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For all the students I have taught and those from whom I have yet to learn.


 


This third edition is dedicated to my mum.




Acknowledgements

With special thanks to Alison Frecknall, Antonia Maxwell, David Thorpe, Pat Mani, and all at the Chartered Institute of Marketing.


Meet the author

Hi my name is Jonathan. I am really looking forward to helping you teach yourself copywriting.

Working with some of the most prestigious coaching organizations in their fields, including the world’s biggest marketing training body, I have addressed and mentored literally thousands of marketers. I am particularly proud that many students have carved out successful careers with globally admired and respected brands.

During three decades in advertising and marketing I have held several creative directorships as well as Head of Copy positions at renown advertising agencies.

My company, Brand Forensics, develops brands, explains core messages and so encourages employees, partners and markets to feel connected with propositions.

As a journalist I deliver insights behind brand-related headlines for some of the world’s most trusted news organizations, including CNN, BLOOMBERG TV, ITN, BBC, SKY, Five News and many others.

Major educational establishments and academic bodies feature my books on business, marketing and copywriting. Other Hodder published titles include, Make a Difference with Your Marketing and the sister companion to this book: Gabay’s Copywriters’ Compendium.

So if you are ready to have fun whilst learning how to succeed in one of the most exciting areas of marketing communications, read on and let’s explore your full copywriting potential.


How to use this book

Since the second edition of this book was published I have been inundated with requests to publish an updated version, taking into account the needs of the twenty-first-century copywriter and to be read in conjunction with Make a Difference with Your Marketing and Gabay’s Copywriters’ Compendium. Whether you are looking for some creative ideas for SOHO (Small Office Home Office) or social network marketing, working for a charity or even at an advertising agency, and want to dip in for extra hints and tips, this book is right up your street.

Throughout you’ll find quick tips summarizing what you have read and exercises for you to do. If you want to brush up on all aspects of copywriting, then you should find something of interest in each section. If on the other hand you prefer to concentrate on one particular subject, simply look it up in the contents list or the index. At the end of the book, you’ll find a practical glossary of terms. If you want direct feedback on your own copywriting or further copywriting training check out www.brandforensics.co.uk


Introducing ScotsdaleNorth.com and PenPal

Now it is time for you to become acquainted with two fictitious companies. They typify organizations of their size and type. Throughout this book, we’ll be looking at how each uses copywriting to enhance their development plans.

 


SCOTSDALENORTH

This large multi-national food company supplies a vast range of fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) via the web. FMCG refers to goods that usually move off supermarket shelves quickly. Examples include tinned foodstuffs, toothpaste, ready-made meals and soft drinks. Stores need to keep fresh stocks of FMCGs to replace those that are sold.

ScotsdaleNorth is a traditional retailer, established for 100 years. To celebrate its centenary, ScotsdaleNorth is planning an extensive publicity and advertising campaign. This will also steer its e-marketing drive.

ScotsdaleNorth intends to launch several new products exclusively available on the web, reinforce its corporate awareness advertising as well as open a nationwide internet-café chain.

 


PENPAL

PenPal is a small business. As yet, it hasn’t been formally launched on to the market. PenPal has two key company directors. One invented the PenPal. The other is the sales director.

So what is PenPal? It is a pen encased in light-weight steel used in a recent space mission to Mars. PenPal is guaranteed to write underwater – without leaking – as well as at any angle. PenPal’s nib can be easily changed from a fountain-pen style to a ballpoint style and even a marker pen.

As in the case of ScotsdaleNorth, this is going to be a crucial year for PenPal. Much of the company’s success will depend on effective advertising.

So, now we have all been introduced, please join me as we embark on our journey to the world of copywriting. Your route is a tried and tested one that I have developed through teaching literally thousands of talented people like you. It is designed to help you grow to be your own best teacher.


1: Only got a minute?

Hello, I am a copywriter. Care to join me?

Thank you for buying this book. Over the next 320 pages or so, I hope to reveal and review the key aspects of copywriting.

Hmmm. How does that opening paragraph sound to you? Well, it starts off with a positive statement – ‘Thank you’. Next, it is relevant to this product and, finally, it is enticing. Could you do a better job? Perhaps you would redirect the approach? Instead of thanking the reader up front for buying this book (which, I suppose, may appear a little insincere), you could proceed directly to the benefits derived from reading it. Then, of course, you have to consider the type of person buying this book.

