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Copywriting

In A Week

Robert Ashton


Robert Ashton is a social entrepreneur and established business author. His books have been translated into 18 languages and sell in almost 100 countries around the world. He attributes his success in business and in print to his ability to translate complexity into clear, compelling copy. In this book Robert shares the secrets of effective, persuasive writing. @robertashton1
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Introduction
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It’s strange to think that there was a time when only the privileged few could read or write. The rest of us relied on the spoken word. Storytelling was used to pass knowledge on from one generation to the next. Now, most of us are literate and use the written word to gather information and inform our decision making.

Increasingly we do this online, with social media and messaging enabling rapid, spontaneous global communication. But rather than freeing us from the need for clear, effective written communication, it actually makes good communication even more important.

The less we communicate face to face, the greater the opportunity for misunderstandings. Of course, all writing communicates your message to people you cannot see and may never meet. It means you can influence more widely; it also means you must take care not to make assumptions about your reader, especially those who see your public postings.

Successful copywriting is constructed from carefully selected words, each with a clear purpose. It is written to prompt feelings, thoughts or actions. It is clear, concise and at times comforting. It is also comprehensible, even to those not yet confident users of your language.

Reading this book, and following the techniques it introduces, will make you a more effective writer. Expertise in grammar is not needed as all the necessary jargon is simply defined and, anyway, some forms of business writing deliberately ignore rules. This book is for people who want to write for results.

Successful business writing will make you:

•  appear more focused

•  more influential

•  easier to understand

•  able to lead others

•  more likely to achieve your goals.

This book will help you achieve all this.

Robert Ashton
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Today we will explore some of the basics. We will build our understanding of what will make your writing more appealing and effective. Remember that although few people read business copy for pleasure, it should nonetheless be a pleasure to read.

Effective business writing captures attention, arouses interest and prompts action.

By the end of today, you will understand:

•  why you must have a clear goal

•  how to structure any piece of writing

•  some relevant jargon and what it means

•  what words are guaranteed to ‘hook’ your reader.



Focus on the result

Before starting to write your copy, jot down a list of things you want to happen as a result of your words being read. Try to prioritize them as follows.

‘As a result of reading my copy, my audience will:

•  know what I have set out to tell them

•  think that what I am describing is relevant to them

•  do something as a result of having read my words.’

For example, in an email that asks people to attend a meeting, you want them to:

•  know when and where the meeting is, how long it will take and what will be covered

•  think about what they can contribute to the discussion, and also that there will be a clear benefit for them if they attend

•  do something: let you know if they can attend or, if they cannot, who perhaps can come in their place.

If there are eight teams in your company and you need six people to turn up, representing at least five of the teams, to drive through the decisions your meeting makes, you can measure the success of your copy by how many teams are represented.

Now think about some pressing goals that you need to achieve through others. Try to list the objectives in terms of what you want people to know, think and do. It should make focusing a lot easier. When you start writing, it will also make it a lot easier for your reader to work out what you want him or her to know, think and do. The clearer your message, the more easily it will be understood.

Structure to succeed

Even if your job means you never meet a customer, it could be argued that your business copy needs to sell. This is because business writing has to be persuasive and, as we all know, sales copy can be the most persuasive of all. In our example above, in which we seek to arrange a meeting, we have to persuade people to attend. They will no doubt have other things they could do instead. Remember, too, that in writing your words are substitutes for your voice.
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If you are writing sales copy, your words are in effect making a ‘sales presentation’ and so they need to follow the structure of a sales interview.
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Let’s take a look at the stages of the sales process, as this provides a useful structure for almost any business writing situation. It can work well, even if all you are selling is the need to stand away from the edge of a cliff.

1 Get the reader’s attention

Before your advertisement, poster, website, report or proposal gets read, it has to attract the eye of your target reader. It has to compete with interesting editorial, proposals written by your rivals and a whole lot else. Later, we will cover techniques that can help you do this, but for now, focus on the need to make your introduction punchy, relevant, exciting and able to communicate the nub of your message in a split second.

2 Make it personal

You will be familiar with those cheesy mailshots that mention your name, your address and something about you on every other line. These letters are written by experts. They know that using your name and referring to things you can readily relate to will make the letter personal to you. In a face-to-face meeting, most of those reassuring ‘it’s for me’ messages are transmitted non-verbally, through body language. But you will not be standing in front of your reader, so your words have to do this for you.

