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How do you persuade someone to buy from you just by 
writing to them?

What does effective copywriting look like — and sound like?

Write to Sell has the answers.

Read this book and you’ll learn:

•	 The	confidence	and	the	skills	to	write	better	copy	faster.

• New ways to gain readers’ attention, respect and trust.

• Hints and tips on turning selling skills into copywriting skills.

• Simple techniques to improve the readability of your copy.

• the impact of design and layout on copywriting.

• the meaning of good written English — the rules you  
 must follow, the rules you can safely ignore.

Write to Sell is a guide to the practice of great copywriting —  
not just the theory. Checklists, exercises and mnemonics give 
you the tools to craft better copy. “Case notes” and concrete  
examples show you the difference between what works and 
what doesn’t. Clear and concise, this is the copywriter’s manual.  
Don’t start writing without it.

“If	I	were	starting	out	as	a	writer	tomorrow,	I	would	definitely	want	
to read this book. I pretty much taught myself most of the tricks 
all those years ago — and it took me far too long. Had I read it, it 
would have saved me years of trial and, for the most part, error.”

Drayton Bird 
the godfather of direct marketing

www.draytonbird.net
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A note
Throughout this book I use the word “selling”. Please accept that
I use this term in its widest possible meaning. That is, persuading
someone to do or feel or think something they don’t start off
doing, feeling or thinking.

As well as the classic sales goals of winning orders or generating

budget to you or your team; getting a pay rise or a promotion;
securing a new agreement with a distributor; or even gaining
preferential treatment from a hotel.
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7

Internet, not to mention business—has never been more
important.

Letters, reports, proposals, publicity and marketing materials,
emails . . . the list is long. If you can write well, you are more
likely than the next person to get what you want.

As a professional copywriter and writing coach, I see a lot of
copywriting. And much of it is mediocre at best.

Too often, copywriters achieve their goals not because of what

simple guide to good copywriting.

My aims are to:

be fun, too.

over the past 20 years.

well (though it does take practice).

tips and techniques for better copywriting.

Overall, to:

I know you’re busy. And I know that you don’t want to have
to plough through a dense textbook. That’s why this book is

Introduction
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Write to Sell The ultimate guide to great copywriting8

ideas between its covers to transform the way you write.
I’ll help you answer the really big questions facing every
copywriter:

“How do I persuade someone to buy from
me using nothing but the written word?”

and sound like?”

“How can someone who isn’t a professional
writer still write compelling, persuasive,
believable sales copy?”

“How do design and layout affect the
impact of my writing?”

Four things you MUST remember about copywriting

1 Copywriting is about selling
There are lots of people out there who need to write sales
copy but who aren’t equipped or trained to do it well. They
are doing it badly because they have never been shown how to
do it properly.

Yes, people are taught to write at school (sometimes even quite

effective copywriting.

secondarily about writing. And that distinction calls for an
understanding of people and what makes them tick. Yes, of
course you need to be able to write well and correctly, but that
alone will not take you all the way.
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I’m often asked whether my degree is in English. It’s not: I

written word, it helps if you understand a little about how their
minds work.

2 We must focus on the reader
Most copywriting underperforms because it is all about the
writer and not about the reader.

in love with the product. Agency copywriters, frequently, are
in love with themselves (bound by their artistic aspirations and
their desire to win creative awards doled out by their peers).

will motivate them to pay attention to a sales message, believe
it and act upon it?

3 Beautiful things come in small packages
Most business copywriters, especially in-house copywriters,
assume that bigger is better. Long words are better than short
words. Long sentences are better than short sentences.

writing. It’s all head, no heart. To engage our reader, we must
use wheelbarrow language: the earthy, flinty words we can
almost pick up in our hands and smell.

4 Most people lack the necessary skills
and experience to do it well

Most copywriters have never done any selling. If they have,
they’ve often missed the connection between the two activities.
That means they don’t see how their writing works as a sales
process. They lack the relevant experience.

Most sales people have never done any serious writing, so they
lack the relevant skills.