We haven’t met face to face but I can make a few assumptions about you. Firstly, the obvious ones. Copywriting interests you. Next, you probably believe that, given the right guidance, you could pursue a career in advertising or creative marketing. Perhaps you already work in the industry, which means you may be interested in picking up some tips to make your job more involving, rewarding and (let’s face it) fun.

A great copywriter needs to possess more than just an understanding of grammar. Effective copywriting requires insights into areas such as psychology, the technicalities of awareness advertising, public relations, writing for the web, sales promotions, viral marketing, podcasts and blogging, branding and much more besides …



5: Only got five minutes?



Why advertise?

More to the point, why spend and devote so much time and energy in getting the right mix of words and pictures to convey a message? Clearly to sell. That is indisputable. However, there is a much more pertinent answer. Advertising provides the consumer (both business-to-business as well as general consumer) with the relevant information needed to make a purchasing choice. The problem with this is that today, with so many brand names vying for a cut of an increasingly shrinking ‘piece of cake’, you could argue that there is too much choice. For example, according to the UK’s Channel 4 television channel, during a lifetime the average Briton will have nibbled 10,534 chocolate bars, munched 5272 apples and drunk 74,802 cups of tea. It is clear that retaining, let alone gaining, their attention is never going to be easy.

The word ‘advertising’ derives from the Latin advertere, meaning ‘to turn towards’. Today people are constantly being asked to ‘turn towards’ one message or another to such an extent that for many, rather than ‘turn towards’ they ‘turn away’.

This is where thoroughly planned copywriting comes into the picture. Today’s consumer is like a mollusc on a beach. Presented with so many advertised messages offering such great choice, the consumer only opens their guard (shell) to welcome marketing messages when those are entirely pertinent to specific needs.

Explicit copywriting – supported by evocative images – explains the benefits of a product or service to an individual and then allows that person to make a considered decision based on facts, aspirations and associations.

From a professional viewpoint, the natural home of copywriters is the advertising agency. It has been so since 1809 when the first recorded freelance copywriter, the essayist Charles Lamb, worked on a lottery account for the James White agency. Incidentally, the Thomas Smith agency in London was the first – in 1889 – to employ full-time ‘ad writers’.

The recession of 2009 closed the doors to many people who would have otherwise made advertising or PR agencies their natural career habitat. As more companies demanded greater output from employees at lower costs, marketing functions like copywriting were increasingly kept ‘in-house’. That added pressure on a lot of marketing professionals who would have otherwise handed copywriting assignments on to agencies. In turn new opportunities arose for independent copywritiers as well as in-house marketers to make their mark through understanding the craft of copywriting for themselves.


1

What it takes to be a copywriter

In this chapter you will learn:


	about the roots of copywriting

	how to write with conviction

	how to understand motives.




Have you got the write stuff?

Excuse the pun – also known as a ‘Homophones’ (see Chapter 4).

A copywriter is first and foremost a communicator. Copywriting is not simply about words. It is about words and images. Together they deliver a clear and/or intriguing message that encourages people to take action. Great copywriters are creative strategists who use intellect to integrate the marketing and sales principles of a specific sector with a literary style that may be informative, persuasive, subliminal or a combination of all three. Through all this, a copywriter communicates product or service benefits.



Did you know?

In June 2009 the millionth word was added to the English language. While the French have around 100,000 words in common use, the British have over 200,000. There are around 2000 words with different English/American meanings. Each year around 5000 new words enter the language. Over 800 million people around the world speak English. It is the international language of airlines and the language of choice for the web.



