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We’re all lifelong learners, so I’ll avoid the trap of presenting 

myself as a guru. Instead, I’ll share a few practical thoughts on 

how to approach writing in order to sharpen it, clarify it, and give it 

purpose. Most of all, I’ll put forward the main objectives I apply to 

pretty much any sales or marketing copy, whether it’s a short 

product description or an in-depth look at what a company and its 

people do. 

 

1. Work to Find the Story 

“Entertain your readers.” “Pretend you’re making movie.” “Tell a 

great story.”  These are all nice ideas and you see them a lot in 

published copywriting guides. Unfortunately, they’re just abstract 

concepts. A story is something concrete and must be assembled 

through hard work. 

Before you can do that, you have to figure out why anyone should 

take the time to sit down and listen to you. That means you have 

to discover what it is they care about, learn all you can about it for 

your own betterment, and distill it into the specific format you’re 

working with. 

 

mailto:scottfogdall@gmail.com
http://www.scottfogdall.com/


2. Shape the Voice: Is it Believable? 

“Voice” is another abstract thing you hear about in guide books 

and at writing conferences. It involves language choices—

cadence, vocabulary, self-expression—but it has just as much to 

do with what you shouldn’t say as with what you should. 

Why is that? Well, it has to do with believability, authenticity. 

Instead of sales copy, think about movies. We notice when a line 

or a bit of action in a movie isn’t believable. How many times have 

you watched a film and said, “That’s ridiculous, he would never 

say that” or “She wouldn’t do that.” The worse the movie is, the 

more you’ll probably say it. When words or actions don’t spring 

naturally from what we know about a character, the story starts to 

crumble. 

So ask yourself, if this piece of copy were being spoken aloud, 

would it sound human or mechanical? Thoughtful or absurd? 

Passionate or forced? The strategy that works best for me here is 

creative visualization. I try to actively imagine the reader and think 

about what his or her needs, goals, and experiences will be. That 

helps me realize what that person would and would not respond to 

in copy. 

 

3. Use a Hook to Invite 

You need a hook to pull a fish out of its comfort zone. Likewise, 

you need a hook to persuade readers to join you for a good read. 

It’s like convincing them to jump in and swim. The reader may be 

as reluctant to jump in as a fish is to jump out. 



Readers can be reluctant for any number of reasons—they’re 

busy, they’re tired, they’re cranky. I’ll add fear to the list as well.  

The “water” that you want them to jump into might be troubled—

but that’s actually a good thing. More on that later. 

In any case, the launch window for getting a reader to come along 

with you is very small. What’s essential here is creating a brief 

sequence of words that immediately flow into the body of the text. 

Those words should pull the reader along without his or her 

awareness, even. Rather than preparing the reader to meet the 

problem, they should put the reader directly into the middle of the 

problem, right from the get-go. 

Examples: 

“Telling my wife was the hardest part…” 

“Strawberry or chocolate? Talk about difficult choices...” 

“A birthday party isn’t all fun and games—especially when it’s time 

to clean up… 

Those are pretty straightforward hooks—definitely not fancy or 

flowery. Attempting lofty language here would be a mistake. 

Simplicity is much better. After those simple openings, potential 

customers might get halfway through the copy before they even 

know it. They’re swimming with the current—and when they see 

that this particular message is designed to help them, the water 

won’t seem quite so troubled. 

 



4. So… What’s the Specific Problem? What’s at 

Stake?  

Why did I say that the waters should be troubled at first? Because 

we’re trying to solve a problem here—we’re creating solutions for 

dilemmas. Our job is not to paint pictures of magical fairy worlds 

where everything is safe and beautiful, but rather presenting solid, 

reliable answers to the challenges customers face in work and life. 

Likewise, a story is inherently about problems and problem-

solving. 

Of course there are three possibilities we must keep in mind—(1) 

the reader is already aware of the specific problem, or (2) the 

reader is vaguely aware that a problem exists but has no idea 

what it is, or (3) the reader is clueless that there even is a 

problem, and it’s on us to point that out. In any event, we need to 

shed light on what will happen if the problem isn’t solved (or, if 

we’re presenting a case study/customer success story, what the 

consequences would have been if the proper solution had not 

been found). 

It should also be noted that although the hook sentence is a 

perfectly fine place to introduce the problem, that might not always 

be the case. But it’s a good rule that the shorter the copy is, the 

sooner you need to spell out the problem. 

