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1:




  WHAT YOU REALLY WANT IS ‘EFFECTIVE’ COPY




  This book’s title refers to writing ‘better’ copy. And, as we’ll see, one of the ways you achieve this is by choosing your words carefully.




  You should keep asking yourself, ‘Does this word really convey what I mean?’




  For example, I’m looking at the title right now and I think it could be more accurate. Because what I really hope to show you is how to write effective copy. And by ‘effective’

  I mean copy that does three things:




  It gets your readers to notice it.




  It gets them to engage with it.




  And it gets them to do what you want them to do.




  Let’s start with getting noticed




  If you’re writing marketing copy, spare a thought for your reader. She’s bombarded by thousands of commercial messages every day. And, on the morning you send her

  yours, the poor girl will have been subjected to another onslaught.




  Years ago, I nearly cut short my fledgling copywriting career when I saw some daunting Nielsen research. It said the average UK citizen was exposed to 2,200 marketing salvoes every day. Worse still, it showed that twenty-four hours later, only eight had hit their target.




  Since then, our industry has invented new weapons of mass distraction. All are aimed at catching the reader’s eye, yet none have been any more successful than the equivalent of the longbow

  and catapult that I used when I started as a writer.




  According to our industry’s wisest blogger, Bob Hoffman, consumer interaction with this online advertising is essentially non-existent. For example, the average click rate for banner ads

  is eight in 10,000, and consumer engagement with Twitter posts is around three in 10,000.1




  Why the failure? Well, the people you’re aiming at have a shield that protects them from the shell-shock that would otherwise result from this non-stop barrage. It’s a formidable

  defence-mechanism, but it is possible to get through.




  Here’s an example of one that made it – and one that didn’t.




  From 1960 to some time in the noughties, Volkswagen positioned itself as the most reliable car in the world. In the UK this was summed up in the strapline: ‘If only everything in life was

  as reliable as a Volkswagen.’




  If you are over forty years old, then you’ll have been exposed to this line. There’s also a good chance you’ll remember it. Why? Because reliability is an interesting quality

  in a car, especially when it comes to buying or selling it second-hand. And, as a result, VW’s promise may well have made it through your defences.




  However, in 2007, the Direktors at VW decided they needed something different, and between then and last December, every piece of VW marketing in the world carried a new strapline.




  You were exposed to the line for over eight years. However, the fact that you saw it thousands of times does not mean you noticed it.




  VW had certainly been firing blanks at the twenty-two people who attended a seminar I gave last week. When I asked if anyone in the audience could tell me the VW strapline, there were lots of

  quizzical faces, then a tentative hand went up and its owner muttered: ‘Ermm, “Vorsprung durch Technik”?’




  Which suggests that VW’s efforts to pierce the carapace of consumer indifference succeeded only in reminding some people of the slogan that has graced Audi’s advertising for the past

  thirty-four years.




  As the VW example indicates, getting ignored is easy. Getting noticed is much harder, but it is possible.




  A recent YouGov poll showed that ‘consumers respond well to good advertising that is relevant to them. When advertising is done right and is interesting, informative and relevant it is

  still the best way for brands to communicate with customers.’2




  Jakob Nielsen offers the same encouragement in ‘Legibility, Readability, and Comprehension: Making Users Read Your Words’: ‘On the average web page visit, users read only 28%

  of the words.’ But he adds that users ‘do read web content, particularly when it includes information of interest to them.’ As the leading authority on how to write for the web,

  Nielsen’s advice is worth following.3




  We’ll talk later about being interesting, and informative and relevant. But let’s move on to the next step:




  Getting your reader to engage with your copy




  If you’ve got them to notice your message, well done. But really, that’s just the start.




  Because at this stage they are only willing to skim your copy rather than read it. And in skimming, they’re subconsciously working out the risk and reward of a) wasting their time by

  reading on, or b) finding out something interesting or useful.




  If you’re writing for a website then it isn’t just your reader who is judging you. Google’s people could be rating your copy right now. And if they think it is difficult to get

  into, dull and badly written, you’ll be punished with a drop in the search ranking and a fall in traffic.




  There are several ways to win over both Google and your reader: the words you use, the order you put them in, and the way you lay them out. All of which we will discuss later.




  But bear this in mind: even when your reader has opted to read on, that decision can be changed in the blink of an eye. Actually, it happens faster than that. Our eyes fix on the screen for just

  250 milliseconds before jumping on another seven to nine letters. Then they fix for another 250 milliseconds before jumping on again, or giving up completely.




