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Does the world really need another book on copywriting?
Aren’t bookshops around the globe already suitably stocked with similar stuff? Obviously we’re biased, but we think the answers to those questions are ‘yes’ and ‘no’ – in that order. Allow us to explain.
Many books on copywriting tell it like it ought to be, not like it is. In contrast, Read Me combines tried-and-tested techniques, practical knowledge and hands-on exercises that reflect the rough and tumble of real-world copywriting. It’s the book we wanted when we were starting out, but couldn’t find because it wasn’t available. Now, decades later, we’re in the happy position of being able to share what we’ve learned from over 20 years each at the creative coalface. Read Me is the result.
For added oomph we’ve included contributions from a group of highly accomplished US and UK writers working in advertising, branding, design and beyond. Their brief was simple: ‘What pearls of wisdom would you pass on to a cub copywriter or the young you?’ The idea is to let you pick the brains of top practitioners working in a variety of areas who share many of the challenges copywriters face. No group has a monopoly on knowledge, and by sharing we all benefit.
Who this book is for
The short answer is anyone who uses words to engage and persuade their readers. The longer answer is anyone who works – or hopes to work – in advertising, design, branding, communications, PR, marketing, sales or management. You might be a student looking for job-specific skills; you might be a teacher or trainer looking for course material. All brothers and sisters of the word are welcome here.
How it works
This book takes the form of ten self-contained lessons, each covering a subject or idea we believe copywriters need to know. Because these lessons are pretty modular you can read them in any order without suffering undue psychological damage, although starting at the beginning and working through to the end is probably your best bet.
We’ve made each lesson as practical as possible, so when we cover a slightly abstract subject like ‘audience’ or ‘brand’ we do it in a way that emphasizes ‘audiences and writing’, ‘brands and writing’ and so on. Absorbing and acting on this information will give your career a rocket-assisted launch and dramatically improve your understanding of how this business works.
Most of the lessons end with one or more workouts designed to sharpen your skills. We encourage you, urge you, beg you to have a go at these. The only way to improve at anything is to push yourself beyond where you feel comfortable, and by putting what you’ve read into practice you’ll get so much more from it. Best of all you can upload your words to the workout area of this book’s website at www.readmewriting.com and see how others have responded to these challenges.
Why we’ve written it
Our main aim is to describe the art and craft of copywriting and the key skills you’ll need to succeed in this competitive but incredibly satisfying career. We also explore an under-appreciated theme in contemporary copywriting – a theme we’ve christened ‘brandwriting’. Put all that together and this book is our take on what it means to write for – and about – brands in the twenty-first century.
How it came about
Read Me grew out of a series of lectures we developed for undergraduates taking the BA (Hons) Creative Advertising degree at the University of Lincoln in the UK. These, in turn, grew out of our individual research into important industry issues. Our approach reflects what Gyles and his academic colleagues describe as ‘research-informed teaching’. Much of our material – particularly the exercises at the end of each lesson – has been repeatedly tested in front of Lincoln’s advertising undergraduates, so as well as being a resource for copywriters this book is also a ready-made professional writing course for trainers and teachers in industry and academia.
The important point is that each lesson reflects our conversations with industry figures and answers the real-world needs of students and junior writers. That’s what we mean when we describe a particular technique as ‘tried and tested’. We’re confident these approaches work for the simple reason they’ve repeatedly been shown to do so in both the classroom and the creative studio.
Lastly but not leastly, this book is the lovechild of Gyles and Roger working together in perfect harmony. That’s why we’ve written it in the third person plural – ‘we’, ‘us’ and so on. For the most part it describes our shared understanding, so this approach makes perfect sense. Here and there we need to write from an individual perspective, which means switching to the first person – ‘I’, ‘me’ and the like. Just think of Read Me as our combined opinion and you won’t go far wrong.
Lesson One:
The Big Picture
Our kind of copywriting
Writing matters, but then we would say that, wouldn’t we?
In this lesson we describe our take on writing today, we define the writer’s job and we suggest a manifesto for our kind of copywriting. It’s the foundation on which the rest of this book is built, so read this first and what follows will make more sense.
It’s sometimes said the world is ‘post words’. If that’s true then copywriting belongs in the past, along with other quaint relics of yesteryear, like quilt making, folk dancing or marrying one’s close cousins.
‘Post words’ is an intriguing idea spoiled only by the inconvenient fact it’s complete and utter rubbish. It suggests people no longer read or respect the written word, which clearly isn’t the case. As proof, consider J. K. Rowling’s bulging bank balance, Amazon’s stratospheric Kindle sales, the army of local people fighting to keep neighbourhood libraries open, and the social media-enabled multitude whose words have, on occasion, helped changed the world.
Yes, attention spans are shorter and yes, there are shiny new forms of media competing for our attention, but let’s not get carried away. People still read, they just do it in more and different ways. With apologies to Mark Twain, rumours of writing’s death are greatly exaggerated.
‘Ah’, say the naysayers, ‘surely you know we live in a visual culture where a picture is worth a thousand words?’ And that’s fine, but some problems don’t lend themselves to pictorial solutions. Find us an image that absolutely and unambiguously says, ‘Just do it’, or ‘Buy it. Sell it. Love it.’, or ‘Solutions for a small planet’, or ‘Because I’m worth it’, or ‘Impossible is nothing’ or… well, you get the idea.1 We’re certainly not suggesting words have any priority over images; our point is both have their place. A picture may well be worth a thousand words, but just try making that very point with a picture alone.
Elegant, intelligent ads for UK bookseller Waterstones that celebrate reading and the power of the written word.
One of many brilliant text-only ads for The Economist. The self-referential subject of this example is an added bonus.
This message from Olympus is about adventure and attitude, a combination almost impossible to convey using imagery alone. Why else do you think they wrote all those words?
Check out the nouns – ‘a drizzle of olive oil’, ‘a scatter of wild bay leaves’. Packaging is home to some of the best copywriting around.
OK, so perhaps people read…
…but they don’t read copy, do they? Again we must disagree. People will read what copywriters produce for precisely as long as it interests them, informs them or suggests a benefit. As proof, look around at the acres of excellent copy being produced for design, brands, digital, packaging and marketing in general. Someone must be reading and reacting to all those words or no sane organization would commission and pay for them. Despite what the sceptics may tell you, firstclass copy is being produced and consumed with as much enthusiasm as ever.
OK, OK, so people read, and perhaps they even read copy…
…but not long copy surely? For long copy – which we’ll define as anything over around 100 words – is, by common consent, long dead. And it’s true; adverts featuring hundreds of carefully crafted words are no more. During the 1990s the long-copy ad somehow ceased to be, and the occasional examples we see today tend to be pastiches of past forms.
But here’s the thing: Who says long copy has to go on ads? The marketing mix is broad – long copy is alive and well and living on websites, brochures, packaging and so on. It’s not clear how this rather obvious truth has escaped general detection. In fact we reject the whole long-copy/short-copy debate as largely irrelevant; in the end all that matters is the effect a piece of communication produces, not the number of characters it contains. All of which leads us nicely into our next point – the sort of copywriting we’re talking about and the sort of writer we’ve written this book for.
Ever found yourself absent-mindedly consuming the words on the back of a cereal box as you absent-mindedly consume its contents? Same idea here.
It’s a long-copy ad all right, but the words aren’t there to be read.
Ironically the one place where copy really has fallen out of favour is advertising, the industry that invented copywriting in the first place.
Why so? Partly it’s about skills. It’s been suggested that many of today’s ad copywriters ‘will never write what we’ve known as a headline outside of an advertising class’, while according to a 2010 study by UK firm, Think Eye Tracking, a competition-winning long-copy ad from 2010 scored lower for eye tracking, engagement and recall than a similar piece from 1999, leading the study’s authors to ask, ‘Have agencies forgotten how to do long copy?’
Partly it’s about client pressure. Veteran UK copywriter Neil French comments, ‘How many times have you been in a client meeting, and he’s announced “People don’t read copy any more”. This coming from a man with a newspaper poking out of his briefcase. And if you point this out, he says, “Well, I do, of course. But the public doesn’t.”’
Partly it’s because international campaigns demand international solutions. According to Mr Bean creator Richard Curtis, one of the reasons the films succeed everywhere on earth is their lack of language. When Mr Bean needs a new pair of underpants he doesn’t head to a shop with a sign saying ‘Haberdashers’, he heads to a shop with a giant pair of Y-fronts hanging outside. We get it, whatever language we speak.
But mainly it seems to be a combination of changing creative trends and the advent of new technologies. Copy, when it features in the mix, doesn’t mean headlines and body text. Instead it’s woven into visuals, products, apps and experiences that play out across multiple platforms and in multiple locations. As a result, today’s advertising copywriters tend to produce relatively few actual words. Funny old world, isn’t it?
John Simmons
You make your own way. It might not be a fast or a dynamic way but you’ll get somewhere eventually. That’s OK. All I can say is take what life throws at you. You’ll learn from it and you’ll use it. Never get bitter, don’t give in to disappointment. You’ll find that every experience is a step along the way to being a writer – as long as that’s the path you’ve decided to head along. You might find it’s a meandering path, and there probably are shortcuts if you’re lucky. What matters is to commit yourself to go down that path, and to carry on even when it seems to be leading nowhere. I never found the shortcuts, but I think you enjoy the journey in the end.
John was formerly Director of Verbal Identity at Interbrand in London, and is now an independent writer. John writes for companies and brands in the UK and abroad, and runs highly regarded workshops with www.dark-angels.org.uk. His many books include We, Me, Them & It, Dark Angels, The Invisible Grail and 26 Ways of Looking at a Blackberry. John also co-edited The Economist Guide to Brands and Branding, wrote a regular column about brands in The Observer and is co-author of Room 121. As he might say, blimey!
Words aren’t fussy, they’ll work wherever you put them, from websites (top) and business cards (above) to shopfronts (opposite). ‘Everything is media,’ according to TBWA bigwig Lee Clow. You can see his point.
Meet the brandwriter
Allow us to propose a new profession – brandwriting – and a new professional, the brandwriter.
You won’t be surprised to hear a brandwriter is a copywriter who creates words for brands. Those words can appear pretty much anywhere a brand wishes to communicate. Packaging copy for breakfast cereal? Brandwriting. Web text for an online store? Same again. Brochure for a charity? Script for a corporate video? Flyer for a launch event? Presentation for senior managers? Programme for a music festival? All 100 per cent brandwriting.
What brandwriting doesn’t mean is advertising, at least not the variety practised by mainstream agencies. As we’ve mentioned, the advertising copywriter’s remit has expanded to the point where words are just one weapon in their arsenal. This move to the visual/conceptual is exciting stuff (indeed it’s been called ‘the new creative revolution’) but our concern here is with words, primarily for print and screen. We don’t discuss the very particular skills needed to write for TV, radio, outdoor and so on (although some of our contributors have wise words to say on these subjects), we’re not concerned with experiences or environments, nor do we talk about ad agency-specific activities like strategy or planning. If that’s wrong, we don’t want to be right.
Perhaps the biggest difference between advertising copywriters and brandwriters is the volume of words they produce. Many contemporary ads are about bringing a single killer concept to life in as few words as possible. In contrast, brandwriting is very much about words and the articulation of complex ideas in the most engaging, persuasive way possible. Although related, these two approaches are very different.
Having said all that, a quick flick ahead will show you we’ve used the term ‘copywriter’ instead of ‘brandwriter’ throughout this book. That’s because the world calls what we do ‘copywriting’, so it makes sense to play along, even if the label isn’t quite right. Just bear in mind that writing for brands in all their many and varied forms is what Read Me is about, and if you choose to call what you do ‘brandwriting’, that’s fine by us.
This Red Brick Beer packaging by advertising agency 22squared is proof – if it were needed – that long copy is alive and well. It doesn’t just live in ad land any more.
A great take on manifestos from New York copywriter and creative director Kim Mok.
One more thing before we begin
A number of themes come up again and again in this book; they add up to what we must self-consciously call our ‘manifesto’. So allow us to introduce a series of truths we hold to be self-evident.
We believe…
…Craft is key
Copywriting is a career for doers not talkers. Being a doer means developing your hands-on writing skills; it’s essential you can sit down, tune in and turn out appealing, effective text ranging from a three-word slogan to a three-thousand-word article at absurdly short notice. Amid all the noise and nonsense of modern life it’s good to have something as solid as a craft skill to fall back on. Getting your hands dirty doing stuff in this way is ever so slightly noble. OK, it’s not the same as being a fire fighter in the heroic occupation stakes, but the ability to create something out of nothing can be profoundly satisfying, and is one of the principal rewards of the job.
…Words are ideas (and vice versa)
All copywriters are in the ideas business – that’s because words are ideas in another form. The process of identifying and improving promising ideas is the starting point for the whole writing process. The act of getting something down on paper or screen forces the copywriter to explore the limits of an idea, test its integrity and fix any problems they find. It’s about getting the thinking right. We can’t overemphasize the importance of this process – if a piece of copy isn’t conceptually robust, then the chances are it won’t work because readers will sense its shortcomings and respond accordingly. Get the thinking right and whatever follows has at least a fighting chance of success.
…Copy is conversation (and vice versa)
Good copywriting tends to read like one person talking to another. This conversational approach has become even more important with the rise of digital. In the analogue past, copywriting was a one-way street – copywriters sweated over high-impact headlines and beautifully wrought body copy that delivered a nicely packaged message to readers, with little or no opportunity for them to respond (beyond making a purchase, if it was that sort of job). The arrival of social media means this monologue has been at least partly replaced by dialogue, as individuals and brands exchange thoughts on everything from new business ideas to corporate social responsibility. As a result, copywriters working for these brands need to know how to open and sustain a conversation in writing2.
Dialogue-based copy for the anti-slavery website slaveryfootprint.org. The relaxed, conversational tone makes the subject matter all the more shocking.
The copy here tells a quirky story about the product, but what it’s really doing is building the brand’s personality. The gag about corners is priceless.
…It all comes back to brands
Almost all copywriters, regardless of their particular employer or industry niche, are concerned with brands. They might express this concern in different ways, but underneath the sector-specific jargon is a near-universal interest in helping their client’s brand grow and prosper. That’s why we’ve included a lesson on the B word later in this book – building and sustaining brands is the engine behind much of what we do, so it pays to have a solid understanding of how brands work. For now just be aware that, in the end, 99 per cent of copywriting is somehow in the service of brands.3
Wordy ads for word lovers. How appropriate for a publisher like Penguin.
…Persuasion and engagement
In her book The Idea Writers, Teressa Iezzi argues:
Now the copywriter’s job is to create stuff that people love and engage with and respond to and even become disciples of. That’s what’s changed – and it’s a good thing […] advertising was all about persuasion. Now it’s all about engagement.
That may be true for advertising copywriters, but is it true for their branding brethren? Surely we need a bit of both – persuasion without engagement is cold and grudging; engagement without persuasion is fruitless and ultimately unrewarding. The first step in persuading someone is to engage them. So a recurring theme in this book is ‘Don’t be boring’, a phrase borrowed from David Abbott, one of the UK’s best ever advertising copywriters.
Chris Waite
‘Nobody reads ads.’
As the quotation marks indicate, I didn’t write that headline.
Step forward Mr Howard Luck Gossage, variously described as ‘the Socrates of San Francisco’, ‘America’s most influential advertising genius’ and ‘the Velvet Underground to Ogilvy’s Beatles’.
Encouragingly, what Gossage went on to say was ‘People read what interests them. Sometimes, it’s an ad.’ Phew – so the copywriter’s efforts are not in vain after all…sometimes.
Copywriting differs from most other forms of professional writing – journalism, for example – in that, sadly, the only people likely to be on the edge of their seats, agog with anticipation at the prospect of your latest pronouncement, are your mum and the client. If journalism is ephemeral, copywriting must be little more than anti-matter.
My first piece of advice, then, is to remember the default position: right now, no one out there is the slightest bit bothered about your client’s product or your ad.
Second, this leads to a pretty obvious sequitur: keep it interesting. Is what you’ve written motivating? Would it really interest people? Really? Read your copy out loud and see how it sounds. Be honest with yourself; and if that doesn’t work, ask your spouse, partner, flatmate and/or drinking buddy for their opinion.
Third, get to know not just the product, but also your target audience. They may be very different from you – in age, sex, politics, religion, assumptions, priorities. Never assume everyone thinks the same way you do.
Fourth: the brief is your friend (assuming it’s a decent brief). Refer back to it constantly. It’s all too easy to get blocked in a creative cul-de-sac unless you take the time to think your argument through first.
That brings us to our fifth point. Clarity before cleverness. Whether you’re striving for the perfect headline, endline, piece of dialogue or caption, if you can’t think of a form of words you feel is brilliant enough, don’t sit there fuming. Just start writing. Even if you will never use long copy in your campaign, write an essay about the product. Concentrate on being clear and persuasive rather than clever. If you’re a real writer, you will find the cleverness starts to creep in without you even noticing.
Next: in the search for clear, effective communication, be prepared to chuck out redundant phrases, sentences, even whole paragraphs you have carved to perfection and now love. It’s a cruel old world.
My final point is, give the writing a rest every so often. Just save what you’ve written and go for a walk, see a film, visit your local purveyor of Flat White. Think about something else for a while, then come back to it. Read what you’ve written. And then – with a bit of luck – you won’t be the only person who does.
Chris is senior lecturer and course leader on the highly regarded Creative Advertising MA course at University College Falmouth in the UK. He arrived there after 30 years as a copywriter and then creative director for a succession of top London advertising agencies (including Saatchis, Leagas Delaney, Publicis and Grey) where he cocreated award-winning campaigns for clients ranging from breweries to building societies. Chris’s research interests in recent years have concentrated heavily on the effects of the digital media revolution on the advertising business.
A great campaign for cheap and cheerful electrical retailer Dixons’ online offer that plays on the universal desire for a bargain.
…Learn from everything, steal from anywhere
We’re not saying lift the work of others wholesale – that’s called plagiarism and it’s wrong in a very real legal sense; we’re saying grab what inspires you and make it your own. Because in the end we can’t really do anything else – our consciousness is a product of our experience, a kaleidoscope of everything we’ve ever been exposed to. The trick is to absorb what appeals, then twist it to suit your purposes (actually that’s two tricks but you get the point). In the end you’re only as good as the stuff you surround yourself with, so seek out the widest possible range of inputs, soak up the genius of others like a quilted kitchen towel and don’t worry too much about originality. Nothing comes out of nothing; there’s a precursor to everything, and when people say ‘How original!’, what they really mean is they don’t recognize its sources.
…Persistence pays
If working with words was easy, lots of people would be doing it. But it’s not, it’s hard – hard to land your first job (and your second, and your third…), hard to learn everything you need to succeed (although this book is here to help) and hard to stay fresh (without which you’ll turn into a drudge). However you look at it, building a career as a copywriter requires an industrial-sized dose of persistence. Here’s Benjamin Franklin, one of the Founding Fathers of the United States, on the merits of terrier-like tenacity:
Energy and persistence conquer all things.
Over a century later another US politician – Calvin Coolidge – made much the same point:
Press on. Nothing in the world can take the place of Persistence. Talent will not; nothing is more common than unsuccessful men with talent. Genius will not; unrewarded genius is almost a proverb. Education will not; the world is full of educated derelicts. Persistence and determination alone are omnipotent. The slogan ‘Press On’ has solved and always will solve the problems of the human race.
And on that empowering note let’s take Coolidge’s advice and, well, press on.
Now you have a go
Perhaps it’s a bit early to ask you to put what you’ve learnt into practice, but if you’re up for it, here are a couple of exercises to try. Do give them a go – copywriting is something you learn by doing, and you want your money’s worth from this book, don’t you?
As with all the workouts included in the book, when you’ve finished ask yourself, ‘What stood out as I was working through? What have I learnt? How can I apply it to my own writing?’ Make notes, and refer to them often. That way you’ll really get the benefit.
Workout One
Brand copywriters need to be confident working with texts that are measured in paragraphs and pages rather than syllables and sentences, so to sharpen your skills we want you to write us a long copy piece on ‘Why everyone should commit an imprisonable offence some time in their lives’. Call it an article, a rant, an essay, an ad, a propaganda piece – we don’t mind. All that matters is that you make your writing so fabulously irresistible that the reader can’t help wishing it were longer. That’s your goal – leave ’em wanting more.4 Somewhere between 100 and 300 words should do it.
Workout Two
Same again, only this time write us a compelling piece on ‘The case for cheating on your partner’.
1. Straplines for Nike, eBay, IBM, L’Oréal and Adidas, in case you were wondering.
2. It also means readers are far less passive than in the past. In fact you could say readers aren’t really readers any more; in the digital world they’re often active contributors to the debate – ‘the people formerly known as “the audience’’’ – as US cultural critic Clay Shirky describes them in his book, Cognitive Surplus.
3. Possible exceptions include public information campaigns, government work and certain types of charity writing. In these situations communicating information tends to take precedence over brand building.
4. Often described as ‘The first rule of showbiz’.
Lesson Two:
The Right Way to Write
Doing the basics brilliantly
This pre-Christmas copy gets straight to the point.
Here we explain the key principles of effective copywriting; in the next we introduce you to a series of techniques to make your work all but irresistible. Think of Lessons Two and Three as a crash course in the principles and practice of great copywriting.
Consider, if you will, the following response from E. B. White, author of Charlotte’s Web and Stuart Little, to a fan enquiring about his admirably stripped-down prose style:
There are very few thoughts or concepts that can’t be put into plain English, provided anyone truly wants to do it. But for everyone who strives for clarity and simplicity, there are three who for one reason or another prefer to draw the clouds across the sky.
As well as being a highly successful writer of children’s fiction, White was also co-author of The Elements of Style, one of the most important books on composition and form ever published.1 Written by William Strunk in 1918 and significantly revised by White in 1959, Strunk and White (as it’s usually called) has helped generations of authors improve their prose.
We mention this because (a) you could do a lot worse than acquire a copy of this pithy little book as bedtime reading and (b) White’s point that pretty much anything can be explained with clarity and simplicity is at the heart of this lesson. The process we describe in the following pages is ideal for any situation where you need to get your message across in strong, straightforward terms. We suggest you internalize it and make it your default approach – it’ll help you create effective base texts you can then build on to produce something more ambitious.
Remember, your work doesn’t have to be brilliant straight away – in fact it almost certainly won’t be. Getting a decent first draft down is a great confidence boost and the best – perhaps only – way to produce a second version with more magic. As Luke Sullivan, author of Hey Whipple, Squeeze This: The Classic Guide to Creating Great Ads and a contributor to this book puts it, ‘First write it straight, then write it great’. Lesson Two is about straight, Lesson Three is about great.
One last point before we proceed. We’ve called this lesson ‘The right way to write’ but of course there’s no ‘right way’. If our advice genuinely feels wrong then it probably is – at least for you. If it comes to a contest between your instincts and this book then go with your guts every time.
Amid all the brouhaha about carbon emissions, this straightforward message from Italian furniture-design company Lago feels like a breath of fresh air.
The humble napkin, transformed into a billboard for the brand’s environmental ambitions. They deserve a medal for ‘serviette-ish’ alone.
Four steps to copy heaven
No one sits down at a computer or with a notebook and magically creates clear, compelling copy. It might look like that’s what they’re doing, but that’s only because they’ve internalized the approach we’re about to describe. No, going from nothing to something is a four-stage process during which you research, plan, write and review.
Step 1 – Research
Scrimp on research and you’ll be struggling to make up for it throughout the writing process. It’s not just about gathering facts and figures – essential though that is – it’s about finding a way in to your raw material and establishing the ‘personal truth’ of your subject (to borrow a phrase from Dan Wieden, founder of über ad agency Wieden+Kennedy).
Research starts with reading the brief. In fact don’t read it – interrogate it mercilessly until it reveals its secrets. They are the foundations on which the rest of your work should build.
The brief is of course the document that defines the project and your part in it. We say ‘document’ but neatly typed sheets of A4 are the exception; it’s more likely your so-called brief will be buried in the body of an email or form part of a hurried conversation in less than ideal conditions. The important thing to remember is this: regardless of how your brief arrives, you need to dig deep until you’re 100 per cent clear about:
• The nature of the job
• The identity of the audience
• The problem you’re trying to solve
• The big idea you need to build on
• Any key messages your copy must contain
• The tone or personality of the finished piece
• When it needs to be done by
• Where to go for further information
Intelligent stuff from M&C Saatchi for Britain’s MI6 intelligence agency. Notice how the text messes with your mind, taking you down one train of thought before suddenly switching to another – like the job it advertises.
A brief template from BBH. A well-written and well-organized brief should contain all the information you need to get started.
There are 101 other things you might need to know, but these are the absolute essentials.
And what do you do if you don’t receive anything resembling a brief as described above? Why, you write your own. We don’t mean you make it up (at least you don’t admit to making it up); instead you unearth the information listed above for yourself. Never blame others for the scantiness of a brief (even if it’s their fault) – make it your business to uncover everything you need to succeed. If you don’t and the resulting work is off-target, no one will blame your briefer; they’ll blame you. Tiresome though it sounds, you really do need to know what you’re supposed to be doing before you start doing it.
One of the most important things the brief should tell you is who you’re writing for. We’ve dedicated a whole lesson to this later in the book, but for now we’ll just say you must know who your readers are in order to write effectively for them. ‘Must’ is a strong word, but it’s the right one in this context. Your reader’s hopes, dreams, anxieties, prejudices, problems and so on should form a sort of filter through which you sift the raw material you collect during this phase, enabling you to make it relevant. And none of that can happen if you don’t know who you’re supposed to be talking to.
This eccentric fact about chain stitching could only come from digging deep.
Finally, it’s impossible to write well about something you don’t understand, so the Research stage is about saturating yourself in the subject. Make notes. Draw diagrams. Talk to people – lots of people. Ask questions – lots of questions. Build up a library of information to power your prose once you start writing. Make your desk groan under the weight of your research. As long as you keep it relevant, there’s no such thing as too much background material.
Well, almost no such thing. If you’re particularly lucky/ zealous then you may face the problem of information overload, especially if time is tight and you’re not permitted the luxury of assimilation. The solution is knowing what you can safely ignore. That calls for confidence, and that comes from knowing exactly what you’re trying to do – which comes back to the brief. The better your understanding of your task, the better you’ll be able to judge what’s ignorable.
It would be hard – maybe even impossible – to write copy like this if you’d never spent a night under canvas.
Step 2 – Plan
The Planning stage is where you clarify the problem your readers are facing and the solution your product/ service/brand is offering. In some cases this will be straightforward (‘Embarrassing personal itching? You need our new super-strength antifungal cream!’). But in other situations the problem is less clear-cut. If you’re writing a marketing campaign for an art gallery there’s no ‘problem’ as such. However, there might be a need, in this case, for a bit more culture in one’s life. So take a broad view of ‘problem’ and ‘solution’ but get to the bottom of them just the same.
Among other things, the Planning stage is where you get the thinking right.
Of course when your client/boss is screaming for it yesterday then the luxury of creative reflection is the first thing to go, along with lunch, going home at a reasonable hour and other such non-essentials. Except that getting the thinking right is far from non-essential – in fact nothing is more important.
The best approach we’ve found is to have a conversation with yourself. Find a quietish place or go for a walk and just ask yourself what you’re really trying to do here. If you’re stuck use the classic who/ what/where/when/why/how list. Aim to get it down to a phrase or sentence. As always with planning, the more effort you put in here, the faster you’ll progress once you start the actual writing.
Once you’re truly clear about your challenge you can use this insight to whip the raw material you gathered during the Research phase into shape. Perhaps the easiest way to begin is by creating a ‘mind map’, with the key phrase or sentence that emerged during your internal conversation at its centre. Getting your main themes down on paper like this will show where your train of thought is strongest and where it needs more work. It might also reveal connections between secondary ideas you hadn’t previously considered.
If you’ve several points to cover you’ll need to find some sort of connection or flow. In practice this means looking at your mind map and exploring different sequences of your main themes. Try a few alternative orders to see which works best, all the while remembering why your reader is reading your piece in the first place and what they want out of it. Exactly how you structure your piece will depend on your audience, your subject and your goal, although the following tried-and-tested approaches should get you started.
Gyles and Roger’s mind map for Lesson Six of this very book. It ain’t pretty, but neither are they.
Issues>implications>actions
Ideal for short documents. You tee up the issues, explain their implications and suggest some appropriate action.
