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New to This Edition

Communication technology continues to evolve toward more customization and integration. 
The sixth edition of Strategic Writing: Multimedia Writing for Public Relations, Advertising 
and More reflects these changes. The efficiency and sophistication of marketing automation, 
programmatic advertising platforms and social media management systems allows strategic 
writers to personalize messages and coordinate across functions like never before.

In addition to copy updates in every section and diverse new examples, this edition 
features notable changes in areas of digital and mobile technology and their important 
ethical, legal and strategic support structures. The increasingly multimedia nature of com-
munication requires strategic writers to blend their approaches in ever-changing and inter-
esting ways. Throughout this edition, instructions and examples reflect the increasing role 
of images, audio and video across previously more static forms of communication.

But just as importantly, we have attempted to add depth and detail to the larger stra-
tegic planning process that precedes the creation of any individual tactic. To that end, the 
formerly distinct sections separating sales and marketing from business communication 
are now consolidated, streamlined and updated to emphasize the functions of each of 
these types of organizational communication. The authors also attempt to make the case 
for reading, research and critical thinking as critical precursors to strategic writing.

Because public relations theory and best practice have two-way communication at 
their core, this section has been updated to depict the important ways in which that is 
achieved. Given the essential role of social media in corporate communication, this sec-
tion further distinguishes the importance of both social listening—as a source of informa-
tion and insight—as well as social posting in its various forms. This more collaborative role 
between audience and writer is also reflected in additional explanation of internal and 
external blogs as well as the trends of influencer marketing and user-generated content in 
the content marketing section.

The newly created “Audience personas” section in the advertising chapter provides stu-
dents with guidance on creating one of the most useful tools available to strategic writers 
wishing to translate research into consumer-centric messaging and media planning. In a 

Introduction
How This Book Works

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003380108-1


Introduction

2

world demanding more personalized communication, humanizing audiences in this way 
helps bring data to life for strategic writers and their creative teams. Digital advertising is one 
of the fastest evolving spaces, so this chapter reflects both updated terminology and practices.

The Sales and Marketing section points students to new multimedia examples reaching 
more diverse audiences and using the emerging technology available to today’s strategic 
writers. Mobile messaging and marketing automation in email communication have under-
gone the most notable changes. Although the words “sales” and “marketing” are most often 
associated with profit-oriented enterprises, the authors also seek to illustrate how nonprofits 
and community organizations can utilize these functions to reach their missions as well.

Long-standing methods of communication like newsletters, brochures and print ads 
are still relevant today, so you will see many of the tried-and-true formats and rules of the 
road remain here. But because modern audiences are increasingly expecting communica-
tors to meet them where they are, we provide more detail and updates on digital advertis-
ing, mobile marketing, podcasting and other “on the go” methods of engaging audiences.

Traditional writing is still an essential skill for students and provides the foundation for 
evolving into new and modern approaches. So, one thing that hasn’t changed is the book’s 
closing focus on grammar and style. We find students are increasingly exposed to online 
content lacking a professional writer or editor, so recognizing their own writing mechanics 
errors may be less obvious. It remains our hope that the appendices will allow educators 
to simply to type “PM3,” for example, on a student’s assignment rather than explaining at 
length the wondrous nature of the comma splice.

The authors of this book are not only educators, but also leverage decades of experience 
as working professionals in public relations, advertising and marketing communications. 
Our experience spans industries and includes consumer, business-to-business, employee, 
government and community relations. We have worked at media outlets, in agencies and 
at corporations while also serving the communication needs of many local, national and 
global nonprofits and social causes. This insight helped us curate the content and advice we 
felt would best prepare students for today’s strategic writing roles and their evolving careers.

As professionals, we worked in departments with wide-ranging functions, budgets and 
goals. These progressive roles gave us the chance to write a diverse array of documents in 
emerging and integrated formats from blogs and news releases (public relations), broad-
cast, print and out of home ads (advertising), social media posts, direct mail and fund-
raising letters (sales and marketing) and more. We believe that kind of multidisciplinary, 
multimedia convergence is standard for today’s writers and hope this book prepares stu-
dents for that industry environment.

Students and future professionals work on tight deadlines and need a book that gets 
right to the point. For example, if you are assigned a social media calendar that’s due 
tomorrow, you need a clear set of instructions—a recipe, basically—for writing that doc-
ument. We hope this book becomes a desktop reference—either digital or paper—while 
you write, both now and on the job for years to come.

Finally, we wanted a book that emphasized the importance of strategy. We want you 
to realize that, ideally, everything you write—whether it’s a news release or a social media 
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post—advances the organization toward a specific business goal. We want you to under-
stand that every document should aim at a desired effect. We even want to help you 
identify what the goal-oriented message of each document should be. Our name for this 
goal-oriented writing is strategic writing.

How This Book Is Organized

We’ve divided this book into four sections:

CC The first section provides an overview on strategic writing. It’s packed with informa-
tion, but we’ve kept each segment short.

CC The second section focuses on public relations documents.

CC The third section focuses on advertising documents.

CC The fourth section focuses on sales and marketing documents.

Of course, some documents—podcasts, brochures and social posts, for example—
could fit into each of these four professional categories. You will see some complementary 
content in each section as convergence evolves. The book concludes with four appendices 
that offer guidelines for punctuation, grammar, style and oral presentations.

Another useful way to categorize strategic communication documents is to understand the 
four kinds of media in which they appear. You can use the PESO acronym to remember paid, 
earned, shared and owned. These are the four traditional paths to reaching target audiences:

CC Paid media generally leverages outlets, such as television broadcast networks, audio stream-
ing services, websites or a paper/digital newspaper, that accept advertising. This can also 
include paid social media placements you might see labelled as “boosted” or “sponsored.”

CC Earned media describes content that was deemed worth publishing by reporters, edi-
tors, bloggers or other intermediaries. This includes news outlets that accept news 
releases, pitches and similar offerings—if those offerings are approved by the medi-
um’s gatekeeping editors.

CC Shared media generally are social media, in which we share information and opinions 
with others. This content is often “co-created” between organizations and individuals 
who react, reply and share with their own networks.

CC Owned media generally are those controlled by an organization, such as a company’s 
annual report, digital newsroom, websites, brochures, and other sales and marketing 
collateral material.

Just like advertising, public relations, sales and marketing communication, these four kinds 
of media can overlap with one another. YouTube, for example, can be paid or shared, 
depending on what type of message we’re using it to send.
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We hope the purpose of this book is clear: It explains strategic writing. It offers 
instructions—recipes—for dozens of different strategic documents. And it offers help with 
punctuation, grammar and style. It’s designed to be a user-friendly tool that helps make 
you an effective writer.

Supplemental Material

This book contains concise instructions for writing the key multimedia documents in stra-
tegic communication. Each document includes an example in the text. For additional 
research and writing tips and links to examples and templates, please visit www.routledge.
com/cw/hendershot.

Faculty who use this edition will find a number of online sources:

CC Sample assignments with rubrics.

CC Slides that support each chapter.

For students, the following online resources are available:

CC Nine-step strategic writing process guidance with helpful links for each step.

CC Examples, templates and helpful online articles.

CC Quizzes for each section of the book.

Appendices Summaries

The full appendices begin on page 305.

Punctuation Rules: Appendix A

PM1 Commas with coordinating conjunctions

PM2 No commas with coordinating conjunctions

PM3 Comma splices

PM4 Commas with opening subordinate clauses

PM5 No commas with closing subordinate clauses

PM6 No commas with restrictive relative clauses

PM7 Commas with nonrestrictive relative clauses

PM8 Commas with nonrestrictive nouns

PM9 Commas with titles

PM10 No commas with restrictive nouns

https://www.routledge.com/cw/hendershot
https://www.routledge.com/cw/hendershot
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PM11 Commas with dates

PM12 Commas with state and nation names

PM13 Commas with adjective series

PM14 Commas with and series

PM15 Commas with opening quotation marks

PM16 Commas with attributions after quotations

PM17 Commas following other punctuation marks

PM18 Commas with attributions that split quotations

PM19 No commas with attributions before paraphrased quotations

PM20 Commas with closing quotation marks

PM21 Commas with direct address

PM22 Commas with yes and no

PM23 Commas with people’s ages

PM24 Commas with present participial phrases

PM25 Commas with past participial phrases

PM26 Commas with opening phrases

PM27 Commas with opening -ly adverbs

PM28 Commas with not

PM29 Commas with interjections

PM30 Commas with conjunctive adverbs (however, etc.)

PM31 No commas after opening coordinating conjunctions

PM32 Commas that incorrectly separate subject and verb

PM33 Semicolons with independent clauses

PM34 Semicolons with series

PM35 Colons only after independent clauses

PM36 Colons with lists

PM37 Quotation marks within quotation marks

PM38 Quotation marks with multi-paragraph quotations

PM39 Quotation marks in headlines

PM40 Quotation marks with titles

PM41 Quotation marks with unfamiliar words

PM42 Question marks with closing quotation marks

PM43 Question marks in two-question sentences

PM44 Question marks that don’t end sentences

PM45 No question marks with statements

PM46 Exclamation points with closing quotation marks

PM47 Exclamation points that don’t end sentences
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PM48 Periods with closing quotation marks

PM49 Periods with sentence-ending abbreviations

PM50 Periods with parentheses

PM51 Dashes with sentence interruptions

PM52 Dashes with dramatic pauses

PM53 Dashes with explanations of words or concepts

PM54 Dashes as informal colons

PM55 Hyphens with compound modifiers

PM56 Hyphens with prefixes

PM57 Suspensive hyphenation

PM58 Apostrophes with contractions

PM59 Apostrophes with possession

PM60 No apostrophes with personal pronouns

PM61 No apostrophes with adjectival plural nouns

PM62 Apostrophes with decade abbreviations

PM63 Parentheses with nonessential comments

Grammar Rules: Appendix B

G1 Pronoun disagreement

G2 False series/lack of parallelism

G3 Subject–verb disagreement

G4 Who and whom

G5 Dangling participles, dangling modifiers

G6 That and which

G7 I and me

Style Guidelines: Appendix C

S1 Business titles

S2 Abbreviations in company names

S3 Second reference

S4 Numbers

S5 Abbreviation of month names

S6 State names

S7 Percentages

S8 Commas in series
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SECTION

1

OBJECTIVES

In Section 1: Strategic Writing, you will learn what strategic writing is. In 
doing so, you will learn about:

CC The importance of good writing

CC Research, planning and the writing process

CC Writing for the web

CC Writing for social media

CC Writing for audio and video

CC Strategic design

CC Integrated marketing communications

CC Ethics and strategic writing

CC DEIB and strategic writing

CC Persuasion and strategic writing

CC The law and strategic writing

CC Jobs in strategic writing

This section introduces what it means to be a strategic writer. It highlights how to 
improve your writing through reading and studying the art of word usage, grammar and 
syntax. It provides examples of and instructions for writing for the web, social media, 
audio and video, and print design. This section introduces the concept of integrated 
marketing communications and discusses the importance of understanding how ethics, 
diversity, persuasion and the law impact strategic writing.

Strategic Writing

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003380108-2
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For additional tips and helpful links to templates and examples, please visit www.routledge.
com/cw/hendershot.

Quiz Yourself

Find the quiz, plus additional tips and links to templates and examples of the types of writ-
ing discussed in the Section, here: www.routledge.com/cw/hendershot.

https://www.routledge.com/cw/hendershot
https://www.routledge.com/cw/hendershot
https://www.routledge.com/cw/hendershot
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Strategic writing is goal-oriented writing. Well-managed organizations have specific, writ-
ten goals they strive to achieve. Strategic writing helps those organizations achieve those 
goals.

In the paragraphs that follow, we will further explain what we mean by strategic writ-
ing. Right now, however, you’ll establish a solid foundation in this exciting profession if 
you focus on the following key idea: Whenever you write a specific document for public 
relations, advertising or marketing communication, you should know the purpose of the 
document and how that purpose relates to a specific organizational goal. Imagine what 
a successful strategic writer you’ll become if every document you produce moves your 
organization closer to the fulfillment of its goals.

The word strategy comes to English from Greek. In Greek, strategos means military 
leader or general. As a strategic writer, you’re like a general: With each document, you 
direct your ideas, words and other multimedia elements on a specific mission. Most dic-
tionaries define the word strategy as meaning something like “planned actions in support 
of a particular policy.” In strategic writing, your “planned actions” involve the process of 
writing, and the “particular policy” is the business goal you’re helping to achieve.

Many organizations have a values statement, a brief set of core values that ideally 
guide their actions. Those general values often lead to a mission statement that more pre-
cisely describes the organization’s purpose. In order to fulfill that mission, organizations 
usually create annual business goals.

As a strategic writer, your job is to help your organization achieve its values-driven, 
mission-related goals. That sounds like a big job—and it is. If you are writing a multimedia 
newsletter story, you need to know what business goal or goals your story and the news-
letter are helping to achieve. The same is true for a mobile ad, content-marketing video or 
social media post. Ideally, everything you write on behalf of your organization moves it 
toward the fulfillment of its mission.

Your communication skills will be particularly important to your organization: To 
achieve their goals, organizations rely partly on resources controlled by other groups. For 
example, nonprofit organizations rely in part on the resource of contributions made by 
donors. For-profit companies rely on the resource of purchases made by customers. Both 
nonprofit and for-profit organizations depend on the resource of fair coverage that the 

Introduction to 
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news media can provide. In every organization, top management relies on the resource of 
productivity held by other employees. Your mission as a strategic writer is to secure those 
resources through effective communication. Much of your work as a strategic writer will 
involve building productive relationships with resource holders.

In building those relationships, the documents that you produce can be divided into 
two groups: on-strategy and off-strategy. On-strategy documents remain focused on a clear 
message that helps an organization achieve a particular goal or goals. Off-strategy doc-
uments fail to connect with business goals. Either they began with no consideration of 
business goals, or they attempted but failed to create a goal-oriented message. Off-strategy 
documents can be worse than a waste of time. Their nonstrategic messages can confuse 
target audiences, who become unsure about what message you are trying to send and 
what kind of relationship you seek.

Strategic messages can be categorized in many ways. In this book, we divide them 
among the overlapping disciplines of public relations, advertising and marketing commu-
nication. A separate way to categorize them is to identify the four kinds of media in which 
they appear: paid, earned, shared and owned media. This PESO model was developed by 
Gini Dietrich, CEO of the public relations firm Spin Sucks, to describe the process of merg-
ing the media types into an integrated communications approach. The easy-to-remember 
acronym begins with P (paid), but that doesn’t mean that is always the starting point. In 
fact, it probably shouldn’t be. The most effective messaging begins with the content you 
already own. Then find where and how earned media fits into the mix. Add in shared 
media and finally, determine how paid media can augment your reach.

We will close this chapter with some cold, hard truth. Although strategic writing is the 
ideal for successful organizations, it’s not always the practice. Some organizations lack 
leaders who understand the importance of strategic communication; other organizations 
become distracted and overwhelmed by the many demands of successful management; 
still others may lack writers with your knowledge and skills. Sometimes you may find 
yourself thinking something like this: “I know this is off-strategy, but the client insisted” or 
“This seems off-strategy to me, but my boss made me do it this way because it’s how we’ve 
always done it.”

As young professionals, we encountered the same problems. We have been there, and 
we sympathize. Our best advice is to try some strategic communication with your boss 
and your clients. If you can politely emphasize the advantages of strategic writing (without 
sounding like a pushy know-it-all), you may succeed in transforming your organization’s 
communications.

On-strategy: That is our message.
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The authors of this book have lost count of the number of employers we’ve heard who all 
say the same thing: “Please give me someone who can write!” Yes, employers want diplo-
matic team players. And they want hard-working graduates with social media experience. 
But they almost always begin by asking for good writers.

We’ve noticed a similar trend in surveys of employers that list necessary job skills for 
success in strategic communications professions such as public relations. Good, strategic, 
multimedia writing usually tops the list.

Good writing, much like any skill, must be trained, honed and practiced. Think of 
strategic writing as a ballet. Before a ballerina can take the stage, she must first learn the 
proper technique. She observes as an instructor performs each position, noting every tiny 
detail from the point of the toe to the arch of the neck, and then mimics those movements 
in front of a mirror to ensure they are correct.

Just like the ballerina who becomes a better dancer by watching, we become better 
writers through reading. A study published in the International Journal of Business Admin-
istration in May 2016 found that what students read in college directly impacts the level 
of writing they achieve. Students who read nonfiction and academic journals used more 
sophisticated syntax in their writing than those who read mysteries, fantasy or science fic-
tion. The lowest writing scores were found in those who only read web-based aggregators 
like Reddit, Tumblr and BuzzFeed.

If you want to learn to write well, immerse yourself in reading. Wide reading will help 
you learn a variety of writing techniques and help you hone the craft of writing. Not only 
will you discover forms of writing that impress you or resonate with you, but you will also 
discover writing missteps or taboos that you should avoid. Incorporating a reading-to-
write approach will broaden your vocabulary, enhance your word choice strategies, and 
improve your ability to use words and phrases to create well-formed sentences.

The secret behind enhancing your writing through reading is to learn to read like 
a writer. You must have the mindset that everything you read is an investment in your 
craft. As a result, read with purpose. Look at every book, article, advertisement or even 
social media post as an exercise in critical thinking. Ask yourself, “Am I reading good 
writing?” And if the answer is yes, “What makes it good?” See if you can determine the 
authors’ intended audience and purpose and study their use of grammar, context, style 
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and punctuation. Evaluate their storytelling techniques and their use of persuasion. Then 
take those observations and put them into practice in your own writing.

This book is all about helping you become a first-rate strategic writer. As you already 
know, strategic writing involves delivering goal-oriented messages—messages that are 
on-strategy. Strategic writing also involves carefully crafted sentences. You don’t want to 
distract your audiences with bad grammar, sloppiness or wordiness. The appendices of this 
book contain guidelines on punctuation, grammar, style, editing and proofreading. We 
hope you’ll review those.

What follows here are tips for strengthening sentences.

TIPS FOR WRITING BETTER SENTENCES

1.	Challenge to be verbs: Challenge every appearance of am, is, was, were, be, 
being, been and every other form of the to be infinitive. Sometimes a to be verb 
best suits the needs of a sentence, but often you can find a stronger, more evoc-
ative verb.

Original Revision

He will be a good communicator. He will communicate well.

We are inviting you… We invite you…

2.	Use active voice: By active voice, we mean active subject. In active voice, the 
sentence’s subject does the action described by the verb. In passive voice, the 
subject doesn’t do the action.

Passive Voice Active Voice

Our profits were affected by a sales 
slump.

A sales slump affected our profits.

Passive voice is grammatically correct, and it’s the right choice when the action is 
more important than the action’s doer (for example, “She was fired”). But passive 
voice can seem timid, and it requires a weak to be verb. In contrast, active voice 
is confident and concise.

3.	Challenge modifiers: Modifiers (adjectives and adverbs) can strengthen a sen-
tence by sharpening your meaning. But sometimes they prop up poorly chosen 
words, especially imprecise nouns, verbs and adjectives. A precise, well-chosen 
word needs no modification.

Original Revision

We are very happy. We are ecstatic.

Quickly take your report to the client. Rush your report to the client.

co
nt

in
ue

d



The Importance of Good Writing

13

He is rather tired. He is tired.

Please deliver the package to our head-
quarters building.

Please deliver the package to our 
headquarters.

4.	Challenge long words: If a long word or phrase is the best choice, use it. Other-
wise, use a shorter option.

Original Revision

Utilize Use

Prioritize Rank

5.	Challenge prepositional phrases: To tighten sentences, turn prepositional phrases 
into shorter adjectives when possible. Avoid a string of prepositional phrases.

Original Revision

I will present the report in the meeting 
on Thursday.

I will present the report in Thursday’s 
meeting.

We will meet on Thursday in Weslaco 
at the Lancaster Hotel on McDaniel 
Street near the park.

We will meet Thursday at Weslaco’s 
Lancaster Hotel, 1423 McDaniel St.

6.	Challenge long sentences: Long sentences or overly complex sentences don’t nec-
essarily make sophisticated sentence writing. Sometimes a simple sentence can 
pack a powerful punch. How long should a sentence be? Long enough to make its 
point clearly and gracefully—and no longer. Challenge sentences that have more 
than 25 words; realize, however, that some good sentences will exceed that length.

7.	Avoid overused expressions: Clichés such as “It has come to my attention” and “I 
regret to inform you” lack original thought. They sound insincere. Overused fig-
ures of speech such as “He’s a fish out of water” don’t create the engaging image 
they once did. Overused expressions suggest to readers that you didn’t take the 
time to devote clear, serious thought to the message you’re sending.

8.	Avoid placing important words or phrases in the middle of a sentence: The begin-
ning of a sentence breaks a silence and calls attention to itself. The last words of a 
sentence echo into a brief silence and gain emphasis. The middle of a sentence gen-
erally draws the least attention. A writer friend of ours says, “Words go to the middle 
to die.” (This dead zone can be useful for minimizing the impact of bad news.)

9.	Keep the focus on the reader: Tell readers what they want and need to know—
not just what you want them to know. Keep the focus on how they benefit from 
reading your document. Talk to them about themselves and what your message 
means to them.

co
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10.	Employ parallelism: Sentences are easier and more pleasant to read if there is 
an agreement in their grammatical structure, particularly when it comes to lists. 
This principle is known as parallelism, parallel structure or parallel construction.

Incorrect: We all need good nutrition and to 
exercise on a regular basis.

Correct: We all need good nutrition and regu-
lar exercise.

11.	Read your sentences aloud: At least whisper them to yourself. That’s the surest 
way to check for effective sentence rhythms. Reading aloud also can be an effec-
tive editing technique.
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Research, Planning 
and the Writing Process

Good writing is more than just natural talent: It’s the result of a logical process. Because 
the writing process can seem intimidating (or just plain hard), some people prefer to just 
rush in and start writing. But that is like leaving for a spring break trip with no destination, 
no map, no budget—and no hope. Other writers may feel so overwhelmed that they avoid 
the job until it’s too late for their best work.

Good writing isn’t easy. There is nothing wrong with you if you find writing to be 
hard work. You can, however, make that hard work a little easier by following a nine-step 
writing process.

Step One: Research

Writing strategically means writing with a specific goal in mind. This book shows you how 
to write dozens of documents for public relations, advertising and marketing. Each docu-
ment should begin with an analysis of purpose, audience and media.

Begin your research by defining the document’s purpose: What should it accomplish? 
What business goal does it support? With your answers to these questions, you should 
begin to answer another purpose-related question: What should be the one, key strategic 
message of this document?

Now extend your research to the target audience of the document. To whom are you 
writing? Audience research generally falls into three categories: demographic, psychographic 
and behavioral data. Demographic data consist of nonattitudinal facts such as age, income, 
gender, educational level, race and so on. Psychographic information contains attitudinal 
details about values, beliefs, opinions and attitudes. Psychographic information can include 
political and religious beliefs, personal ethics codes, goals in life and so on. Behavioral infor-
mation describes habits and actions, social trends and media usage. Use your research to 
deeply understand your readers. Perhaps the most important question you can answer is why 
members of your target audience should care about your document. What’s in it for them?

Finally, you should gather information about the medium or media you will be using. 
Will you use print advertising? Digital ads? Video-streaming platforms? Mobile messaging? 
All the above? The characteristics of your chosen media can help you further refine your 
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one, key strategic message. One of the best ways to select the most appropriate media for 
your message is to study the media habits of your target audience.

It also helps to know what members of your target audience are doing while they are 
using a specific media channel. Suppose a coffee shop decides to reach its audience by 
advertising on a radio station in the morning. Knowing that most people are driving to 
work at this time of the day, the coffee shop might design an advertisement that speaks 
directly to commuters by explaining how grabbing a hot coffee to go through their conve-
nient drive-thru window will make their drive more enjoyable.

Step Two: Brainstorming

When your strategic message requires creativity, consider using a basic five-stage approach 
to the creative process originally outlined by social psychologist Graham Wallace in his 
1926 book The Art of Thought and still largely agreed upon by creatives today:

1.	Preparation. The preparation stage is where you find inspiration for your ideas. Inspi-
ration can come from research, studying the work of other strategic writers, observing 
what is happening in the world around you or brainstorming with others.

2.	 Incubation. During this stage, you step back from the brainstorming and let your ideas 
percolate. During this phase, your subconscious works through the creative details, 
helping your brain make sense of the information it has gathered.

3.	 Illumination. This is the moment when your idea moves from your subconscious to the 
forefront. It is your “aha” moment where everything starts to make sense.

4.	Evaluation. Once your idea has been formulated, this stage involves critically think-
ing through all aspects of the idea and weighing it against other alternatives. More 
research can help determine the potential success of the idea and determine if you 
continue forward or return to stage one or two.

5.	Verification. This final stage is where you take your idea to fruition.

Step Three: Organizing/Outlining

You have gathered all the necessary information. You have identified a key message and 
developed a creative approach. Now it’s time to determine what to include and how to 
organize that information.

Many things affect organization, including the target audience’s interests, the type of 
document you are writing and the importance of each piece of information. The best gen-
eral guidelines for good organization are to consider your audience (what order of infor-
mation will keep it interested?) and to be logical. You should have a reason for the order of 
presentation: One part of the document should lead logically to the next.
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Writing an outline, whether it’s formal with Roman numerals or just notes scribbled 
on a restaurant napkin, will help you refine and remember your document’s organization. 
Don’t be surprised if you change or reorganize items as you write. New options may 
appear as you progress.

Step Four: Writing

Finally. Now for perhaps the hardest part of the writing process. Writing is tough work for 
most of us. If you just can’t get the first few sentences, start somewhere else. Your outline 
allows you to do that. And don’t worry about getting the words exactly right in your first 
draft. It’s more important to get the ideas and meanings right.

Step Five: Revising

One truism about writing says, “Good writing isn’t written; it’s rewritten.” Even if you love 
your first draft, set it aside for a period of time. Return to it with a fresh perspective and 
be critical. Poet and novelist Robert Graves recommended imagining that your intended 
reader is looking over your shoulder and saying, “But what does that mean? Can it be 
clearer? What’s in this for me? How do I benefit by reading this?”

You might also try reading your document aloud. This can be an effective way to catch 
mistakes or language that doesn’t flow well.

Writers who get serious about revision sometimes find that they have accidentally 
memorized all or parts of a document. With the document temporarily lodged in their 
memories, the writers are able to revise it as they eat lunch, ride in an elevator or drive 
home. This may sound excessive (even weird), but it illustrates the point that good, suc-
cessful strategic writers don’t settle for first drafts.

Step Six: Editing

Think of editing as the last fine-tuning before you send the document to your boss. Editing con-
sists of two parts—macro editing and micro editing—and you should do both. Macro editing 
involves looking at the “big picture” of the document. Is the document’s key message clear and 
goal-related? Does the document appeal to readers’ self-interests? Does it cover the important 
parts of who, what, when, where, why and how? Is it well-organized—does one section lead 
logically to the next? Is the format—the way it looks on the page or screen—correct?

Macro editing also can involve a final revision. Can you find a precise noun to replace 
a current adjective–noun combination? Can you find a precise verb to replace a current 
adverb–verb combination? Are you using boring to be verbs too often? Can you find more 
interesting action verbs?
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Micro editing is proofreading. It involves going through the document one sentence at 
a time and double-checking grammar (including spelling and punctuation) and accuracy. 
Double-check all names, dates, prices and other facts. Use your computer’s spellcheck 
program but don’t rely on it exclusively. Use a dictionary to look up every word or phrase 
that could be wrong. Double-check the accuracy of quotations. Micro editing is best done 
backward, starting with the document’s last sentence. Moving backward breaks up the 
flow of the too-familiar document to help you focus on each sentence. You will see what 
you actually wrote instead of what you meant to write.

Step Seven: Seeking Approval

What could be hard about this stage? All you do is give the document to your boss and 
anyone else who needs to approve it before distribution. But experienced writers know 
that this can be one of the toughest steps in the writing process. You have done your best 
with the document and are committed to your approach. What if someone with authority 
wants to change part of it—or all of it?

Keep an open mind. Would the proposed changes make the document more strategic? 
If so, swallow your pride and realize that a successful document often requires a team 
effort. But if the proposed changes seem to hurt the document’s strategic value, do your 
best to politely debate the revision. Keep everyone’s attention focused on the goal.

Never send a document to the target audience without undertaking this approval 
stage. By this point in the writing process, you are probably too close to your document. 
It is hard for you to be objective. The document now needs other reviewers and editors. 
And that can be hard.

Step Eight: Distributing

You must now send your document out into the world—or at least to the target audience. 
You may not be responsible for distribution, but you have a major investment in the doc-
ument’s success. Be sure you know where it is going and how it is getting there. And then 
be sure that it got there. As we said earlier, the best way to deliver a document is whatever 
way the target audience prefers. Be sure your research includes how the target audience 
wants to receive the information.

Step Nine: Evaluating

In one sense, you began to evaluate your document much earlier in the writing process. When 
you considered different creative approaches and when you revised and edited, you were 
evaluating. In the approval stage when others edited your document, they were evaluating.
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But now it is time for the big evaluation: Did your document accomplish its strategic 
mission and fulfill its purpose? Learning the answers to these questions can help you do 
an even better job next time. If your document succeeded, why? If it failed, why? Did it 
have the desired effect on the target audience? Was its distribution effective and efficient?

Because strategic writers are so busy, evaluation can get overlooked in the rush to the 
next assignment. However, evaluation of past documents can lead to future successes.

The top three problems the authors of this book see in student writing are a lack of 
research, a lack of strategic (goal-oriented) focus and a lack of polish (too many first drafts 
with small errors and awkward passages). We know that the writing process recommended 
here can seem like busywork. If you are doubtful about the writing process, we ask you to 
try it before rejecting it. We think the experience will make you a believer—and a better 
writer.
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1D Writing for the Web

No other audience in strategic writing is as potentially diverse as a web audience. Your 
viewer could be the person next door or someone in Algeria. The web may be a mass 
medium, but it is still one-to-one communication. After all, people don’t surf the web in 
groups.

People also don’t read websites in the same way they read print: A study by Jakob 
Nielsen, a web usability researcher, found that almost 80% of users scan webpages rather 
than read them word-for-word. His research concluded that people read information on 
a computer screen 25% slower than information in print. This, coupled with the fact that 
people must first find your website before they can read it, means that writing for the web 
requires a different approach from writing for print. For this medium, it’s essential that you 
hone your skills as a strategic writer. Your job as a web writer is to first make your site easy 
to find and then hook the user with beneficial content before they impatiently click away.

A website is an active, nonlinear medium. That means that the user doesn’t necessarily 
start at the top and read to the bottom. A website, like other social media, is user-driven; 
the user decides when, how much and where to read next. Typically, web users are on a 
specific mission, looking for answers to an immediate problem. They want to quickly sort 
through content, decide and then act. They are not interested in verbose explanations or 
long narratives. Thus, concise, tight writing is essential.

One main difference between print and online documents is that the former are tac-
tile: Readers can hold a book or report in their hands and flip through the pages. That’s 
not true on the web unless the user prints out the entire site. Users entering a site have no 
idea how many pages it includes or exactly what information it contains. That’s why good 
navigation is critical. As a web writer, you must always provide cues as to where the user is 
in the site and how they can navigate to additional information. Navigation clues include 
page titles, subheadings, description tags and links.

Search Engine Optimization

Typically, the user will enter your site through a search engine query. Therefore, your first 
job as a web writer is to write so users can find your site.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003380108-6
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When a user searches for information via a search engine, the engine returns a list of 
webpages that match the query, placing the best matches first. Thus, your goal as a web 
writer is to get listed near the top of search responses. You do this by creating webpages 
that search engine crawlers will determine are matches for keyword searches.

A keyword is a word or phrase included in the website content to help a search engine 
locate particular pages. Users also type keywords into search engines seeking relevant 
websites.

Thus, search engine optimization (SEO) plays a vital role in getting your website 
found. SEO involves editing content and inserting HTML coding to increase the relevance 
of specific keywords and to remove barriers to search engine crawlers. Theoretically, the 
better optimized your website, the higher on the search results page it will appear.

SEO is not a science or an art, although many in the field would argue it is a bit of 
both. Because search engine software is proprietary, Google, Bing, Yahoo!, DuckDuckGo 
and the others don’t want you to know exactly how they sift through data. In fact, the pro-
cesses are ever-changing, so it’s impossible to know exactly what formula will work best 
at any given time. Google reportedly changes its algorithm 500 to 600 times per year and 
says it uses hundreds of different ranking factors that range from location of keywords to 
basic content reading level and the inclusion of videos. The search engines themselves do 
provide suggested practices that will help your site be found, ranked and indexed.

Content

To many people, the term “search engine” is synonymous with Google, which has about 
92% of the global search engine market. Because Google is the dominant search engine, 
SEO typically revolves around what works best for Google. It’s useful to have a clear 
understanding of how Google works and why. Google offers guidelines to assist with web-
site search optimization: “Create a useful, information-rich site and write pages that clearly 
and accurately describe your content” (support.google.com). In other words, “Content Is 
King,” as Bill Gates declared in 1996. The primary way to increase your rankings on any 
search engine is to:

CC Provide original information not available elsewhere on the web.

CC Provide information of value that can benefit users.

Worldwide Search Engine Market Share (2022)

Google—92.18%, Bing—8.04%, Baidu (China)—7.34%, Yahoo!—3.39%,
Yandex (Russia)—1.53%, Ask—.72%, DuckDuckGo—.39%, Naver (South Korea)—. 
13%, AOL—.06%, Seznam (Czech Republic)—.05%

https://support.google.com
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CC Clearly describe the content of your website.

