
MARGO BERMAN
THE COPYWRITER’S

TOOLKIT
THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO

STRATEGIC ADVERTISING COPY

B
ER

M
A

N
TH

E CO
P

YW
R

ITER
’S TO

O
LK

IT
TH

E CO
M

P
LETE 

G
U

ID
E TO

 STR
ATEG

IC 
A

D
V

ER
TISIN

G
 CO

P
Y

THE COPYWRITER’S

TOOLKIT
THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO

STRATEGIC ADVERTISING COPY

ISBN 978-1-4051-9953-7

“From strategy fundamentals to executional tips from some of the industry’s best, 
beginning writers and veterans alike will appreciate using The Copywriter’s Toolkit

to help them get started – or even clear away the cobwebs.”
Tom Denari, President, Young & Laramore 

“The Copywriter’s Toolkit is one of the few books I have read that applies to the meeting
room as much as the classroom. I found the relationship between strategy and execution

to be right on. I highly recommend it.”
Joe Zubizarreta, COO, Zubi Advertising Services

“Berman has succeeded in explaining the entire global advertising ecosystem
in one comprehensive, easy-to-read book.”

Pippa Seichrist, President, Cofounder, Miami Ad School

It doesn’t matter whether you’re a student, novice, or seasoned professional, this book will hone 
your copywriting skills. Beginning with strategy and technique, each following chapter focuses 
on writing for a specific medium: from print and broadcast through ambient and digital media. 

Writing examples are shown using industry-standard formats. You’ll quickly see how radio 
scripts differ from TV scripts, how television storyboards are best presented, and how print copy 

is typed up to facilitate typesetting.

Copywriters from global agencies share their writing secrets and offer copy tips for every medium. 
Special callout boxes will make major points easy to remember and simple to apply. Glossaries 

are listed in relevant chapters and checklists summarize the principles for fast reference.

Written from a real-world perspective by an award-winning copywriter/producer/director, this 
comprehensive guide is what every writer needs to create powerful, strategic ad copy.

Margo Berman is Professor of Advertising at Florida International University and has 
more than 20 years’ experience as a creative director and copywriter. She is the author 

of Street-Smart Advertising: How to Win the Battle of the Buzz (2010) and co-author 
(with Robyn Blakeman) of The Brains Behind Great Ad Campaigns: Creative Collaboration 

between Copywriters and Art Directors (2009). 

Cover image: Times Square, New York City © Jerry Driendl / Getty Images

Cover design by RBDA Studio



FFIRS.indd   iiFFIRS.indd   ii 3/17/12   2:46 PM3/17/12   2:46 PM



THE COPYWRITER’S

TOOLKIT

FFIRS.indd   iFFIRS.indd   i 3/17/12   2:46 PM3/17/12   2:46 PM



FFIRS.indd   iiFFIRS.indd   ii 3/17/12   2:46 PM3/17/12   2:46 PM



MARGO BERMAN
THE COPYWRITER’S 

TOOLKIT
THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO 

STRATEGIC ADVERTISING COPY

FFIRS.indd   iiiFFIRS.indd   iii 3/17/12   2:46 PM3/17/12   2:46 PM



Th is edition fi rst published 2012
© 2012 Margo Berman 

Blackwell Publishing was acquired by John Wiley & Sons in February 2007. Blackwell’s publishing program has 
been merged with Wiley’s global Scientifi c, Technical, and Medical business to form Wiley-Blackwell. 

Registered Offi ce

John Wiley & Sons Ltd, Th e Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, UK

Editorial Offi ces

350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148-5020, USA
9600 Garsington Road, Oxford, OX4 2DQ, UK 
Th e Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, UK 

For details of our global editorial offi  ces, for customer services, and for information about how to apply for 
permission to reuse the copyright material in this book please see our website at www.wiley.com/wiley-blackwell. 

Th e right of Margo Berman to be identifi ed as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the 
UK Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988. 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in 
any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, except as permitted by 
the UK Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, without the prior permission of the publisher.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats. Some content that appears in print may not be 
available in electronic books.

Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are oft en claimed as trademarks. All brand 
names and product names used in this book are trade names, service marks, trademarks or registered 
trademarks of their respective owners. Th e publisher is not associated with any product or vendor mentioned 
in this book. Th is publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to 
the subject matter covered. It is sold on the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering 
professional services. If professional advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent 
professional should be sought.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Berman, Margo, 1947-
 Th e copywriter’s toolkit : the complete guide to strategic advertising copy / Margo Berman.
  p. cm.
 Includes bibliographical references and index.
 ISBN 978-1-4051-9952-0 — ISBN 978-1-4051-9953-7 (pbk.)
1. Advertising copy—Handbooks, manuals, etc. I. Title. 
 HF5825.B47 2012
 659.13'2—dc23
                                  2011042973

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Set in 10/12.5 Minion Pro by Th omson Digital, Noida, India 

1 2012

FFIRS.indd   ivFFIRS.indd   iv 3/17/12   2:46 PM3/17/12   2:46 PM

http://www.wiley.com/wiley-blackwell


I would like to dedicate this book to my parents who gave me the discipline and creative freedom to 
solve complex problems.