3 Give them reasons to stay reading

Most people have a short attention span and are easily distracted. Your writing has to hold their interest. This is best achieved using ‘benefits’. For example, we want you to keep reading this book because then you will become a better writer and will gain a healthy return on your investment. This is achieved by hinting at what is to follow in later chapters. This should help keep your interest and build your expectation. The back cover outlines what’s inside and now that you are inside, you are being drip fed with hints that expand on those promised benefits. If you think back to the ‘know, think, do’ sequence, you can perhaps begin to see how you can introduce ‘build up’ to your writing, maintaining interest and keeping your reader with you.

4 Overcome likely objections

You’ve grabbed attention, made it personal and now you’ve added some relevant benefits. Your reader will now be looking for the catch; that’s human nature. What you have to do is pre-empt any objections by providing the answer before the doubt pops into their head. Project proposals are a good example of where this is really important. A section that breaks down the budget and resource implications and spells out the return is a great way to allay fears. You have to put yourself in the shoes of your reader, anticipate their questions and provide ready-made answers. This is why FAQ sections can be so useful.

5 Be believable

Business writing is a creative medium and you can say almost anything if you have the skill and technique to make your argument look credible. Your reader may realize this, so your text has to be underpinned with fact, or at least testimonial. To avoid litigation, particularly with advertising and promotional copy, you have to be careful to make only honest claims that can be supported. Remember, too, that operating manuals, personnel documents and even warning signs can, if they are misleading, land you in trouble. Consider the following statement.

‘In independent tasting trials most people preferred cola brand X. We think your customers will prefer it too.’

A good enough reason, perhaps, to stock brand X in your shop. Read it again. The independent trials were probably conducted in the street by a research company and there are methods you can use to influence tasting trials (for example, the first product tasted is often preferred to the second). Secondly, the writer only ‘thinks’ your customers will prefer brand X. If your customers prove to hate the stuff, you cannot sue the writer. Clearly the writer cannot say which your customers will prefer. The customers themselves need to make that particular decision.

6 Make a call to action

This is the most important part of your business writing for it delivers the result. You have to remember only to seek a realistic result and not ask too much of your reader. It is also important to encourage a response you can measure. For example, if your letter invites the reader to visit a business website, you have no way of relating the resulting ‘hits’ to the letter. Better to offer some incentive, or even set up a separate ‘front page’ for the promotion, so that you can track success.

Using the structure: an example

Now it’s time for you to write something that illustrates this sequence. Imagine that you are selling coach holidays and are writing a letter or email to encourage your prospective customers to book early (to enable you to confirm your hotel bookings and boost your cash flow with their deposits). You’ve already sent out your new brochure and many of your regulars have booked. You feel that a well-written approach will encourage 100 more people who travelled with you last year to book again this year. You have a list, so each letter or email is mail-merged to make it personal. It might read something like this. The different stages – 1 to 6 – show you how the letter develops.


Dear Mrs Smith

(1) Don’t miss your chance to enjoy another holiday with us next summer.

(2) I know that you really enjoyed your holiday with us last year, but am a little surprised that your booking was not among the many we have already received for next year. Some of our more popular destinations are already booking fast.

(3) As a regular customer, we would also like to reward your loyalty with a free welcome pack of speciality teas and biscuits (worth £10), which will be waiting in your hotel room if you book your holiday before the end of February.

(4) May I also remind you that we never discount our holidays at the last minute so there is no benefit in delaying your booking. This is because our holidays are carefully priced to be competitive with rival operators and also because we are usually able to book our hotels ahead of our competitors. We enjoy healthy discounts that enable us to offer you excellent value for money.

(5) I have enclosed a copy of an article in the Anytown Journal that compares our holidays with the major national coach tour companies. If you read it, you will see why we were so delighted when it was published; it’s very flattering.

(6) Remember, too, that all you need to pay now is your £50 deposit to secure a place on the holiday of your choice. A booking form, reply-paid envelope and list of holidays is enclosed. Please telephone me if you have any questions, otherwise I look forward to hearing from you soon.

Yours sincerely

Fred Greengrass

Tour Manager
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Now that you’ve seen an example, think of a situation where you need to write a business letter to a customer and see if you can follow the 1-to-6 format. Of course, you will not necessarily have one sentence for each section as in this example; in fact, you may be able to include more than one stage in a single sentence. What’s important is that all six stages are adequately covered.