CC Ensure that other sites link to your site. (If others reference your site, Google sees it as 
more reliable.)

CC Use good navigation tools and structure in building your site. (For example, eliminate 
broken links, slow downloads and duplicate copy.)

Keywords

As discussed earlier, people find your website by typing keywords into a search query. 
Your task as a web writer is to use keywords in the content of your website that match 
users’ search queries. The higher up your company or organization appears on the search 
response, the more likely a user will click through to view your website.

Website owners often think keywords only pertain to their content. This is not true. 
Keywords are also about your audience. Think about what members of your target audi-
ence need, the type of content they might seek and the language they use. The following 
suggestions can help you identify keywords for your site:

CC Create a list of potential keywords: Ask yourself: What other names or terms are 
related to your product or service? What is your site hoping to do or promote? What 
services will it provide?

CC Brainstorm: Ask friends, colleagues and loyal customers or users for potential 
keywords.

CC Visit discussion forums: Record the words prospective customers are using. Think like 
a consumer. What are they searching for? What is their intent?

CC Know your competitors: What keywords are they using?

CC Use single words as well as phrases: Remember the term “keyword” doesn’t refer only 
to single words but also to phrases, called long-tail keywords.

CC Avoid industry jargon: Users might not understand trade-speak.

CC Use a keyword research tool: Google Keyword Planner, SEMrush, Moz Keyword 
Explorer or other search tools can identify possibly overlooked keywords.

CC Dig deeper: Use the keyword research tool to learn more about each word or phrase, 
including its organic click thru rate, search volume and competition.

CC Narrow your choices: Refine your list of keywords to include a mix of broad and 
highly targeted words. Also create some “negative” keywords—ones that do not 
describe your site’s product or service. Obviously, avoid using these.

CC Finalize your list to 15–25 keywords: Consider ranking them as primary, secondary 
and additional keywords.
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Now that you have your list of keywords, how do you use them to write strategically?

CC Content: Your primary keyword should be the focus of the entire article, so your title 
and content should reflect that. Use two or three secondary keywords that comple-
ment the primary one and highlight additional talking points. Finally, include one or 
two additional keywords that are phrased or spelled differently than the primary or 
secondary keywords. In most cases, you will include three to eight keywords per page 
when writing your content. Using more will dilute the content and could be viewed 
as “keyword stuffing.”

CC Heads, Links and Navigation: Use keywords in page titles, internal headlines, <Alt 
text> (text that substitutes for images that a browser can’t open) and links, including 
navigation links. Vary the titles of different pages to use as many keywords as possible. 
In the main article content, frontload your keywords into the first 200 words of con-
tent. Insert your primary keyword in the first and last paragraphs and disperse evenly 
throughout (about every 150 words).

CC Meta Description: Use keywords in the meta description for the page, a sentence of 
up to 158 characters that describes page content. Description tags are HTML-coded 
passages that don’t appear on the visible page. Search engines often use this embed-
ded tag as the snippet that appears along with the search results. If you don’t provide 
a tag, the search engine will construct one from the contents of the page. Ideally, you 
would include a primary and a secondary keyword in the meta description.

As the needs of your site and its visitors change, so should your keywords. Constantly 
monitor your keywords and update them as needed. Remember: Keywords are ultimately 
about people—your audience. The better you know your target audience, the more tar-
geted your keywords will be. The best advice remains: Write information-rich content that 
is relevant to your audience.

Web Writing That Works

People don’t really read Web pages; they scan them, looking for information they find rel-
evant. As a result, strategic communicators should write pages the way people use them: 
Make them scannable.

CC Organize content in an inverted pyramid: In passages of more than one paragraph, 
information should become progressively less important.

CC Write concisely: Documents intended for online reading should rarely be longer than 
1,000 words. A good target is 500 words or less. If your website is most likely to be 
viewed on a mobile device, a good target length might be closer to 250–300 words 
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per page. Remember: People find it more difficult to read information on a computer 
screen or hand-held device, and thus read it more slowly. Edit. Then edit again.

CC Add headings: Split content into information bytes with descriptive headings. To attract 
and hold a reader, make text short with one idea per paragraph. Strive for paragraphs 
no longer than 50 words and sentences that contain no more than 15 words. Use 
short, simple words. One of the handiest tools for the online writer is your software’s 
word-count function. Use it!

CC Put key information in the first sentence of a paragraph: In fact, the first three words 
should be loaded with information.

Don’t Write: 2022 was a big year at Riverview Community Medical Center with sur-
geries for knee replacements reaching all-time highs.

Do Write: Knee replacement surgery soared at Riverview Med in 2022.

CC Use embedded hyperlinks to provide more in-depth coverage or background infor-
mation. Think in terms of layers. The top layer is the outer skin of your website, and as 
you go deeper inside, you reach the meat. Don’t use “click here”—it is problematic 
for individuals using screen readers.

Don’t Write: For articles about knee replacement procedures Click Here.

Do Write: Advances in knee replacement procedures at Harvard show…

CC Use bulleted and numbered lists: Bullets (•) slow down the eye and highlight infor-
mation. Use bullets when the sequence doesn’t matter; use numbers when it does. In 
websites, bulleted information should be one or two words in length.

CC Use the bite-snack-meal approach (developed by Marilynne Rudick and Leslie O’Fla-
havan). On the website homepage, a headline serves as the bite. The snack is a two- 
or three-sentence summary of the article beneath the headline. The meal is the full 
article, which appears on an interior page and is accessed by the headline link. This 
allows readers to choose what level of detail they want.

CC Be objective: Don’t use a promotional writing style. Web users want straightforward 
facts. Where necessary, link to other websites to increase credibility, but be judicious. 
Less is often more when it comes to links.

CC Avoid jargon and acronyms: Most people won’t understand complicated or industry 
specific jargon. It is also harder to comprehend, so more likely to be skipped over 
during a page scan. If you must use an acronym, spell out the words the first time you 
use them on every web page.

CC Make text timeless (avoid words such as recently and today).

CC Use sentence fragments where helpful: Print documents generally call for complete 
sentences, but complete sentences often aren’t necessary in online writing. Sentence 
fragments often let you pull information-carrying keywords to the front.

Do Write: 25% less fat!
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CC Use numerals: For easier comprehension, don’t spell out numbers, even at the beginning 
of a sentence or in a headline. This doesn’t apply to large numbers, such as a billion.

Do Write: 10 Reasons to Choose Riverview Med.

CC Highlight text for emphasis: Put keywords (not whole sentences) in bold or colored 
text. Avoid blue and purple, however. The default settings on most computers are blue 
for unvisited sites and purple for visited ones.

CC Limit the use of italics or underlining for emphasis: Italic type is more difficult to read 
on a computer screen (although advances in vector graphics and higher-resolution 
monitors have minimized this issue), and underlining may be confused with links. 
Think in terms of eyebytes—two or maybe three emphasized words. Use about three 
times as many as you would in a similar print document.

CC Integrate graphics within the text: Use charts and visuals to explain complicated 
information. Avoid graphics with movements that might distract the reader from the 
content. Caption all graphics clearly. Clear captions also assist visually impaired view-
ers whose specialized computers may not display the graphics.

CC Make printer-friendly versions (PDFs) for information likely to be printed.

Web Headlines

Once you have written your web content, it is time to write the headline. Website head-
lines must work overtime. Their job is to help users skim through copy and locate their 
desired information. Headlines are probably the single most important words on your 
webpage. After all, they must appeal to three audiences: your reader, search engines and 
social media. It’s a rare case when the same headline can captivate all three, however.

Your first consideration should always be the readers. If your headline doesn’t imme-
diately grab readers’ attention, they may click through to another site, and you’ve lost 
them. Search engines seek very specific content connected to an intended search, so your 
headline must contain those keywords.

CC Write headlines, subheadings and internal headlines that summarize content. Since 
users can enter the site from any page and freely move among pages as they choose, 
make each page stand on its own and not be dependent on previous pages. Headlines 
often appear separated from their associated story in search results, social media posts, 
blog posts or newsfeeds. That means they must be meaningful out of context.

CC Make every word in a headline meaningful. Don’t be cute. Don’t be promotional. 
Don’t run the risk of confusing international audiences with slang. The headline should 
be specific and clearly explain what information follows.

Don’t Write: Get the Most Bang for Your Buck.

Do Write: Increase Your Sales by 15%.
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CC Tell the reader what they will get from the content. Your headline should be benefit- 
oriented whenever possible.

Don’t Write: The Best Bed Ever Made.

Do Write: Sleep Better and Wake Up Refreshed.

CC Write short, direct headlines that feature keywords. Try to write headlines that average 
about five to eight words. Google will only show the first 55–60 characters on a page 
title. Pay attention to what words might be cut off. Remember short headlines are bet-
ter for social media posts, too.

CC Front-load your headlines, placing the most important keywords first.

Don’t Write: Scientists Reveal Slower Metabolism Causes Weight Gain.

Do Write: Weight Gain Due to Slow Metabolism, Study Says.

CC Use passive voice when it allows you to place keywords first in a headline or sentence.

Active voice: flavours! Introduces Soymilk Diet Bars.

Passive voice: Soymilk Diet Bars Introduced by flavours!

CC Use numerals rather than spelling out numbers.

Don’t Write: Five Tips to Weight Loss.

Do Write: 5 Easy Tips to Weight Loss.

CC Use how-to titles.

Do Write: How to Lose 10 Pounds This Week.

CC Use internal headlines. The job of an internal headline is to select and highlight a 
word, phrase or idea from the following few paragraphs that will make the reader want 
to keep reading. Internal headlines also serve to break up uniform blocks of type into 
manageable chunks.

Finally, pay attention to websites that you visit. What works? And just as important, 
what doesn’t?
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1E Writing for Social Media

Social media may be as commonplace as eating lunch or brushing teeth, but they’re still 
ever-changing tools. For people born at the turn of the century, most of these media were 
created after they first attended preschool. Social media platforms continue to evolve and 
change at an ever-increasing pace. Let’s start this discussion of social media with some 
basic definitions:

CC Social media: Software, platforms and websites that allow people to create, share and/
or exchange information and ideas in virtual communities and networks.

CC Social listening: The process of identifying and assessing what is being said about a 
company, individual, product or brand on the internet.

CC Social engagement: The process of communicating (engaging) with an online com-
munity and measuring the effectiveness of your activity across every social media 
platform.

The first step in the strategic use of social media is listening—not unlike research being 
the first step of strategic writing. Understanding your organization’s target audiences—
both present and potential—is key to successful strategic communication. The second step 
in strategic social media writing is planning. Organizations need to know what they want 
to accomplish through social media, whether it be growing and empowering a network 
of passionate supporters or providing a human face for the organization through shared 
stories.

Social media posts are an increasingly important part of strategic writing. A report 
by Sprout Social notes that 90% of business executives agree that social media will soon 
become the primary communications channel for connecting with customers. Addition-
ally, the survey found 80% of consumers expect brands that have a social media presence 
to interact with them in meaningful ways on social media.

Given that importance, how often should an organization post? Media experts have 
differing answers to that question because you want to post frequently enough to remain 
top of mind with your members of your target audience, but not so frequently that you 
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annoy them. The key is ensuring you consistently post quality content. HubSpot, a cus-
tomer relationship management platform, recommends these posting frequencies to meet 
the industry averages:

CC Facebook: 1–2 posts per day is optimal with a minimum of 3 times per week. With just 
under 3 billion monthly active users and 1 million daily users, Facebook dominates 
the digital space. Around 71% of consumers and 65% of marketers expect it to be one 
of the platforms they use the most this year.

CC Instagram: 1–2 posts per day. With 2 billion monthly active users, Instagram is the 
second-most downloaded app worldwide. Pew Research found that 59% of people 
check Instagram daily, with 38% of those users checking the app multiple times a 
day.

CC X (formerly Twitter): 5–10 posts per day. X remains the go-to platform for trends and 
emerging news stories. Posts have a relatively short shelf life, so it is important to 
spread them throughout the day.

CC LinkedIn: 2 posts per week. As a professional resource, this is a good platform for 
branding strategies. Plan to post during business hours and make sure your content is 
relevant to those business professionals reading your messages.

CC Pinterest: 3–10 pins per day. The optimal amount for your account will depend on 
how much time you can dedicate to making original, quality Pins. Three new Pins 
will perform better than 25 repeated Pins. Increased popularity with younger audi-
ences who aren’t searching for specific brands makes the use of keywords vital on 
this platform,

CC TikTok: 1–4 posts per day. As the most downloaded app in the world, TikTok might 
not be the appropriate channel for every brand or organization, but it should be 
taken into consideration. Research on ideal posting frequency on this platform is still 
relatively new, but experts agree that you should post at least one high-quality video 
per day.

CC YouTube: 1 video per week. Consistency and quality remain key factors for success 
on this platform.

Regardless of the social media platforms you use, each post should communicate 
something of interest to your target audiences consistent with your goals and values. In 
addition to creating original posts, you should connect with your audiences by joining 
conversations or responding to inquiries delivered via social media.

Because social media platforms evolve rapidly and differ from one another—Face-
book isn’t LinkedIn, which isn’t TikTok—it can be tough to supply tips that apply to 
strategic writing for all social media. But experts agree that some basic guidelines do 
exist.
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10  TIPS FOR SOCIAL MEDIA WRITING

1.	Pause to plan: Don’t write until you’ve considered purpose, audience and media. 
The purpose of social media generally is to encourage audience engagement and 
interaction with your organization. Your audience is technologically literate, and 
the media should be those preferred by your target audience.

2.	Focus on audience wants, needs or interests: Don’t post unless you’re addressing 
one of those categories.

3.	Create a social media personality (voice) for your organization: Experts rec-
ommend informality with a slightly edgy sense of humor—but that advice is not 
appropriate for all organizations, such as nonprofit groups that address serious 
health issues, or in all circumstances. Even humorous personalities sometimes 
must deliver serious, straightforward messages.

4.	Don’t shoot from the hip: Do be proactive with posts and respond quickly to 
opportunities and to the concerns of key audiences—but be sure that every social 
media message is reviewed, edited and approved before posting. Social media 
scheduling tools that require levels of authorization can assist with the approval 
process.

5.	Stay up to date: Social media tools allow you to schedule social media messages; 
coordinate those messages with information from your databases that store infor-
mation on customers and/or other key audiences; and organize the editing and 
approval process.

6.	Engage your readers: Again, create posts that captivate readers and, ideally, 
become individual relationship-building conversations. Strategic writers often 
craft social media messages to pull readers to a so-called landing page within 
their organization’s website.

7.	Be concise: X posts are limited to 280 characters and spaces, and experts at 
Sprout Social recommend aiming at 100 characters for such posts. Facebook 
posts of 40–80 characters spark the highest levels of engagement.

8.	Use visuals: Posts with photos, videos or GIFs draw more attention and engage-
ment from readers than do simple text messages.

9.	Use analytics to learn which posts work best with which audiences: Facebook, 
for example, has a Page Insights section, just as X has Post Analytics. (If we’re not 
studying reactions to our messages, we don’t know if we’re succeeding.)

10.	Think beyond “buy now” messages: The Content Marketing Institute recom-
mends restricting direct sales messages to just 20% of your social media posts. 
The remainder should be entertaining and informative messages, including 
so-called hacks and how-to posts and responses to current events.
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Perhaps the greatest challenge in the strategic use of social media is finding a cor-
rect balance in your organization’s social engagement. While there are many positives 
in encouraging interactions with your various target audiences, there is also risk. Poorly 
planned posts can attract worldwide scorn, and even private posts by employees can 
reflect poorly upon an organization. It’s imperative, therefore, that organizations establish 
social media policies, as well as train employees in their use. And not all threats to social 
media success come from within. Again, organizations should regularly monitor the social 
media environment for potential threats as well as opportunities.

One more piece of advice: Be a student of social media writing. Learn from what 
works—and what doesn’t.
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Have you ever noticed that it is often easier to silently read a book or email than it is to 
read it aloud? You may not have realized it at the time, but that was your first experience 
with the difference between writing for the eyes and writing for the ears.

Aural writing—writing for the ears—is increasingly important in the age of digital and 
social media. It is the style of writing used when making a live presentation in front of an 
audience (such as a speech or sales presentation) or for one that is recorded or transmitted 
to the audience (such as radio/television commercials, online videos or podcasts).

There are three major similarities between print-style writing (which is created for the 
eyes) and aural writing (which is created for the ears—and eyes, in the case of video):

CC We write each in a manner best suited to the audience.

CC We write each in a manner best suited to the purpose behind the message.

CC We write each in a manner best suited to the medium used to convey the message.

The major difference is that writing for the ears uses language and formats that make 
it easier for the narrator to read the copy and for the listener to understand it. Aural com-
munication, what we hear, is linear. That means there are no second chances. When we’re 
reading, we can pause, reflect and re-read a sentence. However, that doesn’t happen when 
listening to the spoken word. Once the message is delivered, it’s gone—unless we’re able 
to rewind a recorded message, which is more difficult than simply re-reading a written 
sentence. For this reason, the aural style of writing features short, active voice, subject-
verb-object sentences with key information at the start of a sentence. The style remains the 
same regardless of the message.

Writing for the ears differs from writing for print in several other ways. Print media are 
better suited for details. An audio listener or video viewer can easily get lost in an ava-
lanche of facts and figures. That is why the use of broad concepts, tangible examples and 
big ideas is preferred in aural writing. It is also why broadcast and podcast writers repeat 
key phrases and names—especially in advertising and other persuasive messages created 
to be remembered.

Writing for Audio 
and Video1F
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Unlike audio, which has no pictures, in video, words and pictures must work in uni-
son. For example, strategic writing for television commercials and video news releases 
involves designing images as well as crafting the words that enhance them.

The value of learning how to write for audio and video has grown with the increasing 
prominence of social media videos as well as podcasts. Podcasts have become import-
ant in the branding of organizations. They also help create a connection, a relationship, 
between the source and the listener. The growth of the podcasting industry coupled with 
an audience demand for video has seen a significant migration of traditional podcasts to 
video podcasts. In its simplest form, a video podcast is an audio podcast with a video or 
visual element. A video podcast builds upon the audio experience of an audio podcast, 
enabling opportunities for an audience to engage and connect deeper with their favorite 
podcasts and podcasters.

Consider Nayna Florence, described by Influencer Marketing Hub as one of the top 15 
vloggers to follow in 2023. With 205K subscribers and more than 200 videos on YouTube, 
the UK-based influencer shares a variety of videos on her popular YouTube channel that 
cover sustainable fashion, university life, travel, health and diet, and more. She shares vid-
eos that show a “day in the life” of a college student, what she is wearing that day, how to 
cook vegan meals, how she spends her free time, and other topics she is passionate about 
such as sustainability and animal rights. Audiences appreciate her content for its positivity 
and uplifting messages and continue to follow her because she maintains a consistent and 
authentic presence.

10  BASIC RULES OF WRITING FOR THE EARS

1.	The announcer has to breathe: Stick to short sentences of 20 or fewer words.
2.	Keep it simple: Only one major idea per sentence. Avoid compound sentences. 

(The word and should raise a red flag.)
3.	Make it personal: It really doesn’t matter how many people are listening. In real-

ity, you are speaking to one person at a time. Speak directly to that person. The 
best copy is conversational, so write like you talk. Sentence fragments are accept-
able, just as long as they make sense.

4.	First things first: In contrast to writing for print media, attribution of paraphrased 
quotations should be at the beginning of the sentence. This makes it easier for the 
listener to distinguish opinion from fact. All titles go before a person’s name. That 
goes for official titles, such as “Mayor Mary Smith,” and unofficial titles, such as 
“community activist Mary Smith.”

5.	Write S–V–O: Use simple subject–verb–object sentence structures. Eliminate to 
be verbs whenever possible.

6.	Use active voice: Make the subject the doer of the action. “Lincoln wrote the Get-
tysburg Address” is better than “The Gettysburg Address was written by Lincoln.”
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The format used in writing audio and video scripts focuses on the needs of the 
announcer and/or actors. Each script serves as a roadmap for how to present the message. 
In addition to the words that will be read aloud, the script contains instructions for the use 
of music, sound effects or recorded voices. Video scripts also contain visual instructions. 
To make a script easier for the announcer or actors to follow, you should use large type-
faces and double-space the lines.

Although it is not unusual for television and film writers to use single-column scripts in 
long-form productions such as a television drama or a documentary, a two-column script 
is more common. This book will go into greater detail about script formats in later discus-
sions of specific documents, including video and audio advertisements.

One important detail of these scripts is the special language strategic writers use to 
communicate with producers, directors and editors. We’ll close this discussion with a brief 
glossary of terms you should know to write scripts and talk the talk with the pros:

Crossfade: The overlapping of audio or video as one source fades in and the other fades out.

CU: A close-up shot in a video script, often of a face, hands or feet.

DOG: Digital on-screen graphic. Also known as a Watermark.

7.	Stay in the present: Use present tense—except when past tense is necessary. 
Electronic media are instantaneous. Present tense expresses this sense of urgency. 
It is especially important that attribution be in present tense, preferably using the 
neutral say and says.

8.	Write like you talk: Avoid bureaucratic jargon. Speak the language of your 
audience. When using initials in lieu of an organization’s name, use hyphens 
between the letters if the announcer is expected to pronounce each letter. (For 
example, “F-B-I” for the Federal Bureau of Investigation. However, the common 
second-reference pronunciation for Mothers Against Drunk Driving is “MADD,” 
pronounced as a word rather than four separate letters.)

9.	Know your numbers: In a broadcast script, write words for single-digit numbers 
(for example, “six” and “nine”). Use figures for two- and three-digit numbers (for 
example, “23” and “147”). For numbers with four or more digits, use a combina-
tion of figures and words (for example, “156-thousand”). Because aural commu-
nication is better suited for big ideas than details, round-off large numbers and 
fractions unless precision is required. For example, “more than 25-thousand” is 
better than “25,389.” However, there is a big difference between earthquakes 
that measure five-point-one and five-point-six on the Richter Scale. And spell out 
dollars instead of using the dollar sign.

10.	Make it easy to find: For online audio and video files, create captivating titles that 
draw attention. Podcast program notes should include relevant keywords and 
phrases easily identified by search engines.
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Dolly: To physically move a video camera forward or backward rather than zooming, pan-
ning or tilting the camera from a fixed location.

Establish, then under: A description of playing music or a sound effect at full volume for a 
short time to attract attention or allow recognition, then lowering the volume to allow 
use under voices.

Establishing shot: In a video script, a wide shot (WS) that clarifies the scene for an upcom-
ing sequence of shots.

Fade: In audio, a gradual decrease of volume. In video, a gradual darkening of a visible 
scene.

MS: A medium shot in a video script, often of a person shot from the waist up.

Pan: To move a camera’s lens from left to right (or right to left) without moving the camera 
itself from a particular location.

RT: Running time. Specified at the end of audio and video production scripts.

Sequence: A group of related shots in a video script.

SFX: Sound effect or sound effects.

Shot: A still or moving picture taken from a particular location, width and angle.

Soundbite: A short snippet of a longer interview used in an audio script. Also known as 
an Actuality.

SOT: Sound on tape. Refers to use of natural sound or music from a previous recording.

Super: Words shown on a video screen. Also known as a Title. A slash (/) indicates a line 
break in a message in a script.

Tilt: To move a camera’s lens up or down without moving the camera itself from a partic-
ular location.

Under: A description of background sound or music that runs unobtrusively beneath 
voices in an audio or video production.

VO: Voiceover. Words spoken by an unseen announcer.

WS: A wide shot in a video script, often of a building, a room or a group of people.

Zoom: The process of making images larger or smaller by adjusting the focal length of a 
camera’s variable-length lens.

TIPS FOR VISUAL STORYTELLING

Have you ever watched someone’s home videos and thought they were similar to a 
toddler’s first efforts with a camera? Shaky camera movements, rapid scene changes 
and an absence of a coherent storyline often characterize these homemade produc-
tions. However, that’s OK. Most home videos serve their intended purpose: to remind 
us of people and places.
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What works for a home video doesn’t necessarily work in a strategic communi-
cation campaign designed to deliver a clear message to a targeted audience. Just like 
strategic messages told in words, strategic messages told in pictures have a specific 
structure designed to enhance the audience’s understanding. Like all other strate-
gic communication, visual storytelling involves research and planning. With that in 
mind, here are a few tips for visual storytelling:

1.	Decide where you are going: Research your purpose and audience. Before 
you do anything else, determine the desired outcome. Even before you pick 
up the camera, you also need to understand any time, budget and logistical 
limitations.

2.	Put the words first: Write the script first. It is more strategic to shoot pictures that 
match a script than to shoot first and write later. You often have only one oppor-
tunity to photograph a certain person or location. Writing first and shooting later 
ensures that you come away from your video session with all the material you 
need. A storyboard also can help you plan each shot.

3.	Use a tripod: Professional photographers use them because they help create a 
steady image. Remember that something that may seem like a small movement 
on a phone or tablet is magnified when it appears on a larger screen.

4.	Know your video grammar: Think of each shot as if it were a sentence. Just as a 
paragraph is a series of related sentences, a sequence is a series of related shots. 
Just as a topic sentence expresses the main idea of the paragraph, an establishing 
shot sets the stage for the remaining shots within a sequence.

5.	Variety is the spice of life: Vary the length, angle and width of shots within a 
sequence. Avoid predictable patterns that may cause the viewer to lose inter-
est. Avoid putting two wide shots or two medium shots back-to-back. Know the 
desired length, angle and width of each shot—but also shoot each shot with 
different lengths, angles and widths to allow variety in editing and to provide 
just-in-case backup shots.

6.	Do not cross the axis: The axis is the direction of action within a sequence. For 
example, when two people are in a shot, the axis is located on a line between 
them. All the shots within the sequence should stay on the same side of the axis. 
Otherwise, you confuse the viewer by reversing the flow of the action. It would 
be like showing a football player running down the field and switching to a 
camera on the other side; our player would suddenly be running in the opposite 
direction.

7.	Hit and run: In visual storytelling, hit-and-run writing involves the relationship 
between pictures and words. Pictures and words are connected during an estab-
lishing shot in a sequence; that is, the words help explain the picture. During the 
remainder of the sequence, the relationship between pictures and words does 
not have to be as strong. But when the scene changes, the pictures and words 
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should reconnect during the first shot of the new sequence (hence the name 
“hit-and-run”).

8.	Match the action and setting: It is possible to achieve the look of a multi-cam-
era shoot using just one camera. By paying attention to detail and matching the 
action and setting of one shot with the next, even the most modest production 
can have that big-budget look.

9.	Avoid jump cuts: Jump cuts are known as breaks in continuity. An example 
would be when a person sitting in a chair in a sequence’s first shot is suddenly—a 
fraction of a second later—standing on the other side of the room. It is physically 
impossible and therefore appears unnatural.

10.	Cutaways are your friends: Cutaways help maintain continuity by briefly shifting 
the viewer’s attention to another subject. Using the previous example, it is easy 
to remove the jump cut by placing a shot of another person in the room between 
the shots of the subject first sitting and then standing. It looks natural because the 
viewer rationalizes the action occurred off-camera during the cutaway.

11.	Empty frames are your friends, too: This is another popular technique for 
maintaining continuity—especially when the same subject is in consecutive 
sequences. This is achieved by having the subject move out of the frame at the 
end of one sequence or into the frame at the beginning of the next. It looks more 
natural than having people pop from one location to the next in a fraction of a 
second.

12.	Let the action come to you: It is usually best to have action come toward the 
camera rather than move away from it. The exception comes when movement 
away from the camera makes sense within the context of the production.

13.	Action is recorded, not created: Avoid unnecessary camera movements and 
zooms. They tend to distract the viewer.

14.	Go easy on the special effects: Use special effects only when they complement 
your message. Unnecessary effects distract the viewer.

15.	Use the right light: Proper lighting gives the illusion of a third dimension in 
a two-dimensional medium. As with everything else, you want the subject to 
appear natural. Unnatural lighting will distract a viewer’s attention. Avoid backlit 
situations, as well as those in which the lighting is diffuse/flat or creates a sharp 
contrast.

16.	Challenge authority: One final piece of advice: It is OK to break any of these 
rules if doing so makes sense within the context of what you hope to achieve. 
However, you need to know the rules before you can break them.
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Strategic writers use more than just words to convey their messages. Research shows that 
communication with a visual component is far more effective, persuasive and memorable. 
Even if you don’t see yourself as a designer, it’s in your own best interests to understand 
basic design principles. Good design should work seamlessly with your words to reinforce 
the strategic message. Whether you’re producing an annual report, marketing proposal, 
website, brochure or print advertisement, good design principles will enhance the mes-
sage. Good design attracts and holds the reader’s attention, amplifies the message and 
provides direction and order.

Elements of Design

Design is made up of basic elements built into a structure that communicates a message. 
Each design element is vital to a visual message and how you combine them will affect 
the overall message.

Line is the most basic element of design. Lines come in all sizes, shapes and colors. 
Whether they are thick, thin or even invisible, they provide direction and guide the eye to a 
specific spot on the page. Lines can help provide contextual meaning as well. A solid line can 
represent something sturdy, while a dashed, curvy line might be conceived as young and fun.

Shape is when lines are closed to form a boundary. We usually think of shapes as 
geometric structures such as squares, circles and triangles. However, shapes can also be 
more organic, where they lack well-defined edges and appear smoother. Or shapes can be 
something abstract like a stick figure.

Color can create an emphasis on specific areas of your design layout, create moods 
and can say something different depending on the connotations of your chosen color 
scheme. The color element contains multiple characteristics:

CC Hue is the name of a color in its purest form. For instance, cyan, magenta, and green 
are pure colors.

CC Shade is the addition of black to a hue in order to make a darker version.

CC Tint is the addition of white to a color to make a lighter version.

Strategic Design1G
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CC Tone is the addition of grey to make a color muted.

CC Saturation refers to the purity of a color. A specific color is most intense when it is not 
mixed with white or black.

The key to creating a successful color scheme lies in understanding the relationships 
between hues on the color wheel (Figure 1.1):

CC Primary colors (red, yellow and blue) are defined as the pure-pigment colors from 
which all others are made. There is no way to mix any other color to get red, yellow or 
blue. But mix them together, and you create all kinds of shades.

FIGURE 1.1 
Credit: opicobello/shutterstock.com

https://www.shutterstock.com


Strategic Design

39

CC Secondary colors (violet, green and orange) are the immediate results of mixing two 
primary colors: Red and yellow make orange; blue and red make purple; and yellow 
and blue make green.

CC Tertiary colors (red-orange, yellow-orange, yellow-green, blue-green, blue-violet and 
red-violet) are the six colors that result from mixing a primary color and a secondary color.

According to the experts, human beings have different psychological responses to 
color depending on the cultural context. It’s important to learn your audience’s color asso-
ciations and to exploit or avoid them, depending on the goals of your project.

Different cultures and areas of the world also view colors differently, so choosing a 
color scheme for your design and its audience is an important process. Consider these 
colors and how they are viewed in other countries:

Black means high quality and trust in China. In Africa, it means age, maturity and masculinity.

White represents death, mourning and bad luck in China and Korea.

FIGURE 1.2 
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Blue means immortality in Eastern cultures and good health in Ukraine.

Green signals high-tech in Japan, luck in the Middle East, independence in Mexico and 
death in South America.

Yellow represents envy in Germany, mourning in Mexico and strength in Saudi Arabia.

Orange is considered auspicious and sacred in Hinduism. It represents sexuality and fertil-
ity in Colombia and love, humility and good health in Eastern cultures.

Red is good luck, joy and prosperity in Asian cultures, danger in Europe, purity and spiri-
tuality in India, mourning in the Ivory Coast and death in Turkey.

(Source: Shutterstock, Inc.)

Compare the meaning of colors noted here to the chart below (Figure 1.2) that shows 
generally agreed-upon color messages in Western society.

Texture is the feel of a surface—smooth, rough, gooey, glossy, etc. Most graphic 
designers must visually convey texture by using illusions to suggest how their work might 
feel if viewers could touch it. Texture can be created with the use of abstract patterns or 
organic shapes.

Type refers to the fonts used on the page. Typography helps set the tone and affects the 
overall mood of the design. Simply changing from a block font to a script one changes the 
entire meaning of a document. For example, a typeface appropriate for a wedding invita-
tion would not work as well for a corporate annual report:

Wedding Invitation: You Are Cordially Invited …

Corporate Report: Riverview 2023

The weight of your lettering must also be taken into consideration. Typically, peo-
ple perceive large or thick letters to mean that the words they convey are important; 
however, overuse can seem heavy-handed or disrupt a design’s balance. Thin letters can 
connote elegance or modernity, but they can also seem fragile. Adjusting the point size, 
line length, leading (line spacing), tracking (general space between letters) and kerning 
(the space between particular letters) also has an impact on the overall appearance of 
the page.

Space refers to the distance or area between, around, above, below and within shapes 
and forms. Positive space is the occupied area in a layout that contains copy, photographs, 
headlines or other design elements. Positive space dominates the eye and is the focal 
point of the layout. Conversely, negative space (also known as white space) comprises the 
unoccupied areas around the other elements. White space (Figure 1.3) helps balance the 
elements on the page and gives the eye a place to rest. A lack of negative space in a layout 
can result in a cluttered design, whereas abundant negative space results in an open, airy 
and light background.
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Principles of Design

The principles of design govern the relationship of the elements on a page or screen. While 
there are no absolute rules, less is usually more when it comes to design. The goal in good 
design is to create a harmony between elements that works in tandem with the overall 
message.