Past>present>future
Explain how something came to be, what the current situation looks like and where it could go next.
Context>analysis>conclusion>actions
This slightly more detailed structure works well for longer pieces. An alternative version that’s particularly useful for anything report-like is Issue>background>current situation> conclusion>suggestions.
Problem>solution>results
The classic case-study format. Not particularly imaginative in its naked form but a solid basis on which to build.
Inverted triangle
The classic newspaper-story format. Start with a grabby headline, followed by the main points, before moving to detailed information and analysis.
Goal>step one>step two>step X>result
The classic instruction format. Start by describing what this process will achieve, then take your readers through the process step by step (beginning each step with a verb, because that’s the correct way to present any instruction). End by describing where they should be now.
Q&A
If you’re aware of the questions a reader might ask then cut to the chase and just answer them. Obviously this depends on knowing what your audience are actually after – there’s nothing quite as sad as Frequently Asked Questions that no one asks, frequently or otherwise. They make a brand look lazy and irrelevant.
If that’s not a product benefit we don’t know what is.
Andi Teran
Ask any wordsmith about their criteria for writing and the chances are you’ll get a one-word answer: storytelling. They’ll often follow this up with how difficult it is to get the story just right. It can be a battle, and the way to win is through a combination of observation, imagination and tenacity.
As a journalist and blogger I rely on observation before beginning the writing process. This is my favourite part because it feels as if I’m not doing very much even though I’m building the foundation of my entire piece.
Observation gets you in the ‘write’ frame of mind – forgive the pun, but it’s true. I’ve covered New York Fashion Week for several years. If you think that means watching models walk by in various ensembles you’re absolutely correct. But it’s much more than that. Before I walk into the auditorium I’m already taking notes. What do people look like and what are they discussing? What’s the ambience? Is anything amiss? What’s the overall energy of the place? It’s much more than just jotting down clothing notes.
All these observations help the writing process, even if I never use the actual information I’ve collected. They help me answer my own questions and often catalyze a more in-depth or descriptive view of whatever it is I’m writing about.
Listening is also a key component. My work sometimes sees me interviewing actors, directors and musicians, and listening is half the job. If you can’t give your subject your full attention, you’ll miss the good stuff. And if you aren’t prepared, you’ll have a difficult time focusing on your client or subject.
I once interviewed a somewhat shy musician, and I struggled to get them to open up and reveal something interesting about themselves and the album they were promoting. Then I remembered a book we’d both read. I mentioned this and the mood changed. We both relaxed and an interesting conversation began. When it came time to write my piece, I had so much more to work with.
You have to be willing to give more than you might get. You have to put in the work. And you need to give yourself a break and have fun with it when you get stuck. Writing is a self-reliant process.
Andi is a writer and performer living in Los Angeles, CA. Her words have appeared in Vanity Fair, Monocle, Bloomberg Businessweek, and the Paris Review . She has written and performed for stages throughout the US, and her haiku poetry was featured on CBS Sunday Morning. In between taco tastings and cacti cultivation, she volunteers for The Young Storytellers Foundation and rants on her blog verbosecoma.com. She is currently at work on her first novel.
Step 3 – Write
If we had to summarize Read Me in one sentence it would be this: Write like you speak, but speak well. This isn’t a particularly original idea – many people have said much the same thing over the years. The great adman David Ogilvy remarked, ‘I spend my life speaking well of products in advertisements’. Henry Ford advised his dealers to ‘solicit by personal visitation’. Clearly that’s not practical for most organizations, so copy that does the same job is the next best thing.2
As we suggested in the last lesson, effective copy tends to adopt the rhythms of speech. The tone of this exchange can be anywhere from thoroughly formal through to ridiculously relaxed, depending on the brand, the occasion, the medium and a host of other factors, but where possible we suggest you aim for a conversational feel. The great American novelist Elmore Leonard summed this up nicely when he said,
‘If it sounds like writing, I rewrite it.’
But how exactly do you write in a way that doesn’t sound like writing? As we’ve already suggested, start by deciding what you’d say if you were speaking to your reader, then simply write it down.3 Another useful approach is to pay attention to pronouns. Use the first person (I, we, us, our) for warmth and to express subjective opinions. Use the third (s/he, it, they, its, their) for formality and to make objective points – the third person literally distances the writer and reader from the subject, positioning them as observers and not participants in the conversation. Use a combination of first person and second person (you, your) to create a direct relationship and establish a dialogue between writer and reader.
The power of ‘we’. It says, ‘Here’s a peek into our world; maybe you like what you see.’
The power of ‘you’. It’s strangely magnetic; we can’t help but look.
Not every organization will go along with the first-person familiarity we’ve just recommended, but if you’re speaking on behalf of a business it makes sense to use ‘we’ instead of ‘the board’ or whatever. Using personal pronouns enables you to build a closer connection between brand and reader with all the benefits that brings. Where possible, it pays to get personal.
Let’s move on. It’s important to understand that the writing stage is often a process of translation where you take raw research and convert it into polished prose that fulfils a particular purpose. You need to get good at this; the chances are, some variation of this translation process will form a large part of your professional life. Lord Rutherford, the father of nuclear physics, advised his underlings:
‘If you can’t explain your physics to a barmaid, it is bad physics.’
Despite the implied slur on barmaids his Lordship was spot on – clear explanations come from clear thinking and real understanding. What we’re saying is, be aware of your place in the communications process – it’s you who sits between your subject and your audience, and it’s you who makes the former palatable to the latter.
How do you do this? Remember your readers. As we explain in Lesson Five, the simple way to do this is to ask yourself what you’d want to see if you were in their shoes. Let this simple insight steer your whole translation.
At the same time, it’s important to pay attention to the form of your words. When we speak we unconsciously vary the length of our sentences; when we write we should aim to do the same. The simple way to check this is to read your words aloud (or at least under your breath). Not only will this highlight any awkward phrases or dodgy syntax, it’ll also show where your flow ain’t flowing and your meaning ain’t meaningful. Reading back what you’ve written should become as natural as hitting the Save icon.
Google’s literal take on ‘write like you speak’.
It also pays to keep your paragraphs tight – in most situations five sentences are plenty. If a paragraph is running away with you then divide it in two. In fact, try to keep your whole piece as short as possible. We doubt anyone ever finished a piece of copy and wistfully sighed, ‘I just wish it were longer’.
Finally, a really useful technique for the Writing stage is to create a ‘core story’. This is just a fancy phrase for a document that contains everything important about your subject, written up under appropriate headings to a good (but not finished) standard. It’s a content pool that will itself never see the light of day – it’s almost certainly too long, for a start – but it can be a really useful resource during the Writing stage and is a great technique for ongoing projects that need multiple expressions of the same basic material.
Here’s how it works. Imagine you’ve been given the job of writing marketing material for a technology trade show. It’s an open-ended, ongoing job so you decide to put in a couple of late nights creating a detailed core story that will act as your copy repository. The result is perhaps three sides of A4, covering everything significant about said show. Imagine your satisfaction when the following day you’re asked to put together an HTML email promoting the show’s launch – by lunchtime. Because you’ve already gathered everything you need in the form of your core story it’s incredibly easy for you to grab a sentence from here and a paragraph from there to quickly assemble 99 per cent finished copy. A quick polish and you’re done.
Taking a soft approach can deliver hard results. Here the friendly tone helps establish a rapport that makes a donation far more likely.
Then, two days later, you’re asked to put together a leaflet and some big banners to go in the show’s entrance hall; again you dip into your core story, pick the bits you need and away you go. The following morning they’re screaming for a microsite, and again you dip and build in record time, earning the admiration of all who know you. So yes, creating a core story means a little extra work upfront, but it also means less work later as you’ll already have everything you need. In the right situation it’s a great technique and one we thoroughly recommend.
Step 4 – Review
This is where you read over what you’ve done to make sure it does what it’s supposed to do. Reviewing is the polishing process during which you turn your sow’s ear of a first draft into the silk purse of your finished piece. That won’t happen in one pass – chances are you’ll need to go over your copy again and again, smoothing out imperfections and correcting shortcomings by degrees until you’re thoroughly sick of the wretched thing. Just remember: every tiny tweak brings it closer to God.
It’s during the Review stage that you check you’ve done what the brief asked you to do. As your teachers no doubt told you at exam time, ‘Don’t write what you want to write, write what the question asks for.’ It’s exactly the same with copywriting; don’t hand in some impressive but irrelevant wordplay; instead, make sure you know exactly what you’re trying to do – and when you’re finished, make sure you’ve done it. To do that we suggest you reread the brief. Even if you’re certain you’ve understood it, it’s worth checking your work against the brief one more time to make sure you haven’t inadvertently strayed into irrelevancy.
Perhaps our choicest piece of guidance for this stage is, ‘If in doubt, cut it out’. It isn’t always clear if a word, sentence or paragraph should make the final version. If you can’t decide whether to hit the Delete key or not, here’s our advice – do it. If you’re asking yourself ‘Should I/shouldn’t I?’ then you’ve already highlighted a problem and you need to fix it. It might seem harsh, but we suggest you don’t give borderline cases the benefit of the doubt. If that really troubles you then save multiple versions of your file in case you need to go back; the chances are you never will. As Mark Twain said,
A series of people who’ve beaten skin cancer offer advice to their younger selves, ranging from the cheery (‘Dear 16-year-old me, please don’t get that perm, it’s not as awesome as you think’) to the serious (‘This is a cancer that shows on the outside. Start checking your skin now’). The result is funny, smart, moving and generally wonderful. See the whole thing at www.dcmf.ca.
‘Eliminate every third word. It gives your writing a remarkable vigour.’
You also need to make sure what you’re saying is true. Your words could be supremely elegant yet complete fiction. Unless you’re making a virtue of hyperbole or your tone is obviously light-hearted (both perfectly good approaches, by the way) then whatever you write has to be scrupulously honest. Either stick to the facts, or depart from them with such chutzpah that no one in their right mind could mistake your piece for the truth.
Finally, if a good idea gets rejected by your client/boss then stash it away in your bottom drawer in the sure and certain knowledge that another opportunity to use it will come along sooner or later. Probably sooner. It’s amazing how often ideas created for one task can find a home in another – and because you’ve already done the difficult thinking part you’ll be able to produce them in record time, making you look super-efficient and eminently promotion-worthy.
Nick Law
If you can think clearly, and tell people what you’re thinking without boring them, you can probably write. Although this seems simple, two things tend to get in the way of good copywriting: bad craft and overused words.
In a sense grammarians are right; craft comes from learning the rules that govern a written language. But craft mostly comes from writing a lot. The best writers have a confidence and mastery born of endless hours at the keyboard. If you want to be a good writer you need to write every day.
The more a metaphor, simile or other figure of speech is used in popular media, the easier it is to ignore. Don’t get into the habit of using overused words. Just parroting what you’ve heard before is lazy. This is a particular problem in marketing, a world that seems to make a virtue of using pretentious compound words when everyday English would be far better. Nothing masks meaning more effectively than jargon.
Writing well is not easy, but getting better is not complicated. Simply write a lot and write simply.
Nick is Global Chief Creative Officer at R/GA, one of the most respected digital ad agencies in the world. He began his career in design/corporate identity (including stints at FutureBrand in New York and Pentagram in London under the guidance of the legendary Alan Fletcher and John McConnell) before moving into advertising, and now works on both the traditional and interactive sides of the business. If anyone understands the broad sweep of creative communications in the twenty-first century it’s Nick.
Now you have a go
It won’t have escaped your notice there’s plenty of poor writing out there – confused, over-complex and under-stimulating. Of course you’d never create anything like that, and now’s your chance to prove it.
Workout One
Find a piece of copy that really makes your toes curl, then write a short analysis of why it’s so bad – a couple of paragraphs is enough. Justify your criticism as objectively as possible. The copy you choose can come from any source – packaging, advert, website, brochure and so on. To keep things simple, pick something reasonably brief – say under 100 words.
Next, write one clear, strong sentence or phrase that describes what you think the original is trying to say. This should be the absolute essence of the message.
Finally, use the ideas and techniques covered in this lesson to write a new and improved version of the original, based on the essence you’ve just identified.
The aim here is threefold: find rational reasons to back up your instincts (something you’ll be required to do in conversations and meetings on a regular basis), sensitize yourself to what a piece of text is really trying to say, and practise improving the work of others.
Workout Two
Plenty of real-world copywriting isn’t writing at all, it’s editing and reworking existing text. To get you comfortable in this role we want you to redraft the following chunk of copy – taken from a fictional airline print ad – in one of the structures we suggested earlier:
• Issues>implications>actions
• Past>present>future
• Context>analysis>conclusion>actions
• Issue>background>current situation>conclusion>suggestions
• Problem>solution>results
• Inverted triangle
• Goal>step one>step two>step X>result
• Q&A
Feel free to add and subtract details as you see fit. The aim is to build your confidence working with existing text, not scrupulously stick to the source material.
With great service, great food and great in-flight entertainment, we’ve made flying to the Far East more enjoyable than you thought possible.
There’s no reason why a long flight should be short on luxury. That’s why our seats are the comfiest in their class, with a massive 90cm of space between rows so you’ll arrive at your destination relaxed and ready to enjoy your stay.
The soothing atmosphere isn’t just down to the seating – fabulous food and fine wines play their part, with menus designed by Andrew Walker, owner of Shanghai’s fabulous Starpool restaurant.
Then there’s our award-winning ‘100% Entertainment’ system, featuring 10 movie channels, 12 TV channels (including Nickelodeon), 20 computer games and 15 music stations with everything from classical to club hits. Your channel controller even doubles as the world’s first in-flight phone so you can let your friends know you’re having the time of your life.
However you look at it, flying with us is a truly elevating experience.
1. Elements has also come in for plenty of criticism, with detractors labelling it po-faced and appealing only to pedants. You decide.
2. The following quote provides a peek into Ogilvy’s world: ‘When you sit down to write your copy, pretend you are talking to the woman on your right at a dinner party. She has asked you, “I am thinking of buying a new car. Which would you recommend?” Write as if you are answering that question.’ Patronizing as can be, but Ogilvy’s advice is sound – write like you speak, just speak well.
3. In our writing workshops people often ask us for advice on how to express a particular point, usually beginning their query with the words, ‘I want to say…’. To which we reply, ‘If that’s what you want to say then just go ahead and say it.’ It’s great to see the light bulb come on over their heads as they realize they already know the answer.
Lesson Three:
Making the Magic Happen
Memes, memory and sticky lines
Some ads take hold and won’t let go.
In the last lesson we explained how to create good, strong copy. In this companion lesson we look at how to add memorability to your messages. As we’ve said, the two lessons work together to cover the basics and beyond.
We’ll begin with an anecdote from the distant past, and that means switching to the first person as Roger takes the writing reins.
It’s the early seventies. A small boy (Rog) and his even smaller brother (Tim) are sitting in front of our family’s recently acquired colour telly enjoying pre-tea cartoons. The adverts come on and suddenly we’re confronted by a group of colourful metallic robot-type creatures sitting round a table in what must surely be a spaceship. That got our attention. Then the metalheads start to speak and it just gets better.
Martian One (some sort of leader): ‘On your last trip, did you discover what the Earth people eat?’
Martian Two (some sort of explorer): ‘They eat a great many of these.’ [Holds up a potato in his unfeasibly crude claw. The other Martians immediately start chattering amongst themselves.]
‘They peel them with their metal knives...’ [Chattering steps up a pace.]
‘...boil them for 20 of their minutes...’ [Metallic laughter begins to displace the chattering.]
“...then they smash them all to bits.’ [Martians overcome with laughter.]
Martian One: ‘They are clearly a most primitive people.’ [Whole group collapse into fits of laughter, some rolling around and waving their arms in the air.]
Slogan (sung): ‘For mash, get Smash.’
We thought we’d died and gone to heaven. Remember, this is just a few years after the first moon landing, and all things space/UFO/alien-related were big news in our playground.
Now, impressive though the Martians were, it wasn’t these crudely animated aliens that really made us chuckle; it was their dialogue. I can repeat the script even now (in fact I wrote most of the above from memory). We chanted it, repeated it, revelled in it. Our parents’ refusal to put us up for adoption after hearing ‘They are clearly a most primitive people HAHAHA’ for the thousandth time as they struggled to get tea ready is a testament to their patience and parenting skills. Even more remarkable is why these words have stuck with me for so many years. But stuck they have.
The Sugar Puffs Honey Monster, another of John Webster’s cool creations.
Although this little tale is intensely personal, it’s also universal; we all have similar stories featuring lines of copy we picked up in our past and carry around with us as part of who we are. Taken from print and TV ads, packaging, posters and public information films, they’ve stuck with us – stuck to us – as some of our most persistent memories. They are sticky lines, and they are the subject of this lesson.
What is this ‘sticky’ of which we speak?
Let’s properly define ‘sticky lines’, a phrase borrowed from the online world, where it refers to compelling content intended to keep a user glued to a particular website.
For our purposes a ‘sticky line’ is any headline, slogan, strapline and so on that lodges in its audience’s brains and refuses to budge. Sticky lines tend to appear at the top or bottom of a piece of communication, although the principles explained here work equally well for any compressed text in any location – captions, conclusions, summaries, email subject lines and so on.
Copy that achieves sticky status tends to exhibit certain qualities. These have been understood – with varying degrees of clarity and with changing emphasis – for many years. As proof let’s go back to 1955; ‘Rock Around the Clock’ has just been released, the first Disneyland has recently opened in California and a new board game called Scrabble is proving quite a success. In the US an advertising executive called Charles Whittier has published a book called Creative Advertising. In it he defines a slogan as:
...a statement of such merit about a product or service that it is worthy of continuous repetition in advertising, is worthwhile for the public to remember, and is phrased in such a way that the public is likely to remember it.
In other words a slogan (or in our case, a sticky line) is worth repeating, worth remembering and – crucially – is written in a way that makes it memorable.
Now whizz forward 50 years to the new millennium. UK adman Dave Trott had this to say in an article for the UK’s Campaign magazine:
‘A slogan is there to deliver a USP or branding. If you love my commercial you shouldn’t be able to describe it to anyone else without mentioning the name of the product and the slogan.’
In other words a sticky line should be integral to a piece of communication and not stuck on as an ear-pleasing afterthought. In the same article Andrew Cracknell, Executive Creative Director for a veritable alphabet soup of international advertising agencies including FCB, WCRS and APL, adds:
Ear-catching language in action.
The ones that stick out tend to be written in the public language. There has to be rhythm or a rhyme or a quirkiness in the line that catches the ear.
‘Catching the ear’ – that’s stickiness in three words. The examples Cracknell offers are ‘It’s a lot less bovver than a hover’, ‘Vorsprung durch Technik’ and ‘Beanz Meanz Heinz’ – all of which do indeed show plenty of rhythm, rhyme and quirk. We could add Nike’s ‘Just do it’, Bic Lighter’s ‘Flick your Bic’, Ford’s ‘Everything we do is driven by you’, eBay’s ‘Buy it, sell it, love it’ and so on.
Having outlined the qualities of a sticky line in broad terms, let’s look at memorability in more detail.
Memes mean Heinz
Sorry, we couldn’t resist that. Allow us to explain. In his groundbreaking book The Selfish Gene, Oxford University biologist Richard Dawkins introduced the world to a powerful new idea: the meme (rhymes with ‘seem’, as if you didn’t know).
A meme, Dawkins wrote, is much like its biological cousin the gene. Like a gene, a meme is a selfreplicating unit of information. However, memes don’t replicate biologically; instead they’re passed around in the form of ideas. Dawkins described memes as the ‘basic unit of cultural transmission’. He notes:
‘Just as genes propagate themselves by moving from body to body via sperm or eggs, so memes propagate themselves by moving from brain to brain via culture.’
Let’s have some examples. Presumably at some point in your life you’ve had a song going round and round in your head for hours on end, driving you slowly insane? That tune is a meme in action. Or you’ve heard a catchphrase on a comedy show and found yourself unconsciously using it? Another meme. It’s the same with any fashion, idea or image that finds its way into our collective consciousness and spreads like wildfire. Very crudely, we could say a meme is any cultural expression that suddenly seems to be everywhere.
These examples illustrate why the much-maligned meme is sometimes called an idea virus (or in the case of music, an ear worm). Much work has been done mapping the spread of memes in culture, and the dynamic they follow is indeed that of contagion. Like real viruses, memes are self-perpetuating and almost impossible to eradicate. It’s no exaggeration to say cultures catch memes in much the same way populations catch colds.
Given their infectious quality it’s not surprising that memes are at the heart of what has become known – appropriately enough – as ‘viral marketing’, a loose collection of techniques designed to piggyback on existing social relationships or networks to sell or promote something. The classic form is word-of-mouth recommendation – either face-to-face or online – but any easily shareable content does much the same job.
Viral has become an important part of marketing practice, and underpins such wildly successful ad campaigns as Burger King’s ‘Subservient Chicken’, Cadbury’s ‘Drumming Gorilla’ and Old Spice’s remarkable ‘The Man Your Man Could Smell Like’. The latter attracted almost 7 million YouTube views in just 24 hours, rising to 23 million views in just 36 hours. Needless to say, all three owe a good dollop of their success to their memelike nature. In fact it shouldn’t be called viral marketing at all – it’s meme marketing, pure and simple.
Blackpool’s rather incredible Comedy Carpet. Created by artist Gordon Young and designed by Why Not Associates, this typographic tour de force contains 160,000 precisely cut granite letters embedded in concrete, spelling out the jokes and catchphrases of over 1,000 of the UK’s best-loved entertainers. The result is 2,200m2 of comedy memes.
Hopefully you can see how relevant memes are to the subject of stickiness. Robin Wight – the W in ad agency WCRS and a colourful creative like they just don’t make any more – is a big fan of memes. He told us:
‘As copywriters we’re basically meme men. We want to infect people’s brains with our brands, and things that have got some memetic quality are more easily caught by the brain. Memes are memory devices that help spread words from brain to brain.’
All of which reinforces what we said earlier: if you want your ideas to spread and stick, make them meme-y.
Now, important though memes are, the last pages simply make explicit something that good copywriters have understood instinctively for decades – that certain ideas, expressed in certain ways, have dramatically more sticking power than others. And it’s to those ‘certain ideas’ and ‘certain ways’ that we now turn.
Twelve ad slogans that have entered everyday language in the UK – perhaps the ultimate form of stickiness.
How to make your copy stick
To become truly sticky, a piece of copy needs to be simple, it needs to give pleasure, and it needs to be easily passed on. If a potential meme/sticky line isn’t instantly intelligible then the chances are it won’t catch its audience’s ear. If it doesn’t provide a moment of enjoyment then there’s no motivation for someone to make the meme their own or share it with others, and if it isn’t easily transferable – either in speech, writing or via a social network – then it’s destined for a short, obscure life.
What follows is a toolbox of techniques intended to help you make your messages simple, pleasurable and transferable. Refer to them when you’re next stuck for a bit of stickiness – they don’t tell you what to say (how could they?), but they do tell you some proven ways to say it.
Create an emotional connection
Sticky writing touches the reader. This connection comes from making it personal. In fact a prime way to make a line sticky is to help readers see themselves in it. According to Robin Wight:
The way to get me to read 5,000 words of copy is to have a headline all about Robin Wight. The more you can make an ad personally relevant to its reader, the more chance you have of getting through.
Say it strange
Why did Apple say ‘Think different’ and not ‘Think differently’? Why did they follow this with ‘The funnest iPod ever’ rather than something like ‘The most enjoyable iPod we’ve ever made’? Why does Aleksandr the meerkat – spokesanimal for price-comparison website comparethemarket.com – say ‘Simples’ and not ‘Simple’? Why did 7UP promote itself as ‘The Uncola’? Why did Budweiser decide ‘Whasssup?’ was the perfect way to build their brand? We’ll tell you why: they’re all examples of a linguistic quirk used to create a mighty meme. By twisting language just a little they achieved maximum memorability. It’s a powerful technique but be warned, it’s easy to get wrong. The brand managers for Birds Eye Potato Waffles clearly felt they could do the same with their slogan ‘They’re waffly versatile’. The result is truly waffle.
Aleksandr says ‘Simples’.
Budman says ‘Whassup!’
Jaunty copy that highlights a fact many of us would rather not acknowledge: our lives are less interesting than a squirrel’s.
Tell them something they don’t know
A good way to create stickiness is to offer your reader relevant, thought-provoking information. Ogilvy’s classic advert that begins ‘At 60 miles an hour the loudest noise in this new Rolls-Royce comes from the electric clock’ is a marvellous example (see overleaf), as he went on to support this imagination-grabbing headline with a slew of interesting info-nuggets.
Ogilvy’s ad ran way back in 1958, yet its approach is entirely usable today. In recent years Roger used the same ‘give ’em something interesting to think about’ technique in a brochure for ultra-high-end mobile phone brand Vertu, listing 55 rock-solid reasons to believe the hype.
Tell them a story
We cover this in more detail in Lesson Six, but the important thing to know is good stories hold people’s attention in a way little else can. We don’t mean ‘Once upon a time’; we mean any narrative that creates a sense of involvement and identification. If readers can project themselves into your story then the chances are they’ll stay with you to the end and remember what you said.
Have something to say
In his book The Craft of Copywriting, UK adman Alastair Crompton points out that there are only two kinds of ad: those with something to say and, er, those that don’t. Sticky ads – and indeed sticky texts of all descriptions – are very much the former. If you’ve got something intelligent, beneficial or interesting to say about your product, service or brand then for God’s sake say it. You’d be amazed how many organizations clog their communications with irrelevant puffery instead of emphasizing their real point of difference. And don’t bury what you’ve got to say in your body copy – get it up top in the headline or lead paragraph. Now is not the time for modesty.
It’s recently come to light that Ogilvy borrowed this classic ‘prove it’ headline almost word for word from a 1933 ad for Pierce-Arrow cars.
For winemaker Primi Piatti, every bottle tells a story.
‘Beetles aren’t big’ – not the most profound observation ever made, but enough to kick-start one of advertising’s all-time top campaigns.
What a comparison. So wrong, yet so utterly right.
Two lovely ‘compare and contrast’ ads for Pedigree Bitter. The tone is pure pub banter.
There’s an appealing restraint to this that gives the selling point a sugar coating.
Three examples of product as benefit from Penhaligon. The ad on the left here is a classy take on the classic angle that aftershave makes its wearer more attractive.
A different approach to proving it. Not a number in sight, but this digital before-andafter promo piece for a freelance proofreader is equally effective.
Bear in mind your message doesn’t need to be that insightful, it just needs to act as the foundation for the rest of your argument. As Dave Trott puts it:
Think of an oyster. You start out with a piece of grit, and build a pearl around it. People buy the pearl, not the grit. But no grit, no pearl.
Compare and contrast
Seven-stone weakling into hard-bodied he-man. Filth-stained frock into dazzling dress. Smoker’s teeth into sparkling incisors. You get the idea – it’s before and after, and it works. It may sound a tired technique, but it’s as tired as you make it. There’s always a fresh angle when it comes to dramatizing the benefit, and it’s your job to find it. Faster, slower, bigger, smaller, reassuringly expensive, remarkably cheap – the list goes on. To be effective and to avoid accusations of cynicism you need to compare like with like and only draw conclusions that can be justified. Do that and you’re only doing what any sensible purchaser does when sizing up a product or service, so why not help them on their way?
A brilliant combination of design and copy that graphically illustrates how widescreen gives you more.
Leaving aside the distinct possibility of driver distraction and ensuing motorway mayhem, this text makes its point – that if you can read this you must be stuck in traffic – with wit and intelligence.
Prove it
One of the all-time top techniques for creating stickiness. If possible, explain the benefit of your product or service using specific numbers. If you’ve picked the right angle, and your figures are sufficiently impressive, then stickiness will ensue. The other way to say this is, ‘Don’t claim, demonstrate’ (or if you prefer, ‘facts persuade’). In each case the sentiment is the same: provide objective proof to substantiate what you’re saying and you’ll get through to people.
Don’t play it safe
You’ve been asked to write an in-box leaflet for some new running shoes. Most folks who buy them will jog around their local park, perspiring lightly while trying to look cool. But you don’t write this. While doing the detailed research we recommended in the last lesson you discover this particular shoe is favoured by some ultramarathon madman who achieves distances normally associated with airliners. That’s what you write about. The unstated message is: If this shoe works for him, just think what it’ll do for you. So try describing your subject overcoming the toughest challenge imaginable – the so-called torture test. That should create a bit of stick.