 



Top languages spoken in the world

 



	 1 Chinese (Mandarin)

	 1.2B




	 2 Spanish

	 329M




	 3 English

	 328M




	 4 Hindi

	 260M




	 5 Arabic

	 221M




	 6 Portuguese

	 203M




	 7 Bengali

	 193M




	 8 Russian

	 144M




	 9 Japanese

	 122M




	10 German

	 90M





Source: Ethnologue, 16th Edition



 



Top languages spoken on the Internet

 



	 1 English

	 452M




	 2 Chinese

	 321M




	 3 Spanish

	 129M




	 4 Japanese

	 94M




	 5 French

	 73M




	 6 Portuguese

	 73M




	 7 German

	 65M




	 8 Arabic

	 41M




	 9 Russian

	 38M




	10 Korean

	 37M





Source: Internet World Stats




The tools of the trade

I have met scores of copywriters and even more would-be copywriters. The good ones share a remarkable ability to pinpoint, in words and pictures, key benefits of a particular product or service. A copywriter interprets those benefits convincingly, concisely and with originality.

 


TRAITS OF A GREAT COPYWRITER

 


	
Unstoppable curiosity about how things work.

	
Fascination with images suggested by words.

	
Enjoyment of every aspect of the media – not an elitist.

	
Recognition of both ends of an argument.

	
Natural leader – either passive or dominant.

	
Totally interested in people and what makes them tick.

	
Empathy for people’s needs.

	
Vivid imagination.

	
Logical, lateral approach to technical matters.

	Good sense of humour – especially when, having worked all day long to craft a great piece of writing, someone returns their emailed copy with a green line through their favourite paragraphs!





Did you know?

If you want a job in copywriting, a first-class degree in English certainly will not be a disadvantage. Neither will attending a course on the subject at somewhere like the Chartered Institute of Marketing (www.cim.co.uk) or visiting www.gabaynet.com. A respectable qualification in commerce and marketing is also useful, as is a fair knowledge of history and social psychology. However, even if you are not academically inclined you can still become a brilliant writer – as this book proves.



 


HOW COPYWRITING RELATES TO SALES

Rather than thinking of copywriting as just creative writing, use it as a selling skill. This applies even if you don’t specifically sell something but want to encourage your audience to take the next step – such as donate some money to a charity.

Successful salespeople think laterally. Original thinking is essential to assimilate various pieces of information into a finely tuned message.

Make your product or service AIDCA:

 

Attractive

Interesting

Desirable

Convincing

Actionable.

I used to teach that copy had to slavishly follow the classic AIDA formula – namely the same as AIDCA, minus the ‘C’.

The idea of AIDA is that:



	• Attention leads to

	>

	Interest in the product or service




	
• Interest leads to


	>

	Desire to get hold of the offer




	• Desire leads to

	>

	Action either to make a purchase or follow an instruction to take the next step, for example surf a website.





However, that formula is tired and, in most cases, redundant. AIDCA offers you the chance to convince your reader of a proposition through reasoning (which is why it is sometimes referred to as AIDRA). After all, without reasoning and substantiation why should anyone pay serious attention to you?



Did you know?

To remind students to add the ‘C’ I like to suggest they remember – of all things – the Daleks from the popular sci-fi television series Dr Who. These arch enemies of the Doctor always threatened to ‘exterminate!’ However, imagine that there is a special Dalek … a copywriting Dalek! Instead of saying, ‘Exterminate!’ it says, ‘Substantiate!’ Keep on substantiating everything you write – or else – you guessed it, ‘Exterminate!’ the copy and start again.



 


FEATURES INTO ADVANTAGES, APPLICATIONS AND BENEFITS (FAAB)

Attend a standard sales training course and you will doubtlessly be told to turn your features into benefits. However, with copywriting you can be more profound.

Find three distinctive features related to the product or service that you are writing about. For each, list its specific ‘Feature’, followed by the practical ‘Applications’ of using that feature. Then the associated ‘Advantages’ to the specific reader (user of the service or product). Finally, summarize all your ‘FAAs’ into one ‘Benefits’ statement comprising no more than 16 words. Now you are beginning to focus your copy – and think like a professional copywriter.

 


COPYWRITING AND SUBJECTIVITY

It is often thought that copywriters must write for a particular audience in mind. This is true – but not completely true. If you only ever wrote for one specific audience your copy would end up sounding as if a politician wrote it; offering whatever the electorate (readership) required at that moment.

To address this, write TO your audience, THROUGH your company and with a degree of INDIVIDUALITY in mind:

 


	TO your audience: cover the issues that appertain to THEM

	THROUGH your company: keep your corporate tone of voice and values in mind. (This delivers a sense of consistency throughout your message.)