Unity brings order to your design. It makes all elements appear to belong and work 
together (Figure 1.4). Unity can be achieved by:

CC Similarity: repeating colors, shapes, textures, values and related design elements.

CC Continuity: treating different elements in a similar manner.

CC Alignment: arranging shapes so that the edge of one element leads the viewer’s eye to 
another element.

CC Proximity: grouping elements together so that several are viewed as one.

FIGURE 1.4 

FIGURE 1.3 
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Balance means equalizing the weight on both sides of a centered vertical or horizontal 
axis. Each element in a design has its own visual weight. For example, a photograph is visu-
ally heavier than a headline, which is heavier than body copy. The heavier the element, the 
more your eye is drawn to it. You can create symmetrical or asymmetrical balance. Symmet-
rical balance (Figure 1.5) centers elements along the vertical or horizontal axis and creates 
a more conservative, formal look. Asymmetrical balance (Figure 1.6) places elements off 
center and creates a sense of tension and movement. For example, a one-third/two-thirds 
division of space is more dramatic than dividing space in half along a centered axis. This 
Rule of Thirds divides your design into three rows and three columns. An intersection of 
these guidelines provides an ideal place to position your most important element. The Rule 
of Odds states that having an odd number of objects in your design is more interesting and, 
therefore, more pleasing to your audience than having an even number of objects.

Hierarchy is a way to visually rank your design elements in order of importance. Good 
design will direct your eye through every area on the page in priority order. A good exam-
ple of design hierarchy can be found in website homepages. Usually these include some 
sort of large header image, a logo, navigation bar and text with a call to action. In order 
of importance, the logo tells the user where they are; the navigation bar guides the user 
through the site; and the call to action (CTA) compels the user to do something. The biggest 
or boldest element on the page is often the CTA button—to encourage the user complete 
an action—followed by the logo and navigation.

Movement adds excitement and energy to your page by directing the path the eye fol-
lows (Figure 1.7). Movement can create unity through repetition and rhythm. For example, 
repeating a pattern of lines or shapes will force the eye to follow them. Movement can also 
be created through action. This can be done in the two-dimensional world by taking a “freeze 
frame” of an object in motion, such as a dancer or jogger. Additionally, the downward angle 
of the dancer’s arm could lead the viewer’s eyes to the next important element—a paragraph, 
for example. Good design directs the eye in the desired sequence of movement. Typically, 
the eye enters the page at the top-left corner and moves across to the right, then diagonally 

FIGURE 1.5  FIGURE 1.6 
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down the page to the lower-left corner and then off the page in the lower-right corner—a 
basic Z pattern. For this reason, logos are frequently placed in the lower-right corners of print 
ads. Thus, a logo is the last thing on the page that the consumer sees.

Emphasis creates a point that acts as a bull’s eye or focal point for the viewer (Figure 1.8). 
When a layout has no emphasis, nothing stands out and the viewer doesn’t know where to 
focus. Making an object larger, more sophisticated, more ornate, more brightly colored or 
closer to the foreground can increase its emphasis or dominance.

Contrast occurs when two related elements differ—the greater the difference between 
elements, the greater the contrast (Figure 1.9). Contrast adds variety to the total design and 
creates unity. Too much similarity of components in any design becomes monotonous; 
nothing stands out. Common ways to create contrast include establishing differences in 
size, shape, color, value (lightness or darkness), alignment (see balance), type, movement, 
direction or texture.

Proportion deals with how one element relates to another in terms of size, weight, 
shape, color or location (Figure 1.10). The dominant element is where the eye naturally 

FIGURE 1.7  FIGURE 1.8 

FIGURE 1.9  FIGURE 1.10 
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goes first. Every layout should have one and only one dominant element. Elements that 
are placed closer to the center have less visual weight than elements in the corners. Good 
proportion creates harmony by having shapes fit properly in relationship to other shapes.

Again, the focus of this book is strategic writing; this is not a design textbook. How-
ever, a basic knowledge of design can improve your strategic communication, enhance 
your value as team member and increase your value to an employer.
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1H
Integrated Marketing 
Communications

Integrated marketing communications—more commonly known as IMC—is a valuable 
concept for strategic writers. The term IMC was coined in 1989 and was defined by the 
American Association of Advertising Agencies as a marketing strategy that “recognizes the 
value of a comprehensive plan that evaluates the strategic roles of a variety of communi-
cation disciplines, advertising, public relations, personal selling, and sales promotion, and 
combines them to provide clarity, consistency, and maximum communication impact.” 
The philosophy of IMC maintains that your target audiences receive many messages from 
your organization: ads, news stories triggered by news releases, speeches, social media 
messages and random exposures to products. IMC suggests that all those messages should 
be coordinated and “on-strategy.” Otherwise, your target audiences will receive mixed 
messages from your organization and will become confused.

As its name suggests, integrated marketing communications is a holistic marketing 
approach that considers marketing strategy within the larger context of an organization’s 
goals and business development needs. It is a strategic approach that guides communica-
tion and tactics used across all marketing channels to unify a brand’s messaging to make it 
consistent across all media that the brand uses to reach its target audience.

Why IMC Is Important

With the introduction of computers came the ability to track data from marketing cam-
paigns and gain a better understanding of consumer behavior. This insight into consumer 
habits and trends shifted marketing messages from a one-way declaration to a two-way 
conversation between brand and consumer and opened up entirely new ways to interact 
with various audiences. As technology continues to advance in today’s digital world and the 
age of social media and mobile, it is even more vital that strategic communicators manage 
the brand’s messaging across all media that has the potential to reach their target audiences.

The benefits of implementing an integrated approach to communications include:

CC Efficiency. An integrated communications plan allows you to streamline your inter-
nal and external communications and repurpose content for use across a variety of 
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media channels. It reduces redundancy across different departments and allows you to 
attach campaigns to larger business objectives while maintaining consistent metrics.

CC Memorability. Communicating in a consistent and recognizable way is essential to 
building your brand. You want every message your audience receives to be cohesive 
and unified to reinforce your brand identity. The number of ads we see per day in 2023 
is over 10,000, so we are more likely to remember the ones that are visually cohesive 
on multiple platforms with consistent messaging.

CC Loyalty. Consumer expectations have been shaped by the multiple channels they use 
on a daily basis. Customers do their own research. They want to interact with brands 
in different ways and find content that is relevant to their unique needs and tastes. 
People also like to know what to expect. As a strategic communicator with a focus on 
integrated communication, you build consumer loyalty by giving customers a reliable 
positive experience with every encounter.

Implementing IMC

Integrated marketing works in tandem with public relations, corporate communications, 
media relations and other common outlets for strategic messaging. Implementing an effec-
tive IMC strategy takes planning and cooperation with all departments within an organiza-
tion. It can be a complicated undertaking, but its success is dependent on a few relatively 
simple concepts:

CC Identify your audience. It is highly unlikely that your brand is trying to cater to every 
consumer. Determine who your most likely consumer is and spend your time and 
resources getting to know them better. Use data from existing customers and website 
and social media analytics to discover what your audience members care about, their 
pain points and frustrations, and what you can do to help them. Find out what com-
munication channels they use and what type of interaction they want from your brand. 
Understanding your audience’s behaviors and preferences lets you craft targeted con-
tent that fulfills their wants and needs.

CC Gather your team. The word integrated in IMC is vital to the success of your strategic 
messaging. Everyone within your organization who participates in communication 
should be in alignment, including corporate communications, media relations, mar-
keting and sales teams, and even internal communications.

CC Set SMART goals. What does your organization want to achieve with its campaign? 
Set goals that are Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and Time-bound to help 
measure engagement and exposure.

CC Establish a workflow. Whether you are solely responsible for all of the messaging or 
you have an extensive team working together, it is important that everyone under-
stands their specific roles and have a system for collaboration.



Integrated Marketing Communications

47

IMC is a logical extension of strategic writing. Strategic writing begins with the phi-
losophy that a document’s message should be on-strategy. IMC extends that philosophy to 
all related messages, ensuring that a variety of coordinated communications will send the 
same message to a target audience. While it may be challenging to bring together differ-
ent personalities from within an organization with varied initiatives and goals, remember, 
the whole point of IMC is to be deliberate and strategic to maintain cohesion, clarity and 
consistency.
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1I
Ethics and Strategic 
Writing

Ethics are a combination of values and actions. In other words, being ethical means acting 
on our values (concepts to which we attach worth).

An ethics code, therefore, establishes guidelines for behavior. Ethics codes go beyond 
legal codes into the sometimes confusing world of right and wrong. Something legal, for 
example, isn’t always ethical.

Knowing the right, values-driven course of action is often easy. But sometimes diffi-
culty arises in performing that action. Sometimes, an unethical alternative can appear eas-
ier and less troublesome. For example, announcing and taking responsibility for a serious 
error—when that error is your own—can be difficult. In other cases, however, knowing 
the right, values-driven action seems impossible. In an ethics dilemma, our values seem to 
clash with one another, and every possible course of action seems to betray a value and 
cause unfair damage.

The origins of the word ethics suggest the challenges of behaving ethically. The Greek 
origin is ethos or character. But the earlier, Indo-European root of the word, according 
to the American Heritage Dictionary, is s(w)e—which means that related words include 
secret, solitary, sullen, desolate, idiot and even suicide. Even the history of the word ethics 
suggests the difficulty of ethical behavior.

Rewards of Ethical Behavior

Ethical behavior is good for business. Although scholarly studies disagree about whether 
ethical behavior leads to financial success, they do agree that unethical behavior hurts 
profits and organizational success. Who would want to do business with crooks and liars? 
Poor ethics can interfere with the fulfillment of an organization’s goals—especially long-
term goals.

But there are other reasons for practicing good ethics. Ethical behavior is part of most 
of the world’s religions. The philosophers Aristotle, Immanuel Kant and John Stuart Mill, 
who agreed on very little, all believed that we can never be truly happy unless we act on 
our values—in other words, unless we are ethical.
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An emerging reward of ethical behavior involves indirect reciprocity, a process in 
which one person or organization helps another with no likelihood or expectation of 
return and is rewarded by third parties who have observed and admired this behavior. In 
business terms, others seek economic relationships with your organization because they 
now view it as a reputable, reliable partner. The strategic value of indirect reciprocity was 
first noticed by evolutionary biologists and, in recent years, has been confirmed by stud-
ies in economics, psychology, anthropology and other human-behavior disciplines. New 
studies in psychology, in fact, demonstrate that individuals and organizations that practice 
indirect reciprocity earn more money, over time, than those that don’t. Evidence from sev-
eral disciplines now shows that helping others in need without the expectation of direct 
return is good for business.

Ethics Codes

Ethics codes—written and unwritten—exist at several levels:

CC International codes (such as the Caux Business Principles, www.cauxroundtable.org).

CC Social or cultural codes (for example, the Ten Commandments).

CC Professional codes, including the following: Public Relations Society of America 
(www.prsa.org); American Advertising Federation (www.aaf.org); American Marketing 
Association (www.marketingpower.com); International Association of Business Com-
municators (www.iabc.com).

CC Organizational codes (such as the Credo of Johnson & Johnson, www.jnj.com).

CC Personal codes (an individual’s ethics code, written or otherwise).

In recent years, the ethics code of the Word-of-Mouth Marketing Association has 
gained increasing respect for its focus on establishing standards for the responsible use of 
social media within strategic communication.

Probably the ethics code that matters most to you is your personal code. As a writer, 
you know that writing down your thoughts stimulates precise thinking. Therefore, consider 
writing a personal ethics code, a document that specifies the core values that will guide 
your actions.

In writing your ethics code, you may wish to consider some of the great ethics prin-
ciples of past millennia. In addition to focusing on principles established by important 
religious figures, university courses in ethics often emphasize these key philosophers and 
ideas:

CC Both Aristotle and Confucius believed that virtue was a point somewhere between 
the extremes of excess and deficiency. For example, courage is the virtuous mean 
between cowardice and reckless bravery.

https://www.cauxroundtable.org
https://www.prsa.org
https://www.aaf.org
https://www.marketingpower.com
https://www.iabc.com
https://www.jnj.com
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CC Immanuel Kant believed that before committing ourselves to an action, we should ask 
ourselves if we would want to live in a world in which everyone did the same thing. 
For example, could we live in a world in which all people broke their promises? Kant 
also believed that the end did not justify the means. In other words, he believed you 
couldn’t justify a bad action that produced a good conclusion.

CC Unlike Kant, John Stuart Mill believed that the end could justify the means. Mill 
believed that in an ethics dilemma, we should take the action that creates the greatest 
good for the greatest number of people. In other words, Mill believed the end could 
justify the means.

CC John Rawls believed that justice involved fairness in the distribution of advantages 
and disadvantages. For example, he recommended that individuals who received 
unearned advantages such as good genes and birth into a stable upper-middle-class 
family should aid those who received unearned disadvantages in those areas.

These philosophies may help you act on the values specified in your ethics code. The 
best times to create and revise your code are when you are not facing an ethics crisis. In 
the depths of such a crisis, you’ll need the clear, well-reasoned standards you established 
when you were free from doubts and fears. A crisis, of course, can prompt you to revise 
your ethics code.

Ethics Challenges

As a strategic writer, you may face many challenges to ethical behavior:

CC Dilemmas, in which every course of action will cause damage. Dilemmas occur when 
important values clash, and it seems impossible to find one solution that honors all 
the involved values. A public relations agency, for example, might face a dilemma in 
wishing to part company with a disreputable client—but realizing that the separation 
would mean a loss of jobs within the agency.

CC Overwork, which can lead you to inadvertently overlook important ethical consider-
ations. A social media specialist facing a tight deadline, for example, might be tempted 
to use a photograph from an earlier event to represent something that just happened.

CC Legal/ethical confusion, stemming from the dangerous belief that something legal is 
always ethical—and that something ethical is always legal. It’s legal, for example, for 
an ad agency to work for two companies that compete with one another, but many 
professionals consider that practice to be unethical, particularly if the two companies 
are unaware of the situation.

CC Cross-cultural ethics, in which important values from different cultures clash. The 
gift-giving norms of one business culture, for example, may clash with the gift-
accepting norms of a different culture.
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CC Short-term thinking, which promotes a solution that postpones and increases pain and 
damage. Promising to meet an impossible deadline for the completion of a marketing 
communications proposal, for example, might bring temporary rewards, but the cost 
of the inevitable failure probably would outweigh that short-term advantage.

CC Virtual organizations, which consist of independent employees who temporarily 
unite to tackle a particular job. When the job is done, the organization dissolves. 
Can such organizations agree on ethical behavior? A similar challenge involves 
freelancing: If an established organization hires a temporary employee, will it 
remember to review its core values and ethics code with that individual? For exam-
ple, a freelance social media assistant might, contrary to the company’s value of 
honest and open communication, delete unfavorable comments regarding the com-
pany’s Facebook posts.

CC New communications technologies, which can lead to new ethics challenges. For 
example, programmatic advertising is a process that uses software and algorithms to 
automatically place ads in social media, other online media and older, traditional 
media. Programmatic advertising can be faster and cheaper than old-school human-
to-human negotiations, but one result is ad placements that sometimes shock target 
audiences as well as advertisers. Business Insider magazine has documented an exam-
ple of a cruise ship ad popping up in an online video of a sinking cruise ship and an 
example of a beer ad appearing in an article about underage drunk driving. Those 
situations almost surely offended some consumers and just as surely did not reflect the 
advertisers’ values.

As you encounter these ethics challenges, remember that your mission is to build 
honorable, productive relationships that move your organization toward its goals. Ethical 
behavior isn’t easy—but its rewards can be deep and lasting.

Ethical Strategic Writing

As an ethical strategic writer, you probably will seek to build honorable, productive rela-
tionships between your organization and the groups with which it communicates. In 
building those ethical relationships, you may want to consider these values: honesty, com-
pleteness, timeliness and fair distribution.

Honest Documents

CC Context can affect honesty. For example, if you note that a production quota was met 
for the first time, you might also need to note that the quota had been reduced so that 
it could be met.
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CC Hard truths sometimes can hurt. Be diplomatic. Put yourself in the place of those 
affected by those truths.

CC For legal and competitive reasons, documents cannot always contain every detail 
about every matter. But your documents should include accurate details in an honest 
context.

Complete Documents

CC As noted earlier, you can sometimes ethically withhold information. Justifications for 
withholding information include legal restrictions, individual rights to privacy and 
protection of competitive advantage. However, you should not withhold controver-
sial information that a group has a right or a need to know. To paraphrase a famous 
politician, “If bad news will come out eventually—and it will—it should come out 
immediately.”

CC Complete is a relative term. In your documents, you should give groups the informa-
tion they need and deserve. Most groups don’t want to be buried in an avalanche of 
details. If there’s any doubt about information a group needs, ask its members. Or use 
your best judgment and offer to provide more information upon request.

Timely Documents

CC Important information should be distributed quickly. This is especially true during cri-
ses for your organization or the groups with which it communicates.

Fair Distribution of Documents

CC The goal of distribution should be to reach every person who needs to see that mes-
sage. Meeting this goal means using the communication channels preferred by recip-
ients, which may not be the channels that you would prefer.

We hope you’ll agree that ethical communication is not just the right thing to do; it’s also a 
smart business decision. Strategic writing builds productive relationships. Good ethics are 
a strong foundation for productive relationships that will stand the test of time.
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Diversity, equity, inclusion and belonging in strategic writing is about representing, elevat-
ing and welcoming different identities through content. We are all different, and diversity 
seeks to represent as many of these differences as possible. Organizations seek diversity 
and inclusion for several reasons. First and foremost, it is a moral goal. In addition, it 
improves the organization’s public image; it attracts the best employees; and it improves 
decision-making.

Diversity refers to the variety of identities and differences that may include race, eth-
nicity, gender identity, age, religion, abilities, sexuality and relationship status, socioeco-
nomic position, education, marital status, language, veteran status, physical appearance, 
political ideology, life experiences and more. It is your individual differences, characteris-
tics and experiences that make you unique and distinct.

Equity is a process of identifying, addressing and removing the barriers that create 
disparities in the access to resources and means, and the achievement of fair treatment and 
equal opportunities to thrive.

Inclusion happens when you cultivate a fair, respectful and collaborative environment 
that makes diverse groups feel that they are welcome. Inclusion affirms individual social 
identities, experiences, perspectives and contributions.

Belonging is a person’s perception of acceptance within a given group, including 
a work environment. Fostering belonging means that people of all backgrounds get a 
seat at the table and feel heard, seen and recognized for their contributions. Melinda 
French Gates addresses the importance of belonging in her book Moment of Lift: How 
Empowering Women Changes the World. “People can be equal but still be isolated—
not feeling the bonds that tie them together. Equality without connection misses the 
whole point.”

Appreciation of diversity, equity, inclusion and belonging and the appropriate use of 
associated DEIB language is essential for effective strategic communication. As a result, 
strategic writers should seek and study DEIB starting with three areas:

1.	Diversity in strategic communication staff is more than a moral policy or compliance 
with regulations; it’s the right business decision. Even within the same country, peo-
ple from different cultural backgrounds have different values, concerns, hopes and 
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communication traditions. For example, a word or image can be innocent to one per-
son yet highly offensive to someone from a different culture. As international strategic 
communication becomes a daily reality, the danger of cross-cultural blunders such as 
language errors, cultural disrespect, incorrect religious references and cultural appro-
priation increases. Having a diverse communications staff—and seeking knowledgea-
ble partners in other nations—increases the likelihood of recognizing and preventing 
cross-cultural blunders.

Diverse staffs are more creative. Experts generally agree that creativity is fueled by 
the merger of different ideas—and a diverse staff, with its wide range of backgrounds, 
increases the diversity of the pool of ideas. Innovations expert Jeffrey Baumgartner says 
that “diversity is the key to creativity.”

Unfortunately, staff diversity continues to challenge strategic communicators. Accord-
ing to 2022 data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, while 75.8% of the U.S. pop-
ulation identifies as white, 81.4% of public relations specialists identify as white. In 
contrast, 13.6% of the population identifies as Black, but only 12.2% of public rela-
tions specialists identify as Black and the 11.9% of public relations specialists who 
identify as Latino is not representative of the 18.9% of the U.S. population that identi-
fies as Hispanic. Asian representation is even worse with only 2.4% of public relations 
specialists compared to the 6.1% population.

2.	Diversity of sources also helps ensure successful strategic communication. In gather-
ing research for the documents you write, draw upon diverse individuals—especially 
those you will quote or cite by name. Sources whose backgrounds offer different views 
of a particular issue might provide valuable new insights that help you achieve your 
strategic goal. In many organizations, it’s easy to rely on a steady stream of white 
Anglo-Saxon males in their 40s and 50s. Although these men aren’t necessarily bad or 
even similar sources, a more diverse group of sources might offer more perspectives as 
well as more appeal to target audiences.

3.	The diversity of target audiences can vary widely. Although strategic writers should 
carefully study the values and concerns that unite members of a target audience, they 
also should be aware of differences within the target audience. To address a large 
group, strategic writers often must focus on the values of the majority. Whenever pos-
sible, however, strategic writers must know and avoid things that might alienate differ-
ent minority groups or individuals within the target audience.

Strategic writing exists at the juncture of reflecting real life and shaping it. DEIB in 
strategic writing shows that you’re aware of the different backgrounds that comprise 
our world while actively embracing and honoring that fact. Your audience wants to 
see themselves represented in your content and inclusive language that you see them, 
hear them and are responsive to their needs.

Inclusive language is defined as visual or verbal communication that does not stereo-
type or demean people with diverse backgrounds and with different identities.
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Guidelines for Making Writing More Inclusive

Strategic writers can show appreciation for diversity and strive for inclusion by following 
these five guidelines:

1.	Use they instead of he or she to describe an individual when you don’t know their gen-
der pronouns. This used to be considered bad grammar, but it makes so much sense 
that Associated Press style now recommends it. It’s OK to write something like When 
an employee offers their opinion … If you’re old-school and that sounds incorrect, 
you can still avoid the he/she challenge by making the relevant words plural: When 
employees offer their opinions ….

2.	Avoid words that unnecessarily describe particular relationships: your wife, your hus-
band, your boyfriend, your girlfriend, your parents and your children. Some readers 
may no longer have parents; some may not have children. Some may be unmarried.

3.	Know the dates of major religious holidays and events. When is Rosh Hashanah? 
When is Ramadan? When is Easter?

4.	Don’t describe individuals by race, ethnicity, religion, age, sexual orientation or phys-
ical or mental characteristics unless the information is relevant to your document’s 
purpose. If an individual must be so described, consider applying the same exactness 
of description to every other individual mentioned in the document.

5.	 If you are responsible for a document’s design, apply your quest for inclusiveness and 
accessibility to photographs and other visual representations of individuals. Even if 
you’re not in charge of the design, don’t hesitate to point out lapses of diversity.

The array of terms for ethnic and racial groups can present challenges for strategic 
writers. A landmark U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics survey of almost 60,000 households 
revealed these preferences:

CC Blacks prefer black (44%) to African American (28%) and Afro-American (12%).

CC Hispanics prefer Hispanic (58%) to of Spanish origin (12%) and Latino/Latina (12%).

CC American Indians prefer American Indian (50%) to Native American (37%).

CC Multiracial individuals prefer multiracial (28%) to mixed-race (16%).

The best policy is to ask the individuals you’re writing about how they prefer to be 
identified—if such identification is necessary.

Diversity is an asset for your organization and its communications. Be aware of its 
value and strive for inclusion in your quest to be a successful strategic writer.
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Persuasion is a controversial concept. People sometimes see persuasion as a win–lose 
game: One side wins, and the other side loses. However, persuasion in strategic writing 
works best when it promotes a win–win scenario. Effective strategic writing seeks benefits 
for all sides in a relationship.

How can strategic writers create persuasive win–win scenarios? One way is to 
understand the target audience. Dean Rusk, a former U.S. secretary of state, once said, 
“The best way to persuade anyone of anything is to listen.” When strategic writers lis-
ten to the hopes, fears, concerns and desires of their target audiences, they are better 
prepared to create strategic messages that satisfy both the organization and the target 
audience. Strategic writers who listen can help shape persuasive messages that unify 
rather than divide.

As you listen to members of a target audience, seek an answer to the all-important 
question of WIIFM: What’s in it for me? In other words, how will members of the 
target audience benefit from the information in your document? If you’re writing an 
advertisement, how will consumers gain from purchasing your product? If you’re writ-
ing a news release, why is the news important to journalists and their audiences? If 
you’re preparing a Facebook status update, why should people care? Imagine that 
every target audience is ready to greet your message with two shouted responses: “So 
what? What’s in it for me?” If your message can answer these questions and present 
benefits to the target audience, you can probably reverse the process and get them to 
listen to you.

In some situations, listening becomes dialogue—and dialogue becomes negotiation 
and persuasion. You do this frequently when you listen to a friend, consider their concerns 
and attempt to move them toward an action that will benefit you both. Communication 
scholars George Cheney and Phillip Tompkins have developed four principles that they 
believe should guide persuasive negotiations:

1.	Empathy. You should truly listen, motivated by a desire to find a solution that’s best 
for everyone.

2.	Guardedness. Just because you’re willing to listen doesn’t mean you have to agree and 
change your opinions.

Persuasion and Strategic 
Writing1K
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3.	Accessibility. However, you should be willing to consider changing your opinion. 
Consider that you might be wrong.

4.	Nonviolence. Threats have no place in ethical persuasion.

By following these four principles, you can support your organization and still keep an 
open mind as you search for a win–win solution.

Just as listening is key to successful persuasion, so is your character as a persuader. Per-
sonal credibility is one of the most powerful tools of persuasion. Almost 2,500 years ago, 
Aristotle wrote that there are three approaches to persuasion: logos (an appeal to the tar-
get audience’s intellect), pathos (an appeal to the target audience’s emotions) and ethos (an 
appeal based on the speaker’s character). Communication scholars today still agree with Aris-
totle’s analysis. Of those three approaches, Aristotle wrote that ethos was usually the most 
powerful. (We’ve all heard that “virtue is its own reward,” but in negotiations virtue provides 
an additional reward: persuasive power.) As you learn more about a target audience, you 
should consider what combination of logos, pathos and ethos would be most persuasive.

Monroe’s Motivated Sequence

Almost a century ago, communication scholar Alan Monroe developed a blueprint for 
persuasive messages. Today, many strategic writers use “Monroe’s Motivated Sequence,” 
which consists of five parts:

1.	Attention. Grab the target audience’s attention. Chances are that the target is over-
whelmed by messages. Cut through the clutter. Get noticed.

2.	Need. Describe an important problem that the target audience faces—a problem that 
needs a solution. (You’ll discover this need/problem by listening.)

3.	Satisfaction. Offer a solution that benefits both you and the target audience.

4.	Visualization. Illustrate the consequences of success—and the consequences of failure. 
(This often can be the most powerful, motivating part of Monroe’s Motivating Sequence.)

5.	Action. Tell the target audience what it can do to enact the solution.

Monroe’s Motivated Sequence can work in several documents described in this book: 
speeches, memos, ads, sales messages, proposals and many more.

Syllogisms and Enthymemes

Another powerful tool is Aristotle’s enthymeme, which is built upon a syllogism. We often 
reach conclusions via syllogisms. A syllogism consists of a major premise (a generally 
accepted truth or value), a minor premise (a specific claim) and a consequent conclusion.



Strategic Writing

58

For example:

Major premise (an audience belief): I need a phone that won’t crack when I drop it.

Minor premise (your message): Brand X phones are the toughest in the market, 
built to withstand 25-foot drops.

Conclusion (an audience decision): I need a Brand X phone.

In an effective enthymeme, strategic communicators understand the target audience so 
well that they simply deliver the minor premise (message)—no major premise or conclu-
sion. They know that, with a little luck, the audience will link their message to the relevant 
major premise—and will then draw its own conclusion. With a successful enthymeme, the 
audience persuades itself; the audience creates its own call to action.

Persuasion is unavoidable in strategic writing. Ethical persuasion, based on listening 
and seeking win–win relationships, can create enduring, successful relationships.
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In the United States, courts have ruled that forms of strategic writing are similar to speech—
and freedom of speech is protected by the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution:

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or pro-
hibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of 
the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the 
government for a redress of grievances.

The Supreme Court in 2002 in Nike v. Kasky didn’t reach a decision, so we don’t know 
for sure how public relations speech is protected. The question was whether public rela-
tions speech is more like advertising or more like political speech. Several justices in oral 
argument were indeed leaning toward the political speech side. Still, because the case was 
dismissed without opinion after it was argued, there’s no definitive answer.

Although strategic writing enjoys some constitutional protection, that doesn’t mean 
that there are no restrictions. For example, you can’t legally create, publish or distribute 
obscene material. You can’t legally threaten national security. Even free expression has its 
limits.

Legal restrictions on strategic writing depend on the purpose of the writing. U.S. 
courts have ruled that free expression protections are on a continuum. Political speech 
gets the most protection, with other types of expression appearing along that continuum, 
which ends with unprotected speech (e.g., child pornography, obscenity). Commer-
cial speech falls somewhere in the middle, as even truthful advertising can be regu-
lated. When your organization expresses its opinion on a social issue—such as support 
for literacy programs—that communication is political speech. Political speech faces 
few legal restrictions because the courts have ruled that the free exchange of ideas is 
essential to democracy. However, when your organization communicates in pursuit of 
a financial goal—such as an advertisement designed to sell your product—that ad is 
commercial speech. In general, commercial speech faces more legal restrictions than 
political speech does.

Communication laws constantly evolve, and strategic writers need to keep up with 
those changes. Traditionally, writers should keep updated in six areas of communication 
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law: libel, invasion of privacy, deceptive advertising, electioneering, copyright/trademark 
and financial disclosure. These six areas don’t divide neatly between political speech and 
commercial speech. Advertising, for example, usually would be commercial speech. How-
ever, an ad that supports local literacy programs might be considered political speech. That 
is why it is important to know the law or contact a lawyer who does.

Libel is “injury to reputation.” If a strategic document includes an untrue claim that 
exposes an individual to public scorn, hatred or ridicule, then that message may be 
libelous—and, therefore, subject to legal action. For a message to be libelous, the person 
bringing the suit must prove to a jury that the message has these qualities:

CC Defamation. The message must falsely expose an individual to public scorn, hatred or 
ridicule.

CC Publication. The message must be published. However, courts have defined publica-
tion very broadly. Sending a text to another person can constitute publication.

CC Identification. The message must identify the defamed individual. However, identifica-
tion need not be by name. If a description of the individual is so complete that a name 
is unnecessary (e.g., “the actor who plays Indiana Jones” or “the resident of 1600 
Pennsylvania Avenue NW”), identification has occurred.

CC Fault. The message must be inaccurate, and there must be little excuse for that inaccu-
racy. Fault is determined by the role played by the person bringing suit: Public officials 
and public figures, such as celebrities, must prove actual malice to win. The U.S. 
Supreme Court has defined actual malice as knowing falsity or reckless disregard for 
the truth. Private individuals have a lower burden of proof, negligence, which means 
that standard journalistic practices were not followed (e.g., facts were not checked, 
misspellings caused confusion).

CC Damage. The message must have damaged the identified individual. Damage can be 
as specific as financial losses or as vague as loss of reputation.

Privacy issues are an increasingly important part of a company’s legal responsibility as 
new tools enable the gathering and aggregation of large and growing amounts of personal 
data. As databases provide more and more access to information about target audiences, 
strategic writers must understand the legal limits of acquiring and communicating personal 
information—both in the United States and elsewhere. This is especially true for organi-
zations that do business in the European Union. The General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR) is the toughest privacy law in the world. GDPR levies harsh fines against those 
who violate the regulations even if they are not located in the EU. (Google was fined 
$57 million in 2019 for improper disclosure to consumers.) The regulation was created 
with the premise that people have a right to control their personal information. While there 
is no similar federal law in the United States, some states have passed their own stringent 
data privacy laws; at this writing, California, Colorado, Connecticut, Virginia and Utah 
have done so, with more on the way.
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The U.S. Constitution doesn’t specifically guarantee a citizen’s right to privacy. How-
ever, communication law does protect some areas of privacy. Illegal invasion of an indi-
vidual’s right to privacy usually comes in one of four forms: intrusion (a physical violation 
of one’s privacy), false light (portraying an individual in an improper and/or unfair context), 
publication of private facts (disclosure of information that, in a legal sense, is private), and 
appropriation (the use of someone’s name, voice, likeness or other defining characteristic 
without permission).

New legislation affecting social media can touch on privacy issues. For example, the 
Telephone Consumer Protection Act mandates that companies using mobile-messaging 
ads must secure recipients’ written permission before sending sales-related texts, must 
offer an easy “opt-out” procedure and must remind recipients that “standard message and 
data rates may apply.”

Section 230 of the Communications Act of 1934, enacted as part of the Communi-
cations Decency Act of 1996, states that “no provider or user of an interactive computer 
service shall be treated as the publisher or speaker of any information provided by another 
information content provider.” This provides limited federal immunity to providers and 
users of interactive computer services. The law generally precludes providers and users 
from being held liable—that is, legally responsible—for information provided by a third 
party but does not prevent them from being held legally responsible for information that 
they have developed or for activities unrelated to third-party content.

If a news site falsely calls you a criminal, you can sue the publisher for libel. But if 
someone posts that on Facebook, you can’t sue the company—just the person who posted 
it. That legal phrase shields companies that can host trillions of messages from being sued 
into oblivion by anyone who feels wronged by something someone else has posted—
whether their complaint is legitimate or not.

That’s a huge protection for hosts of speech online, not just social media: The two-way 
interactions in which we engage owe their existence to this law. Yelp, TripAdvisor, etc. 
wouldn’t be able to function without it.

