 

The function of a brochure or leaflet dictates the approach you should take 
to writing it. Most marketing falls into two distinct categories: education (in 
healthcare, for example) and selling. 

Brochures that are intended to educate the reader will require you to 
process all of the information without any ambiguity or error, and to structure 
the copy in the most logical way. Your titles and subtitles must guide the reader 
through the content and ensure that the information makes perfect sense. 

By contrast, a brochure that is designed to sell a concept, service, or product 
needs to work a lot harder. Your copy has to be compelling, which means the 
reader can’t help but read it because it is presenting information to them in a 
way they can’t resist.

Marketing communications are all about the audience 

Be clear about the role of each piece of marketing

 “Your brand is created 
out of  customer contact 
and the experience your 
customers have of  you.”
Stelios Haji-Ioannou, 
chairman, easyGroup
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Elements of a brand 
tone-of-voice guide

Brand essence 

Define the brand, its values and purpose,
and the company’s mission statement.

Why does this brand exist and what makes
it unique? Don’t try too hard; simple
statements of fact will do just fine.

Word bank

Create a collection of suitable words to
be used in brand expression. Categorize
them by sections within the business if
necessary. Focus on the type of words
that are preferred, for example “our

people” rather than “employees,” and  
“our branches” rather than “our stores.”  

For a product brand it might include  
evocative words such as “sumptuous,”  

“delicious,” and “extravagant.” Company dictionary 

It is likely that the client organization 
has all sorts of words, phrases, and

abbreviations that are unique to itself.
There is no room for jargon in good copy,

so set up a company dictionary that
explains it all (not everyone will admit

to not knowing all the jargon!) and gives
the best alternative in plain English.

Brand hierarchy 

There may be sub-brands—smaller
brands within the business or different 

versions of the brand for different
marketplaces. Show how they relate to
each other, how the core values have

to be the same, and how each can have
some unique personality. 

Sample copy 

Having explained the best approaches,
it is important to give clear examples,

showing good copy and versions that are
not acceptable. This has to be done for

each defined part of the brand, including
sub-brands. Cover enough ground to give
examples of each type of copy, but only

provide enough to make the point.
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Strong copy sells strong coffee. 
Ritual Coffee focus their brand 
around the message “revolutionize 
your daily routine” and play with 
all sorts of provocative lines 
that stimulate some kind of a 

response—even first thing in the 
morning. A great tone of voice, 
bursting with humor and attitude, 
drives this distinctive brand in 
a crowded market. 
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The distribution method is also a key consideration—the way in which it  
is being picked up or received by the audience will affect the way you write 
your headlines. Is it being sent to their homes? Are they supposed to pick it up 
instore, or is it a leave-behind brochure to help with sales calls? A powerful, 
benefit-led headline is essential if the brochure is to be picked up in passing, 
but a gentler, more intriguing approach is more suitable for a brochure that is 
being given personally to the reader. 

Not all of your readers will pore over every word, so cater for the skimmers 
too. If the only words that are read are the cover title, subtitles, and picture 
captions, the core messages must still come across effectively and completely. 
Test this by reading your headlines and picture captions, and consider adding 
a few highlighted quotes from the body copy to bring out other vital points. 
Link your copy to the imagery where you can so that the completed item is fully 
coherent and integrated, not the merging of two separate directions. 

Creative writing for business is like any other form of creative writing—it can 
be slow, hard work and you may struggle to find inspiration. A copywriter hard 
at work may look like a normal person sitting at a desk staring out of the window. 
Exploring your head for ideas and chasing lines of thought does work, but this 
can be an interminable process, and one thing you won’t have much of with  
a commercial brief is time. 

Fear not the blank page, for writer’s block is a myth, it does not exist. 
Writers get blocks only when they rely on inspiration springing into their minds 
out of thin air. You are not searching for a wonderful new concept for a novel, 
you’re not grasping for the perfect emotional poetic resonance, and you’re not 
a Hemingway or Burroughs living the life of a tortured writer. Not yet, anyway.

There is an efficient process for preparing and drafting copy that will help 
you focus on the ideal solution by breaking down a job into small, manageable 
tasks. Every copywriter will use different techniques; there is no definitively 
right or wrong way to approach the challenge. Your deadline is the most 
effective taskmaster. Don’t leave things so late that you can’t do a thorough job; 
do all of your preparation as early as possible and you’ll give yourself every 
opportunity to deliver well-crafted copy on time. It always takes longer to write 
copy than you think, so start early and get the groundwork out of the way. 

Brochures that cover many pages need proper planning in order to 
maintain balance throughout. Sketch a thumbnail page plan for yourself and 
allocate content accordingly. Consider the word count, and the spread and 
flow of information. You can keep it very short or opt for long copy—decide 
this before you start. 

There are always new foreign brands (usually for products rather than companies) 
being highlighted online where the use of English just doesn’t work, and these 
are a lot of fun. These include a Chinese chocolate bar called “Swine,” a 
Japanese mineral water called “Kolic,” and a Greek lemon-lime drink called 
“Zit.” These will keep cropping up, but you can learn from this by making 
sure you are being careful to understand the foreign interpretations of any 
new name you create, particularly if there is an international dimension 
involved. With instant translations online there is no excuse not to know the 
implications in the markets that your client will be operating in.

“A brand is a living 
entity—and it is enriched 
or undermined cumulatively 
over time, the product of  a 
thousand small gestures.” 
Michael Eisner, CEO, Disney

Staring into space—or getting on with it?

Bad brand names spell disaster
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Of far more importance is the risk of renaming a corporate brand. How 
Powergen’s choice of name for their new Italian operation—Powergenitalia—
was approved is anyone’s guess. It’s worth looking at what a brand is before 
looking at what a brand name should be aiming to achieve. A brand is not a logo, 
it is a promise—that has to be delivered. I always describe brand as an experience 
and that a company’s brand is anyone’s experience of that organization, including 
how it looks and feels, how it presents itself in the media, and how it interacts 
with its employees and customers. My good friend, colleague at Liquid Agency, 
and international branding guru Marty Neumeier describes brand simply as 
“what people say about you after you’ve left the room.”

Your brand is so much more than a name, just as you as a person are so 
much more than your name. But your name has a big role to play in the 
experience of your brand—not so much for the name itself, but for what people 
associate with it. In 1996 no one survived the crash of ValuJet Airlines Flight 
592, a disaster that stopped the airline operating for months and created a 
negative brand impression. The name itself did not build confidence, it 
suggested a company that might be willing to cut costs and possibly cut 
corners to achieve this, and the crash gave everyone a sense of nervousness 
about flying with them. They solved this problem in a single move by buying a 
smaller competitor and adopting its name—AirTran Airways. By the end of 
that year customers were flying ValuJet again, under the new brand identity.

Opinions vary, but it is generally felt that Datsun was a powerful leading car 
brand in the US but that Nissan is seen to be an also-ran, and that Kentucky 
Fried Chicken lost a lot of their strong brand identity when they renamed 
themselves KFC. These days, the power is with the customer not the organization, 
as shown when GAP changed the design of their logo and their customers 
boycotted the store until the old logo was restored. 

Trying too hard is a route to disaster. Advertising can be eye-catching and 
fashionable because it never lasts for long, but a brand lives on, and on, and 
has to be rock solid. A famously bad rebranding exercise in the UK happened 
in 2003 when the Post Office decided it should be known as Consignia. The 
branding agency presented the name on the basis that: “It’s got consign in it. 
It’s got a link with insignia, so there is this kind of royalty thing in the back of 
one’s mind. And there’s this lovely dictionary definition of consign which is  
‘to entrust to the care of.’ That goes right back to sustaining trust, which is 
very, very important.” They also used three bread-roll shapes bearing words 
such as “ambition” and “scope,” and claimed to bring together “the hard and 
soft aspects of the brand’s desired positioning.” From day one the media and 
public united in their disgust at this decision. It was boycotted by unions and 
reviled by customers. Even the new chairman, Allan Leighton, abhorred the 
brand name and pledged its demise, setting an instant deadline of 2004 for 
the brand’s replacement—with Royal Mail.
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Hammering home the brand 
tagline “ready, steady, yo!,”  
these marketing posters for 
the express service at YO! Sushi 
follow the theme of a “quickie,” 

tempting the reader to be  
indulgent and spontaneous
and have a fling at lunchtime,  
with a box of sushi. All good  
healthy fun.

Writing for brand and marketing
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1
Don’t focus on your client,

focus on the relevance of your
messages to the reader. Instead
of “We have been leading the
field and are the biggest … ”
use “As market leaders, we
know how to give you … ”

Writing for brand and marketing

Great copy makes the reader feel good
Here are a few tips on how to find the right 
voice for your copy:

3
Use short, clear words

and sentence structures. Keep
to the point—don’t editorialize
or pontificate by adding your
own thoughts or reflecting on
the implications of the points

you are making.

2
Don’t chat to them—95 percent  

of the body copy should
be clear, well-structured

information that highlights
the benefits to the reader. 

4
Keep the creative concept
to the headlines and your

opening and closing
paragraphs (top and tail).

5
Work with the designer to

share the creative concept.
Be prepared to let the design

imagery dominate the
message, or to lead with

your copy concept.

6
Write for one person. The

print run may be seven million
but only one person reads your

copy at a time. Stay relaxed
and friendly, and maintain a

consistent tone of voice.

7
 Instead of sitting thinking about

the best approach just get on
with it. You’ll cut out your early

attempts and fine tune the whole
thing, so give yourself some

material to work with.
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Techniques for preparing and processing copy

1. Gather as much raw material as you can, conduct some research of your own, and then gather 
 it all together.

2. Read the brief again, and then reread your raw material, looking for patterns, common themes, 
 or connections. 

3. Build your working notes. Lift off the key facts, figures, details, and arguments from the raw material  
 and make very concise but full notes for yourself. This should be no more than a few sheets of 
 paper, depending on the job.

4. Put away all of the raw material and reread your notes a few times. Immerse yourself in the content  
 and go as far as you can to “take on” the mindset of the target audience. 

5. Decide on the most logical structure for your body copy. Sketch a page plan for a brochure or leaflet.  
 Group facts together so that your paragraphs are packed with good information. Decide what will 
 stay and what will go.

6. Decide on the overall, compelling message, but don’t try to crack the main creative line yet. Scribble  
 down ideas and options, even poor ones. Then set up a new document on your computer. 

7. Now sit down and put together a full first draft of your copy. Don’t worry about the creative concepts,  
 just turn your notes into coherent, logical, structured body copy.

8. Having immersed yourself so deeply in the job, it’s now time to decide on the creative concept.
 Look back at your scribbles in the light of the structure of your text. Do they hold any water? You 
 don’t have to set the world on fire, you just need to create strong conceptual lines. 



Exercise: creating a brand name

Choose a product that you like, something that you use fairly often. Create 
a basic brief based on this product, but without including its name or brand, 
by considering who the product was created for, why they would like it, and 
what makes it special or different from others. Your brief should be split into 
“target audience,” “core message,” and “point of difference.” 

Your brief is to create a new brand name for a product entering the market to 
compete with the one you have chosen for this exercise. Study the information 
you’ve collated, and brainstorm possible names, searching in dictionaries and 
on the Internet, in books, and in the recesses of your mind. Scribble down all 
of your ideas.

Review your names, and shortlist the best ones and the possibles. Discard 
anything you don’t like. See if you can improve the shortlisted names, and 
select the one that you think will answer the brief in the best way. 

Now take another look at the competition for the product you are branding, 
and see how well your new brand would compete in the marketplace. 

Writing for brand and marketing

Exercise: create a tone-of-voice guide 

Select a prominent product or corporate brand and take a good look at the 
communications they produce. How does the copy work on their packs, or on 
their annual report? What does the website copy say about their brand? What 
impression of the brand is created by the communications they publish?

Your brief is to create a five-page tone-of-voice guide for the copywriters who 
work on the brand. Begin with a page plan along the following lines: summary 
of the brand, definition of the brand essence, company missions and goals, 
a summary of the principles behind the tone of voice, a basic word dictionary 
showing how language is used, a basic word bank showing suitable types of 
words, examples of good and bad copy, and any other information.

Analyze the tone of voice you are studying and determine the principles behind 
it. It might be “upbeat, informative, and fresh.” It’s up to you to define it. 
Under each of the headings listed above, draft a few sentences explaining the 
tone of voice. 

Return to it later and imagine you are a copywriter about to use the tone-of-
voice guide. If you knew nothing about the brand previously, would you be able 
to write on-brand by following the tone-of-voice guide? 
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Round-up

Graphic design provides the brand identity and copywriting provides detail 
for the brand personality.

The brand copywriter must understand the brand’s essence, its reason for 
existing, and explain this.

It’s not enough to create a style and tone that suits the current conditions 
or reflects the company’s heritage. 

Branding requires vision, and vision requires nerve and commitment. 

Never present options that you are not completely happy with, even if this 
pares the selection down to the bone. 

If you create a brilliant brand name then it is bound to be registered somewhere, 
so search for trademarks. 

It’s fine to use research to guide your work, but never let the results make 
the decision. 

The role of a brand’s language is to communicate its core principles and 
messages clearly and consistently.

Your objective with any marketing communications activity is to reach your 
audience, attract their interest, and elicit a positive response from them.

If your raw material is weak, it is up to you to strengthen it. 

The function of a brochure or leaflet dictates the approach you should take 
to writing it. 

A copywriter hard at work may look like a normal person sitting at a desk 
staring out of the window. 

Fear not the blank page, for writer’s block is a myth, it does not exist. 

Every copywriter will use different techniques and there is no absolutely right 
or wrong way to approach the challenge. 

Your deadline is your most effective taskmaster. 

Bad brand names spell disaster.
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Case Study: Serious Waste Management
Roger Horberry has 20 years of  experience writing all types 
of  brand, marketing, and advertising copy, both as an in-house 
and freelance copywriter. The rebranding brief  for a local  
waste-management firm didn’t set him on fire initially, but  
he soon found his copy solutions were leading the development  
of  a powerful and highly successful new brand. 
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The Objective: 
create competitive advantage 
through branding
The owner and managing director of Envirotech 
Waste Services, David Birkett, met with Jonathan 
Sands, managing director of Elmwood, a design 
and branding agency that I worked for as a 
copywriter. The brief was to rebrand a sewerage 
processing plant. The client specialized in small- 
to medium-sized organic sewerage processing 
units for those not connected to the main sewers, 
and was trading across the UK’s North Midlands.

David explained his business to Jonathan along 
the lines of “it’s important that MDs of all businesses 
take care of their waste processing. If not, they 
can be personally liable for up to £20,000—this is 
serious shit.” Jonathan briefed me that his idea was 
to call them “Serious” and that I should develop 
“serious”’ as the angle. I worked alongside a project 
manager and designer to build the brand. 

The copy brief was to play around with the idea 
of “shit” and how to bring this to life and make it 
interesting, and not to be afraid of adding a bit of 
humor, of the saucy seaside postcards type, aiming 
to be “naughty but nice” but avoiding causing any 
offense. The team next to me in the studio had  
just been given a really glamorous brief for fashion 
retailer Marks & Spencer’s lingerie, and all I could 
think was “why do you mock me oh Lord?”

The Approach: 
straight-talking and tons of  bulls**t
My motto is “make it interesting” because people 
remember what interests them. In Information 
Anxiety, Richard Saul Wurman says that people 
don’t “forget” things, they just never remember 
them in the first place because they are too boring. 

Everyone always wants to get involved, and 
great original ideas can become mixed in with other 
ideas. We have to find them and tell them apart 
from the bad ones, and this is an instinctive process 
that requires a lot of experience—it is all about 
spotting the interest. 

Once I have formulated an idea I stress-test 
it, and optimize it. I get it down on paper in the 
optimum form of words. Once it has been through 
this process, the mechanical side of writing the 
copy is the easy bit. Once you get the thinking right, 
the words will come. 

I love creating copy systems, where we can 
crank the handle and the solutions can just run and 
run. However, it requires care because if we fiddle 
with it, the house of cards can come tumbling down. 

We only did one concept for Serious and there was 
no need to revise it, create alternatives, or develop 
second ideas. There was no conflict or drama.

The brand was not something to hide behind 
the scenes. The brand tagline (“It’s serious **it”) is 
basically a play on “it’s shit,” using asterisks to avoid 
offense. To fully express the brand, we painted the 
company’s tankers brown and dressed the staff in 
brown uniforms. Unfortunately, some staff left, but 
others joined because they liked the brand image.

Once we got the theme right we could run with 
it. We did wordplays around the words “shit” and 
“it” and created a list of words and phrases that 
we could use. Our team loved the list, and we set 
them in the brand style and presented them to the 
client. He is a very conservative North Midlands 
businessman, but went with our ideas from the start. 
He had the courage to implement a radical idea.

The Result: 
where there’s muck there’s brass
Serious is the clearest example I’ve ever seen of 
a brand, and its copy, paying off. The client’s 
business made a lot more money after the rebrand 
and business is booming. There was no other 
marketing activity or additional spend on advertising, 
and turnover and profit has increased. The 
communications consisted of the brand, and the 
tankers—great big, shit-colored tankers driving 
around Macclesfield!  

The brand did not so much come from an initial 
vision of the end result, it was built up in stages. 
Jonathan led with the “serious” theme, I developed 
the taglines and advertising lines, the designer 
brought it to life visually, and the project manager 
ensured the brand was implemented in the right 
places. It was very easy really. 

Clients will often say “my manager might not like 
it” but in the case of Serious, David is in charge and 
has no shareholder opinions to worry about. Having 
one decision-maker in the process is the key to the 
successful use of language in brand communications. 
Trying to maintain creative ideas when the approval 
has to go through a board, committee, or middle-
managers can be soul-destroying, and the writer 
usually has little influence or power in the process. 
Wherever possible I want to deal directly with the 
guy or girl who makes the final decision.

The quality I love the most in a client is the 
balls to go with an idea and not stamp out its 
originality. Some clients actively strip out language 
and ideas on the basis that it will offend someone, 
but I believe that if you don’t risk offending, you 
will never interest anyone.
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Case Study: Olive Media Products
Liquid Agency, San Jose, is a “branding farm” delivering brand 
strategy and execution. Founder Alfredo Muccino has 25 years 
experience in the field, mainly with technology companies  
in Silicon Valley, including Apple and Intel. He worked with  
a long-term client on the development of  Olive, which offers  
the versatility of  digital music management and the quality  
of  high-definition files, doing a lot of  the copywriting himself. 
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The Objective: 
creating and launching a new 
product and company brand 
A brand is the relationship you create with the 
consumer: how they feel about it, how it reflects on 
them. Technical companies tend to have a problem 
with communication. Engineers speak to engineers, 
but customers don’t want to know how something 
works, they want to know what it will do for them. 

The iPod gives you 1000 songs in your pocket— 
convenience and portability. It’s an accepted way 
to digest music, but people are giving up on sound 
quality. Olive’s founder is a technologist and 
audiophile. He combined his interests to develop 
a new system to store and play large, uncompressed 
files, retaining the original quality. It replaces 
hundreds of CDs, yet is a return to the idea of quality 
of experience. There is a truly remarkable difference 
in the sound it delivers. 

We worked out the brief together. In Silicon 
Valley it can be informal: meetings were usually over 
lunch or dinner, sketching out the marketplace 
and the audience. At Liquid we have a formalized 
briefing process that includes discussion with the 
client to define the objective, in-depth evaluation 
of market landscapes, and audience profiling. We 
develop an idea of where we can take a brand and 
how we can differentiate it. The target audience 
here are “early adopters” who will pay a premium 
for the latest and greatest technology. We focused 
on audiophiles (competing with $10,000 systems).

The Approach: 
ensuring a strong, clear identity 
The quickest way to create disappointment on these 
projects is not to clarify communication at the start, 
both for the agency and the client. Creatives are not 
always disciplined and we need to strike a balance 
between logic and magic. 

The idea we developed is “save the sound,” a 
call to arms protecting the quality musicians create. 
Naming can be complicated, as lots of names and 
URLs are registered. In the bar having martinis we 
came up with “Olive.” The client’s name is Oliver, 
so this was one connection. He had always admired 
Apple; this is a similar quirky approach, where the 
brand comes across seamlessly in each expression. 
We looked at lots of alternatives before settling on 
Olive, adding “Live Better” to highlight the quality 
of the experience and reference “live” with “Olive.” 

There was a lot of trust on both sides, enabling 
us to develop every aspect of the brand. On our 
small scale we were able to get every expression 

right. Industrial design in this sector of music 
equipment is not sophisticated and we upped the 
level of design. The surface of the product is etched 
with jazz and opera symbols, subtly suggesting the 
range of music. It connects with people, and has a 
depth of design that the customer can discover. 

The copy we use is crucial, and it’s the little 
things that make the difference. When you buy an 
Olive system, you send your CDs to Olive and they 
load them up, so on the box we say “hear, hear, 
your music is here.” The copy forms conversations 
with the customer—on a one-to-one. The brand is 
friendly and approachable. A brand’s relationship 
with a customer has certain expectations, including 
consistency. If it goes from informal to formal it 
can become confusing. Design uses a consistent 
color and typeface, and in the same way copy has 
to maintain a consistent tone and voice. 

We needed names for Olive products. Starting 
with a long list, we settled on “Opus” for the key 
product. It has the “O” of Olive, is short, stands for 
a work of art, and has classical-music references. 
This represents both the product and the music the 
product enables. Other names we use for products 
include “Melody” and “Sinatra”—both have a 
music link and are obvious at some level. If Olive is 
the main trademark, we can then use names such 
as Melody—Olive Melody. Olive is all about music, 
and everything we do is connected to that ideal. 

The Result: 
a strong brand generating 
widespread interest
The brand connects on an intellectual and an 
emotional level and the press we’ve had has led to 
substantial sales. The first product was launched in 
September and by November sold over 1000 units. 
We did some clever marketing: American Express 
offered discounts to members, generating sales of 
750 units in three days. We were watching the 
figures and getting excited as we sold one, then 10, 
then 50, then 80. We couldn’t believe it reached 750!

Olive is only a couple of years old, yet enjoys 
more coverage than many larger companies. Rolling 
Stone, Playboy, Business Week, and the New York 
Times all requested information when Olive launched. 
As a firm it is incredibly small. It’s super-efficient, 
with four to five people achieving these great results, 
showing the power of a strong brand. It is a good 
product with a good story. Music companies that 
create content are looking at Olive as a distribution 
channel; Time Warner is talking to us about creating 
high-definition music files. I’m very proud of it: I was 
trusted to build the brand and it’s a major success.



Writing for advertising 
and direct marketing

When writing for advertising or direct marketing 
you must assume that your target audience are 
tough. They automatically select the sort of  media 
and information they choose to let into their lives, 
they don’t like being intruded upon, and they’re not 
predisposed to believe your messages—at least not 
to start with, anyway. Your audience want only 
what they think they are looking for, they don’t have 
much time to spare, and they are cynical. But give 
them what they want and they’ll love you for it. So, 
as the writer, all you have to do is figure out exactly 
what it is they’re looking for.
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Such fun—baring your soul and pouring out fresh new conceptual ideas into 
a hard-nosed world of executives and bean counters. You’d have to be either 
stupid or mad to want to do this, or perhaps it’s the only thing that’s ever made 
sense to you. There is nothing to stop you joining those single-minded, creative 
wordsmiths who live and breathe advertising copywriting.

Most ad writers work in a specialist agency alongside art directors and 
designers, and often with account managers looking after the client relationship. 
Increasing numbers of copywriters are based in-house within a business, 
sometimes teamed with a designer or, more usually, a creative artworker helping 
to produce finished results, with advertising included in their mix of other briefs. 
This may offer less variety, but often allows you to have a lot more control over 
the copy. The other ad writers are freelance, working alone or in collectives. 
Some find themselves freelancing after redundancy, others to get their fledgling 
career moving, and some simply because they are in great demand for their 
consistently excellent work. 

In every case the writer will be commissioned with a brief that will have 
originated with the client company. It may have passed through a few hands, 
and it is your responsibility as a writer to take the best possible copy brief, gather 
as much relevant raw material (background information and sources to follow 
up) as possible, and to make sure that you are completely clear about the 
objectives and expectations of the person briefing you. Any errors at this stage 
can escalate into big problems down the line. 

 

Advertising is constantly changing. The way in which messages are crafted and 
communicated is becoming increasingly sophisticated and your writing has to 
keep up and stay ahead. George Orwell described advertising as “the rattling 
of a stick inside a swill bucket” and he was right, at the time. Early advertising 
was little more than an attractive sound and a directional sign, pointing people 
towards what they already knew they needed or wanted. It began as simple 
flag-waving. By the 1950s and 1960s advertising was trying a lot harder, telling 
us that the qualities of the new Cadillac included a more powerful engine and 
better top speed, or that a soap powder “washes whiter.” The audience were 
now being told what to think and, in general, they went along with it.

As western economies grew, increasing competition in the marketplace and 
the growing awareness and sophistication of the consumer forced innovation 
in the way consumer products were presented, positioned, and sold. If the new 
Cadillac has a superb, faster engine, what this really means is not that the 
owners of the new car could arrive at places sooner, it means that they can 
look (and sound) cooler, have more fun, and feel more special while driving to 
their destination. So let’s tell them. They’ll imagine that the car will genuinely 
improve their lives, not just get them around. They may even pay a premium 
for this. Advertising messages had now started to focus on the customer’s 
lifestyle and self-esteem, fueling increasing demand by promising the fulfillment 
of dreams. Recent Porsche advertising exemplifies the state of the art in the 
automotive industry. The line “A devil on both shoulders” beautifully complements 
the stunning image of the new Cayman, and tips the wink to the target audience 
by giving the car an aura of dangerous glamour.

The birth of conceptual advertising was open season for creative writers. It 
was exciting and fun, and the 1970s were full of strange ideas such as pregnant 
men advertising birth control, space aliens telling us about instant mashed 
potato, and a man in a suit telling us he liked a razor so much he bought the 

 “Among the best copywriters 
there’s a flair for expression, 
of  putting known and 
believable things into new 
relationships. We try to 
be more straightforward 
without being flat-footed. 
We try to be warm 
without being mawkish.”
Leo Burnett

Writing for advertising and direct marketing

There’s nowhere to hide when you write advertising copy

How advertising developed
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Naughty but nice. Car advertising 
can’t encourage fast driving, but 
combine a beautiful image of 
the new Porsche with a subtly 
provocative headline and you can 
sit back and let the testosterone 
do the rest. 

Writing for advertising and direct marketing 

A devil on both shoulders.

The new Cayman. Starting 
at $49,400.

With blissfully dark intentions, 
the new Cayman just begs to be 
driven. Beneath sculpted curves 
sits a 2.7-liter, 245-hp mid-
mount engine yearning to run. 
Its rigid body ready to respond 
instantly to your will. Never 
has bad felt so good. Porsche. 
There is no substitute.
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entire company. Messages, and the ideas behind them, were starting to evolve, 
and the consumer was ready to handle them. These are the roots of today’s 
advertising and direct-marketing copywriting. 

The main lesson we can learn from looking back at the development of 
advertising is that it was always adapting, staying fresh, being surprising, and 
breaking new ground, and this is what we must continue to do today. It’s about 
being one step ahead of your reader. With all forms of advertising and direct 
marketing there are two challenges: reaching your audience and interacting 
with them.

 

The two are closely related but clearly distinct. Advertising is one-way 
communication; direct marketing (or direct response) aims to be two-way. 
Technically speaking, advertising is paid-for communication where the client 
(the company paying for the ad) controls the message, and is identified as 
doing so (ensuring that there is no confusion between the paid-for messages 
and the editorial). It’s all about grabbing attention and influencing people’s 
habits. By contrast, direct marketing sends its messages directly to the consumer 
or business, without using any other media, and its marketing objective is to 
generate an immediate response.

Advertising aims to raise awareness of the client’s message to a specific 
audience, and it operates in every medium and in many different forms. Very 
high-profile advertising is created by large corporations selling products or 
services, who are looking to increase demand. Variations of this include charities 
and government departments promoting humanitarian or policy messages. 
Recruitment advertising is also a major industry, as is business-to-business  
or trade advertising. There are many new forms of advertising, especially  
with the rise of Internet usage and the development of guerrilla advertising 
(where the surrounding environment is used—sometimes illegally—to display 
conceptual messages). In today’s competitive commercial world, advertising 
is one of most dominant forms of communication. 

Marketers like direct marketing because its effectiveness can usually be 
measured accurately, unlike that of most other promotional activities. The level 
and extent of the response to a mailer is tracked and measured, and the 
information it provides can be used to shape the next brief you work on for  
the client. Direct mail, where addresses are purchased and mailers are sent 
out in bulk, is the most common type of direct marketing. Next on the list are 
telemarketing and e-mail marketing, as well as inserts in the press or packaging 
and Internet banner ads. A criticism leveled at direct marketing is that it 
produces tons of “junk mail” and “spam,” and this can work against a brand.

Advertising that includes a response form or request to call a number or 
visit a website also falls within the category of direct marketing. This type of 
writing needs to use powerful concepts to communicate compelling messages 
effectively, in order to generate the maximum response from as many people 
as possible. 

 

Whether we admit it or not, there are always some ads that we like, or even 
love. We all like to shop for the things that we consider important in our lives. 
It may be to do with a favorite hobby or it may be the monthly supermarket 
run, but each of us enjoys shopping once in a while. If we enjoy shopping, we 
don’t mind being given ideas, updates, and information that will help us to 

 “The first thing that marks 
a good writer is that he 
avoids the cliché. He avoids 
the cliché in his speech, 
not just in his writing.” 
George Gribbin 

Writing for advertising and direct marketing

What’s the difference between advertising and direct marketing?

Getting the pitch right
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shop. This is the attitude to adopt as you tackle each new advertising brief. 
If you can pitch it correctly, which is a very delicate process, your audience 
may just lap it up.

You will be briefed by the client or an account manager from a creative 
agency, and while the main brief will apply to both you and a designer, you 
will need to take a separate copy brief or at least interview the briefer about 
the core messages, supporting information, target audience, and USPs on 
which you will be focusing.

When writing advertisements ask yourself who you are actually writing  
for. The answer is simple. The only people you’re writing advertising for are 
the members of your target audience. The better you know and understand 
them, the better your chance of getting a good response from them. You’re 
not waving a flag or rattling a swill bucket with a stick any more, you’re moving 
into their private space, having a quiet word, and giving them new ideas that 
they simply cannot resist. 

 

In almost every advertising copy brief you will find a core problem that is being 
solved for your reader by your client, by providing a product or service that 
addresses a clear need. This should lie at the heart of your thinking when 
breaking down and analyzing the content in the brief, and when deciding 
which message or messages to focus on in the advertisement. After all your 
preparation, these three essential elements will be the focus of your copy:

1. Who is your target audience and what are they like?
2. What is the core message to be communicated to them?
3. Why is this interesting, and what about it is different or unique?

It is not enough to be a creative thinker with a good vocabulary or a clever 
grasp of English. You’re writing about commercial activity and you must 
understand the business context fully. Too many writers rely on a good turn 
of phrase, such as “we all know how hard it can be to …,” “if you’re like most 
people, you’re looking for …,” or “these days, it takes all you’ve got just to …” 
Focus on hard information and save the padding for a brief that gives you 
nothing at all to go on. 

The Greenpeace ad featured here shows a clear thought process that can 
be traced back to the brief. The writer understood something fundamental 
about the audience: they want someone to risk life and limb to stop whaling, 
but they don’t want to risk their own. It seems pretty obvious, really, when you 
think about it. Turn this into a succinct headline: “Some people risk their lives 
in the Antarctic to save the whales. Those people are called not me.”—suddenly 
everyone in the target audience can relate immediately to the concept. Apart 
from the stunning photography and excellent typography, the power lies in the 
tagline “You don’t have to join us, to join us.” This is a strong call to action. 
The whole concept comes from studying the nature of the target audience, as 
outlined in the brief. 

To understand your client’s business as a writer you have to view it through 
the customer’s eyes and ask probing questions. Get to know the business by 
being a customer if you can, or by touring their factory floor. If possible, interview 
the key directors or managers, and ask plenty of those “stupid” questions to 
challenge the hype and see what is really going on. You’ll be surprised how 
many original creative ideas can grow from these conversations. You won’t know 
what you’re digging up until you find it, so don’t worry too much; just cover all 
of the ground and process it when you get back to base. 

 “I find if  I drink two or 
three brandies, or a good 
bottle of  claret, I’m far 
better able to write. I also 
find that if  I listen to 
music, this loosens me up. 
I also find that if  I read 
the Oxford Dictionary 
of  Quotations for 15 
minutes, this may start 
trains of  thought.” 
David Ogilvy

Writing for advertising and direct marketing 

Getting to the heart of the problem
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Can you tell who this is targeted 
at, what the core message is, 
and why it is interesting? This 
treatment could hardly have more 
impact, giving you a number of 
highly compelling reasons to join 
the organization. 

 

You can’t process your material forever. Sooner or later it’s commitment time. 
Set yourself up somewhere and get on with it. 

Begin by letting your imagination explore the links and connections 
between the benefits of your product or service and the lifestyle of the target 
audience. Day-dreaming—the structured sort—helps, as this sort of lateral 
thinking will help you to make connections that business thinkers will never 
see. Your goal is to inspire yourself first, and then inspire your audience. 

For example, if you are writing advertisements for Harley-Davidson, build 
a picture of the audience. The brand is clearly aspirational, giving people the 
sense that they are rebels, individuals, not part of the rat race. Who aspires  
to this? Free spirits, free thinkers, strong characters, independent minds.  
And what are these people like? They do their own thing, they make up  
their own minds, and they don’t take any crap. How are we going to advertise 
motorcycles to them? Very directly, with no sales speak. We need them to 
recognize themselves in the ad, and then see that a Harley fits into their 
lifestyle. It has to be their thought process, not ours, that gets them there. 

The early stages of developing your creative ideas will feel a bit strange. 
With your notes from the brief in front of you, you’ll consider the selling points 
and benefits, and how you can link these to your audience. Some sensible 
connections will come to mind first, followed by seemingly random ideas and 
loose concepts. Keep jotting these down and revisit them. At this stage it makes 
little difference if they are good, bad, or indifferent.

Working on your imaginary brief for Harley, you should be sketching out 
some character profiles that fit your audience. Get the clichés out of the 
way—the Hell’s Angels, the big scary nasty bikers—and steer toward the  

Writing for advertising and direct marketing 

It’s time to commit
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 “In most agencies—in 
all agencies—there’s a 
shortage of  copywriters. 
Good ones. And the good 
ones are so overworked 
they almost stagger from 
one assignment and one 
meeting to another.” 
David Ogilvy

High-profile brand awareness 
These ads work over the longer term by building visibility

without necessarily looking for an immediate response. They must
be simple and memorable, and must have enough impact

to remain in people’s minds for as long as possible.
For example, the Alzheimer’s advertisements on pages
86–8 don’t ask us for our money, they simply build an

understanding and awareness of the plight of the
sufferers and their families. In time, we

will be more inclined to donate
to the charity. 

The main types of advertising 

Writing for advertising and direct marketing 

Hard-working
direct response 

These have to persuade the reader to call, write, or go 
into the nearest store straight away. They work over the 
short term, and need a sense of urgency, or drama, to 

wake up the audience and get them to act immediately. 
They often include a tempting offer. This type of 

advertising is usually for price-led retail promotions. 
Instead of appealing to the intellect, they go for the

gut, with short deadlines and “amazing” offers.
Lines such as “hurry, sale ends Tuesday” or

“while stocks last” bring immediacy
to the message. 

bulk of your audience. We’re not dealing with kids here, these are people who 
have lived their lives, know who they are and what they’re looking for. Come 
up with a few phrases for each of the character profiles you’re doodling (using 
cartoons or words). What sort of things would they say? 

At this early stage you’re not assessing the quality of your ideas, you’re 
simply getting them (formed and unformed) out of your head and on to the page. 
Keep pushing yourself and remain confident that you will eventually shape 
one or more of these roughs into an effective creative solution.

With your Harley ad you’ve decided, based on your audience profile, that 
you’re not going to try to sell them a bike. You’re going to portray their lifestyle, 
and what better way to do this than putting some of them in the ads, accompanied 
by typical things they might say. Make sure you get this right, or you’ll lose all 
of your readers and might damage the brand. 

Take a break after your one-person brainstorming session. Make a cup of 
tea or walk around the block, and let go of the brief. When you come back 
to your desk, review your ideas dispassionately, referring back to your overall 
objectives. Although some of your ideas will be too poor to be developed, others, 
though incomplete, will have something good about them. Sometimes the 
solution lies in the merging of several rough ideas into one new one. 

Your portrait-sketches of Harley bikers should be feeling quite real now. It’s 
time to take these and create advertising with them.

Prepare two or three routes that you feel confidently address all of the main 
elements in the brief: the core message being presented with a clear benefit 
and a strong point of difference (highlighting the product’s or service’s USP) in 
the audience’s own language. Consider how your copy lines can be brought to 
life with imagery and graphics, and be prepared to adjust the copy to facilitate 
the design treatment. One element must dominate the page, and if this is 
going to be a visual image your copy may have to be more passive. 

If you’re showing Harley riders, use the best photograher you can find, 
and don’t use models—only the real deal will work with this approach. Take 
your best three or four portraits and give each of them the best line you can 
write. You can let them breathe. Just have a full-bleed shot showing aspects 
of their lives, let the line speak for itself, and brand it with your logo. No other 
motorcycle company can claim this territory, so make the most of it.
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Having settled on the best route or routes to work up into finished design 
treatments you can now edit your copy into its final shape. You may have a 
precise word count, or a space on the page to fill, or you may have been given 
a fairly free rein.

The real Harley ads have beautiful photography, great character portraits, 
and cracking lines. One has a close-up of a biker’s grizzled beard next to the 
line “May wind be the only product in your hair.” Another shows a female 
crouching to apply makeup, checking her reflection in the chrome of her bike. 
The line reads “Do this, do that, blah blah blah.” No need to water it down or 
spoil the effect with body copy, you can leave the rest to the reader’s imagination.

