
How To Write Words That Sell To Make People Buy 
(This article appeared in the business magazine "Australian Business Solutions") 

 

Copywriting: (n) The art of writing promotional material for websites, 

brochures, advertisements, emailers, proposals etc. 

I had the good fortune to have Apple Computers as one of my advertising clients. 
They asked us to come up with a series of headlines for a 24-page brochure to get 

rid of a bunch of old stock. The headlines we presented were fantastic!  Amusing, 
outrageous, quirky. We were set to scoop the awards pool. But when the research 
came back, the headline that out-pulled all others was – wait for it:  
 

“Save $2,000 on an Apple Mac computer.”   
 
Can you believe it? All that creative muscle we’d thrown at the campaign, and the 

headline that won, was, without doubt, the world’s most banal. 
 
The campaign however, went on to generate vast sums of revenue for the company 
and was widely touted as one of their most successful direct marketing campaigns.   

Not for the first time I was surprised at how sometimes the simplest things in 
advertising are often the best. 
 
I’ve never forgotten that lesson. 

 
I often think of it when I see small business ads that try to be clever or funny. What 
a waste of space! Small business advertisers do not have the time or money to run 

clever or funny ads. They need ads that pull a result, every time. We want people to 
stop, read and say either “I have to have that NOW” or “I must find out more about 
that NOW”.    
 

If you have an advertising agency working for you, advise them ever-so-gently that 
their amusing, outrageous or quirky ideas can take a back seat for a minute whilst 
you try out some boring old direct response techniques. You need to break the news 

to them that they may not win any Gold Lion awards this year - they will however, 
be comforted to know that they will have a job for the foreseeable future. 
 
If you’re writing copy for yourself, take note of some of these ideas, try them and 

watch the results. You know full well how expensive advertising can be, so it’s in 
your interest to make sure your advertising works. 
 
Spend 80% of your time getting the headline right. 

 
Let’s start with the most important component of any direct response advertisement:  
The Headline. If you can capture the attention of your target market, you’ve 

succeeded. If you don’t, you’ve wasted every cent. The headline is the No. 1 
component for capturing attention so spend at least 80% of your time getting it 
right. 
 

You might be surprised to know that of the 500,000+ plus words in the English 
language, there are a few key phrases that have more ‘grunt’ than most when it 
comes to capturing attention. Here’s a few of them:  

 



1. How To… 
2. The Secret Of… 

3. Do You Make These Mistakes… 
4. A Breakthrough… 
5. How Would You Like… 
6. What Everybody Ought To Know About… 

7. Confessions Of… 
 
Here’s an example of how these phrases can be used in headlines: 
 

1. How To Raise Your Child’s IQ Before It’s Even Born 
2. The Secret Of Being Wealthy (Without Working Like A Dog) 
3. Do You Make These Mistakes In Job Interviews? 

4. A Breakthrough Idea For Those Who Want To Act In Movies 
5. How Would You Like To Earn A Six Figure Income From Home? 
6. What Everybody Ought To Know About Buying Inner-City Apartments 
7. Confessions Of A Disbarred Lawyer 

 
Now, they may sound a bit cheesy here, all lined up in a row, (and they certainly 
won’t win any creativity awards) but like ‘em or not, they work. And who cares about 

creativity when the cash is rolling in? 
 
Here’s another way to keep those cash registers ringing: 
 

Keep it simple: 

 
For some reason, something happens when we pick up a pen and start to write 
‘copy’. The urge to sound pompous, authoritarian and self-important takes effect and 

we end up writing as if we had a quill stuck up our nether regions.   
 
Here’s an example:  

 

““WWee  aarree  pprroouudd  ttoo  aannnnoouunnccee  tthhaatt  SSmmiitthheerrss  aanndd  SSoonnss  PPttyy  LLttdd  hhaass  nnooww  bbeeeenn  iinn  bbuussiinneessss  

ffoorr  oovveerr  5500  yyeeaarrss..  WWee  pprriiddee  oouurrsseellvveess  aanndd  sseett  ggrreeaatt  ssttoorree  iinn  oouurr  ccuussttoommeerr  sseerrvviiccee..  

WWee  aallssoo  gguuaarraanntteeee  eevveerryy  aassppeecctt  ooff  oouurr  wwoorrkk..””  