In the United States, deceptive advertising doesn’t necessarily mean untrue advertising. 
In this country, advertisers can exaggerate—within limits. For example, a new toothpaste 
may seem to promise teeth so white that passers-by will gasp in admiration and write you 
love poems. Do consumers really believe that? Probably not: The exaggerations are just a 
humorous way to make a point. Acceptable exaggeration in advertising is called puffery.

But what happens if that same toothpaste ad falsely claims that the product prevents 
sore throats? If the ad presents that falsehood in a way that could fool a reasonable con-
sumer, it becomes deceptive advertising. The U.S. Federal Trade Commission determines 
when puffery deviates into deceptive advertising, and it has a range of punishments it 
can apply, including forcing the company to run corrective advertising that retracts false 
claims. To separate puffery from deceptive advertising, the FTC uses the “reasonable 
consumer standard.” That standard says that if an ad could deceive a reasonable con-
sumer who expects exaggeration in advertising, the ad becomes deceptive and, there-
fore, illegal.



Strategic Writing

62

The ad industry also participates in self-regulation in the U.S., and this has proven 
successful. The National Advertising Division (part of the Better Business Bureau) reviews 
and takes complaints about national ads, and if it determines an ad to be problematic, it 
will recommend to the advertiser that the ad be discontinued. The National Advertising 
Review Board will review that decision on request. While participation in this process 
is voluntary, it’s also popular because it avoids governmental processes and can move 
quickly.

Laws regarding puffery and deceptive advertising differ from country to country—as 
do laws regarding libel, invasion of privacy, elections and other key legal areas outlined 
in this chapter. Globally, there is increased scrutiny of marketing and advertising directed 
toward children. In fact, in Norway and Quebec, advertising to children under the age 
of 12 is illegal. There’s a law in the U.S. about children’s online privacy, too, called the 
Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA). It’s got teeth: In 2019, Google settled a 
COPPA complaint for $170 million that alleged that YouTube collected children’s personal 
information without parental consent. Writers who help create international strategic com-
munication campaigns should be aware of those differences.

Laws governing what the Federal Election Commission refers to as “electioneering 
communication” constantly change. Not all electioneering communication is the same, 
as the FEC has defined several different categories. However, all have specific disclosure 
requirements. Strategic writers can find the latest regulations on the FEC website (fec.gov).

Companies that sell stock—publicly owned companies—are subject to disclosure law. 
Disclosure law governs how and when companies should communicate about matters 
that affect or could affect their stock prices. Its purpose is to ensure that every investor 
has a fair and equal chance in the stock market. Publicly owned companies must provide 
quarterly financial reports (Form 10Q) and annual financial reports (Form 10K) to the U.S. 
Securities and Exchange Commission. They also must provide annual reports and annual 
meetings and documentation (Form DEF14A) for their stockholders. Publicly owned com-
panies must notify the SEC of unusual events that could affect stock prices (Form 8K). Those 
companies also must notify stockholders about such news, usually through news releases 
sent to relevant news media. The Sarbanes–Oxley Act of 2002 mandates that leaders of 
publicly held companies are personally responsible for the truthfulness of their companies’ 
financial statements. All disclosure-related communication must comply with SEC Rule 
10b-5, which prohibits misleading statements in all such communications.

Copyright is a type of intellectual property that protects original works of authorship 
as soon as an author fixes the work in a tangible form of expression. Patent and trademark 
are other types of intellectual property that may cover works and are considered separately 
from copyright eligibility. For example, patents, which are granted by the government, 
protect certain inventions or discoveries, designs for articles of manufacture and plant 
varietals. Trademark law, on the other hand, protects words, names, symbols, or devices 
used in trade with goods or services to indicate the source of the goods and to distinguish 
them from the goods or services of others. For strategic writers, copyright and trademark 
law regulates the use of someone else’s creative work. To use such work, we must gain 
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the creator’s written permission. This often involves paying a fee established by the work’s 
creator. Exceptions do exist: The “fair use” doctrine allows students, teachers, reporters, 
reviewers and others to use copyrighted works to inform others. However, fair use gen-
erally does not protect those who borrow intellectual property for commercial purposes 
including satire, parody and news. Even if fair use does protect such borrowing, strategic 
writers should always credit, in writing, the creator of the work. Although copyrighted 
material often is marked by the symbol ©, a work has legal copyright protection from 
the moment its creator establishes it in a fixed, tangible form. You also should know that 
work completed for an employer generally is “work for hire” and legally belongs to the 
employer. However, if there is no contract for the work or if it is unclear, from Community 
for Creative Non-Violence v. Reid (1989), there is a legal test that evaluates how indepen-
dent a worker is—whether the worker pays his/her/their own taxes, works where that per-
son pleases, etc. The more independent the worker, the less likely the company is to own 
the intellectual property rights to the work for hire.

It is important to remember that laws pertaining to old media also apply to newer 
media as well. When someone tells you, “everything on the internet is free,” that is not 
true. Rules covering copyright, trademarks, libel and financial disclosure remain in force. 
For example, as early as 2013 the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission issued guide-
lines covering the use of social media, ruling that companies could use Facebook and 
Twitter (now X) for financial disclosure as long as investors knew in advance of such use.

The FTC also regulates individuals and companies that work with brands to endorse or 
promote products. Social media influencers must disclose their relationships with brands 
in order to comply with the law. According to the FTC’s Disclosures 101 for Social Media 
Influencers guide:

If you endorse a product through social media, your endorsement message 
should make it obvious when you have a relationship (“material connection”) 
with the brand. A “material connection” to the brand includes a personal, fam-
ily, or employment relationship or a financial relationship—such as the brand 
paying you or giving you free or discounted products or services.

Telling your followers about these kinds of relationships is important because it helps 
keep your recommendations honest and truthful, and it allows people to weigh the value 
of your endorsements. As an influencer, it’s your responsibility to make these disclosures, 
to be familiar with the Endorsement Guides, and to comply.

When it comes to communication law, get advice from experts. Remember this adage: 
“A person who serves as their own lawyer has a fool for a client.”
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Jobs in Strategic Writing

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates that approximately 1 million people work 
in various aspects of strategic communications in the United States. In its most recent 
Occupational Outlook Handbook, the BLS estimates that there are approximately 270,000 
entry-level jobs in public relations and almost 290,000 management-level jobs in adver-
tising and PR—and the bureau expects those numbers to steadily rise through 2028. Suc-
cessful job candidates, according to the BLS, will have internship experience, a portfolio 
of real work for real clients and strong writing skills.

Strategic communication encompasses public relations, marketing, advertising, media 
relations, digital strategy and social media. As a result, strategic communication profes-
sionals are in demand in virtually every industry from real estate to healthcare, govern-
ment agencies to retailers. While strategic writers can be found throughout all industry, 
most strategic writing careers tend to cluster in five categories: corporations, agencies, 
government agencies, nonprofit organizations, and trade associations and independent 
consultancies. Let’s quickly look at each.

Corporations

Corporations are for-profit businesses that can be as large as General Motors or as small as 
a local coffee shop. Corporations, especially large ones, hire strategic writers for a variety 
of functions including sales and marketing, advertising, public relations and internal com-
munications. Because corporations are for-profit businesses, they have relationships with a 
wide variety of audiences: customers, employees, government regulators, the news media, 
stockholders and many more. Developing and maintaining these relationships requires 
strategic writing. Of these five employment categories, corporations tend to pay the high-
est starting salaries for entry-level strategic writers.

Agencies

Agencies supply advice and strategic communications for other organizations. Some 
agencies are international, with offices throughout the world. Others operate from spare 
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bedrooms in suburban houses. Technological advances have resulted in a more niche 
agency approach to strategic communications. The old school agency categories of adver-
tising agencies, public relations agencies and full-service agencies that combine advertis-
ing, public relations, and other sales and marketing functions have been joined by digital 
agencies, media agencies, branding agencies and creative agencies. That’s good news for 
you because they all need strategic writers. Of the five employment categories, agencies 
tend to have the second-highest starting salaries for strategic writers.

Government Agencies

Government agencies exist at the international, national, state and local levels. They can 
be as big and well known as the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission or as small as 
your local school district. Strategic writing can be a diplomatically sensitive subject for 
government agencies. If they openly engage in public relations, advertising and marketing 
to promote themselves or elected politicians, members of the voting public may cry, “Pro-
paganda! Waste of taxpayers’ money!” Yet some government programs and projects must 
be promoted, such as the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s food pyramid. Strategic writers 
for government agencies must constantly be aware of the grey area between legitimate 
strategic communication and unacceptable promotion. Of the five employment categories, 
government agencies tend to have the third-highest starting salaries for strategic writers.

Nonprofit Organizations and Trade Associations

Nonprofit organizations provide services without the expectation of earning a profit, though 
they do require money, of course, to fund operations. They can be as large as the World 
Wildlife Fund or as small as the local humane society. Trade associations resemble nonprofit 
organizations in that they offer services without the primary motive of profit. Trade associa-
tions include such groups as the National Association of Home Builders. Like corporations, 
nonprofit organizations and trade associations traditionally have strategic writing positions 
in public relations, advertising, business communication, and sales and marketing. And 
because these organizations generally have smaller communications staffs than do corpora-
tions, they offer great opportunities for writers who don’t want to specialize. A strategic writer 
for a small nonprofit organization may work on a news release, a mobile ad, a proposal, a 
fundraising letter and social media posts all on the same day. Of the five employment cate-
gories, nonprofits tend to have the fourth-highest starting salaries for strategic writers.

Independent Consultancies

An independent consultant is a freelancer. A freelancer may often be part of a “virtual 
organization,” a business group that forms for one project and then disbands. Independent 
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consultants generally specialize in one of the professions discussed in this book—social 
media marketing, for example. However, versatility can mean more clients and more 
profits. In addition to strategic writing, independent consultants carry the burden of 
finding clients, answering the phone, filing, making coffee and finding time for a life. 
Of the five employment categories, we rank independent consultancies last in starting 
salaries—and, in a sense, that’s unfair. Successful consultants often earn more than the 
average corporate strategic writer. However, very few strategic writers begin as inde-
pendent consultants. Instead, they work for other organizations, learn the ropes, earn a 
reputation—and then take a deep breath and go out on their own. Consultants usually 
are experienced professionals. The concept of starting salary takes on a different mean-
ing for consultants.

AI in Strategic Communications

Probably the most disruptive force right now in the field of strategic communication is 
artificial intelligence. The vast advancements in recent years have enabled AI to generate 
human-like text, meaning an entire blog post or article can be created within seconds. 
Many companies already use some form of AI to generate social media posts, financial 
reports and other forms of communication. AI is not going away, so the best way to ensure 
you have a future job as a strategic writer is to educate yourself on the various AI writing 
tools and how to use them to enhance your writing, not replace it.

AI has the ability to produce impressive and valuable content; however, it doesn’t 
have a conscious mind and can’t think for itself. The text that AI creates is part of statistical 
systems designed to predict the next word. This limitation means a human must tell it what 
to do to produce the desired output. Strategic writers will still be needed to develop the 
content strategy, manage content ideas, organize information to maximize SEO and eval-
uate communication effectiveness.

AI won’t replace strategic writers. However, AI tools can make the writing process 
more efficient. It allows writers to make data-driven decisions and create content that is 
tailored to the specific preferences of individual users, increasing the likelihood that they 
will engage with that content. This is particularly important in industries such as advertis-
ing and marketing, where personalized content is becoming increasingly important for 
building brand loyalty.

While AI-powered writing tools can be helpful in certain aspects of content creation, 
they must be used with caution. Overreliance on AI-generated content may lead to a 
homogenization of content and a decrease in overall quality. The use of AI-powered writ-
ing tools also raises some ethical concerns regarding plagiarism or copyright infringement. 
AI-powered writing tools may generate content that is similar to existing content or even 
directly copy content from other sources.

The bottom line is that AI cannot replace the human creativity and nuance that is 
needed to create truly engaging and meaningful content.
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Beginning Your Career as a Strategic Writer

Don’t let the brevity of this segment alarm you: Jobs in strategic writing do exist. As long as 
organizations communicate, strategic writers will have jobs. Good strategic writers might 
have choices among good jobs. And great strategic writers might discover an irony in their 
careers: Their successes in writing might pull them away from writing. A great ad copy-
writer might become an agency’s creative director—more memos, proposals and business 
correspondence, certainly, but fewer ads. A talented writer of stories for an online mag-
azine might soon become the editor of the magazine—more money, but less writing of 
informative, entertaining features. These talented individuals will groom the next genera-
tion of strategic writers, searching for writers as good as themselves. Good writers recog-
nize and value good writing.

So where do you start? Prove that you’re a good strategic writer. Seek internships and 
volunteer opportunities that will allow you to write. Do real writing for real clients. Enjoy 
your successes and learn from your failures. Pay attention to your professors. Collect your 
best work in an online portfolio that will impress potential employers.

Every organization needs strategic writing. Some do it in-house, others hire agencies 
and many combine both approaches. One good way to find a satisfying job in strategic 
writing is to pick a geographic area that interests you—say, Tierra del Fuego (we hope you 
hablas español). Now find out what organizations have offices in Tierra del Fuego. Begin 
your job search by studying and applying to those organizations.

Another job-search strategy involves combining your talent in strategic writing with a 
passion in your life. One graduate double-majored in public relations and art history. She’s 
now marketing director for an art museum.

Whichever job area appeals to you most, you can increase your odds of employment 
by marketing yourself: Get experience through internships, part-time jobs and real work 
for real clients. Join and participate in established networking sites such as LinkedIn. Blog 
about a topic you enjoy and know a lot about—and use X (formerly Twitter), Facebook and 
other social media to drive readers to your blog. Build a great portfolio and a great résumé.

We believe in the value of strategic writing. We believe in the value of jobs in strategic 
writing. So, work hard. Do research. Stay on-message. Get experience in both old and 
new media. Build a great portfolio. Somewhere out there, a good job in strategic writing 
awaits you.

Find the quiz, plus additional tips and links to templates and examples of the types of 
writing discussed in the Section, here: www.routledge.com/cw/hendershot.

https://www.routledge.com/cw/hendershot
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SECTION

2

OBJECTIVES

In Section 2: Strategic Writing in Public Relations, you will learn to write 
these documents:

CC Social posts and status updates

CC Blogs

CC Podcasts

CC Website pages

CC Traditional news releases

CC Feature news releases

This section contains concise instructions for writing the key multimedia documents in 
public relations. Each document includes an example. The section includes an over-
view of public relations and an overview of social media usage in public relations. 
It includes instructions for and examples of these documents: social posts and status 
updates, primarily for Instagram and Facebook; blogs; podcasts; websites; announce-
ment news releases; feature news releases; promotional news releases; media alerts; 
pitches; video news releases; media kits; backgrounders; fact sheets; newsletter and 
magazine stories; annual reports; and speech manuscripts. It also contains an over-
view of digital newsrooms. Supplementary materials include a sample syllabus, sample 
assignments, grading rubrics, presentation slides and online quizzes.
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For additional tips and helpful links to templates and examples, please visit www.routledge.
com/cw/hendershot.

Quiz Yourself

Find the quiz, plus additional tips and links to templates and examples of the types of writ-
ing discussed in the Section, here: www.routledge.com/cw/hendershot.

CC Promotional news releases

CC Media alerts

CC Pitches

CC Video news release scripts

CC Media kit backgrounders

CC Media kit fact sheets

CC Photo-opportunity advisories

CC Newsletter and magazine stories

CC Annual reports

CC Speeches

https://www.routledge.com/cw/hendershot
https://www.routledge.com/cw/hendershot
https://www.routledge.com/cw/hendershot
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Public relations often gets confused with publicity. Public relations certainly includes 
publicity—but it includes much more. A standard definition of public relations shows how 
broad the profession can be: Public relations is the values-driven management of relation-
ships with publics that are essential to an organization’s success.

As we noted in Section 1, well-run organizations often have brief statements that spec-
ify their most important values. One challenge for public relations practitioners is to build 
relationships that not only honor those values but also the values of the other group in a 
relationship, such as the values of journalists, stockholders or employees.

Well-run organizations also have goals consistent with their values. To reach those 
goals, the organizations often need resources they don’t control. For example, to reach 
its goals a major corporation needs resources held by employees (the willingness to work 
hard), stockholders (the willingness to buy stock and to vote for the managers in annual 
meetings), the news media (the willingness to cover the organization fairly) and many 
other resources held by other groups. Public relations practitioners strive to develop posi-
tive, productive relationships with publics that control essential resources. Those relation-
ships are productive when the organization receives the needed resources.

One key to any relationship is communication. It is no different in the practice of pub-
lic relation. For a relationship to thrive, two-way communication should foster reciprocal 
exchanges resulting in mutual benefit. In other words, the intent should always be to seek 
“win–win” outcomes. With the increasing presence of social media we see the growing 
importance of practicing strong listening, collaboration and even co-creation of commu-
nication with an organization’s publics.

The term public has a specific meaning in public relations. A public is any group whose 
members have a common interest or common values in a particular situation. A public 
can be as official as the members of a state legislature or as unofficial as the residents of a 
neighborhood where your organization wants to build a home for Habitat for Humanity.

When a public can be affected by the actions of an organization (or vice versa), that 
public is said to have a stake in that organization. Such publics often are called stakeholders.

Many of us think of public relations as a process of getting different groups to support 
our goals or like our organization—of getting our organization’s message to people and 
making them agree with it. Just like publicity, that can be part of public relations. But, again, 
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public relations is bigger than that. It’s about building productive relationships with resource-
holders. And that’s definitely easier when those publics like you and agree with you.

The actual practice of public relations follows a process we also find in advertising, 
sales and marketing. That process consists of four stages: research, planning, communi-
cation and evaluation. As straightforward as that seems, sometimes the process needs to 
move backward. For example, as we create a plan based on our research, we may discover 
that we need more research before we can finish planning. Or as we communicate in 
accordance with our plan, the situation may change, forcing us to go back to the planning 
stage. Evaluation is a form of assessment that can lead to more planning. But in general, 
we conduct research and we plan before we communicate.

Developing and executing public relations plans will present a variety of strategic 
choices. Adhering to honesty, fairness and appropriate disclosure of information is essen-
tial to maintaining the integrity of the profession, the quality of your organization’s brand 
and your own reputation. The Public Relations Society of America has crafted the PRSA 
Code of Ethics to articulate these and other important elements of professional practice. 
This code is available online and many college campuses include chapters of the Public 
Relations Student Society of America (PRSSA) to support and train future practitioners.

According to public relations scholars Betteke van Ruler and Dejan Verčič, PR profes-
sionals have four basic roles:

CC Counseling their organization’s leaders on the importance of productive, win–win 
relationships with publics that hold key resources.

CC Creating research-based plans to build positive relationships with those publics.

CC Carrying out those plans.

CC Coaching all members of their organization to behave in ways that build good rela-
tionships with key publics.

Note the importance of planning within those four roles. At the heart of a good PR 
plan are strategic messages delivered to particular publics. To develop and deliver strategic 
messages, PR professionals often use a planning grid that seeks information and ideas in 
10 distinct areas:

Plan Goal: ___________________________________________________________________

Public Resource Value(s) Relationship Message Media Timetable Manager Budget

1.	The goal of the plan specifies what general relationship/resource outcome you hope 
to achieve.
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2.	A public, as you know, is any group whose members have a common interest or com-
mon values in a particular situation.

3.	A resource is something a public has that you want. For example, if your organization 
wants local news media to cover a special event that you’re hosting, those news media 
have the resource of coverage.

4.	Values specify the core ideas or beliefs that unite members of the particular public.

5.	Relationship concisely describes the nature of the contacts, if any, between your 
organization and the particular public. For example, is it an ongoing, positive, pro-
ductive relationship? Or is it, unfortunately, sporadic, negative and distrustful?

6.	The message is key: A good strategic message addresses the values of the public in 
a way that will lead its members to deliver the desired resource that advances you 
toward your goal. A good message shows the public how it can honor its own values 
by sharing its resources with your organization. A good message takes into account the 
nature of the relationship with the public.

7.	Media specify the channels you’ll use to send the message. Of course, those should be 
the media your target public prefers.

8.	Timetable specifies when you’ll send the message.

9.	Manager specifies who on your team has the responsibility to ensure the creation and 
delivery of the message.

10.	Budget specifies how much money you can spend on the creation and delivery of the 
message.

Again, the goal of public relations is to build and maintain resource-delivering rela-
tionships. However, van Ruler and Verčič emphasize that such relationships can’t happen 
unless the communities that surround an organization view it as a good citizen. Successful 
organizations, therefore, tend to practice a philosophy known as corporate social respon-
sibility (whether the organization is a corporation or not). Corporate social responsibility 
(also known as CSR) has many definitions, but most involve the idea that an organiza-
tion should sustain and improve the societies within which it operates. Essentially, your 
organization should contribute to the world around it in a positive way. While providing 
employment and paying taxes are basic ways the organization may contribute, corporate 
social responsibility moves beyond that to consider ethical practices, charitable contribu-
tions and more.

Increasingly this has taken the form of brand advocacy where organizations take 
stands on social or political issues. Identifying those issues requires particular attention 
to research, planning, communication and evaluation. Social listening and research can 
help you pinpoint the causes and issues of most importance to your internal and exter-
nal stakeholders. Carefully consider where those matters overlap with your organization’s 
stated values and the areas where you have expertise or authority to speak or act. Through 
careful and inclusive planning efforts, communication can be developed that supports 
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your mission and builds trust with your stakeholders. Constant evaluation of your CSR and 
brand advocacy messages is critical to maintaining the right balance in an ever-changing 
cultural context.

Listening, reading and observing the world around you will help you sharpen the 
communication skills needed to practice public relations in this context. A recent survey of 
senior public relations professionals throughout the world found that good writing remains 
the most important job skill within public relations, followed by strategic planning abili-
ties, speaking abilities and data analysis expertise.
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Social Listening in 
Public Relations

Purpose, Audience and Media

Hootsuite, an international social media management company, reports that internet users 
aged 16 to 64 spend 2.5 hours every day using social media. Active social media users 
now comprise 59% of the world’s population. Strategic communicators need to ensure 
that their organizations are involved in those conversations.

The audiences for social media within public relations are vast and diverse. Social 
media usage is significant among all key publics: customers, employees, journalists, advo-
cacy groups, investors, government workers and even older adults. For example, the Pew 
Research Center reports that about half of U.S. citizens get news on social media at least 
sometimes and nearly a third of Americans regularly get news on Facebook.

The most-used social media platforms in the United States vary from public to public 
and, probably, from month to month. Adobe, however, names top platforms for brands to 
prioritize in the early 2020s including Instagram, YouTube, Facebook, TikTok, Pinterest, 
Snapchat and LinkedIn. It may not be essential to your organization’s goals to maintain an 
active presence on all these platforms; however, being aware of their use by your compet-
itors or the conversations held on them by your consumers or other stakeholders is at the 
heart of social listening.

Social media is also an essential part of work with traditional media, who increas-
ingly use social platforms to collect and disseminate information. A Pew Research Center  
study found social media is used by 94% of American journalists. As social media grow 
in importance in public relations, some important trends within these ever-changing plat-
forms show signs of enduring: the relevance of social media influencers, the importance 
of monitoring social media conversations, the use of algorithms and the importance of 
video.

Social Media Influencers

Social media influencers are opinion leaders. Members of publics often turn to partic-
ular individuals and organizations to identify new trends or ideas to pay attention to or 
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for advice about purchases, social issues and much more. Be aware that some recent 
research is indicating a growing skepticism among consumers after bad experiences with 
endorsed purchases and a drop in belief that influencers really use the products they pro-
mote. So, keep in mind that working with influencers requires careful strategic planning 
and oversight.

Given the importance of these opinion leaders and the new realities of social media 
algorithms (see below), Michael Stelzner, founder of the website Social Media Examiner, 
counsels PR professionals to reduce their obsession with measurements such as likes and 
retweets and turn more attention to building relationships with carefully chosen social 
media influencers. Companies such as BuzzSumo can help you identify primary influenc-
ers for key publics—but don’t hesitate to directly ask members of those publics to whom 
they turn, within social media, for advice.

Social Media Monitoring

Monitoring social media conversations may be more important than joining them. Social 
media monitoring tools help you accomplish two missions: (1) carefully listening for any 
mentions of your organization, especially those that demand a response; and (2) listening 
for any issues-oriented conversations that your organization might join in ways that could 
serve important publics such as journalists, stockholders or potential employees. Several 
companies, including Meltwater, Sprout, Hootsuite, Talkwalker and Sprinklr, specialize in 
offering social media listening and analysis services.

Social Media Algorithms

Algorithms within social media platforms matter because they’re top-secret mathe-
matical formulas developed by each platform to determine which messages people 
will see. For example, you probably realized long ago that users don’t see every status 
update from everyone they’ve friended on Facebook. Instead, Facebook algorithms 
sort out which posts—in Facebook’s opinion—will be of most interest to them. For PR 
professionals, this means that not every member of your target publics—even those 
who follow you in social media—will see your messages, even if they’re online when 
you post.

Using paid social media, or boosted posts, and incorporating links and tags are 
other approaches to contend with this reality. Best practices for coping with social 
media algorithms include creating audience-relevant content, engaging directly with 
your audience via such things as direct messages and comments, and posting consis-
tently when your audience is active online. It’s also important to stay current regarding 
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what kinds of posts algorithms tend to favor—which leads to our third trend: videos. 
The rewards for keeping up to date with social media practices are significant: A recent 
survey of international practitioners ranked social media skills second only to the cre-
ation of strategic content among the drivers of future growth for the profession of public 
relations.
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Social Posting

Purpose, Audience and Media

Social posts help organizations and individuals maintain ongoing, productive conver-
sations with key publics. Clearly, social media is designed well for communicating 
and building relationships. These platforms also can serve as aggregators, providing 
links to information of interest to targeted publics—especially important in content 
marketing.

Audiences on social media include a variety of publics; however, generally in this 
media format they are self-selecting. According to a comprehensive report from Hoot-
suite, users in Australia, the U.K., the United States, Ireland and worldwide use six or 
more different platforms on average, with younger age groups averaging more platforms 
used. Most organizations, therefore, use many forms of media, including their websites, 
to encourage people to follow them on Instagram, Facebook and other social media 
platforms.

Demographic studies from the Pew Research Center and other industry surveys indi-
cate platform preferences of note, but Facebook remains one of the most widely used 
online platforms among American adults. Younger adults show higher use of Instagram, 
Snapchat and TikTok. Racial, ethnic, gender and geographic differences by platform can 
also be seen. Higher shares of Hispanic and Black Americans use Instagram than White 
American and Hispanics are far more likely to use WhatsApp than other Americans. Linke-
dIn heavily attracts audiences with higher levels of education and Pinterest continues to 
skew female. Nextdoor audiences are more likely to be urban or suburban over rural 
audiences.

Social media posts exist only digitally. They appear as concise messages on computer 
or mobile-device screens. In addition to the text, image or video content of your messages, 
crafting a social post also means considering ways to optimize its reach by tagging others 
and using hashtags to boost findability. For example, the Negro Leagues Baseball Museum 
often posts event announcements and news while also tagging local media organizations, 
national sports reporters and major national baseball organizations to expand their audi-
ence and alert key stakeholders.
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Format/Design

On many platforms, such as Facebook and LinkedIn, you will have a forum to craft 
messages across several sections: Photos, Videos, Events, About Us and more. However, 
the formats and capabilities of social media vary and change rapidly. It is also common 
for organizations to manage more than one property on a platform, particularly for large 
organizations with diverse functions. For example, companies may have a separate site 
for human resources to recruit talent, one for operations to manage online customer 
service inquiries, another for loyalty rewards members—all separate from a general 
brand site.

Profile photos or icons usually accompany and identify status updates and posts. Orga-
nizations generally use their official logos. Starbucks, for example, uses its familiar green 
mermaid. Rock groups such as the Foo Fighters often use artwork from a recent album. 
In addition to profile images and brief written messages, status updates and posts often 
include an attention-grabbing photo, video, GIF or link image. Survey research confirms 
that posts with visual elements gain more attention than do simple text posts.

Sprout Social, a social media management company, reports that all networks’ algo-
rithms reward native video content. Reels and other short-form video assets tend to per-
form well and many top social platforms, such as Facebook, Instagram and X (formerly 
Twitter), make it very easy to livestream. Demographic studies consistently show that users 
in their teens and 20s generally seek entertainment videos. Older groups seek how-to and 
informational videos.

Because of the increasing popularity of social media, several services have emerged 
that permit users to coordinate posts to many social networks. For example, companies 
such as Hootsuite allow you to manage posts to Facebook, Instagram and other popular 
social media platforms by scheduling content in advance and allowing cross-platform 
coordination.

Content and Organization

Although business-related posts may vary by platform, they do have much in common:

1.	They’re short. Length can vary by platform but using images or video and brief copy is 
common on most platforms. Try to keep your post to four sentences or fewer.

KEY TO SUCCESS

Business-oriented social posts are brief, highly focused and often multimedia. They 
immediately emphasize something of interest to the reader.
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2.	They quickly focus on reader interests. (Remember that your target publics will focus 
on WIIFM: What’s in it for me?)

3.	They encourage responses, either through comments, replies and/or links to websites.

4.	They often are responses to messages initiated by others. Consider commenting on 
and/or sharing messages posted by others. In Facebook, you can comment or simply 
click “Like” or one of the related emojis to respond to someone else’s post. Within no 
more than 24 hours, be sure to respond to questions and negative comments.

5.	They’re conversational, but they use strong verbs and precise nouns to achieve brevity 
and power.

6.	They use casual grammar, including contractions and sentence fragments. However, 
such informality must clearly be intentional, not a careless error. When appropriate, 
they show a sense of humor. For a good example, check out Arby’s social media 
presence.

7.	They use personal pronouns: you, your, we and our.

8.	They avoid jargon and technical language that could puzzle some readers.

9.	They use all caps for emphasis, but they DON’T overdo it.

10.	They can include links to news releases and other documents and sites, including 
digital newsrooms and YouTube videos.

11.	Finally, they avoid using vulgar or obscene language, images or links.

Social media includes a variety of ways to encourage conversation:

a.	 Mentions: Many platforms’ users have usernames. By placing the symbol @ before an 
individual’s or organization’s username—for example, @username—you can ensure 
that the posts will go either to the user’s page (if they follow your account) or a folder 
that contains such messages. Such messages are not private; they’re available to any-
one who follows both the sender and the recipient or simply visits the sender’s profile.

b.	 Replies: To reply, click or tap on the Reply icon (a left-pointing arrow) beneath the 
original post. Often such messages also are public.

c.	 Direct messages: You can send private direct messages to users, sometimes limited to 
those who follow you. Direct messages also can be used for private group conversa-
tions. Organizations can often adjust their accounts to receive private, direct messages 
from users whom they don’t follow.

d.	 Reposts: You can share—repost—others’ messages. You can then add a comment or 
simply share the original post.

e.	 Hashtags: You can insert hashtags into your posts on many platforms to help catego-
rize them and make them easily findable in keyword searches. Just add a hash mark 
(#) to a keyword—for example, #publicrelations or #BTS. Hashtags often appear at 
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the end of posts—and some are more for editorial comment (for example, #eyes-
rolling) than category purposes. Erin E. Templeton, a frequent poster in the ProfHacker 
blog, recommends concise hashtags and notes that groups that really do want to use 
hashtags to share messages should create unique hashtags that everyone in the group 
knows and will use. Trending topics within social media often are hashtags.

f.	 Shortened website addresses: Website addresses, also known as URLs, can consume 
a big percentage of your space. If you post from some platforms, the site may shorten 
the URL for you. Google’s URL Shortener app can do the same.

SOCIAL POSTING TIPS

1.	Go to the experts: Social media platforms and social network services often 
have Help sites for users. For example, the Facebook Newsroom offers tips and 
updates.

2.	 Imitate the best: Study how other organizations use social posts. What works 
well—and what doesn’t?

3.	Plan: Build a social media calendar and coordinate your posts with a social 
media dashboard.

4.	Be timely: Post during times when your research shows that your target publics 
are most likely to be online. Organizations such as Sprout Social often publish 
studies about the best times of day to post for different target audiences.

5.	Build a team: Designate managers for organizational status update functions. 
Your organization should have clear gatekeepers for such messages.

6.	Expand: Facebook and Instagram are current leaders but be aware of your tar-
get audiences’ use of new and emerging platforms or changes in usage and 
preference.

7.	Monitor: Continually scan social media for references to your organization. 
Have a policy for addressing criticism and removing comments from your own 
sites. And have a thick skin; it can be rough out there.
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Social Post
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Social Repost

Social Repost with Comment
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A simple repost does not include your organization’s icon.

Adding a comment to a repost adds your organization’s icon and diminishes the icon of 
the original poster.
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Blogs

Purpose, Audience and Media

Blogs are informal, informative and often entertaining: They generally seek to build rela-
tionships with regular readers but can also be used as thought leadership or lead gener-
ation pieces. They sometimes resemble opinion columns in news sources: Both provide 
individual responses to current news stories as well as to other issues—everything from 
favorite recipes to terrible first dates to product evaluations. Because blogs can help an 
organization tell its story, they can be an important part of content marketing.

Blogs can create a sense of thought leadership and expertise for a brand or leader, 
but it is important to consider the purpose a reader might be trying to achieve when find-
ing, reading and responding to the post. Jay Baer, founder of ConvinceAndConvert.com, 
has written extensively about the benefits of providing truly useful content. In his book 
Youtility: Why Smart Marketing is About Help not Hype, Baer describes the benefits of 
creating the type of content that addresses real problems and questions. Social listening, 
research with prospects and customers, and collaboration with your customer service or 
sales departments can yield ideas for topics that keep your audiences’ needs as the focus 
of your editorial calendar.

