Copywriting

We all have to be copywriters
nowadays. Photo by Christin
Hume on Unsplash

The rise of digital platforms and social media has made all of us DIY marketers,
and copywriting is the most essential marketing skill. But as we constantly create
wave after wave of website landing pages, blogs, Facebook posts, newsletters,
sales emails and all the other forms of content – both online and offline – how can
we be sure what we’re doing is effective and not an expensive waste of time and
money?
Here’s the problem. The average person in the UK sees over 200 branded
messages every day, so how can we be sure that the copy that we put out there is
cutting through, getting the right message across and being acted on?
Whole books have been written about copywriting so this short article can’t turn
you into an experienced copywriter overnight, but what it can do is show you
how to think like one, and give you some basic techniques to apply to all your
copywriting to make it a lot more effective.

What copywriting isn’t – some myths exploded
Let’s start by exploding a few copywriting myths. The first one is that copywriting
is all about being clever with words. Big bands sometimes go for clever wordplays,
but startups and small businesses should lower their creative sights. Good copy
is about being clear, not clever. Clarity is the driving force of all good copywriting,
especially in this overloaded messaging world in which we all live.
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For example, which of these two messages works best?

King Edward’s potatoes: a right royal feast

King Edward’s potatoes: a cheap, nutritious lunch

Most people will react more positively to the “cheap, nutritious lunch” message.
The comic genius John Cleese put it best when he said there are only three golden
rules to writing good comedy: no puns, no puns and no puns. The same can be said
for good copywriting.
The second big myth to dispel about copywriting is that you have to be a writer to
do it. So you may be relieved to know that William Shakespeare, Jane Austen and
Charles Dickins would all fail as copywriters. Yes, they can write, but copywriting
is more about being a particular brand of thinking. It’s about having a spark of
imagination that allows you to think your way into the shoes of your ideal customer
and talk to him or her in simple language that they understand. Which neatly brings
me to the key section of this article which is all about how to think like a copywriter.

How to think like a copywriter
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Copywriting is a creative exercise but not in terms of being clever with words.
Copywriting is creative in that it demands a little imagination on your part, the
imagination to think yourself into your ideal customers shoes. So if good copywriting
is about being an imaginative thinker, what should you be thinking about?
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The WIIFM principle
Most people, especially if they’re being sold to or asked to follow a new course of
action, are generally motivated by a sense of self interest. In other words the first
question they ask is What’s In It For Me? A good tip is to write What’s In It For Me on
a post-it note every time you have to write a piece of copy and stick it somewhere
on your laptop screen. That way this simple message is always in front of you and
you’ll be constantly reminded of its importance.
So, how do you answer this all important question? You need to identify what
problem, or problems, your product or service solves for your customers. This
is what the busy reader wants to know upfront, so it should form the basis of any
headline. Then having identified what’s in it for your customers write a statement
that expresses this as a promise or a proposition. That’s your headline. Just like…
cheap nutritious food.

Task yourself
Make a list of what your product or service does for your customers. For example,
does it make their lives easier, safer, wealthier, happier, whatever? Write down as
many as you can think of.

Information sells, description doesn’t

Good copywriters know that people are prepared to be persuaded honestly. Fancy
descriptions, overclaims and empty promises can be spotted at forty paces and
rejected out of hand. Your job now is to identify what information backs up the
promise of claim you made in your headline statement. Giving people the relevant
information they need on which to base a purchasing decision respects their
intelligence and doesn’t insult it, which is what a lot of bad copywriting does, What’s
more, they’ll respect you back in return. The other thing to remember is that a false
promise will only sell your product only once, and you should be in the business of
building relationships not making one-off sales.
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Task yourself
What are the key facts or relevant pieces of information that make your product or
service of interest to your customers. Can you identify at least three or more? Now
write them down in order of importance.

Highlight benefits, don’t talk about features
Having made your list of facts or relevant pieces of information, you next job is to
translate these sales features into consumer benefits. This goes back to the WIIFM
principle, but more specifically it’s about describing what your product or service
does not in your terms but in your customers’ terms. Here are some examples:
Less fat (feature) – healthier (benefit)
Small and light (feature) – go anywhere (benefit)
10% more (feature) – longer lasting (benefit)
Durable (feature) – won’t wear out (benefit)
Experienced (feature) – reliable or trusted (benefit)
More powerful (feature) – faster (benefit)

Task yourself
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A quick exercise to help get you into the thinking habit of translating features into
benefits is to print out the copy of your website, grab two different highlighter felt
pens, and then use one colour to mark all the copy that talks about features and
the other colour to highlight when the copy talks about benefits. Most people find
that the features far outweigh the benefits when it should be the other way round.
This exercise not only shows you how to think more in terms of benefits, it also
shows you where your website needs rewriting to make it more effective.
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Call to action
Many copywriting exercises benefit by signing off with a call to action. This is
when you get your audience to do what you want, which can be sign up for a
newsletter, visit your website or even buy what you’re selling. Whatever it is don’t
assume people will realise what they have to do without being told. It’s your job to
tell them what action they need to take and the response mechanism should be
as simple as possible. You can sweeten the offer too with offers such as… sign up
for our newsletter now and receive this free e-book: 20 Top Secrets of Marketing
Success. Or…click here and buy now and save 10% off. Or…join before the end of
the month and get a 20% early bird discount.

Task yourself
Decide what you want your customers to do and write an instruction for them
making it as simple as possible. Now how many ways can you think of to make this
call to action as tempting or as interesting as possible?

Brand tone of voice
Brand in simple terms is just another word for
reputation. Another expression that gets used a
lot in the context of brand is USP, or Unique Sales
Proposition. They both mean the same thing
essentially – what makes your business distinct or
different to your competitors. This is a big concern
for big multinational companies manufacturing soap
powders and tins of food and the like. As a startup or
small business the chances are that your customers
don’t buy what you’re selling so much as they buy you.
In other words you are your USP; who you are, how you
do business and what you stand for. So this should be
the guiding light of your brand or tone of voice. When
you write copy does what you say and how you say
it sound authentic to you? Does it sound like you in
other words? If it does, then you’re copywriting is on
brand.
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Summary – a simple copywriting process
Follow these simple steps – and you can also use them as a checklist – and apply
the process as much as possible to all your copywriting to make it as effective as
possible in generating response.
• Think yourself into your ideal customer’s shoes
• Answer their key question – What’s In It For Me
• What is the key promise you want to make or problem you can solve for them
• What information do you have to back up your claim
• How can you express your sales features as consumer benefits
• Write a strong and simple call to action
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