Pure ‘slice of life’ copy for one of the UK’s biggest coffee chains. Every nod or smile of recognition adds to its stickiness. Note the lovely change of pace in the final sentence as the caffeine kicks in.
Translation: ‘This car works when it’s virtually submerged, so think how it’ll perform on dry land.’
Stephen Leslie
Don’t do it. Stop now before you get the bug. Go find yourself a proper job. I say this entirely seriously (also selfishly – there’s enough competition out there already and the last thing I need are more people trying to steal my work).
Write quickly. There will be plenty of time to revise and rewrite later. Try to invest your work with energy.
Aldous Huxley wrote something to the effect that mankind will not be defeated by the tyranny of any government but instead will invent ways to distract itself to death. Huxley was anticipating the internet and its hideous ability to sabotage your carefully structured working day. If you want to write, log off.
Love your first draft but don’t love it too much. Even if it’s perfect the powers that be will demand rewrites because they can, so practise holding some stuffback. Remember, it’s not so much about writing as rewriting. The sooner you understand this, the better.
Learn to cut your own stuff. I guarantee you will be asked (or ordered) to cut lines that you adore. So learn to self-cut. In the long run it’s less painful.
It’s an unhealthy and lonely vocation so try to get up and walk about a bit or go for a run. Better still, try going for a walk or a run with another writer. You can moan to each other.
Read other writers’ work. That’s the best way to learn about writing.
Take notes. People say great, unscripted things all the time. Use them.
You will constantly be asked ‘What else have you got?’, so it helps to have an answer. Learn to juggle. Keep multiple balls in the air. Spin many plates. Always have a fall-back. Don’t put all your eggs in one basket. Oh, and avoid clichés.
Steal a bit but not too much. Try to learn the difference between a clever new take on something and a blatant rip-off.
Ignore most advice given to you by other writers. We are a savage and bitter breed who love the sound of our own voices and delight in the misery of others.
Stephen Leslie worked as a script reader, tea maker, cameraman, producer and director. He started out as a script reader for Sally Potter, John Schlesinger and Jon Amiel. He then wrote and directed an award-winning short film about bestiality and royalty called I Was Catherine the Great’s Stable Boy. This helped win him a place on the BBC’s Trainee Assistant Producer scheme, after which he spent four years directing documentaries for the BBC. For the last ten years he has focused almost exclusively on scriptwriting, with commissions from the BBC, Film4, Working Title, Revolution and Qwerty. Back in 2007 he was (perhaps prematurely) named a Screen International ‘Star of Tomorrow’.
Keep it real
Concrete, tangible ideas tend to engage readers more readily than their abstract, intangible equivalents – it’s just easier for the casual reader to see what’s in it for them. Most modern business-speak falls into this trap, with ‘core competencies’ instead of ‘skills’ and ‘proactive strategies’ rather than ‘plans’. As the business writer John Simmons puts it, ‘Language that speaks of real people doing real things creates images that lodge more deeply and stay longer in our memories’, which is a nice way of describing stickiness.
How to check for stickiness
The only real test of stickiness is the extent to which a line embeds itself in the minds of its audience. Nevertheless, here are a few questions you can use to make sure you’re on track.
Is it surprising?
If the reader can all but finish your sentences for you then no, it isn’t surprising and no, it won’t be sticky. Taking an unexpected approach – particularly in situations where conventions rule – will give your writing more glue. One simple and highly recommended way to do this is to start your piece a couple of sentences into your argument. Write as you normally would, then try deleting the first one or two (or more) sentences. By removing the usual preamble you’ll create a jolt that will grab readers’ attention. Just throw them into the narrative and let them figure it out.
With a surprising headline like this we can’t help but be curious about the rest.
The highlights/non-crossed-out-bits spell out the ‘So what?’. Two messages in one.
Not just what it is, but how to use it.
Would you want to hang out with this copy for South African accessories company Musica? Maybe – it’d certainly be a night to remember (assuming you survived).
Does it pass the ‘As opposed to what?’ test?
A surprising number of organizations promote themselves using lines that don’t stand up to scrutiny. To avoid this, always ask yourself, ‘As opposed to what?’ UK bank NatWest currently uses the strapline ‘Helpful banking’ – as opposed to what, unhelpful banking? If what you say is obviously desirable then it won’t achieve cut-through – it’s just what any reasonable person would expect. Trying to make a virtue of a necessity can even sound a little desperate. Readers of a sceptical disposition (roughly 99 per cent) might well respond, ‘Jeez, is that the best they can say about themselves?’
Does it pass the ‘So what?’ test?
If your words are underwhelming then they’re unlikely to stick. The solution is to ask ‘So what?’ This simple question is a brutally effective way of rooting out weak thinking. If the answer is a deafening silence or shrug of the shoulders then you’re off-target. Yes it’s cruel, but then so are audiences if they suspect their time is being wasted. What we’re suggesting is that everything you say has to have some reason to exist, usually connected to your audience and their wants and needs. Pointless puffery may fill the page but it drains audience interest faster than you can say ‘flannel’.
This tube ad for cancer charity breakthrough.org.uk borders on the brutal. Serious stuff.
Has it got real personality?
As so often in our line of work, it pays to compare what we write to people. The ones we’re attracted to tend to have the most appealing personalities. So one important question to ask is, ‘How personable is my work? If it were a person, would I be drawn to him/her or run a mile?’ If your prose is the textual equivalent of a trainspotter with radioactive halitosis then clearly it needs more work. Your readers don’t have to fall in love with your on-page personality, they just have to avoid being actively repelled.
Classic pleasing-to-read copy from the Other Cola.
Simon Veksner
There’s an important concept that (bizarrely, in my opinion) hardly anyone ever talks about when it comes to writing for advertising: emotion.
We all know that human beings are primarily emotionally driven, and that rational stuffdoesn’t really motivate us at the most profound level. It’s just a thin veneer we pretend to have, to stop ourselves stealing other people’s cars and women.
Unfortunately, the rational stuffis usually what gets put in briefs – and in articles about how to write copy.
Nearly all the advice I see about writing headlines and endlines talks about how to make them impactful and memorable, using rhetorical devices like repetition (the US Army’s ‘Be all that you can be’), reversal (‘Our food is fresh. Our customers are spoiled.’), rhyme (wartime slogan ‘Loose lips sink ships’) and alliteration (Brylcreem’s ‘A little dab’ll do ya’).
They never talk about freighting a line with an emotional payload, the thing that would make it truly powerful.
The FedEx tagline ‘When it absolutely, positively has to be there overnight’ is undoubtedly a clever turn of phrase. But what makes it great is that it also captures the emotion of the package-sender – their desire for certainty. It’s this emotional content that elevates the best lines beyond being mere clever wordplay. After all, advertising is seduction...and without emotion, seduction won’t succeed.
After graduating from Oxford with a degree in Philosophy and French, Simon had a brief and unsuccessful career as an investment banker. He then tried journalism, writing articles for women’s magazines about what men ‘really’ like in bed. Finally he settled on advertising, and was a creative director at BBH in London and DDB in Sydney, before starting his own agency in 2012. His blog – Scamp – became the most popular ad blog in the UK and led to a book deal, with How to Make It as an Advertising Creative published in May 2010. Recently Simon has been crowdsourcing ads to promote atheism. As he puts it, ‘I may not be able to defeat God but I aim to worry him.’
Pleasing to read? You betcha.
Does it leave a striking image?
In many situations stickiness is an index of how rich you made your writing. Amongst other things, that means resisting clichés. No matter how strongly your client feels about a particular subject, we beg you to never, ever describe them as ‘passionate’. Even if it’s true, it’s a worn-out word that screams ‘WARNING: Hack at work’. And most of the time it’s a dirty lie.
Is it pleasing to read?
By ‘pleasing’ we mean does it flow, is it well written in a formal sense, is its style appropriate and perhaps above all, is it interesting? Notice we don’t say ‘entertaining’; that’s fine if the topic can support it, but most can’t. Instead we say ‘interesting’ in its true sense – of interest to readers. And that comes back to the relevancy thing we talked about earlier. One thing’s for sure, if the copywriter was bored writing it, then the reader will be bored reading it. Perhaps the ideal situation is when you can’t help thinking or talking about the line you’ve just written, to the point of becoming a pest to your colleagues or partner. Sticky starts with you.
Now you have a go
We’ve explained the background to making a message memorable, we’ve introduced some techniques to help increase your interest levels, and we’ve outlined some ways to check your progress while writing. Now it’s time for you to put all this into practice by writing us some sticky lines.
One piece of advice: don’t hold back – now’s the time to really let rip. Be bold and brilliant; even if you think you’ve gone too far, go further. In fact we suggest you always push your work as far as your imagination will allow; rest assured your client/boss will bring you back to earth if you’ve really overdone it.
Workout
PRODUCT AND CLIENT
You!
AUDIENCE
A prospective romantic partner.
TASK
Write one or more sticky lines that sell you to a prospective mate. This could be as obvious as a short dating-site advert, or as quirky as a strapline you append to your name. Or something else entirely.
BACKGROUND
Later in this book we make the point that pretty much everything – including individuals – can be considered a brand. This exercise is about putting Brand You into action. And hey, you might get a date out of it.
Lesson Four:
A Catalogue of Swindles and Perversions
What George Orwell can teach copywriters today
The man himself.
Lessons Two and Three work together to help you improve the art and craft of your writing. This lesson adds colour to what you’ve just read with priceless rules to rev up your writing from one of the true greats of twentieth-century literature.
In 1946 George Orwell – ex-public schoolboy, Spanish Civil War veteran and one-time vagrant – published his now-famous essay, Politics and the English Language. Although a critique of the blather and balderdash employed by professional politicians in the 1930s and ’40s, Orwell’s observations are remarkably perceptive and have much to say to copywriters today.
In this lesson we’ll take you through Orwell’s essay, commenting on it and pointing out its relevance as we go. We strongly advise you to read the original – it’s freely available on the web, it’s written in an easy, accessible style and it’s certainly worth an hour of your time. Orwell once commented that ‘good prose should be like a windowpane’, in the sense that its meaning should be perfectly clear – a quality Politics and the English Language has in abundance. Give it a go.
‘Good prose should be like a windowpane.’
Why are we bothering you with the thoughts of a long-dead novelist? For the simple reason that Orwell was a supremely talented prose stylist. We don’t mean he was a posturing virtuoso, running up and down the scales like Mozart on amphetamine, but rather that he had a profound understanding of how to make language work. The New York Times Book Review recently included a letter suggesting, ‘If you want to achieve true mastery of English prose, read Gibbon and Orwell, then shoot yourself.’ That may be going a little too far, but Orwell undoubtedly had a gift for getting his ideas down on paper with an inspiring blend of clarity, brevity and impact – which is good copywriting in a nutshell. That’s why Orwell matters, and that’s what this lesson is about.
The essay itself.
Personable copy that celebrates everyday language and takes a stand against the windy waffle Orwell hated.
Copy rooted in reality. According to legend ‘Just do it’ took just 20 minutes to write, yet still works brilliantly well 30+ years later.
Politics and the English Language
Let’s begin, appropriately enough, at the beginning. Orwell starts his essay thus:
Most people who bother with the matter at all would admit that the English language is in a bad way, but it is generally assumed that we cannot by conscious action do anything about it.
As a copywriter with a keen interest in language, Orwell’s phrase ‘most people’ includes you. Is it an exaggeration to say our language is in trouble? What do you think? Orwell’s own view is pessimistic (not without reason, as the examples we’ll come to in a moment make clear) but ultimately positive in that he offers a range of practical techniques we can use to change things.
The second part of the sentence highlights the common belief that language is a given and something that can’t be altered. In fact, as Orwell goes on to show, it’s easily changed, and indeed it’s up to all of us to alter it whenever we think it necessary. We think that’s a pretty important mission.
Next Orwell offers ‘five specimens of the English language as it is now habitually written’ that ‘illustrate various of the mental vices from which we now suffer’ – or to put it another way, a bunch of examples that show what’s wrong with contemporary writing. To give you a flavour, here’s the first:
I am not, indeed, sure whether it is not true to say that the Milton who once seemed not unlike a seventeenth-century Shelley had not become, out of an experience ever more bitter in each year, more alien to the founder of that Jesuit sect which nothing could induce him to tolerate.
Professor Harold Laski (Essay in Freedom of Expression)
Lordy. Orwell’s complaint about lack of precision seems entirely justified. Remarkably, this sort of convoluted writing is still common, as a quick trip to plainenglish.co.uk or plainlanguage.gov (for US examples) will confirm. Here’s an example taken from a project Roger worked on recently. To stop your brain melting we’ve included a translation:
Before
Effectual winter upkeep of transport infrastructure poses sizable logistical challenges for all those responsible for maintaining the smooth running of road systems.
After
During winter it can be hard to keep roads open.
What’s remarkable is that the ‘before’ version displays the same shortcomings and ‘mental vices’ Orwell railed against over 60 years ago. As he put it:
The writer either has a meaning and cannot express it, or he inadvertently says something else, or he is almost indifferent as to whether his words mean anything or not.
Before adding:
This mixture of vagueness and sheer incompetence is the most marked characteristic of modern English prose.
Unfortunately there’s some truth in this. As the above examples show, it’s not hard to find professionally written text that appears determined to avoid saying anything. Orwell goes on:
As soon as certain topics are raised, the concrete melts into the abstract and no one seems able to think of turns of speech that are not hackneyed.
We call this tone of voice ‘default bureaucratic’ – it’s what inexperienced writers reach for when they lack the confidence to express themselves in any other way (we don’t say this as a criticism, simply as a fact). ‘Default bureaucratic’ is characterized by rambling sentences, unfocused paragraphs, passive verbs, poor word choice and – above all – no real understanding of the reader and why they’re reading the piece in the first place. Remember ‘default bureaucratic’; we’ll return to this textual turd several times before we’re done.
Ben Kay
The best advice I ever read about writing is this: the writer’s only responsibility is to get the reader to turn the page.
That’s truly brilliant because it’s very easy to lose sight of the point of a piece of writing. Often a writer will try to persuade the reader of his or her genius, or cram in every possible piece of information, or worry that they’re not good enough.
But none of that matters.
Whether you’re P. G. Wodehouse, Jeffrey Archer or a copywriter working on a 20x4 press ad for cut-price asparagus, if you’re not getting the reader to read on then you aren’t doing your job.
That task can be accomplished in many ways. Mr Wodehouse would write such wonderful sentences and such hilarious jokes that the reader would want to extend their experience. Mr Archer, like him or not, uses plotting, structure and themes to keep millions of people turning the page. And the copywriter can’t just stop at the asparagus’s price; he must express it in a way that makes the reader want to find out where the offer is available and care enough to do something about it.
The really great thing about this rule is that it removes the spurious concept of quality from the process. After all, what is quality? There are a million subjective answers. For some it is about originality; for others it concerns elegance of phrase; for still others it lies in immaculate, labyrinthine plotting, but none of those things can be objectively evaluated. You can and should only do what you think is good. In fact do whatever the hell you like – just get your reader to turn the page.
At school, English was the only subject Ben was good at, but he didn’t fancy doing a huge amount of work, so when he left he found a job as a copywriter at AMV BBDO in London. To his great shock he soon discovered that a great deal of work was required. From AMV he became Creative Director of Lunar BBDO, but in his spare time he wrote a novel (Instinct) that was published by Penguin in December 2010. Ben is now Creative Director of Media Arts Lab, working exclusively on Apple’s advertising across Europe, but in his spare time he continues to write novels and screenplays.
Back to Politics and the English Language. Orwell complains that:
Prose consists less and less of words chosen for the sake of their meaning, and more and more of phrases tacked together like the sections of a prefabricated henhouse.
This is a recurring nightmare for Orwell – clear, original writing supplanted by the splicing together of clichés. The result isn’t writing, it’s assembling – a patchwork of existing phrases cobbled together to fill a space.
Next Orwell describes four ‘tricks by means of which the work of prose construction is habitually dogged’ – dying metaphors, verbal false limbs, pretentious diction and meaningless words. Let’s delve a little deeper into these excrescences, which Orwell delightfully describes as a ‘catalogue of swindles and perversions’.
Dying metaphors
Here Orwell is complaining about worn-out metaphors and over-familiar imagery. He’s comfortable with dead metaphors (word pictures that have lost their power through overuse) and live metaphors (vivid verbal images that can really help comprehension). It’s dying metaphors – phrases that have become clichés through overuse – that drive him nuts. Orwell lists some of the worst offenders as he sees it: ring the changes, toe the line, ride roughshod over, stand shoulder to shoulder with and play into the hands of . We could add whole new ball game, at the end of the day, low-hanging fruit or our personal bête noir, any use of passionate (in a business context).
No pretentious diction or meaningless words here.
Refreshingly direct copy. Well, it’s the thought that counts.
Verbal false limbs
This section focuses on the tendency of writers to use complex verb phrases rather than straightforward, freestanding verbs. That’s not as technical as it sounds; all it means is that Orwell prefers ‘leads’ to ‘play a leading role in’, ‘serves’ to ‘serves a purpose’ and so on. Nothing to disagree with there.
He’s also highly critical of passive verbs (or the passive voice, as it’s sometimes called), a consistent feature of poor prose. Like Orwell we’re not grammar sticklers, but active and passive verbs are something all copywriters really do need to understand. Don’t panic, they’re surprisingly straightforward, as we’re about to explain.
Verbs come in two basic forms – active and passive. In the active form it’s immediately clear who’s performing the action mentioned in the sentence. Take the phrase ‘I heard it through the grapevine’ – the very first word makes it clear who’s doing the hearing. In the passive version – ‘The grapevine was where I heard it’ – we don’t find out who’s doing what until far later. While that’s not the end of the world, passive verbs soon make a piece of writing feel flabby and vague.
There’s one situation in which the passive form is perfect – when you want to avoid giving offence or attributing blame. If you’re writing about a sensitive subject and you’d prefer to save someone’s blushes, say something like, ‘This year’s sales targets weren’t met’, instead of ‘Our sales team didn’t meet their targets this year’. Your author Roger remembers an incident at school when he accidently broke a fretsaw blade during a woodwork lesson. Roger approached his teacher with the words, ‘Sir, the blade got broken’. Without looking up, the formidable old schoolmaster replied, ‘You mean, “I broke it”, boy’. Despite his questionable belief in the educational power of a sound thrashing, Mr Howe’s attitude to active vs. passive verbs was spot on.
Pretentious diction
Or to put it more directly, using showy words to seem big and clever. The author’s aim, as Orwell puts it, is to ‘dress up a simple statement and give an air of scientific impartiality to biased judgements’ or else ‘give an air of culture and elegance’ where one is lacking. Neither is good.
Meaningless words
Many institutions seem curiously compelled to write utter drivel. What’s worse, we accept it and actually expect no better. Usefully Orwell suggests a practical way for us to judge the clarity of a piece of writing – count the syllables. The more syllables, the further away a word is likely to be from the clarity and power of everyday speech. Sadly Microsoft Word’s word count feature doesn’t do syllables so you’ll have to tot them up manually.
Orwell’s point is that a writer’s syllable count rises in direct proportion to his or her use of nonsensical, overblown language. He suggests the wordy version is the one most people would produce when asked to write something ‘official’ sounding. Well, yes and no. Many writers do indeed pile on the syllables in formal situations. But in our experience even novice writers are perfectly capable of using what we might call a ‘default human’ approach (rather than the ‘default bureaucratic’ we talked about earlier) – they just need a little encouragement and permission to be direct.
So far so good, but wringing our hands like this is depressingly negative. What we need are practical suggestions to avoid these problems in the first place. Orwell obligingly offers up six questions he suggests every author should ask while writing:
• What am I trying to say?
• What words will express it?
• What image or idiom will make it clearer?
• Is this image fresh enough to have an effect?
• Could I put it more shortly?
• Have I said anything that is avoidably ugly?
Now we’re getting to the heart of why you should bother with Orwell and his ancient essay. These questions are simple, obvious even, but that’s the point. Good copywriting isn’t an arcane, mystical process; it’s the result of applying simple principles with consistency.
Toyota’s straightforward, clear and concise campaign for the Yaris.
Orwell goes as far as to say that pretty much all political writing (or in our case copywriting) is bad. On those rare occasions when this isn’t the case, Orwell believes the writer must be a rebel, someone with sufficient independence of mind to express ‘his private opinions’ and ‘not a party line’. As he puts it, ‘Orthodoxy, of whatever colour, seems to demand a lifeless, imitative style.’ Indeed it does. In this book we encourage you to reject the lifeless conventions Orwell criticizes and embrace a vivid, accurate style that touches people’s hearts and minds. You may be familiar with this:
Here’s to the crazy ones. The rebels. The troublemakers. The ones who see things differently. While some may see them as the crazy ones, we see genius. Because the people who are crazy enough to think they can change the world, are the ones who do.
It’s the main message in TBWA\Chiat\Day’s classic 1997 ‘Think different’ campaign for Apple, and about as far from orthodox business writing as it’s possible to get. As well as its rousing content, just look at the short words and tight sentences. Orwell would have approved of the advert’s prose, although perhaps not its purpose.
By now you may be thinking that Orwell is dangerously close to becoming some sort of nit-picking pedant. Not so. In fact Orwell specifically states he’s not interested in ‘correct’ grammar and syntax, ‘which are of no importance so long as one makes one’s meaning clear’. Nor is he bothered about avoiding so-called Americanisms or enforcing what might be called a good prose style. He doesn’t want to encourage ‘a fake simplicity’, or the misguided belief that shorter words are always better than their longer equivalents (that’s usually the case, but there are always exceptions). Orwell is simply saying we should ‘let the meaning choose the word, and not the other way around.’ This is the very heart of his argument and might be summarized as express yourself in words that are right for your task.
How exactly? Well, first think about what you’re trying to say, and then do as Orwell suggests and ‘switch round and decide what impressions one’s words are likely to make on another person’. That last part is crucial for copywriters. We write exclusively to make an impression on others, and here Orwell is telling us how to do it. As he puts it, ‘This last effort of the mind cuts out all stale or mixed images, all prefabricated phrases, needless repetitions, and humbug and vagueness generally.’
Apple’s classic ‘Think Different’ ad, created by TBWA\Chiat\Day in 1997. By the end we practically want to leap up and shout, ‘Yes, YES! THAT’S ME! I’m CRAZY and PROUD! Where do I sign?’
The world’s longest banner ad. Gleefully ignoring Orwell’s advice to cut out every unnecessary word helps this playful ad for BMW draw attention to itself.
To help us he provides his famous six rules (a sort of counterpoint to the six questions suggested earlier), the most quoted and reproduced part of his essay. Here they are:
• Never use a metaphor, simile, or other figure of speech which you are used to seeing in print.
• Never use a long word where a short one will do.
• If it is possible to cut a word out, always cut it out.
• Never use the passive where you can use the active.
• Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word, or a jargon word if you can think of an everyday English equivalent.
• Break any of these rules sooner than say anything outright barbarous.
There’s nothing magical about these. Orwell acknowledges that it’s perfectly possible to write bad English using them, but not the sort of bad English we’ve described here with its windy vagueness, shoddy imagery and lack of meaning.
In the final paragraph of his essay Orwell states:
If you simplify your English, you are freed from the worst follies of orthodoxy. You cannot speak any of the necessary dialects, and when you make a stupid remark its stupidity will be obvious, even to yourself.
In other words, keep it simple and any shortcomings in your work will be obvious. The result will send the ‘verbal refuse’ of so much writing ‘into the dustbin, where it belongs’. Amen to that.
Orwell’s English in 30 seconds
Ask yourself these six questions:
• What am I trying to say?
• What words will express it?
• What image or idiom will make it clearer?
• Is this image fresh enough to have an effect?
• Could I put it more shortly?
• Have I said anything that is avoidably ugly?
Follow these six rules:
• Never use a metaphor, simile, or other figure of speech which you are used to seeing in print.
• Never use a long word where a short one will do.
• If it is possible to cut a word out, always cut it out.
• Never use the passive where you can use the active.
• Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word, or a jargon word if you can think of an everyday English equivalent.
• Break any of these rules sooner than say anything outright barbarous.
Now you have a go
Orwell’s six questions and six rules are solid gold, but only if you actually put them to use. Reading them through, nodding approvingly and then forgetting about them as the pub beckons isn’t exactly the path to enlightenment. To help embed Orwell’s ideas in your brain we’ve come up with a couple of exercises we think are worthy of your attention.
Workout One
A prospective employer wants you to write a few paragraphs explaining why they should invite you for an interview.
First write your reply as you would normally (don’t overthink it – just do what comes naturally). Once you’re finished, rewrite it using Orwell’s six questions and six rules to ruthlessly assess and improve every word and sentence. Which version is better? Why?
Workout Two
Find a speech or other piece of public writing that seems stuffed with pretentious diction, meaningless words, cloudy vagueness and so on (any halfway decent library will have plenty of anthologies of speeches by the great and good, as does the web).
Go through your chosen speech (or a section if it’s too long) and tease out the real meaning as a list of bullet points. Next use Orwell’s six questions and six rules to rewrite it so the text is clear and sparkling ‘like a windowpane’.
Lesson Five:
It’s All About the Audience
Don’t solve the client’s problem, solve the customer’s
Clearly a man in tune with his audience.
Prepare for an unpalatable truth: it’s not about what you want to say; it’s about what they – your audience – want to hear. Yes, you’ve got to cover the points your client briefed you on, but if that’s all you do then there’s a fair chance you won’t really engage your audience. And that, gentle reader, is what this whole copywriting business is all about.
The genuine London road sign on the right is an escapee. If you were to spend a day with your local public works department – the people responsible for road signs and the like – you’d probably hear many similar phrases bandied about. That’s not surprising, as all professions develop verbal shorthands to help them do their job.1 The problem comes when this internal language manages to sneak into the outside world. The background knowledge that made the shorthand an asset to the group isn’t there to support it, leading to misunderstanding and mirth. That’s what’s happened here. The sign’s audience has changed but its language hasn’t, and our bewilderment is the result.
This principle – that language must be right for its readers – is the cornerstone of this chapter. Never just assume – as the writers of this sign clearly did – that your readers will automatically see things your way and read a message as you intend it to be read. There’s every chance they won’t. Instead you need to be sensitive to cultural and contextual differences. As Jeremy Bullmore, ex-JWT executive and one of the wisest men in advertising, has put it:
‘Much good advertising speaks quite deliberately in code, or uses a secret language, and excludes the rest of us. That’s one of the reasons why it’s good.’
And more evocatively:
‘As the global gospellers begin to sound ever less persuasive, it is coded tribal messages we should increasingly look at with respect.’
In short, messages written in the private language of a particular group can work wonders, but only if they reach the right audience. There’s nothing necessarily wrong with the language of the above road sign, but there’s everything wrong with the context in which it’s used. It makes no concession to its readers and is all but incomprehensible as a result.
The ‘Hip Cops’ poster on the facing page shows the very opposite problem – the authors have desperately tried to adopt the language of their audience but have bombed in spectacular fashion. It’s a genuine recruitment poster for the Berkeley Police Department in San Francisco, created in 1969 – the height of the hippie era when peace, love and patchouli were the order of the day:
You can almost hear the irate Chief of Police banging the table and demanding his recruitment department get more of those damn hippies to join the Force. Off goes a hapless underling and puts together this rich brew of late sixties clichés in a desperate but doomed attempt to recruit the sort of people who wouldn’t work for The Man in a million years. They’ve tried to speak the language of their intended readership, but in doing so they’ve stumbled into a great, yawning authenticity gap. Like a broken bell it doesn’t ring true.
Copy that gently mocks its audience, yet somehow ends up celebrating the very thing it ridicules.
The point we’re making with these two examples is that audiences are everything when it comes to crafting an effective message. In fact the main reason any piece of copy doesn’t work is that the writer has failed to consider their reader. What this means is that when you’re planning a piece you need to start at the end of the communications process, with the people who will read your words. Any other perspective is asking for trouble.
In the coming pages we’ll explore this idea in more detail. To make matters simple we’ve structured what follows in an intuitive way – if copywriting is about audiences, then audiences are about content, expression, identity and self-interest.
Audiences are about content
What exactly do you want to achieve?
‘It’s only words, And words are all I have, to take your heart away.’
