
Four obvious things
about copywriting.



Number one.
There’s no such thing as obvious.

It’s why it’s not always easy to write. Because even though a business owner 
or marketing bod might know a lot about a company, it’s hard to get those 
very obvious points across.

And it’s also the reason I’ve put together this list of four obvious things 
about copywriting, that aren’t obvious to everyone.

These are things that every copywriter keeps in mind as they write, 
and everybody who wants to write, read, or commission copy should 
understand.

So whether you’re an experienced copywriter looking for a handy 
summary, a novice looking for an introduction, or somebody who needs 
to work with copywriters, I hope it’s useful.

Obviously when people see what you do, they’ll buy into it.

They’ll throw in their credit card details. They’ll fill out your form. 
They’ll give you a call.

If only.

If there’s one thing you need to know about copywriting, it’s that nothing 
is obvious.

That’s why companies make a point of telling people how they’re friendly, 
helpful, and professional. It’s why your copy needs to tell people what they 
get, not just what you have.

It’s why you say “Hey, send us an email to find out more” rather than relying 
on hope and common sense alone.



Number two.
Copywriting makes things happen.

Think about this. Buy this.
There are two sides to the copywriting coin, depending on the outcome 
you want to achieve.

On the one hand, you have indirect response copywriting. 
That’s where prospects (the people you are trying to communicate with) 
won’t necessarily take action right away.

It’s like those excellent John Lewis TV ads, with their emotional ideas 
and tear-jerking music covers. They don’t necessarily try to sell you 
on a specific product right away. They don’t give you a phone number 
to call, or a website to visit with the intention of making a purchase.

A lot of people ask me what a copywriter does. There’s a simple (and 
fairly vague) answer.

Anytime a business communicates, a copywriter can write that.

More specifically, we’re talking about selling ideas and things using words. 
A copywriter shouldn’t be filling empty space, but actively trying to make 
things happen.

For businesses, there are more opportunities to communicate than ever. 
You’re no longer limited to big-budget TV ads and press. You can blog 
your expertise, tweet your customer service, and showcase your brand 
on your website.

It’s not just possible. It’s essential. But it’s not enough just to write aimlessly. 
You need to write with purpose.



Sometimes, it’s hard to say which type of copy you’re working on. 
For example, a website can persuade and motivate people to take action, 
in the vein of direct response. However, websites are also about brand 
building and indirect effects.

Either way, try to figure out what your goal is before your business speaks.

Then, you can start to think about techniques for achieving it.

They’re there to build the brand. To give a company a sense of personality 
and get their name heard. It’s more about getting a company into heads 
and hearts than it is about generating income.

Contrastingly, there’s direct response copywriting. That’s where you want 
someone to do something. Right now.

The best example is the sales letter. Sometimes short, sometimes twenty or 
thirty pages long, they get the attention of your reader, tell them all about 
what you do, and persuade them to make a purchase. It’s all about 
convincing, converting, and selling.

Indirect response copywriting should grab attention and be memorable.

Direct response should entice, inform, and persuade.

All copywriting has a desired outcome, but that outcome shifts from 
project to project.



Number three.
It’s about choosing what to say and how to say it.

•  A holiday
•  Feature: All-inclusive meals
•  Benefit: Don’t spend your holiday thinking about money

As a sidenote, you can probably think of lots of benefits for each feature 
or each product. So which one do you go for?

The answer is in your audience. Choose the most appropriate benefit 
for the people who are going to be reading your copy.

Before you start writing, you need to think about what to say.

The simple rule of thumb is talk about benefits, not features.

That’s true even if you’re talking about a very technical product where the 
features might be essential. They still won’t sell without being linked to the 
appropriate benefits. 

A few examples:
•  A t-shirt

•  Feature: 100% machine washable
•  Benefit: It’s always clean, and lasts longer

•  A smartphone
•  Feature: Lots of storage space
•  Benefit: Never delete a photo again



Some are very serious and formal (the UK Government).

They all have their own ways of talking and, even though tone of
voice statements usually overlap, combining different elements
together makes a company sound unique.

In the examples above, you’ll see the tone of voice changed subtly.

In the benefit statement aimed at commuters, the tone of voice was more 
wordy, perhaps slightly older. The benefit for gamers was short and pithy. 
The one for professionals was all business, using corporate terms like 
“enterprise-grade”.

It’s not about throwing in jargon. It’s about using the right vocabulary
for the right people.

And it doesn’t come easily. Writing with the right tone means 
understanding your audience, how they think, and how they’d want you 
to sound.

It also means understanding the wider industry around the business you’re 
writing for. Does your tone of voice stand out?

