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Introduction
In advertising and marketing, there’s one element that stands out head and shoulders above anything else, in 
terms of “sales power”. It doesn’t matter whether you’re writing a letter, an ad, a radio script or creating a sales 
presentation, by far the most important element is the headline or the opening paragraph of that marketing piece.

You’ve heard the term it takes 7 seconds to make a first impression. Well, in written communication it actually takes 
just a fraction of that time. In fact, across a two page newspaper spread you have just 4 seconds before a person flips 
to the next page. With that, it’s vital that your headline has impact.

The news is even more significant when you consider Yellow Pages ™ advertising. If you advertise in Yellow Pages 
you’ll know that your ad is pitted against all competitors’ ads. To get a potential buyer to call you, your ad needs a 
headline that SCREAMS out reasons why they should read your ad and NOT one of the dozens of competitors.

Research shows that, on average, at least 5 times as many people read the headline of an ad or marketing piece, than 
the body copy of any ad or letter. So you can have sizzling body copy and a sizzling offer but unless your headline 
hooks your reader in, nobody is going to hear about that great offer you are running.

Advertising legends such as John Caples, Claude Hopkins, David Ogilvy as well as modern copywriting professionals 
all understand the importance of the headline. That’s why they spend 80% of their copywriting time writing the 
headline and just 20% of their time writing the body copy. It’s THAT important.

Moreover, the difference between a poor headline and a powerful headline can impact your sales by as much as 
1000%.

For instance, when a photocopier retailer in Brisbane changed the headline on their Yellow Pages ™ ad so it offered 
stronger benefits and a clear point-of-difference, their sales increased by 320%.

Then there was a seminar company that religiously tested different headlines in the ads they ran in a Sunday paper 
each and every week with the view of generating the absolute maximum return on their advertising dollar. Over time 
they more than halved their cost per lead and dramatically reduced the number of tyre kickers who responded.



Creating headlines

©2016 BSI. All Rights Reserved 3

The purpose of a headline
A headline is a statement that is designed to give a reader a reason why they should continue reading the rest of your 
marketing piece. Its SOLE purpose is to entice someone to keep reading. It does that by grabbing the attention of the 
reader, arousing their curiosity and offering a strong benefit.

Consumers are busy. When they read a newspaper they scan it for interesting headlines or images. By interesting I 
mean things that relate to situations they are going through in their life at the moment …

activities or events that interest them 
or something that relates to their 
values.

If the headline of an ad doesn’t jump 
out at them and say “read me”, the 
reader will skip past and not give your 
ad or news article a second thought.

The same goes for direct mail. Many 
people open their direct mail over 
a rubbish bin. Some envelopes get 
opened. Others just go straight in the 
bin unopened. With the letters that do 
get opened, a person will scan down 
past their name and quickly glance 
at the opening paragraph, that’s it. If 
something in that opening paragraph 
or headline above the paragraph 
doesn’t excite them, in the bin that 
letter goes.

The most common mistake that people make
We have found that most small to medium business owners and managers make a very big advertising mistake that 
ends up costing them tens if not hundreds of thousands of dollars in lost revenue each year.

They turn to their advertising sales representative, their printer or their graphic designer for advice on how to write a 
great advertisement.

Even though these people are probably great at their jobs, more often than not they’re not experts at writing 
persuasive sales copy.

Nine times out of ten, the advice they give is to put your company logo in a prominent position right at the top of 
your ad or brochure. The frightening thing is, that one piece of well-meaning but misinformed advice is turning away 
readers in their droves.

Think about it - when people are making a decision as to which newspaper ad to read, or whether to read a direct mail 
piece or not, they are looking for things that are of interest to them … something that is in line with their values.

If someone is in the market for a new refrigerator and they see an ad with a large logo for Fred Smith Electrical 
Appliances at the top of that ad, is that enough to make them want to read the ad? Chances are, they won’t even notice 
it.

You see, unless you’re a big brand name like KFC, Pepsi or Mercedes, people don’t care about who you are.  