Organizations use blogs to communicate with individuals who seek the less formal, 
more personal relationships that successful blogs can build. A blog—or even better, a 
collection of blogs—can help give a human face to an organization. Increasingly, the 
primary audience for blogs is customers and potential customers. Social Media Examiner 
reports that almost 70% of organizations use blogs in their social media marketing—and 
two-thirds of those organizations intend to increase their efforts in that area. Blogs by 
executives or experts are also often used on intranets for employee or other more internal 
audiences.

Blogs actively invite written responses, offering a Comments button to allow readers 
to agree, disagree or extend the discussion.

Ideally, bloggers should write their own posts. Occasionally, public relations prac-
titioners are asked to draft posts for others. In those cases, it is essential that the bylined 
author reviews, edits and approves the post before publication.
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Blogs exist as webpages but are often reposted to social media in part or in whole on 
platforms such as LinkedIn.

Format/Design

Blog entries usually begin with a headline in large, bold type. Beneath the headline, in 
smaller type, is the date of posting. If more than one writer posts on a particular blog, a 
line below the posting date specifies the blogger’s name. That byline often is a link to more 
information about the author. Short biographical information often is included below the 
blog post as well. A small photo of the author often accompanies the byline.

Consider including an appropriate photograph or image at or near the top of a post. 
A growing number of blogs focus on travel, fashion and product demonstrations, making 
images and links almost indispensable.

The text of a blog is often single-spaced, sometimes with extra spaces between 
paragraphs.

Blogs contain highlighted links to earlier posts, other blogs, online documents, videos, 
other websites and/or similar information sources. They also can contain icon/links for 
sharing to social media platforms such as Facebook and LinkedIn.

Many blogs include subscribe/unsubscribe options at the bottom.

Content and Organization

The best way to learn to write blogs is to read blogs—as many as possible. Search engines 
such as Google can easily lead you to blogs in almost any area that interests you.

Employees have been fired for controversial or unapproved blog posts on organiza-
tional websites, so if you plan to blog on behalf of an organization, be sure to know the 
ground rules and to have each post approved before you go online. Ideally, a blog has a 
strategic purpose that helps fulfill an organizational goal.

Blogs must be updated frequently; many are updated daily or weekly.
Successful blogs generally address different aspects of a broad topic, such as politics, 

product development, fashion or travel. If you’re the leader of an organization, almost 
anything you say about any aspect of your organization has the potential to be interesting. 
But if you’re the head of community relations for a corporation, you might want to confine 

KEY TO SUCCESS

When bloggers represent an organization, they must fully disclose both who they are 
and the nature of their relationship with the organization. Good blogs are informative, 
informal and frequently updated. They include links to other information sources, 
which can also boost findability through search engine optimization.
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your posts to discussing community issues and volunteerism. In other words, establish an 
area of expertise that will keep readers coming back for more.

Blog posts can range from one paragraph to several paragraphs. Be informal. Use the 
first-person pronouns I and we.

Blogging guru Mu Lin recommends short paragraphs, frequent internal headlines and 
use of bullets for lists. Each of those ingredients makes a post easier to read.

Sentence fragments and nonstandard grammar are fine. However, deviations from 
standard grammar should be intentional; nonstandard grammar should not appear to be 
the result of sloppiness or ignorance.

Bloggers must frequently review readers’ comments and respond when possible: 
Remember, the goal of most blogs is to build productive relationships. Blogging etiquette 
allows you to delete obscene or threatening comments but not comments that simply dis-
agree with your post. Some blogs will not post a reader comment until the blogger or a 
representative has reviewed it.

BLOG TIPS

1.	Read other blogs: Not only will you learn more about blogging and particular 
issues for your own posts, but you’ll also discover blogs to which you may wish 
to link.

2.	Link: Most blogs have links that allow readers to navigate to other areas of the 
website or to publicize the blog through social media such as Facebook and 
LinkedIn.

3.	Build responsively: Be sure that your blog is created using responsive design to 
optimize for mobile devices like widely used tablets and phones.

4.	Optimize: Keywords and backlinks can make it easier for search engines to find 
your blog and more likely to feature it. Review the search engine optimization 
tips in 1D.
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Purpose, Audience and Media

A podcast is an audio file streamed or downloaded from the internet. Increasingly, 
podcasts are recorded simultaneously as video shows, often posted to YouTube. A 
podcast is typically available as a series, with new episodes acquired either on-de-
mand or automatically through subscription. Podcasts can be an important part of 
content marketing and showed marked growth recently with Americans aged 1–64 
averaging one hour a day in listening time. Audiences for podcasts are any public 
with an interest in your organization. That may include employees, shareholders, 
journalists, customers and regulators. The term “podcasting” or “podcast” is a blend 
of “iPod” and “broadcast.” The earliest use of “podcasting” is attributed to journalist 
Ben Hammersley who used it in February 2004 while writing an article for the Guard-
ian newspaper.

The Pew Research Center reported that 41% of Americans 12 and older have listened 
to a podcast within the last month, up from 1% just 10 years earlier and 28% had listened 
to one within the last week.

Podcasts are an inexpensive vehicle through which organizations can extend brand 
awareness and strengthen relationships. For example, Pew reports that National Public 
Radio’s podcasts, which are some of the most popular in the Apple Podcast charts and 
include Up First and Fresh Air, attracted 14 million unique listeners in 2020. The benefits 
NPR derives from these podcasts include enhanced credibility and listeners relying upon 
it as a trusted source of information. But many non-media outlet companies also pro-
duce brand-building podcasts, including professional services firms as a way to convey 
their expertise or large consumer brands like Rocket Mortgage’s award-winning “Home.
Made.” lifestyle and documentary podcast.

People can listen to podcasts at hosting websites, including an organization’s digital 
newsroom. People also can stream or download podcasts to their own computers or to 
portable devices such as phones and tablets. Newer trends include streaming to smart 
speakers, e.g. Amazon Alexa or integrated car audio. They also can subscribe to podcasts 
or can download apps that automatically deliver new programs from favorite sources. 
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Apps such as Spotify, Audible, Google Podcasts or Apple Podcasts also offer access to 
thousands of podcasts.

Format/Design

A podcast can be as informal as a popular musician turning on a recorder and saying 
whatever comes into their head. But when a podcast represents an organization with spe-
cific goals, you should ensure that the final product delivers a clear strategic message. That 
often means working from a creative or project brief and a production script, or detailed 
outline.

Audio podcast scripts largely resemble audio advertisement scripts in format. You 
might also want to check out articles and tips online regarding the types and templates 
of scripts as you carefully consider the larger strategic communication purpose of your 
podcast.

Like audio and video scripts, a podcast script begins with a written title. The title 
becomes the headline—the webpage link—that people can click on to access the podcast.

Some podcasts feature interviews with guests. In those cases, the host’s introductory 
and closing comments generally are scripted, as are many of the questions. The guest’s 
answers, of course, generally remain unscripted and may be edited for clarity or time 
considerations.

One caution regarding scripts: They shouldn’t sound as if they’re being read. To sound 
natural and conversational, a scripted podcast must be rehearsed. If the individuals fea-
tured in your podcast sound unnatural and awkward with a script, consider a less formal 
approach. You can digitally edit the recorded results to remove awkward pauses and fillers 
such as uh and y’know.

Podcasts also allow an organization to present live events for later broadcast. Some of 
what happens at those events may be unscripted—or at least not scripted by the podcast 
writer.

When a podcast is hosted by a website, that site should include a podcast’s title 
(the script’s title), date of posting, a concise summary and detailed show notes or a tran-
script (to support search engine optimization). Below the concise summary, consider 
including any links that can connect listeners to information sources mentioned in the 
podcast.

KEY TO SUCCESS

Success depends on the purpose of the podcast. Although most podcasts are con-
versational and informal, a successful podcast often begins with a well-written, 
well-edited script to ensure that the podcast delivers and supports a clear strategic 
message.
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Content and Organization

Just as with blogs, the best way to learn to write good podcast scripts is to listen to or 
watch podcasts. Which are your favorites and why? How do they use music and other 
sound effects? How long are they? Do they feature a single host, or do they include guests 
in an interview format? For example, Serial is one of the most downloaded podcasts of all 
time. Over the course of a season, usually 11 episodes, a host guides listeners through a 
real-life mystery. Each episode lasts approximately one hour and is automatically deliv-
ered to subscribers once a week. Often a short two- to three-minute trailer is produced to 
promote a show and ensure proper publishing to podcast platforms such as Spotify. The 
trailer and/or first episode may be featured as part of another podcast series as a form of 
cross-promotion.

New podcasts should be posted frequently. Many organizations update their podcasts 
weekly. Conventional wisdom holds that unless new podcasts appear at least every two 
weeks, listeners lose interest. Outdated podcasts fail as sources of current information. Key 
developments to your topics that transpire long after a season or episode airs may also lend 
themselves to short informative episodes released separately.

Podcasts often open and close with theme music to help establish a sustained sonic 
identity. Be sure that you have copyright clearance for any music that you use.

Podcasts can include snippets of sounds from other sources, such as recorded quo-
tations and recordings of live events. Again, be sure that you have written permission to 
include such snippets. Many online sources provide royalty free sound clips or music you 
can access.

In final output, many different styles or formats of podcasts exist: informal personal 
essays (like a conversational blog read aloud), recordings of speeches delivered else-
where and introduced by the podcast host, recordings of live events introduced by the 
host, interviews with guests, instructional how-to segments, answers to listeners’ ques-
tions, collections of short news stories, elaborate documentaries and many other styles. 
Podcasts boil down to four basic format types: solo-host or narrator format, co-host for-
mat, interview format and hybrids that combine features of the aforementioned. As with 
advertisements, use a podcast to emphasize the benefits of your message to the audience. 
Deliver information that can increase your audience’s sense of control, companionship 
or confidence.

The organization’s strategic mission and the needs of its audience should determine 
the style and length of a podcast. For example, many podcasts are timed for individuals 
who listen while commuting to and from work. The ideal length for a podcast is as many 
minutes as members of your target audience want the program to continue. Cision reports 
that the average length of a podcast is 43 minutes. Like a blog, a podcast generally uses 
informal and conversational language. However, podcast language is never needlessly 
ungrammatical, which could be distracting to many listeners. The knowledge level of the 
target audience dictates the level of detail and language used in the podcast.
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Common elements within an interview podcast script or outline include:

CC Episode Title

CC Episode Teaser

CC Intro Music

CC Introduction

CC Personal Segue/News & Updates

CC Guest Interview

CC Close/Call to Action (CTA)

CC Call to Connect

CC Outro Music

CC Disclosure (if needed)

Some podcasts feature clever, teasing titles such as The “L” Word and Ferry Tales. Most 
podcasts, however, lead with more specific titles such as Fuels of the Future and Conver-
sation with CEO Ivy Jones. Some titles resemble straightforward news headlines; most, 
however, are concise, specific labels.

Some podcasts lead with a “time and title” marker in the introduction—something 
similar to this:

Welcome back to Tech Talk, a weekly podcast from the software engineers 
at M-G-S Interactive Games. Today is May 13th, 20–23. I’m M-G-S Software 
Manager Kris Lancaster, and our topic today is “What’s Next in Virtual Reality 
Games?”

Podcasts often conclude by repeating the podcast’s name and by directing attention to the 
hosting organization—or the call to connect:

You’ve been listening to Tech Talk, with your host Kris Lancaster. For more infor-
mation on virtual reality games, please visit our M-G-S Interactive Games web-
site. Until next time—keep playing!

(Note the broadcast-style writing in the previous passages.)

Podcasts have the same strengths and weaknesses as the more traditional medium, 
radio. Both are portable—you can listen to them anywhere. However, like radio, podcasts 
often reach people who are doing other things, such as driving, cooking or exercising. 
Keeping the program short and maintaining a focus on benefits can keep listeners engaged 
even as they’re distracted by other parts of their environment.
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PODCAST TIPS

1.	Brand your podcast: Don’t expect an instant audience for your podcasts. Pick 
a name that is memorable and resonates with your target audience. Since most 
people will find your podcast through a search engine, include a keyword or two 
within the show’s name.

2.	Promote your podcast: Publicize it, particularly through social media. Look for 
ways to mention the podcasts in other media, such as email newsletters, that you 
use to reach the target audiences. Use the call to connect to encourage listeners 
to subscribe, rate and review your podcast to help with optimization.

3.	Plan your podcast: Develop a list of show topics. If you have a good idea, write 
it down. Ten to 20 topics/subtopics are a good benchmark for whether podcast-
ing is a viable medium for your organization. Some podcasts are divided into 
segments, which can introduce changes of pace and topics that will keep your 
audience engaged.

4.	Post the show notes or transcript: When posting the show online, include 
keywords in the show notes or transcript, using search engine optimization 
techniques that make it easy for web browsers such as Google to find it. That 
heightened visibility may help attract new listeners to your podcast and expand 
the reach of your message.

5.	Diversify: Organizations need not limit themselves to one continuing podcast. 
Organizations could create different continuing podcasts for different audiences, 
such as investors, employees and customers.

6.	Build your audience: Create a strong website built around the podcast. This 
should be part of your digital newsroom or a direct link from it. By keeping a 
close eye on analytics, you can learn which topics most interest your listeners.

7.	Archive: Make all your podcasts available. As your audience grows, people may 
want to listen to previous episodes to hear what they missed.
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Purpose, Audience and Media

Websites are a primary means of distributing information broadly to a diverse audience. 
They can inform, market goods and services, share opinions and entertain. Anyone and 
everyone can have a website.

No other audience is as potentially diverse as a web audience. However, when writing 
or designing a website, think of each key target audience group you are serving and what 
“jobs” they likely need the website to do. Do they need it as a source of background infor-
mation, decision-making support or perhaps purely transactional efficiency? Web users, 
from novices to power surfers, do share some distinguishable characteristics. They are 
busy people who want information quickly. They are impatient. They move through pages 
randomly and make snap decisions. They don’t just read or look at information; they inter-
act with it. They manipulate it.

Content and Organization

Please see Chapter 1D “Writing for the Web” in Section 1.

Format/Design

Most web users are looking for quick answers and are not interested in the entire con-
tent of your site, so search functionality is key and navigation headings should be care-
fully chosen. Social listening can help you understand common terms used or problems 

KEY TO SUCCESS

Websites must provide current, content-driven information in an easy-to-navigate for-
mat that is relevant to the users’ needs.

Websites2F
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faced by online users. Sometimes a card sort exercise or other research can reveal that 
users group content differently in their own minds than you might as an “insider” at the 
organization.

The need for websites to be seamless across all devices also presents design consid-
erations. Responsive design is a web development approach that creates fluid grids that 
reshuffle page elements depending upon whether the user is on a small or large screen. 
Responsive design relies on fluid grids designed in percentages to rearrange content and 
design elements. Consequently, users have different viewing experiences depending upon 
their choice of device. While the responsive design approach may eliminate the need to 
develop separate sites for wide-screen monitors, desktops, laptops, tablets and various size 
phones, it underscores the importance of connecting your website framework with your 
content and messaging.

So, what can we learn from observing website users’ behaviors? Writing and design-
ing go hand in hand. Design must enhance readability and not distract from content. The 
success of the site depends upon how well the viewer can navigate through the site to find 
specific information. Make sure you consider how prominent and clear your website is for 
the key functions users most need and you most desire. Non-profit social service agencies 
may want testimonials and donation options to be particularly visible, while advocacy 
groups may want research on issues and details on upcoming events to be most accessible.

The Anatomy of a Website

Creating or revamping a website for your company or organization is a daunting task that 
involves much self-examination and awareness, research and data collection, and most of 
all teamwork. Chances are you’ll work with professionals who will guide you through the 
process.

When beginning the process, ask yourself these two questions:

Question 1:  What is the user of my site looking for?

Question 2:  What do I want the user to do?

Putting the user’s needs first will help you pinpoint your focus throughout the website-
building process. You are trying to create a site that will answer a potential user’s ques-
tions or needs. But just as important is reminding yourself that you want the user to take 
some action as a result of visiting your site. Your site’s success or failure depends upon the 
answer to this second question.

Every website is unique and should be tailored to the needs of your company or orga-
nization. However, the user generally expects to find some standard pages. Here is a list 
and brief description of some of them.
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Homepage

Your website should have a separate and distinguishable homepage. It is the first page of 
your website and gives an overview of what your company does. It should function as 
a front room or lobby that welcomes the visitor. The homepage is where audiences can 
be split into different interest groups and guided to specific information. For example, a 
website homepage for your university might have links for current students, prospective 
students, parents and alumni. Clicking on the appropriate link would send the user to a 
unique page that addresses their specific interests. The homepage should include a brief 
explanation of who your company or organization is and what you do, a short description 
or bulleted list of your products and services, and maybe a brief explanation of the benefits 
of those products and services.

About Page

Potential customers want to know more about you. They want to know how and why you 
do what you do. Here is your chance to share your story—your company history, mission, 
vision, accomplishments and leaders. This is also the place to point out how you differ 
from others in your field.

Include visuals to build a personal relationship, such as photos of key personnel, 
employees in the workplace and/or a short video. Include contact information, including 
email address, telephone numbers, mailing address, directional map and a contact form 
with a very obvious Call To Action button.

Products and Services Pages

Depending upon your business or organization, this section could involve multiple inter-
connected pages. This is the place where you sell your work product with powerful ben-
efit-driven copy. Start with a brief overview of what you offer, and then list your products 
and/or services below. Follow this with a description of each product or service. If you 
have a large number, you might include a link to a landing page to help the user learn 
more about specific offerings. Be sure to distinguish your company’s products and services 
from your competitors’ offerings with facts and details. Often tables, charts or infographics 
are used to help prospects contrast your offerings with each other or to compare the set 
of features and attributes offered by different solutions or choices. Video or print customer 
testimonials and use cases help viewers see how your organization may support their 
needs.
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Landing Page

Depending upon the purpose of your website, it may also have one or more landing pages 
that share the same domain. Landing pages differ from the homepage in several ways.

Homepage vs. Landing page

Introduces site and directs user to 
internal content

Encourages user to click on a 
single Call To Action button

Offers a broad content overview Makes a specific offer

Uses navigation as a vehicle to go 
deeper into site

Uses no links or other navigation 
tools

Positions and describes your over-
all business

Drives user to a desired action

The goal of the landing page is to drive traffic for a specific marketing campaign. Thus, 
landing pages will change depending upon the campaign. Your landing page appears 
when a user clicks on your ad, post, email or a search engine result link about that cam-
paign. The purpose is to convert—whether that means generating leads, promoting phone 
calls, increasing signups or initiating an online chat with a potential customer.

LANDING PAGE DESIGN AND COPY TIPS

1.	Use large font sizes: These grab attention and enhance readability.
2.	Use NO navigation tools: Your goal is to keep the user on your page as long as 

possible or until they convert.
3.	Use only one visual: Make sure this visual connects to the ad, post or message 

that was used to direct them to this landing page.
4.	Write a clear, simple headline: Focus on the offer. Keep it simple and repeat 

words that were used in the initial ad or search engine results.
5.	Write customer-driven copy: Focus on benefits rather than features.
6.	Use action words: Focus on value and urgency with words such as reserve, lim-

ited time only or FREE.
7.	Offer a guarantee: Give the user a safety net to try your product or service.
8.	Provide social proof: Include testimonials, reviews, social media posts or media 

mentions (As seen on …) to show that others use and trust your product.
9.	Make it easy to act: Make the Call To Action button highly visible with use of 

color, shape or other visual cues that direct the eye. In other words, the Click-
Through button should stand out.
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FAQs Page

This page or pages includes questions frequently asked by customers. The FAQ page saves 
time for both you and the customer because you’ve provided a place that is easily accessi-
ble for customers to find answers or to relieve their concerns. Choose questions that focus 
on opportunities to remove barriers to action or sales. Use a casual, friendly tone, and 
keep answers short and to the point. Don’t shy away from difficult questions and ALWAYS, 
ALWAYS be honest.

Testimonials and Reviews

Testimonials help build credibility and trust. They encourage others to buy, sign up or 
use whatever product or service you are promoting. These pages are often the most vis-
ited pages on your site. Testimonials come directly from customers who have used your 
product or service patients or clients you have helped or some other stakeholder group 
representing your desired audience. They may include customer experiences, case studies, 
photographs, video or direct quotations.

When getting a testimonial from a satisfied customer, ask to use their real name. Real 
endorsements from recognizable businesses and organizations carry more weight than do 
anonymous ones.

Contact Page

This page shows potential customers a variety of ways they can contact you. You should 
include telephone and fax numbers, email address, mailing address, social media accounts 
and a clickable “Email Us” or contact form. Consider putting a telephone number for sales 
inquiries in the footer of every page of your website.

Businesses with a brick-and-mortar location should also include a map with a link to 
Google Maps. Initial searches often start with a request for a business in a specific town or 
at a GPS location “near me.”

10.	Use a simple form: In requesting information, ask only for information you need 
to follow up effectively. Your landing page success will be measured by the per-
centage of users who complete and submit the action form.

11.	Keep selling: Use a thank-you page to confirm a successful signup and show 
appreciation.
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Blog

A company or organization blog may be the most affordable and greatest marketing tool 
available. A blog is a series of posts about related topics usually listed in reverse chrono-
logical order, with the most recent blog post appearing first.

To get the maximum search engine optimization benefit, list your blog under your 
company domain (www.yourcompany/blog). Search engines, such as Google, will index 
pages to your blog just as they do other pages in your website. Each post you add increases 
your reach and could draw more potential customers to your site.

Blogs also produce content that can be shared or liked by potential customers on 
social media, such as Facebook and Instagram. They also establish your company as an 
“expert” in your field that freely shares knowledge with others.

Consider offering a freebie to users who add their name and email address to the blog’s 
mailing list. Also add a Call To Action button to encourage users to subscribe to your blog.

Digital Newsroom

A media page, also known as a newsroom or digital newsroom, makes it easy for members 
of the media to contact you and to obtain accurate information about your company or orga-
nization for publication. First and foremost, include contact information on how you prefer 
the media to contact you (email, telephone number, etc.) Also include backgrounders and 
fact sheets, short bios of key personnel with downloadable headshots, photos, logos, awards 
or accolades your company has won, links to articles and/or blogs that are about or mention 
your company and news releases. Also include a zip file with a complete media kit.

Digital newsrooms also often include links to previous news releases in reverse 
chronological order, feature stories to inspire potential coverage and a calendar of upcom-
ing events. While sometimes you may want a separate Investor page for publicly held 
companies, you can also consider including important earnings releases, annual reports 
and Investor Day events in your digital newsroom.

Privacy Policy

Your privacy policy lets your users know that their personal information is safe with you. It 
explains how information that is collected is used, whether or not it is shared with others 
and, if so, with whom. Boilerplate privacy policy statements are available online.

Terms and Conditions

This page spells out the rules for using the website. Key issues such as acceptable use, pri-
vacy, cookies, registration and passwords, intellectual property rights, links to other sites, 
etc. are explained. Again, boilerplate privacy policy statements are available online.

https://www.yourcompany
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Sitemap

The sitemap is where you provide information about the pages, videos and other files on 
your website and the relationships among them. Search engines, such as Google, read this 
file and gather valuable information about your website. Unless your site contains only a 
few pages, a well-designed sitemap will make it easier for Google and other search engine 
crawlers to understand and index your content. Go to support.google.com for information 
on how to build and submit a sitemap.

Other pages that might be appropriate to your website include jobs and careers, sup-
port and forums, portfolios, “404 error” (a page that no longer exists), search results page, 
events page and others.

All the pages mentioned earlier follow some basic guidelines for copy and design. 
Research indicates that the most important location on a webpage is the upper left-hand 
corner. This is where users first look. Therefore, you should begin each page with a strong 
headline followed by opening sentences that deliver the most important information. Sub-
headings and bullets that begin on the left-hand side of the page should start with infor-
mation-loaded words or keywords that boost SEO. Since we know that users do not read 
word-for-word, the site should include visual elements, such as subheadings and bullet 
points, to help the user scan down the page to easily extract the desired information.

Users prefer to scroll rather than click. Scrolling is quicker than clicking, especially 
for those on a mobile device. Scrolling is not decision based. Users simply scroll without 
having to make a decision to leave the page. Therefore, it’s important to give the user a 
reason to scroll with good content and strong visuals.

For more information, see Chapter 1D “Writing for the Web.”

WEBSITE FORMAT/DESIGN TIPS

1.	Make site speed an absolute priority: If your site is slow to load, users will not 
stay.

2.	Make your site mobile friendly: According to a 2022 report, 60% of web traffic 
comes from mobile devices and more than 90% of users access the internet on 
mobile phones. Mobile responsiveness refers to how well your site appears on 
small-screen devices like phones and tablets. Consider designing the mobile-
friendly version first.

3.	Simplify navigation: Decrease the number of options and the amount of clutter.
4.	Label buttons clearly to aid in navigation: For example, About Us is more 

descriptive than Overview.
5.	Respect the fold: Placing key information above the fold is still a good principle 

whether in print or online. What is at the top of the screen determines whether 
the user will scroll down to learn more. It’s important to remember, however, that 
good content should continue throughout the page.
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6.	Don’t clutter your website with unnecessary graphics: Less is more when it 
comes to web design.

7.	Use the basic principles of design to arrange elements on your page: Balance/
visual weight, movement/repetition, emphasis, contrast, proportion, space and 
unity/alignment/proximity. Surround your most important elements with white 
or negative space. Use design to direct the user’s eyes to the most important ele-
ments on the page.

8.	Choose a color palette (a group of related, complementary colors) to use 
throughout your website: Select tones within that particular palette. Comple-
mentary colors, those that lie 180 degrees across from each other on the color 
wheel, provide the most contrast. Poorly used color can create image overload 
that distracts from the content and reduces text clarity.

9.	Choose graphics that work well in black and white as well as in color: Some 
colors are difficult for the visually impaired to see, so steer away from yellows 
and grays.

10.	Use photography showing real people to set the appropriate tone and mood 
for your site: Avoid stock photography, if possible, and be sure you know the 
source of your graphics and potential copyright limitations before using them. 
Not everything you find is yours to use free of charge.

11.	Use video if appropriate: SEO technology loves videos, which can mean better 
search engine results for your website. Users have the option to click and learn 
more.

12.	Choose typography that complements your brand: Use only verified web-safe 
fonts that can be displayed on most devices. Be consistent in your use of size, 
style and color with respect to headlines, subheadings and body text throughout 
your site. Avoid cursive or showy fonts for body text.

13.	Keep line length short: The normal reading distance the eyes can span is only 
three inches wide or approximately 12 words. Don’t write paragraphs longer 
than three to four lines. Use columns, tables and graphics to narrow the line 
length. Sans-serif fonts and exaggerated x-heights are easier to read on screens 
(x-height refers to the height of a lower-case x within a typeface).

14.	 Include social media sharing buttons: Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, YouTube 
and Pinterest are the most common. Choose which buttons to keep and which to 
scrap depending on your website. Consider placing them in the top-left side of 
the header or above or below posts.

15.	Study websites that you use and like: Without duplicating their specific words 
and images, consider incorporating their successful strategies into your website.
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Purpose, Audience and Media

A news release is a document that conveys newsworthy information about your organiza-
tion to the news media. Journalists and bloggers generally agree that a newsworthy story 
has at least one (and probably more) of the following elements:

CC Timeliness: The story contains new information.

CC Impact: The story affects media readers, viewers or listeners.

CC Uniqueness: The story is different from similar stories.

CC Conflict: The story involves a clash of people and/or forces, such as nature.

CC Proximity: The story describes events geographically close to the target readers, view-
ers or listeners.

CC Celebrity: The story involves a famous person, such as a politician, business leader or 
entertainer.

Traditional news releases are written as ready-to-publish news stories. You write a 
news release in the hope that journalists and/or bloggers will take its information and 
publish or broadcast it, thus sending your news to hundreds or thousands—perhaps even 
millions—of people.

The most significant difference between an organization’s news release and a journal-
ist’s news story is perspective: A news release is written from the organization’s point-of-
view, emphasizing the values and information it considers most important while presenting 
the message it wants to deliver. However, the news release must be complete, fair and 
objective; it should sound as if a good reporter wrote it.

Don’t be hurt if your news release isn’t published or broadcast verbatim. Most are not. 
Journalists and bloggers often use news releases as story tips, and they rewrite your work, 
sometimes with additional information. If their stories and posts include your main points 
and don’t introduce any negatives, your news release succeeded.

The news release is often called the press release, a term that is outdated. Increasingly, 
we get our news not from print media (which use a printing press) but from online sources, 

News Releases2G
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television and radio. The term news release is considered more inclusive and seems more 
appropriate.

Still, traditional news releases generally are written as if they were for newspapers. 
Other news media, such as television stations, then edit news releases for their particular 
needs.

In general, three styles of news releases exist, each of which is described in the fol-
lowing sections:

1.	Announcement (the straight news story).

2.	Feature story (a combination of information and entertainment).

3.	Promotional (pure promotional writing generally meant for blogs and newsletters or to 
be read directly by customers).

Two other documents are similar to news releases. Unlike news releases, they are not 
created in ready-to-publish formats. Each of these is described in upcoming segments:

1.	Media alerts (quick facts on breaking news stories).

2.	Pitches (tailored offers of stories to particular journalists).

The main audience of a traditional announcement news release is usually a journalist. 
To be a successful news release writer, you must focus intensely on what journalists like 
(and avoid what they dislike) in news stories. They like conciseness; they dislike wordi-
ness. They like specifics; they dislike generalities. They like reputable sources; they dis-
like unattributed opinions and unattributed claims. They like objective facts; they dislike 
promotional writing. They like honesty and candor; they dislike dishonesty and evasion. 
Journalists have a time-honored place for announcement news releases that violate these 
guidelines: the trash, digital or literal. (Promotional news releases, which generally target 
bloggers and informal news outlets, violate some of these norms.)

News releases are among the oldest documents in all of public relations. With all the 
changes in news media, do journalists still really want them? The answer is a resounding 
yes. Modern research shows that a majority of journalists find news releases valuable and 
rely on them for stories.

News releases exist in a variety of media: Surveys show that journalists prefer email 
delivery. These might be distributed directly by the organization, by an agency working on 
their behalf or via a wire service such as PR Newswire or Business Wire. News releases 
also can be placed in digital newsrooms on organizational websites. For live news con-
ferences and trade shows, news releases can appear on paper or on USB flash drives for 
on-site distribution. News releases are also sometimes sent with a media kit or package 
that might include a sample product or other promotional item.

In terms of distribution via advances or exclusives, it is important to remember that 
many industries, particularly the financial services sector, have strict legal and regulatory 
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requirements to ensure all investors have access to the same information at the same time. 
Work closely with your legal and public affairs team before considering these routes.

Format/Design

Email

Surveys show that more than 90% of journalists prefer to receive news releases via email, 
as opposed to links in texts and posts, phone calls or paper documents. At some news 
organizations, this allows the full release to be dropped into their own planning software 
to be considered by editor teams closer to the time of a pre-announced event.

Business Wire routinely surveys members of the media and reports that journalists most 
want multimedia assets such as video, photos, logos and infographics in news releases and 
that the next most critical elements include contact information and company background. 
They advise news release writers to include bold, straightforward headlines, sub-headlines 
with a hook, multimedia assets, readable body copy and contact information.

PDF/Paper

PDF news releases often exist in an organization’s digital newsroom and on flash drives for 
distribution at trade shows and other events that may involve more than one news release 
or newsworthy document. As a PDF or paper document, a news release should be on your 
organization’s stationery. Use letterhead stationery (with your organization’s logo, for exam-
ple) only for the first page. If the news release extends to a second page, however, don’t 
switch to a different color or quality of paper with paper news releases. Some organizations 
use special news release stationery that clearly labels the document as a news release.

Headings and Contact Information

Email

When distributing news releases by email, the all-important subject line comes first. Type the 
key fact of your news release in the subject line. A good subject line is newsworthy, specific and 
concise; it shows journalists that the related email contains news of interest to their audiences.

KEY TO SUCCESS

A traditional announcement news release should contain only newsworthy informa-
tion. It should not be a thinly disguised advertisement for your organization. A good 
news release has a local angle; that is, journalists and bloggers read it, and quickly 
see that the information it contains is relevant to their readers, listeners or viewers.
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Before the headline, type only “For Immediate Release.” Below that, type the date on 
which you send the release. (Unless there is prior agreement on not publishing a news 
release until a specific time, known as an embargo, always assume that the news will 
go public once it is released.) Unlike PDF/paper news releases, emailed news releases 
include the “For More Information” data below the story. At that point, include the contact 
person’s name, title, phone number and an email address/link. (The contact person is your 
organization’s official spokesperson for this news release.)

Both the “For Immediate Release” at the top and the “For More Information” at the 
bottom are aligned on the left margin.

Leave a blank line between the headings and the headline. The headings of an email 
news release should look something like Figure 2.1.

PDF/Paper

If your digital template or paper stationery doesn’t label the document as a news release, 
type “News Release” in big, bold letters—usually 24-point type. Below that, begin the actual 
news release, in 12-point type, with headings that specify “FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE,” the 
composition date and “FOR MORE INFORMATION” data: a contact person, the person’s 
title, a phone number and an email address. (The tradition is to use uppercase letters for 
those two phrases in PDF or paper news releases and lowercase letters in emails.)

The headings should be single-spaced.
Leave at least an inch between the headings and the headline. Altogether, the head-

ings of a PDF/paper news release should look something like Figure 2.2.