	
INDIVIDUALITY: remember that you are writing to people, not just prospects. Ensure that your copy is read like a printed conversation.



 


FROM SONG WRITER TO COPYWRITER

Your very early creative writing and learning experiences may have already prepared you for a copywriting career. From pre-school age, words accompanied by provocative images conjure powerful feelings and attitudes towards yourself and the world.

For example, placed in a historical context, nursery rhymes may not really mean that much to toddlers. Their immediate attractiveness lies in their essential rhythm. However, once their basic sentiments can be understood – even at the most fundamental level – their influence on children becomes tremendously powerful, specifically by drawing them into group play. That involvement enables a toddler to explore activities such as holding hands with others and then falling down to the ground on a key phrase (as in ‘Ring-a-Ring-o’-Roses’), encouraging them to further explore the world through words. In this way what may appear everyday sentences to you and me are potentially great adventures of discovery for the pre-school child.

 


DIRECTION THROUGH WORDS

The influence of creative words through media such as books, videos, the Internet and so on is that, providing those words have meaning to the beholder, it trickle-feeds into our subconscious. Take as an example tales from the Koran or the Bible. They are retold time and time again. Through listening to them, we are intended to gain some kind of moral direction and life purpose.

History has placed you in some sort of social chronology. As you grow in experience and knowledge you discover how, throughout time, people just like you have handled key decisions – the very same judgements that may also spur you to fight, negotiate, explore …. It’s not surprising that the written word concerning historical, religious or fictional characters – and, more significantly, what they represent socially – impresses us deeply.

 


ROLE PLAYING AND LEADING

Throughout adolescence, song lyrics take on particular relevance and resonance in our lives. Love songs, for instance, can help us recover from a broken first love. Other songs or raps may even make us feel that through music and lyrics we hold the key to express feelings of rebellion against all the history that has preceded us and so declare our intention to redirect the course in a new, fresh direction.

Sometimes, the allure of songs and song writing is so compelling that we form hip-hop or rap, or pop etc. groups. For some, the creative lyric-writing process may turn what may be a boring English lesson into a voyage of self-awareness. For others, just listening to songs, or maybe reading gossip magazines about singers, provokes powerful images of empathy with the singer, whose words and performance often relates intimately to an adolescent’s needs. For some this empathy develops to such an extent that the pop fan’s centre of attraction turns away from themselves to the singer and all that they represent. So begins a form of hero-worshipping within which trends and ideals are set and followed.



Did you know?

I started to write songs when I was about 11 years old. The lyrics were meant only for me; unfortunately, I never had the chance or – if truth be told – the voice to become a pop hero! Others with creative instincts may turn to poetry, keep a diary or start a blog. All these forms of creative writing are an ideal preparation for the future copywriter.



When copywriting, the emphasis of this style of personal writing, about you and your world, needs gradually to shift from what is personally motivating to what touches an audience. More often than not – as happens in the case of the singer who is followed by adoring fans – this can be the same thing. It’s all a matter of how you project your message so that your audience is left with the perception that it is perfect for their needs – be those needs personal, social, business, cultural and so forth.


First steps in the copywriting thought process

There is an old adage that to understand someone, first walk a mile in their shoes. Put yourself in someone else’s shoes – the kind worn by your reader. Then prioritize the pros and cons of your proposition.

Imagine yourself in the sneakers of a teenage pop group lead singer. You need a pair of 150-watt speakers for a gig which you eventually plan to offer as an MP3 clip on the web. You don’t know where to find this piece of equipment and you are on a shoestring budget.

You pin up a notice on a local information board. It must be no larger than A4. What should you write? Here is your first attempt:



WANTED

 

A pair of 150-watt speakers with Dolby ‘c’ control and amps.

 

Must be cheap and in good condition.

 

Email JJ on reinvent@me.com



That certainly gets the message across. However, does it cover everything? You’re pretty desperate to get your hands on this particular pair of speakers. The gig is on Friday night and your web engineer is all wired up to record. Ideally you need to have everything in place by Wednesday at the latest. What about that limited budget of yours? You only have £300 to spend; you can’t be too choosy.