All they care about when making a purchasing decision is what you’re going to do for them.
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So instead, if Fred Smith Electrical Appliances removed their logo or business name from the top of the ad and 
featured a headline that said something like …

“SAVE 50% On Fridges – Today Only!”

or …

“The Best Value Double-Door Fridge in Town Or Your Money Back!”

… it would have a much greater impact! Chances are, people who were in the market for a fridge would read it, 
wouldn’t they. And the reason why they’d do that is because it flags their interest and it offers them a strong benefit.

The most powerful advertising words of all time
Inside “How to Write a Good Advertisement” by Victor Shwab (Wilshire Publications 1982), advertising legend, John 
Caples analysed the number of times certain words appeared in effective ads. As a result of that he came up with a list 
of the ten most powerful advertising words. They are:

» You (31 times)

» Your (14)

» How (12)

» New (10)

» Who (8)

» Money (6)

» Now (4)

» People (4)

» Want (4)

» Why (4)

As you can see, the word “YOU” is by far the most powerful. In fact, it is THE most powerful word in the English 
language, especially when you add up the above scores and see that the words “you” and “your” were used a 
staggering 45 times out of 100.

Why so prevalent? When you use the word “YOU” it’s like a light bulb switches on inside a person’s mind. The reader 
subconsciously feels that you are speaking 
directly to them. They then feel that the message 
you are sharing relates to their situation. They 
can more easily picture themselves using your 
product or service.

When writing your advertising copy then, make 
sure you feature the word “you” heavily in the 
body copy and when writing your headline try to 
feature it or at least imply it in the headline.
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10 more tips for writing a powerful headline
1. Feature powerful benefits

2. Use “punchy” or unusual words so they attract more attention

3. Use the word “YOU” or at least imply it (eg. How to)

4. Mention your Unique Selling Proposition

5. Be very specific with your claims. Specific numbers attract more attention eg. 732 instead of 700

6. If your product appeals to a specific target audience, flag down the audience in your headline eg. Vegans…

7. If you have a powerful guarantee, mention it in your headline

8. Always write the headline in upper and lower case

9. If you’re making a shocking statement, use an exclamation mark

10. Put your headline in quotation marks and your reader will perceive it to be a quote

Different types of headlines
1. Flag down your reader

If your product targets a specific niche market it makes sense to flag down your reader in the headline eg.

» Home Owners … Here’s An Easy Way to Cut Your Home Loan Debt In Half In Three Years

» Quilting Enthusiasts … All the quilting supplies you’ve ever wanted at wholesale prices

» To Men Who Want …

2. Mention a powerful benefit

Remember, the purpose of a headline is to address your reader’s needs. By promising a benefit or a specific result 
you’re hitting their hot buttons and enticing them to read on.

» If you’re a…………then you …………

» Find out …………

» Discover …………

» Here are 14 ways to…………

» 19 steps to …………
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3.  Arouse curiosity. Most people are voyeurs in that they love to know what other people are doing. That’s why
headlines that arouse their curiosity get attention. For instance:

» 13 things you must know before…………

» The Truth about…………

» 13 Secrets to …………

» The Good, The Bad and The Ugly of …………

» The 8 telltale signs that …………

» Who else wants to …………

» Offer Advice How to …………

» Why …………

» Here are 6 ways to…………

» Which of these costly ………… mistakes do you make?

» How do you fair in this ………… test?

4. Presents news

If you are launching a new product or technology this type of headline is perfect. As mentioned earlier, people are 
curious by nature and they love to hear about the latest inventions, happenings and scandals. Not only that, many 
people also love to be the first person on their street to own that latest technology as it hits the market.

Here are some other examples of headline starters that promote news …

» At last …

» Announcing…

» Now …

» Introducing …

» Breakthrough …

Another way you can use a newsworthy headline is to hone in on a current event and weave your headline and ad
around that event. Eg.