FDED.indd   vFDED.indd   v 15/02/12   10:13 AM15/02/12   10:13 AM



BRIEF CONTENTS

1 THE PERSUASIVE WORD: strategy ABCs: audience, benefi ts, 
and creative briefs 1

2 THE STRATEGIC WORD: strategy categories 15

3 THE CHOSEN WORD: writing techniques 32

4 THE STICKY WORD: headline and slogan techniques 44

5 THE WRITTEN WORD: print 59

6 THE SPOKEN WORD: radio 85

7 THE ANIMATED WORD: television 115

8 THE DELIVERED AND ABRIDGED WORD: direct mail, mobile, and 
small-space writing 167

9 THE AMBIENT AND MOVING WORD: out-of-home and transit 196

10 THE ONLINE COMMUNAL WORD: digital dialogue, virtual community, blogging 224

11 THE ONLINE WORD: websites 242

12 THE BUZZ WORD: interactive engagement, social media, viral marketing 265

13 THE MULTIMEDIA WORD: integrated campaigns 289

14 THE GLOBAL WORD: multicultural and international campaigns 314

FTOC.indd   viFTOC.indd   vi 15/02/12   2:32 PM15/02/12   2:32 PM



Preface xii

Acknowledgments xv

CHAPTER ONE

THE PERSUASIVE WORD: STRATEGY 

ABCs: AUDIENCE, BENEFITS, AND 

CREATIVE BRIEFS 1

Thinking about strategy fi rst 2

Examining the brief: an up-close look 4

Templates 1.1: The shorter 
creative brief 4

Templates 1.2: The creative brief 5

Gaining deeper audience insight through VALS 
and observational research 6

Useful info 1.3: VALS comparison 
starting with highest incomes 
on top 10

Understanding secondary audience versus 
primary audience 10

Delving into consumer insights 11

Realizing the importance of a 
benefi t 12

Creative strategy exercises 13

Notes 14

CHAPTER TWO

THE STRATEGIC WORD: STRATEGY 

CATEGORIES 15

Using strategic thinking strengthens each touchpoint 16

Analyzing types of strategies 17

Keeping a handy reference list of strategies 18

Evaluating strategies and needs 23

Applying different types of positioning 27

Inventing the USP: selling uniqueness 28

Creating the main message: campaign slogans 28

Deciding the tone of voice 29

Considering competitors 29

Designing tactics 29

Advice from the pros 2.1: Charlie Hopper’s 
writing for specifi c media tips 29

Final creative direction checklist 30

Creative strategy exercises 30

Notes 31

CHAPTER THREE

THE CHOSEN WORD: WRITING 

TECHNIQUES 32

Developing a strong message with legs 33

Determining the tone of voice 34

CONTENTS

FTOC.indd   viiFTOC.indd   vii 15/02/12   2:32 PM15/02/12   2:32 PM



viii CONTENTS

Finding the point of view 34

Writing the way you speak 35

Writing to your audience 37

Checklist 3.1: A quick “Grammar” 
copywriting checklist 38

Writing for the medium and the senses 39

Writing for celebrities 40

Finding your own voice: some tips 41

Quick chapter overview 41

Checklist 3.2: Writing technique tips checklist 42

Creative writing exercises 42

Notes 43

CHAPTER FOUR

THE STICKY WORD: HEADLINE AND 

SLOGAN TECHNIQUES 44

Devising ad structure: headlines, subheads, 
body copy, and slogans 45

Remembering the call to action 46

Thinking up catchy headlines and subheads 46

Reviewing different kinds of headlines 47

Making up sticky slogans: the backbone 
of campaigns 50

Adding power to your writing 55

Copywriting insights and tips 55

Making your copy sticky 56

Creative writing exercises 57

Notes 57

CHAPTER FIVE

THE WRITTEN WORD: PRINT 59

Writing for the printed page 60

Formulating one focused message 61

Remembering the reader 61

Checklist 5.1: Copy checklist 62

Discovering basic copy format 64

Templates 5.2: Basic print ad copy format 64

Templates 5.3: Basic brochure copy format 65

Focusing on strategy, audience, benefi ts, tone of 
voice, message, and relevance 65

Recognizing categories of effective messages 66

Exploring playful, humorous, empathetic print ads 67

Studying more ads that empathize with the target 69

Identifying ads with an insider’s understanding 71

Shaping witty headlines that say it all 74

Noticing ads that don’t look like ads 77

Copywriting: a closer look 80

Print writing tips 80

Useful info 5.4: Common qualities in 
featured campaigns 80

Creative print checklist 81

Checklist 5.5: Print campaign checklist of 
questions 82

Creative print ad exercises 83 
Notes 84

CHAPTER SIX

THE SPOKEN WORD: RADIO 85

Becoming a radio afi cionado 86

Tips and rules 6.1: How to write for the ear 87

Learning some radio tips from the masters 87

Tips and rules 6.2: Basic radio writing rules 90

Observing a few more radio writing “rules” 91

Applying basic radio copy format 91

Finding out more about radio format 91

Templates 6.3: Standard radio format 92

Useful info 6.4: Common radio terms 93

Thinking about production from the start 96

Using union and nonunion talent, music, 
and sound effects 97

Working with and directing the talent 98

Understanding radio dayparts 99

Exploring examples of great radio scripts 101

Script 1: Silver in the City :60 radio, 
“lead lining” 101

Script 2: Silver in the City, :60 radio, 
“seasons/vortex” 102

Script 3: Goodwill, :60 radio, “his, hers 
and ours” 102

Script 4: Pop Weaver Popcorn, :60 radio, “tv spot on 
the radio” 103

Script 5: Pop Weaver Popcorn, :30 radio, 
“arlene” 104

Script 6: Motel 6, :60 radio, “comparison” 104

Script 7: The Laughing Cow “Valley Girl” and “Enid” 
radio campaign 105

Advice from the pros 6.5: Joy Golden’s 
10 secrets for creating successful comedy 
radio commercials 110

