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n a previous issue of Printips we discussed
the importance of headlines for establishing
interest in sales-related copy. As we
mentioned then, advertising legend David
Ogilvy is often quoted about the importance of
headlines:
“On average, five times as many people read the
headlines as read the body copy. It follows that
unless your headline sells your product, you have
wasted 90 per cent of your money.
The headlines which work best are those which
promise the reader a benefit—like a whiter wash,
more miles per gallon, freedom from pimples, fewer
cavities. Rifle through a magazine and count the
number of ads whose headlines promise a benefit
of any kind.
Headlines which contain news are sure-fire. The
news can be the announcement of a new product,
an improvement in an old product, or a new way
to use an old product—like serving Campbell’s
Soup on the rocks. On the average, ads with news
are recalled by 22% more people than ads without
news.”
From Ogilvy on Advertising, 1985

Claude Hopkins, another advertising industry
legend and author of Scientific Advertising
(originally published in 1923), said, “We pick out
what we wish to read by headlines.”
The importance of a headline
Regardless of whether a headline appears
above advertising copy, on the front page of a
newspaper or the cover of a magazine, or in a
newsletter, its purpose is the same: to engage
the reader’s interest enough to move ahead with
the accompanying text. Well-written headlines

exemplify the AIDA principle of advertising in
miniature – attract the reader’s attention; promote
interest and desire in continuing to read; and act on
the desire.
The goal of good headline writing is to stir
emotion in the reader and create excitement while
the reader imagines enjoying the benefits of your
product or service. This is best done by succinctly
stating the unique selling proposition in the headline.
Great headlines begin with research
Until you know a great deal about the target
audience, you won’t be able to write a compelling
headline. This is because the headline must be
tailored to elicit an emotional response from the
reader, and answer the question, “What’s in it for
me?” from the reader’s perspective.
Research is also required to generate good body
copy, so the time spent getting to know the target
audience will reap double rewards.

Writing Great Headlines (continued)
Headline types
There are four headline types that have a good
track record of selling products and services: how
to, a question, top reasons, and testimonial. Each
is effective by appealing to the buyer in a different
way.

“A ‘how to’ headline
promises a solution
to a problem...”

•

•

•

“If your offer
is particularly
compelling, consider
featuring it in the
headline.”

•

Introducing
Announcing
Now
At Last
Finally
How To
Why
Which
This
New

You
Your
Who
People
Want
Easy
Simple
Money
Free

How To: A “how to” headline promises a
solution to a problem and evokes a natural
curiosity to learn the method. Familiar
examples of a “how to” headline address
the problem of ceasing to smoke or losing
weight. Although a “how to” headline
might actually begin with the words how to,
it could also begin The secret of . . . or See how
easy it is to . . . or Little known ways to . . .

Headline content
If your offer is particularly compelling, consider
featuring it in the headline. Some examples of
a compelling offer are price (or reduced price),
payment plan, or bonus with purchase.

Question: A “question” headline poses
a question that the target audience wants
answered, such as Do you make these
mistakes? or Are you spending too much on . . .?

You can also include the unique selling
proposition (USP) in the headline. To qualify as
a USP, the headline will have to explain a specific
benefit that is not being offered by competitors.

The focus of the question is always a benefit
for the reader.

The headline can make a promise (i.e., Learn to
speak Spanish in 8 weeks) which can also be backed
up by a guarantee (or we’ll refund your money.)
Finally, the headline can appeal directly to the
target audience – Attention college students.

Top Reasons: A “top reasons” headline
promises an explanation for something of
interest to the reader. Examples are Four
ways to stop smoking or The top ten reasons
students fail. A “top reasons” headline can
be posed as a question, such as Do you know
the 3 warning signs for diabetes?
Testimonial: A “testimonial’ headline uses
the words of a satisfied customer to convey
a benefit. It works because it adds veracity
to the claims you make about your product
or service. To indicate the headline is a
testimonial, use quotation marks to enclose
the customer’s words: “Now I have a driveway I’m
proud of”.

Ways to start a headline
John Caples, the advertising great who is #21
on AdAge’s list of Top 100 People of the 20th
Century, devotes five of 18 chapters in his book
Tested Advertising Methods to writing headlines. In it
he offers 29 formulas for writing good headlines.
Caples wrote that effective headlines often begin
with key words that are proven to attract a reader’s
interest. Here is a list of key words:

Practice makes perfect
There is only one way to write great headlines:
practice. Since a headline is built around the
benefits of the product or service, start by
brainstorming all the benefits of each feature.
Record those on a sheet of paper.
Now pick a benefit and write a series of headlines
in each major headline category (how-to, question,
top reasons, testimonial). Write enough headlines
in each category to use all the opening words
mentioned earlier in this article. Aim for at least
30 headlines in each category.
Headline appearance
A few final words to ensure your headlines will be
eye-catching: pay attention to how they appear on
the page. For example, look at line lengths. It is
best to have each line of approximately the same
length. Similarly, in multi-line headlines, avoid
line breaks that split an infinitive. Strive to keep
punctuation, except for hyphens and dashes, at
the end of a line.