On the other hand, who would want to ‘give away’ a perfectly good pair of speakers below the going price? How about your request that the speakers should be ‘in good condition’. Can you be a little more precise here? Finally, what about the ‘call to action’ (how people can get in touch with you) – is it convincing enough? (‘Convince’ as in the ‘C’ in AIDCA.) What about adding a phone number or maybe link to your Facebook or Twitter page?

At this point you would be forgiven for thinking that if you were to include every requirement, you would need a lot more space than an A4 sheet stuck on a notice board! Consider the main restriction on your advert. It cannot cover more than an A4 sheet. If you use too many words it will become cluttered and difficult to read. Could you pep it up a bit with some colour in the headline?

Next, think about the type of people who are going to read this advertisement. It is being pinned up on the local community board. The readers may know you and if not they may assume that you live nearby. (This is important if they are expected to deliver the speakers.) Naturally, those interested will want to get as high a price as possible for their speakers. A bargaining factor would be the condition of the equipment.

Consider how potential sellers will perceive you. Maybe they will assume you don’t have much money. If you did, surely you would be advertising in a trade magazine?

Now, let’s sort all of this information into sections:



	Your needs

	Ad space

	Prospect’s needs




	150-watt speaker.

	A4 size.

	Sell a speaker.




	Dolby ‘c’ control.

	Colour available.

	Good price.




	Good condition.

	Not too many words.

	Not too many delivery hassles.





Now consider possible motives behind this sale:



	You

	Your prospect




	To be heard!

	Has no need for an extra set of speakers.




	To be more creative.

	Needs to raise cash – quickly.




	To get more gigs.

	Has given up on music – band disbanded.




	To gain experience.

	Wants new, higher spec speakers.




	To have fun playing as part of a band.

	Needs more space.





Finally, imagine the speakers as a catalyst for emotions. In terms of feelings and tone of voice, how do they affect each interested party?



	You

	Your prospect




	Happiness – as you can team up with your mates.

	Nostalgia – for when they played in a band.




	Confidence – as you can express your feelings creatively.

	Happiness recollecting good times.




	Pride – considering what you and the band have.

	Sadness – when they had to give up music.




	Concern – what will happen to the band?

	Remorse for never having made the band a success.




	Optimism that your band will be a success.

	Pride recollecting their past achievements.





Now you have identified all your elements, revise the advert. A good copywriter gets to the heart of a proposition, drawing out a convincing set of motives for a prospect to discover more about a product or service. In this example, amongst the possible creative solutions you could try:

 


	
Pampering to your prospect’s nostalgia values.

	
Addressing the practicalities of disposing of a cumbersome and bulky piece of equipment.

	
Combining approaches.



Your tone of voice could be:

 


	Serious

	Humorous

	Begging

	Challenging

	Irreverent

	Formal

	Casual

	‘Cool’ and trendy



What do you honestly think your prospect would want to hear?

One way of targeting your message is to match mutual key motives.



	You

	Your prospect




	Happiness

	Happiness




	Confidence

	Confidence




	Pride

	Pride




	Sadness

	Sadness





I wouldn’t think that this particular advert calls for an all-out negative approach. Creative propositions rarely do, except in notable areas such as charity and some aspects of general public information. For example:



DON’T DRINK AND DRIVE OR YOU COULD END UP IN A DEAD END STREET.



So, ditch the negative motive. What’s left?



	You

	Your prospect




	Happiness

	Happiness




	Confidence

	Confidence




	Pride

	Pride





Review what you have written. Can you find a word connecting you and your prospect? How about, ‘nostalgia’? The word ‘nostalgia’ derives from the Greek word nostos, meaning ‘a return home’. Copywriting directing itself at a subject’s home truths is copywriting at its best. Many brands use nostalgia in their campaigns to suggest brands that have authenticity, reliability and trust. Mainstream marketers know that for something to be perceived as being nostalgic, it has to be at least 25 years old. That’s just long enough to start fading from memory and so able to be manipulated as being more valuable and esteemed than it originally was.

If you rewrote the advert using nostalgia as a creative catalyst, you could incorporate all the powerful evocative feelings associated with an up-and-coming band:

 


	
Challenging – like the motives behind the lyrics.

	
Casual/easy going – like the key band members.