Writing radio tips 111

FTOC.indd   viiiFTOC.indd   viii 15/02/12   2:32 PM15/02/12   2:32 PM



CONTENTS ix

Advice from the pros 6.6: Charlie Hopper’s tips 
for writing for radio 111

Reviewing radio: the wrap up 113

Creative radio exercises 113

Notes 114

CHAPTER SEVEN

THE ANIMATED WORD: TELEVISION 115

Scrutinizing television writing: what’s 
the secret? 116

Analyzing TV writing: where to begin 116

Tips and rules 7.1: The three Rs 116

Reviewing universal truths 120

Scripts and examples 7.2: Bridgestone 
TV script: “taters” 123

Discovering more about universal truths 125

Scripts and examples 7.3: Bridgestone 
TV script: “scream” 129

Scripts and examples 7.4: Bridgestone 
TV script: “hot item” 131

Portraying common goals 132

Scripts and examples 7.5: Angie’s List 
TV script: “pay per view” 133

Scripts and examples 7.6: Angie’s List 
TV script: “red paint” 136

Seeing how exaggeration, humor, and strong 
copy drive home benefi ts 137

Realizing a great tip for TV spot length 145

Investigating ways to present TV ideas 145

Scripts and examples 7.7: Story script example: 
Hewlett-Packard, :30 TV, “Live Wirelessly. 
Print Wirelessly.” 147

Learning from beloved Super Bowl spots 148

Identifying types of TV commercials 148

Useful info 7.8: Some popular types 
of TV spots 149

Writing TV scripts 151

Tips and rules 7.9: Basic TV writing 
rules for scripts 152

Absorbing key copywriting tips 154

Tom Amico’s tips (Kaplan Thaler Group) 154

Sara Rose’s tips (Goodby Silverstein & Partners) 154

Vinny Warren’s tips just on screenwriting 
(The Escape Pod) 155

Casting TV talent 156

Becoming familiar with TV terminology 156

Useful info 7.10: Common TV terms 157

Templates 7.11: Basic TV copy format 160

Scripts and examples 7.12: Weight Watchers 
“momentum” campaign examples 160

Creative TV exercises 161

Notes 165

CHAPTER EIGHT

THE DELIVERED AND ABRIDGED 

WORD: DIRECT MAIL, MOBILE, AND 

SMALL-SPACE WRITING 167

Exploring direct mail 168

Grasping why direct mail? 168

Checklist 8.1: Direct mail handy checklist 169

Learning a few pointers about writing 
self-promotion letters 172

Advice from the pros 8.2: Drayton Bird’s 
letter writing principles 173

Creating messages for mobile e-mail marketing 174

Writing copy for product packaging 174

Examining examples of creative package copy 174

Advice from the pros 8.3: Five tips for better 
results with mobile e-mail marketing 
from Shane Ketterman 175

Checklist 8.4: Small-space writing checklist 178

Scripts and examples 8.5: Headlines for Ugly 
Mug Coffee bags 179

Learning some tips for small-space writing from 
Charlie Hopper 183

Advice from the pros 8.6: Basic writing tips 
from Curt Mueller 189

Creating coupon copy 190

Examining online banner ad copy 190

Understanding catalog copywriting 191

Scripts and examples 8.7: Ovation Guitars 
copy 192

Checklist 8.8: Catalog copywriting checklist 193

Creative abridged writing exercises 193

Notes 194

CHAPTER NINE

THE AMBIENT AND MOVING WORD: 

OUT-OF-HOME AND TRANSIT 196

Starting from the medium 197

Useful info 9.1: Kinds of ambient media 199

FTOC.indd   ixFTOC.indd   ix 15/02/12   2:32 PM15/02/12   2:32 PM



x CONTENTS

Noticing messages wherever you are 201

Looking closely at out-of-home messages 201

Tips and rules 9.2: Tips for writing 
ambient copy 202

Thinking about surprising the audience 202

Understanding your audience’s frame of reference 207

Being irreverent and still effective 212

Taking a once touchy subject into a humorous 
campaign 217

Finding new places to advertise 220

Checklist 9.3: Creative ambient 
checklist 222

Creative ambient exercises 222

Notes 223

CHAPTER TEN

THE ONLINE COMMUNAL WORD: 

DIGITAL DIALOGUE, VIRTUAL 

COMMUNITY, BLOGGING 224

Interacting with your online audience 225

Writing for the Web 225

Surfi ng the Web 225

Talking to the reader 226

Evaluating the copy’s tone of voice 226

Including clever headlines 227

Scripts and examples 10.1: Fun website 
headlines 227

Advice from the pros 10.2: Warning: 
use these fi ve headline formulas at 
your own risk 228

Analyzing the message 229

Tips and rules 10.3: The 10 basic rules of 
copywriting 229

Creating a successful blog 229

Tips and rules 10.4: 10 steps for a successful 
blog series 230

Reading blogs for digital writing tips 230

Editing: Charlie Hopper’s tips to cut copy 231

Advice from the pros 10.5: Andy Beal’s top 
blogging tips 232

Useful info 10.6: Top copy-specifi c blogs 
from “top copywriting sites” 233

Looking into blogs for ad agencies 234

Learning blogging tips 234

Learning the rules of guest blogging 235

Revealing more bloggers’ observations 235

Looking at online versus print articles 237

Useful info 10.7: Social media ethical 
issue terms 239

Reviewing digital writing 240

Checklist 10.8: Blogging checklist 240

Creative blogging exercises 240

Notes 241

CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE ONLINE WORD: WEBSITES 242