FIGURE 2.1 
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The Headline

Your headline should be a newspaper-style headline. Boldface the headline. Capitalize the 
first word and any names (of people, buildings, organizations and so on). Lowercase all 
other words, just as most newspapers do. Keep it short: Average headline length for news 
stories is six to eight words—no more than 60 characters and spaces.

The Text

Single-space the text of news releases. Do not indent paragraphs; instead, include a blank 
line between paragraphs. Some old-fashioned paper news releases still double-space the 
text, but that practice dates back to when journalists used pencils to edit the document and 
wanted that extra space. Very few modern news releases are double-spaced.

The text of a news release should be long enough to tell the story concisely—and no 
longer. The entire release rarely should be more than two pages—one front and one back 
or two separate pages. Make it shorter, if possible. Many news releases are one page.

Other Format Traditions

Email

After the text of an email news release—but before the contact information—type “-30-” 
or “###.” Include a blank line between the end of the text and that symbol.

At the bottom of an email news release, include subscribe/unsubscribe links that allow 
recipients to sign up to receive your news releases and to cancel that service. Include 
social media icons/links that allow recipients to share your news release with others.

FIGURE 2.2 
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PDF/Paper

If the news release is more than one page, type “-more-” or “-over-” at the bottom of 
each appropriate page. Beginning with the second page, place a condensed version of the 
release’s headline (called a “slug”) and the page number in the upper-right corner. After the 
last line of the news release, space down one more line and type “-30-” or “###.”

Content and Organization

In all news releases, focus on your audience: journalists and bloggers who seek newswor-
thy information for their audiences. What kind of information is newsworthy?

CC Timely information that affects members of a news medium’s audience. Such informa-
tion is said to have “local interest”—an important quality to journalists.

CC Timely information that is unusual or exceptional.

CC Timely information about a well-known individual or organization.

CC Survey research shows that journalists particularly like new, interesting and useful (to 
their audiences) information, particularly relevant surveys and reports. They also like 
news about new products that will appeal to their audiences.

CC For additional qualities of newsworthiness, see page 101.

The Subject Line

The subject line of an email news release is hugely important. Research shows that 80% of 
journalists won’t open an email that doesn’t quickly, clearly and specifically promise new, 
relevant news. Subject lines usually are even more concise than headlines.

The Headline

News release headlines are written in newspaper style. Most newspaper headlines are, 
roughly, complete sentences.

Most newspaper headlines are written in present tense, which, in headline grammar, 
means recent past tense. For example, “Google celebrates anniversary” means that Goo-
gle celebrated recently—probably earlier today or yesterday. Some headlines, however, 
require future tense. If Google is planning an anniversary celebration and you are writing 
a news release to publicize that, the headline would be “Google to celebrate anniversary.”

A good headline includes local interest and summarizes the story’s main point. When-
ever gracefully and logically possible, mention your organization’s name or product in the 
headline.
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The Dateline

The text of a traditional news release begins with a dateline in capital letters and a dash (for 
example, “DALLAS—”). Datelines give the location of the story. They help establish local 
interest and answer the reporter’s question where? Datelines also can include dates (for 
example, “DALLAS, Jan. 24—”). Feature news releases often lack datelines. The Associated 
Press Stylebook can tell you which city names need to be followed by an abbreviated state 
name in a dateline.

The Text

With or without a dateline, the first sentence of a traditional news release should establish 
local interest and move right to the news. A good newsworthy first sentence often con-
cisely covers who, what, when and where. In a traditional news story, the first paragraph, 
also called the lead, includes the most important information about the story. It never 
relies on the headline to supply information. Instead, the headline summarizes information 
included in the lead.

Research shows that you have three seconds to capture the journalist’s attention and 
persuade them to keep reading: The first sentence must immediately present important 
news or, in a feature news release, immediately offer an irresistible hook.

A traditional news release is structured as an inverted pyramid, which means that the 
most important information is at the top of the story (the widest part of the upside-down 
pyramid). As the story continues and the pyramid becomes narrower, the information 
becomes less and less important.

Include a pertinent, attention-grabbing quotation from a representative of your orga-
nization in the second or third paragraph. Such quotations can enliven news releases, 
making them more attractive to journalists and news audiences alike. Good quotations 
provide color, emotion or opinion—or all three. However, journalists frequently complain 
about boring quotations within news releases: Surveys show that 75% of journalists tend to 
delete those quotations because they’re bland and pompous. Avoid quotations that recite 
sterile facts or statistics or that do nothing but cheerlead.

Survey research shows that more than 80% of journalists prefer emails with links to 
additional information.

Visuals

Journalists prefer multimedia news releases, particularly those with embedded photo-
graphs: More than three-fourths of journalists say they prefer news releases that include a 
downloadable, high-resolution image. Research from Business Wire found that multime-
dia news releases are three times more likely to capture and hold journalists’ interest than 
are plain text releases.



Strategic Writing in Public Relations

108

Optional Notes to the Editor

If some information, such as the spelling of a name, is unusual, include a “Note to the 
Editor” after the “-30-” or “###” to inform editors that your information is correct. This is 
not necessary for routine information.

Distribution and Follow-Up

Send news releases to specific journalists and bloggers. Companies such as Cision offer 
databases of contact information for journalists ranging from local to international. Some 
local chambers of commerce also can supply local media lists to organizations.

If the news release announces an event, be sure that newspapers, radio and television 
stations and news websites receive it about 10 days before the event. Magazines generally 
need more advance notice than that; six months isn’t too early for some monthly or quar-
terly magazines.

Consider paying a distribution service, such as PR Newswire or PRWeb, to distribute 
your news release. Such services can distribute your release to appropriate media through-
out the world. These services also can archive your news releases and enhance them with 
search engine optimization (SEO) technology to highlight keywords, which increases the 
odds that journalists doing online searches will find the news release.

Send only one copy of your news release to each appropriate news medium. Don’t 
send your news release to several reporters at the same news outlet, hoping it will interest 
one of them. Send it to the most appropriate reporter or editor at each news medium.

A continuing debate in public relations concerns follow-up calls—that is, telephon-
ing journalists to ensure that they received the news release and to offer assistance. Most 
journalists resent such calls unless you have an existing relationship. If your news release 
presents a story of interest to a journalist’s audience, the journalist will call you if they need 
more information. Journalists are too busy and receive far too many news releases each 
day to answer questions from eager news-release writers. However, some situations do 
justify a follow-up call. For example, if you email or text a media alert on a fast-breaking 
news story that you know journalists will want to cover, they probably will appreciate a 
quick follow-up call to ensure they received the information.

If you must call regarding a news release of crucial importance, be polite. Remember: 
Journalists and bloggers are under no obligation to use your story. If you are unable to 
reach the journalist or blogger, don’t leave more than two messages. Don’t earn a label as 
a nuisance.

Never ask journalists or bloggers if they used your news releases. That tells them that 
you’re not reading, listening to or watching their work. (And if you aren’t, you should be!)
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NEWS RELEASE TIPS

1.	Be available: Ensure that the phone number in the For More Information heading 
provides 24/7 access to the contact person.

2.	Save the date: Avoid using the words today, yesterday and tomorrow in your 
news release. Journalists and bloggers almost always will have to change those 
words. For example, your today probably will be incorrect by the time your 
news release is published or broadcast. Using an actual date—for example, Jan. 
23—can solve this problem. Daily news media, such as digital and paper news-
papers, often use days of the week, as in “XYZ Partners will build two factories in 
Puerto Rico in 2023, the corporation announced Wednesday.” The present-per-
fect verb tense can be used to denote the immediate past, as in “XYZ Partners has 
announced third-quarter profits of $50 million.”

3.	Use said: Use past-tense verbs to attribute quotes. Use said instead of says in 
print-oriented news releases.

4.	Be precise and concise: Every word that journalists print, post or broadcast costs 
money. Be clear, and don’t waste words.

5.	Focus on local interest: Ask yourself why your news will appeal to the audience of 
each medium that will receive your news release. Use the news release’s headline 
and first sentence to spotlight local interest. (The word local doesn’t have to mean 
hometown. For example, a news release about an important new product that will be 
used by consumers throughout the world has “local” interest to readers everywhere. 
Finding individual hometown angles, however, can strengthen a news release.)

6.	Avoid promotional writing: You, as the writer, should be objective. Don’t include 
unattributed opinions (your opinions) or unattributed claims about your organi-
zation’s excellence.

7.	Edit and review: Be sure that your supervisor and/or your client review the news 
release before it is distributed. After you review their comments or suggested 
revisions, you may need to remind them that a news release generally is an 
objective, unbiased news story.

8.	Link: Emailed news releases can and should contain links to additional informa-
tion about key organizations and individuals.

9.	Don’t embargo: Avoid so-called embargoed news releases—that is, news releases 
that aren’t for immediate publication. With an embargoed news release, you ask 
the editor to hold the information until a specified release date. Don’t make a 
practice of asking media outlets to delay the publication or broadcast of news-
worthy stories. Embargoes generally work only when journalists and strategic 
writers agree in advance that a situation merits special treatment.

10.	 Include a boilerplate: Some news releases conclude with a “boilerplate” para-
graph or passage—a standard brief biography of the organization. Boilerplates 
can add additional, nonessential “who” information. The final paragraph of the 
news release included here is a boilerplate.



110 DOI: 10.4324/9781003380108-24

Purpose

The announcement is by far the most common type of news release. Use announcement 
news releases for standard “hard-news” stories—for example, the announcement of the 
opening of a new production facility.

Format/Design

Follow the general guidelines for news releases in Chapter 2G.

Content and Organization

The announcement news release is a straightforward, objective news story. It begins with 
a traditional news headline. The lead (the opening paragraph) covers the most important 
aspects of who, what, where, when, why and how. In fact, the ideal first sentence of 
an announcement news release often specifies who, what and when—with where often 
being in the dateline. For example, in the first sentence of the news release on page 111, 
we have who (Bert Mulliner and MGS Interactive Games), what (the upcoming game in 
a popular series has been named and tested), when (May 29) and where (Austin, Texas).

The entire news story follows the inverted pyramid structure in which the information 
in the story becomes progressively less important. The least important (but still newswor-
thy) information comes last in an announcement news release.

Announcement news releases usually are written in past tense. If, in your lead, you 
need to establish that your news happened in the very recent past, you can use present-
perfect tense (using a form of to have)—for example, “XYZ Partners has announced 
third-quarter profits of $50 million.”

An announcement news release often includes relevant, newsworthy quotations from 
appropriate sources, such as members of your organization’s management team. Trade 
magazines, business journals and small newspapers sometimes reprint announcement 
new releases verbatim. Other media may turn them into brief announcements or use them 

Announcement 
News Releases2H
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to generate longer stories. Remember: The news media may ignore a news release alto-
gether, especially if it’s poorly written, too promotional or lacks local interest.

Announcement News Release (Email)
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Announcement News Release (PDF/Paper)
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2I Feature News Releases

Purpose

Feature news releases focus on “softer,” more evergreen and less immediate news than do 
announcement news releases. Feature news releases often are human-interest stories that 
highlight some aspect of your organization. Feature news releases are not as common as 
announcement news releases and traditionally attract less media attention. Always con-
sider whether your feature news release could work as an announcement news release. 
However, if your organization has an interesting story, but it’s not a traditional hard-news 
story, you should consider a feature news release or a pitch (see pages 125–128).

Format/Design

Follow the general guidelines for news releases (pages 101–103).

Content and Organization

Feature news releases often present entertaining human-interest stories, such as the efforts 
of your employees in community service. Other feature news releases focus on topics big-
ger than your organization and use representatives of your organization as experts.

For example, Hallmark Cards writes feature news releases on the history and traditions 
of important holidays, such as Mother’s Day. In addressing these interesting topics, the 
news release uses Hallmark experts and research for evidence, thus bringing credibility 
to the company and linking it to holiday traditions. Some feature news releases include 
information from non-employee, non-competitive sources to round out the story.

Regardless of the topic, a feature news release also should reflect the organization’s 
underlying key messages and values. For example, a story about a sponsored charity event 
carries with it an unspoken message of the organization’s commitment to public well-
being. Whether to promote good employee relations or raise public awareness of an issue 
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important to the organization, every news release, including feature news releases, has a 
purpose.

Avoid the temptation to include unattributed opinions in feature news releases. Like 
all news releases, features must be objective and unbiased. Good feature news releases 
sound as if they were written by journalists, not by promotional writers.

Feature news releases generally begin with a traditional news headline; however, many 
feature news releases attempt to include clever wordplay, such as a pun, in the headline.

Instead of using a traditional news lead, feature news releases spark the reader’s inter-
est with a question, an anecdote, an image or a similar device.

Feature news releases use storytelling skills, so they’re not inverted pyramids, as are 
announcement news releases. The most dramatic paragraph in a feature news release 
might be the final paragraph.

Unlike announcement releases, feature news releases often use present tense to attri-
bute quotations—for example, says instead of said. Present-tense attributions can help 
create the sense that a story, not just a report, is being told. (Check to see which verb tense 
your target medium tends to use in similar stories.)

Because feature news releases can help an organization tell its story in an interest-
ing, engaging manner, they can be an important part of content marketing and of digital 
newsrooms.

A more extensive discussion of feature stories can be found in Chapter 2R “Newsletter 
and Magazine Stories.”
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Feature News Release (Email)
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2J
Promotional News 
Releases

Purpose, Audience and Media

Unlike a traditional announcement news release, a promotional news release is not an 
objective telling of a news story. Instead, just as its name suggests, a promotional news 
release openly tries to generate excitement and buzz about the news it contains: It uses 
promotional writing, which is a no-no in announcement news releases. Announcement 
news releases deliver the plain facts of a story in an objective tone. In strong contrast, 
when singer-songwriter Meghan Trainor released a collection of love songs for Valentine’s 
Day 2019, the accompanying promotional news release was so sexually explicit that the 
news release itself made news: The staff of the pop culture magazine Paper even featured 
a story on the news release itself and declared, “None of us have been okay” since reading 
the over-the-top story. Of course, Paper shared the entire promotional news release verba-
tim. For Trainor and her PR staff, that meant mission accomplished.

The audience for a promotional news release, therefore, is not mainstream, objective jour-
nalists who want facts and unbiased reporting about an important news story. Instead, the 
audience for promotional news releases includes bloggers and social media influencers. The 
audience also includes editors of digital newsletters that focus on well-defined areas such as 
music, movies or video games. All of these audiences seek interesting, fun and relevant stories 
to share with their own audiences. For example, when the digital newsroom within the website 
of Marvel Entertainment (home of Captain America, Captain Marvel, Black Panther and other 
superheroes) featured a story titled “Iron Man 3 Is a Christmas Movie—Here’s Why,” that story 
was republished verbatim in dozens of blogs, newsletters and entertainment websites. It was 
free, relevant content for those sources, and it was great publicity for Iron Man and Marvel.

Promotional news releases are multimedia, containing words, links, images and, some-
times, videos. They tend to use three types of media for distribution: (1) an organization’s 
own digital newsroom; (2) news release distribution companies such as PR Newswire or 
PRWeb that create highly targeted email lists to reach news sources that would want such 
information; and/or (3) emails to logical recipients, such as entertainment bloggers. Digital 
newsrooms also often allow journalists to sign up to automatically receive timely news 
releases, usually via email. Organizations also use social media to draw people to the 
promotional stories in their digital newsrooms.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003380108-26
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Format/Design

A promotional news release, whether an email or a webpage within a digital newsroom, 
usually begins with a headline and a large image. A sub-headline sometimes follows the 
headline.

Promotional news releases are single-spaced. Additional images, videos and links may 
be placed within the text of the story.

Promotional news releases often are four to eight short paragraphs. Some are shorter 
and some are longer, depending on the needs of the specific story. Most don’t have indented 
paragraphs. Instead, they include an extra line of space between paragraphs.

Social media icons often appear at the bottom of the release, allowing readers to share 
the story through their own social media accounts.

Content and Organization

Most promotional news releases don’t score as high on the OMG scale as the infamous 
Meghan Trainor release. Instead, most deliver basic information (who, what, where, when, 
why, how) in an informal, chatty, opinionated tone—a promotional tone. The content of a 
promotional news release is goal-oriented: When strategic writers understand the goal of a 
specific news release, they will know what information to include in the story. Promotional 
news releases should not be used for important legal announcements, such as the hiring of 
a new CEO, a product recall or other matters for which an informal, subjective approach 
would be inappropriate.

Just as with an organization’s social media posts, a voice book for promotional news 
releases can be important. A voice book specifies the personality of the voice within a doc-
ument or series of documents. Consider specifying three adjectives to describe the voice 
within your organization’s promotional news releases—for example, informal, funny and 
edgy. A voice book also can guide decisions on matters such as the use of profanity, sexual 
explicitness and more.

As with so many documents in strategic writing, there’s not just one correct way to 
prepare a promotional news release. Some include contact information, just like tradi-
tional news releases; some don’t. Some include symbols such as ©, ® and ™ for the orga-
nization’s products, although most don’t. Some use the pronoun we to refer to their own 

KEY TO SUCCESS

A promotional news release tells a multimedia, newsworthy story (a story that often 
includes links, visuals and the basics of who, what, where, when, why and how) in 
an entertaining, subjective voice.
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organization, but that approach restricts a journalist’s or blogger’s ability to republish the 
promotional news release verbatim: We refers to your organization, not to the publication 
that would like to republish your news release. One of the best ways to learn to write pro-
motional news releases is to study successful examples, such as those within the digital 
newsrooms of Marvel Entertainment, Spotify and Andrews McMeel Universal.

Many promotional news releases contain four to eight short paragraphs with several 
links to relevant information and at least one strong image, which sometimes is a video. 
Promotional news releases often—but not always—contain the following elements:

1.	For emailed promotional news releases, an attention-grabbing subject line that men-
tions the product—whether that’s a person, an event, an object such as a video game 
or something else.

2.	An attention-grabbing headline that includes the name of the featured product.

3.	An optional subheadline. Some promotional news releases feature a straightforward 
headline and begin the promotional language in a subheadline.

4.	A large, attention-grabbing high-resolution image. This image generally does not 
include a caption. Some organizations begin with the image, putting it above the 
headline.

5.	A byline, sometimes with a link to additional information about the author.

6.	The date and, sometimes, the time (as in 3:15 p.m.) of the posting.

7.	An attention-grabbing lead paragraph.

8.	Details about the product, often with links to additional information.

9.	A quotation or quotations, often with attributions in present tense (says) instead of past 
tense (said). Quotations, however, are not as important in promotional news releases 
as they are in traditional announcement news releases. A promotional news release 
is considered to be speaking from the voice of the organization. That means you usu-
ally don’t need to use quotations or paraphrases to attribute important information to 
reliable sources.

10.	An additional image or images, including videos. These images sometimes include 
captions. For advice on writing captions, see page 140.

11.	A closing call to action, such as “Get your tickets now!”

12.	A boilerplate paragraph that describes your organization, sometimes with lavish, laud-
atory language.

13.	Social media icons that allow viewers to share the release on their personal social 
media.

In terms of organization, promotional news releases do not follow an exact inverted 
pyramid, in which the most important information comes first and the least important 
information comes last. Instead, the text of a promotional news release begins with an 
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attention-grabbing lead, which may or may not include the story’s most important fact. 
After that, information does come in order of importance. Unlike an inverted pyramid 
story, however, the story’s conclusion is not the least important section, which could be 
cut to save space. Instead, the conclusion of a promotional news release often is a call to 
action or a closing joke, memorable quotation or something equally dramatic. For tips on 
strong conclusions, see pages 155–156. Again, some promotional news releases end with 
a boilerplate paragraph that describes your organization.

Promotional News Release Tips

1.	Be excited: Don’t overdo it but do promote the benefits of your news—sometimes even 
in the headline or subheadline. The tone can resemble the tone of a sales message.

2.	Be subjective: Go ahead and call your organization “a leader” or “the leader” in 
whatever business it’s in. Promotional news releases can contain unattributed, biased 
opinions. For example, if you call your new product “revolutionary,” do you need a 
source? Nope—although a trustworthy source might strengthen your point. Don’t go 
overboard, but it’s OK to be an entertaining, informative cheerleader in a promotional 
news release.

3.	Don’t go too far: You can exaggerate as long as reasonable readers will realize you’re 
stretching the truth for entertainment purposes. For example, you can boast that your 
new racing bicycle is faster than a rocket-sled fueled by concentrated caffeine. Rea-
sonable readers will recognize the technique known as hyperbole. But claiming that 
your new bike is 17% faster than competing models is different. That’s a believable 
claim, and you shouldn’t make it without solid proof.

4.	Know your medium: Review Chapter 1D “Writing for the Web.” That will remind you 
to consider such things as search engine optimization and word count in the creation 
of promotional news releases.
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Purpose, Audience and Media

A media alert is a what, who, when, where, why, how outline of a news story. It is appro-
priate in two situations:

1.	The news is extremely timely—so-called breaking news—and you must get the infor-
mation to the news media as quickly as possible. You don’t have time to write a news 
release.

2.	You want to remind journalists of an important, previously sent news release and to 
provide basic information that aids coverage of a topic or event.

Journalists are the audience for media alerts. Like news releases, media alerts are sent 
to journalists in the hope that they will pass along the information to their readers, listeners 
and viewers.

Media alerts are emailed, posted, texted and/or posted on the homepage of digital 
newsrooms. Do not text a journalist unless they have agreed to receive your texts.

Format/Design

The headings and contact information of a media alert are the same as those of an emailed 
news release except that the document is labeled “Media Alert” instead of “News Release.” 
That distinction is important because a media alert conveys a sense of urgency.

KEY TO SUCCESS

Media alerts should outline only very timely news. A journalist should be able to 
write a short, complete news story from the media alert alone—or the media alert 
should persuade the journalist to attend a newsworthy event. Indicate what photo or 
video assets or opportunities you can make available.

Media Alerts2K
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Media alerts are short and to the point. They are not meant for publication in their 
present format. They are single-spaced, with double-spacing between paragraphs.

After the headings and headline, most media alerts arrange their information some-
thing like this:

What: Gov. Jane Smith will tour the Midtown Recycling Center. The tour will 
be private, but reporters may join. Photo and video opportunities of the 
recycling equipment in action will be available. After the tour, the gover-
nor will accept questions regarding her visit and her recycling policies.

Who: Mike Jones, Midtown Recycling Center founder and president, will 
conduct the tour for the governor. Midtown Mayor Lynn Johnson will join 
them. Gov. Jane Smith, an independent, was elected in 2022.

When: Saturday, Sept. 14, 3–4 p.m.

Where: Midtown Recycling Center, 3309 Riverview, Midtown

Why: “I’m visiting Midtown Recycling Center because it’s a model facility for 
the rest of the state. It’s the perfect example of my administration’s recy-
cling policies.”—Gov. Jane Smith

Note how similar the media alert’s format is to the fact sheet’s format. Despite the 
similarity, fact sheets and media alerts are used for different purposes. A fact sheet accom-
panies a news release in a media kit or delivers useful background facts about people, 
products or organizations. A media alert is usually used for breaking stories that don’t 
allow time for the writing of a full news release.

Content and Organization

The traditional media alert begins with a traditional news headline. Following the head-
line, the advisory becomes a what, who, when, where, why, how outline of a story’s or 
event’s essential facts. That outline begins with the most important set of facts (often the 
what), then moves to the second most important set of facts (often the who) and so on. 
There’s no attempt at a story form. However, either the media alert should persuade a jour-
nalist to attend an event, or the media alert should be so complete that a journalist could 
write a short news story from the media alert alone.
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MEDIA ALERT TIPS

1.	Don’t overuse: Use media alerts for breaking news stories or reminders of import-
ant, upcoming events, particularly those that may involve potential complica-
tions such as media-credentialing processes. Don’t issue media alerts for routine 
stories that can be successfully addressed with a news release.

2.	Follow up: Because media alerts are comparatively rare and highly newsworthy, 
you may contact reporters to ensure that they received the advisory and to offer 
additional help. Avoid this procedure with standard news releases. You can use 
email and phone calls to follow up.

3.	For recurring events, consider offering photo or video assets from previous occur-
rences (also referred to as b-roll). This is especially important if you want coverage 
to occur prior to an event in an effort to generate attendance. Helping journalists 
to show last year’s parade or race, for example, gives them the material they need 
to publicize your event while you might still gain participation.
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Media Alert (Email)
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2L Pitches

Purpose, Audience and Media

A pitch is a strategic message that attempts to persuade an individual journalist or blogger 
to write the story described in the pitch. A pitch—whether an email, phone call or social 
media direct message—promotes, or “pitches,” a story idea. To be successful, advance 
research is essential. Many search engines or media tools, like Cision or Meltwater, allow 
communicators to identify journalists, blogs and media outlets where previous coverage 
indicates potential interest in niche aspects of larger stories. Understanding reporters’ 
“beats” (topical areas they are assigned to cover for their outlet) can help you demonstrate 
you have a story idea worth their time and attention.

Strategic writers often send a pitch instead of a feature news release. A pitch promotes 
a “soft-news” story idea, such as a unique mother–son duo completing their graduate 
degrees together, or a tailored angle on an announcement that is personalized to a reporter 
or publication’s particular audience, such as the way a newly announced mobile handset 
was pilot tested by students at a school for the visually impaired. In instances like tailored 
pitches, it would be appropriate to email the angle idea along with an attached announce-
ment news release.

Before deciding to send a pitch, consider these facts:

CC Written pitches generally take less time to read than feature news releases. Busy recip-
ients will appreciate that.

CC In a pitch, as opposed to a feature news release, the story isn’t yet written—so a jour-
nalist or blogger can feel a stronger sense of ownership of the potential story.

CC Unlike news releases, a pitch might be an exclusive story angle sent to one particular 
journalist or blogger. If the story has relevance for several geographic areas, you can 
pitch the story to one recipient in each location, perhaps with a localized subject head-
ing and lead conveying geographic significance. For example, “Denver school selected 
for regional robotics competition.” However, if the story has national significance, you 
might approach only one journalist or blogger. If the story has international significance, 
you could pitch it to one recipient in each nation with an angle unique to that country.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003380108-28
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The audience of a pitch is one individual. Ideally, you choose a particular journal-
ist or blogger because you are familiar with their work and know that they’ll do a good 
job on the story. Research shows that the top four things journalists want to see in a 
pitch are clear relevance to the journalist’s interests and publishing history, an under-
standing of the journalist’s medium, compelling information and assured connections 
to key sources.

Some reporters may be assigned to particular companies or organizations and over 
time you may develop relationships that help you understand their work and prefer-
ences. If you know a journalist or blogger well enough to pitch a story via a phone call, 
don’t call during times of day when you know they face a deadline. Avoid phoning on 
heavy news days when common sense suggests that the writer may be particularly 
busy.

Format/Design

For email pitches, follow the email guidelines on pages 128–129.
Pitches increasingly include multimedia elements to show that the story itself could 

include multimedia features. Consider including a photo or links to other multimedia 
materials or websites.

Content and Organization

The subject line of an email pitch must cut through the clutter of countless other emails 
received daily by your targeted journalist or blogger: Journalists say that only 25% of the 
pitches they receive are relevant to their personal news beats, so an effective subject line 
must show the recipient that the story idea fits the subject that they usually cover. The 
subject line must be clear and concise. Some public relations practitioners recommend 
calling the journalist by name in the subject line and including the word Exclusive—quite 
a challenge when subject lines must be concise. Such a subject line might read something 
like: For J. Hardesty: Exclusive on Top Game Designer. Such a subject line clearly shows 
the recipient that the email message is not spam.

Begin your email message with a salutation, such as Ms. Hardesty, followed by a 
colon. (Addressing the recipient by name again shows that this is an individual message, 
not spam.)

KEY TO SUCCESS

The subject line and first sentences of an email pitch must hook the journalist or blog-
ger. Those opening sections should clearly relate to an interesting, tailored story idea.



Pitches

127

Written pitches are unusual in that they don’t use the first paragraph to tell the recipi-
ent the main point of the message.

Part 1 of 4: Start a Compelling Story

Hook the journalist or blogger with the first paragraph. Write the first part of your email as 
if it were the lead of the story that you hope the recipient will write. Journalists in particular 
are storytellers, so spark the recipient’s attention by beginning an irresistible story.

This first part often will not mention your company or organization. That’s because 
you want to direct the recipient’s attention toward the story, not toward promoting your 
organization. Be concise but specific; journalists and bloggers love details. However, 
don’t hesitate to tantalize the recipient by creating a brief sense of mystery. Make the 
recipient want to know the rest of the story. Avoid the overused “Did you know …” 
opening.

This first section generally is one brief paragraph. Don’t make the recipient wait too 
long to discover the reason for the email. Don’t wait too long to make the pitch.

Part 2 of 4: State the Purpose of the Pitch

Tell the recipient exactly why you’re writing—for example, “Based on your previous edu-
cational technology stories, California Business Today readers might be particularly inter-
ested in reading about the way this new device could address the needs of our community. 
If possible, praise a previous story that the recipient wrote; that story, you can explain, is 
why you think they’re the perfect writer for this pitch. (Or, if the pitch is addressed to an 
editor, mention a recent story in that editor’s newspaper section, magazine, newscast or 
website that was well done.) If you follow the recipient on social media, you increase your 
chances of knowing what interests them.

Part 3 of 4: State the Terms of Your Offer

State if you’re offering this idea exclusively to the recipient; that should help gain their 
interest. Then explain that, because of the exclusive offer, you’ll need a reply by a 
specific date. In the same paragraph, offer help. List the best contacts from your orga-
nization and their phone numbers and email addresses (be sure those contacts know 
you have included them). Offer to help set up interviews and mention multimedia pos-
sibilities. Be diplomatic. Now that the recipient knows the idea, they can try to do the 
story without you—and, of course, they don’t have to do the story at all. Don’t provoke 
anger by suggesting that the story can be done only on your terms. Present yourself as 
a helpful assistant.
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Part 4 of 4: Describe What You Hope Will Happen Next

Mention that you’ll follow up in a few days (name a day, if possible) to see if they are inter-
ested and to determine what help you might offer. If your pitch offers a truly good story 
idea, the recipient often will contact you before your deadline. End with a thank you for 
the recipient’s time and consideration.

PITCH TIPS

1.	Proofread: Don’t rely on your email program’s spellchecker. Be sure to proofread 
the pitch yourself, and have others proofread it.

2.	Sell the story: Don’t focus on how this will benefit your client or organization. 
The pitch’s recipient probably has no interest in promoting your cause or your 
products, but they do want a good story. Keep the focus on information that will 
appeal to the recipient and their audience.

3.	Play fair: Journalists and bloggers will never forget it if you hide bad news or if 
the story is old news already covered elsewhere. Never waste a busy journalist’s 
or blogger’s time. The story you pitch must truly be a good story for the recipient’s 
audience.

4.	Be easy to find: Include your 24/7 direct phone number in the pitch.
5.	Be prepared: Be ready to respond quickly if the journalist or blogger calls. Don’t 

make them wait for interviews, photographs or any other needs.
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Purpose, Audience and Media

Contrary to what many may believe, charges of so-called fake news are not really new. 
In fact, that phrase was the headline on the cover of TV Guide magazine in February 
1992. Whatever connotation it may have today, the magazine article referred to the use 
of video news releases (VNRs) within newscasts. This practice was—and still is—consid-
ered controversial because television and web-based journalists did not always distinguish 
between their own original content and that produced by outside sources.

First introduced in the 1970s, VNRs are video versions of news releases. Much like the 
traditional news release, a VNR provides ready-to-use content to journalists with the goal 
of having them share it with their audiences. When properly used, VNRs are especially 
effective during crises, making announcements or providing journalists with video content 
that might otherwise be unattainable, such as scenes from a restricted-access laboratory or 
a remote location. However, when either the creator of the VNR or the news organization 
using it fails to properly identify its source to the public, it then becomes controversial and 
may run afoul of legal and/or ethical standards.

Like all media, VNRs have evolved in the digital age. They are now used on a variety 
of platforms—many of which TV Guide could not envision in 1992. VNRs are no longer 
just for television journalists: Videos have become an essential part of online news sources. 
And the advent of social media has made it possible to bypass journalists and reach out 
directly to people through direct-to-audience videos. In this environment, VNRs have 
become helpful tools in allowing organizations to tell their story to a targeted audience.

Satellite media tours are another way in which video content might be pitched to mul-
tiple outlets, sometimes with agencies combining several companies to further round out 
stories. This could take the form of seasonal feature stories, such as holiday gift guides or 
back-to-school tips or memorable Mother’s Day adventures.

In an attempt to be heard above the din, many organizations are engaging in content 
marketing, storytelling that delivers messages through compelling narratives. Instead of 
relying only on a fact-based, feature-benefit approach to persuasion, they are telling stories 
that not only provide information but also motivate listeners by engaging them with nar-
ratives about the real-life experiences of people to whom they can relate. While content 

Video News Releases and 
Direct-to-Audience Videos2M

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003380108-29


Video News Releases and Direct-to-Audience Videos

131

marketing involves a variety of media, video is an especially effective medium for making 
an emotional connection.

As noted, technology has made it easier for organizations to send unfiltered messages 
directly to the public without journalist gatekeepers using platforms like YouTube chan-
nels. But there is a downside: Since journalists do not filter the content, direct-to-audience 
videos do not necessarily have the credibility that comes with third-party endorsement.

Format/Design

The role of a strategic writer in the production of a VNR or direct-to-audience video is to 
produce a two-column script (described in more detail in Chapter 3H “Video Advertise-
ments”). The Table and Borders function in most word-processing programs allows you to 
create visible borders around the two columns.