 

Creativity is not simply about going off on a flight of fancy and painting grand 
concepts for your audience to decode and interpret. You need a strong nerve 
and a confident approach to use abstract ideas to make your point, and your 
concept must be rooted in the core message in your brief. For each format 
there is a different set of guidelines:

Product-specific
Focus on a single, overriding benefit, keep the whole thing very simple, and 
let the few elements you use breathe. 
For example, Nokia’s press advertising for the 6300 model showed an 
immaculate image of the phone with the lines: “Simply beautiful” and 
“Beautifully simple,” which conveyed everything about the new model. 

Service-specific
Outline the problem it solves. Be clear about who provides the service, how 
it is accessed, and why it is the best value for money.
Clever Wally’s direct marketing (pages 84–5) is headed “We make it, you bake 
it” and “Free delivery,” followed by a phone number. Once this has been made 
clear, the mailer/menu expounds on the fun of cooking a fresh pizza at home.

Business-to-business
Trade customers are primarily interested in making profit. Reassure them 
about quality, service, and delivery, but focus on professionalism and trust.
The Royal Bank of Scotland once advertised to their business customers 
using the line “Less talk” to support images of suited men in a meeting 
spouting the words “bull, bull, bull, bull, bull, bull … ” and “bluster, bluster, 
bluster, bluster …,” suggesting the bank was sharp, focused, and on the ball.

Recruitment
Outline the company, the opportunity, the candidate, the package, and the 
process. It makes a lot of sense to put the bulk of this on a website and lead 
the readers to the additional content through a press advertisement, which 
can then focus on attracting their attention.
In the UK’s Creative Review magazine, a design agency ran an advertisement 
alongside glossy, half-page advertisements (with 500-word descriptions) that 
read simply “We would like to meet a passionate designer to work on a wide 
range of web- and print-based projects,” with just an e-mail and web address 
for following up. The website explained how to apply, and provided all of the 
necessary background material. This is efficient, cost-effective, and clear, and 
projects great brand values, suggesting the agency is organized and acute.

Take your creative ideas to the extreme
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This fun and amusing treatment 
takes an innovative approach to 
presenting copy, but it also gets 
across a serious, benefit-led 
message. It should appeal to the 
core audience while building 
general brand awareness. 

Writing for advertising and direct marketing 
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To profile your audience you will need to:
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Get you know your audience before you begin

1. Build up as accurate a picture as you can, 
using the following criteria as a rough guide:

Age:

Sex:

Location:

Income levels:

Likes/dislikes:

Current opinions of the client’s 
product or service:

 

 

Aspirations:

Lifestyles:

Attitudes:

 
 

2. Use this information to understand the 
characteristics of the audience by:

Imagining the world through their eyes:

 

 

 

Understanding how they might weigh things up:

 

 

 

Estimating how they might react to 
different messages:

 

 

 

Profiling your audience 

Your twin goals are to attract your audience and interact positively with them. 
You must find out who they are, where they are, and what they are really like, 
using your own instincts as much as the background information you’re 
supplied with, in the same way that Greenpeace and Harley-Davidson might 
do in order to create their advertising. 

To help develop your ability to get a clear insight into the different 
characteristics of each audience you’ll write for, take a bit of time to think about 
the people in your life, how they each speak to you, and how you speak to 
them. What is it that characterizes those people that you most like talking to, 
and those that turn you off? Could you replicate this on paper? What do their 
voices look like when written down? 

 

Language is perhaps the most powerful tool in human history, yet it’s something 
that we all take for granted. It’s only when we look into the way language 
operates, and the way it can be used to plant ideas into people’s minds, that 
we start to see the complex structures involved in communicating. Effective 
use of language builds connections—bridges—between your client and your 
audience, and those bridges enable relationships to form and develop.

We’re all unique individuals but we’re social animals, and our society is 
formed of lots of defined groups, and language is used differently between 
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these different groups. We copy, observe, and imitate our close peers, and 
share stylistic techniques, vocabulary, and tones. We may all speak English  
but we are all using phrases and words differently. 

I use the phrase “amateur psychology” to describe the processes that 
copywriters use to profile their target audience. There’s no need to go into 
complex market research analysis or sociodemographic categories in any 
detail. This is all about drawing on your knowledge of people in your life,  
or even people in movies, on TV, or online. You want to distill the essential 
characteristics of the specific types of people so you can find a common 
ground in terms of their attitudes and beliefs.

The basic questions you can ask yourself are: How old are they? Where  
do they live? What are their habits? What’s their family situation? Think about 
their interests: What do they read? What type of movies do they watch? What 
brands do they like? How do they socialize? Where do they work? Where do 
they go on vacation? Make a note of these “made-up” profiles, and try to be 
as accurate as you can. This will help give you ideas about tone of voice and 
messaging later.

The point of this is to try and establish the kind of influences they will take 
on board. Be realistic not idealistic. Consider the challenges that people who 
are typical of those in your target audience will be dealing with. What type of 
income do they have, and how able are they to buy into the messages you’re 
putting out to them? You’re looking for ideas about what it takes to “tip the 
balance” for the target audience from considering the message to acting on 
the message. The more relevant your writing is to them, the greater the levels 
of engagement that you can develop with them.

We have to win permission from our target audience to allow our ideas 
into their minds, and if we want those ideas to stay there and create the 
desired responses we must make sure they are both engaging and compelling. 
Are there phrases and words that particularly resonate with your audience? 
Make up a few phrases or pretend you’re writing snippets of a movie script  
and bring their voices to life, for fun, to warm up.

Establish their tone of voice by writing down some examples, sticking to 
the content that you’ve been briefed on but using the voice you’re distilling 
through your amateur research. Think about the rhythm and intonation of 
their speech: do they speak in short, fast sentences or long, drawn-out phrasing? 
What about their choice of words, do they use short, stubby Anglo-Saxon 
words or intellectual Latin-based words? Consider their style of expression: are 
they loud and brash, oozing confidence and attitude, or are they methodical 
and considered, particular about the way they construct their point of view? 
By addressing their preferences, needs, wants, and desires accurately you 
can show them that you understand the way they think, which goes a long 
way to winning their trust. 

 

In discussing how to develop an awareness of target audiences, these days,  
it is not enough to rely on using traditional advertising and direct-marketing 
methods, it’s also important, as a creative, to understand the phenomenal 
developments in how audiences interact with each other via social media. On 
platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn, people are engaging with 
one another, rather than simply reading content and navigating through pages 
on a website. Users within these networks can interact with a group of friends, 
share content with each other, and communicate in a variety of ways.

To write effective social media copy for your client requires you to become 
a credible part of the conversations people are having with each other within 

Writing for advertising and direct marketing 

It pays to engage
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your client’s social networks. You should adapt your copy to reflect the specific 
social network environment that your client belongs to, being acutely aware  
of the style and tone of voice of the people who are influencing what happens 
within that environment, and reflecting this without moving away from your 
client’s brand values. 

However, it’s important to remember that blogs such as Twitter aren’t 
going to be the right media for interacting with certain audiences, since  
many people simply don’t use them. 

Most companies integrate social media advertising into their marketing 
strategy. Copywriters can use the marketing tools now widely available online, 
which enables them to target an audience by age, location, hobbies, occupation, 
etc. In addition, it is now even easier to research how your audience is 
interacting with your copy.

 

For your copywriting bedrock, build up a confident tone of voice that you 
can draw on in many different situations to convey a message warmly and 
succinctly. This needs to be inviting, fresh, and very concise and is perfect for 
all sorts of body copy. Write out your body copy fully and then edit it down as 
tightly as possible. Use your instincts to develop a feel for the sort of language 
and approach with which everyone is most comfortable, and use this as the 
overall tone of voice for your copy in support of the more creative copy for the 
conceptual elements. 

Developing your “bedrock” body copy

The Huffington Post cleverly 
brings together classic news 
reporting, blogs, and user-
generated content on a range  
of subjects such as politics,  
world current affairs, comedy,  
and technology. It is hugely 
interactive and uses short,  
snappy, and active language  
to make its readers want to 
interact and add comment.
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Creative angles for you to consider
There are several tried and tested approaches:

Before and after
Show how greatly life is improved with the 

product or service you’re promoting by 

comparing life before (miserable) with life 

after (joyous). 

This is the territory of weight-loss clubs 

and gyms, and also of loan and finance 

companies. It is all about offering to solve 

big problems in people’s lives, and applies 

only where the problem is perceived to 

be serious enough to spoil the reader’s 

quality of life.

FUDing 

FUD stands for Fear, Uncertainty, and Doubt, 
an approach used by professional services 
such as solicitors or insurance brokers. Ask 
the audience if they are confident, feel safe, 
know all the risks, and they’re likely to begin 
to feel unconfident and insecure, and will 
want you to help protect them. 

This is not about creating anxiety, it’s about 
highlighting risks that people can protect 
themselves from. This approach is often 
combined with humor, showing people who 
haven’t protected themselves experiencing 
an exaggerated version of the risk. 
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Knock the competitor

This is not something to be done overtly, 

although references can be made to well-

known products and any shortcomings 

they may have. Comparison advertising is 

often as simple as showing similar people 

in identical situations, one having a better 

time than the other because of the brand 

being promoted. Innocent Drinks (see 

pages 110–12) don’t knock competition, 

but their packs say “We promise that we’ll 

never use concentrates, preservatives, 

stabilizers, or any weird stuff in our drinks. 

And if we do you can tell our mums.” This 

implies that the competition uses some or 

all of these substances. 

Provocation You don’t always have to be liked to sell 

a lot. You may even consider trying to tell 

your audience not to buy the product, 

because it’s too expensive or out of their 

league. See what happens.
Stella Artois advertising, with its “Reassuringly 

Expensive” tagline, creates the impression 

that the beer is so ludicrously expensive 

that it achieves almost godlike status. 

Some radio advertising also provokes the 

audience by using annoying tunes and lyrics 

to convey messages and phone numbers 

that the audience will remember.

Intrigue 
A far more positive approach than FUDing, 

intrigue is a powerful technique for drawing 

in the audience. Show them something 

interesting and tell them there’s a secret to 

be told. 

Penguin Books use very striking photography 

in their press advertising, depicting highly 

dramatic and tense human scenarios, with 

the line “be here” applied subtly in lower 

case and their logo in the bottom right 

corner. It’s both intriguing and compelling, 

especially if you enjoy gripping novels. 

Gimmicks 

Promotional giveaways and eye-catching 

tricks such as clever folds in direct mail 

or an unusually located advertisement in 

a magazine can work if they are linked 

closely to the audience.

Running ads along consecutive pages 

can enable you to develop a sequence of 

messages that build to a punchline, and 

including a promotional item with a direct 

mailer can create lots of opportunities for 

hard-hitting or witty headlines.
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Let’s forget about being creative and get on with the job of writing advertisements. 
The creativity is inherent in the process, but if you try too hard to make your 
ad better than anyone else’s you’ll only skim the surface. Put all of your energy 
into understanding what presses your reader’s buttons, and then think about 
how to press them, which is the fun bit. 

You can brainstorm concepts on your own, but it’s more enjoyable and 
more dynamic to share the process with another creative thinker (usually a 
writer or graphic designer), especially with the guidance of an experienced 
creative director. As a beginner you’ll experience each brainstorming session 
as a one-off, bursting with new ideas, but there are patterns to this type of 
work and an experienced creative director will be able to distinguish between 
writing that is truly fresh and that which has been done before. 

 

A great deal of the effort that goes into direct mailers, and other forms of direct 
marketing, is put into strategic planning and media or list buying. Everyone on 
the team involved in the direct-marketing process is trying to profile the same 
audience. The strategists should lead the way, explaining to the client exactly 
who they are targeting and why. The media planners and buyers will then select 
the mailing lists from the many available from specialist list brokers, in order 
to reach as many members of the target audience as possible within the 
available budget.

This is all very helpful to you, because it provides lots of information about 
your audience, as well as how the piece of communication will reach them. If 
the mailer is inserted into a mainstream music magazine, study the readership 
profile and work out what it is they like about their magazine, then you can 
complement or mirror this. If it’s going through the mailbox alone it needs as 
much help as it can get. 

You don’t have many options with direct-marketing copy, because it has 
to be so immediate, so it makes sense to follow a pattern in most cases, as 
outlined below. By following this structure you can put all of your efforts into 
creating a truly new and appealing approach, and when you have a strong 
concept in mind simply organize the raw material into the structure provided. 

Copy structure for a direct mailer 
Each element has to burn 
brightly for a short time.

How creative do we have to be?

Direct marketing is about generating an immediate response

2.
A qualifying headline that

dominates the inside of the
mailer, continuing the theme,

with the sole purpose of
getting the reader to read

the body copy.

1.
A hard-hitting, compelling

headline, with the sole
purpose of persuading the

reader to open up the mailer
to find out more.

4. 
A very strong call to action,
with clear instructions and
a range of options, backed

by a compelling reason
to act immediately.

3.
Highly structured body

copy presenting the core 
argument, facts, and figures

as concisely and
compellingly as possible.
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Copy structure for a direct-mail cover letter
This is your chance to make friends with your reader. 

1. An engaging headline at the top of the letter,   
 clarifying the subject matter and promising 
 a discovery for the reader.

2.  A compelling opening paragraph that summarizes the core  
 argument and entices the reader to continue until the end 
 of the letter.

3. Two or three short paragraphs presenting the details of the   
 argument, highlighting all of the benefits outlined in your brief.

4. A call to action in the final paragraph, inviting the reader to 
 study the accompanying mailer or catalog, visit a website, 
 or respond directly.
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Selling uncooked pizzas is not 
the most obvious new business 
idea. However, with stimulating 
branding and a strong direct-mail 
campaign it seems like one of the 
best and most mouthwatering 
ideas in town, and the pizzas are 
flying off the shelves.
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 Clever Wally’s Manifesto
a.k.a The Raw Deal

Better ingredients make for better 
pizzas, so we source ours very 
carefully. 

Our certified free range chicken 
comes from Gloucestershire. 

Our dough is made slowly, 
every day, in-store, with extra 
virgin olive oil and Shipton 
Mill organic flour. 
The Wiltshire ham we use 
comes from free range pigs, 
fed on a healthy, natural diet. 

Fresh herbs are a world away 
from dried ones and we use 
masses of them. 

We only use real Mozzarella: 
a pizza isn’t a pizza without it. 

We spent years perfecting our 
tomato sauce, and now it’s, 
well, perfect. 

Once you’ve taken delivery of Raw, 
you won’t let another pizza through 
your door.

Leo: A man in a helmet will 
appear at your door. You will 
hand him a ten-pound note 
and he will exchange it for a 
raw pizza.
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he came over and leaned close to me and said,
“you know what? i didn’t want to drive anyway.”
he was so cute. like a little boy.
my big, strong, control-freak father suddenly looked just like a little boy.
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As a child, I realized I loved words. In second or 
third grade I was inspired by the idea that the 26 
letters of  the alphabet can be arranged to make 
people do an endless number of  amazing things 
like laugh, cry, swear, pray, propose marriage. It’s 
infinite. Yes, I always knew that I was interested 
in the power of  words, and always wanted to 
work with them in some way. 

I studied journalism as my main degree, 
because I thought I wanted to become a reporter. 
But I discovered that I didn’t like prying into 
other people’s private affairs when they had sad 
stories to tell or were experiencing trouble in 
their lives. I had a good nose for news and I 
somewhat enjoyed writing the stories, but I wasn’t 
comfortable with some aspects of  the research 
and interviewing process. Another thing I had to 
cope with was writing articles that were unbiased 
and without emotion, despite prying into people’s 
lives to get them.

My professors helped me shift to magazine 
writing and then other creative writing challenges. 
I liked how advertising let me use my instincts to 
understand how a consumer related to a product. 
Journalistic writing started to feel scientific in 
nature, following a dry order. It simply didn’t 
have enough empathy in it for me. 

So I went into the advertising program,  
and I bloomed. It was a general curriculum that 
gave me the whole picture—creative, production, 
planning, and account management. More than 
that, it helped me and the other students put 
together a portfolio, and source a list of  agencies 
to approach for work as a copywriter. I had a few 
interviews, and got lucky. I netted my first job at 
a small agency in Chicago. 

But I always wanted to work for DDB. I  
was pretty single-minded about that. So when  
I finished my first commercial, I took it over  
to DDB and said “will you hire me now?” 
Somehow, that did the trick. Now, I try to  
stay that passionate about coming in every  

day, because you are all only as good as your  
last assignment.

Even though I’m a manager of  people these 
days, I still like to write on occasion. I work on 
branding campaigns and tactical work for large 
companies including Safeway and LensCrafters. 
But how does that happen? The planners and 
account people bring the briefs to the creatives. 
We take it all in, use the products, and listen to 
the target audience talk about the product. We 
will eat the food, walk around the grocery store, 
shopping mall, or museum and absorb the 
experience as much as possible so we can let it 
all cook in our brains. You never know where 
inspiration will come from.

We challenge the client if  we experience 
something that seems amiss. Then we process 
the raw material, work up the messages, and 
come up with ideas until we feel like we’ve 
turned over every stone. We often put each 
idea on individual sheets of  paper—words or 
pictures—and stick them to the wall. 

After that, it’s best to walk away and let things 
hibernate. It’s like a “cocoon” phase and it lasts 
for a day or so. This is simply about leaving the 
thick of  it and returning later with fresh eyes. 
And often when you’re not even thinking about 
the assignment, the answer comes to you.

Normally, when we return to the work after 
the “cocoon” phase, everything gets assessed 
with a new sense of  clarity. Some of  it climbs 
to a higher plane and some of  it drops away. 
The good stuff  starts to have more zing, the 
excitement builds, and the words and visuals 
come more easily. 

Once the basics of  the concepts have been 
cracked the discipline expands and we can then 
add more detail and missing media options, 
such as direct-mail solutions, events, or online 
treatments. It is rare, but ideas that we threw 
away at an earlier stage sometimes can be 
folded into a different concept as things evolve.

Interview: Diane Ruggie, DDB 
Diane is a group creative director at DDB in Chicago. 
She has been at DDB for 23 years, working on international 
brands such as McDonald’s. Find out how she approaches 
her writing and learn from the techniques of  a proven master.
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We have two or three teams of  art directors 
and writer partners working simultaneously on 
the same brief. When they come to me saying 
“we have two ideas,” I know that they have had 
five or six on their shortlist. So I often ask them 
what else they have just to make sure the territory 
has been well mined.

The roles of  the art director and writer often 
switch during the early stages of  creating the 
concepts. If  a writer simply sits down and types 
up a television script for example, and then shares 
it with their partner, it’s too one-dimensional. 
Most media vehicles are visual, after all. Plus if  
you take the time to get the creative thinking 
right, the writing becomes straightforward. When 
I am the writer on an assignment it’s only after 
the concept is nailed down that I lock myself  
away to put the actual words on paper. It is often 
already written in the air before that.

I can recommend a little book by James  
Webb Young called A Technique for Producing 

Ideas. It describes the whole process of  
conceptualizing, explains a technique using 
index cards, and the right time to put ideas  
to one side to let them cook. This process  
works for any profession you’re in, even non-
creative ones. 

Just out of  graduate school I was interviewed 
for a job that was out of  my league, but I was 
trying to reach for the stars. I had sent my 
beginner’s portfolio out for a position in Paris. 
I couldn’t possibly do it because I didn’t speak 
French well enough, but I felt I had nothing 
to lose. I have always had a fascination and love 
for Paris. Soon the creative director in Paris 
called me. He said he couldn’t hire me, but 
explained that he could tell I had the feu sacré—
the sacred fire! After that I walked on air, and 
this compliment never left me. It gave me a 
huge boost of  confidence, and I recommend to 
any aspiring writer out there to stick your neck 
out. You may find out you have the feu sacré.

i kiss her cheek and call from 
the doorway, “goodnight mom.”
“goodnight honey,” she called 
back in an amazingly clear voice.
the only words she’s said to 
me all night.

when i calmed down it 
dawned on me
i’m 72 years old. donna is 51.
and she got lost today, 
no more than a block and a 
half  away from home.



In my current role I spend my time keeping 
everyone inside the factory gates making sure the 
people outside the factory gates get the picture. 
My main job now is writing e-mails, and the art 
of  copywriting has never been so important as 
in writing e-mails.

I had always felt comfortable with writing, 
but my first jobs were in account management. 
During this time I worked in partnership with a 
designer to create a “book,” a portfolio of  creative 
advertising—concepts in this case. We worked on 
briefs that we were given on D&AD workshops, 
where we also had exposure to presenting our 
work to advertising professionals, helping us 
learn how to show our work in its best light  
and how to handle criticism. 

If  you want a job in advertising, remember 
that they tend to look for teams: two problem-
solvers working together who respond with an 
“idea” for a theme or creative concept. Two heads 
are better than one, because you can bounce 
ideas around. One comes up with ideas, the 
other edits them, and the roles swap from one 
to the other. 

 “Begin strongly. Have a theme. Use simple language. 
Leave a picture in the listener’s mind. End dramatically.” 
Winston Churchill

You have to be able to capture the flavor of  
what you are trying to achieve. What we really 
do is turn company stories into a narrative that 
might be of  interest to an audience. The challenge 
is how to sequence the information so it is of  
interest. The media, all forms of  it, are a series 
of  influences that characterize behavior. Our 
copy is simply a series of  very, very short stories 
that are looking to rent space in people’s brains. 
It’s “mental rental.” We’re trying to create 
thoughts that last longer than others. 

Copywriting is commercial communication 
and it won’t work unless you engage people. You 

have to invite yourself  memorably into someone’s 
mind. Your approach is to do this in its most 
compressed form and then leave it for them to 
act upon. Didactic carpet-bombing doesn’t work 
any more. 

In the 1970s, advertising would say “buy this, 
we’re telling you why” and explain that this soap 
powder gives you the whitest wash. Today, some 
campaigns give the reader just a fraction of  the 
information, but the best approach is to leave just 
enough information for the target audience to 
work out the core message and get the satisfaction 
of  doing this. It is a relationship. Saying “do not 
smoke, it will kill you” won’t work. Saying 
“Cancer Cures Smoking” is far more effective, 
and is a perfect example of  a slightly cryptic 
advertising headline. That’s what makes it click. 

Antonio Damasio writes about the treatment 
during the Second World War of  people who 
had serious brain damage, and the discovery 
that even in cases where the majority of  the 
brain was missing—leaving only the emotional 
receptors at the front—perfectly rational 
decisions were capable of  being made. It is our 
emotions that steer our decisions. The Institute 
of  Practitioners in Advertising produces a 
compendium of  examples of  the most effective 
advertisements in terms of  sales. They publish 
10 or 12 case studies each year, focusing on the 
return on investment. Between 1994 and 2004 
they published 230 papers, and of  these nearly 
three-quarters of  the approaches used largely 
emotional ideas. When you are writing your copy 
you must speak emotionally to your audience; 
you are not some hack journalist rehashing a 
spec. Engage their interest by being relevant.

Think of  your engaging, emotional point as 
a dart. Your headline, the compressed summary 
of  the thought (for example “The ultimate 
driving machine”), is the sharp point. Your body 
copy, the sustained explanations that support the 
headline, is the feathers of  the dart. If  your 

Interview: Will Awdry, Ogilvy 
Will is a creative partner at Ogilvy, has been writing great 
advertising for decades, and leads the D&AD Writing for  
Advertising course. Here we learn how he got started in  
copywriting, and see how he approaches the challenges of   
advertising writing. Like many senior copywriters, he mainly  
oversees creative teams and only manages to write copy himself   
when he gets the chance in between his busy schedules.
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body copy is too brief  the dart loses its way; if  
it’s too heavy it won’t fly. Achieving the perfect 
balance is essential.

Humans are now very adept at understanding 
copy and the most rigorous editors of  all are the 
audience. The advertising community has broadly 
lost the trust of  the audience. It used to be British 
justice, but now it is French justice. Now you have 
to prove that your client is not guilty. 

Dove and the campaign for real beauty

 “I apologize for such a long letter, if  I had more time it 
would be shorter.” Blaise Pascal

The controlling thought for Dove is “real beauty.” 
The brand originated during the Second World 
War, when surgeons discovered that most bad 
gunshot wounds healed better when moisturized. 
Ten years ago Unilever expanded the brand, 
which is characterized by having 25 percent 
moisturizer, across all bodycare products. The 
seismic change began with the “campaign for 

real beauty”. This broke down stereotypes, 
catapulted the brand into mainstream 
consciousness, and boosted sales.

The trick, however, is not just to gain sales, it 
is to maintain them, and there is very little loyalty 
in most marketplaces. Products are given names 
such as “pro-age,” celebrating age, with the line 
“because beautiful skin has no age limit.”

A lightness of  touch and a certain freshness 
takes the messages beyond the hackneyed, and 
allows you to look at imagery differently. You 
cannot be a copywriter unless you are a strategist. 
You attack the problem. 

I read the brief, turn it over so that I can’t 
look at it, and then summarize it in one sentence, 
no matter how clunky or unworkable that 
sentence is. Then I write it large on a big sheet 
of  paper and stick this on the wall (this is how I 
get past the blank page). Then I think to myself, 
“it’s easy to do something better than that.” 

I might then write a short exposition, two 
or three lines to develop that thought, and 
sometimes a pithy line may emerge from this 

 “You cannot be a copywriter unless you 
are a strategist. You attack the problem.” 



that will become a key point. I then go for a walk, 
and consider how to approach this to bring it 
to life. 

I make sure I get to the end of  my first draft 
before I redraft it. From here it collapses in on 
itself  all the time, and everything “packs down” 
as I edit and revise the first draft. If  I don’t do 
this it looks overwritten and can easily take  
on the appearance of  slick “advertising-ese.” 
Copy needs to be quirky and surprising, and 
your choice of  words should come from outside 
the mainstream. 

 “There are just three rules for copywriting, but no one 
knows what they are.” Somerset Maugham

A great example of  good use of  copy is in 
the UK bookstore chain Waterstones. Tim 
Waterstone had the idea of  letting the staff  
include their “own choice” recommendations of  
books, where they write their own reviews by 
hand on preprinted cards that form a special 
display in the center of  the store. It is very 
personalized and many retailers are now 
copying this idea. 

Once people understand what you’ve 
written down, then you can play. Use imperatives, 
or questions, or whatever takes your fancy. The 
average vocabulary of  a typical adult in England 
is 43,000, in Italy it is 27,000 and in France 
25,000. This gives us lots of  opportunities  
to play games with words. 

Try these exercises if  you can’t get going. 
Think of  a slightly ludicrous audience, for 
example, Action Man or G.I. Joe. Write 50 words 
to him that explain the message you’re trying to 
communicate. If  he could write 50 words back 
to you, what would he say? Do this with 
understanding and a degree of  sensitivity. This 
will get the arguments flowing. Think about 
your favorite movie, then write the entire plot in 
sentences of  no more than three words. This will 

help you get to the nub of  what’s being said. 
Your arguments should be ordered, clearly 
identifiable, and sequential. This lets the 
audience know that you know what is going on in 
their lives. 

A campaign is a minimum of  three expressions 
of  an idea, running consistently throughout. You 
must have a call to action. If  you are not eliciting 
some form of  response it’s not working. This 
takes sensitivity. A bad stand-up comic or circus 
act will do the act and then stand back and wait 
for the applause. You have to make the response 
seem as unlike hard work as possible. If  the 
reader is saying “you’re asking us to do the hard 
work” he or she won’t respond.

There are two media types: lean forward and 
lean back. The first refers to readers who are 
seeking out information about your client—often 
online. They want to know, so tell them. The 
lean-back type is more passive, watching TV, 
sitting on the train, or listening to the radio in the 
car. You have to create interest. The bulk of  
copywriting is targeted at lean forward. 

Great copy uses visual words. In mainstream 
above-the-line copy you are fly-fishing for the 
audience’s heads, and need to be very brief. For 
example, David Abbott’s ad for the Economist—
“‘I don’t read the Economist,’ Management Trainee 
Aged 42”—gets the whole message across in a 
few simple words. After 25 years the campaign 
is still running and still wins awards. 
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The less personal, the less interesting
No: “This weedkiller will stop weeds from damaging your driveway”
Yes: “Doesn’t it drive you mad when weeds destroy your driveway? Well, you don’t have 
    to put up with this any more … ”

Make the message strong, clear, and simple
No: “Do you ever get the feeling that you are paying too much for your gas and electricity bills?”
Yes: “Looking for savings?”

Use intrigue or a promise to attract interest
No: “Reduce the appearance of wrinkles”
Yes: “Discover the secret of younger-looking skin”

Consider using strong sales-offer messages 
No: “Sunday Sale—big discounts”
Yes: “Amazing! Two for One on all items this Sunday! Wow!”

Present the benefits clearly, with subheads
No: “These children need your help”
Yes: “You can save the sight of these children”

Include a very straightforward call to action
No: “So why don’t you find out more?”
Yes: “Simply call 0800 123 456 now so you don’t miss out”

Give a reason to respond now, not later 
No: “You simply won’t find better”
Yes: “Don’t forget, this incredible offer ends this Sunday”

Use high-energy copy to create a buzz
No: “Britain’s ancient woodland has been in decline for many decades, for many reasons. 
  Many new woodlands are planted with fast-growing softwoods that stifle the local   
  habitat. Your donation will enable us to plant … ”
Yes: “It’s true that Britain’s ancient woodland is dying out, but it’s not too late. Together 
  we can restock many ancient woodlands with indigenous species and provide a 
  legacy for our grandchildren that we can be truly proud of … ”

The basics of mailer copy

Writing for advertising and direct marketing 
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The way to success with direct marketing is to send carefully crafted messages 
to a perfectly targeted mailing list. Perfectly targeted and completely current 
mailing lists are very expensive, but the alternative is to mail enormous quantities 
and play the numbers game. It’s your role to focus on the messages and ensure 
they are both relevant and interesting.

If a client is looking to increase sales through a direct-marketing campaign, 
the strategy could be to purchase a premium-quality list of high-net-worth 
individuals who each have the capacity to make substantial purchases. There 
may be 300 of these people in the designated catchment area, and the list—
guaranteed to be current and accurate—may be extremely expensive. This 
approach is favored by premium businesses with high-value offers because 
they are interested in communicating only with the wealthiest individuals. The 
cost per mailer in these situations can be enormous, but the potential returns 
mirror the initial investment. Writing for these is a very high-pressure job, made 
easier by the precise audience profile, which gives you plenty to work with in 
terms of establishing a relationship with the reader. This low-volume, high-
quality list gives you a clearly defined target audience to whom you can speak 
in their own voice, and use examples directly relevant to their lives.

An alternative could be to purchase a list of 30,000 middle-income 
households. You might get this list for the same price as the list of 300 high-
income prospects, but it will be a different type of audience, and the response 
rates will be much lower because the list may be slightly out of date or have 
other inaccuracies. As the writer, you can’t make too many assumptions about 
this broader and more generalized audience, so focus on the product or service 
instead, and settle for a more “catch-all” benefit statement. This high-volume, 
low-quality list gives you a broad and diverse audience, to which you’ll have 
to sell harder in order to deliver the right level of response. 

Depending on the quality and accuracy of the mailing list, direct marketing 
works on typical responses of 0.04 percent of the total mailed. Utilities 
companies commonly use high-volume mailers to offer cheaper deals on gas 
and electricity, for example. With the high wastage approach (buying cheap 
lists covering entire catchment areas), the preferred route is to send creatively 
written and designed postcards as the print and postage costs are far lower.

  

Relationship marketing focuses on retaining existing customers and building 
stronger relationships with them, and direct marketing—particularly with 
targeted mailers—is an excellent tool for developing existing customer relationships 
and increasing customer loyalty. 

By definition, your audience for a loyalty campaign will be current customers 
who have given permission for you to contact them. You know what they are 
like, and you know that they have previously bought into your brand and may 
want to know more. You simply want them to retain their loyalty to your brand 
by continuing to purchase. This makes the writing process more straightforward 
as there is less uncertainty and risk involved. As they are current customers, 
you could afford to take a more familiar voice than with your main marketing 
material, and rather than sell to them you can present your information to 
them clearly and calmly so that they continue to buy from you. 

Depending on your client’s customer information, you can operate highly 
targeted direct-mail campaigns. A retail client could mail a specific group of 
premium customers and invite them in-store for a special evening where they 
could meet a celebrity, get some tips from experts, see a preview of a new 

Be clear about the mailing process—it affects your copy

Direct marketing is a vital tool for relationship marketing

Writing for advertising and direct marketing
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line, or enjoy special discounts. You would write this using a different voice— 
being more personal and inviting—than if you were mailing the entire 
customer base with a more basic promotional offer. 

Variable data printing allows text in a print run to be changed to suit 
different readers. This can be as simple as running three or four variations of 
a text to suit different age or geographical profiles, or it can allow the name 
and personal details of readers to be printed within the document, as if it had 
been created solely for the recipient. As the copywriter, make sure that the 
message is as relevant and credible as possible—it’s not enough to use this 
technique as a gimmick. Your main challenge is to make sure that text reads 
smoothly with the permutations that may occur in a “mail merge.”

The majority of direct mail never gets read: sending a mailer to someone who 
has not requested it is about as random as communications can get. The 
point is that some of the people you mail will read it and respond positively, 
and as the writer this is all that matters to you. 

Your target audience is different at each stage in the writing process. At 
first, you are communicating to a general audience, many of whom are simply 
not interested. Some of these people will show an interest by reading your 
advertisement, and these readers form a different audience profile: they are 
the part of the audience that may well be prepared to put in a bit of effort to 
find out more, so write with them specifically in mind. You may need to keep 
your body copy short and sweet in order to appeal to as many readers as 
possible. Or you may decide to give them something more substantial in the 
form of a more detailed proposition. Well-crafted, long copy that presents a 
case, backs it up, and delivers a carefully constructed argument can win a 
lot of readers and convert many of these prospects into committed customers. 

Once you have completed your copy, leave it overnight, go home, and 
return to it with a fresh pair of eyes. As the writer you view it from a specific 
perspective; as the reader this will be very different. How does it work for you 
as a potential member of the target audience? What would you change? Does 
it work hard enough? This “next day” test is a vital part of the creative process. 

Your clients will always want to make amendments; it’s human nature. You 
have to consider whether proposed amendments improve or detract from the 
final effect, and argue your point strongly, from the point of view of the brief. 

The tighter your copy the better, so cut out unnecessary words. Previous 
generations hailed the merits of long copy in advertising and direct marketing, 
but more recent consensus seems to be to keep it as short and punchy as 
possible. Both are right, it’s simply a question of fitness for purpose. You have 
a split second to catch the attention of a newspaper reader flicking through its 
pages, and your creative concept has to hit home quickly. However, once you 
have the reader’s attention, you can work with it and can present your story.

For example, Clever Wally’s (pages 84–5) uses the headline “Pizza joint 
triggers ‘sensory excursions’” and subhead “West Londoners overwhelmed by 
raw power” to tease readers into the body copy: “‘I tore open the bag and 
found myself floating over rolling Cotswold hills. Below me, ripe, golden wheat 
swayed in the soft breeze,’ recounted a Hammersmith woman.” Your copy 
should project personality, and you must be prepared to add human touches 
wherever relevant, while sticking closely to your original copy brief.

 “One of  the first lessons 
our copywriters get is this 
lesson—you must make the 
product interesting, not just 
make the ad different. And 
that’s what too many of  
the copywriters in the US 
today don’t yet understand.”
Rosser Reeves 

Direct marketing is about filtering

No matter how good it is, edit it down
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This direct-mail piece is simple 
yet bold, incorporating a clear 
message with imagery that gives 
personality to the obsolete 
computer. The theme is expanded 
within the booklet, building to a 
strong call to action. 

I used to work in the financial world. I retired when I was five. 

They said I could get a new start—my hard drive would be triple 
wiped. I’d have an absolutely clean slate. 

Even my monitor friend didn’t 
become junk. His raw materials 
were recaptured and today he 
is part of  an airplane. 

My self-esteem got restored too 
when I heard about the check 
my old company got for me. I 
knew I had value.



Round-up

Direct marketing describes all communications that seek a direct response 
from the reader.

There are two challenges: reaching your audience and interacting with them.

The way to success with direct marketing is to send carefully crafted 
messages to a perfectly targeted mailing list.

Direct marketing is an excellent tool for expanding existing customer 
relationships.

The breakdown of traditional media has created a wealth of new ways of 
reaching the target audience.

To understand your client’s business you have to view it through the 
customer’s eyes.

Creativity is not about simply going off on a flight of fancy and painting  
grand concepts.

The early stages of developing your creative ideas will feel a bit strange.

Prepare two or three routes that you feel confidently address all of the main 
elements in the brief.

Consider whether any proposed amendments improve or detract from the  
finished effect.

Exercise: write an advertising campaign

Select a brand that you like or that is well known and collect some of their 
advertising and marketing material. (Use material from the copywriting 
exercises in chapters 1 and 2, if possible.)

Decide who the target audience is, what the core message is, and what the 
USP (Unique Selling Point) should be. Write a summary brief.

Brainstorm some visual and verbal concepts, then sift these down into two 
or three strong routes. 

Select the best route, and work up at least three creative treatments, each 
following the same style and tone, but each with an individual message. 
Maintain a clear division between all three. 

Draft some body copy and scamp some design treatments, using colored 
pens or a design program on your Mac or PC. Sit back and assess your work. 
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Case Study: Amnesty International 
Nick Holmes is the creative director and copywriter at graphic 
design agency Different Kettle in Bristol, UK. The agency is run 
by creatives and is focused on delivering great creative solutions 
by getting the brief  right from the very start. They have won many 
awards for their work, and have generated excellent responses 
through their direct-marketing activity. So how did Nick create this 
hard-hitting insert for Amnesty?
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There’s a man in Algeria 
who tortures people. It’s 
his job and he’s good at it. 
He uses a variety of  tools 
including broken glass and 
a blow torch.

An Iranian official is paid 
to kill people, including 
children. He’s been known 
to hang them in public 
streets.

All these people are real. 
They are all going about 
their business as you read 
this leaflet. They all want 
to carry on undisturbed. 

So they all share one 
hope: that you will not join 
Amnesty International.