Considering different types of digital directions 243

Examining a site with straightforward copy 244

Scripts and examples 11.1: Where we 
come from 244

Looking at copy on two digital agency sites 245

Examining a humorous site 249

Understanding SEO as a writer 249

Advice from the pros 11.2: Derek Cromwell’s 
website copywriting tips 250

Staying current about SEO 251

Useful info 11.3: 24 awesome SEO blogs 
everyone should read 251

Learning digital media from online experts 253

Advice from the pros 11.4: Alessandra
Lariu’s digital writing tips 254

Useful info 11.5: Common Internet terms 257

Checklist 11.6: Online writing checklist 262

Creative online writing exercises 262

Notes 263

CHAPTER TWELVE

THE BUZZ WORD: INTERACTIVE 

ENGAGEMENT, SOCIAL MEDIA, 

VIRAL MARKETING 265

Understanding interactivity 266

Asking: what’s the point of interaction? 266

Considering sendable campaigns 267

Asking consumers to share their stories 267

Thinking about interactivity 268

Creating other ways to use interactivity 270

Discovering how to create buzz 274

Creating buzz with viral marketing / word 
of mouth 276

Asking why you responded 279

FTOC.indd   xFTOC.indd   x 15/02/12   2:32 PM15/02/12   2:32 PM



CONTENTS xi

Understanding when buzz goes wrong 280

Looking at social networking: Facebook, 
Twitter, and more 281

Communicating online is similar to other media 283

Advice from the pros 12.1: Three digital writing 
tips from Peter Sena II 284

Watching new media 284

Using new media for marketing messages 285

Using social media to create viral reactions 286

Designing games to recruit staff 286

Final interactive media checklist 286

Creative interactive exercises 287

Notes 287

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THE MULTIMEDIA WORD: INTEGRATED 

CAMPAIGNS 289

Developing ideas that spin out 290

Thinking about how small-space writing 
differs from other media 293

Creating messages that move from 
one medium into another 294

Thinking about multimedia from the beginning 297

Checking that you’re writing for the eye, ear, 
and imagination 297

Reminding consumers of the benefi ts in 
all media 298

Including target-specifi c ambient and 
interactive advertising 299

Being irreverent can create unforgettable 
messages 300

Creating a new approach to a normally 
stuffy category 301

Learning Charlie Hopper’s media-focused 
writing tips 302

Advice from the pros 13.1: Hopper’s top 
writing tips 303

Gaining some insights into how Crispin Porter � 
Bogusky think 304

Looking at more multimedia campaigns 304

Scripts and examples 13.2: Mount Sinai, :60
radio, “Two-Year-Old” 307

Single medium campaigns 307

Checklist 13.3: Multimedia writing tips 
checklist 310

Multimedia messaging exercises 311

Notes 312

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE GLOBAL WORD: MULTICULTURAL 

AND INTERNATIONAL CAMPAIGNS 314

Revisiting universal truths as a core message 315

Writing for hispanic markets 316

Using global truths for today’s diverse market 318

Advice from the pros 14.1: Five writing tips from 
George L. San Jose 346

Creating international campaigns 347

Seeing how concepts move into other markets 347

Taking a tagline into other countries 347

Changing consumer behavior with fun 357

Reaching out with on-the-go solutions 358

Using the digital world to go global 359

Observing international campaigns 360

Advice from the pros 14.2: Three tips for writing 
to biculturals from Carlos Menendez 361

Checklist 14.3: Multilingual and multicultural 
writing tips checklist 361

Multilingual and international messaging exercises 362

Notes 364

Suggested Reading 365

Index 368

FTOC.indd   xiFTOC.indd   xi 15/02/12   2:32 PM15/02/12   2:32 PM



PREFACE

I
t doesn’t matter whether you’re a student, novice, or seasoned professional, this book 
will hone your copywriting skills. Beginning with strategy and technique, each following 

chapter focuses on writing for a specifi c medium: from print, broadcast, and out-of-home 
through social, interactive, and digital media. Writing examples are shown using a gamut of 
industry standard formats, which are useful reference points when writing. You’ll quickly 
see how radio scripts diff er from TV scripts, how television storyboards are presented, and 
how print copy is typed up to facilitate typesetting.

You’ll discover why thinking from the production end fi rst helps writers create better 
broadcast copy. Starting with the end result in mind helps you consider which talent to cast 
and what sound eff ects or music cuts to include. Th ese conscious choices force you to write 
for a specifi c voice and with a completely produced spot in mind. 

Other writing areas of discussion will help you avoid other production errors like 
inaccurate script length, legal issues created by the absence of talent releases, and screen 
safety problems in television post production. Special callout boxes will make major 
principles easy to remember and simple to apply. 

You may already realize that it’s not enough for you to know how to create headlines and 
slogans or to write strong copy. You must also know how to create gripping messages in 
every medium, from traditional to emerging. Besides having an understanding of current 
trends, you should also be creative enough to bend or invent new media vehicles. You 
should avoid creative stagnation and innovative inertia. With all your mental muscle, you 
should push your imagination past the status quo. And create new avenues of expression.

In order to this, you must have a solid writing foundation. You need to understand various 
script formats, creative brief templates, media restrictions, and compositional structures. 
Th en, you need to build on that knowledge and cement it with strategic thinking, analytical 
insights, audience-relevant messages, and sound writing techniques.
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PREFACE xiii

Th is book will give you an entire toolkit of tips to write in all size spaces, all venues, 
and all touchpoints. Whether you’re creating messages for small print or mobile coupons, 
packaging, or “gianormous” billboards, interactive or any other media, you’ll be able to 
apply the principles set forth in this volume and succeed in writing compelling copy.

Great advertising writing isn’t just clever; it’s convincing. It’s persuasive. It’s interruptive. 
It’s intrusive. Most of all, it’s unforgettable. Th e ad campaigns that create “talk value” (are 
talked about over offi  ce water coolers) also generate free press and propel the campaign into 
everyday events and mainstream consciousness.