	
Ambitious – as you are and as the then-younger prospect would probably have been when they originally purchased the speakers.

	
Witty – like the band.

	
Direct – like all youth.

	
Intimate – like your songs.



Let’s give the advert another shot. Why not connect your practical and emotional needs with those of your prospect …

 



CAN YOU HEAR US AT THE BACK?

They could with your help!

We need a pair of 150-watt speakers (incl. Dolby ‘c’ and amps).

We offer £100 ono + the chance to see our band playing live.

Please don’t turn a deaf ear on us.

Call JJ on 0218 900 1234 ASAP – we’re live this Friday!



Notice that the advert is led by a strong proposition and closes on an emphatic instruction – ‘call!’

This follows the classic copy structure found on Chapter 4, namely:

 


	
Proposition (headline).

	
Lead-in paragraph or sentence that connects to the proposition.

	
Main body section, detailing who, what, why, where, when and how.

	
Lead-out section, usually incorporating a call to action (informally known as CTA).



 



OVER TO YOU

 


	
Based on the speakers advert in this chapter, write an advert adopting the following approaches: 
	serious

	practical








	
Write another advert, this time from a person wishing to sell, rather than buy, speakers.




	
Think about the nursery rhyme ‘Humpty Dumpty’.

Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall,
Humpty Dumpty had a great fall.
All the King’s horses
And all the King’s men
Couldn’t put Humpty together again.



	
List four of the reasons Humpty Dumpty needs to be put together again.

	
List three practical problems the King’s men may have in putting Humpty Dumpty together again.

	
Assuming Humpty Dumpty is the heir apparent to the throne and a father of two children, list three of his prime motives to be put together again.

	
List three of the King’s men’s motives to put Humpty Dumpty together again.

	
Finally, list the three main shared motives that Humpty Dumpty and the King’s men have to put him together again.
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The big idea

In this chapter teach yourself:


	to unlock your creativity

	to adapt classic copywriting formulae

	to brainstorm effectively

	to cross-examine a creative need

	to understand brands

	to conduct a SWOT analysis.




Here’s an idea

How many times have you sat in front of the television and admired the clever combination of words and visuals in an advertisement? I’ve done just that many times. Often I ask myself, ‘How and from where did they get such a good idea?’

The philosopher Plato (427–347 BCE) believed that the mind and body were made up of different things. Each followed separate sets of rules. He taught that the mind was the most important of the two and that the so-called ‘body’ (things you could see, touch and so on) formed the foundations for reality. ‘Platonic ideas’ came about through a process of reasoning, by drawing a general conclusion about something mainly based on experience or through experimenting with the facts available.

Plato maintained that ideas represented the genuine basis for reality. In his opinion, once you had an idea about something, that idea was subjectively real. For example: You are walking by a coliseum. You think, ‘Wouldn’t it be great if the coliseum had a roof to protect everyone from the sun?’ As far as your perception of the world is concerned, you have the ability to visualize the coliseum with a roof, and the roof might as well be there.

As a copywriter it is your job to become an ‘idea transplant surgeon’. That means taking an idea out of your head and transplanting it into the mind of your reader. The tools to achieve this are meaningful words. Meaning takes its cue from interpretation. In turn, interpretation takes its cue from experience – the experience of your reader.

Here is an example: Think of an elephant. Now think of a mouse. Next, envision the mouse squashing the elephant. How would that be possible? Would the mouse be a cartoon? Would the elephant be tiny and the mouse gigantic? Would the mouse roll a bolder from a cliff top onto the unsuspecting elephant alone?

Which of these examples do you think most people could imagine as possible? Over the years, the cartoon example is the one that I have found to be most pertinent to most people. Once you understand what would make readers ‘see’ themselves using your products or services, then all you have to do is deliver your message through words and pictures that together provide meaning and understanding to your audience.


Unlocking your creative potential

John Locke (1635–1704) suggested that ideas are based solely on experience. According to Locke, a newly born baby can be likened to a blank sheet of paper. As the child develops, the sheet is filled with information acquired through experience. The adult, according to Locke, experiences two kinds of ideas:

 


	
Ideas of sensation (seeing, hearing, smell, sight, taste) – which he called simple ideas.