The Objective:
create a generic fund-raising press insert 
We do a lot with Amnesty, and have a long history 
with them. They decided that they would run a 
creative pitch for their acquisition inserts, which 
were to appear mainly in the mainstream quality 
press. The brief was as simple as “we need a new 
insert that is not issue-specific and will not date.” 
This was a very open brief—we could write as 
much or as little copy as we felt we needed to.

The customer profile defined the audience as 
people who are well read and interested in current 
affairs. We were up against our previous work, and 
we decided to do something that was generic and 
wasn’t time-sensitive. We presented four concepts 
and the client developed two of them. One was 
a “hefty” read, consisting of an eight-page booklet 
debating the use of torture and whether it can ever 
be justified. The other concepts we used were 
about changing the news by joining Amnesty and 
making a difference. 

People always feel the need to describe the 
Amnesty tone of voice. The broad essence is about 
humanity, and about a movement of ordinary people 
standing up against injustice around the world. 
We could qualify the tone of voice as: “simplify, 
humanize, and make it easy to participate.” We 
don’t put tone of voice on our briefs, because if the 
brief is clear the tone of voice will inevitably follow. 
The tone of voice has to be true to the specific 
concept or idea.

Corporate guidelines can be inward-looking. 
As far as I am concerned, I talk differently to 
different people—to my children, to my colleagues, 
and to my friends—but I am still a consistent person. 
The best approach is to aim to avoid corporate 
speak at all times. 

Direct marketing is cruel because there is an 
immediate measure of success. We shelve this fear 
and instead of worrying about what the response 
will be we go back to the original creative idea and 
see how true we are being to it, looking for ways to 
enhance it and eliminating anything that detracts 
from it. We just think about this, not how many 
people are reading it, or the rules of direct marketing. 
Like any rules, it’s good to know them, but do be 
prepared to break them. Some rules say that with 
mail packs you should “always make accompanying 
letters long,” but sometimes we don’t have a letter 
at all. 

I think everything should be edited as tightly as 
possible in every case. It might still be a four-page 
letter, but it could have started as an eight-page 
letter. I’m a great one for rewriting and cutting. 
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The Approach:
developing copy and design in unison
The gold dust is in the raw material. It’s critical to 
have good material to work with, because although 
you’re being creative you are not making anything 
up. You can’t polish a turd. The background 
research and reading around the subject creates 
lots of great material. Sometimes if you read a fact 
there’s the creative concept staring you in the 
face. It’ll need crafting and shaping, but you know 
you’ve got the essence.  

We have an instinctive feel about what will work, 
but we sometimes disagree amongst ourselves. You 
can’t always predict how well a piece of marketing 
will perform, but if we’re not excited by it ourselves 
then we usually start again. 

We always work as a team, with an art director 
and writer working in close partnership, and share 
creative ideas. We develop the core design and copy 
concept, presenting this to the client before writing 
body copy. The copy at this stage consists of a main 
headline and our top-line thinking. In this case, our 
mock-up was almost exactly the same as the final 
version, and once they went with it the copywriting 
was simply about adding flesh to the bones. 

It wasn’t all plain sailing: the art director had to 
be talked around to our point of view on designing 
around the copy’s strength before we could present 
it to the client, as he felt there was not enough 
creativity in the design. Amnesty’s new guidelines 
included the use of fluorescent colors, which is 
where the pink lettering came from.

The concept’s strength was its simplicity. We 
know that no one wants to read inserts, so we 
played on this with the “throw this away” line. But 
then we very quickly had to tell the reader what 
this is all about—as soon as they open it up. 

The Result:
generating good responses 
The insert has done really well. The client seldom 
expects the inserts to pay for themselves, but on 
the first outing this insert appears to be bringing in 
more than the cost of the whole campaign (donors 
pay by direct debit and it takes a while to properly 
assess the full response). 

It is interesting to consider the criteria for what 
is “working” and “not working.” We did an arms-
control pack raising awareness of arms sales. It 
won lots and lots of awards, but it wasn’t one of the 
client’s hardest-working appeals. It is more difficult 
to raise money in some subjects than others, and 
it’s not always due to the creative treatments. 
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Case Study: MemoMind Pharma
Steve Wexler runs one of  the most successful direct-marketing 
copywriting firms in the US. He has been writing copy for 20 
years, initially for catalogs, and now specializes in writing for 
direct marketing. He employs 11 copywriters in his creative studio, 
which also includes two sizable design teams, and believes in the 
power of  closely linking words and imagery. He tells us how his 
studio improved upon the results of  a successful direct mailer. 

It is a sophisticated doctor’s 
formula shown to reverse up to 
10 years of  memory decline in 
as little as 30 days!

In less than one month, my 
memory went from terrible 
to incredible.

N-PEP-12 in MemoProve has 
been shown to strengthen and to 
“re-connect” neural connections 
in the brain.
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The Objective:
generate improved response from 
a successful mailer
MemoMind Pharma have successfully promoted their 
neuropeptides memory pill by mailing a 12-page 
supplement with articles on memory enhancement 
to their customer base. The control mailer that had 
been proven to deliver the best responses was an 
8½ x 11 in (21.6 x 27.9 cm) “magalog” (a cross 
between a magazine and a product catalog). 

We test lots of formats using alternative headlines 
and measuring responses. The challenge is always 
to improve the control; this is hardest of all when 
it was your own work! We always start by taking 
a thorough creative brief. After this, I outline the 
project, write some initial headers and subheaders, 
and art direct the layout and structure. The writers 
and designers then fill in the pieces.

The cover, which is prime real estate, was 
loaded with promises (which every magazine from 
Cosmopolitan to the Enquirer uses heavily) about 
the benefits of memory enhancement, so we looked 
at the format, and decided to test different sizes, 
which let us set copy in larger point sizes. 

The Approach:
the benefits of  different formats
When you’re creating direct marketing, leave your 
ego at the door—our work is not going to be 
hanging in the Louvre. Remember that the design 
has to sell the message. Every element of direct-
marketing design should push readers to the end 
sell, so the designer should read the copy fully and 
understand exactly what it is that they are selling. 
Some get this and some don’t. (If you’re a designer 
and you get this, you get a much larger salary!)

It is important to develop the copy and design 
solutions together. If direct marketing were a sales 
representative, graphic design would be his or her 
suit and style, and copy would be his or her sales 
messages. It is often underappreciated that design 
has to create something that sends a message 
across visually. Graphic design and conceptual 
images can overshadow a message: it can be more 
interesting to look at them and ignore the copy.

It is all about presenting a compelling concept. 
It’s important to work with images that will inspire 
your end prospect. I will sometimes visit a picture 
library and search for a compelling picture that 
relates to the message in a brief, and write copy 
around it. It is very difficult to do this the other way 
around. You have to tailor the message to the 
audience, and make it clear what’s in it for them.

The memory enhancement supplement is 
designed to look and feel like a quality magazine. 
It has newsstand quality and a high perceived value 
(it included the price tag of US$3.95/CAN$4.50 in 
the top right-hand corner). It includes a range of 
different editorial angles, each one leaning toward 
the proven benefits of the memory pill, for example 
looking in detail at its ingredients or showcasing a 
series of testimonials about its effectiveness. 

The copy focused on believability, legitimacy, 
and sales points. Believability came as much from 
design treatment as copy, which included powerful 
testimonials from credible people explaining how it 
worked for them, such as “Wow! What a difference 
MemoProve has made. I am more alert than I’ve 
ever been. It’s almost hard for me to realize how 
‘mentally slow’ I had been for so long.” The 
credentials of clinical physicians and findings of 
medical studies give the messages legitimacy: 
“Clinical trials on MemoProve stunned researchers 
when results surfaced in not the usual three to six 
month time frame, but in 30 days!” Sales points 
give readers some of the best promises they’ll get. 
As well as offering free samples, the copy promises 
“to reverse 10 years of age-related memory loss.” 

We set the mailer in different sizes, the largest 
being a tabloid. Each had the same copy and design; 
in the larger formats everything was proportionally 
bigger. For the tabloid we had to create an extra 
four pages as it had to be a minimum of 16 pages. 

The Result: 
the larger copy sizes generate the 
best response 
The tabloid format, with its increased font size and 
larger images, delivered even better results than the 
control mailer, making the most expensive format 
the one that delivered the best return on investment. 

We mail-tested with lower numbers than the 
usual mass mailing; the tabloid won significantly. 
When it was rolled out to the full list there was a 
huge increase in response, so it became the control 
mailer. There aren’t usually many quality brochures 
in the mail because they are expensive, so this is 
a real point of difference. When mail came, the 
quality-printed tabloid became the wrap people used 
to carry the rest of their mail in. 

The bigger type made the copy easier to read 
for our audience, who are in the older age range, 
and removed anything that might stop them in 
their tracks when reading the messages. Whatever 
you do, don’t let anything stop your readers in their 
tracks—let the flow of the messages continue and 
you’ll get the best responses.



Writing for retailing 
and products

Large-scale retailing is fast-paced and furious. 
Time is of  the essence and new promotions can be 
required every week, in multiple forms. Clear, 
positive interaction with the shopper is the key to 
success, and this requires strict control and careful 
management of  customer messages. The challenge 
is knowing who you are writing for and what  
their mindset is—essentially they are looking for 
something and you are making it easier for them 
to find it. In this environment people vote with their 
feet—all you have to do is keep them on your side. 
Every retailer has a personality, brand characteristics, 
and product lines, so if  your writing reflects these 
you’ll be creating maximum customer interest. Products 
are the lifeblood of  retailing and good product copy 
is essential—get this right and you’ll be boosting 
the success of  the product and the store.
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Like any other business, retailing is about making profits, in this case by 
selling products to customers who visit your premises or website. The more 
you sell, the bigger your profit. Whatever retail format is used, the retailer 
wants the customer to come back as often as possible. The better the 
relationship created with the customer, the more products the retailer will  
sell. Every relationship thrives on good communications, and your objective  
as copywriter is to present the core messages in a way that fosters strong 
customer rapport. 

Products play an active role in the communications chain by attracting 
the customer’s eye and promoting their benefits in the most appealing way.

This tone-of-voice guide for 
Wishes, part of UK Cancer 
Research, is fresh, appealing, 
and easy to understand, and  
best of all it doesn’t just say 
what the copy style is, it 
demonstrates it in the process. 

The hierarchy of retail communication
Dividing the mass of retail briefs into categories 
or types is a good way to break down the task 
of writing and to profile the customer accurately 
at every step. 

The categories are:

1.
External messages

giving customers reasons 
to visit the store

2.
Welcoming and

directional messages 
helping them to locate

their section

3.
Promotional messages 
offering alternatives, 
additional items, and 

discounts

4.
 Front-of-pack

messages presenting
the product’s benefits

to them

5.
Back-of-pack

messages persuading
them to buy into the

brand more

What is retailing about?
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Retailing is a simple process. Stores invite the public onto the premises and 
serve their needs as well as they possibly can. It’s a fundamental relationship. 
The problem is that the customers are free to go wherever they like. Retailers 
don’t expect 100 percent market share, but they do need regular and repeat 
custom. While many struggle and fail, the retailer who understands the 
marketplace in detail and depth, and works hard to give customers exactly 
what they want, in the way they like it best—whether it’s bargain deals or 
luxury goods—will succeed.

Retail design is highly sophisticated, bursting with graphic displays, marketing 
promotions, and eye-catching products—all carrying messages as part of the 
mission to “delight the customer” and “exceed expectations.” Most retailers 
use some form of copy to attract more people into their store, to sell more of 
certain items, and to encourage them to spend more than they were planning 
to. Satisfied shoppers will be inclined to return to the places they like and make 
repeat purchases. If you’re writing retail copy your objective is to help create a 
strong sense of place, of belonging, comfort, and familiarity that the shopper 
will recognize, enjoy, and feel at home with.

Whether within a local or specialist store run by a friendly shopkeeper or 
for chains of larger stores, messages that guide or inform the customer and 
show the retailer’s personality greatly enhance the service provided by sales 
assistants. Shoppers don’t always want direct assistance, but will absorb the 
written messages posted around them as they browse, and will get to know the 
retailer and the products better. This helps to build a strong relationship with the 
customers—it’s your role to pitch the message to them in the right tone of voice.

Writing individual customer messages, from promotional offers to in-store 
advertisements, from directional signage to customer service promises, is not 
too difficult in itself. These could be identifying different parts of the store (men’s, 
children’s, outdoor, bargains, etc.), highlighting where to pay, or explaining a 
price offer next to a product line. These messages usually require short, plain, 
and simple copy (the sort that you feel anyone could write, but that actually 
requires a great deal of effort to perfect). 

Turning a passive fascia  
into active advertising, this 
innovative approach presents 
compelling messages to the 
external customers as well as 
flagging up the brand cues. 

 “In the 1960s, if  you 
introduced a new product 
to America, 90 percent  
of  the people who viewed 
it for the first time believed 
in the corporate promise. 
Then 40 years later if  
you performed the same 
exercise less than 10 
percent of  the public 
believed it was true.  
The fracturing of  trust  
is based on the fact that 
the consumer has been  
let down.”
Howard Schultz, 
founder of Starbucks

Your messages should help create a sense of place

It’s not just about each message, it’s the in-store “clutter” too



Writing for retailing and products 105

This type of writing is all about the best use of one or two words. For 
example, is there a better way to say “3 for 2”? Should the message be “Buy 
two get one free!” or “Three for the price of two!” or “Save 33% when you buy 
three!” and how do we explain the rule that it’s the lowest-priced item that is 
the free one? Is there a better way of saying “Cheapest item free”? Do 
customers now know what BOGOF (buy one get one free) means, and can we 
just slap BOGOF next to a product line? Not only are these surprisingly knotty 
problems to tackle, but a lot of senior people, all with ideas of their own, will 
have to sign off the copy. This is less about creative writing, and more about 
the best—and most appropriate—use of language. Your role is to control the 
language used to ensure that it remains on-brand and is also as succinct and 
clear as possible. You would probably recommend “3 for 2 (cheapest item is 
free),” sacrificing your urge to create something wonderful and unique to the 
cause of impact and maximum take-up.

After all of the sweat and tears that can go into creating and signing off a 
new promotional line, you can be caught out by the “clutter” of in-store customer 
messages. Visit a branch of any major retailer and you could find promotions 
from last month still on display, next to this month’s. You could find homemade 
promotions displayed next to your national campaign (store managers like to 
do it their way), bits of other promotions mixed in with yours, or bits taken off 
(store staff can do a lot with the bits of display material they receive from head 
office). You may also find supplier-funded promotions clashing with all of this, 
confused even more by the directional signage. In a sea of cardboard, most 
messages will become soggy and drown.

These issues are all to do with proper and efficient store management, 
together with central control of the messages being created. The way in which the 
head office and stores communicate with each other is also a vital component. 
All of this is out of your hands. As the writer, all you can do is try to be aware of 
this bigger picture at all times, and to ensure that while the individual promotions 
may fight for space, they do not clash with or compete against each other. 

Many supermarkets and warehouse-style retailers work to a system or 
hierarchy (in the form of a basic grid or table that categorizes customer messages 
into three or four types and prescribes how each will be written) that arranges 
their messages into clear levels and categories, with strict rules that have to 
be maintained. This is sometimes referred to as a brand matrix. This is very 
restricting, and can be extremely frustrating for you, because your writing will 
come out looking the same as everyone else’s and you will have no room to 
think laterally. However, it does ensure that the overall effect of the myriad 
messages will not overpower the customer. 

In-store messages can achieve the following:

3.
promise them
good deals

6.
give them rewards in

the form of discounted
prices or offers

5.
direct them around

the store 

4.
create and hold

their interest 
2.

welcome the customers
as they come in

1.
help to set the scene from

the external viewpoint

7.
encourage them
to return, soon 
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Typical in-store retail promotions Vouchers &gift certificatesA good reward mechanism for

customers, these bring them back for

a repeat visit, and they may tell their

friends too. Promote these on the range

of choice a voucher offers—“you get

exactly what you’re looking for”— 

and encourage the customer to think

about the possibilities they present.

Themed campaigns

These usually have a charitable

theme, such as raising money

for a worthy cause linked to the

retailer’s marketplace. Don’t milk it,

just present the facts and benefits

under a strong headline.

Free samples

You can’t expect people to take a

chance with a new product, so let

them try it out. In-store tastings, or

free samples to take home, are very

effective ways to launch a product.

Your writing for these promotions

should be evocative and exciting.

Store card
Regular customers love their store

cards, but only if they know exactly
how they work and how to get the
best from them. Explain all of this 
by processing the details and

cutting them down into a veryshort checklist.
In-store events

These usually take place when the

store is closed, and can be extremely

profitable if the best customers are invited.

Celebrities (chefs, hairdressers, etc.)

are a big pull, but so is the chance

to preview new lines or get extra

discounts. Give this the big sell.
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BOGOF & discounts

Buy one get one free, two for one, three
for two, percentage savings—they all

give the customer a reward that will help
build loyalty and repeat business. Keep

your copy simple, make sure the offer is
clear, and don’t clash with other deals.

Bargains

Everyone loves a bargain, so make

the most of end-of-line promotions or

discounted lines by shouting about

them. You can go to town on the “last

chance to get these prices” or “hurry,

when they’ve gone they’ve gone”

angle, but always stay on-brand.

Advice & insight

Top tips from an expert (in-house

or external—possibly you) are very

popular with customers. This gives

them the ideas and confidence to

continue shopping. Lists can be

compiled using your own research

if necessary.

Supplier-funded 

These are jointly branded offers with

a key supplier. You’ll need to strike

a balance between the tone of voice

of the retail client and the supplier’s

brand, so it is best to write in a clear

and straightforward tone of voice.

Loyalty promotionsYou can’t get real loyalty—this is only

shopping—but you can encourage

repeat visits by offering a reward for

buying more of a specific item. Keep

your copy short and to the point,

but present the benefits clearly
and strongly.

Introduce a friend

This is an effective way of expanding 

a customer base without changing

your customer profile. Make sure 

the reward for the customer who

introduces a friend is appealing and

use a peer-to-peer voice; don’t talk

down to the customer.
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“My love of  writing came to 
 me at college by chance.”
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I work mainly as a copywriter, but look after 
some design elements, such as the way messages 
are set out and the colors we use for signage. 
The creative side of  copywriting drew me to 
advertising after university. I found so much in 
it: the business angle, the graphic design 
element, the need to write in an artful way,  
but in a different form to pure poetry. 

I do write personally; I like to explore core 
words and their definitions. I always wanted to 
know where words come from and like the process 
of  copywriting. Some find it painful, but for me 
it is a free-flowing experience. When I’m looking 
at a brief  I usually find a phrase, word, or idea 
pops into my head. I prefer typing because I can 
write faster and keep up with my thoughts more 
easily. I am constantly editing copy for Half  Price 
Books, and I write a lot of  it too. At every reread 
I edit the copy to make it as concise as possible. 
The concept might come out quite quickly, but 
the best lines are crafted in the editing process. 

Half  Price Books is our retail business, and 
Texas Bookman is our wholesale business. Writing 
for Texas Bookman requires a shift in style into 
business-to-business language. The copy still draws 
on the same emotions and techniques, but takes 
a gearshift in terms of  the brand personality. 
We are experimenting with the voice to make it 
different from Half  Price Books. 

Our “Love, cherish and let go” campaign was 
very exciting. Half  Price Books buys as well as sells 
second-hand books, but found the majority of  
customers weren’t selling books back. The brief  
was to get them to start selling too. During the 
campaign—featuring lines such as “Already been 
where no man has gone before? Sell your sci-fi 
books.”—the guys in the stores were overwhelmed.  
People who had never sold back before were 
bringing boxes and boxes. The operations end 
of  the business was delighted with the response!

I worked on the campaign with a senior art 
director, who also works in-house. We spent time 

in stores observing our customers’ behavior—
we observed where they went when they came 
into the store, which is why messages are right on 
the shelf  next to their books. This research gave 
us this new information, which led to the creation 
of  the new campaign.

With retail signage, customers do not look 
above eye-level. All of  our messages were 
positioned at eye-level, and we made each one 
specific to the genre, with lines such as “Is the 
suspense killing you? Sell us your thrillers.” and 
“All better now? Sell us your self-help books.” 
The campaign tagline was “Let go.” 

We ensured that the campaign featured 
pure copy by setting each on a single-color 
background without any imagery. It was a tough 
job to convince the creative director not to include 
any imagery or photographs—these things usually 
feature a photoshoot of  people with books. We 
used four colors only, and we found that it was 
most successful when positioned at eye-level and 
when the copy just spoke a simple message. 

We presented just the one creative idea to 
the marketing team. There was some resistance 
because it was a new approach not to use imagery, 
and was felt to be less of  a hard sell, because 
the message was “sell us your books.” We argued 
that we have to give the customer credit that 
they’ll understand. 

Another award-winning campaign was our 
“Banned Books Awareness” promotion. The lines 
used were deeper than the boss thought customers 
could grasp, but everyone liked them. They felt 
rewarded when they read lines such as “Banned 
Books Week. Celebrate the freedom to read with 
one of  these hot books.” and “Side Effects of  
Reading Banned Books may include laughing, 
crying, questioning, anger, gratitude, and learning.”

My advice to young writers is to listen to 
your own voice even when working for a client— 
it may have been the spark that got you the job 
in the first place. 

Interview: Meredith Mathews, Half  Price Books 
Meredith is the in-house copywriter at Half Price Books, based 
in Dallas, Texas, the largest second-hand book dealer in the US. 
She won the Retail Advertising Conference award in 2007 from 
the Retail Advertising and Marketing Association for her retail 
merchandising campaign, which is based around strategically 
located signs featuring carefully targeted messages relating to the 
products on their shelves.  
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I tend to work a lot with Richard, my creative 
partner and one of  the three founders. We’re 
old friends, so we’re good at talking and having 
ideas. We share the same ideals, ethics, and 
beliefs, and the copy we write is natural and 
honest, like a conversation you might have with 
your friends or your mom. I just write it as I say 
it or think it. And I try to question the accepted 
way of  doing things. In every bit of  our business, 
from copywriting to how we make the drinks, 
we’ve been told “you can’t do this” from the 
voices of  experience. And we’ve usually found 
that there is another, more innocent way.

Before we settled on “Innocent” the company 
was called “Fast Tractor.” Labels exist to prove 
this, though they’re locked in a cupboard. We 
liked Fast Tractor because it suggested freshness 
(to us at least). We also considered “Naked” and 
“Nude,” but at the time they were all just words. 
We didn’t really have a clue about building a 
brand. But things have changed. These days we 
use the word “innocent” as an adjective, asking 
ourselves “is this innocent?” when judging our 
work, words, behavior—everything really.

I now have a wider role as Head of  Creative. 
We have our own internal agency, which I help 
to run, though I also work with external agencies 
when the need arises. When we work with agencies  
we try to work collaboratively—we have a really 
clear idea of  how we want to look and feel, and 
I think/hope that agency creatives like working 
with people who have that clarity. I’ve learned 
loads from working with agencies—I’ve worked 
with some of  the best creatives that there are, 
and have pinched loads of  tips on how to get to 
the best work.

Policing and editing our copy is an instinctive 
process. I can give general guidelines and tips 
but it is really difficult to define. If  you held a gun 
to my head, I would say that the Innocent voice 
is natural, honest, and engaging. We once spent 
a whole day analyzing our tone only to come up 

with nothing much that we couldn’t have decided 
in five minutes.

Our tone of  voice is simply the result of  us 
being a group of  friends trying to make each 
other laugh, which is still my aim. I can’t write 
for everyone in our audience, old and young, 
north and south. So I don’t try to. I’d end up 
with something less than average if  I tried to 
please everyone.

I don’t like the word “consumer.” It suggests 
a predictable group of  people who will jump if  
the advert tells them to jump. I like being an 
individual and my behavior can be unpredictable, 
and I guess that goes for most other people out 
there. People see through “clever” attempts to 
change their behavior, so I would rather present 
information in a simple, clear way and let people 
make up their own minds. 

Lots of  packaging is over-designed in my 
opinion. Every pack on the shelf  shouts at you, 
especially in our bit of  the market, with pictures 
of  fruit and messages telling you to have your 
five [servings of  fruit and vegetables] a day. We 
try to politely sit there and behave ourselves,  
and in the beginning being the quiet one got us 
noticed. Ultimately, we let our drinks do the 
talking and make sure our labels are calm and 
polite, and then when you flip the product over 
you get a nice surprise. But no pack, however well 
designed, can mask a bad product, and so we know  
that 95 percent of  the success of  our business 
lives and dies by the quality of  our ingredients 
and recipes.

We try to have a conversation with our drinkers.  
That means it’s a two-way thing. People e-mail 
us or call the banana phone—we get hundreds 
of  calls/e-mails every week, quite often from 
people who are just up for a chat. The first e-mails 
that came through, which were from the first 
few passionate drinkers, helped us to form the 
voice. These people love the stuff  and we made 
friends, which helped us to find out all about 

Interview: Dan Germain, Innocent Drinks 
Dan used to be an English teacher, and always enjoyed writing. He 
was always a “bit of  a show-off” and found writing to be a good way 
of  expressing himself. He joined his friends, the three founders of  
Innocent Drinks, as their fourth employee and has been looking after 
the tone of  voice and copywriting for this fresh and exciting brand 
ever since. The messages on their packs have been a key part of  their 
success, so what exactly is Dan up to and how does he do it?
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Innocent Smoothies contain only 
the purest and freshest fruit. 
No concentrates, preservatives, 
or additives of  any kind. And 
they’re made and delivered daily. 
Now that’s out of  the way I’m 
using the rest of  this space for a 
personal message: Brian, if  you’re 
reading this, do you want to 
come to the zoo next Thursday? 
My boss is on a training thing, so 
it’s all cool. They’ve opened the 
new penguin bit and apparently 
one of  the pandas is expecting. 
I’ve taped this wing mirror to a 
stick so you don’t have to stand 
on a box or wear those tall shoes 
or anything. Call me.

Buddha—now there was a nice 
chap. Never said a bad word 
about anyone, and always kept 
his stereo at a respectable 
volume so as not to disturb the 
neighbors. Even had his life 
saved by some yoghurt once—
after losing consciousness whilst 
fasting, a lady brought him back 
from death by feeding him 
some. We find that our thickies 
bring us back to consciousness 
at around 11am, just when we 
need a bit of  sustenance to help 
us through till lunchtime, but 
please don’t let us dictate when 
you should drink them. Choose 
your own path. Om.
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the people who drank our drinks, and why they 
drank them. I used to sit there and e-mail them 
all day long. Those were the days.

These days it’s not just me writing the copy. 
We have a small group of  people writing copy 
for our packaging—a few people at Innocent 
plus a motley crew of  people I’ve met along the 
way who just fancied having a go. We write a 
brief  and then everyone goes off  and writes a few 
labels every few months. It’s good to include an 
external voice or two. Keeps things interesting. 
We change the copy on our packs four times a 
year. We generate over two hundred individual 
messages every year, so we hope that you always 
get a new one whenever you pick up one of  
our drinks.

The reality of  what we do is so much more 
important than image. We’re creating a reality, 
and it is easier and more effective to write the 
way we do because then we don’t have to make 
anything up.

And it’s this fact that I often return to.  
We have a solid, well-run, copper-bottomed 
business, and that allows us to write what we 
fancy on the packs, on the Web, or wherever  

our words appear. If  we delivered late, made 
dodgy recipes, or if  they just tasted rubbish,  
the silly chat on our packaging would become 
plain annoying.

 “I just write it as I say it or think it.”
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It’s the retailer’s job to lay out the store with clear sections, logical product 
grouping, and attractive displays. As part of the creative team it is your role to 
attract interest so that the shopper doesn’t miss the rewarding offers, promotions, 
or brand propositions. Your touchstone is brevity and control—every display 
must be eye-catching and easy to understand. Above all, create a strong sense 
of atmosphere, interest and ideas by making sure that every message is 
consistently in the same tone of voice, reinforcing the retailer’s core brand values. 

As a customer, being bombarded by sales messages when all you want to 
do is find a product can be enough to make you walk out of a store before you 
even begin to shop. Every shopper will have similar specific requirements: they 
want to locate what they’re looking for, be presented with a choice of similar 
brands and products, pay for their choice without any hassle, and leave feeling 
satisfied. This complete process (from entering to leaving the store) is usually 
called the customer journey, and the messages that guide and support this 
journey are essential components of good retailing. 

Visit any leading supermarket or large-scale retailer and look carefully at 
their brand icons, taglines, and price ticketing—you’ll see they are using a 
value-pricing system of one form or another. It will be based on a matrix that 
separates the core customer messages into a clear hierarchy, organized so 
that they’re not vying for attention with each other and so that the customer 
picks up distinct directional, brand, product, and promotional messages at the 
right time on the journey through the store. 

Smaller retailers can adopt a similar approach, often more easily, as they 
don’t have to use every element, and they will have greater flexibility and less 
formality. If you let products sit quietly on the shelf you are relying on the 
customer to discover them. Use posters or shelf messages to point out key items 
and their benefits and you’re likely to attract impulse purchases. Go for the 
“wow” factor—try to give the customer a reason to purchase. A good approach 
is to preprint blank tickets, posters, and signage so that your messages can 
be overprinted and put up in-store quickly and cheaply, enabling the store 
to operate short-term promotions and display very topical, specific, and 
timely messages. 

Key elements in a value-pricing system
All retailers take their own approach to communicating quality, 
value, and service. Many focus on low prices, and most 
value-pricing systems will incorporate the following elements:

3. Value pricing 
a fixed-format price system 
featuring a graphic device, 
consistent color and some 
basic supporting copy.

1. Value icon 
a logo or graphic device 

that represents the store’s 

everyday competitive prices.

2. Brand tagline a memorable sign-off line 
that encapsulates the store’s 
everyday value for money.

4. Offer pricing
an alternative version of the 

value price-point tickets that 

highlights a short-term offer.

5. Special offer a further alternative version that shouts out about an exceptional customer offer. 

Support the customer’s journey
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The style and tone of voice you use must represent the client’s brand 
accurately and be concise, clear, and easy to understand. If a retail brand is 
youthful, wacky, cutting-edge, cool, or funky you have a license to write your 
copy accordingly, but don’t lose sight of the function of your messages. If it’s 
well respected, established, and sophisticated your voice must reflect this.  
If it takes time for customers to work out the meaning of your message they 
probably won’t bother, so cut your copy down to the bone, use as few words 
as possible, and be prepared to sacrifice your juicy creative lines for 
straightforward guidance if necessary. For example, if you’re tempted to write 
“This delicious, aromatic Blue Mountain coffee is supplied to us exclusively 
and we grind the beans freshly on the premises for you. It’s Fairtrade 
approved and we keep the prices as low as possible. Try a cup for free before 
you buy your supplies for home!” consider this as an alternative: “Freshly 
ground, exclusive Blue Mountain Fairtrade coffee. Enjoy a free cup now when 
you buy 1lb!” This is a reduction from 46 to 16 words!

Your customer’s journey in, around, and out of the premises actually begins 
outside the store, with the enticing advertising and external messages you use 
to attract attention and draw in passing shoppers. A lot of effort and attention 
goes into the design of store window displays, but despite this many customers 
don’t pay much attention to the detail they contain. They are either driving or 
walking past, while others will be heading into the store anyway. Either way, 
passersby do not have much time to stop and absorb complicated messages. 
Use short, punchy words, and as few as possible, remembering to reflect the 
brand’s personality at all times.

The key elements in guiding the customer journey

Understanding the customer journey

 “If you do build a great 
experience, customers tell 
each other about that. Word 
of mouth is very powerful.” 
Jeff Bezos

External signage and window displays 

giving a reason to come inside



Shelf-edge 
messages 
flagging up
product benefits 
and offers 

High-level
hanging signs 

locating departments 
and sections

Mid-level
hanging signs 
flagging up
promotions
and offers

Store doorways and entrances 
welcome and basic directions
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Customer Journey 1
Window displays

Customer Journey 2
Store entrance

 
 

Customer Journey 3
Directional signage

 
 

Customer Journey 4
Hanging signs

 
 

Customer Journey 5
Eye-level merchandising 

 

Customer Journey 6
On shelf

Customer Journey 7
Easy purchasing

The store window is, in effect, a billboard advertisement and you should 
approach the copy in the same way as any other external advertisement: keep 
it short and make it compelling (by flagging up a single, overriding benefit). 
The sales points you are making must be clear from across the road, at a 
single glance. Boil the messages down to their ultimate essence—all you need 
to do is entice people into the store to find out more.

Depending on the layout of the store it makes sense to take the opportunity 
to display a welcome or brand message at the entrance to the store. This 
can be a good way to give visitors a sense of the brand that sets the scene for 
their overall experience in the store. Consider putting up a “goodbye and 
thanks, see you soon” message here too, facing the customers as they leave—
politeness is always well received. 

Once people are inside the store they will need direction to product areas. 
Card signs hanging from the ceiling are an excellent method for flagging up 
these sections, although they are not particularly efficient ways of running 
promotions: customers rarely—if ever—look above head height once they 
know where they are in the store. It’s best to focus your efforts on the shelf-
edge, eye-level, and end-of-aisle messages—otherwise, you could waste a lot 
of time on messages that will literally go over everyone’s heads. 

Large retailers often operate two levels of hanging cards: high- and mid-level. 
High-level hanging cards are best for identifying the sections of the store, and 
it’s best to simply flag up a single word, or perhaps two. Mid-level hanging 
signage is good for messages linked to seasonal promotions (Mother’s Day, 
Valentine’s Day, Easter, Thanksgiving, Christmas, skiing season, summer 
season, and so on) or other promotional marketing messages, as they can be 
seen from a distance and can lead customers over. The high-level signage 
requires very basic copy, simply to name the sections, so resist the temptation 
to use them for creative concepts as this can undermine the clarity of the 
directional messages. 

The next stage of the customer journey that concerns you as the copywriter 
is at eye level, and has to clearly identify the products and their prices, and 
support this with relevant details of any offers or specific product benefits.  
It makes sense to use a consistent format for layout, colors, and copy, so 
that your customer can find the relevant information as quickly and easily 
as possible. 

Extreme simplicity and clarity are key at the shelf edge. If your client operates 
a defined value-pricing system this will give you a format for the price tickets 
that should allow every price to be displayed boldly and clearly. Consider 
including a few short “bullet points,” highlighting the distinguishing features 
and core benefits offered by each item. This will help to generate interest by 
enabling comparisons and encouraging customers to try new products and 
more expensive brands. 

Once customers have found what they are looking for, and have browsed the 
store and seen the promotions, they need to pay and leave. It is essential that 
the location of the cash registers and exits are very clearly signposted from all 
locations within the store. You don’t want to lose the sale at the last minute 
because the customer has become frustrated. 
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Customers don’t always know 
how to shop a line, or how to 
differentiate one product from 
another, and Fairacre Farms have 
taken a simple and extremely 
effective approach to explaining 
theirs. The results are practical, 
and because of this they are 
highly compelling too.
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It’s always great to find someone 
having fun with their copy, and 
Loseley know that ice cream is not 
such a serious business, so why 
not create some exotic characters 
and tell some far-fetched stories? 
It certainly makes them stand out 
from the competition.

My husband sailed for 
Madagascar today. Normally 
I would count the days until 
his return. For he brings me the 
most exotic delicacies. Then I 
discovered Loseley use the finest 
Madagascan bourbon vanilla 
in their deliciously creamy ice 
cream. Strangely, I now miss my 
husband rather less.

It is true that I am a most 
accomplished swordsman. But 
when I truly want to impress, 
I present Loseley for dessert 
(though my cook always 
maintains it is his own creation). 
The roasted hazelnuts, demerara 
sugar, and rich caramel sauce 
never fail to melt the ladies’ hearts.
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You are unlikely to have any control over the number of supplier promotions 
in the store. These are often written, designed, and produced by the product 
supplier and are part of the deals made between retailers and manufacturers. 
Sometimes they come to you in the form of a brief, and you should endeavor 
to ensure that the same guidelines apply to these as to your client’s other 
customer messages. 

In-store posters should be big and bold, and they may require little more 
than an evocative image and a brand identity. The posters created by Fairacre 
Farms to promote their apples through educating their customers about the 
specific benefits of different varieties are perfect examples of clear and powerful 
communications. They contain a clear, benefit-led message and are warm 
and enticing (page 117). 

End-of-shelf displays—which are highly effective sales points—must have 
a few basic communications elements and be light on copy. An emotive 
headline and concise qualifying line will be all that’s needed to support the 
graphics and steer the customer to the products being highlighted. 

So much effort has been put into attracting the customer to the products on 
the shelves, but what about the products themselves? Whether the product 
line is the retailer’s house brand or is a stand-alone proprietary brand, your 
pack copy has to clearly show what the brand is, highlight the product name, 
explain the benefits it offers, and conform to a number of statutory requirements, 
including lengthy ingredient (sometimes called INCI) lists. These elements 
may seem very straightforward initially, but can be surprisingly complex, as 
they will have to be applied across many items in the line. 

On any product, space for copy is severely limited, and the requirements 
(generic brand message, product details, benefits, full ingredients list, and 
legal disclaimers) often take up the lion’s share, even before you’ve had the 
chance to think about a creative line. It is vital to work with the designers and 
artworkers to establish the copy area for each specific product, and to calculate 
the precise word count. This will save you a lot of time and will help you to 
manage the expectations of your client from the start.

There are distinct differences between the role of copy on the front and 
back of the pack. The copy on the front of the pack—especially the brand and 
product names and descriptors—is an advertisement; it has to catch the eye 
and encourage people to put the product into their baskets. There is rarely time 
for customers to read your back-of-pack copy in a busy store—it is intended to 
be read back at home, when they are relaxed and unhurried. Your back-of-
pack copy should provide detail and evidence that reassures customers that 
they have made a good purchase, and create enough motivation or incentive to 
ensure that they will replace it from the same product line.