How do you begin to create these kinds of messages? You start by understanding that 
every assignment has an objective. An audience it’s targeting. An array of media where it 
encounters that consumer. And a specifi c strategy to deliver that message. 

To help you get started, each chapter is devoted to one aspect of writing. I would 
recommend you read the fi rst four chapters fi rst, so you have a solid foundation of the 
basics: targeting your audience, presenting key benefi ts, creating a brief (chapter 1), 
selecting a strategy (chapter 2), applying writing techniques (chapter 3), and developing a 
main message (chapter 4). Aft er that, you can read any chapter in any order (from chapters 
5 through 14). Th at’s because the book is modular. 

Th erefore, each chapter stands on its own. So, if you’d like to read about writing for 
television, you could read that chapter. Or if you’re interested in blogging, you could go to 
that chapter. Or if you’re curious about multilingual or international campaigns, you start 
with the last chapter. People learn best when they satisfy their curiosity. With that said, you 
can begin wherever you want. Th en, go to whatever interests you most. Here’s the order of 
each medium that’s explored.

 ● Chapter 5: Print (ads, brochures, catalogues)
 ● Chapter 6: Radio
 ● Chapter 7: TV 
 ● Chapter 8: Direct mail, mobile and small-space writing
 ● Chapter 9: Out-of-home and transit 
 ● Chapter 10: Digital dialogue, virtual community, blogging 
 ● Chapter 11: Websites 
 ● Chapter 12: Interactive engagement, social media and viral marketing 
 ● Chapter 13: Integrated campaigns 
 ● Chapter 14: International campaigns

I also recommend familiarizing yourself with the content set in callout boxes. Th ey’re 
designed so you can fi nd what you’re looking for. If you want to review the checklists, you 
can fi nd them listed in the table of contents or the index. If you want to read tips for writing, 
simply look those up. Or, if you want to check out the info boxes, rules, and so on, go right 
ahead. You can also scan the book and read the callout quotes. Th ey’re little bites of wisdom 
that are easily digestible.

To best absorb the information in each chapter, allow yourself the necessary time to do 
the following:

1 Read the copy in all the examples.
2 See how it relates to the image.
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xiv PREFACE

3 Look carefully at typography for hierarchy of message. (See what’s emphasized by 
the size, position, and style of the type.)

4 Review the terminology lists.
5 Visit the listed websites.
6 Complete, or at least examine, the exercises.
7 Become an active observer. Notice new media everywhere.
8 Practice your analytical skills every day, whenever you see advertising messages.
9 Be a gracious recipient of criticism. You’ll grow faster.
10 Read more. Be receptive to all kinds of writing. In all media and formats, from 

plays to promotions.

What I have intended to set forth is a “Writer’s Depot” where you can browse all the 
tools on the virtual shelf and select the ones you need to add to your creative tool shed. Take 
what you want, review what you’d like, and cart off  as many as you can. Th at way, you’ll be 
prepared for any upcoming project.

If you’re committed to your own creative growth, you’ll become a stronger writer, even if 
you jump around from medium to medium. You’ll soon discover, aft er reading this complete 
guide, you’ll be prepared to create compelling copy in any medium. Mostly, because you’ll 
be equipped with a handy, all-in-one toolkit. 

But, don’t stop there. You’ll also fi nd an online toolkit that’s packed with ancillary 
materials. Th ese will serve as additional tools to reinforce the skill sets you’ll be building.

Just visit www.wiley.com/go/copywriterstoolkit and you’ll be privy to a plethora of 
informative supplements, including:

1 145-page Test Bank
2 84-page Instructor’s Guide
3 14 PowerPoint presentations (one for each chapter)
4 Interactive terminology
5 5-page Syllabus

Feel free to refer to them for creative exercises, quiz questions, chapter reviews, key 
point summaries, or critical analyses. Th e online toolkit is an invitation to start a creative 
scavenger hunt where advertising solutions start with strategic thinking.
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THE PERSUASIVE WORD
Strategy ABCs: audience, benefi ts,
and creative briefs

Thinking about strategy fi rst

Examining the brief: an up-close look

Gaining deeper audience insight 

through VALS and observational 

research

Understanding secondary audience 

versus primary audience

Delving into consumer insights

Realizing the importance of a benefi t

Creative strategy exercises

Having a clear vision of what it is that 

you are heading for, and know it when 

you see it and dismiss it when you don’t see it, is 

really, really important. Just think from the outset 

about what it is that you’re writing because writing is 

not an accident. 

DRUMMOND BERMAN, CREATIVE DIRECTOR/

COPYWRITER, EURO RSCG 1
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2 CHAPTER ONE THE PERSUASIVE WORD

I
n this fi rst chapter, you’ll examine a campaign’s creative starting point: the strategy. You’ll 
take an up-close look at the creative brief, which acts as the campaign’s directional guide. 

You’ll analyze the structure and function of the creative brief, see how it drives the strategy, 
and fi nd out how it’s based on several key aspects including market research, consumer 
insights, specifi c objectives, and product positioning.

You’ll also learn how to create eff ective media intersections, or the best places for your 
message to collide with the consumer. In no time, you’ll grasp how to use these “collision 
venues” or touchpoints to change or reinforce consumers’ impression of the brand. You’ll 
see selecting the right tactics (specifi c distribution vehicles, like online ads or mobile 
messages) helps propel your message to the targeted audience. 

In addition, you’ll realize that creating a two-way conversation with consumers can 
result in an unexpected backlash. Th at happens when consumers share their feelings 
(good and bad) about the brand. You’ll quickly recognize that being able to analyze your 
audience through various means like VALS will help you create authentic and credible 
messages.