Bottom line: be clear and open about the stakes if you think the 

reader has a nebulous idea of what they are. If the consequences 

are obvious—for example, if you’re creating a poster or magazine 

ad that cautions parents to keep matches away from kids—you 

will probably emphasize the safety measures themselves more 

than the bad stuff that can happen.  



5. Take Action—and a Deep Breath 

Despite all this talk of treacherous water and the average reader’s 

fear of jumping in, I don’t want to suggest that copy should paint a 

menacing picture full of sharks and sea monsters. We’re here to 

reassure readers, not scare them. I do believe, however, that the 

point to really bathe them in reassurance is not at the beginning of 

the copy, but rather when they’re asking “So what should I do?” 

At that point, you bring in the full measure of guidance and 

solutions. As to when that happens exactly is a matter for another 

discussion, since copy formats vary so widely. But the takeaway 

here (structurally speaking) can be concisely laid out as hook / 

problem / consequences / good news. 

 

6. What Are the Rewards? 

With great risk comes great reward, so goes the old saying. We’ve 

illustrated a problem that readers understand and identify with, 

and we’ve persuaded them to listen to our solution. The reward, 

therefore, is the direct follow-up to the solution—it’s the mirror 

image of our “What’s at stake?” question. Now is the time to show 

readers all the amazing benefits that come after the solution is 

implemented. 

I’d like to emphasize, again, that this is about something unique to 

the customer. It’s about their rewards, not ours. 

Why, you ask? Shouldn’t we want exactly what the customer 

wants? Yes, but I believe you have to step back and present a 

different image than we want what you want. My gut feeling, as 

well as my sales experience, tells me that’s an old saw. What we 



really want is something separate. What we really want is the 

satisfaction of helping customers reach a reward unique to their 

specific needs. That feeling of satisfaction is our main objective. 

It’s what we live for. 

 

7. Always Innovate (or Do It as Much as 

Possible) 

Another way of talking about innovation is, “Surprise them.” 

Readers are naturally compelled by language that breaks the 

mold, by words and phrases that shake things up. That doesn’t 

mean reinvent the wheel, necessarily—although I like to entertain 

that possibility whenever I can—but it’s absolutely vital to avoid 

clichés, boring imagery, and stuff that’s too obvious. 

Don’t try to be the second coming of Shakespeare. But you should 

innovate. That means working hard to find an interesting hook. It 

means creating a unique, undeniable voice. It means framing the 

problem, the solution, and the rewards in a way the customer 

might never have seen before. That’s what we as copywriters are 

paid to do, and if you find yourself falling into “But wait, there’s 

more!” territory, you need to rethink everything. 

 

8. The Importance of the Through Line 

To wrap it all up, think about this: consistency is key in content. 

Here’s an example. You can start off writing about toy robots from 

the 1950s and finish by illustrating the benefits of 21st-century 

automation. But you can’t start off with toy robots and end up 

talking about tuna sandwiches. 



Okay, let me explain in a less quirky way. You need a logical 

through line in any copy. A through line is really another word for 

story. It means that you start with one idea and build on it through 

successive phases, arriving at a conclusion that makes sense 

without being predictable. 

I’m tempted to say “makes poetic sense.” But again, we’re not 

talking about Shakespeare or Romantic lyricism here. We’re 

simply asserting the need for another kind of reward: a satisfying 

ending and a fulfilling reading experience. 

So, that can translate into short copy using a clear, clever 

extended metaphor. OR—let’s say you’re a business software 

salesperson and you’re writing a blog post. It’s about a day you 

spent recently at your new customer’s mattress factory. You could 

begin by talking about how you didn’t sleep well the previous 

night—you’re a new parent, maybe, and your child kept you 

awake. What would be the perfect book-end to this beginning? 

Well, it would be great to end with a serene “good night”—a 

description of floating off to sleep on the ingeniously designed 

bedding your customer gave you as a free sample to try out. 

OR—using a twist that pulls the heartstrings a bit more—let’s say 

the customer ended up giving you a child-sized mattress, and you 

sign off with the beautiful image of your youngster sprawled out in 

sleepland. Either way, you’re using a time-tested method of set-up 

and pay-off. The reader can easily identify with your starting 

point—your inability to sleep. Five hundred words later, the ending 

you arrive at is equally understandable, yet unexpected. That’s 

what a good through line does. It pays off on many levels. 