	
Ideas of reflection (deliberation, construction) – which he defined as complex ideas.



Simple ideas are based on experience, while complex ideas combine those experiences to create abstract concepts.

In copywriting, ideas have to be driven by powerful propositions. There are only two kinds of proposition that you can make. Either one based on logic, or one based on experience which gives context to make it logical. The hardest proposition is the one based on logic if that logic is difficult to understand through a reader’s lack of direct experience in the subject. So if a distinguished scientist claimed that there were people living on Pluto – because his formulae suggest that they do – unless a reader can actually be shown Plutonians, such a proposition remains little more than a scientific theory, albeit one from an eminent scientist. On the other hand if you put forward a proposition that draws on your reader’s experiences, that proposal becomes more accessible as well as acceptable.



Did you know?

Agoraphobia – fear of public spaces – can also be interpreted as fear of the public marketplace. Words are your bridge to reach that market fearlessly.



 

THE BASIC STEPS TOWARDS A NEW IDEA

How do we achieve a new idea? The seven basic steps are:

 


	
Specific experience.

	
Thought about that experience.

	
Other experiences – material facts (perhaps not directly related).

	
Consolidation of all the experiences.

	
Fresh opinion or insight relating to the original experience.

	
The formulation of a plan to implement a completely new experience.

	
The materialization of that plan – a completely new experience or material fact.



 


WHAT IF NOTHING BRILLIANT COMES TO MIND?

Most people have heard of the expression ‘writer’s block’. It refers to that frustrating point in a creative writing project when great ideas become spaghetti thoughts – all the strands are disconnected from the writing assignment itself. Every experienced writer faces this sometimes. There you sit, staring at the blank piece of paper, and there it (the sheet of paper) rests lifeless.

So you make a token effort and start to concentrate on the project. Then you become distracted by something like whether you should have chips or baked potatoes with your dinner. Perhaps (if you are particularly distracted) you turn to considering how long it would take to type out every number from one to a million. (The answer is five years and 2473 sheets of US A4 size paper – with normal line spacing.)

Let’s address the problem of the roving mind.

Take a break

Writer’s block may sometimes be your subconscious saying, ‘This is tiring. Let’s have forty winks and see if we can think of something else.’ So relax, allow yourself to daydream for a while. Often that leads to a thought which is so different from your original line of thinking that it stimulates the innovative idea that you were looking for in the first place. (This is the basis of Edward de Bono’s practical books on lateral thinking.)

Don’t instinctively reach for the obvious approach to a copy assignment. One effect of the global recession of 2009 was that people became especially cynical and tired of advertising and marketing that looked the same as every other piece of advertising and marketing. Opting for the obvious ‘standard’ look or feel for a piece of creative work, designers found that their ideas were being ignored. People wanted copy that was different yet deeply empathetic with the needs of readers rather than appearing to be something that was written according to transparently obvious old techniques. Copy that follows the rules of your competitor (apart from regulations affecting legal, medical or financial issues) usually turns out to be copy that is based on work produced by another competitor. So everyone copies everyone else and the reader becomes either bored or blasé about everything.



Did you know?

During Charles Dickens’ era, businesses employed people called ‘scriveners’. These poor souls had to meticulously copy every word on a document (they were ‘copy-writers’). If they made any mistakes, they had to start each page afresh. You are not a ‘copy-writer’, but a copywriter: someone who writes copy that is innovative and stylish – just like your products or services, as well as your readers!



No one can be brilliant everyday, so if the ideas don’t come to you simply go back to your original brief (written requirements for a piece of creative work), ensure that your copy is structured (using the proposition – lead-in – main body and lead-out plan, see Chapter 1) and most importantly, remember Gabay’s Golden Rule for eliminating writer’s block: Write – then get it right.

If you don’t write the first word, the second will never follow, however earnestly you dream about it. Don’t fret about writing gobbledegook – you won’t – you have a brief. Believe in yourself and start making creative connections with your reader.


Copywriting and its influence on the mind

I once attended a course in problem solving (now I teach the subject!). The tutor drew a box containing six crosses in two rows. He asked the class to connect six of the crosses by drawing no more than three strokes through them, without taking the pen off the paper. The class found this quite simple.