  So, you cannot relax. You’ve never ‘got them hooked’. If the reader momentarily gives you the benefit of the doubt you must strive to keep their attention for another 250

  milliseconds . . . and another . . . and another . . . and another . . . until your message is delivered.




  In other words, you must get them to engage with your copy.




  Now there’s a lot of talk in marketing circles about ‘engagement’, but not much in the way of definition. So here’s one for you: readers become

  engaged with what you have written when they can see themselves in the story you are telling.




  Take it from me, this definition applies to any writing, be it the kind of commercial copy that you are working on or a piece of bestselling fiction.




  Actually, don’t take it from me – take it from the chap who knows more about shifting shelf-loads of bestselling fiction than anyone else on this planet.




  Stephen King is sure that ‘book buyers aren’t attracted, by and large, by the literary merits of a novel; book buyers want a good story to take with them on the airplane, something

  that will fascinate them, then pull them in and keep them turning pages. This happens, I think, when people recognize the people in a book, their behaviours, their surroundings and their talk. When

  the reader hears strong echoes of his or her own life and beliefs, he or she is apt to become more invested in the story.’4




  Only when this happens will you get them to resist the urge to seek more interesting alternatives (such as the articles that surround your ad) or easier options (such as not reading anything at

  all).




  And if you can pull that off, then you’re ready to achieve your final goal:




  Getting your reader to do what you want them to do




  Getting readers to engage with your copy is so difficult, many marketers see it as an end in itself.




  Indeed, according to the Fournaise Marketing Group, which specializes in measuring marketing performance, most marketers ‘are mistaking engagement for conversion by

  measuring key performance indicators such as website traffic, video views and open rates, rather than sales.’5




  Getting people reading but not buying is like packing your bar with Muslims and Methodists. And Jerome Fournaise, Fournaise’s Global CEO, concludes that marketers who act this way

  ‘need to stop living in their la-la land and start behaving like real business people’.6




  If you don’t want offices in la-la land, you need to accept that your copy is an exercise in competitive persuasion. Moreover, you’re using the written word to manipulate your

  readers. Very often, your aim is to change a course of action they’ve already decided upon, and get them to follow your suggested route.




  It could be you want them to take the ten quid they give to the Save the Children Fund every quarter, and text it to Friends of the Earth instead.




  Or free up the £30,000 they’ve got tucked away in the building society and invest it in one of your equity funds.




  Or maybe you want your client to rethink their decision to divert 60 per cent of their marketing budget into this season’s fashionable medium.




  Or you’d like your boss to review the way she’s divvied up the company’s wages budget, and top your salary up with the extra £3,000 that you think you deserve.




  Like I said, it’s manipulation. And it is very difficult for two reasons.




  Why it’s difficult




  Firstly, in many cases you’ll be trying to get someone to literally ‘change their mind’. And that brings you head-to-head with something psychologists call

  ‘confirmation bias’, or your reader’s unwillingness to accept things that run counter to their point of view.




  It’s hard to overcome this because, according to Michael Frank, a neuroscientist at Brown University, ‘This bias has a physical basis in the neurotransmitter dopamine, which acts as

  a reward signal to the brain. Acting on the prefrontal cortex, it inclines us to ignore evidence that challenges long-held views, keeping us from having to constantly revise the mental shorthand we

  use to understand the world.’7




  Or, as my dear old mum says, ‘we’re set in our ways’.




  The second reason lies in the sheer difficulty of getting the reader to understand what you mean.




  To get your message, the reader has to decipher the squiggles you’ve put on the page or the screen. There’s nothing innate about this. It comes as naturally to us as knowing how to

  play the banjo or speak Latin.




  As Maryanne Wolf explains in her book Proust and the Squid, ‘we were never born to read. Human beings invented reading only a few thousand years ago. And with this invention, we

  rearranged the very organization of our brain.’




  Such improvisation is difficult because this primate’s brain of ours evolved to hunt and gather on the African savannah – not to scan copy on a PC screen. So we writers must make it

  as easy as possible for the reader’s old grey matter to work out what our squiggles mean.




  Making it easy for your reader




  When it comes to making it easy, my twenty-five years as a copywriter have led me to believe that the brain prefers signposts (headlines and subheads) that tell it what’s

  coming; squiggles (words) it immediately recognizes; and combinations of squiggles (sentences and paragraphs) that are structured in a way that aids understanding.




  I’m delighted to say that my hunches are borne out by the research of psycholinguists, neuroscientists and cognitive and behavioural psychologists who have studied the reader’s

  brain. In fact, Yellowlees Douglas has written an excellent book with that very title, and we’ll be making regular visits to its pages.