If you are writing the copy for an extensive product line it makes sense to 
define the tone of voice for yourself, for the people approving the copy (the 
marketing team, business owner, or senior client), and for any other writers and 
the rest of the design team. This doesn’t need to be sophisticated or cleverly 
designed. A few carefully prepared pages of paper will be sufficient. The tone-
of-voice guide on page 18 is a good example of the approach you can take. 
As with any copy, keep it as short as possible. A few evocative sentences, set 
in large type, can be a good way to present the tone of voice.

 “Next to doing the right 
thing, the most important 
thing is to let people 
know you are doing the 
right thing.”
John D. Rockefeller

 “No matter what your 
product is, you are 
ultimately in the education 
business. Your customers 
need to be constantly 
educated about the many 
advantages of doing 
business with you, trained 
to use your products more 
effectively, and taught how 
to make never-ending 
improvement in their lives.” 
Robert G. Allen

What are the products saying to your customer?

Get the tone of voice right
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 “The point to remember 
about selling things is 
that, as well as creating 
atmosphere and excitement 
around your products, 
you’ve got to know what 
you’re selling.”  
Stuart Wilde

Your tone-of-voice guide has to have some structure, some thinking behind 
it that makes sense to everyone who will be involved with it. Most follow the 
direction given by a brand matrix, a chart showing a profile of the brand, which 
aims to identify and explain its core elements. If a brand structure or matrix 
has not been provided by the lead creative agency or the client’s marketing team, 
you should consider creating your own to use as a rough guide for your copy. 

Naming a product is a similar process to naming a brand (a product could 
also be a brand in itself). The key difference is that a company brand is 
designed to convey the values in the corporation consistently over many years, 
and therefore it needs to be solid and reliable and not a victim to fashion 
trends. However a product brand can take more of an advertising approach, 
and aim for high impact or standout, and if this is fashionable for a while it 
can always be updated when trends change. 

With such a huge variety of product brand names on the shelves, and  
new ones coming into the fray all the time, of equal importance to creative 
brainstorming is the lack of availability of names when it comes to trademarks. 
You have to search your early ideas thoroughly—and don’t present a proposed 
new product brand name unless you are confident that there’s no reason to 
believe it has been registered already. 

The core elements of a brand matrix
Parameters such as these present an experienced 
writer with a clear guide when selecting language, 
phrases, words, and expressions to evoke the 
essence of the brand. 

What is the brand vision?

For example, “what makes this
brand different from any other?”

It could be: “this brand will be 
a part of women’s lives from

their 30s onward.”

What is the core idea?

For example, “what is the reason
that the product or service exists?”

It could be: “this brand makes
the latest scientific thinking in

skincare available to every woman.”

You need a global awareness when naming a product
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Work out what your product is associated with and consider the different 
categories of names that you could select from. 

Categories of names:

Arbitrary  (Sun Microsystems)
Classical  (Ajax cleaning products)
Acronym  (DKNY)
Editing  (Travelex)
Description  (Head and Shoulders)
Alliteration  (Automobile Association)
Family  (Ferrari)
Heritage  (Broad Stripe Butchers)

Consider the hierarchy of information that you are creating. You may well 
be dealing with the parent brand name, the product brand itself, product name, 
and a possible product description. Let one of these dominate.

Product brands are highly competitive and you have to create a name that 
helps yours stand out among the clutter. The best names are very memorable 
and sound good as well as look good. It should all add up to a good feeling 
about the name; if not, you’ll have an uphill battle trying to gain awareness of it 
after it’s launched.

What values
are associated

with this?

For example, “what does
this brand stand for?”

 
It could be: “innovation, 
performance, credibility.”

What is its 
personality like?

For example, “what 
characterizes this
brand and the way
it communicates?” 

It could be:
“stimulating, friendly, fun.”

Why should
the customer
believe this?

For example, “what
makes the brand ring

true for the customer?” 

It could be: “traditional
values coupled

with proven scientific
evidence.”

Launching a new
product brand requires
you to create:

the brand name

range names
(for larger brands)

specific product names

the front- and back-
of-pack copy

the point-of-sale,
merchandising, and

advertising text. 
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Spa Ritual uses a copy system 
comprised of a few different 
elements that appear consistently 
on all packs, so that the customer 
becomes familiar with the way the 
information is communicated, and 
feels connected with the brand.
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Present the core messages in a way that fosters strong rapport with the customer. 

Create a strong sense of place, of belonging, comfort, and familiarity. 

Your role is to attract interest so that the shopper doesn’t miss the rewarding 
offers, promotions, or brand propositions. 

The messages that guide and support the customer journey are essential 
components of good retailing. 

Go for the “wow” factor, try to give the customer a reason to purchase. 

Be prepared to sacrifice your juicy creative lines for straightforward guidance 
if necessary. 

Work with the designers and artworkers to find out what the copy area is for 
each specific product, and calculate the precise word count. 

There are distinct differences between the role of copy on the front and back 
of the pack. 

If you are writing the copy for an extensive product range, define the tone of voice. 

The availability of new brand names is sparse, so you must check your 
proposals for trademark availability before you show them to the client. 

Good design can transform a plain word into a strong brand, but it is best to 
start with a word that already has impact and resonance on its own.

Be prepared to fight your corner to a certain extent. The best way to do this is 
to explain all of the parameters and restrictions within which you are working. 

Exercise: getting to grips with store communications
The aim of this exercise to is develop your skills in working to a hierarchy of 
messaging. Choose an existing retailer, or create a profile of an imaginary one, and 
see if you can break down their brand and messages into the following categories:

Value pricing
1. What will their overall value message be?
2. How will this be expressed as a tagline?
3. What will everyday price tickets say?
4. How will discounts be communicated?

Customer journey
1. Which messages are the most suitable for store   
 windows?
2. What language will you use to guide customers   
 around the store?
3. How will you express core product promotions?
4. What messages would you put on the shelf edges?

Exercise: creating a new product brand
The objective of this exercise is to create a new brand name for a product line, 
product names for individual items, and copy for both front and back of pack.

Create a short brief for a new product. It could be a lawnmower or a shampoo, 
a chicken pie or a computer. Include the main benefit, target audience, and 
point of difference. 

1. Brainstorm lists of possible names for the main brand. 
2. Shortlist and segregate these by type.
3. Choose an option to develop.
4. Create product names that fit in with the new brand (4 or 5 items).
5. For each item, write engaging and short copy for the front of pack.
6. Write some more detailed copy for the back of pack.

Keep a close eye on your word counts, ensuring they are the same for each item, 
and that they will fit on the product (easy for lawnmowers, difficult for lipsticks).

Writing for retailing and products 123



124

Case Study: Method Home Products 
Eric Ryan is the founder of  Method Home Products, a $100 million 
turnover home-products business that uses interesting messages and 
a strong and clear tone of  voice to communicate its sometimes radical 
viewpoints. Method’s attitude is communicated powerfully through 
effective use of  copy, and this is one of  the core factors behind its 
outstanding success. Here Eric tells us how the brand was created, 
and how it uses language to gain competitive advantage. 

Eternal optimist: 
Some people never wake 
up on the wrong side of  
the bed. Life through rose 
colored glasses. Must be nice. 
Soothing + always skin 
friendly. Naturally derived.
 
Go getter:  
On a mission? Jump start your 
day with a little sweet mint 
motivation. And remember, 
the one with the most toys 
at the end wins. Invigorating 
+ always skin friendly. 
Naturally derived.
 
Escape artist:
Let go. Whatever it is, it can 
surely wait until tomorrow. 
Playing hooky ... it’s good for 
the soul. Relaxing + always 
skin friendly. Naturally derived.
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The Objective: 
explaining how our brand is different 
in every sense 
Method had to be a challenging brand, a challenger 
brand. It had to do things differently to stand out 
from the competition in a crowded marketplace, 
and had to make customers think differently about 
the home products they use. Most consumers are 
on autopilot when they shop. We used our voice, 
messages, and language to challenge the status quo. 

I’m a strategic planner, not a writer. I’m a terrible 
writer, but can tell good writing when I see it. I write 
copy briefs from a strategic point of view, giving as 
much content as I can. My skill is in creating the big 
idea that the creatives can develop and bring to life.

Maintaining our tone of voice across our product 
range is a challenge. We have products in all areas, 
from candles to detergent. The objective is to achieve 
consistency with the messages and information on 
every product, but to be honest we can’t get there. 
We strike a balance between doing the best writing 
possible for each product, and representing the 
brand voice accurately and clearly. We know we 
don’t need the copy to look the same, or read the 
same, on every product, it just has to feel the same. 

Merchandising and the way we display and 
market products in-store is a very important part of 
our business. We try to utilize every touch point for 
the customer, giving them clear messages to ensure 
they understand our environmental credentials. 
We have a small budget for marketing, and the copy 
we use has to work very hard for us. 

The Approach:
speaking our mind and standing 
for our beliefs
Our personality, which is about questioning and 
being rebellious, comes from us and the attitude 
that formed the business in the first place. 

The name Method came from my original brief. 
I’m from a branding background, and I wanted a 
“jumping off” word to say we get the job done, with 
less force. Our inspiration was the word “technique,” 
as by using better techniques we can reduce the 
need to use strong detergents or chemicals that harm 
our environment. Adam, in our team, suggested 
“method” and we all agreed it was a good fit. 

The voice of Method was developed by our 
advertising agency, Crispin Porter, with two aims: it 
had to be fun (in a category not associated with fun) 
and had to be both provocative and likable. 

Our agencies (Shire and TBWA), together with 
our freelance writers, look after all copywriting for us; 

we now have an in-house writer too. We’re trying to 
find our “Dan” [Dan Germain, Innocent, pages 110–
12], someone who can instinctively control our tone of 
voice and push it forward without losing core values. 

Where we can, we like to have fun with product 
names and be more creative. Creating a combustible 
cleaning cloth from corn, we called the range Omop 
to make it sound distinctive. We’re following the lead 
of companies like Apple who make product icons 
that become part of our culture. Whatever you do, 
you can’t overcomplicate things. It’s about keeping 
it simple to make it stand out and be memorable. 

The basic structure to our pack copy is that it 
must be a single sentence. In Canada rules state 
we have to include extra information, and have it in 
French too. It’s a real challenge to be simple: there’s 
a constant trade-off between the messages and the 
necessary detail. We have to keep trying to strike 
the right balance; we haven’t found the solution yet. 

We often find at the end of a long brainstorm 
that many, sometimes most, of the words we want 
for products are already registered as trademarks, 
sometimes decades ago. I’m always amazed at how 
many are gone. Our open and flexible approach to 
product copy means we can have lots of choices in 
product names. Checking for availability is a long 
and expensive part of the process, and we have an 
in-house legal team who specialize in this for us. 

It is easier to get the copy right on every touch 
point if writers are in-house. It is such a difficult job 
if you are not based in the business, if you don’t 
understand the categories and context for each one.

The Result:
customers know what we offer them, 
and they love it
We make sure we’re never boring, and we’re always 
experimenting and reinventing how we talk about 
our products and their benefits. We’re always looking 
for fresh approaches and new ideas. For example, 
we learned shopping bags were being banned in 
San Francisco; we created a promotion so customers 
receive a free reusable shopping bag if they spend 
$20 with us. The funky bag has “plastic bag rehab” 
written in big hippy lettering—they’ve been a hit. 

We make statements explaining who we are and 
what we stand for. They range from “we think perfect 
is boring, and weirdliness is next to godliness” to 
“we also believe in making products safe for every 
surface, especially earth’s.” We make our attitude 
felt on the widest possible scale and are not afraid 
of thinking big. We’ve recently launched a “Detox 
Seattle” campaign, and even published a book about 
our attitude and thinking—it’s called Squeaky Green. 
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Case Study: Pret A Manger
Pret A Manger is one of  the UK’s retail success stories. Selling a wide 
range of  the freshest sandwiches and lunchtime foods, the company 
prefers to use innovative customer communications rather than slick 
advertising and PR. Everything in a Pret store carries a message, from 
the coffee cups to the napkins, from the packaging to the posters on the 
walls. This creates a strong and unique personality, so what was their 
original approach, and how do they do it?

We spent months dipping, 
dunking and tasting until we 
found the perfect recipe for 
yoghurty, chocolatey nuts (hard 
life, eh?).

Almonds, brazils, hazelnuts, 
macadamias, pecans, pistachios 
... we think this little bag rocks!

The goodies in this little bag are 
packed full of  good stuff. Mangos 
are a fantastic source of  vitamin 
C and they taste amazing.

We buy Fairtrade mango which 
guarantees fair prices for the 
farmers. We think this makes 
them taste even sweeter!
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The Objective: 
reflecting the attitude that makes 
the company so dynamic
The messages mirror the culture that pervades every 
aspect of Pret’s business. It is a relaxed and 
informal working environment, built on the individual 
qualities of everyone who works there, and the 
internal communications are as quirky as the 
customer messages. 

Pret doesn’t have a press or PR office and only 
uses an external creative agency to help manage 
the huge workload of writing. The stimulating and 
informative messages that adorn every Pret item 
are written and managed by three people internally: 
the company’s founder, commercial director, and 
head of communications, and even they don’t follow 
a rule book. 

The Pret tone of voice is based on the personality 
and ideas of the founder, Julian Metcalfe. It bursts 
with life, but is never preaching or bragging, and 
is definitely not “corporate” or “spin.” Nothing 
deviates from the message about Pret’s natural 
food, which is always “just made.” Julian himself 
never uses the word “copy”—to him it’s just 
messages, and every message is designed to 
make you feel good about Pret.

The Approach: 
keeping the copy as fresh 
as the sandwiches
There is an instinctive approach to creativity and 
freshness, and an openness that many others 
could learn from. They have published all of their 
recipes so that customers can make Pret sandwiches 
themselves, and they have made public their 
commitment to not air-freight their ingredients, 
except in the case of an emergency (or where fresh 
basil leaves are concerned). 

The writers say it is difficult to explain what is 
on- and off-brand when writing for Pret, but they  
all know what works and what doesn’t—they each 
have a highly attuned eye for language, both their 
own and that of the competitors. If a competitor 
could say it, Pret won’t. Yet a style of copy that 
works for a Pret soup board won’t work for a Pret 
coffee board, simply because they are completely 
different messages. 

The closest they get to an explanation is that 
their language “has charm, wit, and humility, but 
is never preaching,” and that, while it is fun, “it  
is a wry smile not a belly laugh.” They have also 
described it as “flippancy, underpinned by serious 

knowledge.” For example, their “Eat with your 
head” campaign promotes ten very sensible points 
about healthy eating.

By maintaining such a simple and straightforward 
process to writing messages, the team at Pret is 
able to keep a consistent feel with all of the copy. 
When trying to come up with a phrase to describe 
chemicals used by competitors, the team settled 
on “frankenstein food,” while one of Pret’s coffees 
has “a velvety foam—gives a jolt in the arm.” They 
also go to great lengths to include their ingredients 
in plain English, and where they can’t avoid jargon 
they explain what the ingredient is for: “soya 
lecithin—to stop glooping.” 

They operate plans and processes—coffee 
cups are reprinted three times a year, and posters 
refreshed five times a year—but the rule of thumb 
is that nothing is sacred. You’ll find interesting 
messages at the bottom of invoices, on training 
materials, on screen designs, and on the wall at 
head office (where they keep a swear box for anyone 
referring to stores outside of London as “out of 
London”). The way they communicate to their 
customers and staff is incredibly important to Pret, 
and every piece of communication comes through 
the writing team for approval.

It’s not as easy as it looks, though. They return 
many times to each piece of copy, and quality 
control themselves by reading and critiquing each 
other’s copy. It took six months to write their 16-
page brochure, but it is this painstaking attention 
to detail that makes the Pret A Manger tone of voice 
so light, tasty, and enjoyable. 

The Result:
communications that build 
relationships with their customers
The copy at Pret builds long-term customer 
relationships because it is targeted and engaging, 
but they are clear that the most compelling thing 
about Pret is the food. Just like the food, the copy 
has to be turned around quickly so that the messages 
are always fresh and, where possible, relevant. 
Critics say the customer is bombarded with emotional 
overload, but they miss the point. The customer 
reads what he or she wants and, rather than being 
overloaded, is given a choice of positive messages 
to enjoy at will.
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When you bake a cake at home, 
you take it out of  the oven and 
cool it on a rack. Then you eat 
a large slice (as a reward) and 
keep the rest in a flowery cake 
tim, like your Grandma used to!

Think of  the nasty wrapper as 
the cake tin. It’s the only way 
we can keep the cake moist and 
delicious. As is often the case, 
the beauty is on the inside.

Ian (Head of  Crisps) was 
convinced he could make ours 
taste even better. (We didn’t see 
him for months.)

He’s feeling rather smug now, 
as we have to agree—they really 
do taste very, very good.

Pret crisps are good because we 
chop and change the variety 
of  potato throughout the year. 
This costs more but results in 
a better crunch and taste.



Writing for company magazines, 
newsletters, and internal 
communications

Company magazines and newsletters communicate 
regularly with customers or employees with the aim 
of  building positive relationships that contribute to 
the success of  the organization. They often follow 
a fixed design format, and it is the content—the 
copy, photography, and illustration—that brings the 
publication to life. This type of  copywriting requires 
a journalistic approach, combining research with 
original writing, but it also needs you to use your 
copy skills to engage your reader and represent your 
client accurately.
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Newsletters and magazines serve a number of purposes in the commercial 
world. Some are designed to establish a brand, others to reach a wider market, 
some to inform and educate employees and others to cross-sell within the 
existing customer base. 

All copywriting thrives on the availability of good content, but where some 
formats—such as press advertising or direct marketing—rely primarily on  
the style of communication and the immediate impact this can create with a 
reader, newsletter and magazine articles (even basic newsletter articles) have 
to be informative, stimulating, and interesting, and to achieve good content is 
crucial. Because of the amount of information they have to convey, magazines 
and newsletters must have a strong seam of raw material to mine, and this 
mine must never be worked out. 

Researching the content for news items, reviews, interviews, and articles 
will be a key part of your role, and this is where copywriting and journalism 
have many parallels. The two disciplines require similar skills and abilities, but 
they are also very different from each other. Journalism is all about reporting 
the story as objectively as possible, while copywriting requires the writer to  
tell the story on behalf of the client. This is usually an objective and unbiased 
stance (any over-promotion within an article will result in loss of credibility), but 
you are always in the service of the person briefing you and your editorial will 
therefore be biased toward the marketing objectives of the client.

Many, if not most, organizations have identified a need or an opportunity to 
send out a regular communication to their employees or customers. These 
differ from one-off communications (an individual leaflet or brochure, for 
example) in that they aim to communicate regularly with the audience, and 
build a strong, ongoing relationship with them. 

Some magazines are big-budget productions led from the most senior 
parts of the business, while at the other end of the scale, newsletters often 
evolve from the ground up, frequently as a collection of memos and updates. 
Any professional publication will employ the services of a copywriter, or more 
than one in many cases, either in a core editorial management role or as a 
regular contributor of content.

Whether editing or writing for a publication, your starting point is to 
understand the different natures of a magazine and a newsletter. They have 
many similarities. Both are published regularly, feature a mixture of editorial, 
carry the client company’s message, and aim to inform and motivate the 
audience to act favorably toward the client. They can use the same types  
of format and structure, but where a newsletter’s function is to keep the 
audience up to date in a practical way, the role of a company magazine is to 
communicate the client’s brand values and create a sense of lifestyle (even 
in business-to-business). 

The key is in what they are called. A magazine is a themed collection of 
interesting material, and a newsletter is an update on what’s going on. A 
magazine is a focal point for stories, comment, updates, and features, and the 
style in which this is collated and presented is a vital part of its character. Much 
more time and effort goes into a magazine than into a newsletter. Although it 
does need to be smart and well presented, it is the content of the information 
in a newsletter, not its image or the lifestyle it portrays, that counts.

 “Far more thought and 
care go into the composition 
of  any prominent ad in 
a newspaper or magazine 
than go into the writing of  
their features and editorials.”
Marshall McLuhan, 
communications theorist 

Writing for company magazines, newsletters, and internal communications

News and features are about content as much as style

Magazines and newsletters rely on informative writing
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Factual, clear, and informative, the 
messages in this detailed brochure 
showcase the great work done 
by the UK’s Meteorological Office 
without being dry. The copy really 
brings out the points of interest to 
make this a stimulating read.

 “I recommend deep-fried grasshoppers, 
very tasty, though I am not keen 
on termites,” he says. “Everywhere 
I have been in Africa, I have been 
amazed by the hospitality and 
generosity of  the people. The best 
reward for me is when you see people 
realize that they can do it for 
themselves and they don’t have to rely 
on other people to make things better.”

 “Before we had this system we would 
get a general icing warning and our 
handling agency would heat up the 
de-icing rigs. Using the new Met 
Office system, we’re able to give 
them better information and so cut 
out the need to warm up the rigs 
on a ‘maybe.’ Now we do it on 
a ‘probably.’”

As the hurricane season 
progressed, residents in Florida 
found themselves bombarded by 
four hurricanes and one tropical 
storm in quick succession. During 
this more active than normal 
season, nine named storms 
affected the whole of  the US ...

 Overall, our focus is on increasing 
public safety on land, at sea and 
in the air; which includes helping 
people and societies cope with 
climate related and other natural 
disasters, such as the earthquake-
tsunami in south-east Asia.



What you need in your magazine or newsletter brief
 

A summary of the overall objective of the newsletter or magazine 

For example: “to communicate our brand values to our customers, and by explaining 

about our business, to encourage them to call on our services more often”

 

A profile of the target readership, with insights wherever possible

For example: “predominantly male, aged 18 to 35, single, with a reasonable disposable 

income—they love our products, but they are not aware of the full range we offer”

 

Details of the strategic messages that must be communicated

For example: “our range of men’s toiletries performs better than most premium brands, 

yet they don’t have a premium price tag”

 

Contacts for sourcing raw material (copy and images)

For example: “our formulation experts have the scientific data, our toiletries buyer knows 

the key selling points and the brand manager has a tone-of-voice guide that you can use”

 

A page count and information on frequency of publication

For example: “the budget will allow us to print 100,000 copies of a 32-page magazine 

six times a year”

 

A list of key clients involved in editorial and signing off

For example: “the toiletries buyer and head of beauty will need to sign it off, and the 

marketing director will have to give final approval before it goes to print” 
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What you need in your magazine or newsletter brief
 

A summary of the overall objective of the newsletter or magazine 

For example: “to communicate our brand values to our customers, and by explaining 

about our business, to encourage them to call on our services more often”

 

A profile of the target readership, with insights wherever possible

For example: “predominantly male, aged 18 to 35, single, with a reasonable disposable 

income—they love our products, but they are not aware of the full line we offer”

 

Details of the strategic messages that must be communicated

For example: “our line of men’s toiletries performs better than most premium brands, 

yet they don’t have a premium price tag”

 

Contacts for sourcing raw material (copy and images)

For example: “our formulation experts have the scientific data, our toiletries buyer knows 

the key selling points, and the brand manager has a tone-of-voice guide that you can use”

 

A page count and information on frequency of publication

For example: “the budget will allow us to print 100,000 copies of a 32-page magazine 

six times a year”

 

A list of key clients involved in editorial and signing off

For example: “the toiletries buyer and head of beauty will need to sign it off, and the 

marketing director will have to give final approval before it goes to print” 
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The Internet and e-mail are very cost-efficient and effective methods of 
communication, and many newsletters and magazines are now published 
online. Digital media offer low-cost distribution and very rapid speed of 
delivery, but readers may only view the message a single time, and are often 
distracted by incoming mail or other sites that become available. Print offers 
messages a longer shelf life and the chance to be read in greater detail, and 
the opportunity to be displayed and discovered. It’s all about the best way to 
reach the audience, and it is common for print publications also to appear 
online. As the writer, your goal is to communicate effectively with the readers 
and developing a clear, human voice is more important than worrying about 
the format being used.

There are many types of newsletter—from a few sheets of paper photocopied 
at the office, or a round-robin e-mail, to a sophisticated, full-color publication—
and because they can be produced cheaply it’s not unusual to find “unofficial” 
ones thriving in larger organizations. These usually begin life as a series of 
memos, e-mails, or word-processed documents that someone collates and 
distributes to a group of people within their business. This is not such a bad 
way to begin because, if nothing else, it proves that there is enough content 
to support a regular communication (it can always be made more professional, 
but if there is no news there is no newsletter). 

Many newsletters are digital, distributed through e-mail and the Internet 
rather than being printed. Blogs are simply personal newsletters. The process 
of creating the publication and its articles is the same, whether they are intended 
for print or online publication (except where the digital newsletter has to be 
written with the navigability of the text in mind—see chapter 8, page 201). 

A basic editorial plan 
for a newsletter

INSIDE FRONT COVER:
a message

from the top

AT THE START:
shorter news items

FRONT COVER:
news items 

Creating and writing a company newsletter

AT THE END: 
a focus on the future 

IN THE MIDDLE: 
a few lead articles 
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Using an energetic, motivational, 
and inspiring tone of voice, 
British Airways News is packed 
with information and news about 
new initiatives and projects, 
and ideas for the staff about how 
to make the best use of the 
discounted travel that they enjoy. 
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The precise boundaries between a newsletter and a magazine are blurred. 
Usually, a newsletter will be a regular publication with up to 16 pages (black 
and white or color), usually letter-sized or A4, that is distributed free of charge 
to a defined readership. Anything more substantial than this would fall into the 
category of a magazine, reflecting the amount of extra time, effort, and money 
required. A newsletter audience is characterized by their common interest, for 
example the company they work for or a club they’ve joined. 

When planning the editorial content of a company newsletter, consider how 
many issues will be produced each year, and how this fits with the company’s 
calendar. For example, when is the conference, when is their busiest period, are 
there seasonal trends? Avoid monthly editions, if possible—it’s a relentless slog 
to hit these tight deadlines unless you are part of a highly motivated team—and 
if you do publish monthly stick to ten issues a year, doubling up issues for July/ 
August and December/January to give you time to catch up (and have a break!). 
If the publication is biannual, your content has to be fresh for up to six months, 
so be careful to avoid too many references to dates or specific events.

From the earliest stage, try to work closely with the graphic designers to 
create a page plan. The designer should welcome your input, as you will be 
helping to shape the most successful approach to the brief. The main things 
to consider include whether there will be a full-bleed (to the edges of the page) 
photographic image or text-based news stories on the cover, whether you’re 
including an editorial comment and, if so, from whom, how the content will be 
split between short news items and more in-depth articles, and what these 
will look like. It is always a good idea to start with some lighter material (news in 
brief, for example) and to include a detailed feature article in the center.

Your newsletter ought to have a strong title and properly designed masthead 
and an editorial style sheet. The best way to create the overall publication title 
is to brainstorm words associated with the client’s business, avoiding anything 
that is a cliché or bad pun. It is better to play it safe than risk undermining  
the credibility of the publication by giving it a daft name. “Company News” is 
perfectly acceptable. Get the content right as a priority, and experiment with 
the style only if you are sure it suits the brand and your audience.

Next, create your schedule and the accompanying editorial calendar, based 
on the time available and the amount of copy required. You may want to leave 
some of your articles until the very end, adding them in just before the print 
deadline, so that your news is fresh and newsworthy. If necessary you can then 
quote for your time based on this schedule. It can take a surprising amount 
of time to gather information, conduct interviews, process and collate the raw 
material, and draft copy for your newsletter, so get off to a quick start and include 
some contingency time if you can. You’ll need as much time as you can get—
and don’t leave the writing until the last minute, as this type of writing, unlike 
pure creative copywriting such as advertising or direct marketing, does not 
lend itself well to burning the midnight oil. 

 

A carefully thought-through, well-written, and well-designed company magazine 
is a very powerful brand communications tool that can play a leading role in 
ensuring that a client’s employees and customers think favorably about their 
organization. As the writer, it is essential that you take the time to understand 
the context of your story fully, research the background, and present your 
information credibly to an informed audience.

Company magazines are far less common than newsletters, and are far 
weightier projects in every sense. Some are designed for customers, to 
encourage their loyalty and raise their awareness of the client’s full range of 

Creating and writing a company magazine 
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A typical editorial plan for a company magazine
The cover and front sections should be designed 
to win attention, while the middle to back sections 
should present material for regular readers.

Cover and front sections

Middle to back sections 

MIDDLE SECTION:
Columns, editorials, features

INSIDE COVER:
Editorial and 
contents list

EARLY SECTIONS:
News items
and reviews

FRONT COVER:
Intriguing cover lines 

 

END SECTION:
Letters, competitions, cartoons

OTHER OPTIONS:
Lists of facts, people profiles,

humorous articles, questionnaires



achieve maximum clarity:
Can the message be misinterpreted? If so, change it.

hit the word count:
Remove all padding, and be prepared to add material.

remove repetition:
Don’t waffle, be as succinct as possible.

get the facts right:
Is the material accurate? 
Are you sure it is correct?

remove the jargon:
Explain things to everyone, and everyone will get it.

perfect the spelling:
Use the spell checker as back-up.

check the punctuation:    
Apostrophes really matter—just keep the rest simple.

maintain the right tone:
Express the brand, and relate to the audience.

Writing for company magazines, newsletters, and internal communications138

Checklist: Editing 
Whether you’re editing material supplied by the 
client or by other writers, or your own copy, you 
will be aiming to:

achieve maximum clarity:
Can the message be misinterpreted? If so, change it.

hit the word count:
Remove all padding, and be prepared to add material.

remove repetition:
Don’t waffle, be as succinct as possible.

get the facts right:
Is the material accurate? 
Are you sure it is correct?

remove the jargon:
Explain things to everyone, and everyone will get it.

perfect the spelling:
Use the spell checker as backup.

check the punctuation:    
Apostrophes really matter—just keep the rest simple.

maintain the right tone:
Express the brand, and relate to the audience.
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products or services, while others are created to carry internal communications 
in a highly professional manner. In both cases, company magazines are printed 
on high-spec paper, and make good use of quality photography and graphic 
design. Too often they are let down by poor editorial content. Gone are the days 
when pictures of staff handing over charity checks, getting married, or showing 
off their hobbies can hold the audience’s interest. 

The process for creating a company magazine is similar to that for a 
newsletter, but there are significant differences. A magazine will have bigger 
budgets, larger circulation, and a higher profile than a newsletter. Because 
of this, every element of a magazine carries greater importance than the 
equivalent in a newsletter. 

An article for the employees of a company that explains a new strategic 
initiative would be written differently depending on the type of publication for 
which it is intended. If it was for a newsletter it could have the following header: 
“Moving some manufacturing to China allows us to compete globally.” This 
is fact-based, clear, and unambiguous. The same material could be shaped 
for a more in-depth magazine, perhaps aimed at shareholders or investors: 
“Tackling the competition head-on: our new initiative opens up lucrative new 
markets.” This is more intriguing and thought-provoking, and draws in the 
reader to the body of the article. 

As the writer you have to invest more time and energy in magazine articles 
and features than you would for a newsletter, and so does the designer. A 
newsletter is usually set to a fixed house style, but a magazine will include 
a lot more original design. When there’s enough freedom to develop design 
concepts and enough budget for quality imagery (photography and illustration 
are not cheap) a magazine is one of the most exciting environments for a 
graphic designer, and it is up to you to help the designer to achieve his or her 
best work by working with the words as the design ideas are being developed.

The tone of voice of the magazine is a major part of its style and impact. 
This will be the voice of the client organization, but it must be relevant to the 
audience. Throughout a company magazine the copy has to speak in a 
consistent and appropriate tone of voice, which can be easier said than done. 
Work closely with the client or the magazine’s editor to determine content, 
and with the designer to ensure that the words and imagery complement one 
another and that the designer understands the messages you’ve written and 
helps to highlight these.

Keep the magazine reader to the forefront of your mind. If it’s a loyalty 
magazine mailed out three times a year to a bank’s teenage savings account 
holders, it should be written with a teenage style, not a corporate bank style 
(taking care to avoid anything that might compromise the bank’s brand). The 
audience must be able to identify with the messages and feel that they relate 
to their lifestyle, so be careful to select the content carefully and be sure to 
shape it with them in mind. 

A good way to maintain consistency is to create a word bank and copy 
style sheet (see page 18) for reference. Create and share these with those 
leading the project and signing it off, as this consultation process will enable 
you to explain your approach and incorporate their direction and guidance from 
the start (which is far better than doing it at the end). 

Plan the main editorial content for your magazine six to twelve months in 
advance. This will help if it is intended that advertising space (which suppliers 
are often keen to buy) is to be made available within the magazine, as the 
advertiser will want to appear alongside relevant articles. There will be a number 
of articles, including feature articles, which you can compile well before the 
issue deadline, leaving yourself free to focus on the last-minute hot news just 
as the publication is being put to bed. 

 “At a magazine, everything 
you do is edited by a bunch 
of  people, by committee, 
and a lot of  them are, were, 
or think of  themselves as 
writers. Part of  that is 
because magazines worry 
about their voice.” 
Chuck Klosterman
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Fairmont Hotels’ customer magazine 
uses relaxed and sophisticated copy 
to present details of the company’s 
move into sustainable tourism. The 
importance of conserving local 
traditions and heritage is conveyed 
by maintaining an enthusiastic and 
inclusive tone of voice.

Writing for company magazines, newsletters, and internal communications
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 “Thanks to Fairmont bringing guests to our 
village, we have become part of  the equation.”

At four properties in Africa, Fairmont shows its 
guests the new way to travel: not just with a light 
footprint or a green conscience, but by joining 
local communities to make life better



I am 35, and the son of  a newspaper editor and 
book critic for the Chicago Sun-Times. My mother 
was a children’s book critic, so there were lots of  
opinions at home! I did a four-year BA in English 
at Kenyon College in Ohio, and my first job was 
working for a public relations firm. I called them 
50 times and they eventually let me become 
an intern with them. In my last year at college I 
started writing spots for the college newspaper, 
even though my mother made me promise 
never to work in the newspaper business— 
the competitiveness, long hours, and hard  
living takes its toll. 

I stayed in PR for a year and then I got a 
job as a news reporter for the City News Bureau 
of  Chicago, a wire service that covered crime, 
government, and courts. I learnt the who, what, 
where, how, and why of  journalism and developed  
my interviewing skills—it’s very difficult to try to 
get the person on the other end of  the phone to 
say something quotable. 

My “client” isn’t really a client, it’s the entire 
American Medical Association, my employer, 
and I focus on what we put in the magazine to 
convince the readership to keep their membership 
in the AMA, come to our meetings, and 
collaborate with us. 

My publications are intended to demonstrate 
the many ways the AMA is working on behalf  
of  doctors. The goal is retaining and growing 
our membership of  250,000 physicians and 
students, which is a broad audience. Our readers 
include everyone from 23-year-old students to 
65-year-old physicians.

The doctors in our audience could be working 
in accident and emergency in a hospital or be
in private practice in an office on their own, each 
having very different experiences within the 
medical profession. We focus on the broad, 
national issues that affect every member of  the 
profession. Our tone of  voice aims to be one that 
doctors trust. We try to include subject matter 

for everyone, but recognize that not every article 
will appeal to every reader. 

We produce a number of  publications. 
AMA Voice is a bimonthly newsletter mailed to 
every member. It has eight pages and plenty 
of  photographs. I am the editor and I have two 
writers on my staff; together we produce a 
handful of  publications. The writers draft the 
content. I write one or two articles and edit the 
rest and I also write some of  the issue-based 
advertising. We’re part of  a large, integrated 
in-house marketing agency of  about 20 people— 
we handled over 13,000 creative projects last 
year from advertising and posters to magazines 
and newsletters. 

We work with a design manager and five 
designers, and we share the process of  working 
out the initial layouts. We follow a loose template 
and use consistent graphic elements in the 
publications, and we all use a booklet of  house 
fonts and colors.

We plan the editorial and approve the 
content, which gives us a great deal of  freedom. 
We highlight frontline medical doctors and 
students in a real-world approach—it’s not “top-
down” and we include lots of  profiles of  our 
members. The issues don’t change much year 
to year, but the solutions and tactics we use do 
change. We are always asking ourselves “How 
can we demonstrate concisely that AMA is doing 
something to make the problem better?” 

The big features, usually covering two pages, 
are planned a couple of  months in advance. We 
are given the design input at the front end, and 
then plan a photographic style to suit the article’s 
content and angle. For example, the government’s 
payments to doctors under Medicare (for the 
over-65s) is a big problem. The government plans 
cuts in the payments to doctors by 10 percent 
each year, which makes it hard for older patients 
to find a doctor who can afford to take care of  
them. We will find those whose practices have to 

Interview: Conan Kisor, American Medical Association
Conan is the editor of  a number of  print and electronic 
publications for the American Medical Association 
(AMA), the largest organization for physicians in the 
United States.
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 “Patients who show up to their 
doctor’s office without a referral 
may need to be rescheduled.”

AMA member Nathan Laufer, MD, a Phoenix-based cardiologist, 
worries that such steep cuts will have a devastating effect on the 
physician population in states with a high number of  medically 
underserved communities.
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limit the number of  Medicare patients they can 
accept, and report on how the AMA is working 
with lawmakers to help them. We use graphic 
headlines and imagery. For example, we’ll feature 
an ophthalmologist standing in front of  an 
eye chart supported by a headline that uses 
“focus” as its theme.

We have a staff  photographer who travels 
around for us, and we hire local photographers 
too. We art direct them remotely by giving them 
a creative brief  and the article to read, so that 
they can bring the story to life. Sometimes we fly 
a designer out to art direct the shoot in person 
too. The doctors are usually helpful, finding 15 
minutes in their diary for us. We do a lot of  phone 
interviews with doctors, but lots of  the material 
hits the cutting room floor because we can’t 
publish it or don’t have room for it—800 words 
is our maximum for an article. 

Our staff  writers are highly informed. Two 
have been with us for three and four years, and 
we have a new writer on the team too. We have 
to be conversant in the subject matter and also in 
the correct tone of  voice—getting the tone right 
is 80 percent of  the battle. I aim to complete an 
interview in about 15 minutes, prepare a short 
article, and make sure that the headlines say a 
lot. We know our audience is intelligent but very 
busy, so the editorial has to be “idiot-proof ” so 
that our readers will “get it” in a couple of  seconds 
as they flick through the pages. We sacrifice 
cleverness for simplicity. We’re translating for a 
general audience, so it can be strange to interview 
doctors who are leading experts in their field 
and then simplify their words. 