‘Words’ by the Bee Gees
How right Barry, Robin and Maurice Gibb were – like the lovelorn suitor in their 1968 ballad, words are the only thing we copywriters have to create meaning and achieve results. This highlights the intimate connection between content (what we say) and purpose (what we’re trying to achieve). If what we write misses the mark with our readers then whatever result we were hoping for will be compromised. If that happens, all the eloquence, fine design and technical trickery in the world won’t make any difference – the audience will notice its irrelevancy and treat it accordingly.
So when thinking about content we need to match our message to our readers’ lives. In fact you could define copywriting as communication written with the reader in mind. Poets, playwrights and novelists write for themselves; copywriters write for others. Make no mistake, ours is an audience-driven occupation.
Creating reader-friendly content
Start by thinking about your reader’s state of mind. If it’s ignorance, your mission is to inform. If it’s opposition, you need to create agreement. If it’s indifference, you need to generate interest. If possible, it’s worth briefly discussing their problem/issue in your copy – it shows you understand where they’re coming from. And of course, the more significant the problem you describe, the more a reader will appreciate your solution.
Above all, you need to solve the customer’s problem, not the client’s. Chances are they’re not the same thing. The client will have a particular marketing issue they wish to address; the customer couldn’t care less. Instead you need to bring the benefit to life – to their life. Start from where your readers are at and you’ll get through to them. Ignore them and you’re done for.
The aim here is to show Canal+’s understanding of movie making. Given that their audience includes a healthy percentage of wannabe movie makers, it’s saying ‘Hey, we’re all the same here’.
Audiences are about expression
Whose voice should we hear when we read the words?
Expression – in this context – means tone of voice. Those three little words have generated much interest and analysis in recent years. Indeed, ‘tone of voice’ is the one phrase that more or less everyone in marketing, design, branding and advertising knows about copywriting, so the chances are you’ll hear it bandied about with enthusiasm, if not precision.
For us, tone of voice is the combination of what you say and how you say it. We looked at what you say in the previous section; here we focus on how you say it. We’ve thought about this long and hard, and come to the conclusion that the best way to understand tone of voice is to ask, ‘Whose voice should we hear in our head as we read the words?’
Think of your favourite novelist or screenwriter – one of the things that makes them good is their ability to create convincing, compelling voices for their characters. It’s the same for you. If you can create a voice for your copy with some of the same qualities, then you’ll bring your work to life.
A quick example
Your mission is to create some copy for a brochure selling high-power surf kites. The brief says that the tone of voice should be ‘compelling, energetic, irreverent and exciting’, which seems fair enough given the subject and intended readership. What do these adjectives mean in practice? ‘Compelling’ might mean including plenty of persuasive facts, ‘energetic’ might mean short sentences and a staccato paragraph structure, as well as lots of emotive trigger words. ‘Irreverent’ could translate into a bit of humour and permission not to take anything too seriously, and ‘exciting’ demands you convey the undoubted thrill of surf-kite action. Put it all together and the opening spread might read something like this:
Headlines for our times. There’s nothing like tapping into the zeitgeist to create a bit of reader appeal.
The Raptor Series
Respect is due
Raptor isn’t for holiday flyers; it’s aimed at experienced adrenaline junkies who take a perverse pleasure in pushing themselves to the limit.
These kites are potent – so potent it’s essential you understand what you’re getting into. The only way to appreciate the sheer arm-wrenching, gut-churning, butt-clenching pull of a Raptor kite’s 300lb of lift is to fly one. Take it too far and Raptor will beat you every time.
Like we say, respect is due.
OK, we could have written that a hundred other ways, but the above does the job and certainly matches the tone-of-voice adjectives supplied.
So to summarize, tone of voice is the combination of what you say and how you say it. The result is a brand’s personality in print (or indeed pixels). The reason tone matters is because different audiences respond to different tones – the above example with its ‘arm-wrenching’ hyperbole is very male; copy aimed at female kiters would require less obvious machismo while still retaining the same sense of excitement – a rather trickier writing challenge. And on that point, let’s look at audiences and identity.
Wendy Ide
By the time you read this it will already be out of date. Print journalism (and my small corner of it, film criticism) is evolving at such a rate that who knows what wrench will have been chucked into the machinery in six months’ time? With that in mind, is there any advice I can give to people starting out in an industry that bears little or no resemblance to the one I broke into? Well, yes. One or two things remain the same.
1. Never, ever miss a deadline.
2. Be polite to the sub-editors. They have a thankless job and they have the power to make you look better or worse than you are. Making enemies of the subs is on a par to insulting someone who has the opportunity to spit in your food.
3. Be versatile. Learn every skill you can, specifically anything to do with digital publishing.
4. Blog your ass off. Tweet well and tweet often. For editors groping in the dark to find the future of publishing, an online presence is something they respect (even if they might not fully understand it or its uses).
Before Wendy joined The Times as a film critic and features writer in 2004 she had worked extensively for publications such as Dazed & Confused, Sight & Sound, Elle and the Sunday Herald. She has been writing about – and working within – the film industry since 1996. She’s been a programmer for the London Film Festival, patron of the London Children’s Film Festival and jury member for film festivals in San Sebastian, the Czech Republic, the UK and Zanzibar.
Audiences are about identity
Are you talking to me?
‘Who’s my audience?’ is perhaps the most important question a copywriter can ask. The brief – assuming you’ve got one – may be some help, outlining your potential readership in terms like, ‘Aspirational single male, 25–35, with above-average income and strong interest in intimate waxing’. It’s a start, but it’s too broad and generic.
You need the clearest possible picture of your reader, which means zooming in from the general to the specific. Who – exactly – are these wealthy, waxingobsessed men? What’s their story? How do they speak? What would make them listen? As the copywriter you need to know. Do you know anyone similar you could use as a model? If so, they’re your target – picture them as you write and reject anything that feels off-target.
Above all, think of your audience as individuals with whom you’re having a one-to-one conversation. As copywriter Alastair Crompton puts it, ‘Never try to speak to everyone; you’ll end up reaching no one.’
David Ogilvy felt much the same:
‘I don’t write to the crowd. I try to write from one human being to another human being using the second person singular.’
To get through to your reader you need to know who they are and what they care about. And it’s to the unfortunately named topic of care abouts that we now turn.
Something rather clever is going on here. The copy speaks directly to a non-existent audience of imagined playboy types, and in doing so it asks the real audience to identify with this lofty group just for a moment. Given that the advertiser’s mission was to popularize the usually exclusive sport of polo it’s a witty, effective approach.2
Copy written from the audience’s point of view that empathizes with their concerns. Note the non-patronizing tone – friendly, informal and understanding without any cloying sentimentality.
Empathy is everything
The key word here is empathy – the ability to feel what the reader feels, to identify with them, to put yourself in their shoes. It’s said that one of the reasons Avis Car Rental’s classic ‘We try harder’ campaign worked so well was that its target audience – salesmen who needed to rent a car – could easily identify with the idea of struggling against a dominant competitor. They knew what it was like to be number two and to try harder. The copy understood the people it was talking to – in short, it empathized.
The question, of course, is how to do this. The answer is to ask yourself, ‘If I were the reader, what would I want to know? What would make me read the next line? And the next?’ And so on. The better you can do this, the better the connection you’ll make. Needless to say, your identification with the reader needs to sound natural, spontaneous and appropriate. Get this right and the result will stand out a mile.
We’re indebted to writers John Simmons and Jamie Jauncey for the next example of ‘put yourself in their shoes’ writing: the annual letter from über investor Warren Buffett to the shareholders of his business, Berkshire Hathaway. These letters demonstrate Mr Buffett’s magisterial command of his subject and his remarkable ability to get inside his readers’ heads. The former isn’t too surprising for the world’s top financial wizard but the latter certainly is – until you learn that Buffett always writes as though he’s talking to his sisters, Doris and Bertie. The result is charming and informative in equal measure. Here’s the opening of his 2010 letter:
The highlight of 2010 was our acquisition of Burlington Northern Santa Fe, a purchase that’s working out even better than I expected. It now appears that owning this railroad will increase Berkshire’s ‘normal’ earning power by nearly 40% pre-tax and by well over 30% after-tax. Making this purchase increased our share count by 6% and used $22 billion of cash. Since we’ve quickly replenished the cash, the economics of this transaction have turned out very well.
This ad for Tate Britain shows a real understanding of who goes to galleries these days and why. The text puts itself well and truly in its readers’ shoes.
They feel your pain.
Charming copy for the Toronto Humane Society that focuses on the real reasons and benefits of owning a dog.
We particularly love the first-person perspective. Contrast that with the exact equivalent from megabank Goldman Sachs:
2010 was a period of strong performance for Goldman Sachs in the context of a challenging year. We contended with uncertainty about the outlook for the global economy, questions about the future of regulation and significant scrutiny of our industry and Goldman Sachs. Despite these considerable challenges, our results were driven by two related and critical factors: (1) our clients, who turned to Goldman Sachs for advice and execution across a broad set of global businesses and (2) the focused commitment and dedication of our people to serving our clients’ needs and to strengthening our culture of teamwork and excellence.
Perhaps a certain type of reader appreciates such off-the-shelf phrases as ‘challenging year’, ‘contended with uncertainty’ and ‘our culture of teamwork and excellence’.3 Perhaps, but we doubt it. There’s no empathy – it’s all ‘us’ and no ‘you’. If there’s one thing guaranteed to catch an audience’s attention it’s something that relates directly to them, as we’re about to find out.
Audiences are about self-interest
What do your readers really want to know?
We humans are all motivated – to one extent or another – by self-interest. Not necessarily the grasping, nasty kind; more a softer, gentler sort of selfishness that quietly asks, ‘What’s in it for me?’
For copywriters this means explaining the benefit of whatever we’re writing about, not the features. You may need to cover the latter in order to properly express the former, but your emphasis must always be on the audience payoff. Many wise and venerable sayings have emerged in the world of advertising that make this very point, from Elmer Wheeler’s ‘Sell the sizzle, not the steak’, to John Caples’s advice about emphasizing ‘the world’s best lawn’ and not ‘the world’s best lawn seed’. Direct-mail expert Victor Schwab even went as far as composing a brief ditty on this very subject that ends:
So tell me quick and tell me true/ (Or else, my love, to hell with you!)/ Less – how this product came to be/ More – what the damn thing does for me!
Schwab was highlighting the fact that many organizations think of their own agenda instead of asking themselves, ‘What can we do to make people want to read what we have to say?’ In practice this often means forcing their copywriters to shoehorn in far too much information. A better approach for all concerned would be to concentrate on one or two things that really ignite the audience’s imagination and leave the rest for elsewhere.
It’s a myth that readers want to know everything right away. They don’t. What they want to know is, er, what they want to know. Far from being unhelpful, this tautology is a key principle of effective copywriting – if the writer can somehow find out what really excites their reader, then delivering that in the right way becomes infinitely easier. As so often with creative work, to accurately define the problem is halfway to finding a solution.
What does this mean in practical writing terms? Simply that you find your strongest theme – almost certainly focusing on benefits – and stick to it. Relatively few sales are made purely on a piece of copy (in the sense someone reads our words and immediately whips out their credit card). Instead our work tends to be part of a larger convincing process, with the actual deal being sealed elsewhere. Nine times out of ten our aim is to get people to take the next step – nothing more. We need to focus on that and ignore all distractions.
To test how well you’re doing, once you’ve got something halfway decent down on paper you should pause and ask yourself how its intended audience would read it. Is it complete? Is the tone right? Does it explain itself? Will readers warm to it? What assumptions does it make? Are these assumptions reasonable, given what you know about the reader? Then correct any shortcomings before asking the same questions. Continue this way until your writing matches what readers want to read. It’s a question of flipping between being a writer and a reader and a writer and…well, you get the idea.
Now you have a go
Throughout this chapter we’ve emphasized that good copywriting talks its readers’ language. But don’t take our word for it – instead we want you to explore the idea of tone of voice, content, audience and context in these two exercises.
Workout One
Find two brands with a clear, easily identifiable tone of voice. Ideally these brands should appeal to very different audiences – one might be consumer-focused and the other public service or trade-orientated. Describe these two tones of voice using four or five appropriate adjectives each.
Now take a chunk of copy associated with Brand A (ideally the bit you used to find the adjectives describing A’s tone of voice – perhaps their homepage text) and rewrite it using the adjectives for Brand B. Repeat the process the other way round – use Brand B’s adjectives to rewrite Brand A’s content.
Do the results work? If not, why not? Is there any way you could make the remix successful? Does content override tone of voice, or vice versa? How do you think the two brand’s audiences would react to the remixed text?
Workout Two
We’ve said good copywriting always remembers its readers and is sensitive to its context. Let’s see if that’s true.
Write a straightforward text ad (headline and optional body copy) for sanitary towels to run in a lads’ magazine called Bikes, Birds and Booze. Now do the same for a new penis enlargement product that will appear on a feminist website called www.radikavlsisterz.com.
You don’t get paid if the ads don’t run, so avoid causing unnecessary offence. Instead find a way to present these products in ways that somehow appeal to their unusual new audiences.
1. What we’re talking about here is jargon, and the big thing to know about jargon is it isn’t necessarily bad. Jargon evolves to meet the specific communication needs of a specific group, and as long as it’s used in the right circumstances it’s a very effective way of communicating. In fact if you’re writing for a particular group you must use their language if you want your words to have credibility. The problem, as we say, is when jargon is used in the wrong situations. That way madness lies.
2. The writer of these ads – Matt Porter of M&C Saatchi in Sydney, Australia – told us, ‘A tip I’ve never forgotten is to visualize somebody I know who epitomizes the audience and write my copy as if it was a letter to them. So if I were writing for a product my mother would be keen on, I’d start with “Dear Mum”, and remove it at the end. It just allows me to write in a way that doesn’t sound like a salesman. Here I had to address my audience’s perception of polo as an elitist activity. To convince the average Aussie to take a second look at a sport they’d never considered watching we had to demonstrate that polo could poke fun at itself. So we tackled the problem head-on with the most ostentatious headlines imaginable. The audience saw this as an invitation. After all, in Australia if you can take the piss out of yourself, you’re a good bloke. Once the first headline was written, the others came quite quickly – I just took dictation basically.’
3. Orwell’s splicing together of clichés, anyone?
Lesson Six:
Not Telling Stories, Selling Stories
The power of narrative to convince by stealth
The storytelling party, from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll.
In her 1968 poem ‘The Speed of Darkness’, US poet Muriel Rukeyser wrote, ‘The universe is made of stories, not of atoms’. It’s a lovely image, suggesting life is the sum of the tales we tell. It’s also pretty accurate – we’re hard-wired to rework events into a coherent narrative as we attempt to understand the world. So come with us as we explore how stories can help copywriters communicate with power and personality. Are you sitting comfortably? Then we’ll begin…
The Globe Theatre, Southwark, 1599, about teatime. A group of players assemble on stage, amongst them William Shakespeare, the chap responsible for tonight’s entertainment. Instinctively the groundlings quieten down and the fruit sellers mute their cries. As hush descends, the scene begins:
Now is the winter of our reduced sales forecast, Seasonally adjusted to reflect adverse trading conditions.
An apple core hits Richard III right between the eyes – shot! Another causes the Duke of Clarence to dodge, knocking the ghost of King Henry VI to the ground in a clatter of stage armour. The crowd roars in delight and the attack intensifies, their displeasure all too apparent. This isn’t what they paid to see…
Needless to say, this surreal scene never happened. Then, as now, what theatregoers want – what we all want – are stories, because stories are an important part of what it is to be human.1 If you’re trying to get through to people, the cant and cliché of business-speak is the biggest turn-off imaginable. You won’t be pelted with rotten fruit but you will be ignored – which in our line of work is just as bad.
From a copywriting perspective stories matter because they’re fun and functional at the same time. Fun because they’re naturally appealing and we’re primed from birth to accept information presented in narrative form; functional because they’re powerful explaining tools that enable us to describe the who, what, where, when, why and how of a subject without seeming to. That’s why stories are important and that’s why every copywriter needs to know when and how to switch into storytelling mode.
The scene.
‘Attention all shipping’ are the first words of BBC Radio’s Shipping Forecast, a weather bulletin covering the seas around the British Isles. Over the decades the Shipping Forecast has become famous for its measured pace, hypnotic delivery and evocative place names (‘Shannon, Rockall, Malin, west 8, occasionally 9, becoming cyclonic later…’). These microstories – written by Roger – twist the Shipping Forecast’s distinctive language to suit a series of domestic situations vaguely connected to various items of homeware – appropriate enough, given the client is the Royal National Lifeboat Institution, the charity that runs the UK and Ireland’s lifeboat service.
What exactly do we mean by ‘stories’?
In this context ‘story’ refers to anything from a short anecdote to a lengthy tale. It probably doesn’t begin ‘Once upon a time’, although brand stories (as we’ll call them) often include features we associate with literary stories. For example, many brand stories feature some sort of hero who struggles with some sort of anti-hero, leading to resolution and a happy ending where everyone goes home wiser. What matters is the effect, not the word count or format. For us, brand stories are about creating engagement. The good news is that shouldn’t be too hard to achieve, as stories are engagement machines par excellence.
Like any good story, a brand story should be clear, compelling and built around a strong central idea. If it isn’t clear then no one will learn anything meaningful, if it isn’t compelling then readers will drift off halfway through and start thinking about lunch, and if it isn’t built around a powerful main theme then your audience will be left wondering what point you’re trying to make.
Another important feature is struggle or difference. Aristotle suggested that, ‘The essence of drama is conflict’. It’s exactly the same here – if a brand story contains even a whiff of tension it’ll become more readable and memorable as a result. It also needs to feel grounded in reality – if a brand story couldn’t possibly be true then it’s fantasy, not copy. The trick is to use a story vivid enough to embed itself in the readers’ imagination, yet real enough to touch on or illuminate some relevant truth.
Of course stories like this demand the right sort of language; they need to use human words and focus on human themes. That’s the way to establish an emotional connection with your audience, and emotional beats rational every time. Here ‘story’ is almost a synonym for ‘brand’, as the next section explains.
This pastiche playbill for the University of Lincoln Creative Advertising degree end-of-year show uses multiple mini-stories to enthral and entertain.
Stories as creation myths
Brand stories are a particularly effective way of explaining an organization’s origins. Consider this example from hyper-successful UK smoothie-maker Innocent. It comes from their company rule book:
In the summer of 1998 when we had developed our first smoothie recipes but were still nervous about giving up our proper jobs, we brought £500 worth of fruit, turned it into smoothies and sold them from a stall at a little music festival in London. We put up a big sign saying ‘Do you think we should give up our jobs to make these smoothies?’ and put out a bin saying ‘YES’ and a bin saying ‘NO’ and asked people to put the empty bottle in the right bin. At the end of the weekend the ‘YES’ bin was full so we went in the next day and resigned.
It’s a modern-day creation myth – only it happens to be true. Don’t you feel instant affection for Innocent’s fruit-loving founders? In 110 words they manage to explain when and how it all began, tell us something about their attitude to life and business, locate themselves culturally and give us a glimpse into their organization’s soul, a notoriously intangible subject that often defies direct description.
Then there’s the story of how Nike co-founder Bill Bowerman poured liquid latex onto his wife’s waffle iron to create a grippy sole for a new trainer he was developing at home. That sounds suspiciously fabricated until we learn that during a house clearance in 2010 Bowerman’s daughter-in-law Melissa, found the actual waffle iron her late father ruined in 1970, and presented it to Nike. It seems Bill really did cook up a load of molten latex in his kitchen before using it to create a high-traction running shoe and – as a welcome by-product – one of the world’s most successful companies.
Now see what you think of this creation myth by John Simmons. It describes a tense moment in the real-life history of Guinness, when Dublin’s civic authorities tried to block the company’s access to the city’s water supply – important stuff for any brewer. Look at the language, in particular the unusual word choices (‘expletives’, ‘sanctify’, ‘girth’) and the wordplay (‘stout gentleman’ – Guinness is of course a stout). Look at the structure, in particular how it begins in the middle of the action (a technique we recommended back in Lesson Three). It’s not what you’d expect from a big corporate, yet the result works wonderfully well and illustrates the difference between a dry history and an engaging brand narrative:
Bill Bowerman, one of the prime movers behind Nike.
Innocent company rule book, which in typical Innocent fashion doesn’t contain any rules.
The Founder’s Tale from Guinness, home of the above story.
The story starts with the expletives deleted. We don’t need to sanctify the memory of our founder but no one ever recorded the swear words Arthur Guinness flung across the barricades at the gentlemen from the Dublin Corporation in 1775. But fling them he did.
The temptation is to describe Arthur Guinness as a stout gentleman. Well, we make no point about his girth but we do know Arthur Guinness took his time before he came around to brewing porter. When he finally did, it was worth waiting for.
This microstory explains that Honda’s Swindon factory is back in action, and that means good times for local businesses. Notice how they’re promoting a brand, not a product.
This inviting TV ad for Honda is based on a true story. One of Honda’s lead engineers – a chap called Kenichi Nagahiro – hated diesel engines because they were smelly, noisy and bad for the environment. So when he was asked to design one he took the opportunity to create something much kinder on the eyes, ears and nose – not to mention nature.
But it was water that did it. The whole history of Guinness is built on water.
Think of that the next time you sink a pint. If Arthur hadn’t made his first stand against the bureaucrats and stood up for his commercial rights we wouldn’t be here now thinking of new ways to fight the Guinness cause.
‘I did a deal, dammit, so let’s stick to it!’
Arthur Guinness stuck to it. It took him twelve years to win his fight for the Dublin water rights, but he won. And that was the first crucial turning point in the story of Guinness.
It takes strength to do it. Not necessarily the girder-lifting strength of a strongman, but the commitment that comes with an inner certainty.
Think about it. Savour it. And lift your glass to Arthur. We owe it to him.
Founding stories like this are effective because they humanize a brand’s beginnings. They describe how one or more spirited individuals overcame adversity to achieve fortune and glory, so they’re about belief, vision and maybe a little drama. In other words, they talk about business in non-business terms. This ability to create emotional resonance is the brand story’s greatest asset. We read and remember because we enjoy. No wonder stories are such effective communication tools.
Lucy Sweet
If you want to be a writer, here’s what I have learned after 20 years of being a journalist/author/copywriter. And I don’t say this as someone who has reached a point of arrival. Even when you’re at the top of your professional game you will never stop learning.
1. Man up. It takes a tough cookie not to mind your work being torn to bits and reconstructed from scratch. Deal with it, it will happen every day.
2. What you think is good/acceptable may not be to others. You might love your fibre-optic Santa Claus, but it might make other people roll their eyes and stick their fingers down their throats. Same goes for words. Think about your writing objectively, from the reader’s point of view.
3. Look around you. Writers don’t exist in a vacuum. Read books, consume media, be a fan of other people’s work (but don’t copy it). Talk to other writers. They’ll probably be able to give you better advice than this.
4. Enjoy it. Words are beautiful! Be creative, and weave them together to create wonderful new worlds. Whether it’s a leaflet or a novel, every word is important. If you love writing, people will want to read your work.
5. Just do it. Be there, every day, and don’t give up. Develop your writing like Rocky developed his muscles – I’m thinking a shot of you sitting at the laptop with sweat dripping onto your keyboard. OK? GO! DO IT NOW! WRITE SOMETHING!
Lucy Sweet was born in Hull in 1972 but she hasn’t let that stop her. Her first writing job was for Melody Maker aged 19, and since then she has been a freelance journalist, writing columns and features for such diverse publications as the Sunday Express, Daily Record, Glamour, The Guardian, New Statesman and Reveal. She is also the author of two novels published by Corgi, as well as the creator of Chica, an award-winning magazine for girls, and Unskinny, a cartoon anthology published by Quartet. After three years as an advertising copywriter, Lucy now writes about parenting, luxury travel and fashion for the web, and is the author of the 2013 Louis Vuitton Guide to Glasgow.
Every brand has one
Just as every organization has a brand (a point we’ll expand on in the next lesson), so every brand has a story – probably many, many stories. Making a conscious effort to tell these tales in an appropriate way isn’t PR puffery, it’s an effective way for a company to connect with its public and make itself understood, remembered and maybe even liked.
The key point for copywriters is that a well-chosen story gives a brand something worthwhile to say. That’s true for both business-to-business and business-to-consumer communications (often shortened to B2B and B2C). After all, business customers are still human and make buying decisions for emotional as well as rational reasons despite what they might say – stories just help them decide. The lesson is simple: if you’re stuck for an angle, search for a story.
Find, don’t invent
So how do you go about writing a brand story? The short answer is, you don’t. You can’t really create stories like these, you can only uncover them.
To do that you need to dig until you find an anecdote with reader appeal that says something worthwhile about your subject. This digging – the sort of thing journalists do every day – can feel like a thankless task; the only good news is that because you find rather than invent brand stories, if/when you strike lucky, then what you’ve found must be true.
The point is, stories like the Innocent creation myth are unlikely to be just sitting there waiting to be noticed. It’s doubtful that during your first meeting with a client they’ll blurt out something quirky and fascinating about how the business began or how their latest product came to be. By all means ask outright if they’ve anything approaching a suitable story – you might get lucky. However, the chances are you’ll have to do some serious research, which in practice means speaking to lots of people and panning for gold in their replies.
Even that apparently simple process can be fraught with difficulties. If you’re inexperienced or lack clout with the client then getting access to knowledge holders can be hard. Your best bet is to enlist the support of a senior figure. Explain what you’re trying to do, why it matters and how they can help by pointing you in the right direction. Ideally you can use their name to get the attention of hard-to-reach members of staff, perhaps using a subject line like ‘XXXX suggested I get in touch’ for your introductory email. Explain why you need their help and how important their contribution might be. A touch of mild flattery never goes amiss.
Iain Aitch
The instruction that writers should avoid clichés has, naturally, become a cliché itself. It is a maxim with so many exceptions that apply to anyone with wit or a sense of style that it has performed a very special kind of literary self-immolation.
The accompanying plea that you should ‘write about what you know’ has, however, never been more relevant. Every form of writing, from novels to web content, and from ad copy to journalism, can benefit from your voice, your knowledge, your tastes and your authority.
This doesn’t mean sticking ‘I’ into the copy at every opportunity. If we wanted to read about you that much we would look at your Facebook timeline and flick through the 874 pictures of yourself that you have tagged.
What you need to instil in your writing is that element of your character that makes you memorable, makes your mates keep inviting you out and makes your partner tell you they love you every so often. Others may put this special something down to your winning smile, your effortless charm or your sense of humour, but the truth is that it’s closer to something that the religious (myself not among them) may call your soul. It is the thing that makes you – and your writing – unique.
So every time you read back what you have written, ask yourself, ‘Have I put something of myself into this?’ If the answer is ‘no’ then edit and rewrite until you can honestly say ‘yes’. Any fool can type. But writing takes soul. Your own.
Iain is a journalist and author based in London. He’s written two books for major publishers, along with articles for The Times, Financial Times, Daily Telegraph and The Guardian (where his piece on rockney legends Chas ’n’ Dave was voted Article of the Year by readers). Iain is the London editor for achingly hip Dwell magazine, and has contributed to Art World, American Craft, Coast, Dazed & Confused, Livingetc, Olive, Vegetarian Living, The Idler and Bizarre. Iain writes copy for a number of corporate clients and is an enthusiastic blogger.
Story checklist
You’ve found a candidate story – congratulations. Now ask yourself:
• Is it interesting, memorable and believable?
• Could someone recognize the brand based on just the story?
• Is it right for the brand’s audience? Will they get it?
If you can answer ‘yes’ to all three then you’re onto something.
Turning descriptions into stories
What do you do if you really can’t find a story to suit your purposes? You do the next best thing, which is to turn a straight description into an intriguing tale. How do you do that? Here’s how.
Consider the following chunk of text borrowed from an imaginary webpage for an imaginary chain of upmarket supermarkets:
We aim to develop our people at every opportunity. We’ve a fantastic track record of helping staff improve their skills through accredited training courses in everything from butchery to baking, produce to personnel, and management to marketing. This creates a breadth and depth of experience that keeps our customers coming back.
