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Copywriting

In A Week

Robert Ashton


Robert Ashton is a social entrepreneur and established business author. His books have been translated into 18 languages and sell in almost 100 countries around the world. He attributes his success in business and in print to his ability to translate complexity into clear, compelling copy. In this book Robert shares the secrets of effective, persuasive writing. @robertashton1
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Introduction
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It’s strange to think that there was a time when only the privileged few could read or write. The rest of us relied on the spoken word. Storytelling was used to pass knowledge on from one generation to the next. Now, most of us are literate and use the written word to gather information and inform our decision making.

Increasingly we do this online, with social media and messaging enabling rapid, spontaneous global communication. But rather than freeing us from the need for clear, effective written communication, it actually makes good communication even more important.

The less we communicate face to face, the greater the opportunity for misunderstandings. Of course, all writing communicates your message to people you cannot see and may never meet. It means you can influence more widely; it also means you must take care not to make assumptions about your reader, especially those who see your public postings.

Successful copywriting is constructed from carefully selected words, each with a clear purpose. It is written to prompt feelings, thoughts or actions. It is clear, concise and at times comforting. It is also comprehensible, even to those not yet confident users of your language.

Reading this book, and following the techniques it introduces, will make you a more effective writer. Expertise in grammar is not needed as all the necessary jargon is simply defined and, anyway, some forms of business writing deliberately ignore rules. This book is for people who want to write for results.

Successful business writing will make you:

•  appear more focused

•  more influential

•  easier to understand

•  able to lead others

•  more likely to achieve your goals.

This book will help you achieve all this.

Robert Ashton
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Today we will explore some of the basics. We will build our understanding of what will make your writing more appealing and effective. Remember that although few people read business copy for pleasure, it should nonetheless be a pleasure to read.

Effective business writing captures attention, arouses interest and prompts action.

By the end of today, you will understand:

•  why you must have a clear goal

•  how to structure any piece of writing

•  some relevant jargon and what it means

•  what words are guaranteed to ‘hook’ your reader.



Focus on the result

Before starting to write your copy, jot down a list of things you want to happen as a result of your words being read. Try to prioritize them as follows.

‘As a result of reading my copy, my audience will:

•  know what I have set out to tell them

•  think that what I am describing is relevant to them

•  do something as a result of having read my words.’

For example, in an email that asks people to attend a meeting, you want them to:

•  know when and where the meeting is, how long it will take and what will be covered

•  think about what they can contribute to the discussion, and also that there will be a clear benefit for them if they attend

•  do something: let you know if they can attend or, if they cannot, who perhaps can come in their place.

If there are eight teams in your company and you need six people to turn up, representing at least five of the teams, to drive through the decisions your meeting makes, you can measure the success of your copy by how many teams are represented.

Now think about some pressing goals that you need to achieve through others. Try to list the objectives in terms of what you want people to know, think and do. It should make focusing a lot easier. When you start writing, it will also make it a lot easier for your reader to work out what you want him or her to know, think and do. The clearer your message, the more easily it will be understood.

Structure to succeed

Even if your job means you never meet a customer, it could be argued that your business copy needs to sell. This is because business writing has to be persuasive and, as we all know, sales copy can be the most persuasive of all. In our example above, in which we seek to arrange a meeting, we have to persuade people to attend. They will no doubt have other things they could do instead. Remember, too, that in writing your words are substitutes for your voice.
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If you are writing sales copy, your words are in effect making a ‘sales presentation’ and so they need to follow the structure of a sales interview.
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Let’s take a look at the stages of the sales process, as this provides a useful structure for almost any business writing situation. It can work well, even if all you are selling is the need to stand away from the edge of a cliff.

1 Get the reader’s attention

Before your advertisement, poster, website, report or proposal gets read, it has to attract the eye of your target reader. It has to compete with interesting editorial, proposals written by your rivals and a whole lot else. Later, we will cover techniques that can help you do this, but for now, focus on the need to make your introduction punchy, relevant, exciting and able to communicate the nub of your message in a split second.

2 Make it personal

You will be familiar with those cheesy mailshots that mention your name, your address and something about you on every other line. These letters are written by experts. They know that using your name and referring to things you can readily relate to will make the letter personal to you. In a face-to-face meeting, most of those reassuring ‘it’s for me’ messages are transmitted non-verbally, through body language. But you will not be standing in front of your reader, so your words have to do this for you.

3 Give them reasons to stay reading

Most people have a short attention span and are easily distracted. Your writing has to hold their interest. This is best achieved using ‘benefits’. For example, we want you to keep reading this book because then you will become a better writer and will gain a healthy return on your investment. This is achieved by hinting at what is to follow in later chapters. This should help keep your interest and build your expectation. The back cover outlines what’s inside and now that you are inside, you are being drip fed with hints that expand on those promised benefits. If you think back to the ‘know, think, do’ sequence, you can perhaps begin to see how you can introduce ‘build up’ to your writing, maintaining interest and keeping your reader with you.

4 Overcome likely objections

You’ve grabbed attention, made it personal and now you’ve added some relevant benefits. Your reader will now be looking for the catch; that’s human nature. What you have to do is pre-empt any objections by providing the answer before the doubt pops into their head. Project proposals are a good example of where this is really important. A section that breaks down the budget and resource implications and spells out the return is a great way to allay fears. You have to put yourself in the shoes of your reader, anticipate their questions and provide ready-made answers. This is why FAQ sections can be so useful.

5 Be believable

Business writing is a creative medium and you can say almost anything if you have the skill and technique to make your argument look credible. Your reader may realize this, so your text has to be underpinned with fact, or at least testimonial. To avoid litigation, particularly with advertising and promotional copy, you have to be careful to make only honest claims that can be supported. Remember, too, that operating manuals, personnel documents and even warning signs can, if they are misleading, land you in trouble. Consider the following statement.

‘In independent tasting trials most people preferred cola brand X. We think your customers will prefer it too.’

A good enough reason, perhaps, to stock brand X in your shop. Read it again. The independent trials were probably conducted in the street by a research company and there are methods you can use to influence tasting trials (for example, the first product tasted is often preferred to the second). Secondly, the writer only ‘thinks’ your customers will prefer brand X. If your customers prove to hate the stuff, you cannot sue the writer. Clearly the writer cannot say which your customers will prefer. The customers themselves need to make that particular decision.

6 Make a call to action

This is the most important part of your business writing for it delivers the result. You have to remember only to seek a realistic result and not ask too much of your reader. It is also important to encourage a response you can measure. For example, if your letter invites the reader to visit a business website, you have no way of relating the resulting ‘hits’ to the letter. Better to offer some incentive, or even set up a separate ‘front page’ for the promotion, so that you can track success.

Using the structure: an example

Now
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