You’ll soon comprehend the diff erence between primary and secondary audiences, be 
able to identify them, and know why you need to consider both. You’ll gain insight into 
why some agencies copy test (ask consumers their opinion of ad messages) and some still 
conduct focus groups, surveys, mall interceptions, and other means of consumer research 
discussed later in the chapter. Finally, you’ll be reminded of the importance of focusing on 
the benefi t in your main idea. So, let’s start looking at strategy right now.

Thinking about strategy fi rst

Every advertising campaign needs a specifi c objective, a clear message, a target audience, and 
a “strategy.” Th e strategy is the overall creative direction of a campaign, which is determined 
by the account and creative teams. Th ey work together to develop an underlying solution 
that addresses a specifi c consumer benefi t or need, clarifi es the product or service, or solves 
a brand’s marketing challenge. Th e strategy acts like a compass and allows the agency to 
double check that the campaign direction is on-course. For example, if the agreed-upon 
strategy was to show the whitening power of a detergent and the ad talked about a special 
two-for-one off er, then the message was off -strategy. It should be highlighting the whitening 
ability, not the price.

How does each agency decide the strategy? First it conducts research to gain consumer 
insights. What does the audience want or need? How can this product deliver a solution? 
What is the benefi t, the reward for the consumer to make this purchase? Th e agency team 
looks to answer these and other questions and gain a deeper understanding of consumers 
and how they think. What they value. What’s important to them? What solution the product 
off ers. Why should they choose this product and not another.

Th e agency team uses the creative brief to answer these and other specifi c questions 
in order to develop a creative strategy statement to steer the campaign. Th e account 
team always thinks about the big picture, concentrates on the overall strategic direction, 
and looks for long-term creative solutions in its messaging. To gain greater insight into 
the creative-problem-solving process, we’ll start by examining the elements of a creative 
brief. Th en, we’ll see how it serves as an outline for the campaign strategy, or basic 
creative destination.
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THINKING ABOUT STRATEGY FIRST 3

But, before we get to the brief, we should take a look at how much of this strategic 
thinking has been changed over the years by technology and consumer behavior. Starting 
in 1900, when N.W. Ayer fi rst introduced campaigns to fulfi ll the advertisers’ marketing 
objectives,2 agencies used to work in this way: 

1 Brief
2 Creative strategy
3 Concept
4 Execution

First the brief was created based on client input, market research, consumer insight, 
advertising objectives, product positioning (in the mind of the consumer), competitors, 
product’s uniqueness, tactics, main message, and so on. Th en, the strategy was created based 
on the brief, a main concept was developed from the strategy, and the concept was executed.

Today, marketers are thinking about the execution as they’re creating the brief. Why? 
Because the advertising isn’t just about the concept; it’s also about where the message and 
consumer intersect. Th ese media intersections are “touchpoints,” places where the campaign 
messages are seen by the target. Another key point is that consumers now participate in 
delivering the brand’s message. Th ey do this through consumer-created content and 
user-generated content. Th e diff erence between these two is that user-generated content 
are messages developed by people who use the product, not just the general public. With 
so many people involved in social media like Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, and Flickr, 
consumers can continue a dialogue between themselves and the brand. Or they can initiate 
an open conversation among members of their online community. 

Consumers can share their opinions, photos, videos, and even their own impression 
of the brand through self-created commercials. Th is puts the power of selling a brand’s 
message in the hands of the consumer, without anyone’s permission. Marketers have to 
be careful because once a negative impression is circulated on the Internet, it’s diffi  cult 
to change it. Advertisers have to protect their brands’ images. Th ere are several ways they 
attempt to do this. Notice the word “attempt,” because it’s not that simple to achieve. First, 
they need to constantly monitor their social media sites. Second, they need to immediately 
address consumer complaints. Th ird, they need to be willing to face harsh criticism in a 
graceful and responsive way. 

Now, unhappy consumers can create damaging user-generated content. One 
unforgettable 2008 United Airlines incident was globally publicized online. While the band 
Sons of Maxwell was on tour they witnessed the careless handling of its $3,500 guitar by 
the United Airlines’ baggage crew. Aft er several unsuccessful attempts to have the airline 
resolve the problem, the band created a video detailing the event. It posted it on YouTube 
where it instantly went viral. Unlike years ago, companies today that are nonresponsive to 
customer complaints have to face irate, public backlash. Consumers are no longer going 
to sit idly by when they can broadcast their poor customer service complaints. Smart 
marketers are wise to address problems immediately. Most likely, that would be any brand’s 
best corporate strategy. 

Taking that one step forward, Crispin Porter � Bogusky, named agency of the decade by 
Advertising Age (December 14, 2009 issue), fl ies over this process entirely and starts with the 
end in mind: press coverage. Creative talents must write a jaw-dropping press release before 
they begin any creative conceptualization. Th ey must present what the press will write about. 
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4 CHAPTER ONE THE PERSUASIVE WORD

Th en, they have to fi nd a way to make that happen. Th e campaign’s “big idea” must transcend 
medium and format. It must be so powerful it cannot be ignored. In thinking about the 
reaction to their work, their strategic thinking teams include cognitive anthropologists 
(account managers), creatives, digital technologists (developers), and anyone else who 
would like to work on the campaign. It’s a collaborative eff ort in which everyone shares 
ownership, with credit lists of possibly 75 people.

Now, let’s get back to the function and format of the brief, which is more commonly used 
at agencies, and how that guides the strategic direction.

Examining the brief: an up-close look

Although agencies diff er in their briefs, most include the same key information. Here’s a 
template to use for your briefs. It forces you to determine the audience, product competitors, 
consumer opinions, product uniqueness, and other critical areas.

We will look at the basic or shorter brief (text box 1.1) and the more expanded, detailed 
brief (text box 1.2).