It’s the sort of thing you see all the time in the corporate world. The from/to device – repeated three times – gives the piece a decent structure and shows the breadth of the company’s business. It’s perfectly well written, yet we sense a missed opportunity. Surely some or all of it could have been presented in story format for added impact? With that in mind here’s our reworked version:
We do everything we can to help our staff become the best they can be. For example, we made sure Ben Jones in our Oxford store had the opportunity to train as a Master Butcher, which meant he could proudly display his graduation certificate as proof of his expertise, which meant Mrs Lynn Manning decided to buy her meat from us this week instead of her usual butcher, which meant her husband Malcolm had some expertly trimmed pork chops for his dinner, which meant no gristly bits for Musky, their Jack Russell terrier. Sorry, boy!
We’re certainly not suggesting this remix is the solution; instead we’re saying that by making it specific, human-orientated and image-intensive it becomes more story-like, with all the benefits that brings.
It’s the same with this (fictional) paragraph taken from (fictional) MajorMining Corp’s website:
Think about the electronics in your home. The chances are they include metals and minerals mined by us. That includes copper for circuit boards, gold for connectors, and silicates and rare metals used in microelectronics. At MajorMining we locate and refine the raw materials that make modern life possible.
Like the supermarket piece above it’s adequate but underwhelming. And again like the earlier example it can be usefully reworked into something more story-like, in this case by introducing human-interest specifics that show how MajorMining’s products are an unseen part of everyday life:
That call you made to wish your mother Happy Birthday – we found and refined the copper that made it possible. Your train journey to work – zinc from our mine in Canada keeps the engine’s chassis rust-free. Your new laptop? It wouldn’t work without the rare metal palladium from our site in Australia. Your TV and DVD player? Us again. Your kids’ game console, your partner’s tablet device, your car’s electronics…well, you get the idea. We are MajorMining, and what we do makes modern life possible.
Our point is that most organizations’ copy feels flat because it fails to establish any sort of one-to-one connection with its readers. As a result there’s nothing to engage the emotions or fire the imagination. That’s a mistake. Strip away the hoopla and all businesses are just one group of people doing stuff for another group of people – human to human. Put it like that and presenting an organization’s story as a story makes perfect sense. In fact it’s crazy to do anything else.
Classic ads from Avis. Note how writer Julian Koenig uses detail to create appeal – it’s the classic ‘tell it to sell it’ combo. The closing couplet of ‘Go with us next time. The line at our counter is shorter’ must be one of the best ad endings ever written.
it’s impossible to read Vespa’s cool, evocative copy and not start filling in the gaps to create our own personalized story of a life less ordinary.
A lovely little story for an opticians that makes its point with economy and charm. Can’t you just see it (no pun intended)?
David Sandhu
These three nuggets of practical advice will hopefully serve you well:
Clients don’t always know best when it comes to creative (and it’s quite annoying when they do). That means you’ll need the confidence to stand by your concepts and your copy (assuming they’re good enough, of course) but, just as importantly, you’ll need to know when it’s counterproductive to argue your case. This judgement will come in time – there’s no substitute for experience.
Play it simple. Don’t try too hard when it comes to the actual words. It’s tempting to use the big words, the clever phrasing, the copywriting equivalent of the ‘Hollywood Ball’... but you often won’t need it. Sometimes, the hardest thing can be accepting that the easiest solution is the right solution.
Finally, remember that Woody Allen quote: ‘90 per cent of success is just showing up.’ So make sure you do. On time.
David began his writing career at super-trendy style magazines The Face and i-D during the 1990s, alongside some glamorous travel writing for Condé Nast Traveller and the Sunday Telegraph, among others. Today he’s an award-winning copywriter and brand consultant who specializes in corporate tone of voice and works for global clients and advertising/design agencies across the UK.
A suite of stories for Mercedes-Benz trucks, riffing on the theme of oil. They build nicely to the final page, where the point of the piece – promoting Mercedes’ BlueTEC clean diesel technology – becomes apparent. A surprisingly playful approach for a direct marketing piece aimed at hard-nosed trade buyers.
Now you have a go
Lack of confidence is the killer when it comes to brand storytelling. Everyone involved is worried about making a fool of themselves and ruining the brand’s carefully nurtured reputation. We’ll have no such nonsense here. Instead we beseech you to be big, bold and brilliant. That’s a lot to ask, especially if you’re a rookie, but the following exercises should get you started. As always in our world, the best way to convince doubters is with great work.
Workout One
First take a piece of real brand copy and rework it as a story. The copy can come from any source but the brand’s website, particularly the ‘About Us’ section or equivalent, is a good place to start. Industry or sector is irrelevant – instead focus on finding a reasonably detailed description of some aspect of the brand’s purpose or activity. Once you’ve found a paragraph or three you like, try putting it/them into the first person – I or we – and add as much imaginary extra detail as you need (remember, it’s only a workout). Aim for something that adopts the same human-to-human approach as our examples above.
Workout Two
Now take things further – a LOT further. In his landmark book The Seven Basic Plots, UK author Christopher Booker explains, well, the seven basic plots of all literature. We’ve summarized them below. We want you to rework your piece from Workout One using one of these while keeping as much detail as you can. Don’t play it safe – have some fun and see how far you can take it while still retaining a useful link to your source material. At what point does the connection break down?
The seven basic plots of all literature
OVERCOMING THE MONSTER
Hero learns of a great evil threatening the land and sets out to destroy it. Examples: Terminator, Jaws, The Magnificent Seven, any James Bond, any monster/slasher film.
TRAGEDY
The flip side of ‘Overcoming the Monster’. Our character is the villain, and we watch as he slides into darkness before being finally defeated, freeing the land from his evil influence. Examples: Hamlet, Macbeth, The Lord of the Rings, Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde.
REBIRTH
Like the ‘Tragedy’ plot, but the main character manages to realize his error before it’s too late, thus avoiding inevitable defeat. Examples: Star Wars, Sleeping Beauty, Snow White.
LOSER TO WINNER
Surrounded by dark forces who suppress and ridicule him, the hero slowly blossoms into a mature figure who ultimately gets riches, a kingdom and the perfect mate. Examples: ‘Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer’, David Copperfield, Harry Potter, Cinderella, Aladdin.
THE QUEST
Our hero learns of some lost beautiful thing he desperately wants to find, and sets out to find it, often with companions. Examples: The Hobbit, Watership Down, any Indiana Jones, anything to do with the Grail legend.
VOYAGE AND RETURN
Our hero heads off into a magic land with crazy rules, ultimately triumphs over the madness/badness he finds there, and returns home a little wiser than when he set out. Examples: Alice in Wonderland, The Wizard of Oz, Where the Wild Things Are, pretty much any Dr Who episode.
COMEDY
Hero and heroine are destined to get together but a dark force prevents them from doing so. Somehow the dark force repents and the hero and heroine are free to get together, at which point everyone is revealed as who they really are, allowing other relationships to form. Examples: Four Weddings and a Funeral, Much Ado About Nothing, anything by Jane Austen.
1. In his book The Storytelling Animal, Jonathan Gottschall suggests this is because we use story as a sort of mental flight simulator, enabling us to try out situations, characters, emotions and outcomes without all the dangers and difficulties associated with doing the same in real life.
Lesson Seven:
The Brand’s in Your Hands
What every copywriter needs to know about the B word
Rock paintings from ‘The Cave of the Hands’ in Santa Cruz, Argentina. For the makers, their hand was literally their brand.
Without an appealing personality expressed in appropriate language, even the strongest brand will struggle to create an emotional connection with its audience. This matters because only one brand can be the cheapest; the rest have to find some other way of capturing their audience’s attention and earning their affection. Good writing is a great way of doing exactly that.
What do we mean by ‘brand’? It’s not as obvious as it sounds. Apple undoubtedly qualifies, as do the likes of Mercedes, L’Oréal and Gap. But what about Lady Gaga? Or Damien Hirst? What about Belgium, Greenpeace, al-Qaida or Harvard? Are you a brand? Why? Or alternatively, why not?
We need to get to the bottom of brands because as copywriters the chances are we’ll spend most of our careers working with them. On the surface we’re here to sell ideas, products or services, but our deeper mission is almost certainly to build brands. As we pointed out earlier, in many ways it makes sense to call what we do ‘brandwriting’ rather than ‘copywriting’.
And that’s where the problems start, for ‘brand’ defies easy definition. We’ve all got an intuitive idea of what it means, but putting that into words can be surprisingly tricky. So without further ado, let’s look at three definitions that illuminate different aspects of this elusive issue.
Definition one – names and logos
Here’s a valiant attempt to define ‘brand’ courtesy of the American Marketing Association:
A name, term, design, symbol, or any other feature that identifies one seller’s goods or service as distinct from those of other sellers.
So for the AMA a brand is a means of differentiation. That’s certainly true, but it’s a somewhat limited interpretation. It works well enough for consumer items like cereals or soap powder, but where does it leave the likes of plucky Belgium? High and dry, that’s where. No, in many cases the brand = logo equation lacks real explaining power.
Definition two – what you do and how you do it
Interbrand – the global branding business and Gyles’ erstwhile employer – define ‘brand’ thus:
A mixture of attributes, tangible and intangible, symbolized in a trademark, which, if managed properly, creates value and influence.
That’s a big step in the right direction. The implication is that a brand is more than a logo, it’s also an attitude, a way of doing things, an aura that surrounds a person, place or thing. Interbrand’s definition suggests that, with the right presentation and management, more or less anything can become a brand.
So the answer to the various questions posed in the opening paragraph of this lesson is a great big ‘yes’ – all those entities either are or have the potential to be brands. Lady Gaga doesn’t have a logo as such (certainly not in the same way as Coca-Cola, with its rigorously policed corporate identity), but no one would deny she’s a mega-brand. Put it like that and it’s clear that ‘brand’ is a flexible concept, able to embrace almost anything.
You could argue that if everything is a brand then nothing is, in the sense that as soon as the advantage offered by brand status is available to all then it’s no longer an advantage – instead it’s just the new normal. It’s possible this infinite elasticity will prove to be the brand’s undoing, and in the future we’ll have to invent some new way of thinking about the world. But that’s another book.
Definition three – promises and expectations
Hang around with brands for long enough and you’re sure to hear the phrase, ‘A brand is a promise’. Here’s what it means. Buyers tend to have certain expectations of their purchases, thanks to the endless marketing messages they’re obliged to digest. BMW? Why, it’s the Ultimate Driving Machine. Budweiser? We think you’ll find it’s the King of Beers. These slogans are claims, but they’re also promises. They’re saying, ‘Buy me and look what you’ll get!, The ULTIMATE Driving Machine!, The KING of Beers!, We promise it!’. So not unnaturally, people expect their purchases to deliver.
What happens next is that the brand’s claim gets tested in real life, which turns the promise into experience, either good or bad. What’s more, that experience sets future expectations, so if Driver A agrees that his latest BMW really is the Ultimate Driving Machine, it’s now incumbent on BMW to make sure the next model he buys is just as good, if not better. If, three years down the line, Driver A decides his replacement Beemer is merely a Moderately Good Driving Machine then the promise has been broken.
Beware of ‘experience’ creep
There’s a tendency in modern marketing to describe everything in terms of experience, in much the same way as there’s a tendency to describe everything as a brand. It ain’t necessarily so. When a hungry shopper visits a supermarket they want sausages for their supper, not an extruded pork experience. To misuse language in this way weakens and debases ‘experience’, turning a useful concept into a useless cliché. Listen carefully and you can hear Orwell tutting from beyond the grave.
The crucial thing to remember is that, strange as it may sound, the brand owner doesn’t own the brand. They own it in a legal sense of course, but the thing that makes the brand powerful – its reputation, its aura, its promise – is 100 per cent in the hands of its audience. It’s the difference between how we describe ourselves and how others describe us. As Jeff Bezos, founder of Amazon, has remarked:
‘Your brand is what people say about you when you’re not in the room.’1
We could add any number of extra definitions, for example a brand is a channel, a brand is a conversation, a brand is a relationship…This profusion of descriptions only underscores our earlier point that ‘brand’ can mean virtually anything. The ideas we’ve presented here – that brands are more than their logos, they’re largely about intangible appeal, and they’re ultimately owned by their audiences – are an excellent foundation.
Apple’s ‘I’m a Mac and I’m a PC’ is pure ‘personality as difference’. They’re exaggerating for effect but there’s more than a grain of truth in there.
Writing for brands
Clearly all sorts of things can prevent a brand from delivering on its promise, leading to nasty things being said behind its back. Almost all of them are outside the copywriter’s control – it might be poorly designed, badly made, too expensive, last season’s colour and so on. We’re not entirely powerless, however, and our biggest contribution comes from writing about the brand in a way that encourages attraction.
So how do we do this? How do we turn an ordinary brand into a love brand, one for which audiences feel real affection? The answer is we make a personal connection with our readers, because that gives us the opportunity to create an appealing personality, which in turn enables us to create significant difference.
Make a personal connection
It’s often said that ‘people buy people’ – in other words, what closes a sale is the man or woman making the pitch, not the mute product or service being pitched. OK, if whatever you’re selling happens to enjoy some overwhelming technical or price advantage then the logic changes, but in many cases a sale is the result of some sort of human-to-human interaction – in other words, a personal connection. And that means introducing some emotion.
The emotional trumps the rational because it allows people to identify – whenever someone describes themselves as ‘an Apple obsessive’ or ‘a Nike addict’ that’s exactly what’s going on. These emotional connections are about how we see ourselves and the tribe we belong to (or aspire to belong to). Our job as writers is to support this process, using language in a way that encourages readers to join the club by aligning themselves with whatever brand we’re promoting. We’re not suggesting you discount the rational – if you’ve got solid reasons for the reader to buy/believe/whatever then work your facts hard. Instead we’re saying take an enlightened approach that acknowledges the importance of emotions and uses all the material at your disposal to its maximum effect.
Create an appealing personality
This emotional dimension often comes from the tone we use – in other words, the personality we create in our writing. What we’re talking about here is verbal identity2, the way a brand conjures up a clear and meaningful personality for itself using words alone. This process is driven by values, the principles3 and beliefs a brand claims to hold dear. It’s just common sense – if someone or something behaves in a way that somehow matches our personal beliefs then there’s a decent chance of a bond developing.
So while not exactly simple, the copywriter’s challenge is straightforward: we need to make the brands we write about likeable by imbuing them with characteristics that are both appropriate (in the sense that they genuinely reflect the brand’s values) and appealing (in the sense that they attract the right audience, and keep them close once they’ve been drawn in).
Use personality to create difference
So far we’ve established that an emotional connection is the basis of much effective copywriting, and that a brand’s verbal identity helps create and sustain that connection. This process becomes even more significant when we consider that brands are in competition with each other, yet the products or services they represent are often strikingly similar (if you’re lucky enough to be writing about something with a genuine point of difference then happy days).
In this situation the personality you create for a brand can make a decisive contribution to its success. What you’re really doing is creating difference, and not just any difference – this is appealing difference that makes a difference.
The good news is we’re pre-programmed to find difference – as Jeremy Bullmore has noted:
The human mind both abhors and rejects the concept of parity. Give a small boy two identical marbles and within an hour he will have formed a preference for one.
So our job is to help our readers form the right preference by giving our brand an attractive personality and bringing that personality to life in a way that appeals to people. The result will stand out in a sea of sameness.
Like any successful brand, British Airways uses its advertising to project a distinct personality that helps it stand out in a crowded market. Compare its comms to those from other airlines and you’ll see what we mean.
Kim Mok
I think back to when I was just starting out in this industry: a fresh, young creative assistant happily (or fake-happily) running out to get coffee twice a day and picking up dry cleaning on the way back, dreaming of future advertising glory.
And I have words for that girl.
Silly twit, I would say as I not-so-gently shake her shoulders. When acquaintances ask you how you’ve been, try not to vomit up a monologue on the complexities of your latest retail ad.
When your parents ask you what exactly it is you do for a living, don’t rant to them about awards shaped like writing instruments or wild animals.
Also, saying you’re watching something just to see the commercials is like saying you only read Playboy for the articles…but really meaning it.
If you think only about advertising, talk only about advertising, study only advertising and hang out only with advertising people, you will be a huge bore.
Do not be a bore.
It’s not good for you. It’s not good for the people that have to sit next to you at dinner parties. And it’s definitely not good for your creativity – which means it’s not even good for your career.
Take a foreign language class for no reason. Go on a solo trip to an exotic country. Wander around and get lost in your own city. Enrol in a cooking class on doughnut making. Fail that cooking class.
Just do not be a bore.
And, by the way, no matter how high and mighty you may eventually think you are, remember you used to be that assistant with the dopey grin and coffee stains down the front of her shirt.
Kim has done hard time at an impressive range of top US ad agencies, including Droga5, BBDO and TBWA\Chiat\Day. Along the way she’s garnered an equally impressive range of awards and curiously shaped mantelpiece adornments. Today she’s a brilliantly capable creative director based in New York with – to quote one of her colleagues – ‘solid digital chops’. We’re not 100 per cent sure what that means but it sounds mighty impressive.
Making it happen
Putting this into practice means returning to an idea first mentioned in our lesson on audiences, that of, ‘Whose voice should we hear when we read the words?’ We said this is a key question – perhaps the key question – to ask when searching for the right voice for a particular readership. It’s equally relevant here.
To understand why, we need to acknowledge that reading begins with listening. As our eyes track along a line of text the squiggles of ink they encounter aren’t magically transformed into thoughts, memories and so on. Instead they have to go through an intermediate stage where they take the form of inner dialogue (or ‘silent speech’, as cognitive psychologists call it). Children often move their lips in time with this silent speech; adults – even art directors – usually don’t. So reading is really the act of listening to this silent speech as it plays out in our head.
Our point is that this silent speech can have just as much personality as normal speech. If the copywriter involved is sufficiently skilful then the inner dialogue their words create will have all the traits of the most evocative vocal speech. In fact they’re essentially the same thing, it’s just that one is internal and the other external.
Achieving all this is agreeably easy. To exploit inner dialogue’s ability to create personality, simply picture a real-life individual with the same traits as the brand you’re dealing with, then write with their voice in mind. Essentially this individual becomes your voice model.
It’s like an actor getting into character as preparation for a performance. And just like an actor, the most effective way for a copywriter to understand the voice of their character is through research. If your model is a public figure, then find some online videos of them in action and create a list of their verbal mannerisms. How do they speak? What unusual turns of phrase do they use? How do they start a sentence? Or end one? How do they express pleasure? Or dissatisfaction? What do they always say? What would they never say? And so on. Make a list, the more detailed the better.
It’s exactly the same if the individual you’re modelling isn’t in the public realm, although obviously you can’t rely on YouTube. In this situation you could use a number of public figures as references sources and build up a sort of composite description of the voice you’re after, taking different mannerisms from different individuals. Either way, you need to reach a point where you’ve a clear idea of how your brand would speak if it were this person. It’s then a reasonably straightforward job to give your copy instant personality by merging these verbal mannerisms with your raw material.
Recently Roger used this approach to good effect while writing for a charity that looks after some of London’s most historic landmarks. The client had identified a popular TV historian as the voice of the brand, so Roger was able to quickly build up a list of the historian’s verbal tics and use them to enliven the client’s source text. The result had plenty of personality and took hours rather than days to create. Try this technique yourself – it works.
How a brand’s various components work together.
This clean, uncluttered identity for Venetian cultural institution Fondazione Querini Stampalia shows how a small number of brand elements can be used in all manner of ways across all manner of media.
Halifax makes a feature of their staff in their ads. It’s a tried-and-tested approach and part of their brand.
Brand basics
Before we end let’s take a quick spin through the nuts and bolts of brands. Digest what follows and you’ll be able to talk branding with the best of them.
Brand components
A big idea or essence is the central thought that captures a brand’s main point of difference. It’s often a single word or short phrase. In his book, The Big Idea, UK brand expert Robert Jones writes that Apple’s essence is ‘different’ while management consultants McKinsey & Company’s is ‘rigour’.
A brand’s values refer to the principles it lives by, usually expressed as a series of adjectives. At the time of writing, HSBC’s values are ‘open’, ‘connected’ and ‘dependable’. Values are, in effect, a set of benchmarks that brands use to define their behaviour, although how many genuinely allow their values to steer their corporate conduct is hard to say. In many cases it might make more sense to talk about ‘aspirations’ rather than values, but let’s not get sidetracked.
Next, a brand’s vision describes its ambition for the future. Early in its life Nike’s vision was reportedly to ‘Crush Adidas’, while Heinz were guided by the considerably less macho, ‘To be the world’s premier food company, offering nutritious, superior-tasting foods to people everywhere’.
Finally, a brand’s personality refers to the human character traits a brand adopts to make itself likeable and relevant. Nokia define their brand personality (and, by extension, their tone of voice) as ‘authentic’, ‘sociable’, ‘curious’ and ‘enthusiastic’.
Iconic design is the basis of these brands.
Brand expression
Design
This refers to logos, colour palettes, typefaces, photography and illustrations, and the rules that govern their use. These elements come together to form what’s sometimes called an ‘identity system’ – the totality of visual elements that represent a particular brand. Most identity systems are rigid (in the sense that there’s a single logo and so on, with very definite rules governing its use); others – for example Tate Galleries in London, the MIT Media Lab in Massachusetts or the City of Melbourne in Australia – have scope for variation in their design and art direction.
Names
Brand names come in a number of fruity flavours. They can be descriptive (Toys R Us), evocative (Amazon) or superlative (Mr Muscle). They can borrow from a place connected with the product or service in question (Wall Street Journal, Singapore Airlines), they can use the founder’s surname (Ferrari), first name (Ben & Jerry’s) or a group name (Quaker Oats). They can be an abbreviation (Intel, FedEx) an acronym (BBC, KFC) or a neologism (Prozac, Xerox, Kodak). The main thing to know is that brand naming can be a tricky business and despite what some agencies might say, intuition counts as much as method when it comes to picking a winner.
Figurehead or public face
These come in two broad types: those with a genuine connection to the brand (the late Steve Jobs for Apple, Sir Richard Branson for Virgin), and those who’re paid to stand in front of a camera (any actor or celebrity fronting any campaign). The former isn’t necessarily more effective than the latter – it’s fair to say Bill Gates was never a particularly persuasive advocate for Microsoft, despite the fact it was basically his idea.
Staff behaviour
These are the folks who actually deliver the product or service that the brand represents. As most of us know from personal experience, a surly or stupid member of staff can ruin our view of an organization faster than just about anything. If they get it wrong then all the hard work and expense that goes into building a brilliant brand can be undone in seconds. Staff behaviour is an incredibly important and often underappreciated part of how we experience brands.
Products and services
These are the things the brand actually represents, and clearly they have to deliver. It’s sometimes said that good advertising helps a bad product fail faster. That’s because it draws attention to its shortcomings and emphasizes the yawning void between a brand’s promise and the actual experience it delivers.
Language
Our bit. Brand language covers everything from the brand’s name and strapline/slogan, through to adverts, annual reports, articles, brochures, case studies, data sheets, direct-mail pieces, flyers, leaflets, letters, newsletters, packaging, posters, presentations, scripts, signage, speeches, social media, websites and plenty more besides. As this list suggests, words are a fundamental part of virtually all brands, which is of course what this lesson is about.
And finally…
Brands are also expressed in product design (think the classic Coca-Cola bottle or the original VW Beetle), trade dress (think UPS’s brown trucks and uniforms) and sound (think Intel’s four-note ‘flourish’ or ‘Mmm, Danone’). On this last point we could legitimately say a country’s national anthem is its sound signature (in the same way that its flag is its logo), and that a TV show’s theme tune is a major part of its brand.
Mandy Wheeler
When you’re writing for the web: read your work out loud.
When you’re writing for radio: read your work out loud.
When you’re writing for film, TV or animation: read your work out loud.
When you’re writing a press ad, a letter, an email, a blog post, a presentation, a brochure, a press release, a proposal of marriage or the copy for a can of beans: read your work out loud.
It will help.
Creative Director of Punch It Up, Mandy is a writer who also runs workshops to punch up the creative output of organizations ranging from banks to the BBC and artists to ad agencies. Before Punch It Up she ran Mandy Wheeler Sound Productions, an award-winning production company with whom she turned out a couple of thousand ads and numerous radio programmes.
Now you have a go
Not surprisingly the best brandwriting happens when a brand has a distinct personality for the writer to spark off. The better you understand a brand’s personality (and the voice that articulates that personality), the better your writing will be.
Workout One
We’ve said ‘Whose voice should we hear?’ is an important question to ask when writing for brands. To emphasize this we’d like you to rework the following copy…
Domaine du Colombier
This gorgeous golden wine is fresh, fruity and incredibly drinkable. Made from 100 per cent Chardonnay grapes and bursting with the flavour of kiwi fruit, limes and apples, it’s a classic Chablis from the rolling chalk hills of northern Burgundy. All our winemaster’s years of experience have gone into selecting a wine with the ideal balance of dry finish and honeyed taste. It’s part of our commitment to bring you the finest wines at the lowest prices.
…in the voice of one of the following figures:
Robert De Niro
Homer Simpson
Borat
Queen Elizabeth II
Gordon Ramsay
Fred Flintstone
There’s a lot of information in the original, and you don’t have to get it all in. Instead concentrate on making sure your chosen voice comes though loud and clear. Here’s the clincher: show (don’t read) your work to a friend and ask them to identify the ‘speaker’ – if they get it right without any prompting then you’ve succeeded. If not, you need to turn up the volume on your chosen voice.
Workout Two
Let’s explore the idea that personality, expressed through language, is the basis of a brand’s audience appeal.
First find a brand with strong, clear personality (you’ll probably want a B2C brand as these tend to play up their personality compared to their B2B brethren).
Next describe that brand’s verbal identity – a few well-chosen adjectives should do it. Now ask yourself to what extent is that identity appropriate given the brand’s particular line of business? In other words, have they chosen wisely? Is their identity an asset or an irrelevance?
Next, to what extent is the brand’s verbal identity appealing? Does it help attract the right audience? Could they do anything differently to increase their appeal?
Finally, how does this verbal identity create difference, enabling the brand to stand out from its competitors?
1. Another fine Bezos brand quote is, ‘A brand for a company is like a reputation for a person. You earn reputation by trying to do hard things well.’ Similar point, different language.
2. Verbal identity is essentially the same as tone of voice. For us the difference – such as it is – centres on application. Verbal identity is an expression or description of a brand’s on-page personality, whereas tone of voice is about the actual words a brand uses in ads and so on.
3. One of advertising’s greatest figures – Bill Bernbach – once pronounced, ‘A principle isn’t a principle until it costs you money’. It’s a great line and a nice idea, but how many businesses actually follow their principles/values in this way?
Lesson Eight:
A Question of Style
How figures of speech can make your sentences sing
Different expressions create different impressions.
Way back in Lesson Three we talked about sticky writing and suggested a toolbox of techniques to help make your text tacky (in a good way). In this lesson we delve a little deeper into the mechanics of style with a sprint through the fascinating world of figures of speech.
Let’s start with a quick quiz. What have these three sentences got in common?
Miss Bolo…went straight home in a flood of tears and a sedan chair Dickens in The Pickwick Papers
The general who became a slave. The slave who became a gladiator. The gladiator who defied an emperor. Striking story! Commodus in Ridley Scott’s Gladiator
You’re wel-diddly-elcome! Ned Flanders in The Simpsons
All three are – as if you hadn’t guessed – examples of figures of speech; colourful, non-literal turns of phrase we use to spice up our expression. The first is known as a zeugma (a verb or adjective applied to two or more nouns when it really applies to just one of them), the second is an anadiplosis (repeating the last word of a preceding clause to create a list structure) and the third is a tmesis (splitting a word or phrase apart and inserting another word or space into the gap for dramatic or humorous effect).
Although unlikely to be useful on an hourly basis, all three show how figures of speech can give our words more colour, emphasis and impact. As Roger has written elsewhere,1 figures can be of real benefit to copywriters. They evolved as part of the art of rhetoric, an end-to-end technique for effective communication much loved by Roman senators and the like (hence the Latinate names of many figures). The aim of rhetoric was to present a spoken argument with such power and eloquence that the audience couldn’t help but be convinced. Substitute ‘spoken’ for ‘written’ and that’s a decent definition of copywriting – hence this lesson. Having set the scene, allow us to introduce a few choice figures every copywriter would do well to know.
These posters invite us to picture a human in place of the poster and consider our reaction. The poster is literally a metaphor for an individual.
The Ramones’ first-ever press release. Note ‘hundred howitzers’ metaphor and ‘fast drill on a rear molar’ simile.
Based on the simile ‘A vote to close the library is like a vote to burn books’, this ace campaign is worth five minutes of anyone’s time. Search for ‘Save Troy Library’ on YouTube.