The migration of VNRs to digital newsrooms and the internet has changed their pack-
aging. VNRs that directly target the primary audience through YouTube or other social 
media appear as self-contained reports/stories that require little explanation. Any essen-
tial additional information accompanies the video’s link. However, more traditional VNRs 
accommodate journalists’ needs. In this case, the goal is to give journalists editorial flexi-
bility to meet each media outlet’s particular needs.

Content and Organization

Audience-direct VNRs—those that bypass journalists—are often embedded within organi-
zation websites, including digital newsrooms, or are featured on organizational YouTube 
channels. Those websites, in turn, can contain text, pictures and links to a variety of related 
information. The audience is invited to visit the website or VNR through an email or links 
embedded within social media. In social media, the video itself, with introductory text, 
can be the post. In the case of email, the invitation often includes eye-catching graphics.

VNRs targeting television and web-based journalists must be self-contained. By that, 
we mean the VNR provides a reporter or editor all of the information needed for writing 
and producing a story. Journalist-targeted VNRs have five parts, sometimes delivered as 
separate digital files:

1.	Opening billboard. This provides the essential background information about the news 
story that follows. It clearly identifies who produced the VNR and includes contact 

KEY TO SUCCESS

VNRs and direct-to-audience videos must contain information relevant to the target 
audience. In the case of VNRs, they must also serve the needs of journalists.
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information for follow-ups. It identifies sources interviewed on-camera by name and 
title. It also includes a suggested announcer lead-in to the story, the running time of 
the story and its outcue (or closing words).

2.	Video news release. This is a 60–90-second video news story, with an announcer 
voiceover, natural sounds (SOT, meaning “sound on tape”) and soundbites. Two major 
differences separate the VNR from the news story you see on television news. First, the 
“reporter” (who is not really a journalist) is not seen on camera. Second, it is a “rough 
cut,” lacking titles and graphics. The reason for these two differences is the same: Sta-
tions want flexibility to add their own people and graphics packages to customize the 
information to fit an established station image.

3.	Video news release without announcer voiceover. The only audio in this version of 
the VNR is the natural sound within the taped footage (SOT) and the soundbites. This 
gives editors additional flexibility, allowing them to use their own personnel. A brief 
billboard announcing the deletion of the voiceover precedes this section.

4.	Soundbites. These include a variety of soundbites, particularly some that were not 
in the VNR. A billboard of who is speaking, the length of the soundbite and, often, a 
suggested lead-in precede each soundbite. The more variety, the greater the likelihood 
that journalists may use the story in multiple newscasts.

5.	B-roll. This is additional footage journalists can use to illustrate the story. A brief bill-
board that specifies content and running time precedes this section.

Before writing a VNR or direct-to-audience video script, be sure to review Chapter 1F 
“Writing for Audio and Video.”

VIDEO NEWS RELEASE TIPS

1.	Think again: Before investing the time and expense of producing a video, make 
certain that this tactic fits within your organization’s overall strategy. Always ask 
if the video is the best way to achieve a desired goal. In the case of a VNR, are 
there legitimate reasons why news organizations would not be able to generate 
the same footage and interviews on their own? When news editors commit time 
and resources to covering a story, they are more likely to air it.

2.	Check your ego at the door: Only rarely do television and web-based news 
organizations take a VNR and air it without any changes. Just as with a traditional 
news release, a VNR often is a journalist’s starting point.

3.	Engage: Tell a story that connects with the audience. How does your message 
relate to the target public? In addition to providing information, try to connect 
with the audience on an emotional level. You can achieve that connection if you 
have thoroughly researched the demographics and psychographics of your target.
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4.	Remember that news is still news: Journalists will not use anything overtly pro-
motional. If the message in a VNR is a selling message, news producers and 
reporters won’t use it. The same principles apply for direct-to-audience videos. 
Remember to keep the message relevant and useful for your audience.

5.	Don’t do it on the cheap: Many organizations have excellent in-house video 
production facilities. However, most do not. In those cases, consider hiring a 
competent agency, production company or independent producer. If a VNR has 
poor production values, it will not be used.

6.	Make pictures and words work together: Remember the concept of hit-and-run 
writing, discussed in Chapter 1F “Writing for Audio and Video.”
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Video News Release Production Script
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Video News Release Production Script



Strategic Writing in Public Relations

136

Video News Release Production Script
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Video News Release Production Script
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Purpose, Audience and Media

Digital newsrooms and media kits are storehouses of information for journalists, bloggers 
and others seeking information. A digital newsroom is an organization’s web-based repos-
itory of new releases, reports, videos, fact sheets, biographies and histories, links to media 
coverage of the organization, information for investors, contact information and more. 
Don’t underestimate the importance of clear, easy to navigate and updated information for 
the media. In fact, a study reported in PR Daily found that 90% of journalists say accurate 
contact information is the most important element for a newsroom, but 69% say the news-
rooms they check fail to provide updated information. One of the best ways to understand 
digital newsrooms is to study good examples. Digital newsrooms that have won praise 
from journalists and public relations professionals include those of AT&T, Walgreens, All-
state Insurance, NASA and the American Lung Association.

A media kit is, in a sense, an expanded news release. Media kits contain at least one 
news release or media alert. They also contain other documents, such as backgrounders 
and fact sheets. Media kits also can contain photo-opportunity advisories, captioned pho-
tographs, business cards, product samples and other items that help tell a story. The purpose 
of a media kit is to deliver more information than a news release alone could supply. For 
example, television networks often prepare media kits about upcoming television seasons.

However, the term media kit is also sometimes used to describe a packet of informa-
tion that a medium such as a magazine prepares for advertisers. That type of media kit 
includes advertising prices and reader or viewer data, among other items.

The primary audiences for digital newsrooms and public relations media kits are jour-
nalists and bloggers. Just as we said for news releases, journalists have made clear what 
kinds of information they want from organizations: newsworthy, timely, unbiased facts and 
multimedia materials. However, an information-packed digital newsroom can be a great 
source for anyone seeking information about a particular organization.

The medium of digital newsrooms is the web, making them ideal for the storage and 
distribution of vast amounts of information and multimedia materials. It is important that 
communicators have fast and easy ways to update this content, for example through a con-
tent management system (CMS). Many newsrooms also serve important investor relations 

Digital Newsrooms and 
Media Kits2N
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purposes including links to online versions of annual reports, financial filings or notices of 
investor meetings. In some cases, specialty vendors may separately host and help manage 
your online newsroom, particularly if it contains sensitive and regulated content for a pub-
licly traded company or one that operates in a tightly regulated industry.

Like news releases, media kits exist in a variety of media. Modern news releases actu-
ally function as media kits by embedding links to additional information: For example, 
clicking on a highlighted company name in a news release would lead a journalist to a 
backgrounder on that company, which itself could link to a digital newsroom that includes 
a video. Some media kits are still produced on paper and packaged in attractive folders; 
such kits generally are for distribution at trade shows. Even at trade shows, however, USB 
flash drives are frequently replacing paper media kits.

Format/Design

Digital newsrooms are well organized with highly visible navigation menus that lead vis-
itors to such categories as news releases and videos. Within each category, a table of 
contents lists document titles/links, and a photo or other image often accompanies each 
document title. For example, one section of a digital newsroom could list news releases by 
title, starting with the most recent. Each title would be a link and would be accompanied 
by a photo or other image.

Media kits exist in a variety of formats. Any format that gathers and organizes a small 
number of documents can be suitable for a media kit. As noted earlier, news releases with 
embedded links can serve as media kits. For trade shows, some paper media kits are pack-
aged in folders with internal pockets (though the folders often feature an organization’s 
logo). Some paper media kits appear as small boxes with folders inside. Those folders 
include news releases, backgrounders, fact sheets and other documents or samples. And, 
again, some media kits exist as documents stored on a USB flash drive.

Content and Organization

Digital newsrooms are highly compartmentalized, containing categories such as organiza-
tion overview, news releases, photographs and images, videos, blogs, profiles of organiza-
tion leaders, media coverage of the organization, links to the organization’s social media 
and more. Companies that sell stock sometimes have separate investor relations sections 
with financial news.

KEY TO SUCCESS

Digital newsrooms and media kits supply newsworthy, timely information with signif-
icant amounts of background documentation, including multimedia materials.
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A media kit must contain at least one news release or media alert. Other traditional 
documents in a media kit include backgrounders, fact sheets and photo-opportunity advi-
sories. Those documents are described in the sections that follow.

NEWSROOM/MEDIA KIT TIPS

1.	Monitor: Constantly review your organization’s digital newsroom for flawed links 
or outdated information (such as executive team members who have departed or 
products that are discontinued). Journalists on deadline need quick access to 
accurate information.

2.	Compare: Examine other organizations’ digital newsrooms. Publications such 
as PR News have annual competitions for public relations tactics, including best 
digital newsrooms.

3.	 Include samples: Journalists and bloggers are human. In trade show paper media 
kits, they like toys, gifts and free samples. When appropriate, include a product 
sample or swag with your organization’s name on it. Avoid expensive gifts that 
might appear to be bribes.

4.	Write captions for photographs: Study traditional media sources for guidance 
on writing good photo captions. The first sentence of a caption generally is in 
present tense. That first sentence acknowledges the scene in the photograph, but 
it also tells the reader something more. For example, “Acme Widget employees 
applaud as the millionth widget rolls off the assembly line.” The photo shows 
people applauding and the rolling widget, but the caption adds why this widget 
is important.

5.	Because the first sentence is in present tense, it shouldn’t include a when, which 
would tear the sentence between present and past tense. Put the when in a sec-
ond, past-tense sentence—for example, “Acme Widget employees applaud as 
the millionth widget rolls off the assembly line. Workers in the Park City fac-
tory paused Tuesday, Oct. 1, to celebrate the event.” Captions rarely exceed two 
sentences.

6.	Some captions begin with a boldface teaser sentence fragment followed by a 
colon—for example, “A World of Widgets: Acme Widget employees applaud 
as the millionth widget rolls off the assembly line.” Instead of the term caption, 
journalists often use the term cutline.

7.	Lead with the news: In paper-folder media kits, place the news release on the 
right-hand side of the folder. If you have a fact sheet, place it on the left-hand 
side. Place any backgrounders behind those two documents. However, if you 
have an important photo opportunity advisory, place it on the left instead of the 
fact sheet.
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Purpose, Audience and Media

A backgrounder supplements a news release. For example, a backgrounder can be a biog-
raphy of a key individual mentioned in the news release. Another backgrounder for the 
same news release could be a history of the relevant organization. News releases do not 
rely on backgrounders to deliver the essential information in a news story; a news release 
should be complete within itself. However, journalists and bloggers appreciate details and 
extra, relevant information—and backgrounders are perfect for delivering such extras. A 
backgrounder can be a link in an emailed news release, a separate email attachment, a 
document in an organization’s digital newsroom or “About Us” website section or a docu-
ment in a paper media kit. Backgrounders generally have a longer “shelf life” than a news 
release or media alert and support multiple announcements or purposes.

The audience for a backgrounder when it exists as a link in a news release is a journal-
ist or blogger. When a backgrounder exists as a document or page in an organization’s 
digital newsroom or “About Us” section, its audience is anyone seeking information about 
the organization.

Format/Design

The headings for digital and PDF/paper backgrounders are like those news releases except 
that instead of “News Release” in large type, a backgrounder, of course, has “Backgrounder.”

Give your backgrounder a headline, which usually is simply the title of the subject 
matter of the backgrounder—often just the name of a person or of an organization.

KEY TO SUCCESS

Backgrounders are not news releases. They do not have news leads or news head-
lines. They supply interesting, relevant background information. A news release must 
be able to stand alone without a supporting backgrounder.

Backgrounders2O
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As with news releases, if a PDF/paper backgrounder is more than one page, type 
“-more-” or “-over-” at the bottom of each appropriate page. Beginning with the second 
page, place a condensed version of the backgrounder’s headline (called a “slug”) and the 
page number in the upper-right corner. After the last line of the backgrounder, space down 
two lines and type “-30-” or “###.”

Staple the pages of a paper backgrounder together. Don’t use a paper clip.
Like news releases, backgrounders are single-spaced and appear in a ready-to-publish 

format. Like news releases, backgrounders should rarely exceed the equivalent of two 
paper pages.

Content and Organization

Unlike news releases, backgrounders are not important news stories in and of themselves. 
Therefore, backgrounders do not have newspaper-style headlines. Instead, a backgrounder 
headline generally is the name of the person, organization or event being described. They 
often include visuals like photos or graphs. For example, a backgrounder on a non-profit 
organization or company may have photographs of the headquarters building, a map 
marking key office locations and show a timeline depicting when it was founded, key 
dates for any mergers, moves, public offerings and major expansions of the products and 
services provided.

Backgrounders should not have a who, what, where, when, why, how lead—that’s the 
job of news releases. Backgrounders are much more like encyclopedia entries than news 
stories.

For example, if you look up Abraham Lincoln in an online encyclopedia, you won’t 
find a news flash about his assassination. Instead, you’ll find a simple headline (his name) 
and a beginning sentence that identifies him as the 16th president of the United States. 
After a very concise description of the reasons for his fame, the entry would begin at the 
beginning and move in chronological order. Probably, the entry would begin like this: 
“Abraham Lincoln was the 16th president of the United States and the first U.S. president 
to be assassinated. Born in a log cabin in Kentucky in 1809, he …”

A familiar way to think of a backgrounder is to compare it to a link. If you were reading 
an online news story and saw a particular name highlighted in blue, you would know that 
clicking on that name would link you to that individual’s biography. Imagine that the main 
news story is the news release, and the linked biography is the backgrounder.

The standard organization of a backgrounder begins with a defining sentence, then 
moves to a description of the beginning of the person, organization or event, and then 
moves in chronological order from the past to the present—at which point the back-
grounder ends. If the backgrounder describes a current employee, a concise description of 
job duties often follows the opening defining sentence.

Even though your backgrounder should not contain the same information as the news 
release it accompanies, some overlap of information in a news release and a backgrounder 
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is inevitable. For example, a news release on a corporate award might note that Jane Smith 
is the CEO. An accompanying backgrounder on Smith also would note that she is CEO, but 
it would include additional professional accolades, educational background and career 
information not found in the news release.

A backgrounder should not include unattributed opinions. The tone should be objec-
tive, just like an encyclopedia entry. Any opinions should be attributed to clear and cred-
ible sources.

Backgrounders rarely are published. Journalists may use them to ensure that they 
understand the news release, or they may pull a paragraph or two from a backgrounder 
and insert them into the news story.
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Backgrounder (PDF/Paper)
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Purpose, Audience and Media

The traditional fact sheet is a what, who, when, where, why, how outline of the accompa-
nying news release in a media kit. Some editors prefer this stripped-down presentation to 
the news release. Broadcast editors may prefer fact sheets because they’re not written as 
newspaper stories. Other editors may prefer fact sheets because, by listing only facts, they 
avoid the subjectivity that many editors fear lurks in news releases. Some reporters prefer 
them because they support a more journalist-driven organization of the story. Fact sheets 
generally appear only in media kits or digital newsrooms.

The audience for a fact sheet is journalists and bloggers, but they can also be used for 
investors, strategic partners or other audiences. Fact sheets are often found in traditional 
paper media kits, such as those distributed at trade shows, and as documents in large dig-
ital media kits, such as a kit that announces the programming for a network’s new televi-
sion season. In such a kit, each show might have its own fact sheet in addition to a 
show-related news release. In such digital media kits, facts sheets often exist as PDFs.

Format/Design

The headings for a fact sheet are like those of a news release except that instead of “News 
Release” in large type, a fact sheet, of course, has “Fact Sheet.”

Give your fact sheet the same newspaper-style headline you used for the related news 
release.

Fact sheets are single-spaced, with double-spacing between paragraphs.
Do your best to keep a fact sheet to one page. After the last line of the fact sheet, space 

down two lines and type “-30-” or “###.”

KEY TO SUCCESS

A fact sheet must be so complete that a journalist could write a short news story—
often called a news brief—using only the fact sheet.

Fact Sheets2P
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Content and Organization

After the headline, a fact sheet begins with the most important information (almost always 
the what) and then moves to the second most important information (almost always the 
who). From there, the general order is when and where—and, if necessary, why and then 
how. This order can change, depending on the importance of the information in each sec-
tion. The more important the information, the higher it should be on the page.

As the name suggests, a fact sheet covers just the facts. There’s no attempt at a story 
form. However, the fact sheet should be so complete that a journalist could write a short 
news story based on the fact sheet alone.

Everything in the fact sheet should be in the news release. However, the reverse is 
not true. Not everything in the news release need be in the fact sheet—just the essential 
details. For example, a news release may contain quotations that do not appear in the fact 
sheet.

Most fact sheets arrange the text below the headline in this way:

What: The XYZ Corp.is sponsoring the 6th annual Central City marathon.

Who: •	 The XYZ Corp. is the largest employer in Central City and the 
nation’s leader in wearable sports technology equipment.

•	 The world’s top marathon runners will be participating in the 
event and the public is invited to the racecourse, including the 
start and finish lines.

When: Sept. 14, 7–11 a.m.

Where: Central City Park, 193 Main St.

Why: The race annually raises more than $100,000 for local charities.

How: Advance media credentials for start and finish line spots can be 
requested by contacting media@CentralCityMarathon.

A different category of fact sheet functions as a backgrounder. This kind of fact sheet 
does not summarize the accompanying news release. Instead, it provides interesting back-
ground facts that support the story in the news release. Unlike a backgrounder, however, 
this kind of fact sheet is not written as a story. It simply is a list of facts; often, each fact is 
introduced by a bullet (•). For example, a media kit for a basketball tournament might have 
fact sheets that list each team’s roster and record for the season: wins, losses and related 
scores for each team. This kind of fact sheet has a backgrounder-style headline rather than 
a news release-style headline.

mailto:media@CentralCityMarathon
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Fact Sheet (PDF/Paper)



148 DOI: 10.4324/9781003380108-33

2Q
Photo Opportunity 
Advisories

Purpose, Audience and Media

As its name suggests, the photo-opportunity advisory is designed to attract photographers 
and videographers to an event you’re publicizing. When you have a newsworthy, visually 
interesting event that you want to publicize, send photo-opportunity advisories to print, TV 
and online journalists—and even many radio stations have multimedia websites.

Not all events merit a photo-opportunity advisory. For example, a news release 
announcing a corporation’s quarterly profits probably lacks a related visual event. But if 
your organization sponsors a skateboard race between your CEO and the mayor—all for 
charity—you have a great photo opportunity.

Photo-opportunity advisories sometimes are part of media kits; however, they can be 
sent individually to journalists and bloggers. Like news releases, photo-opportunity advi-
sories can be distributed via email or sent via direct message on social media. They also 
can be posted in digital newsrooms.

Format/Design

The headings for a photo-opportunity advisory are like those of email news releases except 
that instead of “News Release” in large type, a photo-opportunity advisory, of course, has 
“Photo Opportunity.”

The subject line of an email photo-opportunity advisory includes the words “Photo 
Opportunity” or, to save space, “Photo Op.”

Photo-opportunity advisories are single-spaced, with double-spacing between 
paragraphs.

KEY TO SUCCESS

A photo-opportunity advisory must move quickly to a detailed, engaging description 
of a forthcoming visual event.
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Photo-opportunity advisories often open with a descriptive, promotional paragraph. 
After that paragraph, they adopt the concise format of a fact sheet, focusing on what, who, 
where, when, why and how. After the last line or item, space down two lines and type 
“-30-” or “###.” Close with For More Information details.

Content and Organization

Unlike most other media kit documents, photo-opportunity advisories can have promo-
tional writing. Even the headline of a photo-opportunity advisory can be promotional and 
subjective. Focus the headline on the photogenic nature of the event.

After the headline, write a concise, detailed, promotional paragraph showing why the 
event is photogenic and newsworthy. Don’t go overboard—don’t promise more than you 
can deliver—but journalists will accept promotional writing in this passage.

After the opening paragraph, adopt the style of the fact sheet, focusing on what, who, 
where, when, why and how. Be specific about times and places. Some photo-opportunity 
advisories can link to maps to show photographers where the event will be.

In the how section, consider specifying what equipment and facilities, including elec-
trical outlets, lighting or interview spaces, will be available for photographers. You may 
want to reference any early entry, reserved locations or exclusive access you are offering 
to photojournalists and video crews.

PHOTO-OP TIPS

1.	Cover it yourself: Be sure to photograph and film the event yourself. Be ready to 
supply information and images to journalists who could not attend.

2.	Follow up: Photo-opportunity advisories are distributed before an event, of 
course. After a newsworthy, photogenic event, consider posting a news release 
with links to your own high-resolution photos and videos of the event.
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Purpose, Audience and Media

A newsletter/magazine story is a narrative that delivers facts on an important subject to a 
large, well-defined audience and is often used to create a sense of community among its 
recipients. A newsletter/magazine story usually can be read in one sitting and is designed 
either to inform or to entertain and inform. Some newsletters are published daily, gener-
ally only those that appear online or are distributed by email. However, most newsletters 
and magazines are weekly or monthly. Therefore, newsletter and magazine stories rarely 
announce breaking news that readers must know right away.

Most newsletters and magazines are considered niche publications. Niche publi-
cations target well-defined audiences whose members share a common interest. News-
letters and magazines can target an organization’s employees; regular donors to a 
non-profit organization, such as a children’s hospital; alumni of a university; members 
of a profession, such as accountants; members of an association, such as the American 
Library Association; people with a common interest, such as drone flying; residents of a 
city and so on.

Newsletters and magazines exist as webpages, electronic or paper documents. Read-
ership and profits for digital magazines are growing, and even paper magazines have 
increased profits by decreasing the number of issues per year and increasing issue size. 
Newsletters are often distributed as email messages with links, and many digital maga-
zines email their tables of contents, with links, to interested recipients.

KEY TO SUCCESS

Newsletter and magazine stories must quickly show readers why they’ll benefit from 
reading the story. Readers must quickly realize that they’ll learn useful information 
and that they might even be entertained as they learn.

Newsletter and 
Magazine Stories2R

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003380108-34


Strategic Writing in Public Relations

152

Format/Design

Newsletter/magazine stories ultimately will be formatted by a publication designer. In 
all likelihood, you will submit your stories to an editor via a shared website or as a file 
attached to an email message. Always consult your editor for format preferences.

At the top of your article, include a proposed title, a subtitle if necessary and a byline 
(your name). Some newsletters do not use bylines for individual stories but may publish an 
editorial staff and contributor list.

Single-space your manuscript unless your editor instructs otherwise.
Use an extra line of space between paragraphs to indicate the beginning of a new 

paragraph (unless, again, your editor tells you otherwise).
Hit your space bar only once, not twice, after periods and other punctuation marks 

that end sentences. Have only one space, not two, between sentences.
At the end of your story, type “-30-” or “###” or some other closing symbol.

Content and Organization

Newsletter stories generally are short and tightly constructed. In most newsletters, space is 
at a premium. Magazine stories, however, can be longer and can more thoroughly develop 
a topic. Because most newsletters are created and distributed digitally, you can also pro-
vide links that cross-reference to other related stories or provide more background infor-
mation. Brevity is key with online newsletters, which will be read on phones or computer 
monitors, so using links can help you provide key information while allowing those who 
truly need or want to know more the ability to dive deeper.

Similar to the types of news releases described earlier, most newsletter and magazine 
stories can be categorized as straight news/announcements or feature stories. Within these 
categories, you can offer an almost endless variety of stories to many different audiences: 
insider tips and how-to instructions, recipes, compilations of consumer-generated content 
(such as shared advice and/or photos), multimedia stories on topics of interest (including 
stories about your organization and its employees), entertaining or informative images or 
infographics, white papers (fact-filled reports), case studies, interviews with interesting peo-
ple, real-time question-and-answer sessions, news about popular products and much more.

The designer of the newsletter or magazine often will be responsible for finding mul-
timedia material, such as photographs, to accompany your story—but don’t hesitate to 
make suggestions.

Straight News Stories

Straight news stories begin with a headline that summarizes the story’s main point. The 
lead (a first paragraph) of a news story includes the most important details of who, what, 
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when, where, why and how. The first sentence of the story often includes what, who, 
where and when. Leads don’t have to include every detail of who, what, when, where, 
why and how; that’s what the rest of the story is for. Leads should include only the basic, 
essential details that a reader must know.

In a straight news story, information appears in descending order of importance—the 
inverted pyramid organization. The last paragraph is the least important paragraph and 
could even be deleted from the story without serious damage.

Straight News Story Example

Feature Stories

Like straight news stories, feature stories inform—but they also entertain. Storytelling skills 
are important in features. For example, the headline of a feature usually doesn’t summarize 
the story’s main point. Instead, it teases and beguiles readers, making them want to read 
the story to satisfy their curiosity. If necessary, a subheadline can summarize the content 
of the story.

A feature lead—unlike the lead of a straight news story—need not present all the most 
important facts. Instead, the first paragraph should “hook” readers, making them want to 
read the story.

You can present details creatively in a feature. For example, a writer once was assigned 
a story on the sale of a national retailer’s one-millionth pair of socks. Instead of writing a 

Palmquist Students Honored for Innovative Design Project

Eight Palmquist University students were honored Saturday for their inclusive de-
sign work developing technology that translates American Sign Language to voice 
recordings using specially designed gloves connected to a mobile app. The stu-
dents won top regional honors at the Western States Student Innovation Compe-
tition.

“The students were incredibly dedicated to their work,” said Frances Martin, in-
structor in the School of Design and advisor to the Palmquist Robotics Club. “Help-
ing connect people through inclusive communication technology has been a theme 
we focused on in multiple classes and activities over the past two years.”

Palmquist University President Lamont Foster said it was inspirational for current 
and future students to continue to use their skills to improve our communities.

The eight students are Derek Barrett, Alec Duncan, Rachel Tobin, Jocelyn Snyder, 
Kendra Jessie, Maggie-Sophia Smith, Gillian Williams and Emily Davidson.



Strategic Writing in Public Relations

154

straight news story, he calculated that a kicking chorus line of one million socks wearers 
would stretch from New York City to Little Rock, Arkansas. He then determined how far 
into space the unraveled thread from one million pairs of socks would reach. Readers 
praised and remembered the story; they were informed and entertained.

Standard advice for writing feature stories is show; don’t tell. For example, don’t tell 
readers that Jane Smith is happy; instead, use anecdotes and descriptive writing to show 
that Jane is happy. Showing rather than telling engages readers in the feature; they see the 
evidence and draw their own conclusions.

In a straight news story, the last paragraph includes the least important informa-
tion. In a feature, however, the conclusion may be the most important moment of the 
story; a feature’s conclusion may have important dramatic value and provide a sense 
of closure.

Feature Story Example

“Signs” of the Time Bring Two Worlds Together

Growing up with a Deaf sister taught Palmquist sophomore Derek Barrett many 
things, but he never dreamed it would someday inspire him to lead a team of class-
mates to win a regional technology innovation award. Barret has long used American 
Sign Language (ASL) at home and at the Deaf community events his family partic-
ipates in, but saw how lack of familiarity with ASL kept many hearing people from 
fully engaging with the Deaf community.

“I shared the idea of bridging those two worlds with my Robotics Club friends and 
we decided to take on the challenge as our entry in the Western States Student Inno-
vation Competition for this spring,” Barrett said.

The team of Design and Computer Science students developed a new mobile app 
and interconnected gloves that translate ASL into voice recordings that can be played 
on mobile phones or other devices.

“Getting to work on this project with my brother was an exciting way to see what 
my future college experience could be like,” said high school junior Danica Barrett. 
“My favorite part was wearing the gloves for the first pilot test of the software late 
one night with the whole team there. The first attempt wasn’t perfect but we knew 
we were on to something special and they got all the bugs worked out in time for the 
competition.”

The student innovation team was honored with the top award in Seattle surround-
ed by a cheering crowd that included Darica who helped demonstrate the prototype 
and signed her excitement from the stage.

Anyone looking to join the team for future competitions or sponsor the Robotics 
Club’s laboratory work can contact advisor Frances Martin at frmarten@palmquist.edu.

mailto:frmarten@palmquist.edu
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Feature Organizational Strategies

You can organize a feature many different ways. Longer features almost always begin with 
a lead (one or two paragraphs) that entertains and hooks readers. These leads don’t reveal 
the full subject, or topic, of the story. That’s the job of the “nut graf” or “nut paragraph.” A 
nut graf isn’t a feature story’s first paragraph, but it does come early in the story—usually 
right after the lead paragraph or paragraphs. The nut graf tells what the story is really about. 
It links the lead to the big idea, the main point, of the story. A nut graf is sometimes called 
a “swing graf” because it swings the lead into the true focus of the story. A nut graf comes 
early in a feature because you don’t want readers wondering too long about the exact 
subject of the story.

In short features, consisting of only a few paragraphs, the nut graf is sometimes part of 
the lead paragraph or one of the first few sentences. A first sentence or two hooks readers; 
the next sentence can then declare more precisely what the story is about.

After the lead and nut graf comes the body of the feature story, which delivers most 
of the who, what, where, when, why and how information in an entertaining or dramatic 
manner.

The conclusion of a feature often is just one or two paragraphs. Unlike the conclusion 
of an inverted pyramid news story, which can be cut for space, a feature conclusion is 
indispensable. It may be the most dramatic moment of a story. Feature conclusions, often 
quotations, generally sum up the story, dramatically noting what it all means or what has 
been learned. Sections on feature leads and conclusions appear below.

Seven good organizational strategies for features follow. Each uses the “show; don’t 
tell” strategy.

1.	The Gold Coin Theory. Developed by two great journalists, Roy Peter Clark and 
Donald Fry, the gold coin theory asks you to imagine that readers fear that your feature 
story is a dusty, uninviting path that they must walk. Tempt your readers by frequently 
dropping gold coins onto the path. Gold coins are bits of entertainment; they are fas-
cinating anecdotes, great quotations, incredible facts, amazing visuals, something that 
makes readers laugh or cry—anything that rewards the readers for reading. Ideally, 
your readers will think, “I just got rewarded for reading this far. I think I’ll keep reading 
to find more rewards.” Sprinkle gold coins throughout your feature. Gold coins must 
exist in the feature’s lead and its conclusion.

2.	The Wall Street Journal Style 1. Many WSJ features begin with a tightly focused anec-
dote. Then comes the nut graf. More anecdotes then lead to more information—or 
more information is followed by illustrative anecdotes. The feature often closes with a 
quotation or an anecdote that memorably sums up the story’s main point.

3.	The Wall Street Journal Style 2. Many WSJ features begin with snappy, one-sentence 
leads. That one sentence gets its own paragraph. The sentence doesn’t explain the 
story. Instead, it’s mysterious. Readers keep reading to solve the mystery of the lead.
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Immediately after that snappy sentence comes the nut graf, which announces the 
focus of the story. From this point on, the organization matches the organization that 
follows the nut graf in WSJ Style 1.

The difference between these two Wall Street Journal styles is the lead’s length and 
snappiness. WSJ features offer strong examples of effective organization.

4.	The Magazine Personality Profile. Magazine personality profiles often begin with 
an anecdote that tantalizes readers. Frequently, the anecdote describes a crisis that 
becomes a turning point in the person’s life. The goal of the anecdote is to make 
readers ask, “How in the world did this person get into this situation? What’s the story 
behind this? And what will happen next? How will they solve this?”

Next comes the nut graf, which gives quick background on the main character 
and their situation. After reading the nut graf, readers know who the story is about and 
why this person’s story matters.

Next comes the relevant history of the central character. The history helps explain 
the opening anecdote. It often includes comments from the central character. This his-
tory also can include comments from other knowledgeable people. The history moves 
through time until it reaches the moment described in the opening anecdote. At this 
point, the central character often comments on the events described in the opening. 
The history then describes the resolution of the opening anecdote, often with com-
ments from the central character and others.

The conclusion returns to the present and shows readers what the central charac-
ter is doing now. If the opening anecdote hasn’t been completely resolved, the final 
resolution is presented here. The feature often ends with a dramatic, moving, funny 
or revealing quotation from the central character. The quotation provides a sense of 
closure.

5.	The Epic Poetry Strategy. Magazine personality profiles are based on the epic 
poetry organizational scheme (remember The Iliad and The Odyssey?). Epic poetry 
begins in medias res—“in the middle of things,” usually at an exciting moment. 
This leads readers to ask two questions: “How did we get here?” and “What will 
happen next?”

The epic then flashes back to the beginning of the hero’s story, takes us to the 
middle (which we already know) and reveals how the hero fared, then moves to a 
dramatic conclusion.

6.	The Bookend Strategy. The story begins with a strong, appropriate, compelling image 
that captures the reader’s interest. The story later closes with the same image—but 
with a twist. The image operates as a set of bookends—those matched props that keep 
a row of books from falling to the right or left—with one bookend at the beginning of 
the story and the other bookend, with a twist, at the end.

7.	The Theme Strategy. The theme strategy resembles the bookend scheme, but instead 
of just appearing twice, the image is woven throughout the story, including the intro-
duction and conclusion. For example, if you were to compare someone to a fairy-tale 



Newsletter and Magazine Stories

157

princess (which probably would be a little trite), a unifying element throughout the 
story could be references to fairy-tale images: handsome princes, dragons, fairy god-
mothers, witches and so on. Such a technique also is called an extended metaphor. 
The theme strategy works best with short features; it can get annoying in long stories.

The theme strategy also resembles the gold coin theory, except that in the theme 
strategy the gold coins all are thematically related to one another.