  But choosing the right words and setting them out in the correct order is only part of the battle. For if your reader isn’t interested in the subject of your copy, it doesn’t matter

  how adept you are at putting the squiggles together.




  So how do you achieve the most difficult task: coming up with something that the reader wants to read? How will your message stand out from the thousands of marketing communications that appear

  that day?




  And, more to the point, how can it compete against the Facebook posts, forums and football results; the traffic updates, tweets and TV shows; and the pub chat, podcasts and quick sessions on

  League of Legends that are vying for your prospect’s attention?




  Let’s see, shall we?




  





  
2:




  THE THINKING BEFORE THE WRITING




  The best creative work produced by London’s advertising industry is delivered every Friday at 5.00 p.m.




  People cheer. Corks pop. And the person who takes delivery often keeps it for the rest of their working lives.




  The creative I’m talking about here is the leaving card that’s given to the colleague whose last day at the agency is coming to a close.




  And it is brilliant because the team who did it know all about its recipient’s likes and dislikes, fears and foibles – and what they spend most afternoons looking at when they should

  be working.




  Creative ideas feed on such familiarity. And if you are to write something the reader will find so interesting they’ll want to keep it then you, too, will need to know a lot about your

  subject.




  Know your prospect . . .




  Start by studying the data – both big and small. Better still, talk to your prospects and customers.




  However, be wary of face-to-face interviews. As Swarthmore College professor of psychology Barry Schwartz tells us, people can be divided into ‘satificers’ and

  ‘maximizers’. The former are happy with products and services that meet most of their needs in a satisfactory way. The latter agonize over the choice until the

  very best option comes along.1




  Most people are satificers most of the time. However, they are occasional maximizers when it comes to important things such as choosing the place where they’ll spend their precious

  two-week annual holiday, or the bar where they’ll meet that person they really fancy.




  The other occasion they become maximizers is when they are confronted by someone doing qualitative research. Then, regardless of whether the product in question is a sports car or a Mars bar,

  they become the most exacting of consumers.




  For a more valid view of what people want and what they think, check the ratings, reviews and online forums where users swap news and advice about how a product works, and how well.




  You’ll get a similar insight by listening to customers at your call centre. Likewise, talk to the people who field comments on your Twitter feed. For many companies nowadays,

  Twitter’s main commercial role is that of the canary in the coalmine – their customers’ tweets being the first warning of dangerous dissatisfaction. Find out what they are

  saying.




  And don’t forget the folks who sell to customers all the time: your sales team. Spend time with them and learn the tricks of their trade.




  . . . and your product




  Once you know your prospect, move on to the product or service. Bob Levenson, who was the best copywriter at Doyle Dane Bernbach when it was the best creative shop in the world, explains why this is important: ‘In order to be informative – never mind persuasive – you need to know how the car is put together, how the chicken is

  taken apart, what the surfactant does, what to expect in the foreign country, in what way is the oil “refined”, etc. etc. In the absence of such knowledge you will be doomed to rely

  more and more on adjectives; always a mistake.’2




  But where do you get this information? Well, here’s how another great from that golden age of copywriting, Alfredo Marcantonio, goes about it: ‘There are your notes from the factory

  visit. (You don’t take notes? Well, body copy is a good reason to start.) Next, search the client’s old ads for anything interesting or persuasive. And the competition’s. (The

  most awful ads can harbour the most interesting facts.) After that, read all the brochures, technical sheets, independent tests and press cuttings you can. Even the annual report can contain a few

  gems.’3




  At this point, you may have unearthed some insights that look like ‘gems’. But if you are going through the annual report, chances are those gems will be things that the

  client’s board members, City analysts and shareholders like the look of. But they’re probably of little interest to the person you’re writing to.




  So, how do you keep focused on what your reader wants to know?




  Some wise words from Howard Gossage




  I was guided in this by two of the greats of American advertising. The first was the maverick copywriter Howard Gossage.




  Gossage was advertising’s biggest critic, and railed against the way it talked down to its audience. He argued for, and invented a style of, interactive advertising

  that fostered a dialogue between advertiser and reader.




  And he knew how to start the dialogue. As he said, ‘People read what interests them, and sometimes it’s an ad.’4




  When I read this, I saw it as advice to do more than just compete with the other ads that were trying to attract my prospect’s attention – Gossage was saying that my copy had to be

  more interesting than the things that surrounded it.