After I hang up the phone I have to type up 
the interview straight away, as I can lose the 
essence of  it, even with the stacks of  notes I take. 
I bang it out as quickly as possible in order to 
keep it as fresh as possible. We use focus groups 
to learn the reactions to our work, and I am 
always astonished by the take some people have 

on it. For example, if  the words “choice” or 
“life” appear in a headline, they tend to conjure 
up images of  the debate on abortion in the US.

My advice to other writers is to try to imagine 
that you’re the audience—think about how 
much time you have to read these sort of  articles, 
and what you will think about each article 
under these circumstances.

 “The issues don’t change much year 
to year, but the solutions and tactics 
we use do change.”
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Writing is like football: everyone can do it but 
you wouldn’t pay everyone to join your team. I’ve 
been working with Lush for 11 years, and as I’ve 
always had an interest in writing I jumped at the 
chance to write copy for them. My background 
is in science; after studying I was a media planner 
for an ad agency. I have a good memory, which 
helped me get good grades, but always had a 
range of  interests: I studied classical clarinet but 
also played saxophone in a big band. I draw on 
my experiences when I write; it seems to me most 
people don’t fully observe what’s around them. 

I write copy for products and promotions, 
but the bulk of  my work is the newsletter. We 
produce Lush Times quarterly for a one million-
strong audience in the UK, US, Canada, 
Australia, and beyond. We don’t advertise,  
so Lush Times is our main piece of  direct 
communication with customers. It’s informative 
and interesting, and provides a memory-jog 
about our products that helps with retail sales.

I don’t get a written brief; it is much more of  
an organic process. I speak to the directors about 
how we should tackle the content for each issue 
and my only rule is to include all current products 
within the pages. I include a lot of  content written 
by customers, as we get so many great letters 
and contributions from all over the world. A lot 
of  readers really enjoy the newsletter and reply to 
articles or suggest new products. It recently got so 
packed that we split it into two publications: Lush 
Times presents our viewpoint, and Scent features 
customers’ viewpoints, reviews, photos, and ideas. 

I keep a notebook with me at all times and 
am always scribbling ideas about our products 
that I can incorporate into the newsletter. Things 
said in meetings provide good quotes and lots of  
material I can develop and build on. We promote 
the concept of  “long candlelit baths” but are also 
committed to innovation and creativity; I always 
enjoy finding new and stimulating ways to talk 
about new products. I pick up ideas all over the 

place and use them in my work. Nothing is 
cheating—except stealing other people’s words. 

There are days when you don’t want to write, 
but have to. You can’t just sit down and write 
good copy all day long. I surround myself  with 
books, and make myself  choose one of  these, 
open it up, and find a word at random, which I 
then force myself  to include in a sentence—it 
helps me to get into the flow of  writing again. I 
like to go for a walk too; if  the writing is proving 
really difficult I go to a park and sit on the swings. 
Swinging with my head back is really helpful!

We have a two-month lead time to create 
between 40–60,000 words, which doesn’t give us 
much breathing space. I tend to work in chunks, 
doing all soap or deodorant products separately. 
With soap products I tend to say little—there are 
only so many ways to discuss their benefits—and 
with others, such as moisturizers, I include lots 
of  detail, facts, figures, supporting information. It’s 
all to do with the way customers use products. 

I work with in-house and freelance designers; 
the whole creative team is busy all the time. We 
don’t have a fixed house style as we like to create a 
fresh, unique version every time. There is always a 
bit of  give-and-take between design and copy, but 
we’re working to create the best effect on the page. 

If  we had to get all of  the copy signed off  
we’d never get it to print, so I’m trusted to sign 
off  my own copy. We share proofreading and 
give a collective sigh of  relief  when we get to the 
end, only to realize it’s time to start the next one! 

I enjoy these challenges a lot, but writing is a 
difficult business. I’m not a carrot or stick person, 
so don’t try and bribe or push me into doing my 
best. I thrive when I’m given recognition for work 
I do, whether it’s sheer volume and organization, 
or the creativity I put into the finished text. I’m 
compiling a collection of  articles we’ve published 
to create an archive for the business, and I’ve 
discovered that over the last 11 years at Lush I’ve 
written something like 1.6 million words!

Interview: Sarah McCartney, Lush Times 
This quarterly newsletter is the way Lush Cosmetics  
talks to customers worldwide. It features 40,000 words 
of  insights and inspiration into the unique products  
the company creates. For over ten years Sarah has been  
its editor, looking after the words, as well as many other 
aspects of  this significant newspaper-catalog. 
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 “I include a lot of  content that has 
been written by our customers in 
the newsletter.”

Youki-Hi—named after one 
of  the world’s most beautiful 
women; she bathed daily in 
jasmine scented water to keep 
her lovely skin smelling delicious 
and so will you when you try it. 
She also divorced her princely 
husband to marry his dad, the 
king. That we don’t recommend.

A Ballistic in your morning bath 
makes the day special. If  you 
were in a hurry and only had 
time for a shower, then looking 
forward to your evening Ballistic 
is possibly even more of  an 
occasion! (It depends on whether 
you prefer your gratification to 
be instant or planned.)
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Our Go Green fragrance is part 
of  Lush’s decision to make a bit 
of  a noise about our greenness. 
Greenness is the opposite 
of  greediness. It’s all about 
considering what’s best for the 
rest of  the planet, not just 
ourselves. But it doesn’t have to 
be sackcloth, ashes, and misery. 
Absolutely not! Sustainability is 
about appreciating the wonderful 
things we have and having a lot 
of  fun while we’re at it.
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The fundamental role of a regular publication is to build a relationship with an 
audience, establishing rapport, trust, dialogue, interaction, and, in extreme 
cases, friendship. Your editorial content has to relate to the audience, and a 
good way to achieve this is to find out what they are like by creating two-way 
communication: invite them to write in, take part in competitions, fill in 
questionnaires, or comment on your website. 

The information you glean will give you a strong sense of how to pitch the 
messages, and the precise tone of voice to use, but you must also present the 
client’s personality clearly and openly. Don’t simply reflect your audience; be 
confident and let the client have a stance, an opinion, a viewpoint. This will 
promote mutual understanding, and let the relationship develop.

The fundamental difference between writing for magazines or newsletters 
and other forms of copywriting is the requirement that you source your raw 
material. With most copywriting projects the bulk of your raw material—facts, 
figures, detail—is supplied by the client company, either directly or through 
the immediate briefing process. It’s up to you to decide how best to use it. 

Journalists know all about researching the story, and in many ways writing 
for a magazine or newsletter is more of a journalistic than a copywriting 
challenge. A good journalist will focus on preparing the story so that it provides as 
much detail and background as possible, and will follow a format that presents 
the material objectively and unambiguously. Always lead with the most 
important, interesting, or relevant information, using sentences no longer than 
about 20 words and paragraphs with no more than three or four sentences. 

When you are writing copy for a company magazine or newsletter, whether 
for the people who work for the organization or for its external customers, you 
will be combining your copywriting skills (creative, targeted, commercial 
writing) and your journalistic ability (balanced, researched, informative writing). 
Each of your articles or news items has to be accurate, provide detail, and 
hold the reader’s interest, but this is still copywriting and your finished copy 
has to reflect the organization’s tone of voice and overall strategic objectives. 

As with all copywriting, your key principles must apply: identify and 
understand your target audience, maintain a consistent tone of voice that is 
relevant to your audience, and work hard to make sure every item is at least 
interesting, and compelling wherever possible. Unlike other formats, with a 
magazine or newsletter you have a range of copy styles to play with, so make 
the most of these. 

Play to the strength of each type of article. These can include an editorial 
introduction, short news items, commentaries from key figures, interviews, 
analytical articles, and competitions. You can also feature readers’ letters or 
articles by readers, and don’t forget that the audience may be very interested 
in the advertising you include.

Before launching into writing your articles, stand back and consider the 
magazine or newsletter as a whole, as a series of regular publications that will 
provide a collection of information for the readership. Whether you’re dealing 
with a four-page, single-color news sheet or a glossy 48-page corporate 
magazine you should be thinking “how do we link the publication to the 
company’s overall strategic objectives?” and “how accessible will the key 
influencers in the company be, and are they supportive of the publication?”

Writing for company magazines, newsletters, and internal communications

Generating quality editorial content

 “If  you don’t get noticed, 
you don’t have anything. 
You just have to be noticed, 
but the art is in getting 
noticed naturally, without 
screaming or without tricks.”
Leo Burnett

Look at the big picture: will it achieve the client’s objectives?
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Proving that good copy does not 
have to be highly creative, so 
long as it is clear, informative, and 
accurate, Pearson Education’s 
employee magazines work hard to 
ensure the audience is always up 
to speed on all of the essentials 
in their industry.

Writing for company magazines, newsletters, and internal communications

What do our higher education 
student customers really want? 
How do we know what they are 
really thinking? And how can 
we reach them more effectively? 
The new Pearson Student 
Advisory Board, and students@
pearson newsletter, are helping 
answer these questions as we 
reach out to students to learn 
more about what matters to 
them—and their 15 million 
peers—when it comes to their 
college education experience.

Pearson’s MasteringPhysics  
will be the platform of  choice 
for a nationwide physics talent 
competition sponsored by 
Pearson Singapore, the Institute 
of  Physics Singapore and 
National University of  Singapore. 
Targeting top high school 
students, the competition aims 
to groom outstanding physics 
students to participate in the 
International Physics Olympiad.
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The editorial of this company 
magazine is closely tied to the 
strategic plans of the business. 
The articles and features help 
explain what the initiatives mean 
to customers and to the business, 
giving insights to both the head 
office and retail operations teams.

Writing for company magazines, newsletters, and internal communications

Our Forum is a fantastic place for people 
from all over the business to come together, 
resolving issues and coming up with the 
ideas that will help us take the business 
forward. Here are just a few of  the really 
successful projects that have come about  
as a result.

We’re giving customers the help and 
support they need to stop smoking, lead  
a healthier lifestyle, and get healthier-
looking skin. But this year, the main focus  
is going to be on weight loss.

Your Local Boots 
Pharmacy

The new-look stores 
set to take 2008 
by storm. Page 6
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This can become very complex and before you know it you can become 
bogged down in all of the variables; the number of editions per year, the correct 
page counts, the best angle for features, the value of competitions, and the 
approach to imagery and photography will all have an impact on your budget 
and will need to be considered both in isolation and as a whole. Ground 
yourself by remembering one thing: you are writing a publication for a defined 
audience for a client with a specific objective. Every decision you make has 
to improve significantly the impact of your messages on the target audience 
and deliver the client’s objectives as effectively as possible. Focus on the 
written elements of the publication and let the others in the team work out 
the rest.

News items are relatively straightforward to draft if you have a structure in 
mind—the real challenge is getting your hands on the raw material, especially 
if you want a good photograph to go with it. Contact key players within the 
organization and brief them about the sort of news you’re looking for, and how 
and when you want to receive it. Many professional people are put off by the 
thought of having to write copy, so reassure them that all you need from them 
is the raw material, ideally in brief bullet point format. Give them your contact 
details and a deadline, and interview them in person wherever possible. 

Longer articles require a different approach. The designer should have a 
style sheet of sorts, and a typeface and size defined, and from this you should 
be able to work out a target word count. Remember, you are not a columnist, 
you are a copywriter, and no one wants to read your personal views. 

Interviewing is the best way to source fresh new material. In many cases 
an interview has to take place over the phone. After sourcing your contact, 
begin with an e-mail or introductory phone call to explain who you are, who 
you are working for, and what you require. You can then book some time for 
the interview as, even over the phone, it may take up to half an hour. If you do 
meet face to face, a good approach is to bring a photographer (or even just a 
camera and lights) so that you can illustrate your article with a good mugshot. 

Prepare your questions in advance but be prepared to wing it, and develop 
the craft of being able to scribble down responses, formulate your next question, 
and look the interviewee intelligently in the eye, all at the same time. Write up 
your draft copy as soon as you can after the interview, as you will otherwise 
forget some of the finer detail. 

Include more than one interview in an article to make it more stimulating. If 
you’re talking to the director of part of the business, why not also talk to someone 
who works in the team? If you shape the article carefully it can provide great 
insight into the workings of an organization. Obviously, your role is to present 
the positive aspects and not to expose any weaknesses. 

Writing for company magazines, newsletters, and internal communications

Planning the editorial as a whole 

Drafting articles and interviewing for copy
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Structure for news articles
The basic approach is to spell out the story concisely 
in the headline, topping and tailing the piece with 
paragraphs showing some personality, and presenting  
the facts clearly in the main body copy.

 Headline:
Summarize the key message in as few words as possible  
(this may be all that is read).

Opening paragraph:
Explain the main story and its key features, accurately  
and clearly, and promise what’s coming up in the article.

Following paragraphs:
Present the full details in order of priority, giving each  
new point a new paragraph.

Last paragraph:
Draw a conclusion, and maybe include an editorial comment  
(from the point of view of the client). Lead the reader to  
additional sources, if relevant.
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Structure for feature articles
Feature articles can often take a more complex 
and adventurous approach, as below.

Conceptual headline:
Play with the themes in the article and be as bold as you like—
keep it short and punchy, and be as intriguing as possible.

Qualifying line:
Give meaning to your intriguing conceptual headline— 
explain the content of the article in a sentence.

Opening paragaph: 
Connect the concept of your headline to the content 
you’re about to present and promise what’s to come.

Main body copy:  
Present information from a variety of sources—it must, however, read 
as a coherent train of thought.

Subtitles:
Break up your text with subheads and highlighted 
quotes to entice skimmers to dive in. 

Conclusion:
Highlight your client’s message, and communicate the brand values clearly.

Picture captions: 
Give plenty of life and 
personality to these, 
as some people read 
only the headers and 
the captions. 

Extra
s: 

Tra
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These peripheral items should be included only if they can be fully justified.  
Too many company publications have been cluttered with boring news about 
someone’s fiftieth wedding anniversary or shots of a proud angler holding a 
giant fish caught one weekend. To generate quality material from your readers’ 
letters you must give them a brief and some direction about what you’re 
looking for. Ask them for specific comments about a core subject. Tempt 
them with a prize for the best letter and develop themes with them that can 
be carried through over different editions. 

The editorial is a form of welcome, and is usually best placed on the 
opening pages. A familiar face is helpful, so a senior manager would be 
suitable. Keep it real, and don’t create a false editor—it could catch you out. 
It’s perfectly acceptable for you to appear as the editor yourself, if necessary, 
with your photograph and signature. In any event, it is more than likely you 
will draft the editorial column for the editor.

Competitions are also popular with readers, and these give them a reason 
to check out your next issue too. Whatever you do, keep the rules very simple, 
make it challenging, and always, without fail, include legal disclaimers explaining 
how the result is subject to availability of prizes and liable to change at your 
discretion. Estimate the response and the amount of handling this will take.  
A competition that is attractive to a reasonable-sized audience can create 
sacks and sacks of mail for someone to manage. 

Internal communications have often been the poor relative of marketing 
communications, with “poor” being the operative word. However, with 
increasing global competition, new ways of working with suppliers and 
customers, new technologies, and changing marketplaces, companies are 
undergoing consistent change more than ever before. Keeping employees 
properly informed and briefed is becoming increasingly vital, and this can be 
achieved using the tools developed for marketing communications. 

The audience for internal communications is very different to the external 
audience. To a certain extent it’s a captive audience that has a vested interest  
in what you have to say, but you can’t assume they are going to pay attention  
or buy into your message just because they work for the company. They may  
be more critical than customers (if they know the cold reality of life within the 
organization), but they are more likely to respond in a positive manner if the 
message is constructive and clear. 

Traditionally the voice used for internal communications has been patronizing 
or overly formal. Messages from the top speak down to the staff on the ground, 
often use jargon or fail to explain the full context, and generally leave the 
reader cold. 

You can overcome this by creating a fresh and upbeat tone of voice and 
using targeted copywriting to make the messages relevant, interesting, and 
compelling. Create a communications strategy and calendar to ensure all of 
the key points are covered and that each new piece builds on the previous one. 
There can be a lot of value in creating a word bank and company dictionary. 
Document whether a company’s retail network consists of “branches,” 
“stores,” or “shops,” and whether it referes to its people as “employees,” 
“staff,” “our people,” or even “you.” Define jargon that needs to be explained, 
such as “RDC” and “cascade communication session” (see page 20).

When you’re writing communications to staff, remember that you’re talking 
to a diverse audience, from senior directors to junior office workers, from people 

Writing for company magazines, newsletters, and internal communications

Competitions, letters, and editorial 

Internal communications are marketing communications 
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Checklist: Editorial content for newsletters and magazines 

 Have you created a formula for the page plan, showing where news, reviews, articles, features, 
 and other regular items appear?

 Do you have a plan for generating the material you will need for your large pieces 
 (booking interviews, allowing time for research, etc.)?

 Do you have a process for gathering the news and smaller items, such as product reviews or guides?

 Have you created, with the designer, style sheets for news, articles, and features, with word-count 
 guidelines for you to follow?

 Do you have a grasp of the tone of voice for the publication, and the boundaries that your copy 
 can’t cross?

 Have you identified how the newsletter can give additional exposure to messages you are 
 communicating in other media, such as online?

 Have you planned to get a response from readers? For example, are you offering a subscription 
 or competition entry?

 Does your newsletter have an attention-grabbing name that will appeal to a wide section of readers?

 Do you know what advertising content will be featured?

 Will the newsletter be on display at a checkout, or customer service point? 

 Have you started keeping a folder where you can collect ideas for future editions of the newsletter 
 or magazine?
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out in the field to those in head office. Finding a voice that suits everyone is 
your challenge. A key technique is to link your content to the overall company 
strategy. If the board have announced a new initiative then feature this in  
your communications and bring it to life by finding out what the implications 
might be for people in the business—as an overall group, as departments, and 
individually. Interview some store staff and some head office managers and 
pool the information to give everyone an insight into each other’s situations. 

Your content has to be open, honest, and accurate. There is simply no 
point telling a demotivated workforce that there is a new initiative to save 
money by cutting back on their perks and making them work in a different 
way. If you’re talking to a tough crowd, make sure you show understanding and 
empathy. Find respected people in different areas of the organization who 
support the project, then communicate through them. 

Stakeholder mapping can help you decide how to communicate effectively. 
Some of your stakeholders will be low interest, low influence—for example, 
the project delivery team. They’re not decision makers, but they need to know 
what’s going on. Think about the frequency of updates and how much detail 
you need to go into. In the initial “boardroom” stages they might just need 
monthly summary bulletins, but later on the updates might become detailed 
weekly or daily task lists.

In other cases you might be writing to someone who has high stakes in the 
project, such as an investor, who has a high level of interest and lots of influence. 
You need to turn these people into advocates for the company, gaining their 
support, and encouraging them to use their influence positively. If you need to 
sway their opinion your copywriting will need to work harder. You might want 
to create personal letters to be sent from the company directors, or perhaps 
provide content for face-to-face meetings.
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Round-up

Newsletter and magazine articles have to be informative, stimulating, 
and interesting.

Researching the content for news items, reviews, interviews, and articles 
will be a key part of your role.

A magazine is a themed collection of interesting material, and a newsletter 
is an update on what’s going on. 

The Internet and e-mail are very cost-efficient and effective methods 
of communication.

The process of creating the publication and its articles is the same for print 
or website. 

Try to work closely with the graphic designers to create a page plan.

Create your schedule and the accompanying editorial calendar, based on the 
time available and the amount of copy required.

It can take a surprising amount of time to gather information, conduct 
interviews, process and collate the raw material, and draft copy.

Every element of a magazine carries greater importance than the equivalent 
in a newsletter.

The audience must be able to identify with the messages and feel that they 
relate to their lifestyle.

Before launching into writing your articles, stand back and consider the 
magazine or newsletter as a whole.

Exercise: developing article-writing skills 

Choose a magazine that you like, ideally one that is focused on a specialist 
subject in which you have an interest (football, music, travel).

Work out the audience profile by studying how the magazine is angled at 
the readership. 

Prepare news 
Make up a piece of news and draft it in three paragraphs, with a compelling 
headline and strong opening paragraph. 

Draft an article
Take a topic that you know something about (or make one up) and draft a 
400-word article for the magazine, making sure you relate to the audience.

Write a feature 
Choose a topic relevant to the magazine and conduct some research into it 
on the Internet. Collate your notes, create a structure for them, and write the 
article as a 1000-word feature, exploring the pros and cons and drawing a 
clear conclusion.
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Case Study: Land Rover Onelife 
Few brands are as well traveled and adventurous as Land Rover,  
and Land Rover Onelife is, in its own words, a truly global project 
with a worldly view, regularly heading to the ends of  the earth  
in search of  a good story. It uses beautiful imagery and combines 
high-profile contributors with stories “you won’t find in any other 
automotive customer magazine.” Deputy editor Christa Larwood 
found the time to tell us how they keep this thing on the road.



The Objective: 
communicating Land Rover’s 
brand values
Land Rover Onelife is a biannual 68-page magazine 
that goes to owners of Land Rovers and Range 
Rovers bought in the last three years (they can opt 
out of receiving it); it’s seen as a benefit of owning 
a Land Rover. The client’s brief is that the magazine 
must reflect the adventurous, gutsy yet premium 
heart of the brand.

We translate the magazine into eight languages 
and distribute it to over 60 countries. It’s a full-time 
job; we don’t get any downtime. For each country 
we include a combination of global content and 
some pages with local news and information, which 
we source through local agencies. We also prepare 
pages here to appear in foreign-language editions. 

The audience for Onelife is existing customers, 
so our remit is to build the brand, not sell directly. 
We create editorial using a lifestyle approach based 
on the brand values. Our tone is “the Freelander 2 
enables us to go to an amazing place, exemplifying 
the Land Rover spirit,” not “we drove the Freelander 
2 from A to B.” The characteristics of the brand are 
based on six “pillars” we all innately understand: 
authentic, adventurous, worldly, gutsy, premium, and 
sustainable. These are fantastic characteristics 
to editorialize, and all the values lend themselves 
to interesting content. As Land Rover is all about 
adventure and travel, it’s easy to do a good job. 

We have space for four advertisements and 
include products such as Bang & Olufsen, which 
reflect our magazine and associate well with the 
Land Rover brand.

The Approach:
taking the editorial to extremes 
The editorial team challenges itself to produce the 
most adventurous, unique stories possible. Onelife 
has explored Northern Canada’s Barren Lands on a 
road made of ice, journeyed to the blistering heat of 
the Libyan Sahara to catch a total solar eclipse, and 
dealt with Bolivian revolutionaries setting off pipe 
bombs in the middle of a shoot.

In the last few years, editor Zac Assemakis 
has pushed the magazine further than ever, 
particularly in its structure and content. A good 
example is the editorial treatment of the Freelander 
2. Instead of communicating this new product in a 
conventional way, Zac decided to represent different 
features of the vehicle through a series of different 
stories, so the car’s interior was highlighted with a 
travel story “on the inside” of a hotel converted 
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from a prison in Oxfordshire; the car’s styling was 
showcased with an exciting illustrated car chase 
created by a renowned US graphic artist.

We sometimes throw out all of the sections  
and dedicate the magazine to a theme: for 
example, we did a Paradise issue and a Carbon 
Neutral issue. As we publish just twice a year  
there isn’t much time for the customer to build a 
relationship with the magazine and elements within 
it, so we can be flexible and do it slightly differently 
each time. 

The majority of the team is in-house and we 
have a number of external contributors to each 
issue. This adds variety and allows us to feature 
specialists and authorities—for example, we wanted 
to send someone to the edge of space and used 
Andrew Smith, who’d written a book on people who 
have walked on the moon. For our Paradise issue 
we sent Kevin Rushby, who has written a book 
about paradise, on a search for Utopia in the US. 

The client gives us a lot of freedom; we’re very 
lucky. They appreciate good editorial and we tend to 
have only a few corrections. There’s a more rigorous 
sign-off when we’re involving Land Rover itself, but 
even this is usually mild. The client is sophisticated, 
not banging on about putting cars in everywhere! 

The Result:
the magazine is helping to lead the 
brand communications 
We want people to keep the magazine, and research 
shows we have a good retention, as readers keep it 
for a month or more and show it to others too. We 
measure our effectiveness with reader surveys; it is 
claimed that 6 percent of Land Rover customers 
bought or upgraded their Land Rover as a result  
of reading Onelife, a huge statistic for a customer 
magazine, showing what an effective medium it is. 

The Association of Publishing Agencies has all 
sorts of statistics about customer magazines, and 
has awarded Onelife its “customer magazine of the 
year” title. Surveys show it’s considered a compelling 
read, as indicated by 75 percent of respondents, 
and showcasing the Freelander 2 was very effective: 
23 percent of respondents requested a test drive 
as a direct result of reading the magazine. Overall, 
52 percent of respondents took some action, 
compared to a 38 percent automotive average.

Land Rover is a storytelling brand, and the 
Onelife team “gets” the brand, probably because 
we’ve spent such a long time working with it. Land 
Rover is moving away from traditional views, and 
Onelife is seen as representing this—the magazine 
is doing absolutely what it should be.
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Well, with the help of  Rotterdam’s Sustainable 
Dance Club you’ll soon be able to actually help 
the environment as you move to the groove. Their 
dance floor will contain crystals that generate 
energy when danced upon, thanks to a process 
known as piezoelectricity. You’ll even be able to 
make use of  the rainwater-powered toilets ...
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Case Study: Kodak One Magazine
Donna Preston is director of  worldwide branding and advertising 
for Kodak’s Graphic Communications Group, providing specialist 
services to the printing industry, including integrated graphic 
communications technology—digital printing, workflow systems, 
prepress, and printing solutions. International customer magazine 
One has won Gold Awards from the League of  American 
Communications Professionals (LACP).

 “It’s easy to take for granted the 
impact of  printing when developing 
a product launch or new campaign,” 
he says. “Actually, there’s no better 
place to begin, even when the plan 
is to combine print with other forms 
of  communication.”

IRWIN enjoyed savings of  more than 
15% on its print management program, 
including labor, fulfilment, and printing 
costs. And the print campaign kick-started 
by printambassador.com was a “complete 
success,” Cottrill says.

Product managers at Newell 
Rubbermaid Inc.’s IRWIN 
Industrial Tools Division needed 
a compelling way to promote 
its new hardware items …

These people knew about 
power tools.

They would soon discover the 
power of  print.
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The Objective: 
presenting the brand to a worldwide 
audience
Our company magazine is a brand and 
communications tool, aimed at building Kodak’s 
reputation and increasing the awareness of Kodak’s 
full range of services to our customer base, the 
worldwide printing industry. 

We enable clients to produce highly personalized 
direct marketing. Using the data available to them 
they can create a personalized mailer that, for 
example, has the exact match of car make and 
color as the recipient’s own car. They can create 
very targeted communications. A key part of our 
digital business is the Kodak Versamark Print 
System. One of the jobs it handles is the printing 
of 80 percent of the lottery tickets in the US. Kodak 
offers a comprehensive line of analog and digital 
offset printing plates for commercial, newspaper, 
and packaging printing applications. Our printing 
plates are used on web and offset presses such as 
the huge Heidelberg and MAN Roland presses. 

One magazine’s circulation is global, and the 
audience includes customers, prospects, print 
buyers, and leaders of printing and publishing 
businesses. We also print extras of the magazine 
for distribution at major trade shows. 

The Approach:
tailoring the content for each 
geographical region
One magazine is published twice a year and is 
now in its second full year of publication. The full-
color magazine, designed for Kodak customers 
and other leaders in the fields of printing, publishing,  
packaging, marketing, communications, and design, 
uses case histories and byline articles to focus on 
challenges that printers face and the strategies they 
are using to win in their marketplaces. 

We called it One because we are “one 
powerful partner” and to express our commitment 
to partnership, showing that we are the single source 
for integrated print technology solutions. The stance, 
or the tone, of the magazine is not promotional or 
heavily sales-oriented. We demonstrate ways that 
customers are successful using Kodak’s solutions, 
and show the value that we add. This is a brand 
piece, not a sales piece. 

The editorial is based on feature stories that 
align with product announcements, which are all 
consistent across the regions. We include an article 
dedicated to customer success stories that are 

tailored by the local teams to meet regional needs. 
We also feature a customer profile that shows how 
someone is taking a new approach to print that is 
unique. We manage our customer bases regionally, 
and the magazine is printed in different countries. It is 
translated via regional teams into Japanese, Chinese, 
German, Spanish, French, and other languages. 

We operate an editorial board with different 
marketing representatives from our worldwide team. 
We brainstorm editorial ideas and PR opportunities. 
We will use one writer to write all of the stories, 
apart from a couple of columns that are written 
by the PR teams from the different parts of the 
business. That’s how we maintain a consistent 
tone of voice.

We plan the editorial twice a year, and at the 
start of the process there are opportunities for all 
sorts of feature articles and customer success stories. 
The editorial team decides on which will become 
the lead and secondary features, and sometimes 
we mark some ideas down as “potential future 
content.” Themes sometimes evolve, for example 
dedicating an entire issue to the packaging market 
or sustainability. We always match the customer 
success story to the editorial theme. 

Kodak has its foundation in images, and our 
strong points are print and imaging, so we take 
the time to select the right cover image. We make 
strategic use of our Kodak trade-dress red and 
yellow colors in the cover design. The cover also 
has been personalized in a unique and interesting 
way to each recipient using solutions from Kodak. 

The Result: 
offering value to our customers
The quality of our print is a major focal point for 
us, and every image and every other aspect of 
our magazine has to be completely perfect. I am 
very proud that in the last three issues we have 
had only one very minor typographic error, where 
a letter was capitalized by mistake. That’s not bad!

Our readers can tell us what they think about 
the magazine via a URL, but most of our feedback 
comes from our customers talking to our sales 
reps. We measure the magazine’s success in terms 
of the overall success of the business; it is too 
difficult to measure the success of brand awareness 
in isolation from the rest of the marketing mix. 
The magazine is positioned to add value for  
our customers and supports other marketing 
programs. The support of our management and 
their belief in this magazine is integral to us. We 
are fortunate to have very supportive management 
that understands One magazine’s value.



Writing for catalogs

With 80 percent of  Americans shopping from home, 
the Direct Marketing Association estimates that sales 
from print catalogs are worth over $150 billion a 
year. These catalogs come in every shape and size 
and serve many different purposes, the main being 
retail and trade sales. Although they may seem to be 
simply a different form of  brochure or website, catalogs  
are in fact a law unto themselves. Some catalogs 
are enormous businesses in their own right, others 
are functional directories playing supporting roles, 
but they all share similar characteristics. 
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Although premium retail catalogs can look and feel like glossy brochures, the 
two formats have very little in common and space is always at a premium in 
catalogs. Whereas a brochure can set its own scene and take its time presenting 
a concept and telling a story, a catalog has to work very hard and the copy 
has to make it easy to understand and use. Trade catalogs (used by businesses 
to market themselves to other businesses) also require the same degree of 
attention to detail from the copywriter.

The larger the catalog, the more difficult it is to write, because maintaining 
consistency in tone of voice and word counts, and avoiding repetition, becomes 
even more of a challenge. If an advertisement is a sprint, a catalog is a 
marathon. Your skills for this must include accurate scheduling and time 
management of your own writing, as well as excellent creative writing skills. 
Whatever the type of catalog, the words and messages you create for it have to 
attract interest, guide the reader, present products appealingly, and close the 
sale. At the same time your copy has to build a close relationship with the reader. 

“Catalog” is an all-embracing term that covers many different types of 
publication, but essentially every catalog is a list or database of one type or 
another. Catalogs should present a collection of information—usually about 
products of one sort or another—in an ordered, accessible, and attractive format. 

In reality it is rare to find examples of good copywriting in catalogs—they 
usually rely on presenting detail in photographs and feature lists, with basic 
indexing, and therefore miss out on the opportunity to build a rapport and 
develop a strong relationship with the reader by using interesting, informative, 
and friendly copy to guide, advise, and persuade. 

Copywriting a large piece of work can be complicated. Having written the cover 
lines and chapter headings, you submit your first few double-page spreads 
of first-draft product entries, get on with the next few, and perhaps start to 
develop the more creative introductions to each chapter. The amends for the 
first spreads land on your desk just as you are in the middle of the others. You 
somehow fit the amends in too. As the weeks go by you can be looking at 
multitudes of second- and third-stage amends to all aspects of the copy, and 
be asked to simultaneously proof and mark up your copy on the typeset pages 
as they come through from artworking. Getting things out of the door becomes 
the key objective, and this can compromise your ability to control the quality 
and style of the copy. 

This means you may have to “push back” and challenge the necessity  
of making certain client amends, which may break from the catalog’s tone of 
voice or layout rules. You need to approach this simply, justifying your comments 
by explaining how you are managing the tone of voice and why this is important. 
There will, of course, be justifiable amends, and you have to see to these and 
focus on the resulting copy. 

Everyone who is asked to approve a proof is likely to have some comments 
and amends but unless these reflect the professional opinions of members of 
the project team, it’s best to keep them to the bare minimum. Rely on tact and 
diplomacy to begin with, detailed reasoning as your next step, and a creative 
strop only as your last resort. 

 “The difference between 
writing successful 
long-form copy and 
ad copy is the degree 
of  concentration and 
discipline it demands. 
Long-form requires 
endurance.” 
Robert Sawyer, Kiss and Sell

Writing for catalogs

 “Our words actually 
change the chemistry of  
our reader’s brain. Those 
changes are filed away 
as bits of  memory. The 
longevity of  each bit of  
memory depends on the 
vividness of  the experience 
being recorded.” 
Theodore Cheney,
Getting the Words Right

What makes catalogs different?

Managing catalog copy can be complex 
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The store is a DIY warehouse, 
but the communications material 
focuses on all of the benefits 
their ranges offer, from affordable 
and complete solutions to the 
ultimate dream—the lifestyle 
that you have always wanted.  

In today’s home, the kitchen is a living room, a dining room and 
a family room all rolled into one. Buying and installing a new 
kitchen is one of  the biggest decisions you’ll make—it affects your 
lifestyle and the value of  your property. We’ll help you get the 
design, the installation, the quality, and the price spot-on.



Who
Your copy manager  

Why
to ensure that it uses the right

tone of voice, is the correct word 
count, and answers the brief

Writing for catalogs

Who amends your copy and why 
This quick guide assumes you are writing copy for a retail or trade catalog for a 
large organization. You could be an employee or working for a creative agency. 
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Who
Your creative director  

Why
to ensure that it represents the
brand and the creative look and 
feel of the publication as a whole 

Who
Your immediate client   

Why
to make sure that the right

features are promoted, the tone
of voice is appropriate, and that
the facts and figures are correct Who

Your client’s trading team   

Why
to give prominence or greater
emphasis to entries that are
selling well, or badly, and to

add more details

Who
Your senior client    

Why
to maintain consistency with 
the organization’s marketing 
and advertising messages

It is usual to expect one or two sets of 
amendments, and sometimes a third set. 
These changes often enhance the text, 
but if you don’t agree you must be able 
to justify your objections.
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As the writer, you must consider the criteria that characterize and distinguish 
your catalog. What is its fundamental role? Is it supposed to be a low-cost, 
definitive list of products and services, or an inspiring, brand-building retail 
offering? How is it being distributed? Is it being picked up in-store or mailed to 
the customer’s home? These elements will have a direct influence on your copy. 

The distribution method affects the format, which, in turn, affects your 
approach to the copy. If it is to be mailed out or inserted in the press its overall 
weight will be limited, which means a limited number of pages. This can restrict 
your freedom to use space and make it difficult to breathe life into your copy. 
The paper is likely to be very thin—you can’t put too much black ink on the 
page or it will show through to the other side, and this limits your word count. 

In-store retail catalogs usually feature a full-bleed lifestyle cover image, a 
soft-sell headline, and a few compelling cover lines. The customer already 
buys into the brand and enjoys an ongoing relationship with the retailer, so 
these types of catalog do not have to be reinforced with very strong sales 
messages. Your catalog has to sit alongside and complement the rest of the 
retailer’s point-of-sale material. It has to be a comfortable addition—giving 
more detailed information or additional products—to the store environment so 
that regular customers are likely to take a copy home as a matter of course. 

By contrast, when you are writing a catalog that is distributed via the mail 
or carried as an insert in the press you have to work a lot harder to attract your 
reader’s attention. You cannot assume any sort of ongoing relationship, or 
even any prior awareness of the brand, so you have a lot of work to do. 

The cover is your catalog’s advertisement for itself, and it should work as 
hard as any other creative advertisement. At the very least you should feature 

ROLE OF
THE CATALOG:

Selling products
off the page

ROLE OF
THE CATALOG:

Encouraging 
customers to come 

into the store

APPROACH
TO COPY:

Presents compelling 
reasons to

purchase items
(USPs, offer prices)

APPROACH
TO COPY:

Promotes retail 
brand values

(service, choice, value)

DISTRIBUTION METHOD:
Mailed to the customer

APPROACH TO COPY:
Eye-catching cover

lines and offers

Very concise,
compelling copy

DISTRIBUTION METHOD:
Pick up in-store

APPROACH TO COPY:
Sophisticated cover

Strong and clear retail 
brand messages

Writing for catalogs

Keep an eye on the big picture
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the brand (or a strong reference to it) and some form of title, even if this just 
says “Summer Catalog.” Simply use your front cover as an advertisement for 
your catalog and flag up a compelling and unique reason why it is so good. 

The cover should intrigue the reader and entice him or her to pick up the 
catalog and explore its pages by presenting some sort of promise. Using 
a garden center catalog as an example, this could range from “New ways  
to transform your garden” or “Everything you’ll ever need for your garden” to 
“Expert gardening made easy” or “Improving your gardening, improving your 
garden.” The angle you’ll take will depend on the directions in your brief. Pay 
close attention to the image and make sure your copy supports and enhances 
it and adds extra dimension to the overall message. 