Metaphors and similes
Metaphor: A word or phrase that makes an implicit comparison between two unconnected items without using ‘as’ or ‘like’. For example, ‘It’s a dog-eat-dog world’ or ‘The Lord is my shepherd’.
Simile: A word or phrase that makes an explicit comparison between two unconnected items using either ‘as’ or ‘like’. For example ‘Happy as Larry’ or ‘Sleep like a log’.
Word pictures – in the form of metaphors and similes – beat a straight description every time. They’re tailor-made to create striking images in your reader’s mind and pack plenty of meaning into a minuscule space, making them useful if your word count is restricted.
For example, when Johnson & Johnson advertised a new sticking plaster with the line ‘Say hello to your child’s new bodyguards’, readers immediately understood the plaster was strong, reliable, provided protection and would generally take care of their kids – just like a bodyguard. It’s all a lot more effective than saying, ‘This plaster is strong, reliable, provides protection and will generally take care of your kids – just like a bodyguard.’
Likewise Jergens skincare’s strapline ‘Science you can touch’ worked because the verb ‘touch’ isn’t usually associated with an abstract concept like ‘science’. The friction caused by the apparent mismatch of these two ideas is what gives this metaphor its heat – a useful technique to know if you’re looking for a strapline.
‘Run yourself ugly’ isn’t meant to be taken literally. Instead it’s suggesting that sore and sweaty is just a step on the journey to the body beautiful.
Hyperbole
Def: Extravagant exaggeration for effect, such as the classic ‘I’ve told you a million times not to exaggerate’.
One effective way to emphasize a point is to massively over-emphasize it. Your audience will know you’re not describing the literal properties of your subject, but they’ll be equally clear that you’re alluding to something pretty exceptional. It’s a curious process by which you can convince readers of a truth by deliberately overstating it.
A great example comes from Young & Rubicam in Singapore and a series of ads they created for Uhu’s new super glue. One ad gave ultra-detailed instructions for the product’s safe use, a second included exhaustive directions to not one but three local hospitals, while the third ad in the series read:
Keep out of reach of:
Small children, the elderly, the infirm, your wife, your husband, your friends, your relatives, the easily distracted, the mentally challenged, hippies, yuppies, teens, tweens, luddites, drunks, the meek, that guy over there, that guy behind him, in fact all those people, guys with nicknames, guys who give their privates nicknames, girls who tolerate guys who give their privates nicknames…
Ending, rather sensibly, on ‘pets’. All three are heroically hyperbolic.
Chiasmus
Def: A figure of speech made up of two clauses, the second of which reverses the first, for example ‘When the going gets tough, the tough get going’.
In need of instant profundity? Then do what generations of speechwriters have done and try mirroring one part of a phrase to create a snappy comeback. The result is called a chiasmus – the figure behind Kennedy’s ‘Ask not what your country can do for you ask what you can do for your country’ and Mae West’s ‘It’s not the men in your life that counts, it’s the life in your men’.
The chiasmus either presents a mirror image of a concept for the purposes of persuasion or rebuts a point by turning it around. Along the way it makes the commonplace seem catchy. If you’re stuck for a line try flipping parts of a common phrase to create something new, or try using opposites or contradictions to draw attention to or affirm your point.
If that sounds a bit complex consider these examples. The Apple iMac was originally advertised with the line ‘Simply amazing. Amazingly simple’, while Harley-Davidson suggested we ‘Live to ride, ride to live’. Both use the mirroring technique we’ve just described to make their magic.
A close cousin is the implied chiasmus, where words within a phrase are reversed to memorable effect, for example Microsoft’s ‘You can tell a lot about a company by the people they keep’. Using much the same technique, one of the many superb print ads for The Economist uses the line ‘Great minds like a think’, which neatly inverts the ‘…think alike’ ending we expect.
Translation: Economist readers have intelligence and nothing stimulates thought like our magazine. Which has more stick? Exactly.
Classic over-emphasis for effect. We’re left in no doubt as to Uhu’s potency.
An implied chiasmus also provides the raw material for a series of award-winning press and poster adverts for courier service FedEx. These showed a pair of hands unwrapping a package containing a long-redundant piece of home technology, with the strapline ‘Late is as good as never’, which riffs on the familiar idiom ‘Better late than never’. The implication – that if a package doesn’t arrive on time then there’s no point in it arriving at all – was underscored by the signoff line ‘Nobody’s in a bigger hurry than we are’.
Parallelism
Def: Presenting two or more parts of a sentence in a similar way to give the whole a well-defined, regular form, for example Caesar’s ‘I came, I saw, I conquered’ or Chevrolet’s ‘Eye it, try it, buy it’.
Parallelism is the copywriter’s friend. If you’ve got several related things to say, try looking for a consistent structure in which to say them. You can then present the results in either sentence form or as bullets. It works a treat.
Parallelism comes in various forms – the two we’ll cover are the bicolon and the tricolon. Sometimes called ‘the rule of two’ (bicolon) and ‘the rule of three’ (tricolon), both are ready-made structures ripe for creating memorable lines.
Examples of the rule of two include Timex watches’ ‘It takes a licking, and keeps on ticking’, Nissan’s ‘Everything you want, nothing you don’t’ and Nice ’n Easy Shampoo’s ‘The closer he gets, the better you look’.
Then there’s this slogan for Bounce fabric softener: ‘Stops static before static stops you.’ In the first part the noun ‘static’ is the object of the verb ‘stops’, while in the second part it becomes the subject. The addition of alliteration only introduces extra melody to the phrase.
The rule of three is an equally powerful weapon in your persuasive arsenal. It suggests completeness in a way that a two-item couplet can’t quite manage, and has a nice rhythm that a four-point approach lacks. In fact anything with four points and above is a common-orgarden list – very useful, of course, but not what we’re interested in here. The group of three can work at the word level (‘Location, location, location’), the phrase level (‘Government of the people, by the people, for the people’) and the sentence level, as the UK print ad for Honda cars shows (see p.147):
There is a place where dreamers go. Where crazy flights of fancy are valued above all else. Where the only good idea is an idea that’s never been had before. Where dreams can become real. It’s called The Patent Office, Concept House, Newport – M4, junction 28, first roundabout, fourth exit.
Without wishing to analyse the magic out of this charming paragraph,2 the three sentences beginning with ‘where’ create an increasing sense of expectation and excitement, which is then amusingly dashed by the Concept House comedown.
All these examples introduce a rhythm to the writing that’s both attractive and practical. By making the structure of your sentences predictable (in the best possible way) you’ll help your readers make sense of them. The trick, as we say, is to use grammatically equivalent phrases presented in a regular format. With a little imagination you can use parallelism to present a complex group of ideas in a way that doesn’t read like a list – a useful skill for all writers.
Pure parallelism in list format.
There are two parallel features here; the repetition of ‘…drink it because…’, and the pairing of ‘…it’s from Texas…’ with ‘…it’s not from England’.
Creating a basic pun isn’t hard: find a key word, locate another that sounds alike, then swap them around – that is how this ad works, with ‘Leader’s’ standing in for ‘Reader’s’ to humorous effect.
More tricolon action. Notice how the neat three-part structure is perfect for describing a sequence of events, rather like Caesar’s ‘I came, I saw, I conquered’.
The tricolon at work. Classic stuff.
Luke Sullivan
Anne Lamott is the author of one of my favourite books on writing – Bird By Bird. The title itself is one of the first lessons Anne gives us, in which she recalls having to write a long report about birds for school. She was daunted by the size of the project and finally in frustration asked her dad, ‘How am I ever going to write this?!?’ And her wise father answered, ‘Bird by bird, Anne. Bird by bird.’
And so it goes with all of our creative projects, be it writing, art or film.
Creative projects are daunting. In fact, the more we care about a project, the scarier it is, the larger it begins to loom over the measly 24 hours available in our day. Setting out, we begin to see all the wonderful angles we might explore, and we freeze. We tighten up and pull back.
This is when resistance to writing usually kicks in. Happens to me all the time. In fact, the way I procrastinate is to ‘do research’. Gathering material and back story may be an essential part of the problem-solving process, but I use it as a crutch or, rather, a hidey-hole. I can’t possibly begin to write this! Don’t you see how MUCH there is I don’t know?
Recognizing that we are indeed resisting work is the first step. So we take a deep adult breath and tell ourselves, ‘It’s time to start, dear.’
Start … OK. Fine, start … but how? This big-ass project? It’s still here, spilled all over my desktop, its files obliterating the serene screensaver picture of the lake, the lake I’m never going to sit next to because of this damn project. Fine! I’ll start! But where? Where do I start?
And again, Ms. Lamott comes to our rescue with another piece of calm and loving advice.
‘Start from where you are.’
Wow.
When you think about it, how can we start anywhere else? We have to start from here. And yet most of us want to somehow maaaaybe just think our way down the road a piece, not far, you know, maybe start mapping out the journey, just sorta get a grip on this dang thing, maybe also get the 30,000-foot view of all the different roads and, dammit, let’s solve the whole stinkin’ thing right now! And again, our mental wagon train grinds to a halt before we even start west.
‘Start from where you are.’
So, this is the piece of advice I have most loved. I remember using it recently while writing a book. There it sat in my computer, non-existent, completely unwritten, with different chapters all burning for immediate attention.
The thing is, there was one scene I couldn’t wait to write. This particular scene was smack dab in the middle of the book. I can’t start there. Can I?
And I did. I started exactly there. This scene was the part I was most excited about writing, which made it exactly the right place for me to pick up the project. I could worry about the opening chapters later.
I could worry about the end later. But simply by picking up this one part that interested me, I was able to keep at it, to stay bent over my keyboard for the longest time; and enjoy doing it.
Thanks, Anne. And now I pass it on to you guys. See that part of your big project that’s the most interesting piece? Start there.
Luke is a copywriter with over three decades’ experience at some of America’s leading ad agencies, including Fallon, The Martin Agency and GSD&M. His trophy cabinet bulges with all manner of shiny awards, including over 20 medals from the prestigious One Show (advertising’s equivalent of the Oscars). Originally from Minnesota, Luke now chairs the advertising department at the Savannah College of Art and Design and is the author of the quite superb Hey Whipple, Squeeze This: The Classic Guide to Creating Great Ads. Additionally, he just released a memoir titled Thirty Rooms To Hide In: Insanity, Addiction, and Rock ’n’ Roll in the Shadow of the Mayo Clinic.
Puns
Def: A playful substitution of words that sound alike but mean different things, for example the timeless, ‘My wife and I went on holiday to the Caribbean.’ ‘Jamaica?’ ‘No, she went of her own accord.’
Humour is a great attractor/persuader. Puns in particular make superb sticky lines but only if they help make the message more persuasive or memorable. The fact we’ve started this section with a warning highlights the fact that caution is required. Nevertheless puns can be a brilliantly effective way to create stickiness, something every tabloid headline writer knows only too well.
You may be aware that puns have a mixed reputation; indeed some people believe they have no place in copywriting. To their detractors we say only this: when you’ve written something to beat the Economist campaign let us know. Almost entirely text-based, this long-running series of print and poster ads has employed such masterful pun-based lines as ‘Free enterprise with every copy’, ‘Attracts magnates’, ‘Honing device’ and ‘Utter brilliance’. What makes these ads so special is their (no pun intended) economy – the pun format enables their writers to pack far more into each phrase than would otherwise be possible. The result is one of the best text-based campaigns ever created.
Puns are popular with many writers for the simple reason that they’re fun to create and can spice up an otherwise straight-faced piece of communication. For example, Morton Salt advertised their damp-resistant salt with the line ‘When it rains, it pours’ (punning on the idea of different levels of downpour), only for Michelin Tyres to respond with ‘When it pours, it reigns’ (punning on the similarity of rain/reign).
Punny chocolate packaging. Worked for us.
This ad ran in the programme of the Global Leadership Forum, an international conference at which Donald Trump was the keynote speaker. History doesn’t recall his reaction.
Similarly, Corona soft drinks employed the strapline ‘Every bubble’s passed its fizzical’ (punning on the similarity of physical and fizzical), while Coca-Cola used ‘Coke refreshes you like no other can’ (based on the double meaning of ‘can’ as both a beverage container and an indication of possibility). The Times newspaper in the UK went with ‘Our sages know their onions’, punning on the phrase ‘To know one’s onions’ (and the idea that experts are sometimes called ‘sages’), while More cigarettes enjoined us to ‘Ask for more’, a pun that works by associating their brand name with the idea we shouldn’t be satisfied with anything less.
Finally – and staying with the ‘more’ theme – Durex chose to advertise their new ‘climax delay’ condoms with the slogan ‘roger more’ spelt out in condomshaped lettering. This pun on the name of the ex-007 actor cheekily emphasized the key benefit of their new product – or at least it did until the UK’s advertising watchdog ruled it offensive on the grounds that it might promote casual sex.3
Before we leave puns we should pause briefly to examine a closely related figure, the antanaclasis (from the Greek for ‘reflection’ or ‘bending back’). This cousin of the pun involves repeating a single word but with a different meaning each time. For example Vidal Sassoon’s ‘If you don’t look good, we don’t look good’, Coca-Cola’s ‘People on the go, go for Coke’ and Felix cat food’s ‘Cats like Felix like Felix’. Like puns, a great technique for sticky lines of all descriptions.
From ‘our’ to ‘aah’, a neat switch that builds on the brand’s long-standing ‘Aah, Bisto’ strapline.
Alliteration
Def: The repetition of the initial sound or letter of a word, as in ‘It takes two to tango’, ‘The more the merrier’, ‘Rolls-Royce’ or ‘Dunkin’ Donuts’.
Alliteration is a simple way to create pleasing phrases out of unpromising source material. It’s one of the few figures of speech taught at school (certainly in the UK) and is part and parcel of everyday language, cropping up in common idioms and phrases like, well, ‘part and parcel’. Thanks to its ability to make the commonplace catchy, alliteration is also at the heart of many a marvellous mnemonic. If you’re stuck for a snappy phrase, try adding some alliteration and see where it gets you.
Alliteration is really about repetition. The Girl Guides promote themselves with a great alliterative line: ‘Dream. Dare. Do.’ (technically speaking that’s three lines but let’s not get hung up on full stops), Jaguar Cars issued the following challenge to US buyers: ‘Don’t dream it. Drive it’. Then there’s ‘Maybe it’s Maybelline’, ‘If anyone can, Canon can’, ‘You can be sure of Shell’…the list goes on.
In contrast to many of the figures we’ve examined, alliteration comes naturally to many writers and is perhaps the most accessible figure described here. Yet this commendable urge to add melody to our words comes with an important caveat. Although it looks simple enough, alliteration has to be deliberate to work well. Alliterate by all means, just do it with confidence.
Oxymoron and paradox
Oxymoron: A figure of speech in which opposing or incongruous ideas are placed together to create a surprising new meaning, for example, ‘Cruel to be kind’ or ‘Less is more’. Often mistakenly used as a synonym for ‘contradiction in terms’, for example ‘military intelligence’.
Paradox: ‘A truth standing on its head to attract our attention’, although you could say the same about oxymora in general (and many other figures). The main difference between the two is length – paradoxes tend to be longer and more sentence-like than oxymora.
Both these figures are examples of what’s sometimes called a ‘self-cancelling phrase’, a bright, energetic image that draws attention to its subject by opposing what we instinctively know to be true. The result jolts us into paying attention. Architect Mies van der Rohe could have described his affection for minimalism as ‘Simple is best’ but he didn’t; instead he came up with (or more correctly borrowed) ‘Less is more’, a phrase that makes much the same point but with far more style and impact.4
Oxymora and paradoxes work by exploiting the power of truth then doing the opposite of what’s expected. For example, a recent ‘call for entries’ for the Singapore Creative Circle advertising awards used exactly this approach to grab its readers’ attention. As is usual with such documents, it began by asking for the:
• Nominated advert:
• Agency involved:
• Art director and writer responsible for the ad:
So far so normal, but without missing a beat it then went on to ask for:
• Guy in the room at the time:
• Creative director who didn’t understand the idea but is now taking all the credit:
• Finance person who said there was no money in awards:
• Freelancer who said it was all his idea:
• Other creatives who managed to get their name associated with it:
• Account handler whose brief had nothing to do with the final ad:
Its total honesty mocks the proliferation of names that tend to attach themselves to successful adverts. As a result, this simple little form stood out and achieved its intended effect with admirable economy.
Irony and sarcasm
Irony: A figure of speech that emphasizes the conflict between the literal and intended meaning of a statement. One thing is said but its opposite is implied.
Sarcasm: A form of wit that deliberately makes its victim the butt of contempt or ridicule.
These two are closely related. The difference is intent: irony just is, whereas sarcasm usually has a purpose. What’s more, sarcasm consciously tries to be funny whereas irony usually doesn’t (although it might be unintentionally humorous).
Irony is a useful way to create high-impact headlines, especially in situations where it’s fine to mock someone’s folly. Sarcasm turns up the volume on irony and is effective when you need to talk about something serious, unpleasant or just plain boring in a way that gets past people’s mental defences.
Irony is notoriously hard to define, although we usually know it when we see it. There’s often an amusing inconsistency or incongruity at work, in which an apparently straightforward statement is undercut by its context to suggest a very different meaning. This great little print advert for a Scottish undertakers (created in conjunction with a local health group) does exactly that: ‘Thank you for smoking.’
A paradoxical approach to a serious subject that grabs attention.
We shouldn’t laugh but we do. Sarcasm for a serious purpose.
There’s something deliciously ironic about presenting contemporary tech in such a deliberately dated way. We’re not entirely sure what the point is but we like it.
Using nothing more than white text on a black background it raises awareness of the dangers of cigarettes by ironically thanking smokers for their future custom. Similar and equally ironic anti-smoking ad lines include ‘For more information on lung cancer, keep smoking’ and the brutally no-nonsense ‘Cancer cures smoking’.
In a similar vein we can’t resist this brilliantly written radio advert for Stonewall, the group that campaigns for equality, fairness and safety on behalf of the non-hetero population. It begins:
Gay son: Mum, Dad, I’m gay.
Dad: YES!!!
Mum: O-my-God, O-my-God, O-my-God, we’ve got a gay son!! Wait until I tell my sister! She’s going to be so jealous.
Dad: I don’t want to get my hopes up. You sure you’re gay?
Gay son: I’m gay.
Dad: On a scale of one to ten?
Gay Son: Eleven.
Dad: As a tangerine?
Gay son: As a tangerine.
Dad: Yeah! High five!!
Before ending:
Dad: Hey, Reverend Wallis! Didn’t see you standing in the porch there. I have a gay son!
Reverend: I heard and I just want you to know that God loves him and the Church accepts him with open arms.
Dad: Sweet!
The final voiceover nails the irony with admirable restraint:
Until the world is a little more like this, we’re here.
Turning to sarcasm, a fine example comes from a press ad run by Scotland’s Lothian and Borders Fire Brigade, intended to ‘encourage’ people to fit home smoke alarms. Deliberately low budget, the result mimics a certain type of market research ad often found in the classified sections of local papers. The banner headline reads, ‘Are you dead? Did you die in a house fire? If so we’d love to hear from you!’ Under which are a series of bullet points:
• What’s it like being burnt to death?
• Does it hurt?
• Did you smell like chicken?
• The afterlife, where’s good?
• Still got your ‘whatever happens, happens’ attitude?
• Do you know Elvis?
Before ending on:
• Do you regret not spending £5 on a smoke alarm?
By treating this most serious subject in a light-hearted way, the writers poke fun at people who do the same thing at home, highlighting their stupidity and making a memorable message at the same time. The lesson is that sarcasm can be used positively to make a point – all it takes is a little imagination and the confidence to be rude where it counts.
Gentle sarcasm that also underscores Timex’s timekeeping expertise.
Justified sarcasm.
Now you have a go
Using the figures of speech described here can take practice. It’s a question of getting your eye in and seeing the potential in your source material. It’s also about giving yourself permission to have fun with words and explore the outer limits of language. These exercises should get you started.
Workout One
Number 10 York Street is an ordinary office building in an extraordinary location, right next door to the iconic 20 York Street building in central London (the world-famous ‘Pickle’ tower).
As 20 York is only half finished, the owners of 10 York are having trouble letting their very reasonably priced office space due to the dirt and noise coming from the huge building site next door. They’ve commissioned you to come up with some high-impact lines to put this right. Your mission is to sell 10 York to prospective tenants by pointing out its many benefits and overcoming objections about dirt and disruption using the techniques described in this lesson. Your work will be used on hoardings, press ads and web banners, so each line should be 12 words or less in length.
To help you, the owners of 10 York provide some background material. A key point is that, once completed, 20 York will have a large and very beautiful rooftop garden open to the public. Also, its ground floor will be very smart and, again, open to everyone, with cafes, bars and upmarket shops. Both are perfect lunchtime and evening destinations for workers from 10 York. So tenants of 10 York get all the benefits of 20 York but without the huge rent bill. Also bear in mind that while it’s very noisy today, the construction phase will end in 18 months.
Workout Two
An engineering company wants to run some trade ads to promote their new name (‘Quantum’) and core brand message (‘Precision is everything’). The aim is to announce their new brand and establish their credentials as suppliers of technically advanced precision weighing equipment to specialist manufacturing businesses across Europe.
Your job is to come up with a series of sticky lines that do exactly that. Use the techniques and figures described in this lesson to write one or more lines that announce the arrival of Quantum’s new brand and emphasize their excellence. To help you, the big idea behind their new brand is ‘smart thinking’ – Quantum are highly intelligent yet down to earth, happy both in the boardroom and on the factory floor. Try to reflect these qualities in your lines.
1. In his book Sounds Good on Paper, Roger investigated the role of figures of speech in business writing. SGOP is the source of much of this chapter.
2. As Wordsworth wrote, ‘We murder to dissect’. His point was too much analysis tends to kill whatever made something special in the first place.
3. Apparently just three people objected. Durex complied and pulled the ads but admitted they were ‘perplexed by the decision’.
4. ‘Less is More’ was lifted from Robert Browning’s 1855 poem ‘Andrea del Sarto’, a poem in the collection Men and Women. Browning in turn had taken it from eighteenth-century German poet Christoph Martin Wieland, who credited another German writer, Gotthold Lessing, with its creation.
Lesson Nine:
Bringing It All Together
Worked examples that put our ideas to work
Combining all the things we’ve talked about is the key to really improving your writing.
We’ve covered a lot of ground, so let’s put some of our ideas into practice with three worked examples that focus on writing for digital, brand storytelling and packaging copy.
We’ve picked these particular projects, not because they’re super-sexy or hyper-slick but because they’re the sort of thing brand copywriters do every day. Nor have we exhaustively explained every choice or decision; by necessity, what follows focuses on just a part of each project. Our aim is to give an insight into an approach, not explain how every sentence came to be.
For the rest of this lesson we’ll swap into the first person and let Roger provide a running commentary, as if you were looking over his shoulder. What actually goes on inside someone’s head as they tap away is hard – perhaps impossible – to capture. That said, we’ve tried to describe the writing process as closely as we can, short of sawing the top off Roger’s head so you can peek inside (not recommended, either for him or you).
Writing for digital
Despite what they tell you, digital ain’t that different. When writing for the web I tend to do everything I do for print, only more so. Online or offline, my readers are the same human beings, motivated by the same things and seeking the same outcomes. It’s true that taking advantage of digital to deliver full-on, multichannel experiences requires a different approach, but that’s not our focus here.1
There’s a school of thought that says writing for digital is a discipline apart with rules and techniques all its own; we’re not so sure. We don’t mean that digital isn’t important – clearly it’s absolutely fundamental to how the world works and will only become more so – but rather that as far as brand-orientated copywriting is concerned, the changes that digital has ushered in are rather less seismic than some commentators would have you believe. Before we’re run out of town by an angry mob armed with pitchforks and blazing torches allow us to explain.
Throughout this book we’ve emphasized principles over techniques. That’s because a principle is long-term while a technique is temporary.2 By acquiring a solid grasp of the fundamentals you’ll be kitted out to create channel-agnostic, media-neutral communications that work equally well on- and offline. Stickiness, stories, audience empathy, figures of speech and so on are all examples of principle-based advice that will stand you in good stead throughout your career.
That said, we think there are three digital specialisms – information architecture, user-centric design and content strategy – that any copywriter who chooses to specialize in online comms would do well to know.
Information architecture (or IA) is the science of effective organization. It’s about helping audiences find what they’re looking for quickly and easily by structuring information in a way that’s useful and intuitive. A decent grasp of IA is important for two reasons: it’ll enable you to talk on equal terms with others within a digital team/agency, and many of IA’s lessons work equally well in the offline world. You don’t need to become an expert but you do need to know the main points.
User-centric design is the philosophy and practice of putting humans at the heart of a digital experience. It’s a ‘people first’ approach that says the wants and needs of the audience, and not aesthetic or technical considerations, should dictate a website or app’s look and feel. The award-winning website for the UK government – www.gov.uk – is a master class in user-centric copywriting and is almost shocking in its clarity and brevity.3 Orwell would love it.
Another important area is content strategy (or CS). This – you’ll be dumbfounded to hear – concerns an organization’s strategy for its content; in other words, what they choose to say, and how and where they choose to say it. Sounds familiar? It should, because that’s a key concern for all effective copywriting. Having an appropriate, effective content strategy matters for every organization and for every channel – it’s just that the offline world doesn’t make a song and dance about it.
Our point is that while IA, user-centric design and CS are important principles within the digital realm, they’re important principles in every domain. As we’ve said elsewhere in this book, it’s remarkable how often an idea from one discipline can solve a seemingly intractable problem in another. It’s beyond the scope of Read Me to delve any deeper into these three fascinating areas, but if you’re interested in writing for digital we strongly recommend you familiarize yourself with all three.
A website that goes for growth
Today I’m writing a website for a boutique branddesign agency called The Allotment. I’ve already received an email outlining what the site should say, along with a site map showing all the pages they need and some rough designs that give me an approximate word count for body copy and headings. My job is to take all this and turn the blocks of placeholder lorem ipsum4 on the page roughs into something special.
As always, I need to get a good feel for content, audience and tone. In this case, content is straightforward – it needs to build on the raw material I received in my briefing email. Audience isn’t too tricky either – the main people this needs to reach are potential clients. With that in mind, I speak to my contact at The Allotment and we agree the tone needs to be positive, business-like and intelligent, with room for the occasional creative flourish if the subject supports it.
So, content identified, audience clear, tone decided – time to get going.
I begin with the homepage (that’s not always the case – often I find it easier to start elsewhere and do the homepage last, once I’ve got a good idea of what I want to say and how I should be saying it). After a couple of false starts, hammered out with all the finesse of a drunken blacksmith, I arrive at:
We’re a London-based design and branding business driven by our love for creating brilliant, compelling work that’s impossible to ignore.
It’s simple, clear and direct. The subtle alliteration of b (‘branding’, ‘business’, ‘brilliant’), c (‘creating’, ‘compelling’), d (‘design’, ‘driven’) and i (‘impossible’, ‘ignore’) sounds gives this version a quiet musicality. I’ll go with that for now.
Next I address the idea of growth. I try some wordplay about green fingers and not letting the grass grow under your feet, but it’s too much too soon. I realize I’m better off playing it pretty straight at this point:
We’re obsessed (in a good way) with helping our clients grow. That means finding persuasive big ideas that connect with people and help build deeper, more satisfying relationships.
Will Awdry
A while ago, some media agency or other announced the average 35-year-old Briton had spent 106 days of their lives watching TV ads. That would mean watching non-stop commercials, 24 hours a day, for over three months. Reputedly, an average edition of the Sunday Times contains more words than were printed in the entire English language in 1750. In 2012, the number of Facebook users made it the second largest ‘country’ on earth. In the wider online universe, three blogs are started every second, grains of sand joining an already epic beach.
And you want to write for a living?
As the slew of observations above show, there is already too much information in the ether for any attention span to absorb. How can one write with any hope of not getting lost in a pool that deepens by the instant?
In keeping with the power of three, I have a trio of pointers to join the sharp practices already bristling in your quiver.
The first is that, as a representative of a client or brand, your role is to provide informed commentary. Clever observation about your subject is not enough. It’s too easy to improvise, displaying your best wordplay, your latest catchphrase and your most recent gleanings. The danger is you don’t bring anything to the party. Good writers know their material inside out, possessing the understanding to make what they have to say interesting. You should too.