  So if we’re writing a press ad, it has to compete with the newspaper’s features, editorial and news items. Likewise, if we’re writing an e-zine headline, it has to be as

  interesting as the emails, websites, blogs and forums that your prospect has logged on for in the first place.




  Now, you may despair because you feel the thing you’re selling can never be that fascinating. If so, let me share the advice I got from another advertising great, John Caples.




  How to make your copy interesting




  John Caples was the head of copy at Batten, Barton, Durstine & Osborn (which is today’s BBDO) for much of the second half of the twentieth century. During that time,

  he tracked the results of the press ads his agency produced. He concluded that in order to be successful, your headline has to have one (or a combination) of three qualities:




  If the headline arouses curiosity, that’s good because we are a curious species. If you’re in doubt, just look at the popularity of BuzzFeed. Only an innate curiosity would

  explain why three million people want to see ‘22 Celebrity Cat Ladies and Dog Dads Who Will Melt Your Cold Dead Heart’.




  BuzzFeed has become immensely popular because it combines curiosity with the second quality Caples identified as essential to a successful headline: the imparting of news.




  In fact, Caples noted that we are suckers for such claims as ‘new’ and ‘improved’. And that you should pop one or both of these words into a headline whenever you

  can.




  Why? Because as a species we survived and evolved by being alert to the unexpected, and fascinated by the unfamiliar. If, for example, the tribe at the bottom of the hill discovered a fearsome

  critter called a sabre-toothed tiger, it made sense for us to check it out.




  This is how the human brain worked back then. It was preoccupied with survival. It scanned the horizon, and when it saw something new, three questions sprang to mind: ‘Will it eat me? Can

  I eat it? Can I perpetuate my line by bonking it?’




  Nothing much has changed. As Martin Weigel explains in his masterful blog post ‘The fracking of attention’, we are built ‘to focus our finite mental resources on new sights,

  sounds, thoughts and feelings and to filter out the rest . . . So essential to any species’ survival is this arousal by and adaptation to novelty that infants less than a day old will stare

  at a new image for about forty-one seconds – and then tune out when repeated exposures render it familiar.’5




  Once that image becomes part of the baby’s nursery wallpaper, the child moves on in search of new stimuli.




  And so, as we grow, our curiosity feeds itself. Indeed, according to Dimitrios Tsivrikos, consumer and business psychologist at University College London, ‘Receiving novel information activates the brain’s reward pathway, which leads to a continuous cycle in which we are compelled to seek out more and more information.’6




  Which means our curiosity and the quest for novelty are addictive. And this need governs our behaviour, regardless of whether we’re hunting in the Amazon Rainforest or on amazon.com.




  In the latter case, we also make the logical, if subconscious, assumption that if the manufacturer has gone to the trouble of introducing a ‘new’ and ‘improved’ line,

  then it must be more efficacious and therefore better. And therefore worth buying. And why might it be worth buying?




  Well, that brings us to the kind of headline that, according to John Caples, is the most effective of them all.




  The third thing Caples told us about headlines: appeal to your reader’s self-interest




  Once again, the oldest, most primitive part of our brain is taking over, and the survival instinct is to the fore. As Caples said, the headlines that get most attention

  ‘are the ones which appeal to the reader’s self-interest, that is headlines based on reader benefits. They offer readers something they want – and can get from

  you.’7




  Caples’s conclusions changed my approach to writing copy. I hope he’ll have the same effect on you.




  Instead of thinking about how you can sell the product or service, or how to get the reader to buy into your idea, start by looking at it from their point of view. Think about what’s in it

  for them. What need of theirs will it fill? What advantage will it give them?




  These are the only parts of your message that’ll really grab them. Write about anything else and your reader’s apt to abandon your text in favour of some

  drying paint that needs watching.




  Find their problem and your solution




  To get and keep your reader’s attention, start by asking yourself these two questions:




  What is the problem they are facing at the moment?




  What is the solution provided by the product or service that I am selling?




  If you are writing an email pitching a client for work, a proposal to your colleagues, a think piece or anything that involves an idea you want people to adopt, just substitute

  ‘idea’ for ‘product or service’.




  Whatever it is, if you cannot answer those two key questions, there’s no point in writing anything. The reader will not notice your headline, subject line or strapline because

  there’ll be nothing in there for them.




  So keep searching.




  Here’s an example that did well in the Press Category at the Cannes Lions Awards. It is for the New Smart Car. This is the reader’s problem: ‘Parking in town is a nightmare, I

  need the smallest car possible.’ And here is the solution: ‘The New Smart Car is still so much smaller than other cars.’