If you’re majoring on “lifestyle” (relating the catalog to the target audience 
by showing imagery that triggers familiar cues for them) you may want to hold 
back on strong sales messages and let the image speak for itself, supported 
by the brand and a straightforward title. This can be a very sophisticated 
approach and is a safe bet, which can be a major consideration: if your client 
is printing 13 million copies you can’t afford to take big risks with a witty 
headline or an obtuse concept that not everyone will relate to. Lose a small 
percentage of your readers on this scale and the impact on sales will be enormous. 
When working with the mass market you are likely to have to generalize and 
use the broad-brush approach. 

Your alternative is to feature one or more of the best products or services 
on the cover as a clear example of the quality, style, and value that your client 
wishes to project. A single product can say everything about the entire content 
of your catalog, so you (and your client) should resist the temptation to splash a 
collection of products on the cover, as this is likely to be unfocused and unclear. 

Price sensitivity and other issues of confidentiality can be of paramount 
importance, so be aware of the nature of your client’s competitors. There are 
cases when the prices in a catalog are not included in any development work 
and are dropped in at the very last minute before going to print. As soon as 
the catalog is in the hands of the public, the client’s competitors will immediately 
drop their prices to just below those published in their rival’s catalog. As the 
copywriter you are often in possession of highly sought-after information, so 
make sure you don’t accidentally break confidentiality.

THE BIG PICTURE

1.
Set a style for your headers

and introductory paragraphs.

2.
Define the tone of voice

for descriptive copy.

3.
Establish some fixed formats
for listing features and prices.

4. 
Have a clear objective that the

copy must achieve.

THE SMALL PICTURE

1.
Write within the word

counts available to you. 

2.
Be consistent with your

use of capitals, commas,
and abbreviations.

3.
Don’t repeat phrases or
reuse descriptive words.

4.
Use very clear naming
and version codes for

your documents.
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Howies is about attitude, and  
the messages that kick off  
the catalog are bursting with 
ideas and energy, personality, 
and charisma. It’s stream-of-
consciousness creative writing 
and it’s inspirational.

Writing for catalogs
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For those who don’t know, the 
idea was to build an eco print 
shop in our un-used shed from 
the money we saved by not 
taking everyone on a foreign 
photo-shoot. 

In time, the photos we took of  us 
turning the shed into the print 
shop and the backdrops we built 
for the photo-shoot became the 
spring and the summer catalog.

Watch new dvds and old vhs, 
Listen to your mp3, or not at 
all, Put on your old shoes, buy 
a new board, Find new spots, 
skate the trusty old ones, Attempt 
new lines, get the old ones on 
lock. Push goofy or regular, even 
push mongo, Meet new people, 
catch up with old friends ...
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“Copywriting is about being natural.”

Chlorine-free wool
Raw, untreated wool has scales 
that make it itchy and coarse 
and cause it to shrink, so most 
wool fabrics are treated with 
chlorine to reduce the scales. But 
chlorine is a pollutant. We try 
to avoid its use by slow-washing, 
which removes the scales on 
the high-quality wool found in 
products like our Merino Polo 
and Merino Waffle 1/4-Zip, for 
softness next to the skin with 
minimal shrinkage.  

Uncle Dave met Patagonia 
founder Yvon Chouinard in the 
’60s when Dave was getting the 
famous Grand Teton Climbers’ 
Ranch up and running.

Dave began working seasonally 
at Patagonia’s Ventura 
headquarters in the early ’70s 
and has been here ever since ... 
but only for six months out of  
the year. The rest of  the year 
he spends in New England or 
Greece. At 83, Dave makes it 
clear he still can’t be tied down. 
“I can’t begin to tell you about the 
women,” he jokes. “There isn’t 
space in the catalog.”
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Aged 17 I traveled with a backpack and portable 
typewriter with dreams of  being a writer. When 
I came back, Patagonia was just evolving from a 
climbing-equipment firm into an outdoor-clothing 
one. I thought I’d spend six months there to get 
money to travel but it’s now more than 35 years!

During the 1970s, Patagonia produced one 
catalog a year, perfect bound, with beautiful 
photos. It used two primary writers and had a 
simple, clear voice with a lot of  authority, from the 
point of  view of  the expert climber. The values 
are much the same now, and the company has the 
same owners. When we started we turned over 
$200,000 a year; now we do $275 million! 

I was sales manager but didn’t want full-time 
work as I wanted to write. I quit and freelanced 
for 15 years, working for Patagonia and others.  
I drew on my experiences as a feckless traveler 
and have had a lot of  fun writing for them. 

I was always around climbers (although I’m 
not one myself) and I take their voices and make 
it the company’s. It’s quite easy for me to develop 
this but it’s hard to provide the direct experience. 
If  I have to write about places I haven’t been I look 
them up in books. Some of  the other writers can 
provide the real climbing experience. Patagonia 
takes tremendous care to ensure a product works 
brilliantly for its intended use, so there’s plenty 
to say, but we need real climbers and surfers as 
writers for their genuine experience of  the sport. 

The culture of  Patagonia is about climbers 
and surfers, and their attitude to life, which is 
close to mine, but we aim for a fairly neutral 
tone of  voice. The aim is to convey their values 
and attitudes: they are playful, anti-authoritarian, 
and interested in the natural world, as opposed 
to the artificial world of  commerce. There is a 
strong environmental component to the voice. 
Climbers would go back to spots they’d visited 
and find them damaged by pollution or climate 
change. This started in the 1980s and now is 
a primary concern. We run an environmental 

campaign every year, and the catalog has at 
least one environmental aspect linked to this. 

The copy is now a lot shorter but the voice is 
essentially the same. We used to have every product 
in the catalog, but now we only have about 25 
percent at any one time. We dedicate about half  
the space to selling products and half  to branding, 
which includes introducing our environmental 
stance, essays from the field, and full-page photos.

We’re learning how to make the best use of  
the Web. The catalog sells off  the page, but 70 
percent of  business comes through the net, and 
it also sends people into stores. We use the same 
product copy but most online copy is bullet-point 
technical detail that visitors access by clicking on 
pictures. This is a completely different process 
from using a catalog. We put a lot more 
information on the Web. Long pieces have to 
change, with shorter paragraphs to suit reading 
on the screen. It is a different kind of  content. 

We use about seven freelance writers each 
season. We have in-house editors and some writers. 
We have a tone-of-voice guide, which I wrote, 
with examples of  good and bad copy, and tips 
such as “write as though you’re writing to a 
friend.” If  a writer likes fly-fishing, we use him 
or her on fly-fishing, surfers write surf  stuff, and 
women write about the women’s gear. It’s hard 
for men to write credibly about, say, bra copy. 
Technical climbing pieces lack authenticity if  
not written by a climber. A lot of  good writers 
never get the knack of  our copy. It needs to be 
along the lines of  poetry—you have to get so 
much across in just two or three lines. 

I am part of  a coterie of  writers using copy 
to pay the bills: a couple are quite successful, one 
as a novelist, the other as a nature writer. I edit 
a lot these days: I find this easier as it doesn’t 
seem to use the same part of  the brain as writing 
copy. Copywriting is about being natural. When 
you get stumped you start to strain in order not 
to be boring, and then you do your worst writing.

Interview: Vincent Stanley, Patagonia  
Vincent, a published author and poet, is the in-house senior copywriter 
at Patagonia. He spends half  of  his time managing the editorial 
department and the rest writing pieces, managing the company voice, 
and looking after the writing of  the catalog and website. With what 
time that leaves he is busy with his creative writing, and still loves 
traveling. He has combined traveling with copywriting for more than  
35 years, and should be saluted as a true master of  the craft!
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I work on all types of  catalog writing, from 
product entries and body copy to creating new 
voices for development ranges and managing 
tone of  voice across a publication. There are lots 
of  different challenges in terms of  organization, 
maintaining structure, and accuracy, and there 
is always lots of  information to gather (and lots  
of  checklists to work through). The creative 
writing almost comes last, and with so many 
space restrictions in a catalog, the trick is to 
create the right mood with a suitable adjective 
here and there to ensure the copy does not 
become too listlike. 

My starting point is usually an overview 
brief, although this could be the same from one 
year to the next. Either with other writers or 
alone, I create some copy guidelines that tell the 
client the sort of  information we need in order 
to write the catalog. 

There are a few techniques that can help 
minimize repetition and can create the correct 
voice. For example, in one gift guide I run the 
copy on directly after the product title to avoid 
having to repeat the name and to make the best 
use of  space. We also avoid using “you” in the 
text, because the benefits are not for the reader, 
they are for the recipient of  the gift that the 
reader selects. 

We try to work to a set of  guidelines or rules 
for each catalog, but it is difficult to keep 
everyone on track, especially when a number 
of  people in the client company are approving 
and amending copy simultaneously. If  we have 
any difficulty getting the client to sign off  the 
copy, we include a note saying “this copy is in 
line with the agreed tone of  voice” to help control 
consistency. Clients are easier to manage than 
suppliers of  the products, who often insist on the 
copy being in their own brand style. They have 
often paid to be in the catalog and we have to 
be sensitive to their needs without unbalancing 
the overall tone. 

Initially, a new catalog becomes a full-time 
job for me, and sometimes for our other writers 
too. As the project progresses, our approved 
copy is sent to artworking and we start to receive 
these typeset pages for checking. These can come 
back to us in a fairly random order, so we have 
different copy at different stages. It can be very 
difficult to schedule this work or predict the time 
it will take to complete the whole project. When 
the overall deadline is so far away it is important 
to be disciplined and not let anything slip.

The brief  for the premium fine-fragrance 
catalog (which we called “Heaven Scent”)  
for Boots was to create a magazine feel. The 
designer and artworker created a template for 
the spreads (using some of  my sample headlines 
and introductory copy) and gave me the word 
counts (telling me how many words I could 
use on each layout). We decided to use far fewer 
words than the previous versions in order to 
create a premium feel, and I kept the copy to 
the bare minimum to give more emphasis to 
the photography, which ensured an elegant 
appearance. Fragrances are hard to describe so 
they need enough words to do this, and I tried 
to give the copy quite an indulgent feel without 
waffling. The way fragrance houses write is really 
over the top, so it was about stripping that back 
to something everyone could relate to. I created 
a mini tone-of-voice guide so that the client 
knew how to approve the copy consistently for 
style as well as for content, and this was all 
approved before we began the task of  building 
the catalog. 

We stripped out all nonessential copy to  
give the pictures maximum impact. It is a short 
catalog so we didn’t need to include navigation, 
for example. I had to conduct a lot of  research 
on how to describe fragrances, and I learned 
about top notes and base notes, and how to 
explain these concepts in plain English. Some 
of  the perfumes were new products that had not 

Interview: Kate Tetlow, Jupiter Design  
Kate is part of  the copywriting team at Jupiter Design in the 
UK, specializing in marketing communications that includes 
catalog copywriting for the big catalogs for Boots and Argos. As a 
studio writer, Kate works across a number of  clients and has to 
adapt the tone of  voice to suit each brand accordingly. 



175

Dior Midnight Poison
Dior’s classic Poison returns 
with a new twist. Mysterious 
and deeply seductive, Midnight 
Poison is a spellbinding scent 
for an enchanting woman. With 
the fruity top notes of  mandarin 
and bergamot, a heartnote of  
rose, and the lingering warmth 
of  patchouli, amber, and 
bourbon vanilla. 

Lacoste Touch of  Pink
At once classic and modern, 
Lacoste Touch of  Pink is fresh, 
feminine and full of  youthful 
sensuality. Notes of  blood 
orange and dark, luxurious 
violet add sweetness and charm, 
while lingering jasmine shows 
her more seductive side.



176

 “I aim to highlight the benefits for 
the reader wherever possible.”

been launched, and all I had to work with was a 
few lines from the PR agency, while some other 
information arrived late and had to be built in later.

In the introduction, I tried to create an 
excited feel, similar to that in women’s fashion 
magazines. And in the product copy, I tried to 
talk about the personalities that each perfume 
would be suitable for, as if  the reader were 
choosing a gift for someone. Avoiding repetition 
is key, not just with individual words but also 
with sentence structure, which should always 
vary in length. I maintain an idea of  every 
product while writing each individual description 
to avoid over- or underselling any of  them.

Working closely with the designer, I did 
some last-stage editing to combine some product 
entries and achieve the best look and feel on 
the page. There were hardly any amends and 
we have all been pleased with the finished result, 
and the impact it has had in the marketplace. 

With all of  my copy I aim to highlight the 
benefits for the reader wherever possible, but I 
think that catalogs sometimes are the exception to 
this rule. If  you have a double-page spread of  
hairdryers, for example, you have to highlight 
the features because this is the only way the 
customer can differentiate between the similar 
products. You have to give them the hard facts 
so that they can compare and contrast easily. 
A good idea is to include a summary box of  
the features and their specific benefits, so that 
the product entry can simply list the features 
for comparison.
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Catalogs are a form of shopping, and they do such good business because 
they are so easy to use, in every sense. For some of us, nothing beats the 
experience of wandering around a store, finding our favorite things, talking  
to the sales assistants, and carrying the stuff home, where our lives become 
enriched as a result. Some of us don’t like the hassle. We find it too much 
trouble to park, with too many people getting in the way and too much pressure 
to buy. Many of us live a long way from the stores. When writing a catalog, put 
yourself in your reader’s shoes—you’re writing for people who prefer home 
shopping to going into town—and give them what they need, both with the 
clarity of your information and the helpful and inviting tone that you use. 

Catalogs are retail environments that the customer controls. Reading  
a catalog is not at all like visiting a store. The reader can browse, compare, 
and contrast in comfort and at leisure. The purchase can be discussed with 
friends or family, and there is no one trying to close the sale, which can lead 
people either to buy something they may not really want, or to walk away 
when they really did want to make a purchase. 

Knowing that your readers (as opposed to the others who don’t want to 
read it at all) prefer catalogs and like the benefits they bring, you can talk  
to them from the perspective of a trusted friend or adviser, and guide them 
through the process of buying by using a reassuring and interested tone of 
voice: for example, “The curse of having a large garden is the amount of grass-
cutting you have to do, but these sit-on lawnmowers turn the chore into a 
pleasurable pastime.” This can be a lot more effective than trying to adopt  
a heavy-sell approach with every item (unless you are creating a discount 
prices catalog).

The major characteristic of a catalog is that it contains a range of information 
that needs to be easily accessed by the reader. A catalog features multiple 
products or messages, and your challenge as the writer is to organize and 
present the content in the most digestible way possible, with clear navigation, 
strong branding, well-presented product and service benefits, and a clear call 
to action. 

Writing for catalogs

The different approaches to each catalog format

COLLECT IN-STORE

Directory (list-based)
soft-sell, 

functional 

Wholesale (business)
soft-sell,

brand building

Retail (consumer)
soft-sell,

lifestyle approach

MAIL OR PRESS INSERT

Directory (list-based)
hard-sell, 
functional 

Wholesale (business)
hard-sell,

brand building

Retail (consumer)
hard-sell,

lifestyle approach

Plea
se

 ta
ke

 on
e

Why are catalogs so effective?

How catalogs interact with the reader
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The three main types of catalog are directories (which are usually used in 
business-to-business marketing), wholesale (which are also mainly for trade 
purposes), and retail (which sell to the consumer directly off the page or 
entice the reader into the retailer’s store). 

Knowing how much to say about each product is a big decision. Companies 
that specialize in creating catalogs for older customers (such as charity fund-
raising catalogs) may expect you to include sizes, weights, colors, and fine 
details that cannot be communicated by a photograph, such as how 
something should be operated or who would benefit the most from it. 

Pace yourself to help maintain a consistent voice throughout every page. 
You’ll be able to write brilliant entries for some products but this may simply 
serve to highlight weaknesses in entries for products about which you have 
less to say. Resist the temptation to repeat common phrases and reuse the 
best descriptive words. 

Manage your use of vocabulary precisely and sparingly. If one product is 
“perfect for … ” how will you describe another product? Once you have used 
“exceptional quality,” “unbeatable value for money,” “unrivaled performance,” 
or “specially formulated to … ” you may find yourself running short of alternatives 
in a situation where you might be writing over a thousand entries. If this is a 
problem you can consider opting for bullet points to avoid repetition. Always 
use the same number of bullet points for each product, and present information 
in the same order to allow for easy comparison.

Before immersing yourself in the specific brief on your table, think about 
yourself and the catalogs you might use and consider how customers will use 
yours. Theoretically, just about every household in the US has a Sears catalog, 
and in the UK an Argos catalog. What about you? Do you have one? How do 
you use it? One thing is certain—you know the catalog, and even if you don’t 
shop at Sears or Argos, you are bound to have used one of their catalogs to 
browse through the available options when considering a purchase. 

You’re likely to begin by flicking through the catalog until the categories 
you’re looking for turn up, as if by magic. If not, you’ll try the contents page. 
Color-coded edges to the pages with section headers as labels work very well 
for this. You probably flick through it from the back to the front, and definitely 
won’t look at every page. Your conclusion should be that clear navigation is the 
starting point for any good catalog. 

As a catalog shopper, when you’re looking at a product range you’ll 
use the pictures as your starting point, identifying the items that you’re most 
interested in and checking their price points. Quality photography is therefore 
essential, with positioning copy to set the scene for the section as a whole. Your 
copy will support these images, but you won’t always get to see the images 
yourself when writing the entry. You will be lucky to get a manufacturer’s 
specification sheet, and this is likely to be a list of bullet points that does little 
to distinguish one product from another. 

You have to squeeze the little information you get very hard. Go on a 
journey of lateral thinking. If a camera has auto-focus digital SLR, what does 
this mean? It means it has the ability to focus on any image you point at and 
show you the exact image through the lens before you take the picture, 
allowing you to adjust accordingly. So what? Well, this means the photographer 
can take crystal-clear images consistently and with confidence. So what? 
Someone with one of these cameras is likely to build up a collection of great 
images and develop a real ability as a photographer. So what? Well, this 
camera can really help you enjoy photography to the full. OK. Now summarize 

Understanding and relating to your reader
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The product entries in the Palümba 
catalog are very hard-working, 
yet have a gentle and easy-read 
style. They explain each product’s 
features, highlight benefits where 
possible, and explain their origin. 
Looks easy until you try it. 

Our lovely hand-crocheted 
Child’s Market Bag graciously 
expands to accommodate 
many gatherings.

The stove, burner, and faucet 
knobs work smoothly without 
the use of  any metal hardware. 
The heavy gage stainless steel 
sink bowl can be removed for 
easy cleaning.



 

For example: “free home delivery within two days”

 

 

or example: “free home delivery within two days”

What is the business objective of this catalogue?

For example: “to increase our market share in the US for digital cameras”

 

 

What is the strategy for reaching the customer?

For example: “TV advertising, retail displays and direct mail of the catalogue”

 

 

How is the customer expected to respond?

For example: “complete the coupon or go online to purchase from the catalogue”

 

 

Do we know how previous versions performed?

For example: “a lot of customers found the form-filling and buying process confusing”

 

 

Are there any weak points in the process?

For example: “customers always call us, almost none use our Internet site”

 

 

Is there any research on customer likes and dislikes?

For example: “hero products [those products that feature most prominently on the page] always sell 

faster than the items featured less prominently”
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What to ask when taking your catalog copy brief
In addition to the usual questions you would ask when taking a copy brief (see page 27) it is important 
that you know exactly how your copy fits in with the overall retail marketing process. Asking these types 
of questions will help you to build up this wider context, which will then guide your writing.

What is it that makes this brand different from its competitors?

For example: “free home delivery within two days”
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For example: “to increase our market share in the US for digital cameras”
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For example: “TV advertising, retail displays, and direct mail of the catalog”
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Do we know how previous versions performed?

For example: “a lot of customers found the form-filling and buying process confusing”

 

 

Are there any weak points in the process?

For example: “customers always call us, almost none use our Internet site”

 

 

Is there any research on customer likes and dislikes?

For example: “hero products [those products that feature most prominently on the page] always sell 

faster than the items featured less prominently”
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this in a short, compelling sentence. “Hit the bull’s-eye with every shot”—no, 
that’s too hard. “Precision photography made effortless”—no, too patronizing. 
“Greater control for enhanced quality photography”—maybe. The final solution 
will depend on the brand and the tone of voice. 

Your shopper will want to compare and contrast the options. Why does one 
item cost twice as much as another? Do I need all of these extra features? Is 
the lowest-cost product enough for my needs? What does the top of the range 
offer me? Your body copy needs to present the key features and, ideally, the 
associated benefits, in a logical order that enables direct comparison. 

Your copy must communicate your client’s distinctive USP wherever possible, 
both overtly and subtly. You can work out what this is when taking the brief. 
Ask the client, or your account manager, what it is that makes the brand unique. 
Good brand positioning will highlight to your readers that your brand is the 
best place to make a purchase because you are clearly offering better value 
for money, or stronger guarantees, or far better service and customer care, or 
a much funkier place to include as part of their cool lifestyle, or better peace 
of mind, or all of the above. 

Your call to action (the messages that persuade the shopper to purchase, 
or close the sale) is as important as the navigation. This is a team effort between 
the client’s purchasing process managers and the copywriters. As much thought 
has to go into streamlining the buying procedures, making them as foolproof 
as possible, as goes into the explanations of them. You can only clarify what 
can be clarified—if the process of buying from the catalog is very complex, 
there will be little you can do to make it seem straightforward. Let the process 
managers explain the process in full to you, then see how concisely you can 
express this. Show them where you might have sticking points and see if they 
can solve the problem either by explaining it more clearly to you, or by making 
the process itself more straightforward (perhaps by removing a step in the 
procedure). You should end up with something along the lines of “Three 
simple ways to purchase—post, call, or e-mail.” 

While your objective is to develop a perfect tone of voice that flows effortlessly 
through the pages, with examples of great writing in every paragraph, you 

Creating and managing the correct tone of voice 

 General tips for catalog writing 

 Have a strong, simple cover line to create interest.

 Have a clear contents page at the start.

 Use color-coded, labeled page edges.

 Include a friendly, editorial-style introduction.

 Explain the benefits of the process early on.

 Put the purchasing information at the back.

 Label pages with titles, phone number, and website address.

 Include introductions to each major section.

 Feature key products in greater detail and size.

 Present product details consistently for comparison.

 Use graphic icons to represent features. 
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won’t be working on this project in isolation and may find that other priorities 
(such as the client adding in more products, the designer slashing the word 
count, or the account team struggling with difficult suppliers who don’t provide 
raw material) will remove the controls that you need to deliver beautifully 
crafted copy. 

It’s best not to set yourself up for a fall. Don’t put all of your best work into 
the first few entries or write in a highly creative style that is packed with detailed 
information and witty explanations. The chances are you won’t be able to 
deliver this on every product, as the raw material simply won’t allow it. Pitch it 
in the middle—a few key facts, a single benefit, and a friendly comment. This 
will give you the chance to seamlessly include the weaker entries and allow 
some of the easier entries to be a bit more expressive. 

Everyone involved with the catalog, from the boss to the buyers, will want 
maximum space for their ideas and products and will not understand why the 
“creatives” insist on wanting to let the design “breathe,” and allow the copy 
to “set the scene” and “build a rapport” with the reader. The client wants sales, 
and wants them now. 

Structure for a catalog tone-of-voice manual
There are similarities between most good premium retail catalogs,  
and you could follow this structure as a guide when identifying the 
different copy elements. There is no limit to the size of guide you 
create, but there is merit in keeping it short, so don’t worry if you can 
cover all of this in a few pages—it’ll probably be read more often.

COVER:
Descriptive title,

in the tone of voice
being outlined 

INTRODUCTION
AND CONTENTS:

Summary of what’s 
inside, clearly listed

WHAT THE BRAND 
STANDS FOR:

Quick explanation of 
the core approach

HOW LANGUAGE
IS USED:

Examples of good
(and, possibly,
bad) practice 

GUIDANCE:
Direction on how 

best to apply this to 
different formats
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In a catalog of traditional home 
décor, the voice has to suit the 
brand, and McKenzie Childs get 
this spot-on, evoking times past

Mrs. Powers Garden Gate
Our garden gate is fashioned of  forged iron and features an engaging 
bevy of  birds and bells, flowers and furbelows. At its center, a proper 
lady on a swing suggests the fun to be had within. Garden art at its 
best. Handsome enough to hang on a wall!

and communicating brand values 
of craftsmanship and attention  
to detail.
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So you don’t usually get much room for maneuver with your copy. If you 
learn to adapt to this restrictive environment, you will soon regard every 
problem as an opportunity, and every restriction as a chance to create something 
potent. Forget about putting personality into your product copy if there simply 
isn’t room for it. If you’re writing long product copy, stick to the facts and 
make sure the benefits are calling out loudly and clearly. 

You have four main opportunities to weave in your client’s personality: 
the cover; the welcome page; the section headers and introductions; and the 
customer information pages. There is very little space in any of these areas, 
but that doesn’t mean you can’t project a distinct personality. Less is more, so 
get to work on a creative concept (such as “Be Gorgeous this Christmas,” from 
British health and beauty retailer Boots) and some punchy lines that you know 
you can replicate and work with. Look for a structure with a pattern that you 
can replicate, such as four words divided by commas, or a phrase that always 
begins with “Because … ,” or a theme that always uses a reference to 
“relaxation,” for example.

Begin with an understanding of your target audience. What are they like, 
what are they looking for and what is their relationship with your client? Develop 
a voice to which you feel they can relate directly, and roll this out consistently. 
There is a tendency in catalogs not to use copy imaginatively, so you may have 
to persuade the client or the creative team that there is value in giving a strong 
verbal identity to yours. Your copy effectively adds the voice of the sales 
assistant to the catalog. 

Whether you are writing a catalog that is a simple directory of products and 
services (where your role may be as much to do with the organization and 
presentation of information as with creative writing), or a sophisticated retail 
offering (where your ability to maintain a consistent personality throughout the 
copy is paramount), the core requirements of your copy are the same. You 
need to attract interest, guide and advise, and facilitate purchase. There are 
several elements that you can use to a greater or lesser degree to achieve 
this, and the approach you take will depend on the specific brief to which you 
are working. Direct-sales catalogs have to grab the attention and will be more 
promotions-based, with exciting offers to tempt customers, while retail 
catalogs will take a softer approach, designed to foster long-term relations. 

With a specialist catalog in a niche market (such as supplies for fly-fishing 
enthusiasts) you can adopt a very specific tone of voice in the knowledge that 
readers share the same attitudes and beliefs, while more generalized catalogs 
covering a number of product lines will require their own carefully controlled 
brand voice to speak to their customers. In these large catalogs the brand 
voice of the retailer (focused on the service, choice, and value messages 
rather than the characteristics of the specific items) should be the consistent 
thread running through the pages.

The first stage (which doesn’t necessarily mean you write this section first) 
is the positioning statement on the cover. Identify the brand’s features and the 
choice, value, and quality within the catalog—is it exclusivity, or ease of 
purchase, or range of options, or price, or something else? The client will give 
you some direction, but you must evaluate this as objectively as possible. Having 
identified the key features, turn these into an overall benefit and encapsulate 
this in the correct tone of voice for the brand. 

 “Overstretching for colorful 
words can damage reader 
empathy. Stay within 
acceptable bounds. Once 
again we see hard evidence 
that strong direct response 
writing can require the 
discipline of  vocabulary 
suppression. Fundraisers 
have to be especially careful; 
when their message reflects 
a fanatical devotion to 
their cause, it’s time for 
disinterested third-person 
proofreading.”
Herschell Gordon Lewis, 
Copywriting Secrets and Tactics

Understanding all of the elements within a catalog

Putting a catalog together
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Fat Face uses copy lines in light 
touches, and resists the urge to 
go over the top. It’s not frightened 
to be conceptual though, and 
phrases such as “re-think the 
familiar” speak volumes about 
the stylish and fashionable edge 
that characterizes the brand.

Once your reader has picked up and opened your catalog you’re talking to 
a different audience. You now have to deliver the promise you made on the 
cover. What was previously a general audience is now an actively interested 
audience, who are much closer to becoming customers. 

Focus on the way you welcome the reader and introduce your offering, how 
you identify and describe each section, and how you navigate the customer 
through your pages. 

Give a clear identity to each section. The sections may be divided by product 
type or customer profile. You must create a style that can be used in a balanced 
way across every section. You may decide to be functional or descriptive 
(“Gifts for men, Gifts for women, Gifts for children”) or you may consider a 
lifestyle approach (“The great outdoors, Home is where your heart is, Time for 
each other”). Be careful not to set yourself an impossible challenge by using a 
great line for one or two sections that can’t be replicated across the catalog. 
Work on the least inspiring range first, and leave the easy ones until the end!

Your next consideration is the introductions to each section. Follow the style 
you’ve created for the section headers and draft a short paragraph to qualify 
the header and explain who the products or services are designed for. This is 
one of the few places in your catalog where you can breathe some personality 
into the copy, so give the readers some interesting points to provoke their 
interest. Push this to the limit, without breaking brand boundaries, and you 
should create something fresh and alive.

The bulk of the copy in your catalog will be the product entries. You, the 
designer, and the client have two main considerations: should each double-
page spread feature one item as a hero product, with a larger image and longer, 
more detailed copy than the rest of the products? Is the product copy going to 
be succinct bullet points or longer copy that explains the features and benefits 
fully? Featuring a hero product is a great way to bring some variety to your pages 
and set the scene for each range, which can then be differentiated through 
the use of short bullet points. This is particularly suitable where the customer 

A new year. Time to look 
forward, discover new horizons, 
surf  the city, be spontaneous, try 
something completely different 
... Fat Face Spring: re-think 
the familiar.

And just in case you’re not 
delighted with your kit all returns 
are FREE from anywhere in the 
UK or to any Fat Face store.
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Checklist: The stages of catalog copywriting 
The following checklist can help you to break down 
your tasks and convert this marathon into a series 
of shorter runs.
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Positioning statement on cover

Relates the message to the reader’s needs 
or desires. It has to link to the cover image, 
and you should share your ideas with the 
designer. Take a few options with you.

1.

Welcome and brand statements

Your reader may be looking for solutions to 
problems rather than for specific products. 
Are you providing help, offering advice, or 
perhaps creating an environment in which 
to present other brands?

2.

Section introductions 

The paragraph or two that you can use 
to open a new section are the best 
opportunities for some creative writing. 

5.

Calls to action and buying process

You should include the purchasing and 
helpline numbers, and e-mail and Web 
addresses on every double-page spread.  
The buying process should be summarized  
at the start (a few points) and detailed at the 
back (frequent questions and answers).

8.



Section identities 

Your choices range from the functional, 
or descriptive, to the evocative and poetic. 
Develop a style that you can replicate 
consistently. The headers should not only 
identify the section but should also create 
some appeal.

4.

Contents description and 
navigation system

Don’t worry about creativity or personality 
too much—just focus on making this very 
easy to understand and to follow.

3.

Hero product copy 

Choose a product to feature large on the 
page, and support it with copy that explains 
the features and benefits.

6.

Product entries 

While there are arguments for long copy, 
or including more products for wider choice, 
it is best simply to list the features under 
each image, and support this with a table 
summarizing the range of features available, 
and their associated benefits.

7.

Supporting information

Catalogs are information repositories. 
The more the better, so long as it is  
properly edited to be accessible and  
easy to understand. Include a section  
toward the back for delivery information,  
returns, and other details. 

9.

Index

This needs to be prepared as you go 
along (listing key words) and completed 
at the end (when the page numbers 
are fixed). 

10.

Writing for catalogs 187
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can also visit the retail store to find out more before purchasing. Longer product 
copy is more effective when customers are expected to buy off the page, as 
it answers more of their queries and reduces their need to find out more. You 
can write long copy only when you have plenty of information about every 
product, and collecting this can be very time-consuming. 

Calls to action are communications tools designed to close the sale by 
encouraging the reader to commit to purchasing. There should be a call to 
action on each spread and somewhere in your catalog you must include a 
detailed description of the buying process, explaining how to order and what 
to expect after ordering. These will probably be quite wordy and uninspiring, 
so consider using charts, tables, and graphic icons to support and streamline 
this information wherever possible. 

All supporting evidence should be included in these customer information 
pages, in a concise form so that as many readers as possible will digest it  
and understand the buying process. You may also wish to include an index, 
which can be quite time-consuming to compile but will help the readers to 
navigate your catalog without any confusion. If they can’t find something they’ll 
go somewhere else, and will be disappointed with your catalog.

With each of the copywriting elements listed you can adopt a slightly different 
tone of voice, as they are each fulfilling quite distinct roles. You are facilitating 
a sales process, so be clear about your specific objectives with each individual 
element and ensure that each contributes effectively to the overall process. 
There’s no room for any weak links in these self-contained purchasing chains. 

Some clients want an online catalog as well as a print version and may ask for 
the same product copy to be used in both. This can be achieved, but you’ll 
need to plan in advance. It is important to understand the function of your 
product entries before you embark on writing the online catalog.

Whereas every bit of space in a print catalog is expensive and fought over 
by the trading teams, designers, and marketers, you are likely to have more 
room available online, allowing you to give the reader some additional detail 
about the product, if it is available. You may decide to write both entries 
simultaneously: one that is more succinct, to be used in print, and another, 
more detailed, version for the Web edition.

The beauty of the Web is the flexibility it gives you when it comes to creating 
online marketing materials. As a result, there are many different types of 
online catalog. It might include every product, a specific product line, or just  
a selection. It might have a seasonal focus or it could be an all-year-round 
sales tool. The tone and writing style will vary depending on the purpose and 
the company; for example, a small business might focus on quality and 
service, whereas bigger companies might quote big brands with value 
statements and a focus on prices.

When writing for an online catalog it’s important to remember that shopping 
online can create customer loyalty in the same way as a visit to an offline 
retailer. When you visit a retailer you interact with other people, compare 
products, perhaps ask for advice, and a relationship of sorts is created. A 
customer shopping from a website can now benefit from a similar customer 
service experience. In today’s ultra-competitive digital environment there are  
a host of loyalty and rewards programs, frequent-buyer schemes, member 
discounts, and pop-up offers available to the loyal online customer. 

Is it an online catalog too?

Writing for online catalogs
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There will still be the casual surfer who would buy the same item from  
a different site without much thought, but online shoppers are increasingly 
Web savvy. As a copywriter, this means you have to work very hard to hold the 
reader’s attention at all times, and to do this you have to understand how they 
use the site.

People search and scan online, they don’t read, so the copywriter has to 
shape the text into very short nuggets that make perfect sense on first sight. 
Content is accessed randomly, not in a linear way as in print, so everything 
has to make sense as a stand-alone message. The visitor will be flicking 
around, making quick decisions (they can always come back to you, so they 
can leave without a thought). They are very fickle and you can lose them in 
the blink of an eye, and maybe find them coming back just as quickly too!

You have a great retail offering, a good brand, and plenty of reasons for 
people to buy your products. But who is visiting your site and how do you 
engage with them? They could be browsing randomly, not sure what they are 
looking for or that they even want to buy at all. Or perhaps they are looking for 
a gift for someone special, or a specific product that they need, or maybe just 
something that solves a problem for them. 

When they arrive on the site, visitors will usually stay on the top levels where 
they can compare items easily until they find the item they’re interested in. If 
they know exactly what they’re looking for they might just search for an item 
and add it to their basket, but if they’re not sure they’ll probably want to click 
for more detail—they might download a PDF, read information on screen, or 
print things out. 

Just like in print, online catalogs are all about product placement, product 
prioritizing, and space allocation. A typical online catalog has top-level pages 
that include basic information, sometimes with a hero product featured.  
At this level there’s no room for creative writing, and your job is to provide 
practical and clear data such as product names, quantities, and prices—
usually supported by an attention-grabbing photo. 

Once the user has clicked through to a product, you can begin “selling.” 
Just like in print, you need to consider unique selling points, the core 
proposition, and brand values. Don’t forget to make sure your text is search-
engine friendly, including key words or phrases like “Dad” or “men’s razor.” 
Writing great copy for product information will help customers to find your  
site using search engines and once there, identify what they want using the 
search tool. Avoid using too much promotional jargon in your copy, which 
could end up being filtered out as spam. 

As with all product copy, the shorter the better. Even though there’s usually 
more room than in printed catalogs and shoppers can scroll down the page, 
they don’t have time to read reams of information. Their attention span is 
short, so get the message across quickly and succinctly. Good copywriters  
will kick-start sentences with the most important information and benefits for 
the customer. You can usually add tables or bullet points if there are a lot of 
product features to communicate. 

Finally, don’t forget a strong call to action to close the sale. It might mention 
an offer on the product or a particular line, or it might remind you of the unique 
product features that mean you just can’t live without it.

How are your visitors using the site?

What does this mean for your writing?
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Argos sells more than 35,000 general products 
for the home through its printed catalog and 
online store. Around two-thirds of  the UK 
population—17 million households—have an 
Argos catalog at home, and argos.co.uk is the 
UK’s second-largest Internet retail site. Argos 
serves over 130 million customers per year 
through its stores and takes around 6 million 
orders online or over the phone.

Copywriting for argos.co.uk is an ongoing 
process. There’s a constant program to review, 
research, and rewrite product information and 
buyers’ guides for the site, and the copy is 
critical to its success. It gets customers to the  
site using search engines like Google, it helps 
them find what they want using the Search tool, 
and it provides accurate information about 
products and their benefits.

When it comes to copy, accuracy is the main 
priority. We have a dedicated product information 
team that collates the features of  every single 
product from numerous suppliers. The features 
are then prioritized and presented consistently 
regardless of  whether the customer is shopping 
using the catalog or online. There’s nothing 
worse for a customer than going online for 
further information on a product that they’ve 
seen in the catalog, and discovering that the 
specifications are different—they will not feel 
confident about buying. So keeping everything 
accurate is a huge and very important task.

The next priority is to consider all the ways 
a customer might refer to a product when they 
search—either in a search engine or on our site. 
The trick is to use the most common language to 
deliver the best search results. For instance, “Kids” 
is typed in more often than “Children.” 

The main difference between writing for the 
website and the catalog is the use of  key words to 
improve search engine optimization (SEO). We 
include certain words and content to bring our 
website higher up in the search results than our 

competitors. SEO can be improved by 
including additional content such as jargon 
busters, buyers’ guides, and range statements, or 
by featuring relevant articles at certain points in 
the year, such as the beginning of  the school 
term. Once customers are on the site, this added 
content also improves their shopping experience, 
helping them make informed decisions about 
what to buy.