“Federal Budget Changes Brings Surprise Windfall To All Ipswich Home Owners”

5. Issue an instruction

These types of headlines work powerfully in ads where a celebrity is endorsing 
a particular product.  A famous Australian actress, Sigrid Thornton can be seen 
in ads promoting Nature’s Own Omega3 Fish Oil.  The headline of one of those 
ads reads:

“Trust Nature’s Own to help you feel better. Put your health first.”

Celebrity endorsements are powerful because the average consumer knows and 
trusts these people because they watch them in the media all the time. They 
perceive that if Cecil Celebrity endorses something, that product must be good. 
In other words, they like and trust celebrities so they’re likely to follow their 
advice.

All you need to do is watch any late night infomercial to see the power of 
celebrity endorsement at work.

©2016 BSI. All Rights Reserved
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Not all headlines that incite action are celebrity endorsements, however. Here are some other examples that work like 
wildfire:

» WARNING: Don’t Buy a New Volvo Until You Read This!

» Spray This On Your Carpets And Those Fleas Will Be Dead in Minutes … Guaranteed

6. Make an offer

In the Member study guide that talks about “Offers” you’ll see that it’s 
important to feature a powerful offer in your advertising.

If you do have a powerful offer, featuring it in your headline can have an 
amazing effect on your responses, if:

(i)  The product or service that you’re selling is something that people already
know that they have a need for or…

(ii)  You have a completely free gift to offer as a way of generating leads for
your business.

Here are some examples:

»  FREE Money Saving Guide Shows You How to Cut Your Household Bills by
36% in 7 Days Or Less

»  FREE Seminar Shows You How to Start Your Own Profitable Internet
Business On Less than $100

» FREE $40,000 Furniture Package With Every Home

» SAVE Up to $8500 On All Subaru’s

7. Relate to a problem or goal

If someone has a pressing problem in their mind and you run a headline that addresses their problem, you can bet
they’ll read that ad.

Here are some examples:

» Erection problems?

» Flaky Scalp?

» Cures Tinea Fast

» Worried About the Bank Foreclosing?

8. Tell a story

Story-telling is proven to be the most powerful persuasion tool in the world today. If your headline and then ad can 
tell a story about a real life example of what has occurred, your responses will be many times higher than if you run a 
conventional ad.

The reason why story-telling works so well is that people are less skeptical and don’t feel like they’re being sold. Your 
reader ends up getting swept up in the story eager to see what the person’s problem was, how their problem was 
solved and what results occurred.

Telling a real life customer’s story adds realism to your sales message.

Here are some headlines that tell a story:

» From Broke Surfer Bum to $8 Million In Assets in 8 Years

» How I Lost 50 Kilos in 39 Weeks Without Dieting
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 » At 4 ½ she’s reading 3rd grade books.

And here’s a headline from one of the most famous ads and most copied ads of all time, written by advertising guru, 
John Caples. It’s a great example of story-telling in action. Notice it has a large curiosity element to it.

“They laughed when I sat down at the piano but when I began to play! ~”
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Yellow Pages ™ 
headlines
Yellow Pages ™ advertising is a little different to 
normal print advertising so the type of headline 
that will work in the Yellow Pages ™ is a little 
different to what will work for a print ad – here’s 
why:

People who are reading the Yellow Pages ™ are in 
the market to buy a certain product or service right 
now.

That means they have identified they already have 
a need. All they need to do know is decide which 
type of product to purchase or which company to 
purchase it from.

That means that the job of a headline in your Yellow Pages ™ ad is to give your prospective reader a reason why they 
should choose YOUR company or read YOUR ad ahead of the competition.

With that, here are some headlines that work really effectively in Yellow Pages ™ advertising (remember, don’t use 
them for newspaper advertising because they may not work that effectively).

“6 Vital Reasons To Choose Brian’s Landscaping to Turn 
Your Lawn Into a Garden”
This type of headline promises the reader that there are at least 6 reasons why they should choose this company over 
the others. When scanning the Yellow Pages ™ a that’s exactly what the reader is looking for - reasons to choose a 
particular company over another. That’s why this type of headline works - because it promises reasons.