You can see there are only eight parts to this basic brief. Th is will give you a good start in 
your overall thinking. However, before you can begin outlining your creative direction, you 
should go through and complete the longer brief (text box 1.2). Be sure to answer every one 
of the questions and fi ll in each answer specifi cally.

Th e brief is a series of questions that need to be carefully answered before developing 
a solid campaign strategy. First you need to fully understand all of the terminology. First, 
we’ll examine some of the words used in box 1.2.

Th e brand is advertising to say something to  (VERB – persuade, convince, 
inform, educate) the audience (SPECIFIC CONSUMERS) that this  (PRODUCT, 
SERVICE OR BRAND) will  (STATE THE BENEFIT) because  
(FEATURES THAT EXPLAIN WHY AUDIENCE SHOULD BELIEVE IT. THIS ACTS AS 
A SUPPORT STATEMENT).

1 What is the brand’s character or personality?

2 Why does the brand want to advertise?

3 Who is the audience? 

4 What do they (audience members) currently think? 

5 What do you want them to think? 

6 Why should they buy this product/service? 

7 What is the big message you want them to know? 

8 What kind of tactics (specifi c ad/promotional techniques) do you want to use? For example, do you 
want to use viral marketing, interactive online components, out-of-home messages, print ads, transit 
(buses, subways, taxis, etc.), new media, direct mail, or other vehicles?

TEMPLATES 1.1 The shorter creative brief 
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EXAMINING THE BRIEF: AN UP-CLOSE LOOK 5

1 Why does the brand want to advertise? What does it want to accomplish? 
(Use this template.)

Creative strategy statement template

To   that  will  because .
    (verb)   (audience)    (brand)    (benefi t)      (support statement / 
                              reason why)

Example

To convince fastidious moms that Tide will get out the toughest stains because of its enzyme-fi ghting 
formula.

2 Who is the audience?

a Demographics– Provides insight into audience by their age, income, education, gender, 
occupation (employment status), etc.

b Psychographics– Examines how audience lives. Think lifestyle, attitude, personality, behavior (like 
brand loyalty), and value (what’s important to them). (VALS and OBSERVATIONAL RESEARCH. 
Explained after box. See below.) 

c Geographics– Explores where (location and kind of setting: urban, suburban, rural) audience lives.

3 Who are the brand’s competitors?

4 What do they (audience members) currently think (about the brand)? 

5 What do you want them to think (about the brand)? (THINK CONSUMER BENEFIT. What the product 
does for the end-user.)

6 Why should they buy this brand (product or service)? Clearly answer: “WHY BUY?”

7 What is the big message you want them to know? (THINK SLOGAN.) 

8 Determine what the brand’s positioning is. Do you want consumers to say it’s safe, cool, fun, reliable, 
etc.? (WHAT IS THE BRAND KNOWN FOR?)

9 What is the brand’s USP? (UNIQUE SELLING POINT OR PROPOSITION?) What separates this brand 
from its competitors?

10 What is the brand’s character or personality?

a What kind of personality does the brand have?

b Who would the brand be as a famous person?

c Who would that famous person be in relation to the consumer? (A coach, friend, uncle, sister, 
neighbor, dad?)

d How would that person (friend, brother, boss) speak to the consumer? How would a coach speak 
to team members? THINK ADJECTIVE. A coach would be authoritative, encouraging, concerned, 
etc. This is the brand’s TONE OF VOICE. (Use it in #11 below.)

TEMPLATES 1.2 The creative brief 
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6 CHAPTER ONE THE PERSUASIVE WORD

Th e creative strategy, as shown in the brief (# 1) is a deceptively simple formula that 
explains the broad direction of the campaign. Although it looks like an easy-to-develop 
sentence, the challenge is to write it in the most descriptive and accurate language, 
specifi cally relating to the brand. Just fi ll in the blanks. Use the capped words in parentheses 
as explanatory guides. 

Th e point here is to explain in detail why the brand is advertising; however you don’t 
want to just say “to increase sales” or “to build awareness” because that could apply to 
any brand. Th ose statements are too general. Th is is where you want to diff erentiate your 
brand from any other. You must answer this general question in a very specifi c way: 
What do you want this campaign to do for the brand? Don’t just rush in with the fi rst 
obvious answer. Look deeper into the audience profi le you’ll outline before proceeding. 
Who are they? Why are you targeting them? What benefi t will they derive from this 
product or service? What features explain why they should pick this brand and not one 
of its competitors?

Th e trick to writing a great brief is in drilling down the information. Th ink of it as if 
you’re a chef and you’re reducing the ingredients in a pan to create a sauce. You must reduce 
the information down to its core essence. Th is one sentence must act like a one-line review 
in a newspaper if this were a restaurant. Th en, the campaign or “menu” is what will attract 
diners to taste the food or brand.

Gaining deeper audience insight through VALS 

and observational research

Two other important terms appeared in the brief under “Who is the Audience” in 
section 2b above, “Psychographics.” Th ese were VALS and observational research. VALS 

connects consumer personality traits to 
future purchasing behaviors. VALS stands 
for Values, Attitudes, and Lifestyles and was 
created in the 1970s by SRI International, 
a research company, in Menlo, California. 
VALS market segmentation places audiences 
into easy-to-refer-to, shopping-prediction 
categories. Observational research is a method 

11 What is the tone of voice? (HOW YOU SPEAK TO YOUR AUDIENCE: Think adjective. Refer to #10d, 
above.)

12 What kinds of tactics (specifi c ad/promotional techniques) do you want to use? For example, do 
you want to use viral marketing, interactive online components, ambient messages, print ads, transit 
(buses, subways, taxis, etc.), new media, direct mail, or other vehicles?