We always commission professional 
copywriters who are talented enough to include 
key words while ensuring their copy reads naturally.  
Our strategy has always been to include good 
content in the catalog and on the website to 
make shopping easy, and we were doing this 
long before SEO even existed. These days, we 
just take a more mathematical approach to what 
we say on the website. It’s essential not to waffle. 
Just because a page can be any length, it doesn’t 
mean it should be. Copy must be concise and 
give the customer what they need as quickly and 
efficiently as possible.

As with any website, it’s important to manage 
content carefully and keep everything up to 
date. Promotions are changed weekly, or more 
often during peak trading seasons, and all of  
the language is standardized to allow the site to 
be updated quickly. These guidelines exist to 
remove unnecessary debate about the best way 
to communicate simple messages.

Introductory copy for each section of  the 
site is changed every six months when the new 
printed catalog is launched. It’s written to a 
specific word count and is approved by both the 
content and creative teams. We avoid changing 
other copy too frequently, as SEO drops every 
time the copy is changed. The resulting drop in 
customers coming to the site can lead to fewer 
sales than the forecasted increase in sales generated 
by better copy. Our content team times changes to 
the copy very carefully, so that we always do what’s 
best for our customers overall.

Interview: Sunita Yeomans, Creative Director, argos.co.uk  
Argos is the UK’s largest catalog retailer, enjoying more of  the 
market share in jewelery, toys, and electrical beauty products than 
any other retailer. The company emerged from the Green Shield 
Stamp business, one of  the original retail catalog businesses. Copy 
has always been a core part of  their approach, and their Creative 
Director, Sunita Yeomans, reveals the key differences in writing 
copy for their print and online catalogs.      



http://www.argos.co.uk

http://www.argos.co.uk
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From office PCs and laptops through 
to iPads and mobile phones – however 
you choose to communicate, we’ve got 
the bases covered.

With a choice ranging from bikes to 
treadmills, cross trainers and other gym 
equipment, keeping active has never 
been so easy or enjoyable.
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There’s a lot of  information on our website, 
so it’s essential to organize it carefully to create 
the best possible experience for our customers. 
The catalog and website are grouped into product 
departments, and then ranges [lines]. Ranges 
are presented in a default position of  least to 
most expensive but are usually segmented 
further to help navigation: for example, home 
and furniture, dining tables and chairs, ten 
seater, and so on. On the website customers can 
then select how products are listed, for example, 
by brand or by color, which allows them to 
compare and shortlist products more easily. 

Initially the sections on the website copied the 
catalog faithfully. But we found that customers 
took longer to find what they wanted on the site 
than when they used the catalog (unless of  
course they typed a keyword or catalog number 
into the Search box). This was because the 
catalog is designed for people who navigate 
either by the index, the contents, or by flicking 
and scanning the pictures, but the website was 
restricted to a more formal navigation of  clicking 
through menus. 

With this in mind, the website was then 
divided into sections based on customer research 
and by analyzing the most frequently visited 
sections of  the site, and search keywords. This 
worked well for customers who only shopped 
the website, but as most still used both printed 
catalog and the website in conjunction (for 
example, finding a product in the catalog then 
visiting the site for further information), they 
found the inconsistency made shopping difficult. 

So we made the decision to reformat both 
the catalog and website at the same time. 
Everything was reviewed, including how many 
sections we would have, what they would be 
called, and what would go into them. And to 
make it easier for customers we added drop 
down menus to the website that listed the ranges 
in each department. We have also recently 

introduced a few new sections to the website, 
such as “Kids World” and “More at Argos.” It is 
the first time products have been grouped by 
person, or by a slightly ambiguous title, but they 
are proving effective. The ideal solution is to 
dual feature (show the same product in two 
places); however, the catalog is already 1800 
pages and would become far too big. The 
website allows access to ranges by a number of  
routes and therefore caters more effectively to 
an individual’s own shopping journey.

We’re conscious of  the fact that visitors  
scan and search information rather than read 
thoroughly online, so we write copy with this in 
mind. We have to be careful to make menu 
listings short and informative, and we regularly 
test how customers respond to particular words 
or layouts by live testing, observational research, 
and sometimes eye tracking.

We always try to communicate the Argos 
tone of  voice online. When it is done effectively 
it does have a positive impact on how customers 
perceive us as well as how much they spend. We 
are constantly championing benefit-led product 
copy that demonstrates our customer focus  
and expertise.

The area where we can usually succeed  
in communicating our personality is through 
promotions and offers. We give them short, 
snappy names and bring together the deal, the 
product or range, and a picture. We have recently 
introduced Hot Deals, with a flame graphic for 
the “o.” The language is full of  personality, and 
the hot theme is used on all hero offers. 

Looking ahead, we either need a phrase 
library that allows the content team to select  
the most appropriate phrase—for example, 
“Summer sizzler” for a half-price barbecue— 
or we need a copywriter on standby to write  
the words as soon as we select the products.  
We work very quickly, and hero products can 
change right up to moments before we go live.

 “We’re conscious of  the fact that 
visitors scan and search information 
rather than read thoroughly online, 
so we write copy with this in mind.”
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Your Argos shopping experience starts here. 
Life just got a little easier.
Argos it.



Can’t find what you’re looking for? We have 
loads more gifts and hobbies products online 
with most free to order into your local store.

Find the right tent for you.
Choose a spacious dome tent, a tunnel tent 
for camping holidays or a convenient pop-
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Can’t find what you’re looking for? We have 
loads more gifts and hobbies products online 
with most free to order into your local store.

Find the right tent for you.
Choose a spacious dome tent, a tunnel tent 
for camping holidays or a convenient pop-up 
tent—perfect for summer festivals.
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Round-up

Catalogs are retail environments controlled by the customer. 

Space is always at a premium in catalogs.

Every catalog is a list or database of one sort or another.

The distribution method affects the format, which affects your approach 
to the copy.

The cover is your catalog’s advertisement for itself.

A single product can say everything you need to about the entire catalog.

Organize and present the content in the most digestible way possible.

Pace yourself to help maintain a consistent voice throughout the catalog. 

Use vocabulary precisely and sparingly. 

Squeeze the little information you get very hard. 

Develop a voice to which you feel the audience can relate directly.

Be clear about your specific objectives with each individual element.

Exercise: converting bullet points into long product entries

Find a typical directory-type catalog (perhaps for computer supplies,  
electrical equipment, or mail-order clothing). Study how the copy has  
been put together. It is likely to have good navigation, including category 
listings and page headings, with minimal copy for each product entry.

Select a double-page spread and analyze the sort of information you could 
add to make each product proposition more compelling to the reader. For 
example, if it is a camera catalog, what is it that makes each camera unique, 
and what would you, as a customer, need to know before you would be happy 
to purchase? 

Do basic research on the Internet to gather a few facts, even if these are not 
strictly accurate (this is a hypothetical exercise after all!). Write new product 
entries for each item on the spread (it is important to do them all, as this will 
show you how difficult it is to avoid repetition). Explain features, highlight 
benefits, and suggest how the reader might make best use of each product.  

When you’ve finished, compare your copy to the original. Consider how much 
time it’s taken. Does the result justify the effort (and expense)? Could you 
deliver quality copy, assuming raw material was supplied by the client, for the 
entire catalog? In your opinion, what is the best way to present these items in 
a catalog, and what would work best for the reader and the client? 
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Case Study: The Territory Ahead 
The Territory Ahead (TTA) is a US private-label clothing 
and accessory catalog set up in the late 1980s. Mark Boston 
has been editorial director for the past three years. He explains 
the attitude and approach they take to writing for their audience, 
and how they tackle the complexities of  their copywriting 
throughout the catalog.

Both personalities exist peacefully 
on the peninsula, as they do in our 
collection for spring. New colors and 
styles, grounded in our tradition of  
fine fabrics, details and construction. 
We hope you like what you see and 
that we hear from you soon.

For occasions when it’s worth a little extra effort, we offer the Required 
Taste Blazer: a rakish blend of  luxurious (silk) and rugged (cotton) 
that’s pigment dyed and sandwashed for great faded character. It’s 
perfect for dressing up a pair of  jeans or down a shirt and tie.
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The Objective: 
controlling the TTA tone of  voice
Writing a large retail catalog involves many 
challenges, and maintaining consistency without 
losing freshness and originality takes a great deal of 
planning. My objective when I started was to control 
and develop the tone of voice for the catalog and 
for the company as a whole. 

The Territory Ahead has a fun, conversational 
tone of voice, with lines packed with personality 
reflecting the mindset of the independent traveler, 
such as “Is it ever too soon to be comfortable? 
Hell, no. Crafted of a slip-on-easy all-cotton rib knit 
that guarantees warmth and promises silly and 
happy comfort from sunup to sundown.” 

Although we sell our products through our print 
catalog, website, and retail stores, we decided to 
use the same style for our print and Web messages. 
The original tone of voice was established by the 
founder’s wife when the business began. At that 
time, we sold men’s products and the tone of voice 
was a little irreverent, poking fun at men in particular. 
This was a very different approach from that taken 
by most retailers, and resonated with customers.  
It proved popular and effective. 

The Approach:
giving writers the freedom 
to express themselves
I have been a copywriter for years and years, but 
this is my first editorial role. I like it. I was always an 
in-house writer and I do miss the writing, although 
I make sure that I get to write some of the copy too. 

I take the view that if I’m drawn to something 
as a customer, I’ll buy it, so I focus on how the copy 
will appeal to, or draw in, readers. I created a new 
approach to managing copy based on having one 
in-house editor who concentrates on women’s copy 
and another, our previous editorial director, focusing 
on men’s. All our writers are freelance; many have 
worked for us for quite a long time. They know what 
we want and they always deliver it to us.

We do have a tone-of-voice manual, but it isn’t 
too constraining—I want to see what writers can 
do when given some freedom, when they bring their 
experiences to the copy. We don’t want a cookie-
cutter approach. We know that our customers are 
literate and intelligent. They don’t all travel, but they 
are interested. It’s a “road less traveled” kind of 
approach—a shared attitude to life.

We see the customer and our shared journey 
as the focal point of our brand. Everyone who writes 
for us knows our brand and understands what works 

and doesn’t work. Every season we choose a 
different location and create an “editorial packet” 
full of details and anecdotes about the area. Our 
copywriters draw on the information to bring their 
copy to life, and this helps create some consistency 
without restraining the creative writing. 

Our women’s products team includes two guys. 
Women do bring a different set of experiences when 
writing about clothes for women; they wear the same 
items and know what a woman looks for in them—
but a few of our male writers also write successfully 
for women’s products. All of our writers have to pass 
a copy test, which includes about four products to 
write about. It’s strange, but many talented writers 
can’t do the style of writing we need. We don’t want 
it to be too catalogy or traditional—for example, 
phrases such as “three reasons to buy.” We look to 
be more personable, engaging, and aspirational. 

There are so many things to accomplish with 
the writing—it has to inform, engage, create interest, 
and sell the products—but I believe that it doesn’t 
really matter how you approach the writing, so long 
as you get under the skin of your audience. I love 
the Boden clothes catalog in the UK because it 
sounds like the first-person voice of the boss or a 
mate. Achieving this is harder than it looks, and I 
think it’s very important, especially for The Territory 
Ahead, not to talk down to readers. We aren’t afraid 
to be literary and use four-syllable words. We know 
if our readers don’t get it, they’re likely to look it up. 

It’s important to keep a sense of variety. We 
ensure we get up close and examine merchandise 
on some pages, revealing textures and showing 
what we believe in. This will be followed by more 
heavily merchandised pages. There are two schools 
of thought on how much to write about products. I 
don’t subscribe to the idea that the more you put on 
the page, the more you sell, but others argue the 
point. Realities of economics mean that we have to 
fit more products onto the page in order to sell more.

The Result:
the copy is a major part of  our 
brand expression
We get a lot of feedback. Just today I got a card 
from a customer saying he “enjoyed the story  
about the sausage in Germany” in our Fall catalog. 
Some don’t buy clothes, but they still like to read 
the copy and the way we write reflects this and is 
very much part of our brand identity. We design our 
own clothes and use our own voice. Our customers 
are nontraditional in the way they dress—that’s  
our niche, and unless the market changes we’ll  
stay the same.



Writing for the 
digital environment

The quality of  content on the Internet is one of  the 
most important elements of  the digital revolution. 
Information flows digitally between all of  us, day 
and night, and the only challenge is making real 
sense of  any of  it, which is where you come in. Get 
the copy right at the start and the communication 
will make sense to your audience. Most digital 
content is generated by organizations, but 
increasingly individuals are using the digital 
airwaves to publicize their messages, and user-
generated content from social media platforms such 
as Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube is beginning to 
dominate the Internet. Social commentary from 
Twitter microblogs has influenced behavior on a 
large scale. As social networking sites emerge as sales 
channels in their own right, social media has become 
embedded in consumers’ lives.
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The development of interactive websites has had to keep pace with the 
emergence of new handheld digital devices such as smartphones and tablets. 
The number of shoppers accessing retailing websites from their mobile 
handsets is increasing. A new mobile commerce—or “m-commerce”—is 
emerging, with mobile-optimized websites that can be read on every type  
of digital device. Websites remain a powerful interactive medium, and as a 
copywriter, the content you create has to be informative, clear, and compelling. 

Copywriters usually influence the planning and structuring of a website 
(which is separate from actually building a site) because the content has to be 
linked together carefully so that visitors can navigate in whichever way they 
choose. The Internet offers huge opportunities for creativity, but it is not the 
place to go overboard with your copy. You need to be even more controlled 
because the digital environment can be so unstructured compared with print. 

Websites are a form of direct marketing, in that they can reach directly 
into the audience’s world to inform, guide, and sell to them, but they have one 
fundamental quality that shapes their every aspect: they are an interactive 
medium. All digital communications share similar properties and the guidance 
for writing for the Internet applies in many ways to the other digital media you 
may work on.

In the absence of the boundaries that you have with print, you must set 
yourself clear objectives so that the content you’re working with doesn’t run 
away with you. Thorough preparation and planning is essential and, as with 
other formats, simplicity is the key.

Interactivity presents a whole new world of opportunities for communication 
in compelling and relevant ways, but if you don’t do the hard work of preparing 
and presenting the content clearly you will lose your audience before they have 
even started. 

People don’t read online, they scan, searching for the material they entered 
the site to find. Rather than read your main headline, opening paragraph, and 
body copy in sequence, they will search for their key words in your text. It is 
only when they arrive at their destination that they will require full information 
and detail, which is often best provided in the form of a separate, downloadable 
PDF or similar document. 

 “This is a medium that 
doesn’t require campaigners 
to jump through hoops 
doing publicity stunts, or 
depend on the good will 
of  an editor to get their 
message across.”
Naomi Klein, No Logo

The differences between reading print and reading online 

Writing for the digital environment

It’s direct marketing, Jim, but not as we know it

Your visitors don’t read, they scan 

ONLINE:  
Scanning 
Searching 

Random sequence

PRINT: 
Reading 
Studying

Linear sequence
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This site doesn’t pull any punches: 
it’s corporate and controlled.  
It uses fresh and concise copy 
that gets straight to the point, 
highlights the benefits to the 
reader, and makes sense—which 
is saying a lot in the financial 
services field. This quickly builds 
a sense of trust, so that the visitor 
will have a positive experience 
with the brand. 

Writing for the digital environment
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Offering plenty of material and 
clear navigation, this information-
resource website presents each 
item clearly and concisely. The 
content leads with the key facts 
and provides the detail in a 
format that can be scanned and 
searched, and is easy to absorb 
when read online.

Writing for the digital environment
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For the rest of the site you should use a brief, punchy, and energetic style 
that presents your copy as concise soundbites of quality information. Short 
sentences and paragraphs, bullet-pointed lists, and clear titles and subtitles are 
all hard-working techniques for breaking up copy into easily digestible pieces. 

An Internet site presents visitors with options. As the writer (along with the 
other team members) you identify and clarify those options, while the users 
choose where they start, where they go to next, and where they finish. You have 
to present the information along the way in self-contained pieces that can be 
accessed in any order and still make perfect and compelling sense.

You may be writing for an existing website (or similar digital format) or you 
may be creating a site from scratch. In both cases as the writer you are 
assuming the role of the tour guide to the site. It is your role to draw in the 
visitors and hold their limited attention span for as long as possible before 
they click off to another site. How you do this depends on what your audience 
expects from the site, and what you feel will work best. Whichever approach 
you take, you must be consistent with everything you write for the site. 

You are providing the options to the visitor, and the way you create and 
present the links between sections and pages on your site is one of the most 
important elements of your copywriting. In the digital environment you are 
responsible for prioritizing the key information and steering the flow of your 
“story,” but you have little control over the sequence in which visitors will 
decide to access this. 

Instead, you have to ensure that the right links are in place at each point 
on the site where the visitor may decide to take a diversion. Give the users 
full control of how the content can be accessed and used, and anticipate their 
needs as far as possible so that you can guide them to the places you want 
them to visit. Brainstorm all of the options and prioritize them, and then make 
sure that they are expressed clearly. 

It is vital to work with the site designers and programmers, at least in terms 
of understanding what your options and restrictions are. Does the programming 
language they are using allow you to include lots of links? Does the graphic 
interface of the site present any restrictions in terms of the number or 
location of links? Which links could be included in the live copy as well as  
in hot buttons? Do the programmers have any solutions of their own that will 
help you with the structuring of the site and the way pages will link? You are 
part of a project team, whether in-house or freelance, and if you haven’t met 
the key people on the team try asking if this is possible—it is likely to open 
up a whole new range of possibilities. 

With website projects it is essential that you have established a coherent plan 
for all of the content before you start. 

Having taken a thorough brief, your impressions of the target audience 
will be your starting point, just as with every other copywriting project. Take 
the time to analyze and process the raw material you are working with, and 
conduct some original research of your own to add detail and gain a better 
insight into the target audience, marketplace, and your client’s strategy. Retain 
only the most pertinent information and collate this material into logical sections. 

The Web is a very visual environment, so be sure that your copy solutions 
will complement all of the graphical elements that will be used. How can 

 “The job of  writing web 
copy, especially in small- to 
medium-sized enterprises, 
often falls to marketing, 
or in some cases IT staff. 
Even larger companies 
employ or outsource 
copywriters with insufficient 
online experience. The 
result is long pages of  text, 
which do not appreciate how 
users read the web or help 
them find what they want.”
Peter Burns
Top 100 Internet Mistakes You 
Can’t Afford To Make

Writing for the digital environment

You are the tour guide to the site 

Preparation is the key to success
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Checklist: Planning the content for a website 

_How do the readers want to access this information?
> If their priority is instant information, give it to them without any fuss. 
> If they are more interested in understanding a brand, and getting to know the ethos 
 of an organization, provide this information concisely.

_What are the most important messages for the audience as a whole?
> There will usually be an overriding brand or product story message that must be highlighted   
 above all other messages. 
> If it’s not clear, think it through and create one.

_Does the audience break down into groups that may need different information?
> The sub-groups of a target audience may differ hugely, and in order to relate to each 
 of these different types a different tone of voice and overall attitude may be required 
 for different sections of the site. 

_What is the overall volume of content, and how can this be divided?
> Understand the full extent of the content of the site, and see if this falls into natural 
 groupings that can dictate the sections of the site. 
> Be careful to manage any imbalances in different sections—more content does not mean 
 more visitors.

_How often is the content going to be refreshed and what is the process for this?
> News pages must be refreshed regularly. 
> Once the site is launched it must be maintained effectively, and you will need to create 
 a process for reviewing and updating the content.

_Where is the raw material coming from and how reliable is it?
> Don’t take it as read that the raw material you’re given is accurate or up to date. 
> Do some research of your own to double-check, and see if you can find anything else 
 of interest to add.
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illustration, photography, charts, diagrams, and graphics be incorporated, how 
can your copy enhance these, and how much breathing space does this leave 
for the written messages? Your copy must be concise and clear, but you are 
allowed to present information in great detail if this is appropriate.

Before you begin planning, write a short summary of the site’s intended 
role, including who it is catering for, what it aims to provide them with, and 
what the overall objective of the project is. Keep this to a single sheet of paper 
if you can. This is to help you and the designers clarify the overriding purpose 
of the site and remain focused on this at all times. Try jotting down some 
rough headlines and subheaders to get a feel for the style and tone of voice 
that you will adopt. 

 “A short saying often 
contains much wisdom.”
Sophocles

The three layers 
of website content

Writing for the digital environment

1. Introduction sections and main navigation 
 For the home page and every potential landing page, 
 oriented around expressing the brand values clearly.  

2. Quick-hit information, ideas, and direction
 Summaries of the core information, directions to further 
 resources and inspiration for other uses of the site.

3. Detailed facts and figures 
 Articles and documents providing in-depth information, 
 accurate facts, and up-to-date figures—usually in a 
 downloadable format. 

Sketching out your 
site plan
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Getting started: Sketch out your website plan

You will need to plan out what pages will be on your website, how they might be grouped, and how 
users will easily find their way around.

1. Grab some large pieces of paper and some colored pens or pencils.

2. Draw a box near the top and label it “Home page.” Keep boxes thumbnail size so you have room  
 to add comments or notes.

3. Under the home page box, create a box for every major section of your site: for example,  
 “About us,” “Products,” “Buy,” and “Search.” These will become your landing pages, which 
 will in turn lead to further information in each section.

4. Draw lines between each section box and the home page to indicate that they should be linked  
 from the home page. Work quickly and don’t worry about the details of your design.

5. Under each section, add boxes for additional pages you would like in that section and draw lines  
 from those boxes to the section box.

6. Give your pages names—make sure you use names which help users find their way around your  
 website. Remember that your page names will affect how easily search engines can find your site. 

7. Once you have mapped out all the pages and their main links, take a different colored pen or  
 pencil and start to draw out the peripheral links that visitors will find between the pages of the site.

8. Continue creating boxes to represent Web pages and drawing lines to connect them to other pages  
 until you have every page you want on your website listed. Don’t forget to include any access and  
 information pages that may be needed: for example, “Login,” “Site map,” “Frequently asked  
 questions (FAQ),” and “Help.”

9. If you wish, you can start sketching in more detail, showing how the user will navigate the site. You  
 could use the label “Start” to mark entry points (where users arrive at the site), and add arrows to  
 show how users might move around the site.

Send a clean version of your sketch map to the programmer so that they can check viability and 
suggest ways to maximize user experience by taking users directly to what they’re most likely to want 
in the fewest possible steps.



 Collate the information gathered from the client. 

 Conduct some original research to add detail 
 and context.

 Pull this together and organize into clear sections.

 Create a site plan to show how the sections link.

 Segregate your raw material into these sections.

 Draft the copy in full for each section.

 Revisit the completed copy and cut out any
  unnecessary words or phrases.

 Check for consistency throughout and tighten 
 if possible.

 Write the copy for headers, links and hot buttons.
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Don’t forget, your readers will not be reading your copy fully; they will be 
scanning for the key words that will take them where they need to go. This does 
not absolve you from your responsibility to incorporate all of your copywriting 
techniques (promise–deliver, intrigue, benefit-led propositions, and so on) for 
holding the visitors’ interest, keeping them entertained, and encouraging them 
to visit frequently. 

More than any other, digital formats require you to pare your copy to the 
bone, which can be a very satisfying process. There is no room to go into great 
detail on a thought-provoking concept—your priority is to deliver maximum 
understanding coupled with very clear navigation, and the fewer words you 
need to do this the better. Distilling a complex message into its purest essence 
is one of the most rewarding copywriting challenges. 

Keep the main information to the start of your headers, opening paragraphs, 
and body copy, and use generic industry terms in full. This will help your readers 
to scan your copy for the information they require. 

Gathering together the available material for the content is a core part of 
your role as the copywriter, but the time and effort required to do this thoroughly 
is often underestimated. The visitor will see only one page at a time, and rarely 
understands how much work it takes to create the entire site. When you plan 
the site, do a separate plan for the writing time required. 

You will gather a lot of your content through the briefing process, where 
you will be able to agree the context, detail, and priorities for the site. You  
will be able to add more detail and context to this by conducting your own 
research, but there may still be a lot more information missing. Depending  
on the nature of the site, you may have to interview people within the client 
business and arrange for photography at the same time. It takes time to 

Techniques for editing 
Web copy 

Scanners don’t like complex concepts 

 Collate the information gathered from the client. 

 Conduct some original research to add detail 
 and context.

 Pull this together and organize into clear sections.

 Create a site plan to show how the sections link.

 Segregate your raw material into these sections.

 Draft the copy in full for each section.

 Revisit the completed copy and cut out any
  unnecessary words or phrases.

 Check for consistency throughout and tighten 
 if possible.

 Write the copy for headers, links, and hot buttons.
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Here’s what it means to you
Heard about the latest bank 
charges ruling? Find out how 
it could affect your claim.
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arrange an appointment, conduct the interview, write it up, and get it approved 
by the relevant signatories. Plan ahead and don’t leave this to the last minute. 

Knowing that you will revisit your copy as an editor, you can create the first 
draft in a looser form than you would use if it were to be finished copy. In fact, 
it is wrong to craft finished copy at too early a stage. At this stage you should 
view this more as taking comprehensive notes for yourself. If you write the copy 
for the entire site in this way, you will break the back of the project as well as 
gain a thorough understanding of how the copy will fit into the overall feel of 
the site. This will be very helpful when you return to cut the copy down, as 
you will have a complete overview that will guide your decisions about where 
to cut back and how far you can go, and ensure that you have a good balance 
of information across the site. 

When revisiting the copy to edit it you can experiment. Keep a copy of the 
original text so that you can return to it if required, and then sharpen your 
scalpel—you’re about to perform major surgery. Wherever you spot repetition 
you can combine messages. Wherever a conversational tone is spotted you 
can cut out the chat to leave the core message. Wherever long words are 
used you can replace them with short ones. Keep cutting and cutting, being 
careful not to lose any of your core content. Once you’ve filleted your original 
copy down to the bare minimum you may find that it is far more powerful, 
punchy, and concise.

 “Good things, when short, 
are twice as good.”
Baltasar Gracián

Writing for the digital environment

There is an abundance of advice 
about money in newspapers and 
magazines, so why go to this 
website? Maybe because it speaks 
to you in an open and honest way, 
and is not frightened of having 
some fun at the same time as 
being brutally accurate: a powerful 
and compelling combination.

Here’s what it means to you
Heard about the latest bank 
charges ruling? Find out how 
it could affect your claim.
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 “We’re working on the ‘micro-micro-micro’ scale here.”



My background is marketing, but I’ve been 
doing this for a long time. I think like a graphic 
designer, in short bursts of  words; as a writer I 
have to be to the point, avoid jargon, and make 
it “everyman.” As in signage systems we have to 
maintain consistency. I’ve developed a brief  way 
of  communicating. Writing copy descriptors 
under graphic icons just comes naturally to me.

As well as full applications, we do a lot of  
banner ads. We are tightly restricted by current 
limitations of  technology. We can go to a maximum 
of  four kilobytes per file and graphics eat up most 
of  this. It’s color that uses most memory, so we 
tend to use just one or two. The question is how 
much space to allocate to copy and how much to 
the image. There is almost nothing to work with.

We’re trying to get across the most information 
through the advertisement; visual and contextual 
components fight for space within tight limitations. 
We’re working on the “micro-micro-micro” scale 
here. Copy requirement in a digital environment 
is often very basic as there is so little space, and 
our designers usually write the interface copy. 

There are readability issues, and the question 
of  how much space we have available. There is 
always a strong graphic element, but the copy 
gives description to an advertisement. In the GUI 
(Graphical User Interface) environment of  hand-
held applications we have a bit more breathing 
room and elaborate with copy a bit more. The 
GUI is quite big, but we tend to use two colors 
and only a few pixels so it remains clearly readable, 
and our designers may hand-render a font for 
clarity. Microsites give us much more room.

We designed and wrote The Weather Channel 
site to operate on the iPhone. It can’t be accessed 
through a desktop browser. We always design to 
the technical constraints of  the format, and in this 
case we could really only describe and explain the 
functional points. A designer will ask “what is the 
best thing to call this button?” and the answer isn’t 
always exactly clear! It offers a two-week forecast 

Interview: Mark Santus, Romeo Empire Design
Mark is a managing director of  New York’s Romeo Empire 
Design, and specializes in creating digital content for their 
corporate clients, who include Trump National Golf  Clubs 
and AT&T. The Romeo group designed a smartphone graphical 
user interface for The Weather Channel. Mark explains how he 
works with copy in the digital environment. 
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of  the “temperature,” what it will “feel like,” and 
how this progresses through a day. 

We already use these terminologies on The 
Weather Channel, which provides the information. 
Blackberry users want functionality. It’s a tool, and 
content on the Blackberry originates in need. The 
application is pushed by data, and it’s one of  the 
top two downloaded mobile applications in the 
US—it’s very specific, a utility. The copy clarifies 
the functionality. The microsite for the iPhone 
is branded The Weather Channel. It’s available 
to iPhone and iPod touch users at www.weather.
com/iphone, and looks and feels like an iPhone. 

We’re pioneering a new format—copy is 
utilitarian now. Some companies can extend reach 
into product promotion in this format. It’s about 
the appropriateness of  copy and design; it still has 
to be appealing even if  we have just one or two 
words. Blogs are pushing material out to phones 
too: increasingly detailed messages and information 
are being exchanged. The Safari browser should 
mark the beginnings of  new developments as it 
directly correlates to mobile devices. 

When competitors try to differentiate similar 
products you’ll see more different uses of  copy, 
as messages need greater explanation. We could 
have a whole screen of  just copy, and this now 
gives us room for a reasonable message. Every 
12 months, technological advances give us more 
room to use copy creatively. The future of  digital 
mobile and Web interfaces and messaging will 
be about banner ads with Flash animations with 
looped micro-videos. Up until now these have 
been sloppy, but are becoming more refined now 
and the animations look fluid. They’re winning 
the audience’s attention and get good responses.

Increasing screen size of  smartphones gives 
us opportunities. We can display whole pages, 
and a page now fills the whole monitor. You’ll 
see more creative applications, promotions, or 
cross-promotions, giving users the opportunity 
to jump off  and explore other microsites. 
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The main difference between writing copy  
for print and the Web is how your readers read 
you. Online, to be frank, they don’t. Instead of  
reading from left to right, top to bottom, studying 
and digesting text as they might with print, online 
readers scan pages fast, looking for information 
cues and signposts. Web users are impatient, task-
focused, and extremely disloyal: if  they can’t find 
what they’re looking for easily, they’re off. 

A decade ago, we’d be commissioned to fill 
commercial and corporate websites with lots of  
news stories, feature articles, and white papers. 
Quantity was the focus—lots of  “deep content” 
was supposed to result in longer site visits, and 
average length of  visit was a key statistic used to 
sell online advertising space. But now, we focus 
on short, highly influential text that encourages 
actions and transactions: key messages, signposting, 
top-level navigation buttons, and link or “anchor” 
text. It’s not about how long a user stays on your 
site anymore, it’s what your text can get them to 
learn or do while they’re there. 

With most commercial sites, readers are not 
there for fun. They want the cheapest flight to 
New York, the best deal on car insurance, your 
company phone number. The title of  the famous 
usability manual by Steve Krug, Don’t Make Me 
Think, is a great mantra for web copywriters. If  
your text is well structured, easy to scan, clean, 
clear, and beautifully written, readers should be 
able to find their way around and interact with the 
site easily. And that usually translates into sales.

Less is more online. Text must be kept focused 
on home pages, landing pages, and other top-
level pages. The function of  these pages is to help 
readers orient themselves and to encourage 
them not to leave the site but to move forward 
to a specific action or information point.

Before Google, most Web users typed in a 
URL and landed on your website’s home page. 
Now, because the majority of  traffic comes from 
search engines or e-mail, readers tend to land 

Interview: Catherine Toole, Sticky Content
Catherine Toole is a copywriter, journalist, and lecturer who 
founded and is managing director of  Sticky Content, a digital-
copy agency specializing in planning, writing, and editing copy 
across digital platforms, from websites to e-mail, and mobile 
to blogs. She explains how Web users scan for key “information 
cues” rather than reading screenfuls of  text, and how writing 
copy that is search-engine friendly is now simply part of  the job.

directly onto a product- or topic-specific page 
lower down in your site structure. 

There’s quite an art to writing these “landing 
pages.” They must be short, scannable, findable 
by search engines, yet still compelling, benefit-
led, and targeted. Usability guru Jacob Nielsen’s 
“Rule of  Twos” asserts that online readers focus 
on the first two words of  a sentence, the first 
two sentences in a paragraph, and the first two 
paragraphs on a Web page. So good writers look 
to front-load sentences with the most important 
messages or the biggest customer benefits. 

Copy on Web pages, especially landing pages, 
has to be self-contained. It has to make complete 
sense in itself, out of  context of  the rest of  the 
site, as there is no way of  knowing where readers 
have arrived from and how much they already 
know. The best sites use a consistent, on-brand 
tone of  voice and deploy strong editorial style 
guides and formats across the site. Frequently, 
when we start a project, there will be guidelines 
for designers but no language guidelines for 
copywriters. Often our first job is to agree and 
write these.

We’re often asked to suggest links for Web 
copy too. A web copywriter must be aware of  
what else is on the site, so they can insert links 
that direct readers to other, relevant content. Of  
course this process can be automated—the related 
links in the right-hand column of  the BBC’s 
news website is a perfect example of  this—but 
this only works if  Web editors and publishers tag 
their work correctly in the first place. 

Tagging is another task unique to the digital 
copywriter. We are often asked to tag individual 
content items with key-word phrases, categorizing 
each piece so that it can be easily linked to in 
future by authors writing on the same subject.  
If  a strict tagging convention isn’t observed, this 
doesn’t work. For example, if  one writer tags  
a bride’s story as “wedding” and another tags a 
piece “marriage,” the two won’t be related unless 
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 “Web users are impatient, task-focused 
and extremely disloyal: if  they can’t 
find what they’re looking for easily, 
they’re off.” 
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you have software capable of  making the 
connection. Even now, not all our clients have 
software or conventions in place to do it well, and 
we end up being asked to suggest links manually. 

Calls to action are vital. Since visitors create 
their own journey through a site, you have to give 
them lots of  options on every page. And you can’t 
control their point of  entry, so you must persuade 
them again on every page. Search engines have 
a huge effect on how we write copy. Pre-Google, 
we didn’t think much about search terms. Now, 
so many online businesses live or die by organic 
search results that search-friendly copy is a must. 
In basic terms, this means using the same words 
and phrases people enter in search boxes for title 
tags of  pages, anchor text of  links, headlines, and 
body copy. These search terms will often be 
supplied to us by the site’s SEO (search engine 
optimization) partner. Rather than call a page “Our 
software solutions,” you’d title it “Our accounting 
software packages”: it’s specific and potentially 
matches what a customer might put into Google.

Search-friendly copy often relies on nouns and 
key words, but it’s not about squeezing in as many 
search terms as possible at the expense of  flow or 
style. The best Web writers do it without sacrificing 
tone and readability. Asking and answering 
questions is one good technique for holding 
visitors’ interest and inserting key terms seamlessly. 
Print journalists struggle with writing for search 
as their copy must become more functional and 
descriptive. There’s no room for clever puns, so 
“Simon Cowell deported from US” is a much more 
searchable headline than “Mr Nasty voted off.” 

Not that writing search-friendly copy is just 
about headlines. Most SEO experts would say 
link (“anchor”) text is actually more important, 
as search engines partly evaluate the “relevancy” 
of  the website to a certain word or phrase based 
on the number of  links to other relevant content. 

Part of  a copywriter’s job is to work in linking 
text, internal and external, in such a way that the 

connection is clear. But links for links’ sake will 
annoy—you need to ensure they are helpful and 
relevant. Best practice is to ensure it’s clear from 
link text what readers will get if  they click on it. 

So search-friendly copy is often more 
practical and obvious than copy in other media. 
The editor of  a retail website for an international 
brand used to brief  us with: “If  it’s a toss-up 
between meaningfulness and creativity, go for 
meaningful.” But informative, search-friendly 
headlines are usually longer than creative lines, 
and there is often not enough space. Which is 
where we get into fights with designers … 

Too often copy is an afterthought and we are 
brought into a project when the design and build 
is pretty much there. So we have to “write to fit” 
spaces left by designers. It’s what we call the 
“<copy goes here>” syndrome: it causes serious 
problems. If  a button is easier to understand if  
it’s five words long but a designer has only left a 
ten-character space, it’s the user who suffers. 

The best projects are the ones where the 
designers and copywriters work together from 
the start. Designers often prefer to design with 
“real copy” rather than placeholder text anyway. 
And if  the copywriter gets involved early on, 
they can influence the information architecture 
of  the site, ensuring that text is presented in a 
logical structure. Also we can work together to 
create strong page formats that work editorially 
as well as visually: clear, repeatable formats are 
what make websites easy to use and navigate. 

Equally, the best Web copywriters are very 
aware of  what the designer is trying to achieve 
with the look and feel of  the site and are keen  
to support it. Sadly, since most Web content is 
published via content-management systems,  
it’s all too easy to send off  your text and never 
review it in situ prior to publication. Ideally, a 
writer should be aware of  what the finished page 
will look like and make sure copy both makes 
sense on the page and supports the design. 

213



214

 “In an Internet world, 
opportunity for marketers 
has nothing to do with 
recreating mass marketing 
and creating commercials 
that can’t be skipped. 
Instead marketers can use 
the many dimensions of  
our media culture to tell 
more complex stories faster 
and more effectively than 
they ever could have using 
television commercials.”
Seth Godin
All Marketers Are Liars

Writing for the digital environment

Without personality, you’re not interesting 

Your visitors may be creating their own content

Having reduced your copy down to a potent core, you have one final job to 
do: check for personality. All too often copywriters craft clear, concise copy 
that presents the message accurately and delivers all of the requirements of the 
brief, yet is bland. This is the result of technique winning out over creativity, 
and must be avoided. 