Some useful techniques

Many of the copywriting books you pick up are packed with jargon. This can make you feel unprepared and ignorant of the finer points of English grammar, rather than encouraging you to experiment. I want to teach you the best way to get your message across, rather than technical aspects of English grammar!

That said, there are a few useful writing techniques I’d like to tell you about. I think you’ll agree they can add flavour and impact to your writing. Business text can be dry as dust, packed with information and leaving you with no time to breathe, let alone savour the concepts the writer is trying to communicate. Truly effective writing paints pictures in the reader’s mind, is rich, varied and leaves just enough to the imagination to make you think you drew the right conclusion all on your own. Here are some favourite techniques to get you started. You might also want to hunt for others using reference books or the Internet.

Metaphors – A metaphor is a figure of speech in which a word or phrase that usually describes one thing is used to describe something quite different. One example is, ‘All the world’s a stage’, which clearly it is not; but Shakespeare made his point that we are all performers in the play of life. Using metaphors enables you to inject subtle humour and, more importantly, to give your readers’ imagination an opportunity to ‘kick in’. In a business context, describing an office as a ‘hive of activity’ is a metaphor. It implies, but of course does not say, that everyone is as busy as bees.

Similes – These can be really effective. It’s where two essentially unlike things are deliciously compared to each other. This provides more opportunities for humour and fires the reader’s imagination. Examples are ‘His desk was as cluttered as a shoplifter’s pocket’ and ‘They sold like hot cakes’.

Alliteration – Commonly used in advertising headlines or in titles of proposals or reports, alliteration is where a sequence of words all start with the same letter or sound. Because of the way our minds work, alliterated lines catch the eye and are easily remembered. This technique can be used for the tackiest (Buy bumper basement bargains) to the most subtle of applications (Does dental decay daunt dentists?)

Enjambment – This is a term used by poets to describe the way the word at the end of a line leaves you hanging, eager to discover what is revealed by the line below. This is useful when working with designers and you need to determine where to put line breaks in a piece of text. For example:

‘We know you will be delighted by how our range of lipsticks will enliven your smile.’

Oxymorons – Oxymorons are combinations of words that on their own contradict, but that together say something rather special. They are often best used to emphasize key benefits, those points you want your reader to know, think or do.

‘With our database you can organize chaos!’

Homophones –These are also used to emphasize your key points. Homophones are words that sound the same but are spelled differently, for example son and sun. ‘You know our sauce comes from a reputable source.’ These make the reader stop and think.

Using these techniques in your writing

It is not necessary to remember all of these terms; it is enough to practise them and adopt those that suit your personal style and the type of business you are in. An estate agent will use different words in different ways from a travel agent. Before you move on, though, spend a little time trying out the following exercise. It will encourage you to experiment and push out the boundaries of your writing. You will soon see which techniques you enjoy using and which irritate you. Why not try them all, then focus on those you are most comfortable with? You can always add others later.

Imagine that you are managing a leisure centre. You have to write copy that will influence the general public, but you also have to motivate your team and encourage them to follow good practice. Write some simple statements that might help explain this, using the following techniques:

•  Metaphor – for a poster that sells swimming lessons

•  Simile – for a memo encouraging gym staff to keep the equipment clean

•  Alliteration – for the day’s specials on the cafeteria blackboard

•  Enjambment – on promotional T-shirts for a community ‘fun run’

•  Oxymoron – to describe the ‘employee of the month’

•  Homophone – for a ‘keep fit’ slogan

Don’t worry if you find this quite challenging; it will get easier with practice.
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Using figures of speech and other techniques is all about making your business writing more effective, so ask others to review your words and give you honest feedback.
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Hooking your reader

As already stated, the best way to win the favour of your reader is to flatter them. This clearly is easier if you have more information, for example in a single letter or document intended for a small audience. Here you can use the reader’s name, or at least their organization’s name, and make the message personal.

With direct mail to some extent, and certainly with advertising, you will know little about your reader unless they decide to respond to your message and identify themselves. In this situation, it is good to remember some basic social rules. For example, we all like to be acknowledged and the most powerful word you can use is ‘you’. Use phrases such as ‘we know that you will enjoy our barbecue sauce’, which sounds much more appealing than ‘our barbecue sauce is enjoyed by millions’. The reader is not really interested in the majority view; they only want to feel that it will taste nice to them.
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