[image: Image]

Then he drew a square box containing nine crosses. We were asked to draw through all the crosses in just four strokes, without lifting the pencil off the paper or retracing any line in any direction. The class started to scribble various lines. Most either retraced a line or drew more than the permissible four lines.

The solution was to think outside the box. Human nature being what it is, most people assumed that the box containing the crosses also held the parameters to work within for the solution. However, the tutor never actually said that the class should be restrained in this way.

The solution was to think laterally – to go beyond the predictable ways of looking at things and use creative initiative:

[image: Image]

After this, the tutor asked the class to cross out sixteen squares within a square box using just six lines, without taking the pen from the paper. Eventually we arrived at the solution:

[image: Image]

Again, the principle of thinking outside the box applied. While many people in business are aimed-led thinkers, and many in the creative services industry are lateral-based thinkers, in addition to taking the broad view you also need to balance the two extremes.

 


CONVERGENT AND DIVERGENT THINKERS

Are you an aimed-led (convergent) or lateral-based (divergent) copywriter?

[image: Image]

Left thumb on top of right thumb – divergent.

[image: Image]

Right thumb on top of left thumb – convergent.

 



	Divergent thinkers

	Convergent thinkers




	Look at detail from multiple perspectives.

	Identify the most important data.




	Lots of possible statements.

	Select specific problem statements.




	Produce lots of ideas.

	ID rich options




	Develop criteria for evaluation of options.

	Choose and apply criteria.




	Evaluate possible actions.

	Formulate a plan for action.





 


BRAIN TRAINING

Ever since experiments in California during the late 1960s and early 1970s, neurologists have believed that each side of the human brain specializes in certain regions of consciousness. The brain consists of two hemispheres housed within a pleated casing some 2.5 mm thick, called the cerebral cortex. Each of the two hemispheres has lots of cavities called ventricles. Prior to modern scientific understanding, people thought that these ventricles cupped the human spirit. Both hemispheres are connected by an intricate collection of nerve fibres called the corpus callosum. The left side of the brain deals with practical issues and controls the right-hand side of the body. The right side of the brain deals with creative and symbolic issues as well as controlling the left-hand side of the body.

Marketing researchers have developed these findings into an area of knowledge called ‘braintyping’:

 


	
A typical left-brain thinking person is very good at organizing things and appreciates order and structure.

	
The typical right-brain thinking person is very creative and emotionally led.



As advertising relies heavily on images and emotive issues, a great deal of it is processed within the right brain. Strategic marketers often claim that a typical left-brain thinking person is good at understanding order and structure. (This side is particularly apt at language skills.)

Ideally, at your most creative, you will make best use of both spheres. In fact your copy should be full of ‘trigger-words’. They appeal to either the LEFT or RIGHT side of the mind. This is particularly effective as people often do things for logical reasons as well as emotive ones. Often for both. This reminds me of a very old advertisement for cream cakes. The advert featured a picture of scrumptious cake being eaten surreptitiously by a lady. The headline read: ‘Naughty but nice!’

By addressing both logical as well as emotive aspects of a product or service people tend to appreciate all sides of your argument. The difficulty is avoiding being too biased to either logic alone or emotions. Generally, the more business related your product or service is, the more you lean towards the logical aspect of a proposition. However, you still have to remember that your reader is human. Once you understand this dual thinking, you can appreciate why copywriting has to do more than inform; it must address basic human traits.

Copywriting should be one or more of the following: intriguing, involving, charming, surprising, understanding, caring and, above all, rewarding.

Ascertaining whether or not a proposition is going to be rewarding is all down to an almond-shaped part of the brain called the ‘amygdala’. You can find it as a cluster embedded within the temporal lobe of the brain. It helps with the formation and storage of memories associated with emotional events. As such it gives readers a ‘gut-feeling’ about a message. If your message has no emotional meaning, then even if, from a factual point of view, it is brilliantly written, it simply won’t connect to your audience. They will have to force themselves to read and understand it, in the same way a student approaches a particularly boring subject.



Did you know?

A great way to grab attention is to select appropriate verbs and adjectives. Consider this sentence:

 

The copywriter wrote the brochure.

 

Now ‘feel’ as well as see what happens when you add an adjective:
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