The second point is about density. Try to ‘write light’. So many commercials and press ads are compressed to the point of indigestibility. Like a tiny, imploded star, they may be the size of a pumpkin but they weigh the same as Wales. Hopeless. An alternative way of describing the writing in an advertisement is like a dart. You are trying to reach your audience’s brain. The right amount of information will balance the flight of the thought and help it find the target. With too many feathers – akin to information overload – the dart crashes onto the floor. No ad can carry every last scrap of knowledge. That’s why a copywriter’s ability to edit is more critical than the actual writing itself.
A third pointer stems from this way of thinking. Good copywriting is the art of having a conversation with your audience, not cramming them for an exam. More often than not, you’re simply gossiping over the garden fence, disguising bullets of commercial salesmanship as a bit of a natter. Obviously this is easy to suggest and hard to pull off. Personally, I still read copy out loud to check whether it’s anywhere near engaging. Lecturing is for professors.
Having mentioned these three suggestions, I have reached the stage where experience tells me other people have said it much better than I ever can. ‘The only end of writing is to enable the reader better to enjoy life or better to endure it,’ observed Dr Johnson. Good copy should be useful and entertaining, whatever the medium. Your task is really to use the moments your audience spends with you to help them understand the message. The school prize-day speech one Field Marshal Sir William Robertson gave in 1919 is as succinct an illumination as any on the notion of empathy: ‘Boys. I have a great deal to say to you but it won’t take long: so remember it. Speak the truth. Think of others. Don’t dawdle.’ Equally concise, it’s hard to argue with Winston Churchill’s counsel as a sort of definitive mantra for any copywriter: ‘Begin strongly. Have one theme. Use simple language. Leave a picture in the listener’s mind. End dramatically.’
You’re writing to be read or listened to by people who aren’t looking out for you. Never forget that. Success means writing well enough to rent space in the synapses of your target audience. Equally importantly, in the mental rental business, you should never go on too long. I know I have.
Will fell into advertising in 1983 and, having risen through various ranks in various agencies, was appointed a creative director of Ogilvy & Mather London in 2008. It’s a position he still holds. Throughout his career Will has worked with clients of every shape and size, in both the UK and around the world. He’s also won an unfeasible clutch of creative, effectiveness and craft awards for both himself and – more rewardingly – his teams.
The main thing the homepage has to do is pique people’s interest just enough to get them to keep reading. So in a new paragraph I write:
To find out how we work please read the six themes below explaining how we can help you grow. They work equally well individually or as a set.
OK, that’s five sentences totalling 78 words – plenty for the homepage. I’ll sleep on what I’ve just done and instead turn my attention to the six theme pages, all of which build on the idea of growth.
The first needs to focus on how The Allotment can help clients understand the real problem their brand needs to confront. Three sentences should do it:
Note the references to ‘digging’ and ‘unearthing’. I want people to get the whole allotment/garden/growth thing (building on their lovely flowerpot/inverted A logo), so I have to spell it out but without overdoing it. Knowing how far to push a metaphor is never easy but this feels about right.
Next I want to make clear the importance of a single, strong idea and how The Allotment can help clients clarify the thinking behind just such an idea. I decide to tell it straight.
Then it’s on to how The Allotment can help clients create difference. The mention of muddy boots is a nod to The Allotment’s recurrent theme of all things gardening and growth. It’s also an orientation sentence that says, ‘So far we’ve talked about X, now let’s talk about Y’. At 95 words this is the longest page here, but as someone far wiser than I once remarked, ‘It’s not how long you make it, it’s how you make it long.’
Next I’m on to growing trust. Halfway through I’ve woven in a reworking of a classic line by Bill Bernbach: ‘I’ve got a great gimmick – let’s tell the truth’, while the last sentence has a nice internal symmetry to it and sums up The Allotment’s offer in a memorable way.
After that I look at the theme of communities and, finally, futures.
That’s the six main points of The Allotment’s offer covered and the backbone of their site in place – let’s call that mission accomplished for now.
I think there are a couple of useful lessons here. When you’re writing (or indeed rewriting), perhaps the simplest way to get everything clear in your head is to ask yourself, ‘How would I say this in speech?’ because that’s probably how you should say it in writing.
There’s also the issue of how far to push a metaphor before it becomes too obvious. There’s no hard-andfast rule; you just need to be sensitive to how the copy feels as it’s shaping up on screen. If in doubt err on the side of caution – overdoing it can seem as though you don’t trust the reader to get it.
Finally, when it comes to digital, less really is more – keep your word counts low. Main web pages containing hundreds of words are just asking to be ignored.
Brand storytelling
We’re all suckers for a good story – it’s just how we’re made. As US author Jonathan Gottschall puts it, ‘The human mind yields helplessly to the suction of story. No matter how deep we dig in our heels, we just can’t resist their gravity.’ Here’s one way to exploit that pull.
A telling tale
I’m writing copy aimed at the marketing and communications teams of large companies. My job is to interest them in specially commissioned social-media research produced by my client Radley Yeldar, one of London’s leading communications agencies (hereafter referred to as RY). My copy will be used online and offline in media ranging from a printed brochure to a large and rather prestigious presentation event.
I need a plan, and as always that plan needs to be based on a solid understanding of who my audience are, what they want to hear, and how best to say it.
To get started I listen back to my recording of the briefing session and scribble down the main points I need to cover:
• The last few years have been marred by all manner of scandal and calamities
• Faith in institutions both public and private is at an all-time low
• Social media means savvy businesses can strike up a conversation with stakeholders and rebuild trust
• Despite this, many companies are wary of giving up control of their carefully stage-managed communications
• On the other hand, social media is here to stay and people will use it to discuss their brand whether they like it or not, so…
• Wouldn’t it be sensible to make a virtue of necessity and embrace social media?
OK, so far I’ve built up a decent picture of who I’m speaking to and what I need to say. The question now is how should I say it?
I could play it straight and turn the bulleted list you’ve just read into prose paragraphs. That would work, but the line of thinking behind my brief is rich and evocative – is there a better way with a bit more appeal?
As I listen back to my recording I hear the project leader suggest I try something based on the theme of superheroes. Hmmm. Given that the report will be called ‘Release the Power of Social Media’, could each of the five main social-media channels it mentions become a different superhero? Indeed they could. And if that’s the case, could I use a story to set the scene and create a wave of interest that would carry readers through the rest of the report? Indeed I could.
Armed with an understanding of my audience, my content and my tone, it’s time to get busy.
Superheroes traditionally appear in the hour of greatest need, so my opening line should capture that state of confusion. Thinking about Dark Knights and Caped Crusaders I type:
It was a dark day in Gotham.
Hold on, can’t say Gotham – too Batman-specific – so let’s make it:
It was a dark day in the city.
Now I need to paint a picture of distrust and desperation. To do this I flesh out the frame of the argument I jotted down earlier. What emerges is an extended metaphor that combines real-world events with the type of situation common to the opening of superhero stories.
If that’s not a situation ripe for heroic intervention I don’t know what is. It’s also instantly recognizable to anyone who hasn’t been living in a cave for the last decade (an important point – for an extended metaphor to work, your audience need to recognize what you’re talking about). Based on my plan the next paragraph almost writes itself (see right top).
OK, I’ve set the scene; now I need to spell out the ambivalence, or even antagonism, some businesses feel towards social media. It’s not that they dislike these channels per se – they don’t; it’s simply that Twitter, Facebook and so on give ordinary mortals the power to talk back to corporations and reach a huge audience as they do it. At the time of writing some businesses find this an unsettling prospect. That’s where the project leader’s comment really comes into its own and the whole approach starts to make sense (see right bottom).
Next I need to make clear that social-media-enabled dialogue has much to offer forward-thinking businesses and that a meeting of minds is in everyone’s interests. All the time I’m trying to get my readers to identify with the points raised in the story, something like, ‘Yes, yes, I’m feeling that, I better keep reading to see what happens’. See opposite top left for how I play it:
The next couple of spreads are important, as it’s here I make the case for corporations to really embrace social media. By presenting this information in narrative form I can say things in a way that I couldn’t quite get away with in prose. My story becomes a sort of Trojan Horse, introducing ideas into the reader’s mind almost by stealth. This ability of stories to spell out a truth without seeming to is one of their most powerful properties (see opposite bottom).
An hour later I’ve filled in the rest of the story by working through my bullets. See opposite far right for how the seventh and final chunk reads:
The last sentence contrasts nicely with the first sentence I wrote about a dark day in the city and gives the whole story a pleasing symmetry. With our tale at an end and the readership hopefully engaged it’s on to the body of the text – but that’s another story.
The lesson here is simple: a narrative can achieve things a straight description can’t match. Stories enable writers to show understanding and create empathy without doing so directly. In this case it enabled me to turn each bullet in my skeleton structure into separate instalments in an adventure story – an approach that hopefully shouts ‘Read me!’ to any passing eyeballs.
The narrative format also means I can pack plenty of detail into a modest word count. Remember, this is just the introduction to a much longer communication – the detailed research findings and recommendations that follow are considerably straighter in tone. And, as you can see from the accompanying images, the superhero angle gave the illustrators something useful to work with. Holy inspiration, Batman!
Products with built-in personality
Who says a waste bin has to be boring? With a bit of imagination we can use copy to increase the appeal of the most prosaic item. That’s what this job was about.
A kitchen bin with class
I’m working on packaging copy for a new kitchen bin. My task is to give the bin a distinct, appealing personality that will help it stand out in a crowded supermarket hardware aisle. If that sounds dull then think again – to succeed I need to find a quirky, off-centre solution that will turn this ordinary object into something extraordinary. When it comes to creativity, your limitations set you free.
The bin already has a working title – OTT – based on the fact that its lid slides over the top of the bin’s body, making it easy to empty and excellent in a tight space.
The designer I’m working with has given me some sketches that explore the idea of turning the upper case letters O, T and T into an illustrated character, christened – appropriately enough – ‘Mr OTT’. The sketches look fabulous, so I decide to build on this and bring the character to life. I start by thinking about what Mr OTT might be like if he were a person. I mess around for a few minutes and arrive at:
Meet Mr OTT
Mr OTT is a man of letters. His mission is to make everyday life a little bit better – he doesn’t want to change the world, he just wants to change the way we deal with kitchen waste. Mr OTT believes that by improving even the most humble household item, all domestic life can benefit. So that’s exactly what he’s busy doing.
I like the idea of Mr OTT being on a mission to improve everyday existence so I’ll stick with this for the time being. It’ll never get used in this form (it’s a bit like the core-story technique we mentioned back in Lesson Two), but it gives me some useful material that outlines Mr OTT’s personality – slightly eccentric but intelligent and useful.
The brief states we need a strapline. The ‘man of letters’ phrase is cute, given Mr OTT is literally made of type, but what does it mean? In what sense does Mr OTT compare to a real-world man of letters (a slightly fusty term for an intellectual)? I try to justify my idea to myself but soon realize the honest answer is ‘Dunno, it just sounds good’, which means I’m guilty of pointless wordplay. Into the bin it goes.
It’s always worth checking body copy for potential headlines, straplines and so on. Reading my paragraph back after dumping ‘man of letters’ I realize that’s the case here:
Mr OTT
Making life a little better
Much improved. It suggests a customer benefit, something ‘man of letters’ didn’t do. It’s also appealingly modest (in the sense that there’s no massive overclaim) and the leading verb makes Mr OTT an active character (in the sense that he’s actually doing something).
Now, he’s called OTT so let’s see if I can push things a bit. How about some sticky headlines based on the wit and wisdom of Mr OTT, each of which turns one of the bin’s features into a benefit? Throwing caution to the wind I crank out:
Mr OTT says: ‘A good bin is like a sock – good when fresh, bad when it starts to smell.’
Mr OTT says: ‘Fingerprints belong at a crime scene, not all over my lovely body.’
Mr OTT says: ‘30 litres should be enough for anyone. If you want more get a skip.’
Mr OTT is not at home to hard-to-remove bin liners.
Mr OTT knows that size matters. Mrs OTT is delighted with his extra 20%.
They’re fun, but are they a bit too OTT? Possibly, especially the last. What happens if I bring them back a bit and emphasize the connection with the bin’s main features? Here’s what:
A clever seal on my lid means nasty smells can’t escape.
I’m coated in a special anti-fingerprint finish so I stay spotless.
My Over The Top lid means I can swallow 20% more trash.
I’m easy to fill and empty because my lovely lid opens all the way.
I’m designed in the UK by that nice man Nick Munro.
That feels like it’s getting somewhere, although I’m still concerned I haven’t quite captured the essence of the features I’m trying to explain. Maybe a short subheading for each line would help – a sort of distillation of a distillation:
Fresh thinking
A clever seal on my lid means nasty smells can’t escape.
Bright and beautiful
I’m coated in a special anti-fingerprint finish so I stay spotless.
Think BIG
My Over The Top lid means I can swallow 20% more trash.
Easy does it
I’m easy to fill and empty because my lovely lid opens all the way.
True Brit
I’m designed in the UK by that nice man Nick Munro.
Nice. Notice how each header and copy line is approximately the same length. Graphic designers like that sort of thing – it means they can create a single visual device and then fill it with different text without the need for too much tinkering. Also notice how most of the lines have a regular, parallel structure beginning with ‘I’m’ or ‘My’, suggesting to readers that Mr OTT is a living, breathing character.
Enough. What have we learnt here? I think one lesson is, try to have some fun. Obviously that’s not appropriate if you’re writing about, say, a new treatment for acute arthritis, but generally speaking, humour is a potent persuader.
Secondly, if you’re writing any sort of list or series of points, aim to balance your sentence or phrase lengths – either that or go completely the other way and deliberately reject all equilibrium, just don’t sit on the fence. As always, reading what you’ve written out loud is the best way to reveal its internal rhythm (or lack thereof).
Finally, remember that sometimes you need to do a bit of background writing to get to the foreground stuff. In this case the short ‘Meet Mr OTT’ paragraph acted as a launchpad for everything else. You don’t have to use your first thoughts, but they can help you get to where you need to be.
1. Our point being, we’re not here to instruct on search-engine optimization (SEO), content strategy, user-experience design, information architecture and so on. We have great respect for the talented individuals working in those areas, but what follows restricts itself to the actual process of writing web copy.
2. That’s why this book avoids any discussion of SEO, metrics and analytics, writing for specific social media channels and so on. Anything we tell you - anything anyone tells you – will be out of date in the blink of an eye. We want this book to have lasting relevance and repay your investment for years, so we’ve steered clear of short-term specifics. If that’s wrong we don’t want to be right.
3. It’s been suggested that www.gov.uk’s startling lucidity may signal the beginning of the end for tone of voice, in the sense that once other organizations see how well gov.uk’s clarity and minimalism work they’ll abandon their efforts to create on-page personality and instead embrace an uncompromising ‘less is more’ approach. That doesn’t seem too likely to us, but anything that challenges complacency and upsets assumptions has got to be good.
4. Latin filler text, used by designers since at least the 1960s to show where the words should go. Although based on real Latin (written by Cicero, no less) it doesn’t have any real meaning. Just so you know.
Lesson Ten:
What You Need to Succeed
The seven habits of highly successful copywriters
Applied to your career as much as the door.
The previous nine lessons are about how to write copy. As we enter the home straight let’s look at how to be a copywriter – in particular, the magnificent seven qualities we think every copywriter needs to give their career a supercharged start.
No one will make your career happen but you. If you want to get on (and the fact you’re reading this sentence right now strongly suggests you do), then it’s your responsibility to learn all you can, demonstrate your commitment every chance you get, create opportunities where none exist and generally give Lady Luck a helping hand. As Ogilvy wrote:
If you prefer to spend all your spare time growing roses or playing with your children I like you better, but do not complain that you are not being promoted fast enough.
So that’s what this lesson is about – the noble art of Getting On. Over the years we’ve noticed many of our more successful colleagues share certain well-defined characteristics and work in certain well-defined ways. This similarity suggests they’ve stumbled onto something important. What follows is a whistle-stop tour through a series of insights it might otherwise take you years to acquire through trial and error.
Habit no. 1 – cultivate curiosity
The best copywriters – indeed the best creatives in any field – have an insatiable interest in the world. Many years ago US advertising executive James Webb Young described how the brightest writers he knew were ‘curious about everything – from Ancient Egyptian burial customs to modern art’. We suggest you cultivate the same universal inquisitiveness.
Top of the list of things every writer should be curious about is how good writing works. Luckily that’s easy to research – just read more. You’ll unconsciously absorb pointers on style, pacing, vocabulary, imagery, storytelling and the rest, many of which you can make your own. Good prose often employs the ‘me to you’ perspective that we’ve said is a hallmark of good copy. By reading the right stuff you’ll see how a range of authors make and sustain this connection, which is the first step to doing the same yourself.
What should you be reading? Anything from Dostoyevsky to DC Comics – the only real measure is that it works. So-called trash is as valuable as Shakespeare, provided it’s good, effective trash. If something speaks to you as you read it and its message stays with you once you’ve finished then it’s worth your attention.
Your authors’ top ten favourite books (well, for today). Roger left, Gyles right.
This pastiche, long-copy ad shows a real curiosity for period detail.
Ben Hughes
I’ve never liked the term ‘copywriting,’ both because it implies that the act of writing copy is somehow different from regular writing (it’s not), and because it suggests that the writing itself is what’s most important (it’s not).
Copywriters, like all writers, have two parts to their job. Part one is figuring out what to say and part two is deciding how best to say it. Early in my career, I was much better at the second part than the first. I wrote beautiful, meaningless sentences that were universally praised for their poetry and universally criticized for lacking any real content. I think this is common among those of us who get into the industry because we love to write. In fact, that’s the problem right there – we love to write – and while knocking words against each other in an attempt to create sparks is certainly a big chunk of the job, it’s not all of it, or even the most crucial part.
First and foremost, copywriting is about ideas, whether it’s a brilliantly clear way of explaining a complex subject, a fresh angle on a well-trodden story, an act of synthesis that weaves together seemingly unconnected strands into a sturdy argument, or, quite simply, the truth. It may be a shock to see that last word in there, especially since the general impression of our kind is that we exist to spin bad news or just make things sound pretty, but at its best copywriting uncovers truths that were hidden there all along, in plain sight, and hoists them up for everyone to see.
Some of the best copywriters aren’t even very skilled as wordsmiths. They simply come up with astounding ideas and then present them as plainly as possible. A line like Nike’s immortal Olympic reminder that, ‘You don’t win silver, you lose gold’, doesn’t impress because of its mastery of the subtleties of the English language. It impresses because it gleefully pisses in the face of those sainted athletes who have trained their entire lives only to be second best. Those seven words communicate more about Nike than most brands could get across in a year’s worth of work. It’s an uncomfortable truth, but it’s a truth nonetheless.
You have to build a house before you can decorate it. You may have the perfect painting ready to brighten up the dining room, but without four walls and a roof, there’s nowhere to hang it. It’s the same with copywriting. Without a strong idea to hang your words on they’ll collapse under their own weight, shapeless. Build the house first. You may even find, in the process, that the house is interesting enough on its own without a lot of embellishment cluttering things up.
Don’t write copy. Write the truth, write it clearly, and then get out of the way.
Ben Hughes is a writer, creative director, photographer and filmmaker. His advertising career has included stops at Ogilvy & Mather, R/GA, Mother and, most recently, Wieden+Kennedy, where he was hired as one of the youngest creative directors in the agency’s history. In addition, he has written about music, books and technology for Esquire; directed and edited music videos; created web content for Le Grand Magistery, Esquire and Little, Brown & Company; and written screenplays for Tribeca Film and Maker Studios. His work has been recognized by the One Show and AICP and nominated for an Emmy. We’d hate him if he wasn’t such a thoroughly nice guy.
Of course it’s not just books that have something to say – you can learn from anything and anywhere. If it’s got words on it, it’s your job to understand how those words work. Having done so, file away what you have learnt for the future. It’s amazing how often some tiny feature of a long-forgotten text can suddenly present itself as the perfect solution to a seemingly intractable problem.
What we’re saying is, get into the habit of automatically analysing the words you meet in the world. Immerse yourself in text at every opportunity – how many other professions are there where you can genuinely improve your expertise while appearing to stare vacantly at the label on a beer bottle? As Marcel Proust wrote,
‘The real voyage of discovery lies not in seeking new landscapes but in having new eyes.’
This is an important point – more or less anything can suggest an idea, it all depends on how you look at it. The more you take in today, the more raw material you’ll have to work with tomorrow. Implicit in this is the idea that creativity is about seeing connections, something we’ll look at next.
Habit no. 2 – seek connections
Connections are the essence of creativity. The best writers, artists, musicians and so on combine isolated ideas to produce something new that’s more than the sum of its parts. It’s a 1+1=3 thing.
According to actor, producer and Monty Python member John Cleese, ‘Creativity is not a talent. It’s a way of operating’. And that ‘way of operating’ is about finding connections in order to make something fresh. Back in 1933 Harry Beck, an engineering draughtsman by trade, created one of the best infographics ever when he combined the chaotic London Underground system with the clarity of a schematic wiring diagram.
The result was the Tube map that Londoners still use today.
This ability to connect the unconnected is a key skill for copywriters. Work at it long enough and you’ll automatically develop the creative ‘way of operating’ described by John Cleese. Seeking – and finding – connections will become second nature; once that happens your creative thinking will come on in leaps and bounds.
Habit no. 3 – nurture resilience
Every copywriter needs some iron in the soul. Without inner strength you risk being bruised by the many disappointments you’ll encounter in your career. This habit is about finding a way to ‘keep buggering on’ (as Churchill colourfully put it) in the face of all adversity.
To help you, we can’t overstate the importance of developing a quiet confidence in your abilities and worth – if you don’t believe in you, then why should anyone else? Crass as it sounds, you’ve got to believe you can have great ideas on demand, convert them into magical words, sell them to whoever commissioned you and generally do your job to a stratospheric standard. If you think you can, you will, so consciously practise self-belief by reminding yourself of your successes, however slight. Everyone is prey to the occasional wobble but if you make a habit of self-doubt then you’re lost.
As well as inner strength you also need exterior armour in the form of a rhino-like thick skin. H. G. Wells – author of The War of the Worlds and The Invisible Man – wrote, ‘No passion in the world is equal to the passion to alter someone’s draft.’ This urge to tinker is a reliable source of grief for all writers. The only solution is to toughen up so the slings and arrows of outrageous copy changes don’t hurt quite so much (Wells also wrote that ‘Advertising is legalized lying’, but let’s move swiftly on).
In retrospect Harry Beck’s combination of map and circuit diagram seems obvious, but then all great ideas do.
Complicated ideas communicated with ease. A masterclass in making unexpected connections.
Annoying though some of these copy changes may be, if they come from someone paying the bill then you must pay attention. Looking on the bright side, they’re almost certainly well meaning and might even be beneficial. Back in the day Roger worked at an agency whose boss advised his writers to ‘assume positive intent’ if they were on the receiving end of client criticism. Similarly, Bill Bernbach allegedly went into every client meeting with a typed note in his jacket pocket that read, ‘They might be right’. Both make the same point – like you, the client wants the work to be as good as it possibly can be. The fact they’ve just rejected all your carefully crafted headlines is simply their strange way of showing it.
Habit no. 4 – sell yourself
Most copywriters are in the business of helping brands present their best face to the world. To get into the industry (and get on once you’re inside) you need to do the same for yourself. Here’s how.
First, your CV/résumé. Go to the websites of some established copywriters you admire, download their CVs and see what features you can borrow – not the words, obviously, but rather any good ideas or layout details. For example, a one-paragraph summary of who you are and what you do right under your name gives interviewers a convenient synopsis/memory-jogging device if they’re seeing lots of people over the course of a day.
If you’re starting out then you won’t have much in the way of experience. Don’t try to disguise this. Instead put the most positive spin possible on what you have done. Mention absolutely any writing you’ve produced that could count as copywriting and include any creative endeavours you’ve been involved with that show problem-solving and persistence. In the absence of a track record, aim to emphasize the quality of your thinking and your character traits. At this stage it’s about communicating your potential.
As if there isn’t enough to be angry about.
Next, your portfolio/book. Again, the best advice we can give is look at how others are presenting their work and learn from their approach. Elaborate physical portfolios are probably unnecessary; you’ll get far more mileage out of an emailable PDF document. Each page needs to include the client name, the agency name, a description of the job format, a summary of what the job was about, and a sample of the choicest text to impress your reader. If the work achieved any useful results then shout them out. Top and tail your PDF portfolio with an intro page at the front (perhaps describing your writing philosophy in a few short lines) and a contact details page at the back.
Next, your website. At a minimum you need a single page that introduces you and prominently features your CV and portfolio. A good photo never hurts, but for God’s sake don’t make it inane. If you’ve got other stuff worth saying then say it, but padding your site is pointless – one lean, mean page is better than six slack ones.
For all these items it’s worth investing in some design help. A real designer can make a remarkable difference to even the humblest CV or portfolio. Do it yourself if you can, but be realistic – if your skills are less than stellar then seek assistance. If you’re strapped for cash then find a young designer who needs something writing and swap services – that way you get good-looking promotional material and a job you can include in your portfolio.
Finally, let’s talk tone. We suggest you keep your CV and portfolio straight and professional. These are functional documents and not the place to project your personality. You can have a bit more fun with your website but as always, remember your reader. They don’t want to see anything about your hamster, your holiday or your love of table hockey. Instead they want to see a quick, intelligent problem solver who’s crazy in love with copywriting and who’ll be fun to have around the office. Subtly show that your face will fit, and you might get the chance to prove it.
The importance of platform
One way to get yourself noticed is to build and maintain what’s sometimes called a platform.
A platform is simply the collective name for the various things you do and the channels you use to tell the world about you and your work. Platforms typically comprise a mix of on- and offline comms, although according to influential US writer Michael Hyatt, they’re really built of people in the form of contacts, connections and followers – whatever tech happens to be involved is incidental and only there to make and sustain connections.
In the online world, blogging is perhaps the most effective way to build a platform. Blog regularly and well about subjects that interest your intended readership, and in time your rep will increase. That’s because success today is down to a combination of two things – a compelling product (you), and a compelling way of promoting the product (your platform). Just be aware that nothing will happen overnight and finding an authentic voice (and subject matter) for your blog can take some trial and error. By all means exploit other social-media channels, but the humble blog is probably the best place to begin.
In the offline world, platform building is about doing relevant, interesting stuff. By ‘stuff’ we mean practically anything – from organizing an event to writing a book to making a film to starting a business. That’s because there’s real value in side projects that somehow support your wider career goal. Done well, these things can act as a creative crowbar you can use to prise open the door to agencies and get yourself in front of decision makers. They can work as talking points during interviews and as gifts to soften up hard-nosed prospects. They give you a place to try out ideas that might bear fruit in your day job. And they show you’re a self-starter who can make stuff happen and who doesn’t spend all their spare time watching trash TV.
The point is that while the industry might not be falling over itself to pick you, you can pick yourself by making your own way with side projects and personal initiatives that enable you to put your skills into action. As Todd Henry, the chap behind the excellent Accidental Creative podcast puts it, ‘You will be known for what you do, so you better start doing what you want to be known for.’
Habit no. 5 – work smart
The great microbiologist and chemist Louis Pasteur said, ‘Chance favours the prepared mind’. If you want to capitalize on those rare moments when fate presents you with an opportunity to advance your career then it pays to be prepared, and that means knowing a few tricks about working smarter.
Firstly, you’ll struggle to write well if you haven’t got inside your subject. While cutting and pasting from source documents is a convenient way to amass raw material, it also means you’re not really engaging with what they have to say. Retyping or, better still, writing important material out longhand, creates a far deeper connection. It’s the difference between skimming and understanding. And while you’re involved in this process of paraphrasing there’s a good chance you’ll stumble upon a few choice phrases that might make great sticky lines.
Next, we strongly suggest you can explain and justify your work to clients/bosses. As Dave Trott puts it:
‘If it’s the right thing to do we must be able to explain it. If we can’t explain it maybe it isn’t the right thing to do.’
He goes on to point out that ‘I like it/don’t like it’ isn’t a reason, it’s an opinion. A far better approach is to say ‘This works/doesn’t work because…’. Thinking in these terms forces us to introduce a dash of objectivity. Typically that means making some reference to the brief and/or audience. It barely matters what ‘I’ think anyway; it’s what they – your readers – think that really counts.