  Having identified the reason why people are interested in this car, all the team needed was a creative idea that dramatized or demonstrated that benefit. And here’s what they did: they

  pictured the New Smart Car and, in a series of executions, drew a line underneath the picture which showed how much longer the competition’s cars were.




  And, bottom left, was the headline: ‘New Smart for two. Still only 2.69 metres.’




  It doesn’t get any more basic than this, does it? Nor does it need to. What you have here is a clear presentation of the problem that the car solves for its owner.




  Would you like another example?


  If not, skip down to the next subhead.




  This one comes out of a niche business-to-business brief aimed at long-distance truck drivers.




  Here’s their problem: ‘When I’m driving at high speed, my main fear is losing control of the steering wheel because of poor roads or strong cross-winds.’




  The solution: ‘Volvo Dynamic Steering automatically regulates the steering to compensate for any unevenness that makes its way up the steering wheel as a result of side winds or

  potholes.’




  If I were the owner of a haulage company, I’d be interested in what Volvo is saying. And year-on-year sales increases of 39 per cent in the European market, 57 per cent in South America

  and 17 per cent in the US suggest that many were impressed enough to buy a Volvo truck or two.8




  However, the brilliance of the creative idea that dramatized the problem/solution guaranteed it a wider audience. If you haven’t already seen it, then Google ‘Volvo Epic

  Splits’ now and join the eighty-four million other people who have watched the film.




  While you are sitting there wide-eyed, listen for the second line of the voice-over: ‘I’ve had my fair share of bumpy roads and strong winds,’ which is a

  pretty bald statement of the problem. Then look out for the Super, which appears on screen a few seconds later: ‘This test was set up to demonstrate the stability and precision of Volvo

  Dynamic Steering’ – i.e., the solution to the problem.




  What you can learn from the world’s most successful brands




  It’s simple, isn’t it? The prospect has a problem, and the product/service provides a solution – be it practical, like safe steering, or, as is often the case,

  psychological.




  This problem/solution dynamic is at the core of all effective marketing communication. Indeed, the most successful brands can trace that success to their single-minded commitment to solving a

  key problem in their customers’ lives.




  For example, which brand achieved global domination by solving this problem: ‘There is so much information out there on the web that I just do not know where to start.’




  Yes, that’s right, Google. Since Larry Page and Sergey Brin founded the company, its mission has been ‘to organize the world’s information and make it universally accessible

  and useful’.




  Hence not only Google Search but also Street View, Maps, Flights, Autocorrect and Translate. All these proprietary tools are dramatizations and demonstrations of the original mission

  statement.




  Google is a great example of how a company prospers when it identifies how best it can serve its prospects and customers, and then sticks to its knitting. The second of

  its original ten guiding principles is, indeed, ‘It’s best to do one thing really, really well.’




  It will be interesting to see how Google fares now it is diverting attention to such ventures as driverless cars, renewable energy, space exploration and Google Life Sciences. But that’s

  Larry Page’s conundrum, not ours.




  Let’s take a look at another power brand that, early in its existence, identified and then set out to address a key customer need. In this case, the problem can be paraphrased as: ‘I

  strive to be the best I can be at [insert sport here], but I’m just not cutting it.’




  And the answer? Nike’s long-standing promise ‘to bring inspiration and innovation to every athlete in the world’.




  In the previous example, I suggested that Google’s new ventures might be dangerous distractions. News that Nike is working on a sports-fashion line with the couture house Givenchy flashed

  a similar warning light. Then I read Riccardo Tisci, the creative director at Givenchy: ‘A lot of the pieces are not sewn together, they are bonded or glued. Each gram, each extra bit of

  weight you eliminate in a garment, allows the body to perform better.’9




  Seems like Nike is sticking to its knitting (or bonding and gluing) after all.




  When you want people to notice your message, emulate these brands, and others like Amazon, Airbnb, Uber, Ebay and TripAdvisor. All have worked out that people are interested in what you say when

  you promise them something helpful.




  Indeed, while such brands use increasingly sophisticated digital tools to fulfil their promises, they know that success is rooted in a consumer insight.




  So, before you start writing, get digging.




  How to choose the right problem/solution




  If you do enough spadework, then the one difficulty you’ll have is this: you’ll uncover too many ways your product/ service/idea can help your prospect. When that

  happens, choose the one problem/solution dynamic that will impress the largest number of your most lucrative prospects.




  This choice can be based on your own understanding of their needs. Or it could come from research, or how they have responded to past communications. If you can talk to the sales force about

  what turns the prospect on, then tap into their experience.
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