Writing Effective Teaser Copy
Much of the information about writing effective
headlines can be applied to writing teaser copy
for direct mail marketing or for the text appearing
inside a Johnson Box. After all, the goal is the
same: to engage the interest of the reader so he
will continue to read the text.
For a direct mail marketing piece that does
not have the look of a personalized letter, we
recommend using teaser copy on the envelope.
Teaser copy is information that is printed on the
outside of a mail piece.
Some people object to using teaser copy because
it identifies the mail piece as advertising mail.
However, well-written teaser copy can increase
response rate by creating desire to open the mail
piece to see what’s inside.
According to direct mail marketing expert
“Rocket” Ray Jutkins and author of Power Direct
Marketing, here are seven tips for writing effective
teaser copy:

Q.

•

Make sure the teaser relates to the offer. Don’t
mislead the customer just to get them to
look inside.

•

Think benefits with teaser copy. No benefit,
no reason for the audience to look inside.

•

Urge action. A call to action should always
be in your teasers, something like “Limited
Offer.”

•

Tie the teaser copy on the outside to what’s on
the inside. Make sure it does. The audience
will better understand what you are
offering.

•

Ensure the graphics and copy work well together.
Make sure they complement the issue, not
confuse it.

•

Give teaser copy a “YOU” attitude. Explain
what the customer will gain in his language.
And don’t speak at him or to him, but
speak with him.

•

Use present tense. Tense is the indication of
the time at which the event described by
the sentence occurred. In English this is
a property of the verb and may be either
past, present, or future. In headlines, use
present tense for immediate past events;
past tense for more distant events, and
future tense for coming events.

How do the rules
of grammar and punctuation
apply to headlines?

A.

Because a good headline
eliminates unnecessary
words and focuses on one
compelling idea, the rules of grammar and
punctuation as applied to headlines are designed
to promote reader comprehension. Here are
some guidelines:
•

Use active voice. In grammar, voice is the
relationship between the verb and the
nouns associated with it (called the subject
or the object of the verb). There are two
voices in English – active and passive.
Active voice, in which the subject of the
sentence performs the action, is preferred
for headlines because it is clearer and
more succinct than passive voice.

•

Use numerals. Unlike text, numbers are
allowed at the beginning of a headline and
do not have to be spelled out if below 10.
An exception is the number one.

•

Use a comma in place of the word “and”.
In addition to its normal use, a comma
may be used in place of and in a headline.
Example: GM, Chrysler Open Talks

•

Use short words. Find a short synonym for
a long word. For example, panel or group is
better in a headline than committee. And
remember that adjectives are usually not
needed.
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“... well-written
teaser copy can
increase response
rate by creating
desire to open...”
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questions and answers

“In headlines, use
present tense for
immediate past
events...”

Please Route to the Printing Buyer

Go to the Head
of the Class:
Writing Great
Headlines

PRSRT STD
US Postage

513-248-2121

PAID

Fax 513-248-5141

Permit #271
Milford, OH

www.techgra.com
info@techgra.com

2002 Ford Circle
Milford, OH 45150

I

A swipe file provides a concrete
illustration of what works and what
doesn’t, of what you prefer and what
you don’t. It helps you understand
the possibilities, and offers practical
instruction of how the rules are
used. By mimicking what has been

A swipe file is also relevant to
headline writing. The basic tenet of
effective headline writing is just that
– a few rules and a proven formula
that results in a convincing headline.
By noticing and saving headlines that
strike you as particularly effective,
you will begin to understand how
the tenets translate into an actual
headline.

n past issues of Printips we
have introduced the idea of a
swipe file, which simply put, is a
collection of noteworthy examples of
best practices. We’ve suggested that
newsletter editors create a swipe file
of possible articles; that marketing
directors create a swipe file of eyecatching display ads; and that direct
mail marketers create a swipe file of
persuasive mailing pieces.

Do remember, though, that a
swipe file is meant to be a source
of inspiration, not examples to be
plagiarized. The goal is not to copy
successful work, but to adapt it to your
own headline writing requirements.

successful, you’ll develop your own
style more quickly.

Create a Swipe File
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