Next, you need to cultivate your listening skills. When you’re interviewing someone to root out raw material, remember the old salesman’s saying, ‘you’ve two ears and one mouth – use ’em in that proportion’. However, even the most switched-on listener won’t catch everything. It’s just not possible to simultaneously take notes, think of the next question and provide the many reassuring uh-huhs that interviewees need. The solution is a voice recorder or Dictaphone – either a smartphone app or dedicated device. Recording what was actually said means you’ll capture every detail. Transcribing it can be tedious, but all that listening and typing concentrates the mind wonderfully and gets you inside the material in a way little else can. We massively recommend the Dictaphone approach.
Lastly, let us praise professionalism. This covers everything from a dogged determination to get the job done regardless of obstacles, through to not stealing from the stationery cupboard. It’s all very well being a maverick genius who’s on a one-way ticket to immortality and raising hell to get there, but not preparing for meetings, losing important documents, forgetting people’s names, avoiding eye contact, leaving the office kitchen looking like a medieval pigsty, texting while talking to clients and taking a relaxed approach to timekeeping won’t win you any friends. So be nice, be sincere, look people in the eye, do tedious stuff with a glad heart and generally treat your job like, well, a job. People will notice, just as they’ll notice the opposite.
Andy York
Most writers I know got into this business by accident, reflecting the diverse group of people we are. I think it strengthens an industry that needs depth and variety. I’m not knocking the many writing courses around; just pointing out that there isn’t an approved route or required qualification to be part of this business. Talk to people about how they got started and you’ll find no one’s the same. And the great thing is there’s nothing stopping you.
Having said that, the next thing to say is this isn’t about you. If every tone of voice you create – every piece you write – sounds just like you then you’re missing the point. All that matters is the voice of the brand.
Every professional writer listens, watches and reads voraciously. Do the same – way beyond what you write for a living. It gives you a better perspective. There are lines in any soap opera worthy of Pinter at his best. Confront your tastes and comfort zones. Be critical but not prejudiced.
Good writing is good writing wherever it is. Enjoy it. Of course there’s rubbish, but Terminator 4 doesn’t make Terminator 1 a bad film. It just makes 4 a mistake.
We help people sell stuff – however you define selling. We are in business. Be a poet in your spare time (but don’t stop writing or reading poetry – it teaches you precision). David Abbott – arguably advertising’s best writer – said if your readers are concentrating on your wonderful writing, they’re not paying attention to the argument. It’s not that I don’t like wonderful writing, it’s just that brilliance is incidental unless it’s what the brand calls for.
Which brings us to murder. Either William Faulkner or Graham Greene said it first, but both were right: ‘kill your darlings’. We’ve all fallen in love with a fabulous phrase; sometimes we’ve organized whole pieces around it. It has to go. Kill your darlings.
Biographies of writers are great sources of insights into how to improve your craft. Along with many, many people, I think the best book about writing is On Writing by Stephen King. Whether you like his novels or not, can any of us honestly say we have nothing to learn from him? And as you’d expect, it’s a great read.
Finally, Cuban crime novelist Leonardo Padura Fuentes gets asked why he still lives in a Havana suburb when his fame means he could live anywhere in the world. The question says a lot about the assumptions of his interviewers.
Padura talks about living in the house his grandfather and father lived in. How essential good coffee is, how important casual conversations on the streets are, and how we balance our perceptions of how life functions around us.
The point he’s making is about understanding the context in which you work.
I think that’s the first duty we have as writers.
A former Director of Verbal Identity at Interbrand, Andy has worked with some of the world’s biggest brands. Today he’s a writer and strategist based in London whose clients include The Clearing, OPX, Siegel+Gale and Fitch. Andy’s background in advertising means he’s also written for the likes of Leagas Delaney and Publicis. With a foot in both the branding and advertising camps, Andy is just the sort of chap to help readers benefit from his considerable experience.
Habit no. 6 – practise pragmatism
‘Have no fear of perfection, you’ll never reach it.’ Salvador Dalí
Perfection doesn’t exist. Pursuing it is a waste of time and energy that can only end in disappointment. While Writer A is struggling (and inevitably failing) to create a masterpiece by endlessly revising a draft or torturing themselves about whether something works or not, Writer B is just getting on with it.
Lorne Michaels, producer of Saturday Night Live, puts it like this, ‘The show doesn’t go out because it’s ready; it goes out because it’s 11.30.’ It’s a cliché that good enough is good enough, but that’s only because it’s usually true. We’re not saying be satisfied with the first nonsense that flows from your fingertips – clearly you must do the very best you possibly can, but having done that, it’s important to acknowledge that getting something reasonably evolved in front of the rest of your team or your client is the best way to make progress. Giving interested parties the opportunity to help develop a piece by suggesting improvements also creates a sense of shared ownership and involvement; that way they’ll come to work for your idea and not against it.
So our strong advice is this: get something decent down on paper, make clear it’s a first draft, and ask for comments from the project’s inner circle. If you’re on the right track you’ll get a boost to your confidence and the opportunity to address whatever points were raised during this first review; if not then you haven’t wasted too much time and you’ll have a good idea of how to put things right.
In short, iterative development in public beats quietly killing yourself in private. Remember, this isn’t art – no one is expecting a big reveal whereby you pull the dustsheet off your exquisitely wrought masterpiece to gasps of amazement all round. And even if you manage to cook up something you think is perfection itself, the client will inevitably have some comments that disturb the balance of your creation (and possibly your mind). However you look at it, pragmatism eats perfectionism for breakfast.
Roger’s reply to a recent graduate asking how to get started as a copywriter:
Dear Nick
Thanks very much for your letter. If you’re serious about becoming a copywriter here’s what I suggest you do: start learning. Invest in a course or two (only good ones, mind – D&AD and Dark Angels in the UK) and read everything about copywriting you can find (ideally taking notes). The more you know, the better you’ll be.
As well as reading about writing it’s also a good idea to find one or two heroes and learn from them. There’s nothing wrong, and everything right, in apprenticing yourself – formally or informally – to those with more knowledge and experience than you. We learn by copying those we admire. If that means buying the occasional beer or three then so be it. A bar bill today could mean a better career tomorrow.
Then you need to get a toe in the door, and that means approaching agencies. The people to seek out are creative directors. You need to put together a CV and a portfolio in PDF format of whatever work you think really shows your writing prowess.
It’s important you tailor the covering email (which should also be short and appealing) to the agency – look at their website and see if there’s anything there you can latch onto – perhaps you’ve worked in a similar area or know something about one of their clients. You just need a sentence or two to make clear you haven’t done a batch mailshot.
Make a list of every agency you can find that employs copywriters and methodically work through, doing say ten applications a week to stop yourself going insane. Offer to do anything; emphasize your teamaking skills and suggest you’re just the person to do all the writing work no one else wants to do.
Above all keep at it until you can’t stand the rejections any longer, then keep at it some more. And always be aware that a job in a less than perfect company could be a stepping-stone to greater things. I started out as a technical writer for software companies and gradually moved over to creative work through much blood, sweat and tears. Anyway, good luck and keep in touch. Oh and by the way, it helps to get people’s names right. There’s no D in ‘Roger’, as my email address makes clear. Just saying.
Cheers
R
Habit no. 7 – enjoy it
What they don’t tell you at school is that work stinks. Oh sure, you might relish the buzz of getting through the interview process for a few happy months, but the chances are that one day you’ll wake up, look at your cheap suit and think, ‘What the hell am I doing this for?’ OK, you get money, but only in exchange for a large chunk of your life. And you don’t get that back.
The good news is that although there are a thousand deathly dull jobs out there, copywriting isn’t one of them. It has the potential to be highly rewarding in every sense. On a good day it allows you to combine the best of being a teacher, a journalist, a storyteller, a poet, a carnival barker, a propagandist, a businessman, a psychologist and any number of other occupations. It allows you to join a motley crew of commercial writers whose history, in one form or another, stretches back to at least the eighteenth century, when Dr Johnson commented, ‘Advertisements are now so numerous that…it is necessary to gain attention by magnificence of promises, and by eloquence sometimes sublime and sometimes pathetic.’
Successful copywriters are aware of all this. They know things could be a whole lot worse, and whether by luck or judgement (it’s usually a bit of both) they’ve found themselves with a career many people would kill for.
Instead of feeling smug, this knowledge spurs them on to greater things – more hard work, more study, more commitment, more achievement, at which point the process starts again as their status and salary rise.
So give thanks, remember what you’ve read here and try to make the next piece of work you do better than anything you’ve done before. Good luck.
Now you have a go
Ambition shows in everything you do, including sticking at it to the very end. So go on, one last effort before you close the covers and say good riddance to this damn book.
Workout One
You’ve missed your train. Instead of reaching for your headphones while you wait for the next, have a look around for the nearest piece of copy. It might be an ad, a piece of signage, a public-information statement or something else entirely – it doesn’t matter. What’s important is that you cast a critical eye over it and assess what’s good and bad about the text. Does it succeed or fail? If it works, how exactly does it achieve its effect? Write a series of bullet points describing and analysing what you see.
Next, ask yourself what you would change. In other words, how would you rework the copy to either correct any faults or increase its impact? Write out the changes you’d make.
Finally, what can you steal? Is there anything impressive about the text that you feel is worth stashing away for future reference? Write it all down.
Workout Two
Earlier we mentioned the importance of being able to justify your work to colleagues and clients. Thinking about what to say in these situations serves two purposes – it forces you to confront any weakness in your work, and it encourages you to find exciting ways to sell your words (some of which might find their way into the piece itself). Remember, if you don’t feel a thrill when you read your words then it’s unlikely anyone else will.
To practise this we want you to write a press release for a recent piece of writing you’ve completed. It should be pithy – three paragraphs are plenty. Describe your work in the most compelling way you can – it doesn’t have to be polished, but it does have to be captivating. Your goal is to leave readers desperate to read the piece your press release describes. Our point is that every significant idea you produce should be able to justify the press-release treatment – get that right and you’re well on your way to being a star.
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8, 10t Waterstones brands; Client: Waterstones; Agency: TBWA, London; Copywriter: Nigel Roberts; Art Director: Paul Belford. 10b ‘A poster should contain no more than eight words…’; Creatives: Tony Strong & Mike Durban; Agency: AMVBBDO. © The Economist Newspaper Limited, London. 11 Shark (Olympus Mju 790 SW); Client: Olympus; Agency: The Red Brick Road, London; Executive Creative Director: Justin Tindall; Marketing Director: Mark Thackara; Copywriter: Dean Webb; Art Director: Matt Allen. 12 Waitrose Cooks’ Ingredients labels; Client: Waitrose Ltd; Design Group: Lewis Moberly, London; Design Director: Mary Lewis; Designers: Mary Lewis and Christian Stacey; Copywriters: Mary Lewis, Christian Stacey and Ann Marshall; Typographers: Mary Lewis and Ann Marshall. 13 Design: Innocent Drinks. 14 Colgate Maxfresh - Talk with Confidence; Client: Colgate Palmolive; Agency: Prolam Y&R, Santiago, Chile. 16t Various Artists Holding Page; Creative Directors: Adam Rix and Simon Griffin; Copywriter: Simon Griffin; Designer: Adam Rix; Developer: Jono Brain. 16b Copywriter and Designer: Olly Cooper. 17 Hoxton Street Monster Supplies; Design and copywriting: We Made This; Photographs © alistairhall.co.uk. 18 Red Brick Beer: Beer From Around Here; Client: Red Brick Brewing; Agency: 22squared, Atlanta; Creative Directors: Curt Mueller and John Stapleton; Art Directors: Ryan Hoelting, Josh Robinson and Isvel Rodriguez; Copywriter: Curt Mueller; Designer: Ryan Hoelting; Illustrators: Ryan Hoelting and Isvel Rodriguez; Photographer: Kyle Burdg; Release time: Summer 2009. 19 Manifesto Manifesto; Copywriter: Kim Mok. 20 Slavery Footprint; Client: Call + Response and the US State Department; Agency and Production Company: MUH·TAY·ZIK | HOF·FER, San Francisco and unit9; Executive Creative Director: John Matejczyk; Creative Director: Diko Daghlian; Copywriters: John Matejczyk, Melissa Blaser, Aaron Sanchez and Mike Gallucci; Art Directors: Diko Daghlian and Omid Rashidi. 21 Real Crisps; Agency: HarrimanSteel, London; Copywriter: Jo Tanner; Designers: Simon Attfield and Nick Steel. 22 Penguin ‘Chapters’ campaign; Client: Penguin Books, Malaysia; Agency: Y&R Singapore; Creative Director: Rowan Chanen; Copywriter: Edward Ong; Art Director: Kirsten Ackland. 24 The Last Place You Want To Go; Client: Dixons Stores Group; Agency: M&C Saatchi London; Creative Directors: Simon Dicketts and Graham Fink; Copywriter: Simon Dicketts; Art Director: Graham Fink. 26 2010 DM Holiday; Client: Dr Martens; Agency: Opolis Design, Portland; Art Director and Copywriter: Dan Richards. 28 LAGO New Mobility; LAGO S.p.A - Project by Diego Paccagnella. 29 Reproduced by kind permission of Pret A Manger. Photograph © Ambernectar 13: www.flickr.com/photos/16036153@N04/5035764242/ 30 ‘What are you waiting for?’; Agency: M&C Saatchi, London. 31 © BBH, London. 32 Chain stitching; Client: Howies; Agency: Dye Holloway Murray, London; Creative Director, Writer and Art Director: Dave Dye; Photographer: Laurie Haskell. 33 Millets’ ‘Long List’; Client: Blacks Leisure Group; Agency: Miles Calcraft Briginshaw Duffy, London; Creative team: Emer Stamp & Ben Tollett. 35 Roger Horberry. 36 Big Bang; Client: Rosendorff; Agency: Marketforce, Perth; Copywriter: Tom Wilson; Art Director and Creative Director: Andrew Tinning. 38-39 Barnardo’s ‘Believe in Children’; Photography: Kiran Master. 40 D&AD Workout brochure; Client: D& Concept and design: Radford Wallis; Copywriting: Mandy Wheeler and Radford Wallis. 41 Google Voice Search Mobile App; BBH London. 42 RNIB ‘You’re one of the lucky ones.…’; MRM Meteorite, London. 43 ‘Dear 16-year-old Me’; Evidently. 46, 48 Image Courtesy of The Advertising Archives. 49 Flick My BIC® Special Edition® lighters; Reproduced by kind permission of BIC UK & Ireland. 51 Why Not Associates, London 53t Image Courtesy of The Advertising Archives 53b Reproduced by kind permission of AB InBev UK Limited. 54-55 Squirrel Life; Client: The Royal Parks Foundation; Agency: My Agency, London; Copy: Jason Scott; Design and Art Direction: James Crosby and William Cottam; Creative Direction: Luke White. 56 Rolls Royce. 57 Primi Piatti Wine Bottles; Agency: The Jupiter Drawing Room, Cape Town; Creative Director: Joanne Thomas. 58t ‘Think Small’; Client: Volkswagen; Agency: Doyle Dane Bernbach, New York. Volkswagen Trademarks and advertisement are used with permission of Volkswagen Group of America, Inc. 58b Nike Air ‘Jordan 1 Newton 0’ © NIKE, Inc.; Agency: Simons Palmer Denton Clemmow & Johnson, London; Creative Directors: Chris Palmer and Mark Denton. 59t Marston’s Pedigree Ashes; Client: Marston’s; Agency: DLKW Lowe, London; Art Director: Richard Prentice; Copywriter: David Adamson; Photographer: Laurie Haskell; Creative Directors: Keith Terry and Jon Elsom; Executive Creative Director: George Prest; Marketing Manager: Des Gallagher. 59b Granny Smiths; Client: Tesco; Advertising Agency: Lowe London; Copywriter: Sam Cartmell; Art Director: Jason Lawes; Photographer: Colin Campbell; Creative Director: Paul Weinberger. 60 Merchants of Attraction; Client: Penhaligon’s; Agency: Dye Holloway Murray; Creative Director: Dave Dye; Copywriter: Fran Leach; Art Director: Christopher Bowsher. 61 PDIP website. Client: Paul Dalling, independent proofreader; Design: Wheatcroft& Copywriter: Nick Asbury. 62 Philco widescreen ‘It’s a Whole Different Story’. Client: Philco; Agency: Lew’Lara\TBWA, Sao Paulo. 63 Dutch Railways Textbus; DDB° Amsterdam. 64 Costa Coffee - ‘Alarm Goes Off…’; MRM Meteorite, London. 65 © BMIHT British Motor Industry Heritage Trust. 67 ‘Strut Like a fish’ © NIKE, Inc.; Client: Nike, ACG; Agency: Wieden+ Kennedy Amsterdam; Executive Creative Directors: John Norman and Jeff Kling; Copywriter: Brandon Davis; Art Director: Craig Williams; Art Buyer: Andrew Koningen; Project Manager: Sharon Kwiatkowski. 68t VW Blue Motion and DSG; Client: Volkswagen; Agency: DDB London, UK; Creative team: Graham Hall and Hunter Somerville. 68b Waitrose Fresh Herbs; Client: Waitrose Ltd; Design Group: Lewis Moberly, London; Design Director: Mary Lewis; Designer: Poppy Stedman; Copywriter: Mary Lewis; Typographers: Mary Lewis and Ann Marshall. 69 Musica - ‘Wanna Be a Rock Star’; Agency: The Jupiter Drawing Room, Cape Town; Creative Director: Joanne Thomas. 70 Breakthrough Breast Cancer - ‘I’m Sorry London’; MRM Meteorite, London. 72 Lurpak Butter; Agency: Wieden+Kennedy London; Creative Directors: Dan Norris and Ray Shaughnessy; Photographer: Nadege Meriau. 74 Mondadori Portfolio via Getty Images. 76 Politics and the English Language by George Orwell (Penguin Classics, 2013). Cover reproduced with permission from Penguin Books. 77 ‘We Deliver’ ADNAMS; Writer and Art Director: David Dye. 78t © NIKE, Inc. 78b Image Courtesy of The Advertising Archives. 80 MUM DAD IOU. Client: Andrew Warner, Expedia; Advertising Agency: Ogilvy & Mather, London; CCO: Gerry Human; Copywriters and Art Directors: Jon Morgan and Mike Watson. 81 Waldo Pancake greeting cards by Jim Smith. 82 Toyota Yaris ‘It’s a Car’, reproduced with permission Toyota. 83 TBWA\Chiat\Day. ©Apple Inc. Use with permission. All rights reserved. Apple® and the Apple logo are registered trademark of Apple Inc. 84 BMW X3: World’s Longest Banner; Client: Marc Belcourt, BMW Group; Agency: Cundari, Toronto; Chief Creative officer: Brent Choi; Copywriter: Brian Murray; Art Director: Marcella Coad; Associate CD/Art Director: Raul Garcia; Associate Creative Director: Cory Eisentraut; Account Director: Daryn Sutherland; Flash Designer: John Filleti; Account Managers: Katie Lynn and Devon Enright; Developer: Jonathan Lee; Media: Media Experts (Karel Wegert). 86 Erich Auerbach/Getty Images. 88 © Jen Pedler. 90 Hipster Doofus; Client: Urban Eatery, owner Farzad Fre; Agency: Hunt Adkins, Minneapolis; Creative Director / Writer: Doug Adkins; Art Director: Steve Mitchell. 92 I Want to Make a Horror Movie; Client: Canal+; Agency: BETC Paris; Global Creative Director: Stéphane Xiberras; Creative Director: Olivier Apers; Art Directors and Copywriters: Gregory Ferembach and David Troquier; Graphic Design: Les Graphiquants. 93 ‘Timberland – Tactical Prints’; Client: Timberland; Agency: Leagas Delaney London; Creative Director: Tim Delaney; Art Director: Chris Clarke; Copywriter: Matt Moreland; Photography: John Ross. 95 Paspaley Polo in the City Series; Client: Polo in the City; Agency: M&C Saatchi Sydney; Writer: Andy Flemming; Art Directors: Michael Jones and Salvator Gullifa; Typographer: Michael Tonello; Creative Director: Ben Welsh. 96 Stannah Print - ‘If YouThought It Was Hard Leaving Home at 18’, Try Doing It at 72’; Client: Stannah Stairlifts; Agency: Leagas Delaney London; Creative Director: Rob Burleigh; Art Director: Colin Booth; Copywriter: Ben Stilitz; Photography: Kelvin Murray. 97, 98 ‘I’ve Just Split Up’ and ‘I’m Hungover’ from the ‘Create Your Own Collection’ campaign; Client: Tate Britain; Agency: Fallon London; Copywriter and Art Director: Juan Cabral. 99 Adopt a New Life; Client: Toronto Humane Society; Agency: Leo Burnett Toronto; Art Directors: Anthony Chelvanathan and Monique Kelley; Copywriter: Steve Persico; Creative Directors: Israel Diaz and Judy John. 102 Morphart Creation/ Shutterstock. 105 Attention All Shipping tea towels and oven mitt; written by Roger Horberry, designed by The Workshop for Nick Munro and RNLI. 106 Pastiche Playbill; Client: University of Lincoln, Creative Advertising Degree Show 2009; Art director: Mike Belton and Luke Buxton; Copywriters: Gyles Lingwood and Anys Brown. 107t AP/Press Association Images. 107b Design: Innocent Drinks. 108 Copywriter: John Simmons; Illustrator: Robin Heighway-Bury. Reproduced by kind permission of Diageo. 109 Back to Work - Iron; Client: Honda UK; Agency: Wieden+Kennedy London; Creative Directors: Tony Davidson and Kim Papworth; Art Director: Fabian Berglund; Copywriter: Ida Gronblom; Photographer: David Sykes. 110-111 GRRRR; Client: Honda, UK; Agency: Wieden + Kennedy London; Creative Directors: Tony Davidson & Kim Papworth; Art Directors & Copywriters: Michael Russoff, Sean Thompson, Richard Russell; DIRECTED BY SMITH & FOULKES @ NEXUS PRODUCTIONS. 116, 117 Image Courtesy of The Advertising Archives. 118t Vespa ‘Our Ride’ Print campaign; Client: Piaggio; Agency: Ace Saatchi & Saatchi Manila; Executive Creative Directors: Andrew Petch and Raoul Floresca; Copywriters: Tony Sarmiento and Bogey Bernardo; Art Directors: Biboy Royong and Gelo Lico; Final Artist: Rod Alonzo; Print Producers: Dennis Obien and Rodel Quitain. 118b Specsavers Long Copy ‘I Saw You on the 16.51 from Finsbury Park to Brixton…’; Creative team: Naomi Bishop, Catherine Thomas and Xara Higgs at Specsavers Creative. 120 Mercedes Stories in Oil; Client: Mercedes-Benz Trucks; Advertising Agency: BBDO Stuttgart. Copywriters: Wolf-Peter Camphausen, Armin Jochum, Achim Szymanski and Friedrich Tromm; Art Director: Sebastian Gaissert; Client Marketing Manager: Sascha Thieme. 122 Philip and Karen Smith/Getty Images. 125l Reproduced by kind permission of AB InBev UK Limited. 125r © BMW Group. 126 TBWA\Chiat\Day. ©Apple Inc. Use with permission. All rights reserved. Apple® and the Apple logo are registered trademark of Apple Inc. 128-129 © BBH, London/British Airways. 133 Foundation Querini Stampalia Onlus, Venice. 134 ‘X’ of people; Halifax Bank. 135l Chris Rank/Bloomberg via Getty Images. 135r Rob Wilson/Shutterstock. 138 Joey Boylan/Getty Images. 140t Raising the Roof - Nothing But Potential; Client: Raising The Roof; Agency: Leo Burnett Toronto; Chief Creative Officer: Judy John; Creative Directos: Judy John and Lisa Greenberg; Copywriter: Steve Persico; Art Director: Anthony Chelvanathan; Print Producers: Gladys Bachand and Kim Burchiel; Account Director: Natasha Dagenais; Art Buyer: Leila Courey; Planners: Brent Nelsen and Ian Westworth; Photographer: Anthony Chelvanathan. 140b Reproduced by kind permission of Thomas Erdelyi. 141 Save Troy Library; Leo Burnett Detroit; Writer: Peter McHugh. 142 Run Yourself Ugly Brochure © NIKE, Inc.; Client: Nike Australia; Agency: Publicis Mojo, Australia; Copywriters: Alex Derwin and Darren Spiller; Art Director: Tony Haigh; Creative Director: Darren Spiller; Designer and Typographer: Niels Nolta; Photographer: Adrian Cooke. 143t ‘Great Minds Like a Think’; Creatives: Tony Strong & Mike Durban; Agency: AMVBBDO. © The Economist Newspaper Limited, London. 143b UHU Glue - Best Use; Agency: Y&R Singapore; Copywriter & Art Director: Ted Royer; Creative Director: Rowan Chanen. 145t I Am; Client: Illamasqua; Agency: Propaganda; Creative Director: Mark Williams; Art Director: Ben Bateson; Copywriter: Simon Griffin; Designer: Craig Hill; Account Director: Natalie Hargreaves. 145b Waterloo Gin ads/posters; Proof Advertising, Austin; Art Director: Rob Story; Writer: Kathy Farley; Typography: Jon Contino; Creative Director: Craig Mikes. 146t ‘Leader’s Digest’; Creative: Aaron Adler; Agency: AMV BBDO. © The Economist Newspaper Limited, London. 146b SNBTS ‘Crash’ and ‘Broken Waters’; Client: Scottish National Blood Transfusion Service; Agency: The Bridge, Glasgow; Art Director: Simon Parker; Copywriter: Ali Taylor. 147 Stamp; Client: Honda UK; Agency; Wieden+Kennedy London; Creative Directors: Tony Davidson and Kim Papworth; Art Directors: Chris Groom and Sean Thompson; Copywriters: Sean Thompson and Richard Russell; Photographer: Guido Mocafico. 149t Reproduced by kind permission of Bloomsberry & Co. Limited, New Zealand. 149b ‘Trump Donald’; Team behind the campaign: Agency: Ogilvy & Mather Malaysia/RedCard Singapore; Copywriter: Kenneth Yu; Art Director: Johnnie Tey; Executive Creative Director: Daniel Comar; Client Service: Robert Doswell and David Mayo. 150 Bisto Gravy - Shared Pledge; Client: RHM Foods; Agency: McCann Erickson, London. 152 © Metro Trains Melbourne, Dumb Ways to Die ™. 153 Are You Dead? Client: Lothian and Borders Fire and Rescue Service; Agency: The Union, Edinburgh; Art Director: Gordon Quinn; Copywriter: Adam Smith. 154 Maximidia Seminars; Client: Meio & Mensagem; Agency: Moma Propaganda, Sao Paulo; Creative Director: Rodolfo Sampaio; Copywriter: Adriano Matos; Art Director: Marco Martins; Assistant Art Director: Fernando Lyra; Illustrator: 6b Estúdio; Account Managers: Izabella Vilaça, Luciana Linares, Tomáz Espírito Santo; Approval: Maria Laura Nicotero, Salles Neto, Lilian Calábria. 155 Research; Client: Timex; Agency: Fallon McElligott, London. Copywriter: Andy McLeod; Art director: Richard Flintham. 156 ‘Expert’ and Gee thanks’; Client: Enable Scotland; Agency: The Union, Edinburgh; Art Director: Ruth Yee; Copywriter: Stuart Anderson. 158 James Brey/ Getty Images. 161, 162, 164 Allotment website; The Allotment Brand Design, London; Creative Directors: James Backhurst, Michael Smith and Paul Middlebrook; Photosonic. 167, 168, 169 Release the power of social media; Reproduced by kind permission of Radley Yeldar, London; Illustrations by Paul Dixon. 170 Mr OTT; Designed by The Workshop for Nick Munro. 172, 174r, Gyles Lingwood. 174l Roger Horberry. 175 Wispa: ‘From a Time When…’; Client: Cadbury Trebor Bassett; Agency: Publicis London; Copywriters and Art Directors: Alex Ball and Andy Johns; Creative Director: Nik Studzinski. 178tl, 178b © TfL from the London Transport Museum collection. 179 Life’s Turns in a Sentence; Client: Swiss Life; Agency: Spillmann/Felser/Leo Burnett, Zurich; Copywriters: Thomas Schöb and Simon Smit; Art Directors: Daniele Barbiero and Reto Clement; Executive Creative Director; Peter Brönnimann.
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