13 Think about what kind of campaign will generate press and create buzz.

The brief has a tiny hole. You must make an 

elephant go through it without tearing the 

paper. JUAN SANTIAGO LAGOS, ASSOCIATE CREATIVE 

DIRECTOR, ZUBI ADVERTISING, NOW AT ALMA/DDB3
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GAINING DEEPER AUDIENCE INSIGHT THROUGH VALS AND OBSERVATIONAL RESEARCH 7

of collecting consumer information by seeing them fi rsthand in a natural, everyday setting 
like at home rather than learning about them through their answers in a focus group. So, 
instead of asking them what magazines they read, they can see them usually lying around 
their homes. Th is sidesteps a common consumer desire to impress others in the focus group 
or tell researchers what they think they want to hear.

Th ese are just two of many ways to analyze audiences. Th ere are target groups by age-
group titles. Some of the dates vary depending on the source, but you can get a quick idea 
of the various target groups here. Th ese labels include the Baby Boomers (born between 
1946 and 1964); the Generation X or “Gen X” (born between 1965 and 1976); the Gen Y 
or “Millennials,” “Gen M,” “Generation Next,” or “Generation Y” (born between 1977 
and 1994); the Gen Z or “Net Generation,” “Internet Generation,” “Digital Natives,” or the 
“Verge Generation” (born between 1994 and 2004). Th ese groups have attitudinal likeness 
or similar perspective. Even though it’s unfair to categorize any individual, researchers will 
create a one-word nickname, or short expression to act as a short cut to identify a group. For 
example, the Baby Boomers are the “never get old” group. Gen X are “independent.” Gen Y 
are team players. Gen Z are “digital savvy.”

Th ere are ethnic groups, which you reach through their cultural similarities. Th ere are 
interest target groups, which you speak to through their common interests, like technology 
buff s, wine lovers, conscientious environmentalists, and so on.

VALS, on the other hand, allows marketers to predict consumers’ future shopping 
behavior by considering diff erent buying motivational categories based on consumer 
attitudes and values. Th e fi rst VALS, or VALS 1, which explored consumers’ lifestyles and 
buying motivations, was later refi ned to refl ect consumers’ ability to pay for products they 
desired. Th e revised VALS, or VALS 2, blended demographics into the mix and considered 
income, education, and health. VALS 2 answered the question of the strength of consumers’ 
buying power. Today all of the categories are used, to refl ect diff erent audience’s lifestyles, 
buying motivations and purchasing power. Let’s compare the two diff erent VALS one aft er 
the other as they are so clearly explained in Ads, Fads and Consumer Culture.4 Aft er this, 
we’ll compare these to VALS 3 (text box 1.3).

VALS 1: from lowest to highest income

Group I: Needs-driven consumers – Financially challenged.

1 Survivors – Poor and elderly, who are just scraping by.
2 Sustainers – Young and clever with a desire to succeed.

Group II: Outer-directed consumers – Representative in attitude, geography, and fi nancial 
status as “Middle America”; concerned about other people’s opinions of them; want to leave 
a positive impression.

3 Belongers – Conservative traditionalists, who long for yesterday, and stick to what’s 
tried and true, rather than experimenting with something new.

4 Emulators – Eager, status-driven and competitive, these are up-and-comers on the 
path to fi nancial success.

5 Achievers – Have reached their fi nancial and material goals, community leaders.
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Group III: Inner-directed consumers – Make purchases from their own desires, not to 
impress others.

6 I-Am-Me’s – Young, self-focused freethinkers who do their own thing.
7 Experientials– More mature individualistic naturalists who seek self-improvement 

and personal growth.
8 Societally Conscious – Environmentalists interested in global conservation and 

consumer product protection.
9 Integrateds – Self-assured and confi dent, less responsive to advertising messages, 

may be unintentional trendspotters because of their good taste.

VALS 2

Starting at the lowest income group, moving to highest, we start with the Strugglers 
(Survivors in VALS 1) and end up with the Actualizers (Integrateds in VALS 1). Now there 
are only eight categories as follows:

1 Strugglers – Lowest income, those barely surviving fi nancially.
2 Makers – High energy, lower income group who enjoy constructing things.
3 Strivers – Emulating Achievers without the income or skill set.
4 Believers – Like Fulfi lleds with a lower income, conservatives who prefer name brands.
5 Experiencers – Avid shoppers, risk takers who relish unusual, novel, even wacky, items.
6 Achievers – Accomplished and structured, goal-oriented consumers whose 

purchases refl ect their status.
7 Fulfi lled – Mature, fi nancially stable, who value durable, functional products, and 

are receptive to new ideas.
8 Actualizers – Wealthy individuals who reached their personal goals, their purchases 

refl ect their sophisticated taste.

VALS 3

A third VALS segmentation also breaks consumers into eight categories (with some 
diff erent labels) and three groups. At the bottom of the fi nancial ladder are the Survivors 
with limited resources and little creative innovation. In the top group are the opposite. 
Th ese are Innovators with deep resources who are highly innovative. In the middle are 
these six groups that represent the primary buying motivations based on their (1) ideals, (2) 
achievements, and need for (3) self-expression. In each of the middle groups (numbers 2–7) 
are low- and high-income subsets. For example, the “Ideals” group has Th inkers (higher 
income) and Believers (lower income).5

Group I: Survivors – Lowest income and lowest ability to innovate.

1 Survivors – Reluctant, brand-loyal shoppers, focus on needs not wants.

Group II: Ideals – Idealistic, inspired by moral principles and beliefs.

2 Th inkers – Informed and analytical, educated consumers who seek new knowledge, 
value structure, and appreciate durability (higher income)
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