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Selling with words 

How good copy can persuade customers – and bad copy can lose them

by Chris Newton

Last month we discussed the importance in business communication of clear, concise writing.  Now let’s look at how words are used to persuade - through advertising, direct mail or other promotional media.

Half the population seem to think they can write copy.  After all, don’t we all do it every day in letters, memos and reports?

Unfortunately there is a huge difference between writing for a ‘captive’ audience – your colleagues, fellow club members or family – and using words to get a message across to the thousands of people who have never heard of you or your company.  Think of the amount of work that’s gone into writing and designing the ads in a glossy magazine.  And think how long it takes you to flick through it - ignoring 99 per cent of them.

The copywriter’s skill is to look at the subject from the point of view of the target audience.  What will make them give up their precious time to read your advertisement or study your mailshot?  Why should they want to browse through your newsletter or click around your website to find out about you and your company?  

Only because there’s something in it for them.  It could be useful information or simply a good laugh, but it must be an obvious, readily perceived benefit.

Make it easy

Reading is work; we are lazy.  So if you want people to read your copy, you must outlaw anything that makes it difficult.  Countless marketing communications fail through neglecting this.  

This is where typography comes in.  Good typography helps people to read your copy - bad typography prevents them.    

Some graphic designers do not respect copy.  They set it in 6 point against a photograph of a tree, arrange it in the shape of a banana, put the paragraph and line breaks in the wrong place for ‘balance’,  or simply hack bits out to make it fit.  There’s a current fashion for varying typeface and size within an article, or even in the same sentence - a practice that makes a mockery of the way we take in information.  
All printed communication is about putting words on the page so that the eye can take them in, and the brain understand them, as easily and efficiently as possible.  

Here are some established guidelines about text presentation.  You don’t have to follow them all rigorously, but if you flout them too freely you are wasting your words.

· Lower case is easier to read than capitals. 

· Serif faces are easier to read than sansserif because they are more familiar.

· People read lists, captions and ‘call outs’ – chunks of explanatory copy arranged around an illustration – before they turn to the body copy (they may never read the body copy).

· Putting words between quotes increases readership (by 28%, according to one survey).
· Narrow columns are easier to read than wide ones.

· ‘Ragged-right’ text (like this article) is easier to take in than fully justified.

· Reversed type, or type appearing over illustrations, is much harder to read than plain old black on white.

The all-important headline

Research has shown that five times as many people read the headline as the copy, so your headline must work hard.  It should state the claim you are making with as much impact as possible, and carry the reader on into the text.  

There is a great temptation to use clever, allusive, headlines, perhaps based on a pun or an analogy.  Be very careful.  Readers often miss the point – your customers may not be as clever as you would like them to be.  If they don’t get the point, they won’t read the ad, let alone understand it.  The copywriter who wrote ‘You’d have less time to scramble than to boil an egg’ on a recruitment advertisement for the US Navy won an award.  The one who wrote ‘Free training worth 1500 dollars’ didn’t, but his ad got a much higher response.  So don’t let your agency put cleverness before clout.

Too many claims spoil the ad

What about the rest of the copy?  Short, straight-to-the-point text is more likely to be read and understood.  In particular, beware the temptation to deliver too many messages at once - each additional message detracts from the impact of the others.  Budget-conscious marketing managers often put pressure on their agencies to add in a special offer, an invitation to a show or a plug for another range of products to their new display ad – after all, it’s costing them a lot of money, so better make it work as hard as possible.  But advertisements are not motor cars, at their most efficient when carrying four people.  Stick to one claim – the one your marketing work has identified as the key message – and plug it as clearly and effectively as you can. 

But copy doesn’t always have to be short.  If you’re telling a story or explaining something people really want to know about, they will read hundreds or even thousands of words enthusiastically (the advertising record is apparently 6540, for a single-page Merrill Lynch ad in the New York Times that drew 10,000 responses).

How do you choose the right words to put across your message?  We’ll be taking a look at that problem in the next issue.
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