Introduction
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Write to Sell The ultimate guide to great copywriting10

Ten ways this book helps you
This book:

1 Gives you insights into how to gain your reader’s
attention, respect and trust.

2 Gives you the con dence to try a new approach
to copywriting.

3 Helps you understand the relationship between selling
skills and copywriting skills.

4 Saves you time, effort and heartache when
you next want to write sales copy.

5 Means you won’t waste money on doomed
sales and marketing communications.

6 Gives you practical, easy-to-use tools to
craft better copy.

7 Frees you from anxiety about so-called
“correct” English.

8 Shows you speci c techniques for improving
the readability of your copy.

9 Refreshes your knowledge of  some basic
rules of good written English.

10 Helps you to get sales, marketing and
commercial results.

Getting what you want is what this book is all about.
Its techniques and ideas are designed to help you with:

complaining.
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investors.

business, excite investors.

brochures, websites, emails.

In other words, this book is about goal-focused writing. In

anything from generating a simple sales enquiry to winning a

something special.

You have to change someone’s behaviour.

Through the power of  your writing, you have to get someone to
do what you want them to do. The reader is in one mind when
they get up in the morning; they’ve changed it once they’ve
read your copy.

How do we change someone’s behaviour? Write to Sell will set

designing your text so they feel compelled to respond.

Introduction
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Section One

It’s not
about you
“Writing, when properly managed
(as you may be sure I think mine is)
is but a different name for conversation.”
Laurence Sterne, English writer, 1713—1768
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Write to Sell The ultimate guide to great copywriting14

Chapter 1
Where most people go wrong
If this book is about any single thing, it’s about understanding
your reader. Not your product. Not your company. Not your
current special offer or promotion.

Something I learned very early in my career as a copywriter was
that the only person who counts is the reader. It doesn’t matter
what you think. It doesn’t matter what your manager thinks. It
only matters what your reader thinks (and feels). That means

have to write not what you want to write, but what your reader
wants to read.

Many men still believe the “chat up line” is the route to a

they’re all about the sender.

Ditto for much copywriting. If the copywriter has a plan at all—
and more on planning in Section Two—it generally involves a
list of the points they want to make, the information they want
to get across, the facts they want to write about. Much rarer,

on the reader. On their wants, needs, expectations, ambitions.

for trouble. All we can do is talk about ourselves—and we know
what happens to people like that at parties.

Why you have to work harder
There’s a simple reason why you have to write for your reader—
not yourself, not your boss, not your colleagues. And it has
to do with the level of investment they make in your writing.
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Imagine your reader sitting at their desk or in their sitting room
at home. The post arrives and, after retrieving it, they return
to their chair. After putting bills to one side they are left with
three items:

1 A letter postmarked Australia—the handwritten address
shows it’s from their old friend Lydia.

2 That month’s issue of Gardening Today magazine,
complete with a free trial-size sachet of  bonemeal fertilizer.

3 Your mailshot.

Your mailshot is the odd one out. It’s the only one in which they
have no investment. They haven’t paid for it. They didn’t seek
it out. They don’t care who wrote it.

spelling, faulty grammar, loose punctuation, unengaging tone

they will be ruthlessly unforgiving.

The only thing that will get their attention and keep it is a
message aimed squarely at them—their interests, their concerns,
their lives. A message delivered in such effortlessly good English
that they don’t notice the writing, just the content.

Chapter 1 Where most people go wrong
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Write to Sell The ultimate guide to great copywriting16

Copywriter’s toolkit: Radio WIIFM

Whenever you sit down to write—it doesn’t matter
what: a sales letter, press release, web page or email—

rst tune in to the frequency your readers are all
transmitting on: Radio WIIFM.

What your reader wants to know, what every reader
wants to know, is the answer to a very simple
question. What’s In It For Me?

Send your message on this frequency and you’ll have
a far better chance of being listened to. Send on WIII
(What I’m Interested In) and you’ll lose them to a
more interesting station.