  

““NNooww,,  wwhhaatt’’ss  wwrroonngg  wwiitthh  tthhaatt??””  II  hheeaarr  yyoouu  aasskk..  WWeellll,,  qquuiittee  ffrraannkkllyy,,  aa  lloott..  IInn  ffaacctt,,  

eevveerryytthhiinngg..  HHeerree’’ss  wwhhyy..  LLeett’’ss  bbrreeaakk  iitt  ddoowwnn..      

  

IItt’’ss  cclleeaarr  tthheeyy  wwaanntt  ttoo  rreeiinnffoorrccee  tthhrreeee  ffeeaattuurreess  ooff  tthheeiirr  bbuussiinneessss::  

  

11..  TThheeyy’’rree  eexxppeerriieenncceedd  

22..  TThheeyy  ooffffeerr  ggrreeaatt  ccuussttoommeerr  sseerrvviiccee    

33..  TThheeyy  gguuaarraanntteeee  tthheeiirr  wwoorrkk  

  

IIff  tthhaatt’’ss  tthhee  ccaassee,,  wwoouullddnn’’tt  iitt  bbee  bbeetttteerr  iiff  tthheeyy  aaccttuuaallllyy  ttoolldd  uuss  wwhhaatt’’ss  iinn  iitt  ffoorr  uuss  

rraatthheerr  tthhaann  tteelllliinngg  uuss  hhooww  ggoooodd  tthheeyy  aarree??      

FFoorr  eexxaammppllee,,  tthheeyy  ccoouulldd  hhaavvee  ssaaiidd::  



11..  ““YYoouurr  iinnvveessttmmeennttss  aarree  iinn  ssaaffee  hhaannddss..  AAfftteerr  5500  yyeeaarrss  iinn  bbuussiinneessss,,  yyoouu  kknnooww  wwee’’rree  

hheerree  ttoo  ssttaayy..””  ((ii..ee..  wwee’’rree  eexxppeerriieenncceedd))  

  

22..  ““YYoouu  ccaann  ssiitt  bbaacckk  aanndd  rreellaaxx  aass  oouurr  RReepprreesseennttaattiivveess  ccoommee  ttoo  yyoouurr  hhoommee  aatt  aa  ttiimmee  

tthhaatt’’ss  ccoonnvveenniieenntt  ttoo  yyoouu  aanndd  yyoouurr  ffaammiillyy..””  ((ii..ee..  wwee  ooffffeerr  ggrreeaatt  ccuussttoommeerr  sseerrvviiccee))  

  

33..  ““YYoouu  ccaann  bbuuyy  wwiitthh  ssaaffeettyy  bbeeccaauussee  aallll  oouurr  wwoorrkk  iiss  gguuaarraanntteeeedd  ––  yyoouu  ggeett  aa  110000%%  

mmoonneeyy  bbaacckk  rreeffuunndd  iiff  yyoouu  aarree  nnoott  ccoommpplleetteellyy  ssaattiissffiieedd  ––  nnoo  wwoorrrriieess,,  nnoo  hhaasssslleess..””    

((ii..ee..  wwee  gguuaarraanntteeee  oouurr  wwoorrkk))  

  

CCaann  yyoouu  sseeee  wwhhaatt’’ss  cchhaannggeedd??  TThhee  ppoommppoouuss  ‘‘WWee’’’’  wwoorrddss  hhaavvee  bbeeeenn  rreeppllaacceedd  wwiitthh  

““YYoouu””  wwoorrddss..  TThhiiss  aauuttoommaattiiccaallllyy  ccoonnvveerrttss  tthhee  pphhrraassee  iinnttoo  aa  ccuussttoommeerr--ffooccuusssseedd  

ssttaatteemmeenntt  tthhaatt  oouuttlliinneess  aa  cclleeaarr  bbeenneeffiitt..  WWhheenn  yyoouu  tteellll  tthhee  rreeaaddeerr  wwhhaatt’’ss  iinn  iitt  ffoorr  

tthheemm,,  yyoouu’’llll  eennggaaggee  tthheemm  iinnssttaannttllyy..  

  

TTiippss::    

11..  RReeppllaaccee  ““WWee””,,  ““OOuurr””  aanndd  ““II””  wwoorrddss  wwiitthh  YYoouu  wwoorrddss..  