Back to examples...
•  A smartphone (with lots of storage space)

•  Expressing the benefit for commuters: Enough music 
and media to keep you entertained for even the longest 
train journeys

•  Expressing the benefit for gamers: All your games. 
All in one place.

•  Expressing the benefit for professionals: Sync all your critical 
files with enterprise-grade storage

As you can see, the benefit is essentially the same, but expressed differently 
for each audience.

There’s also something else that changes. That’s tone of voice.

Who on earth are you?
Most people have heard the term tone of voice, but what does it really 
mean? It’s the personality a company speaks with. It’s the type of person 
they would be.

Some companies are witty and playful (Apple, Innocent).  



Even when an established tone of voice is given to you in detail, adopting 
it is perhaps the hardest part of copywriting. It’s also possibly the 
most important.

Mentioning features and translating them into benefits is what you say. 
Writing in the right tone of voice is how you say it.

Copywriting is putting those two things together.



Number four.
Headlines are essential (and so is body).

First You Have The Headline.
It’s perhaps the most overused piece of copywriting advice ever, but David 
Ogilvy once said you should spend 80% of your time and budget on your 
headline, and 20% on the rest of the copy.

It’s a bit misleading. The rest of the copy is just as important.

But if you get the headline wrong, nobody will carry on reading. 
So be interesting, unusual, attention grabbing, or just plain attractive.

And it’s not always about being clever – sometimes, the most effective
headline you can use is simply the promise of a discount or product 
benefit.

Grabbing attention. Presenting benefits. Persuading. Tone of voice.

They’re the big concepts in copy.

Now let’s get down to the smaller components copy is made from.

They’re pretty obvious.



Time for Some Action.
The last component to mention is the call to action. In a direct response 
piece, you’ve introduced yourself, and worked hard to make people want 
what you have to offer.

Now, if you’re writing direct response, you need to tell them how they 
can get it.

The call to action is the “phone this number now” or the “buy online 
at our website”. It’s the part where everything is tested.

People will do what you want, or they won’t.

Often, the most effective calls to action are simple and precise.
They’re not clever – they just tell people what they need to know.

Of course, if you’re feeling creative, a call to action that’s integrated 
with your message can be a more subtle way to get the same effect.

Tell people what you’re selling, in a way that sells, and then tell 
them what you expect them to do next. Obviously.

You Can Also Use Subheads.
In an ideal world, a headline says it all. It gets the key message across 
in an appropriate tone of voice, and makes you a success even if nobody
reads on.

But of course, with a great headline, they will.

So then it’s your job to continue through and keep writing. In the body, 
length is flexible, although usually you’ll need more words to sell a more
expensive item. You’ll want to cover features, but emphasise benefits.

You’ll also need to overcome common objections people will have, 
like “Isn’t that a bit expensive?” and “Isn’t there an alternative that’s just 
as good?”

Depending on the voice and style of the company you’re writing for,
you can write in short sentences. Not always complete.

The academic rules of grammar and punctuation matter, sure, but it’s
more important to make reading easy. That’s your goal.



The end.
A convenient summary.

Copywriting is:
•  Using words to sell things and ideas
•  Necessary everywhere a company communicates
•  About building a brand or achieving immediate action
•  Centred on benefits, not features
•  Written in a tone of voice that gives brands personality
•  Usually made up of:

•  Headlines
•  Body
•  Calls to Action

And that’s it. A copywriter brings together those elements to communicate 
those messages.

Look, I’ve summarised everything I’ve written so far in this little box.

It’s like reading the whole thing, without reading it at all.

If I’d told you this existed, you probably would have scrolled down 
and missed the explanation.

Sorry.

But it’s a cheat sheet, a reference for you to know what writing copy 
is all about. So just be thankful.



But I’m willing to bet that, every once in a while, you think it’d be nice to get 
back to basics. To forget the high-end, and spend some time thinking 
about grass roots. The essentials. The real heart of what it is a copywriter 
does.

The obvious.

I’m with you on that.

There’s more, but the basics are that simple. They’re that obvious.

It seems too easy, doesn’t it?

That’s because it is.

I guess that’s why I’ve written this little guide, to get away from the complex, 
in-depth things that most copywriters find themselves talking about.

I’m guilty of it as much as the next person.

On my copywriting blog, I go further into the techniques of persuasion, 
the way people read and respond to copy, and how the things you write 
can go way beyond putting a few words in the right order.

But that doesn’t do much for the very real people out there who are
interested in copy at its simplest level.

If you’re a copywriter, you might feel like this is a guide to sucking eggs. 
You might feel talked down to.



Need hands-on help?
Let’s talk.

info@stephenmarshcopywriter.co.uk
07414 508 608
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