With so few words at your disposal and the restriction of having to create 
pieces of tight, informative copy that can be read in any order, adding personality 
to your copy can be a major challenge. Use the lightest of touches. A choice 
word in the opening paragraph, the use of a surprising word on a hot button, 
the inclusion of a colloquialism in a headline, or the addition of a throwaway 
comment at the bottom of a page—as long as it is in line with the agreed tone 
of voice, brand style, and objectives of the brief—can work wonders. This light 
touch can be all you need to include a sense of humor and show that there is 
a human behind all of the technology and glitz of the site. This is about 
breaking, or seeming to break, with some tone-of-voice conventions and 
adding a few surprises here and there, adding a little bit of spice to the mix. 

One way of weaving a strong personality into your copy is to recognize 
that you are enjoying an interactive relationship with the visitors to the site and 
to acknowledge this is the way you should present your copy. It is generally 
expected that the tone of voice for a website will be more conversational and 
flexible than within more formal material such as an annual report or company 
brochure, so play to this. Be chatty and relaxed, suggest links rather than telling 
visitors where to go, welcome them when they get to the new page, and invite 
them to visit a different page if the one they’ve landed on doesn’t suit them. 

Personality requires some nerve and a lot of energy. It requires you to 
push yourself outside your usual risk-free comfort zone and try a new approach. 
This is the only way to be different. It is no use trying to write your site “in the 
style of Innocent Drinks” for example, when you should be writing your site in 
the style of your client. It’s one thing to add a few friendly comments, and quite 
another to maintain a consistently warm and friendly tone of voice throughout 
the entire site, even the boring sections, without the joins showing. Be confident, 
and enjoy putting across a strong personality, but remember that everything 
you do must be on-brief and relevant to the overall tone of voice and brand 
style of the client. 

Your project may be a single e-mail rather than a website, and may contain 
moving imagery and soundbites. Writing for the spoken word is similar to writing 
for a reader (or scanner!) but you should incorporate an additional technique: 
read your copy aloud as you develop it, to check for timing and credibility, 
rhythm, and flow. Messages that read well do not always work well when spoken, 
so the more you listen to it, the more you can fine-tune it into credible copy.

Content is increasingly in the hands of the visitor. Not only do your visitors 
choose the messages that they are prepared to absorb, they are able to create 
their own messages too and compete with you for the attention of the other 
visitors. They may be writing customer reviews, conversing in your chatroom, 
contributing to blogs, or posting content onto YouTube, MySpace, or a similar site. 

Larger corporations are finding themselves competing with “amateur” sites 
that aim to tell the “true” story about the way they conduct their environmental 
responsibilities, or about what their trading ethics are like, or perhaps to expose 
some form of unappealing practice. As a copywriter who fully understands
the target audience, if you are looking after the content of the official site you 
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Using compelling copy to make 
otherwise dry subjects sound 
interesting, under headings such 
as “architectural conjecture” 
and “urban speculation,” this 
blog covers everything from plate 
tectonics to airborne utopias.  
The style is brief, concise, and full 
of interest and variety, and the 
navigation is clear and simple.

everyone would write mini-reviews 
onto white stickers placed on the 
front covers of  CDs – but there was 
one album I remember that sounded, 
someone wrote, “like the dream of  
a submarine’s machinist passing under 
the polar ice cap,” a description which 
has stuck with me to this day. 
So I was interested to see an article 
this morning in the New York Times 
about a “brotherhood of  submariners” 
during the Cold War ... 
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 “The Internet has rapidly 
become the tool of  choice 
for spreading information 
about multinationals 
around the world.”
Naomi Klein, No Logo

have to be aware that your target audience may well be looking at these less 
complimentary sites too, and address this. Openness and honesty is an integral 
part of the directness of modern digital communications—it cuts through the 
clutter like nothing else. 

Your tone of voice should be real and credible, not just an acceptable 
corporate stance. Reflect the tone of the blogs your audience write and read 
by being conversational and less formal than the client might expect (you can 
justify this as a characteristic of the Internet) and build maximum credibility 
by providing strong, accurate, and informative content that cannot be accessed 
elsewhere. This will help to give your site a clear point of difference from 
other commercial competitors. 

Your audience expect the best of both worlds from you. As a minimum 
they want the site to have a quality look and feel, with excellent navigation, and 
to be packed with features and points of interest. They also expect you to 
provide very detailed, in-depth, and original content that will enhance their 
knowledge and inform them fully. 

As copywriter, your role is to help move the client’s voice forward to match 
the typical sites that are visited by your target audience. By doing this you will 
fit in with the visitor’s perceptions about cutting-edge websites. As well as 
gaining their attention, you might just achieve the ultimate objective and create 
a site that they recommend to their closest friends and colleagues. You never 
know, they might even post some of it on YouTube!

You’ve set up your website and it’s a comprehensive “shop window” for your 
business, showcasing your brand and allowing people to buy products at the 
click of a button. Now it’s time to look at other ways to communicate and 
interact with people online.

Social media refers to Web-based platforms that allow the creation and 
exchange of user-generated content. The forms of social media that we can 
use are expanding all the time. Most are interactive, in that they allow the 
reader to respond, and they range from podcasts and Internet forums to social 
networking (such as Facebook) and microblogging (such as Twitter). These 
tools allow you to generate two-way conversations with customers, giving 

Writing for the digital environment

Checklist: Writing a marketing e-mail

 Put the subject in the title of the e-mail.

 Use a conversational, friendly, and relaxed style.

 Lead with your main point.

 Follow with secondary points. 

 Use short sentences and short paragraphs.

 Have a clear call to action. 

Online content and social media
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The new gadget maintains many of the great features of 
the previous Contour models while adding its own twist.
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After she was laid off from her 
job, Geraldine DeRuiter started 
traveling with her husband and 
blogging their experiences on 
the Everywhereist.

You never know what the intrepid 
trend spotters at Cool Hunting will 
bring to your attention next. All 
you can be sure of is that it will 
be something cool.

Blogs usually take the form of 
online diaries or commentaries. 
An original voice and a good 
idea can inspire an audience to 
visit the website frequently.

The Hövding Invisible Helmet is a fabric collar containing 
a built-in airbag designed to inflate around a cyclist’s head 
on impact. The fabric shells of the collar are replaceable 
and meant to be changed based on weather and style, 
which makes for a stylish piece of safety gear that will 
save your hair and, most importantly, your life.
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Checklist: Writing for social media

 Be original
 Unique, original, and relevant content is the best way to engage your readers (and search  
 engines love it). Focus on short, succinct, and influential text. 

 Prioritize
 Deliver the most important points of your story first—the reader must get the main gist of  
 the story without reading it all.

 Establish clear goals from the start
 Users are goal-driven. They want to accomplish something on your site, so give them the  
 information they are looking for—and don’t hide it away.

 Think before you write
 Some bloggers like to rant about things that bother them, but remember there are search  
 engines crawling around your posts and once it’s out there, anyone can see it. Take a moment 
 to read what you’ve written before you click submit. Does it sound too opinionated? Have you  
 gone overboard on a particular point? Remember to be objective.

 Write frequently
 There’s nothing worse than a company setting up a Twitter feed to share their latest news,  
 posting the word “Hello,” and then saying nothing for six months. Try and write as frequently  
 as possible to keep your readers informed and interested. Don’t write useless stuff for the sake 
 of it—put together a communications plan and stick to it. 

 Think about your tone of voice
 If you’re writing on behalf of your business or employer, make sure you’re using the brand’s  
 tone of voice, not yours. Avoid slang and acronyms to make sure as many people as possible  
 understand your message. Be consistent and use a simple, easy-to-read conversational style,  
 as if you’re talking to an individual rather than an audience. Create a house style to help  
 maintain consistency. 

 Think about your audience
 Who’s actually reading your Facebook page or Twitter feed? What do they want to know about?  
 Answer these questions and you’ll have more ideas about what content to include and what  
 responses you might get. Focus on your audience and make sure you write about them, not you. 

 Don’t let comments go unnoticed
 By allowing people to comment on your social media sites you can encourage interaction and  
 debate. Be prepared for bad comments, but don’t be afraid of them. This is your chance to give  
 a professional response, and if more than one person shares a negative opinion you can address  
 the issue head-on. Invite people to comment, ask questions, and reply to responses. Try to  
 stimulate discussion. After all, social media is about creating dialogue—you want people to  
 interact with you. 

 Brighten things up a bit
 Pictures and videos are a great way to bring your posts to life, letting people into your business  
 and your world.

 Spread awareness
 Create incentives for readers to pass along your posts.

 Don’t brag
 No one likes a show-off. If you have good news to share, be proud of it—but don’t go on and  
 on about it. If you’re using Twitter or Facebook, use links to articles on your website that  
 people can visit for further information.
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them the opportunity to feed back and you the chance to respond. Social 
media is a measurable communications platform that lets you develop online 
communities of fans and followers. It’s an opportunity you shouldn’t miss.

Social media tools are all about content and personality. Regular content 
keeps people interested in your company, brand, or product, and personality 
helps them relate to you. But it’s no good writing any old rubbish. Just like 
preparing your company brochure or catalog for print, you should plan your 
online communications carefully and ensure they are relevant to your audience. 

At all times you need to be acutely aware of your responsibility: you are carrying 
the brand and you don’t want to damage it in any way. You can share points of 
view, but keep it professional; you don’t want to alienate managers, stakeholders, 
or customers because you once accidently said something thoughtless on Twitter. 
Don’t be fooled into thinking you’re having an online chat with your mates—
there’s no room for personal opinion. You’re broadcasting content to the world, 
and it can be copied, retweeted, reposted, linked to, and criticized in an instant. 
The golden rule is: if you wouldn’t say it in the boardroom, don’t say it online.

When blogging, think about and plan your content in advance, just like a 
publisher would. Think about the quality of writing, your audience, and whether 
any approval processes are needed. Don’t be random or last-minute—keep 
focused and write about things that are meaningful to your readers. Your use 
of social media channels should also be linked into an editorial and marketing 
plan. At times you might need to use these channels for quick news-related 
responses, but you should still have a strategy underpinning how you’re going 
to maintain and regularly update the channels with fresh content.

In addition to writing copy for a website—which requires you to consider  
how people search and scan rather than read—you will also need to consider 
new digital formats: from on-screen retail displays to cell phones and tablets.  
In the US, members of the Online Publishers Association are developing new 
online brand advertising formats using video and motion graphics that, until 
recently, have tended to be restricted to simple banner ads. The traditional 
display advertisement is being reinvented in a new video format, and these 
advertisements are big, fun, and easy to view. They use sound as much as 
written text, and as the writer you’ll be crafting messages that will be listened 
to as well as text that will be read.

A blog (contraction of “weblog”) features regular entries consisting of 
comments and attachments that allow the audience to respond. It is the 
interactive nature of the blog that defines it. Blogs usually take one of two 
forms: commentary or diary. In the business world the online diary is of little 
interest; it is the commentary approach that is proving to be so effective in 
reaching and developing a defined audience. The most well-known blogging 
facility, Twitter, is a microblog (limiting you to 140 characters or less per “tweet”).  
More recently, there have been rapid developments in video blogging featuring 
user-generated video content where amateur content is posted on video-
sharing websites such as YouTube and Flickr.

You can do more harm than good

Writing for new digital formats

Writing for blogs 
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A traditional publishing house wouldn’t last long if they generated content 
randomly and printed it without much thought, but this is what most people 
do with their blog. You can do as much harm to your reputation as good if you 
don’t get it right. Remember that social media platforms such as Facebook 
and Twitter can have very different levels of engagement, and therefore levels  
of control, from a marketing viewpoint, will also be different. 

When you write a blog, for yourself or for a client, you need to know who 
you are writing for and why they will be interested. As with every other form of 
copywriting you must do your best to develop the messages to offer a genuine 
insight. Keep the text short and sweet and tailor it for the reader. Have a content 
plan, even if it is fairly loose and open to last-minute adjustment, and stick to it.

General tips for writing a blog

Make sure your blog has a single author or voice, which will help to 
foster familiarity with your readers.

Use devices to involve the reader by posting questions and asking 
for feedback.

Consider SEO—avoid overuse of key words, and think carefully about 
where you want your key words to appear in your copy.

Become an affiliate for other marketers such as Amazon.com.

Create hyperlinks on your blog to drive traffic to one of your client’s 
other websites featuring their services or products.

When you blog you become a publisher
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Exercise: developing your critical eye for content 
Choose a subject you like, perhaps a hobby or interest. Search a few of the most 
obvious key words associated with this subject and visit four or five sites briefly.

Choose the best, the worst, and an average site, and print off the home page and 
a typical other page for all three. Lay the printouts on a table for comparison.

Analyze the comparative strengths and weaknesses of the copy on each site: 
list three strengths and three weaknesses for each. 

Take the worst of the three and have a go at restructuring the copy and drafting 
some new messages. See if you can make it better than the best of the three. 
 

Exercise: doing it better than the best 
Find one of the top websites in any major field, one that should be an example 
of best practice. Answer these questions:

Is the content clear and accessible? 
Is it easy to navigate around the site?
Does the content make sense to me?
Does the site give me what I need from it?

Then look at your answers and consider how you might be able to make 
any improvements to the content, or the way the site is accessed. Answer 
these questions:

Is there anything wrong with the copy in the site?
What would I do to improve it?

Draft a new version incorporating all of your thoughts, and then review it after 
a couple of days to see how well you think you did. 

Round-up

The quality of content is the most important element of the digital revolution.
 
The content you create has to be informative, clear, and compelling.

Copywriters usually lead the planning and structuring of a website. 

Thorough preparation and planning is essential and simplicity is the key.

Use a brief, punchy, and energetic style that presents your copy as concise 
quality information. 

As the writer you are assuming the role of the site tour guide.

Give the user full control of how the content can be accessed and used.

Establish a coherent plan for all of the content before you start.

If your visitors can’t find their information easily they won’t hang around for long.

Readers will not be reading copy fully, they will be scanning for key words. 

Digital formats require you to cut your copy down to the bone.

Gathering together the available material for the content is a core part of your role. 

Do a separate plan for the writing time required.

Keep cutting and cutting, being careful not to lose any of your core content.

Bland copy is the result of putting technique before creativity. 

Be confident, and enjoy putting across a strong personality.
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Case Study: Broad Stripe Butchers 
Lorna Milligan is a senior graphic designer at Jupiter Design 
in the UK. Her work involves briefing and managing in-house 
copywriters, designers, photographers, and artworkers, and she 
recently led the creation and launch of  a customer-facing e-commerce 
site for Fairfax Meadow, the biggest supplier of  meat to Michelin-
starred restaurants in the UK. Here she explains how the copy 
and tone of  voice are among the most important aspects of  the site.

Crispy crackling 
Sizzlin’ sausages 
Tasty chops
Beautiful bacon 
It’s got to be pork.

Rack of  lamb
Delicious with a mustard crust and our 
own recipe bubble and squeak cake.
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The Objective: 
replicating the premium butcher 
experience online
We were taking a purely trade service, Fairfax 
Meadow, and offering their premium meat directly to 
the public, and after profiling the audience we knew 
we had to speak to them clearly, confidently, and 
engagingly. The voice had to sound warm, friendly, 
and real, and not obviously copywritten. Because 
it is only online it was important to make it sound 
personal, and have a face and voice behind the site.

From start to finish, all of the communications 
around this new brand had to feel as if they were 
speaking to someone personally. It is a very important 
expression of the brand, which puts the customer 
directly in touch with master butchers. The objective 
of the brand was to sell the product, and the objective 
of the copy to bring the brand to life.

The Approach: 
using real people to speak  
just like real people
We knew the audience loves organic food and we 
built a profile around this. We decided to keep it 
separate from the main trade business and we 
created the name and brand, Broad Stripe, in order 
to launch the new website service. 

We had played with loads of names, and started 
exploring ideas around the butcher’s striped apron. 
The broad blue stripe means Master Butcher. We 
presented this as the route to follow—with the 
apron providing the brand with an established feel 
and positioning it as an expert in the field. The 
website had to feel real, like interacting with a 
butcher. We created a “family” of butchers, casting 
everyone from the company. Some were real 
butchers; others worked in the offices. We created 
the butchers’ personalities before casting so we 
could find faces that would fit with the characters 
we devised. Giving them personalities enabled us 
to have real conversations in character and helped 
the language sound like a real conversation with a 
customer, giving the brand personality.

The main characters were Vernon, Pete, Janet, 
and a young apprentice. They bring the brand to 
life in imaginary conversations and quotations on 
the website. The whole brand hangs on this tone of 
voice and method of communicating to the customer. 
We didn’t take the usual approach to writing the 
website—there is no introductory copy, for example. 
We demonstrate the values of the brand and 
the quality of the meat through the voices of the 
butchers on the website. 

There are three types of copy: the butchers’ 
voices (and the visual part of the brand) and the two 
sections within the site—the educational aspects 
and the selling aspects. Educational aspects include 
hints and tips for storing and cooking meat, recipes, 
or celebrity interviews. Selling aspects are very much 
about the food, with photography and copy evoking 
the mouthwatering qualities, describing the flavors 
of the fresh lamb and the sticky and sweet pork.

Hero banners feature product copy—12 rotate 
continually, and each takes the visitor to the shop 
front. We use appealing copy straight away on the 
home page, and when the visitor comes to the 
shop front the canopy moves up, giving a sense 
of entering something. The hero banners and ads 
on the site show a range of food, from typical 
British fodder to à la carte dishes, and we adjusted 
the language to suit the mood these created.

The educational side is important as it  
provides customers with cooking tips and recipe 
ideas so that they use it at any time, not just when 
purchasing meat. The recipes are useful reference 
points, and they appear in relevant locations 
throughout the site. Examples include how to cook 
the perfect steak, explaining how the products are 
so good all you need is a bit of seasoning. 

The call to action is made clear with a butcher’s 
chalkboard, with writing highlighting bestsellers, as 
well as mini-ads for the best cuts. Prompts to buy 
appear frequently. Information features show which 
parts of the animal are linked to the cuts, and which 
are best for roasting or frying. Each box of meat 
sent to customers has a card signed by the packer.

The Result: 
the customers build strong 
relationships with the brand
The butchers’ voices are what bring the Broad 
Stripe brand to life. The tone of voice is friendly, 
warm, and inviting, enticing and drawing the reader 
in. Copy is punchy, talking about sizzling sausages, 
but is also descriptive and evocative, with references 
to taste and flavor indicating quality without spelling 
it out overtly. It is helpful too, explaining storage and 
delivery, showing how the order is constructed, the 
speed of delivery, and that there is always someone 
available at the end of a phone. We have found 
the mini-ads in the third column drive a lot of the 
business, and the front page offers are effective too. 

The premium feel and upmarket approach was 
best received in the south of England, where 
customers will buy a week’s supply of meat at a time. 
Broad Stripe is an aspirational brand; we’re proud 
that our customers leave the box out in the kitchen.
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Case Study: Daily Candy  
Daily Candy is the “insider’s guide to your city,” taking 
full advantage of  digital technology to deliver red-hot 
information to subscribers every day. Dannielle Kyrillos 
is editor-at-large, overseeing all of  the content. Here she 
explains how copy is at the heart of  the business, and how 
they manage to do such a good job of  publishing lively 
and inspiring information. 

What: Twelfth Street by 
Cynthia Vincent 
Why: Dresses, tops, pants, 
accessories, and shoes from spring 
and resort collections going 
for up to 80 percent off  retail.

What: Only Hearts
Why: Take up to 80 percent off 
retail on intimates and sleepwear 
by the house label, as well as 
tops, dresses, and more from  
the likes of  Zooey, Alice McCall, 
and Princesse Tam Tam.

Alert! Authorities report 
that what happens in Vegas 
does not, we repeat, does 
not necessarily stay in Vegas. 

Case in point: Beckley boutique. 
First opened in 1908 by 
owner Melissa Richardson’s 
great grandfather, it was 
the premier destination for 
bespoke menswear …



The Objective: 
to set up and manage an instant 
information service
Danni Levy, a print journalist who had been writing 
for a range of beauty titles and other publications, 
had been frustrated with long lead times. Even on 
weekly magazines it could take up to three weeks 
to get a story published. She was also aware that 
much of the information being published was not 
immediate—for example, it would typically be 
announced that a new restaurant would be opening 
in a month’s time. 

Danni decided to create a news and information 
service providing hot tips and insider advice on 
food and drink, fashion, and other lifestyle topics, 
with the focus on what is happening on the day the 
information is published. Using the immediacy of 
the Internet and e-mail, she wanted every item to 
give the reader something to see, to do, or to touch 
on that day.

The Approach: 
writing everything to be read in 30 
seconds and remain compelling
Danni had been saving to go to business school, 
and decided to use these funds to start Daily Candy 
in March 2000. Its whole purpose was to provide 
information that was useful. 

Dannielle Kyrillos joined the six-strong team 
in 2002. Dannielle is based in New York, where 
Daily Candy’s only dedicated office is located: 

“As editor-at-large I do lots of things. I know 
the voice and tone well, and I’m good at explaining 
the brand and what it stands for. I act as an ‘old 
soul,’ providing advice and help to our editors.

“Originally Danni did all of the writing and in 
doing so established the Daily Candy voice, which 
creates the impression every item is written by the 
same person, although it is now managed by our 
writers and editors. 

“We have editorial that cannot be bought, and 
advertising. Every item we write is designed to be 
read in 30 seconds, and be compelling at the same 
time. Our copy is practical and informative but it is 
also humorous and full of life. We assume a level 
of intelligence in the reader, and the copy doesn’t 
talk down to them. It follows a consistent train of 
thought, and makes everyone feel like an insider.

“At our New York office we have a technical 
team that manages the IT and a marketing team 
that extends the Daily Candy experience, which 
sometimes includes running offline events. The 

Internet is not only building virtual communities,  
it is building real-life communities too. We’re 
encouraging people to move from their desk chair 
and get involved with the life round them, try 
restaurants, see artists, and visit stores. 

“We always keep our eyes open for information. 
We are a grass-roots network and tend not to give 
too much coverage to the big brand stories. Our 
job is to write about the stuff that no one has heard 
of; that’s our point of difference. The mainstream 
is already being covered.

“Each city that Daily Candy serves has its own 
full-time writer/editor working from home. Each 
editor (most of whom are women) maintains a 
network of freelance contributors who supply a 
constant stream of quality information. Publicists 
also pitch us lots of ideas and news, but these 
make up only a tiny percentage of our content.

“We have a style guide that outlines the sorts of 
words we will use and those we won’t use. We also 
have fixed formats for how we write things like 
dates and addresses, which everyone has to follow. 
We all share a quirky sense of humor, and we are 
all quite nerdy about grammar and metaphors, for 
example. We are also very precise about editing 
the copy and making everything legitimate. Every 
piece goes through various layers of editing. 

“Most of our writers are women, and we have 
been compared to Sex in the City, but we’re 
careful not to fall into a ‘chick-lit’ style. We’ll never 
use ‘fashionista’ or ‘come on girl’ or any of the 
phrases in the mainstream press. These are all 
banned. We trust our editor’s opinion of the city, but 
we know what makes it a Daily Candy item—it’s our 
‘secret sauce’ and we work to make it as compelling 
as possible.”

The Result: 
the fresh, witty style keeps  
subscribers tuned in 
“Our subscribers and readers are vociferous, they 
never hesitate to tell us what they think—they e-mail 
us all the time and we get tons and tons and tons 
of correspondence telling us what they like and 
don’t like. Most of our content is free, and we take 
the view that if it offends, you don’t have to read it. 

“Daily Candy now publishes 13 daily editions in 
the US and UK, employing over 50 people. We know 
it is working and that our tone of voice resonates 
because of the high level of subscriptions we receive, 
having never spent any money on advertising. We’re 
not snobby or patronizing, and we know that many 
of our readers pass our articles on to their friends.”
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Case Study: Creative Review Blog
The Creative Review blog is the main source of  online news and 
opinion for the advertising, design, and visual communications 
industries. Most posts are generated by the in-house editorial team, 
while others involve guest writers. Nick Asbury is a freelance writer 
and one half  of  creative partnership Asbury & Asbury. Several  
of  his articles have been featured as guest posts on the Creative 
Review blog. Here Nick offers some advice on writing for blogs.

Last night, BBC weatherman Rob McElwee 
gave his final TV forecast. It marked the end 
of  20 years tackling one of  the toughest 
communication challenges of  all: how to 
talk about the same subject every night and 
make it sound fresh.
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The Objective: 
write something interesting
Which is harder than it sounds. I’ve never set out to 
write something specifically for the Creative Review 
blog; it’s a case of writing something that interests 
me, and seeing where it leads. The Creative Review 
blog has republished some of the posts that I’ve 
written for my own website. 

Mark Sinclair is Deputy Editor at Creative Review 
and describes what they look for in a blog post: 

“What we’re benefitting from in republishing a post 
is that person’s unique take on something—their 
ability to notice and then scrutinize the words, the 
design approach, the use of media in a given 
situation. It should be something we haven’t seen 
anywhere else, is well written, and has a good style 
that would fit with the tone of voice of Creative 
Review but, equally, has enough personality in it 
to be identifiable as a ‘guest’ post. Essentially, a 
post that makes me think, ‘I wish I’d written that.’” 

The Approach: 
write what interests you 
As a writer, you’re likely to be interested in language, 
tone of voice, and wordplay. A useful trick is to 
apply that perspective in unexpected areas.

Take weather forecasts. Everyone watches 
weather forecasts. What if you examine them  
from the point of view of a copywriter? What can  
you learn about the way people use language in 
particular contexts? I spent a while collecting the 
quirkier quotes from BBC weather forecasts, 
which became a blog post about the language  
of forecasting. 

Tonally, it was important to make the post 
thoughtful as well as entertaining. As a general rule, 
if you’re writing about something quirky, it’s best  
not to do it in a quirky way.

The Result: 
content to entertain and inspire
The result in my case was a farewell blog post to 
BBC weatherman Rob McElwee on the occasion 
of his final forecast—initially posted on my own 
blog, then picked up by Creative Review. I had 
always loved McElwee’s imaginative and whimsical 
turns of phrase:

“That tongue of cloud is a forecast—it may be a 
little more dispersed than that.”

“A cloud envelope coming up through Cornwall  
late in the day.”

“The wind is very much not there.”

As a weather forecaster, McElwee faced a 
challenge that, as a copywriter, I could relate to: 
how to talk about the same subject every day and 
make it sound fresh. That gave me the idea of 
examining the way McElwee engaged his viewers 
through creative communication. Readers of the 
Creative Review blog commented on my post to 
let me know that I was not the only one who 
appreciated McElwee’s nightly forecasts.

Other blog posts I’ve written have also been 
inspired by creative communication, including  
an analysis of the writing styles employed in 
genuine bank robbery notes, collected at the  
blog Banknotes365.com. If “copywriting is any 
form of writing designed to persuade you to do 
something,” I reasoned in my post, then bank 
robbers, whose notes are designed to prompt 
bank tellers to hand over large amounts of  
money, are “natural born copywriters.” 

Both examples take something apparently 
offbeat and use it as a pretext for talking about 
the serious craft of language. Look closely enough 
at anything and it becomes interesting. That’s a 
good principle in blogging—and writing in general.
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This is not a joke. I have a gun loaded, ready. I 
want all the money in the drawer now. No dye packs 
or alarms. If  there are, this place will explode. Do 
as I say and everyone will be OK. If  not, people 
will die.

A good definition of  copywriting is any form 
of  writing designed to persuade you to do 
something (usually involving parting with 
money). The most common advice is to keep 
it brief, remember your target audience and 
have a clear “ask”. It turns out that bank 
robbers are natural born copywriters...
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I have a gun in my bag.
Give me $5,000 please.
Thanks a bunch.

A subtler approach—the threat is implied 
rather than stated, and the writer is keen to 
get his audience on side (please... thanks...).
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Glossary

banner ad
An Internet advertisement appearing above, below, or beside the 
content of a website, usually featuring graphics and containing a  
link to the advertiser’s own site.

benefit
A positive effect corresponding to a given feature of a product.

blog
Short for “weblog.” A personal online journal or commentary that  
is frequently updated and available for public consumption. A blog 
consists of text, hypertext, images, and links to other Web pages.

body copy
The text that comes after the headline and tagline, forming the bulk 
of the textual content.

BOGOF
“Buy one get one free.”

brand
Primarily, the name, term, design, or symbol intended to distinguish 
one good or service from others. By extension, the psychological 
associations built around that name or symbol, which define its 
perceived image or personality.

branding
The deliberate creation and cultivation of a brand’s identity and 
personality through design, advertising, and other communication.

brand identity
The features of a brand, typically coming from graphic design,  
which make it readily identifiable to consumers.

brand matrix
A hierarchy that organizes and separates core customer messages 
for a number of products or lines within the offering of a consumer 
brand: for example, a retail chain.

brand positioning
Part of the branding process. Identifying and establishing a range  
of positions within a market (high end, mid-range, fashionable, 
practical, etc.) that a brand is intended to occupy.

brief
The information given to a creative team by the client. A full brief  
will provide all that is required to produce the finished work.

call to action
A message contained within a piece of copy instructing the reader  
to do something, such as booking a holiday or calling a number.

conceptual advertising
A style of advertising, originating in the 1970s, in which exciting, 
creative, and unexpected approaches are used to sell products.

copy
Text intended for printed reproduction.

core message
The most fundamental and defining property being communicated 
about a product or service.

cover line
A brief announcement or blurb displayed with the headlines on the 
cover of a periodical or catalog.

customer journey
The complete process a customer experiences from entering  
to leaving a store.

direct mail
Direct marketing conducted by post. Sometimes known as 
“junk mail.”

direct marketing
Marketing messages sent directly to the consumer or business, 
intended to generate an immediate response.

Flash
A software program used to add animation, video, and interactivity  
to Web pages. 

focus group
A formal or informal research group intended to represent the 
audience for a campaign or brand, gathered to discuss and  
gauge their responses to proposed marketing ideas.

FUD
“Fear, Uncertainty and Doubt.” An advertising approach used  
by professional services such as insurance brokers that highlights 
risks and questions feelings of security, in order to offer consumers 
protection from these risks.

hero product
A product that features prominently on a catalog page.

house brand
Also known as “own brand” or store brand.” A brand aligned and 
identified with that of the retailer.

house style
A set of standards indicated by a style sheet that relate to one 
publisher, publication, or organization.

hyperlink
Usually known simply as ”links.” Special areas on a Web page  
that provide direct access to information on other Web pages. 
Hyperlinks can appear as text or graphics. By clicking on a 
hyperlink, a user can quickly find different content.

INCI
“International Nomenclature of Cosmetic Ingredients.” An 
international system of names for ingredients in soaps and 
cosmetics, based on English, Latin, and scientific names.

internal communications
Material sent within an organization to its members, such as 
company magazines and newsletters.

jargon
Technical language or terminology specific to a particular industry  
or specialist field, which may not be clear to people outside that 
industry or field.

landing page
The first page a website user is shown when accessing a particular 
topic, which will lead them to further information.

list brokers
Firms who specialize in selling mailing lists and customer data to 
direct marketers.
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list buying
In direct marketing, the strategic procurement of customer details 
corresponding to an audience profile.

loyalty campaign
A campaign aimed at current customers, intended to retain  
their loyalty.

market share
The portion of an industry or market’s total sales earned by  
a particular company or product.

matrix
see brand matrix.

merchandising
The displaying of products in a retail environment in order  
to highlight their prices and relevant details of special offers  
or specific benefits.

milestone
Contained within a creative brief, a process that must be 
completed by a certain deadline.

mission statement
A written document detailing the purpose of a company or 
organization, guiding its actions and decision-making and  
spelling out its overall goal. Important when considering tone 
of voice.

mock-up
A rough rendition of a finished piece of work, intended for  
training or demonstration purposes.

nameplate
Also known as a “masthead” (UK). The title of a newspaper  
or periodical in the style as it appears on the front cover.

page plan
A plan of how the content will be laid out across all pages of  
a magazine or newsletter.

placeholder text
Dummy text inserted by a designer before the actual copy has  
been written.

positioning statement
In a catalog, text on the cover identifying the brand’s features  
and the choice, value, and quality within.

price point
The price at which an item is sold, intended to optimize overall 
profits rather than sales or individual margins.

profiling
Building up a profile of an intended audience, understanding  
what they are like and what language they will relate to.

proprietary brand
A brand owned and managed by the producer of the good rather 
than the retailer.

relationship marketing
Activity focusing on retaining existing customers and building 
stronger relationships with them.

SEO
“Search Engine Optimization.” The process of increasing the 
amount of visitors to a website by choosing keywords on the  
site to achieve a high-ranking placement in the search results  
page of a search engine.

sign-off
Permission to proceed to the next stage of a brief, or to conclude 
work on a project, given by the client, agency account manager  
or other agreed authority.

site plan
A plan showing the layout of the pages on a (proposed) website 
showing how they link to one another.

smartphone
A cell phone with an advanced operating system which allows the 
user to install and run computer applications and access the 
Internet at high speed.

social media
Internet-based services such as Facebook and Twitter through  
which users communicate and share content directly with  
other users.

stakeholder mapping
Assessing the relative levels of interest and influence in a project 
among the various stakeholders, and tailoring communications 
toward them based on this.

stakeholder
Those within the client organization entrusted to sign off on a 
project, or the owners of the department or product group that  
has commissioned it.

style sheet
Also known as a “style guide” or “style manual.” A guide  
outlining spelling, design, and style conventions to be adopted  
to ensure uniformity.

tablet computer
A portable, wireless computer with a touch-screen interface.

tagline
Also known as a “strapline.” A slogan displayed below the headline  
or title in advertising, packaging, or direct marketing.

telemarketing
Direct marketing conducted by telephone.

tone of voice
A writer’s style and choice of words, and the personal and 
professional values they imply.

top and tail
Opening and closing a piece of writing with clear, punchy 
summaries.

trade catalog
Catalogs used by businesses to market to other businesses.

trademark
A symbol, word, or words legally registered or established by  
use as representing a company or product. Trademarks can  
be limited to specific regions and categories of use.
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typography
The craft of selecting and arranging type on a page to maximize 
readability, visual appeal, and impact.

USP
“Unique Selling Point” or “Unique Selling Proposition.” A specific 
benefit to customers of a product, brand, or service that none of  
its competitors can offer.

value-pricing system
A pricing system based on the perceived value of a good to the 
customer, rather than its actual value or market value.

word bank
A collection of evocative words that create a feeling to be maintained 
throughout a piece of copy.
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The Copywriter’s Handbook:  
A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Copy that Sells
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William Morrow Paperbacks, New York, 1991

Roy Peter Clark
Writing Tools:  
50 Essential Strategies for Every Writer
Reprint, Little, Brown & Company, New York, 2008
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Learn the Unwritten Rules of Copywriting
Kogan Page, London and Philadelphia, 2006
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McGraw-Hill Professional, New York, 1998
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Writing this book was a labor of pure love (with the accompanying 
labor pains), and it was a relief to eventually get all of this proven 
thinking out of my head and into print once and for all. Finally I 
could rest, knowing that I had preserved all of the invaluable 
knowledge I’d built up over years of sweating and toiling, sifting  
and writing, squeezing my brain like a sponge to drip out juicy 
messages in the middle of noisy creative studios. I had fulfilled  
one of my lifetime’s ambitions: I had created something that  
might actually last into posterity. 

But it’s only a book, and what can a book do? Well, this book 
traveled around the world and started to capture imaginations  
in many different and wonderful ways. I had little idea about the 
journey this book would take me on and the people it would lead  
me to. Soon after it was published I sold Jupiter, the design agency  
I founded and which had grown to £6 million turnover. This textbook 
then played a key role in my being recruited as a Design Associate 
at the UK Government’s Design Council, where my fellow colleagues 
would mercilessly deride me whenever I dared to mention “my 
book” in meetings (I can only assume it must have been jealousy). 
Then all sorts of other unforeseen opportunities sprang forth, and  
I jumped at all of them: I’ve now been writing a weekly column 
(“Mark Shaw’s Creative Nottingham”!) in the Nottingham Post for 
over three years now, and I was recently appointed a Visiting Fellow 
at the School of Art and Design at Nottingham Trent University. Most 
importantly, I got to know Alfredo Muccino from Liquid Agency, after 
interviewing him about his work, and this changed my life forever.

Alfredo was one of the best interviewees in the first edition, with 
such an interesting personality and so much fun too: a mixture of 
New York/Italian art scene punk rocker and Silicon Valley creative 
thinker. Open minded and approachable, opinionated and obstinate— 
everything I like in a friend. I was an instant fan, and when he 
suggested the possibility of collaborating I didn’t have to think twice. 
In time I was to open the European office of Liquid, their highly 
successful branding agency, and I hope to be part of Liquid for  
the rest of my career. 

I have the modest title of President of Liquid Agency Europe (but 
there’s no need for formalities, you can call me “Mr President,” or 
“Pres,” I don’t mind), and I have been lucky enough to develop a 
thriving brand design agency, based on some of Liquid’s brand 
models and excellent reputation. So the biggest thanks for this new 
edition has to go to my current inspiration: Alfredo Muccino; his 
stalwart and equally inspiring business partner Scott Gardner; and 
our guru and thought-leader at Liquid, Marty Neumeier (thank God 
he didn’t stay as the fifth Monkee!).

On a more practical level, this new edition is the result of a great 
team effort. I need to give full credit to Susan George, my editor at 
Laurence King, and to my brother Tim, who has been an invaluable 
collaborator. Lila Randall at Liquid Agency Europe has also played 
an essential role. Lastly I must thank my slightly bemused kids, Leilah, 
Sam, and Fin, who still haven’t read a single page of this book (to my 
knowledge) and yet somehow seem to instinctively think and act like 
creative copywriters. I’m still working out how this osmosis effect works.

I am over the moon that this book has been translated into Chinese, 
and equally I can’t wait to see this new edition in print—I’m curious 
to see where the next chapters in this journey will lead. Maybe there 
will be a third edition, in which I’ll update you once more! 

Remember, effective communication is the secret to great business, 
and to leading a happy and fulfilling life!
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