37450_Write_To_Sell 20/05/2010 10:29:33

For Review Only



17

Chapter 2
A few thoughts on human nature
Did you know that men think about sex every six seconds? That
means if you write a letter that takes four minutes to read, your
carefully crafted sales pitch gets interrupted 40 times. I have no
idea (a) where that statistic came from and (b) whether it’s true
(I suspect it’s a teeny weeny bit of an exaggeration). However …

The depressing truth—for us as copywriters, anyway—is
that on any given day, at any given moment, our reader is
far likelier to be focusing on something they care about than

means knowing your product inside out and being able to write

your reader the same way—their foibles, their motivations, their
innermost fears and desires.

the typical reader when I’m writing some copy:

1
2 How old are they?
3
4
5
6
7 How do they see themselves?
8 How do others see them?
9 Are they head or heart people?
10 Are they more likely to be tempted by the promise of riches

or the removal of worry?

section’s opening point: my reader would rather be thinking

Chapter 2 A few thoughts on human nature
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Write to Sell The ultimate guide to great copywriting18

about something else. The more insights I can gain into the
reader’s preferences, state of mind and general outlook on life,

Not everyone shares my view, of course. Here are three things

interesting. I assume they do because so many sales letters, ads
and emails begin like this. (I’m going to follow this list with some

What people are REALLY interested in

Things that many copywriters think their customers
are interested in:

1 The copywriter’s state of  mind. Eg “I am delighted to tell

2 Statements about the customer’s job, industry or hobby.

…” or “Recent years have witnessed an explosion of interest
in building cathedrals out of used matchsticks.”

3 Narratives explaining the copywriter’s company’s develop-

Practical Composting in 1979. Since then …” or (and

website …”

Now for that list of things people like reading about:

1 Themselves.
2 Er …
3 That’s it.

Now of course I don’t mean that you, as a copywriter, should
tell people about themselves. Apart from anything else, when
you display the fruits of your list research or database analysis,
you’ll come across as a stalker. You know the kind of thing:
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“Dear Mr Sample,
With your preference for red satin boxer shorts, you’ll be dying
to get your hands on Sexy Beast, our new catalogue featuring
exotic underclothing for today’s go-getting gentleman.”

No, I mean, write about your product or service from your
reader’s perspective. Don’t tell them what it is: tell them what it

product will make their life easier, better or more rewarding. If

Love the sinner, then sell to them

If you don’t feel like wearing your psychologist’s hat, how about
dusting down your theologian’s gown?

Peel away the business suits, the carefully constructed personae,
the intellectual body armour with which most people protect
themselves from the truth, and you’re left with humanity in the
raw. And it turns out we’re all sinners. So why not exploit the
worst in human nature to achieve your goals?

Let’s remind ourselves of the seven deadly sins and then look
at how we might use them in our copy:

1 PRIDE (also known as vanity)—A simple way to make your

they are. Acknowledge their huge knowledge and experience.
They won’t gainsay any of it. Then suggest that someone with
their obvious talent for making the right decision really ought
to be subscribing/buying/going along with your suggestion.

2 ENVY—Make them aware that other people already have

Nobody likes to miss out and if they feel that the people with
whom they identify are all having a great time enjoying product
X, they’ll want to join the party.

Chapter 2 A few thoughts on human nature
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Write to Sell The ultimate guide to great copywriting20

3 GLUTTONY
Maybe they like the taste. Or the sensation. Maybe they’re
in need of comfort. Or solace. Unless you’re selling food or
promoting a restaurant, this sin won’t have much relevance

and contented when they ‘consume’ it, you have a real selling
point.

4 LUST
that becoming a customer of yours will satisfy this particular
little craving, you’re on to a winner. (I’d also suggest that you’re
wasted in your current job and should be on talk shows.)

5 ANGER—People get angry about all sorts of things. I had
a problem with my ISP a couple of years ago that made my
teeth grind like a pepper mill. Give people an exit route from
this unpleasant emotion and they will thank you. If you know
that your main competitor is making their customers angry
(through failings such as poor service or product quality and
excessive price rises), you have some great leverage to capture
market share.

6 GREED—A major motivator for sales people through the
ages. People sometimes want stuff they don’t need. People often

cars and clothes. Promise your customers MORE and you’ll
have their ear.

7 SLOTH—People are lazy. So show them how your product
or service can save them energy. Perhaps they can sit at their
desk and have stuff emailed straight to their desktop. Maybe
you’ll deliver something direct to their door instead of their
having to walk to the shops. Help them avoid work and they’ll
open their wallets.
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So remember …

the baser human emotions at your peril. Yes, people will want
to RATIONALIZE their decisions, so make sure you provide
plenty of objective reasons why buying your products is a

Chapter 2 A few thoughts on human nature
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