22..  GGiivvee  eexxaammpplleess  ooff  hhooww  yyoouurr  pprroodduucctt  wwiillll  bbeenneeffiitt  yyoouurr  ccuussttoommeerr  

 

BBaanniisshh  aabbssttrraacctt  wwoorrddss::  

  

WWhheenn  ppuusshheedd  ffoorr  ttiimmee  oorr  iinn  tthhee  aabbsseennccee  ooff  mmeeaanniinnggffuull  pprroodduucctt  bbeenneeffiittss,,  iitt’’ss  eeaassyy  ttoo  

rreevveerrtt  ttoo  uussiinngg  aabbssttrraacctt  wwoorrddss..  Abstract words are words that have been so over-
used; they cease to have any meaning. RReeppeeaatt  ooffffeennddeerrss  iinncclluuddee::  

11..  EExxppeerriieenncceedd  

22..  PPrroodduuccttiivvee      

33..  SSttrraatteeggyy      

44..  CCoo--oorrddiinnaattiioonn  

55..  AAnnaallyyssiiss  

66..  EEffffiicciieenntt  

77..  CCuussttoommeerr  SSeerrvviiccee  

88..  TTeecchhnnoollooggiiccaall  

99..  IImmpplleemmeenntt  

  

HHeerree’’ss  aa  ccllaassssiicc  eexxaammppllee  ooff  aa  tteelleemmaarrkkeettiinngg  ccoommppaannyy  uussiinngg  aabbssttrraacctt  wwoorrddss  ttoo  

aaddvveerrttiissee  tthheeiirr  bbuussiinneessss..    

    

“A telephone marketing campaign takes experience and productive 

planning. It means understanding the strategy, co-ordinating the message, 

the execution and the analysis. It also requires efficient customer service 

and technological and human resources to implement it.” 

 



Does anyone really believe this advertisement will have an impact? No, but the 
business owner will argue that it makes them sound efficient and professional. And 

that’s the trouble. It might sound professional, but it’s completely ineffective. When 
we see a bunch of abstract words in a sentence, our eyes glaze over. The result? We 
switch off.    
 

Copywriting is about turning complex ideas and messages into simpler ideas and 
messages. Making things sound pompous, technical and officious is not the sign of a 
good copywriter; in fact, it’s quite the reverse. Overusing abstract words is a sign 
that you either haven’t given the copywriter a fully detailed brief about why you’re 

better than the next, or they’re just lazy copywriters.     
 
Tips: 

 
1. Avoid abstract words. Replace them with the simplest word you can think of. 
2. Get detailed information about your product. It’s easier to avoid abstract words 
when you have real benefits to talk about. 
 

Use numbers in your headlines: 

Try using well-known phrases as headline grabbers to capture attention. Then, adapt 
them to suit your target market. Here’s a few examples: 

 

Well-known list:    Making them your own: 

The 10 Commandments   The Millionaire’s Ten Commandments 

The 7 Deadly Sins  The 7 Deadly Sins Every CEO Makes 

7 Habits Of Highly Effective People   7 Habits Of Highly Effective Engineers 

 

Tips: 

If you’re going to use a number in your headline, it sounds more believable if you 
use an odd number (3, 7, 9, 101) or a number ending in 0 (10, 30, 50, 100).  

 

Philip Duthenberry, a famous copywriter, once said: 

“Copywriting is the second most lucrative form of writing.  

The first, of course, is ransom notes.” 

Well may he joke, but Duthenberry was onto something. Copy costs. A lot. So it’s in 
your interest as a business owner to either learn how to do it right or learn how to 
evaluate the copy you are being given by your advertising agency copywriters. This 

article might go some way towards helping you do that. If it doesn’t, call me and I’ll 
give you a free 30-minute critique of your advertising to make up for the time you 
spent reading this. But beware: no punches will be pulled! 

 

Bernadette Schwerdt is the Founder and CEO of the Australian School of Copywriting. 
She runs “Copywriting: Writing For Profit”, a seminar or home study course for those 



looking to become freelance copywriters or for those wanting to write copy for their 
own business. To receive your free copy of the 35-page ebook “How To Write 

Headlines That Sell”, email her at info@copyschool.com. If you’d like to join The 
Copy Club and receive free copywriting from her students and graduates, visit 
www.copyschool.com/copyclub.html.  To hire her as a keynote speaker or trainer, 
please ring 03 9372 0800 or 0419 891 932. 