“The Best Prices In Town … Guaranteed” and…

“The Most Amazing Facial You’ve Ever Had … Or Your Money Back”

Yellow Pages ™ headlines featuring guarantees are great for giving you a point of difference. It makes your business 
stand out head and shoulders above the competition by showing that you back up your claims by offering risk-reversal 
measures.

So – if you have a strong money back guarantee in place, it makes sense to mention it in the headline.

“Before You Choose a Home Builder Here are 7 Vital Questions to Consider”

This headline promises information on what to look for when making a purchasing decision. This is really important 
because (depending on the product) buyers want to choose the right product/service for their needs. Giving them 
helpful information that helps them make the right decision, helps them fulfil a need. It also positions you as an 
expert in the industry.

“Don’t Choose a Home Builder Until You Read This”

This headline is similar to the headline above in that it offers information, what it also does though, is relate to fears 
that some consumers have. If you’re in an industry that is plagued with an unsavoury reputation (whether deserved or 
not) consumers tend to be wary and they sometimes have concerns about being ripped off. This headline addresses 
their fears and promises a solution. The ad would then go on to share the warning signs of what to beware of when 
choosing a service provider.

©2016 BSI. All Rights Reserved
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Headlines in direct mail
There are three types of headlines that have a powerful effect in direct mail.

1. A headline in large type at the top of the letter.

2. A powerful opening paragraph.

3. A unique visual involvement device that grabs the reader’s attention.

Here are some examples of opening lines that work really well in direct mail. You’ll find more in the Study guide on 
Direct Mail.

Dear……………

I have some great news for you …

People love to read about great news so if you have something exciting that will be of benefit to them, let them know in 
the opening paragraph.

Dear ……………

I need your help.

The reason why this opening works is because people like to be of assistance or at the very least, they are curious to 
know why someone needs help. Either way, if you start a letter with this sentence there’s a very good chance someone 
will read it.

Dear……………

If you’re committed to cutting your living expenses by $5000 or more this year, this could be the most important letter 
you ever read.

This opening paragraph makes a bold statement … the most important letter you ever read so you’ll find that this 
intrigues people into reading further.

Dear ……………

I know you’re busy so I’ll get straight to the point.

This works particularly well when targeting time-starved executives because it addresses one of the frustrations they 
have about reading direct mail.
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Summary of key points
» A Headline is THE most powerful piece of copy in any piece of advertising material

» Spend 80% of your time on the headline and 20% on the rest of the body copy

» Do not use your logo or business name in headline

» Mention product benefits and your Unique Selling Proposition in your headline

» Use power words in your headline and especially the word “you”
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Action steps
What Why Who   

(Make sure you involve 
others, if possible)

When   
(Date of next BSI meeting, 
if possible)

Call 12 clients and 
identify the top 3 things 
that mattered most to 
them when they were 
considering purchasing 
your product or service. 
Consider running a Focus 
Group or Client Advisory 
Board.

Gather valuable 
information you can use in 
your headlines, and build a 
stronger relationship with 
your customers

You or a key team member

Have a team meeting to 
brainstorm further ideas 
and share the outcome of 
your client research.

Involve your team in the 
process, educate them 
to the benefits of using a 
powerful headline and get 
valuable ideas from them.

You and your team

Identify what your Unique 
Selling Proposition (USP) is 
and consider featuring that 
in your headline

Have a clear understanding 
of why your business 
stands out so you can then 
communicate that in your 
headlines but also in your 
sales presentations, to 
your customers.

You and your team

Create some headlines 
based on the ideas inside 
this guide

Improve your marketing 
responses and reduce your 
advertising costs.

You and your team

Test various different types 
of headlines to see what 
works best.

You can continually 
improve your marketing 
results and therefore 
maximise your profits

You and your team

Monitor and measure your 
results

Take the guesswork out of 
the “testing” process by 
knowing precisely which 
ad in which publication, 
featuring which headline, 
generated the best return 
on your marketing dollar.

You and your team

Talk with your BSI Coach 
for any assistance in this 
area.

To get feedback to make 
sure you are applying 
all the headline writing 
principles in the most 
effective way.

You and your BSI Coach