Feature Lead Strategies

Feature leads should hook readers, gaining their attention and interest. Several traditional 
hooking strategies exist:

CC A snappy, one-sentence teaser that creates a mystery

Example: “Night after night, the danger came.” (What danger? Who was affected? 
Why did it happen at night? Why did it happen night after night? How dangerous 
was it?) Readers will continue, wanting to solve these mysteries.

CC A short, fascinating anecdote that illustrates the story’s main point

Example: “When Mary Smith felt the jagged granite atop Mount McPherson, she 
knew that she had conquered more than a killer mountain. She had conquered 
her blindness.”

CC A fascinating quotation from someone involved in the story

Example: “‘If Mark Edwards walked through that door again,’ Tisha Bertram says, 
‘I don’t know whether I’d kiss him or kick him.’”

CC An impressive fact (be sure it’s truly impressive and interesting)

Example: “Lynn Jones can eat 17 and a half extra-large pepperoni pizzas in 
20 minutes.”

CC A striking image

Example: “The machine squats in a dark corner, wheezing and lurching like a has-
been sumo wrestler seeking glory one last time.”

CC A thought-provoking question that can’t be answered with a simple yes or no

Example: “If you couldn’t be yourself, who would you want to be?”

Again, feature leads are not as direct as the leads of straight news stories. Because a 
feature lead doesn’t have to directly announce the story’s subject, it can develop a hook 
that compels readers to keep reading.

In feature leads, avoid clichés such as “Little did she know …. ”
Don’t allow the headline of a feature story (or any story) to function as your first sen-

tence. Your feature story should be complete without the headline.
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Feature Conclusion Strategies

Many features return to a tight focus in the conclusion—to one person’s summary quo-
tation, for example. One good conclusion strategy is to return to the image, question or 
anecdote developed in the lead and put a new, appropriate twist on it. Readers thus see 
the lead in a new light and, ideally, understand it even more. Sometimes the conclusion 
supplies the end of an anecdote that began in the lead. Often, a quotation can supply a 
dramatic, summary conclusion.

Feature conclusions are dramatic. In the words of the gold coin theory, feature conclu-
sions have a gold coin. The story’s most important fact or most entertaining moment may 
appear in the conclusion. (Again, features do not use the inverted pyramid organization, 
in which the last paragraph is the least important moment in the story.)

Oddly, a “for more information” paragraph following a feature conclusion doesn’t 
undercut the drama of the true conclusion. Be concise in such paragraphs: “For more infor-
mation, contact the Center City Humane Society at 555-123-4567.”

STORYTELLING TIPS

1.	Stay on message: Be guided by a clear understanding of audience and purpose. 
Know who your audience is and what its interests in this situation are. Be able 
to define for yourself the story’s strategic (goal-oriented) purpose in one clear 
sentence.

2.	Do rigorous research: Gather more information than will ultimately appear in 
the story. The extra information will give you options and help you see what 
should be included. Trying to write a story, or any document, without enough 
research is stressful and frustrating.

3.	Study the competition: Read many newsletters and magazines. Analyze what 
works and what doesn’t.

4.	Deliver details: Present specifics, not generalities.
5.	Get dramatic: Show readers; don’t merely tell them. Don’t say that a person is 

busy. Instead, show that they’re busy. Let readers draw the conclusion that this 
person is busy.

6.	Select attribution tense: Quotation attributions in feature stories usually are in 
present tense. In straight news stories, they usually are in past tense. In a quota-
tion of more than one sentence, place the attribution after the first sentence. For 
example, “I rarely speak about this,” she says. “It’s far too embarrassing.”

7.	Transfer the techniques: Feature-story organization can be used for success sto-
ries, or case studies, which agencies sometimes use to describe successful com-
munication campaigns. Success stories can appear in brochures, as inserts in 
folders and on websites.



159DOI: 10.4324/9781003380108-35

Purpose, Audience and Media

In the United States, the federal Securities and Exchange Commission and most stock 
markets, such as the New York Stock Exchange, require companies that sell stock to 
issue an annual financial report to their stockholders. Annual reports must feature 
recent financial information, a year-to-year comparison of financial figures, a descrip-
tion of the organization’s upper-level management and a discussion of the company’s 
goals.

Earlier, in “The Law and Strategic Writing,” we discussed disclosure law. Publicly 
owned companies (that is, companies that sell stock) rely heavily on annual reports to 
meet their legal obligation to disclose financial information. Annual reports, therefore, are 
serious, fact-laden documents. They may have a glossy, glitzy appearance—many do—but 
they stick to the facts. The concept of puffery—acceptable exaggeration—doesn’t apply to 
annual reports.

Some nonprofit organizations issue annual reports to inform current donors and attract 
potential donors. However, the law does not require such reports. (Nonprofit organizations 
do report to the U.S. Internal Revenue Service through Tax Form 990.) Especially for non-
profit organizations with limited resources, consider how you can use the stories and nar-
rative content developed for the annual report in revised ways as part of web, newsletter or 
social media copy. Consider the photography, charts and graphs developed for the report 
as potential social media or advertising content. This not only helps you tell a consistent 
story but also saves time and money.

The legally specified audience for an annual report is a company’s stockholders. 
However, the larger audience includes potential investors, investment analysts, finan-
cial journalists, employees, potential employees and government regulators. Thus, annual 
reports sometimes appear to have a split personality: a formal no-frills side and a flashier, 
friendlier side.

The traditional medium for an annual report remains paper and downloadable PDFs, 
which often look like glossy magazines, but many companies also offer annual reports as 
multimedia websites.

Annual Reports2S

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003380108-35
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Format/Design

The format of an annual report defies concise description. Again, many annual reports 
have the format and appearance of a glossy magazine: an attractive cover, a table of con-
tents, sections with titles and dozens of pages with type, photographs and charts.

The mandatory sections on finance and operations often are set in smaller type than 
are the less technical sections. In paper annual reports, these technical sections often 
appear on different quality paper from the rest of the report. These differences set the sec-
tions apart, helping them to seem more serious than the rest of the report.

In long sections, internal headlines can clarify content and increase readability.
Some companies that sell stock choose to meet stock-exchange reporting requirements 

simply by posting their annual U.S. Securities and Exchange Form 10-K. Those documents 
are long, serious business reports that lack attractive graphics. Companies sometimes insert 
their Form 10-K into larger, more reader-friendly annual reports.

Content and Organization

Annual reports often have five sections, each of which is discussed below. In general, an annual 
report should discuss your organization’s strategies and performance. The annual report should 
describe, in terms of fulfilling goals, where your organization is, where it has been and where 
it plans to be. Be specific. Cite specific goals and precise measurements of performance. Use 
numbers to show how close to your short-term and long-term goals you are.

Discuss any bad news openly and show specifically how you’re correcting the problem.
If possible, unite all this information with a theme, either implicit or explicit. A theme 

can help organize the report’s information and keep it directed toward a specific message. In 
other words, ensure that your annual report is on-strategy: Understand what clear message 
the report should send, and direct all your writing toward the fulfillment of that message and 
theme. But don’t forget that split personality: Even as you try to develop an engaging theme, 
remember that this is a legal document. You must scrupulously stick to the facts.

The cover title of an annual report traditionally is the name of your organization plus 
the words “annual report” and the year. Some annual reports also print the explicit theme 
on the cover.

Work with your company’s legal and financial teams to ensure that the annual report 
complies with federal, state and stock-market laws and regulations.

The following passages describe the traditional sections of an annual report.

KEY TO SUCCESS

Annual reports should have a clear theme. They should not hide bad news. They 
should be specific and present information in a variety of ways, including charts, 
enlarged quotations and photographs with captions.
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Opening Charts and Graphs: Basic Financial Information

These financial charts—such as tables, bar graphs and pie charts—should be clearly 
labeled and reader-friendly. The charts often have no captions, just clear titles. This short 
section is typically just one page and often is on the inside front cover. Usually, your role 
will be to edit the few words that accompany these charts. Financial personnel and the 
annual report’s designer, or art director, prepare the charts.

These opening charts sometimes are combined with the next section: the message 
from the CEO. Some annual reports place these immediately after the CEO’s message. 
Each of these approaches, however, places these charts near the beginning of the report.

Message from the CEO

This message—sometimes called a letter—focuses on the achievements of the past year 
and thanks employees, stockholders and other groups that have helped the company work 
toward its goals. The leader of the company, generally the chief executive officer (CEO), 
writes this section (though, often, a member of their public relations staff actually writes 
the section with guidance from the CEO). The CEO’s message should clearly reflect their 
personality. If the annual report has a theme, integrate that theme into this section.

Within the first few sentences, the CEO should say how the company performed during 
the past year. Were profits up or down? Why? If profits were down or were disappointing, 
the CEO should acknowledge that, explain why and discuss what’s being done to improve 
the situation. Investors appreciate—and expect—candor.

The CEO often signs this section—just as if it were a long, informative letter.

Longer Section on the Company

This section resembles a long feature story in a magazine: lively, engaging, well-organized, 
informative and specific. It may be several related feature stories. This section is one of your 
best chances to use the annual report to present your company as an attractive investment 
opportunity. Use smaller, inset articles (called sidebars) and charts and graphs to highlight 
key information. Coca-Cola, for example, often includes a section on each brand within 
the company. Photographs with captions also can enliven this section. Not all annual 
reports include this long section, though most do; sometimes information that would go 
here can be included in the other sections. And as you’ve read many times in this section, 
stick to the facts. Don’t exaggerate in this legal document.

Management’s Analysis of Financial Data

This section presents financial charts accompanied by long, technical explanations. Finan-
cial personnel from your company usually will prepare this section, and it will be verified 
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by an outside accounting agency. You probably won’t write this section, but you might 
help edit those long explanations. Be sure to confirm your edits with your company’s legal 
and financial teams. Some of the financial jargon may seem boring and needlessly com-
plex, but that language often protects your company by complying with laws and other 
financial reporting guidelines. Casual investors may flip through this section with a yawn, 
but investment analysts will study it carefully.

Who’s Who in the Company

Many annual reports close with information about the board of directors and other 
high-ranking company officials. This section often simply lists names and titles under indi-
vidual photographs. This “lite” approach can disappoint readers who want to evaluate the 
men and women who will implement company strategies. Instead of presenting such lim-
ited information, consider including more details in this section. State how long the offi-
cials have been with the company and where they were before. List any college degrees 
they’ve earned. List the individuals’ specific duties, especially as those duties relate to the 
fulfillment of company goals. Consider quoting the officials on their personal priorities for 
the organization. Include a group photograph or a photo of each individual—or both.

ANNUAL REPORT TIPS

1.	Get started early: Evaluate the previous annual report. What worked well? 
What didn’t? Experts say that you should begin planning seven to eight months 
before the new report’s mailing date. Federal regulations require distribution of 
the annual report to stockholders at least 40 days before the corporate annual 
meeting.

2.	Promote—with caution: Use the annual report to promote your organization as a 
good investment opportunity. Besides informing stockholders and meeting legal 
requirements, use your annual report to attract investors and boost stock prices. 
But remember: Stick to verifiable facts.

3.	Select a design that enhances your words: Work with the best designer available, 
one who will use photos, charts and other illustrations to help tell the story. Be 
sure that the designer has read the current draft of the annual report and knows 
the overall theme. Some designers forget that their mission is to make the report’s 
message clear and accessible; they become more interested in fascinating design 
that looks great but doesn’t tell the story. The design of your annual report should 
look great—but first, the design must be functional: The design must work with, 
not against, the words that tell the story.



163DOI: 10.4324/9781003380108-36

Speeches

Purpose, Audience and Media

In strategic writing, a speech is a scripted monologue designed to be performed in front of 
an audience. A speech contains a main point—a strategic message—and it elaborates on 
that main point.

The audience of a speech often is a group that has something that the speaker needs. 
A presidential candidate addressing a campaign audience needs votes and money. A cor-
porate leader addressing stockholders needs their support. The CEO of a nonprofit organi-
zation addressing potential volunteers needs volunteers. Members of the audience usually 
are united by a common interest.

Speeches can challenge strategic writers because they add a new aspect to the media 
part of our “purpose, audience, media” analysis. Speeches have a speaker—and that speaker 
often is not the speechwriter. In other words, the speeches you write usually will be delivered 
by someone else. Therefore, besides studying the purpose of the speech and the audience for 
the speech, you also must study the speaker. Your script must sound like the speaker at their 
best—not like you at your best. You must consider the speaker’s communication abilities, not 
your own. In a speech, a complex, unique human being is part of the medium.

Besides the speaker, the medium of a speech can be paper or a display screen, depend-
ing on the speaker’s preference and the location’s technological capacities. Presidential 
candidates, for example, often use teleprompters. A teleprompter is a see-through screen 
that allows the speaker to see the speech’s words while appearing to maintain eye contact 
with a camera or an audience. Speeches also can be scrollable documents on tablets and 
laptops. Because paper is not subject to technological failures, it remains a popular 
medium for speech scripts. Some speakers prefer to speak from talking points, outlines or 
from notecards to maintain a more conversational tone and enable them to engage and 
respond to cues from the audience.

KEY TO SUCCESS

Effective speeches are short, well-organized and focused on the audience’s self-interest.

2T
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Format/Design

Format guidelines for speech scripts focus on making the text easy for the speaker to read 
while maintaining frequent eye contact with members of the audience.

Double-space (or more) between the lines. Use large type and wide margins.
In a paper script, type only on the upper two-thirds of each page so that the speaker’s 

chin doesn’t dip too low as they read.
Number the pages of a paper script in the upper-right corner. (That placement will 

help the speaker avoid accidentally reading the page number aloud.) Put “-more-” at the 
bottom of each appropriate page. Put “-end-” below the last line of the script. To assist the 
speaker, avoid page breaks in the middle of a sentence, even if it means moving the entire 
sentence to the next page.

Don’t staple the pages of a paper script—the pages must turn easily and quietly. For 
a paper script, learn what kind of binding the speaker prefers. Some will want the pages 
clamped together; they will remove the clamp only when they reach the lectern. Others 
prefer that the script be three-hole punched and clipped into a narrow three-ring binder. 
Different lectern sizes may influence the binding of the script.

If you include visual aids, such as PowerPoint slides, note in the script where each new 
slide occurs so that the speaker can pause and, perhaps, gesture at the screen. Visual aids 
can be indicated in the script by highlighting relevant passages with a different color; or by 
inserting bracketed, capital-letter notes; or by placing indicators in the margins of a paper 
script. Again, learn what the speaker wants.

Include “stage directions” in the script in brackets and, usually, in capital letters. For 
example, suggest a dramatic pause at a particular point by writing “[PAUSE HERE]” in the 
script. You also can suggest gestures.

Content and Organization

Begin by analyzing five things:

1.	The purpose. After discussing the speech’s purpose with the speaker, write, in one sen-
tence, the main point of the speech: the strategic message. Then write a brief descrip-
tion of what the speech should include. Create a working title. Have the speaker 
review this summary and provide input.

2.	The audience. Who are its members? What is their common background? What 
is their strong self-interest in the situation that has prompted the speech? What 
topics, sure to draw a response, can the speaker discuss? What do audience mem-
bers expect from the speech? They will be attentive if the speech focuses on their 
self-interests. Most audience members hope to be informed and, if appropriate, 
entertained.
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3.	The speaker. Be sure to write the speaker’s speech—not yours. Again, the speech 
should sound like the speaker at their best—not you at yours. Spend as much time as 
possible with the speaker to learn any phrases, gestures and speaking styles.

4.	The time frame. Has a time length been specified? If not, consider the subject, pur-
pose, audience and speaker in determining how long the speech should be. Whenever 
possible, limit the speech to 20 minutes or less.

5.	The setting. Where will the speech be given? Will the location be inside or outside? 
What is the size of the room? Will there be a lectern and a microphone? Will the 
microphone be stationary or clip-on? Will audiovisual systems be available if needed? 
Will a water bottle or glass of water be available?

Organize the Speech Logically and Gracefully

The content of a speech can be organized in many ways. Almost all speeches have an 
introduction, a body and a conclusion—much like a feature story for a newsletter or a 
magazine.

Most business speeches have a what and a why: The what announces the main point, 
and the why explains or justifies that main point. Some speeches also have a how that 
delivers a call to action; for example, how should audience members ideally respond to a 
situation that requires action? The what and the why are the foundations for the following 
two traditional ways to organize the contents of a speech.

Emphasizing What

Use this organizational strategy when the what of the speech is more important than the 
why—that is, when the announcement is more important than the explanation or the jus-
tification of the news. Use this strategy when you want audience members to be able to 
repeat the main point to themselves and others.

1.	 Introduction. Build up to the main point (the what) and announce it. If the what is 
something positive that you want to emphasize, make it the last words of the introduc-
tion and pause after it.

You can build up to the main point by thanking audience members for attending 
and very briefly providing the reasons for the what. You could complete this buildup 
in two or three sentences. If that seems too abrupt, provide a few general comments 
that provide a transition from the thanks to the reasons.

2.	Body. Expand on the what. One of the best ways to flesh out the main point is to 
explain what it means to the audience.
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Another way to develop the what is to discuss the who, what, when, where, why 
and how of the main point.

However you choose to elaborate on the main point, if you have more than one 
elaboration to make, the subject-restriction-information technique can work well for 
each new paragraph. This technique shows the relationship of each new elaboration 
to the main point. For an explanation of subject-restriction-information, see page 321.

3.	Conclusion. Reiterate the what once again and put a dramatic or memorable spin on it.

One effective variation of the what organizational strategy is to create a “theme” 
speech, in which a strong theme is announced in the introduction, along with the what. 
The theme is clearly intertwined throughout the elaboration of the what in the body and 
then dramatically reasserted in the conclusion.

For example, a speech in which an executive announced the retirement of a valued 
colleague might review the colleague’s career and compare it to a year. The theme could 
include references to spring, summer and autumn. The theme also could include refer-
ences to planting and harvesting, storms and holidays. It could close by borrowing from 
an old Frank Sinatra song: “It was a very good year.”

Emphasizing Why

Use this organizational strategy when the why is just as important as the what. Use the why 
organization when you want the audience to understand why something has happened or 
is about to happen. Use it when you want members of your audience to be able to explain 
and justify the main point to themselves and others.

Also use the why strategy when your main point involves bad news. The why organi-
zation allows you to give the explanation for the bad news before you actually announce 
it. Ideally, if audience members understand the why, they will better accept the what.

The why organizational strategy consists of five parts:

1.	 Introduction. The introduction often contains only a greeting. Do not mention the 
main point of the speech—the what—in this brief section. The introduction can be 
something as simple as “Good afternoon and thank you for that warm reception.”

2.	Explanation. The body of the speech begins here. Discuss the why in this section. Cover 
the relevant points that explain or justify the main point, even though that main point has 
not yet been spoken. Basically, establish a cause–effect relationship. This explanation sec-
tion describes the causes, discussing all the reasons that justify the main point to come. 
When the speaker then delivers the main point, the audience is prepared to accept it. 
The listeners already have heard and considered the logic that supports the main point.

3.	Main point. The body of the speech continues, and the speaker delivers the main point: 
the what. This section usually is brief. Sometimes it consists of only one sentence. 
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Note again the sequence of parts: The speaker logically builds up to the main point. 
The main point is not mentioned until the third section of the speech.

4.	Remarks. As the body of the speech continues, the speaker develops the main point. 
For example, what are its consequences? What does it mean to audience members?

5.	Conclusion. The speaker can repeat the main point here, though such repetition often 
is unnecessary. The conclusion usually is concise. The speaker often appeals to audi-
ence members’ emotions. Recall how many presidential speeches end with “God 
bless the United States of America,” a powerful appeal to the emotions.

Each part of the five-part why speech should lead logically and gracefully to the next.

Write for the Ear, Not the Eye

Audience members can’t scan back up the page or hit rewind to clarify meaning. There-
fore, consider the following:

CC Have a clear beginning, middle and end. However, avoid overworked, boring transi-
tions such as “My next point” and “In conclusion.”

CC Keep sentences short. However, vary sentence rhythms in accordance with meaning. 
For example, deliver blunt ideas in short, blunt sentences. Deliver relaxing ideas in 
longer (though not long), flowing sentences. Avoid using conjunctions such as and to 
unite two sentences into one. Use two sentences.

CC Don’t use big, pretentious words. Remember the advertising maxim, “Big ideas in 
small words.” It can be done: Recall Hamlet’s “To be or not to be—that is the ques-
tion.” He’s discussing whether to live or die, and he’s using mostly one-syllable words.

CC Avoid technical terms unless you’re certain that your audience knows and understands 
them. When you must use unfamiliar terms, define them in clear, simple language.

CC In the script, spell out big numbers for the speaker. Consider phonetically spelling 
tough words or tough names. Learn what the speaker is comfortable with.

CC Don’t expect the audience to remember more than two or three key ideas.

SPEECH TIPS

1.	Create a title: Give the speech a title, even if that title is known only to you and 
the speaker. A title can help you stay focused on the main point, the strategic 
message.

2.	Consider an opening hook: Instead of saying, “Thank you. I’m glad to be here” 
(or immediately thereafter), wake up the audience with a provocative question, 
an attention-grabbing statement or a short, entertaining anecdote.
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3.	Think twice about jokes: Many speechwriters recommend that you avoid jokes, 
especially jokes with punch lines. If the speaker misspeaks the line or if the 
joke isn’t funny—or worse, if it’s inappropriate—the speech and the speaker are 
damaged.

4.	Create images with words: Be innovative in how you present facts. For example: 
“We use four tons of paper a day. That’s enough to bury this room eight feet deep 
every working day of the year. Eight feet deep!”

5.	Focus on the audience: Address the self-interest of audience members. Talk to 
listeners about themselves.

6.	Consider multimedia: Use simple visual aids, especially computer-generated, if 
appropriate and available. Remember that what is both heard and seen is often 
more memorable than what is just heard or seen. If you use visual aids, make the 
images simple. Use few words in visuals. If audience members have to interpret 
images or read long passages, they’re not listening to the speaker. Proofread all 
such materials and have others do so. Test any related equipment. Know what 
backup systems are available and be prepared to switch to them. Don’t feel com-
pelled to use visuals. In a short, well-written speech, words alone suffice.

7.	Act out the speech: Present the speech yourself in front of a critical listener 
before giving it to the speaker. Get feedback. Then, if time permits, consider act-
ing out the speech for the speaker, especially if they are inexperienced. Use the 
delivery you hope they will use. Ask for their feedback. (It’s not always possible 
to get this much time from busy executives. And it’s not always advisable if the 
executive is a polished, experienced speaker.)

8.	Encourage a rehearsal: When possible, have the speaker practice the speech in 
front of you and others they trust. Coach the speaker’s delivery and get feedback 
from others. In some cases, the speaker may be too busy or too embarrassed to 
rehearse in front of you. If they’re embarrassed, consider tactfully pointing out 
that it’s better to get negative feedback from you than from the real audience.

9.	Have a backup: Be sure to have more than one copy of the speech in the room 
where the speaker delivers the speech. If the speaker is using a screen for the 
speech, ensure that a paper copy is present in case the technology fails.

10.	Scout the location for the speaker: The speaker will be grateful to learn about 
the lectern, a glass of water, room size, audiovisual equipment and so on. They’ll 
appreciate your extra effort, and you may learn things that help you write a great 
speech.

11.	See Appendix D: Appendix D includes tips for oral presentations.
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Speech Manuscript



http://taylorandfrancis.com


DOI: 10.4324/9781003380108-37

SECTION

3

OBJECTIVES

In Section 3: Strategic Writing in Advertising, you will learn to write these 
documents:

CC Strategic message planners

CC Audience personas

CC Creative briefs

CC Social media in advertising

CC Print promotions

CC Audio advertisements

CC Video advertisements

CC Digital advertisements

CC Radio and TV promotions

CC Public service announcements

This section contains instructions for planning for and writing multimedia documents in 
advertising. It walks you through the research and writing of the strategic message plan-
ner, which provides the foundation upon which all your advertising strategic messages 
should be constructed. It provides an overview of audience segmentation and discusses 
the importance of developing an audience persona. It includes instructions for and 
examples of these documents: print promotions, audio advertisements, video advertise-
ments, digital ads, radio and television promotions and public service announcements.

Strategic Writing in Advertising
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For additional tips and helpful links to templates and examples, please visit www.routledge.
com/cw/hendershot.

Quiz Yourself

Find the quiz, plus additional tips and links to templates and examples of the types of writ-
ing discussed in the Section, here: www.routledge.com/cw/hendershot.

https://www.routledge.com/cw/hendershot
https://www.routledge.com/cw/hendershot
https://www.routledge.com/cw/hendershot
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Advertising consists of persuasive messages sent by identified sponsors to targeted con-
sumers through controlled media.

However, that standard definition just doesn’t convey the excitement of advertising. 
Few things in strategic writing beat the satisfaction of writing a successful ad. Don’t you 
wish you were the creative genius behind Nike’s “Just Do It” slogan or Budweiser’s Clydes-
dale and puppy ads? Still, let’s examine our definition of advertising a little more. By iden-
tified sponsor, we mean your organization, client or product. By persuasive message, we 
mean a message designed to influence its recipient. And by controlled media, we mean 
placements (such as magazines, television, websites or mobile messages) in which you 
can control what your message is, how often you send it, and where and when it appears. 
Controlled media aren’t free, however. As an advertiser, you pay not only to create your 
persuasive messages but also to place them in the media.

Modern advertising faces severe challenges. We’re bombarded by ads in every imagin-
able medium—phones, laptops, tablets, books, magazines, buses, billboards, even, some-
times, in restrooms. Ads are everywhere. And yet you expect your message to be noticed 
in that avalanche of persuasion? A successful ad must cut through that clutter. To win a 
consumer’s attention, you must conduct extensive research on the client, product, compe-
tition and target audience because you can’t persuade your audience to do something if 
you don’t understand who they are and what they need. An effective advertisement doesn’t 
just promote a product or service; it grabs attention and speaks to customers’ problems, 
desires and needs. It’s not about being clever or funny; it’s about understanding your target 
customer’s core desires and fears and addressing those in your ad copy.

Most people associate good ad campaigns with creativity. But creativity alone can’t 
guarantee a successful ad. In fact, creativity probably matters less than a related area: the 
research you conduct. Your research should lead you to the development of one clear 
message for your ad. (If your ad has several messages or even one unclear message, how 
can it hope to fight its way through the clutter of competing ads and get results?) We call 
this one clear message a strategic message. The one clear message is strategic because it 
focuses on the precise goal of the advertisement.

Two of the most important documents you’ll encounter in this section on advertising 
are the strategic message planner and the creative brief. Different advertising professionals 

Introduction to Advertising3A
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have different names for these documents, including strategy statements and creative plat-
forms. No matter what we call them, strategic message planners and creative briefs help 
you organize your research to create an ad’s one clear message: the strategic message.

The difference between a poor ad and an effective one often comes down to the copy. 
Bad ads are often unoriginal, use too much jargon or are confusing. But in reality, the 
majority of these ads are ineffective simply because they aren’t relevant to the audience. 
Effective advertising copy, on the other hand, is specific to the target audience, avoids 
being salesy and engages the consumer in a conversation by focusing on benefits instead 
of features.

Your strategic message should focus on a benefit (ideally, a unique benefit) that your 
product offers to the target audience. David Ogilvy, an advertising genius of the twentieth 
century, said that the most important sentence in his classic book Ogilvy on Advertising 
was this: “Advertising which promises no benefit to the consumer does not sell, yet the 
majority of campaigns contain no promise whatsoever.”

A feature is an attribute or functionality of a product or service. It is important to high-
light features in advertising because consumers often want quantified information that can 
prove a product’s usefulness. For example, a person shopping for a new car would want 
to know how far a Tesla can drive on a full charge, or how long it takes to fully recharge 
the battery. However, that information alone might not be enough to persuade them that 
the Tesla is the right choice. Consumers need to know what benefit they receive from 
purchasing a product or service. An effective ad will answer that “What’s in it for me?” 
(WIFM) question. Benefits are good things that members of your target audience believe 
your product will do for them to make their life easier. For the consumer shopping for cars, 
the benefit associated with Tesla’s quick charging times and long battery range might be 
that they can splurge on other things because of the money they save by skipping the fuel 
pump.

Below are some more examples of features and benefits:

Feature Benefit

Gym offers weekend classes You don’t have to take off work during the week 
to get your workout in.

Toothpaste whitens teeth Your bright smile will make you more appealing.

Lawn fertilizer kills weeds You can spend your weekends doing something 
other than digging up dandelions.

Oven can preheat in five minutes Shorter cook times give you more time to spend 
with your family.

Dog daycare has five handlers on 
every shift

Your dog will receive more personalized atten-
tion, resulting in a happier experience.

Travel mug is dishwasher safe Easy to clean and reuse because you don’t have 
to wash it by hand.
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Not all product features generate benefits. A product feature that appeals to you may 
have no value whatsoever to your ad’s target audience. Only careful research can tell you 
which features can create benefits—and which benefit is so important that it belongs in 
your strategic message.

Although benefits usually are essential to successful advertising, they play a small 
role in so-called image advertising. Generally, image advertising—also known as identity 
advertising and reminder advertising—promotes a brand whose benefits are so familiar 
that they don’t need to be restated in the ad. Instead, the ad simply reminds consumers that 
the product exists. Products that flourish with image advertising include market leaders 
in the soft-drink and athletic shoe industries. Also, announcement advertising—ads that 
emphasize product names and prices—fill media outlets every day. In this book, however, 
we’ll focus more on the challenge of creating ads with benefits-related strategic messages.

Once you know the research-driven strategic message of your ad, you can begin think-
ing of images, sounds, headlines, slogans—all the aspects of creativity that make advertis-
ing so much fun. We think that you’ll find strategic message planners and creative briefs so 
valuable that you’ll soon consider them fun as well.
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3B Strategic Message Planners

Purpose, Audience and Media

A strategic message planner (SMP) is the foundation of a successful advertisement or adver-
tising campaign. The SMP helps you gather information and summarize your research to 
discover what will motivate the target audience to take the desired action. It provides the 
insights you will use to develop your creative brief for each specific ad. Experienced adver-
tising copywriters know that they waste time and money if they try to create an ad before 
they have conducted extensive research and developed the strategic (goal-oriented) message 
of the ad. The research process is an important step that you should take before beginning a 
new campaign. It will help you pinpoint your target audience and understand their specific 
needs and preferences. It will also help you make well-informed decisions about which 
goals to set, what kind of messaging to use and on which channels to focus your efforts.

SMPs generally range in length from four to 10 single-spaced pages. The target audi-
ence of your ad or campaign does not see the strategic message planner. Rather, that plan-
ning document is used by your creative team to complete the creative briefs that are 
ultimately approved by the client.

Content and Organization

Writing a successful SMP is like solving a mystery: The Mystery of the Unknown Strategic 
Message. As an SMP writer, you’re a detective. You gather evidence and follow clues. For 
example, if you learn that your product unavoidably is purple, you now have a clue to chase 
in a different area of your SMP: How does your target audience feel about the color purple? 

KEY TO SUCCESS

You must complete a strategic message planner before you begin to consider the 
more creative aspects of an ad. If you begin to create the ad before you conduct 
the research summarized in the SMP, your creative ideas may bias your idea of what 
the strategic message truly should be.
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Or, conversely, if you learn that members of your target audience are passionate recyclers, 
you need to learn how much of your product is recycled and recyclable—and how that com-
pares with competing products that your target audience might purchase instead of yours.

If your SMP is written by a team, you’ll need to communicate frequently with one another. 
For example, the writer who is gathering product information will need to ask the writer gath-
ering target-audience information how those individuals feel about the color purple.

Gathering all this information and chasing all these clues ideally will lead you, the 
detective, to the mystery’s solution: the strategic message on your creative briefs that will 
fulfill your ad or campaign goal.

A strategic message planner should be concise, detailed and specific. Before complet-
ing an SMP, a strategic writer should conduct extensive research in several areas: client, 
product, target audience, marketplace and competition. Completing a strategic message 
planner involves summarizing your research or drawing conclusions in 11 areas:

1.	Advertising Goal

2.	Client: Key Facts

3.	Product: Key Features

4.	Marketplace Trends

5.	Target Audience: Demographics, Psychographics and Behavior

6.	Product Benefits

7.	Direct Competitors and Brand Images

8.	 Indirect Competitors and Brand Images

9.	Product Brand Image (current image, desired image and related challenge)

10.	Strategic Message(s): The Promise

11.	Supporting Evidence: The Proof

Each of these subheadings should be a concise, labeled section of your strategic mes-
sage planner. In each section, consider using bullets or numbered lists, rather than long 
narratives, to highlight specific, separate facts. If your SMP is digital, you can link to the 
sources of information you’ve gathered. Otherwise, you might consider adding a final Ref-
erences section with numbered sources. At the end of each fact, you could put the number 
of the source in parentheses.

At the end of each section, ask yourself, “What is the coolest, most interesting thing I’ve 
learned here? What surprised me?” In an SMP, we capture insights, not just information.

Market research involves gathering information about customers or markets. It pro-
vides statistical information about market needs, market sizes, competitors and customers. 
It tells us what is happening.

Consumer insights take statistical information on what is happening and analyze data 
points to discern why it’s happening. This means consumer insights will deliver both data 
and narrative, allowing you to make use of the data.
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Those key insights and unexpected discoveries ideally lead you to more powerful and 
original strategic messages—and then to an effective ad or campaign. As you consolidate 
your research into an SMP, you should take pride in realizing that, probably, you now 
know more about this exact advertising situation than anyone else in the world.

Let’s look at each section of the SMP in more detail.

Advertising (or Campaign) Goal

According to your client, what is the goal of the soon-to-be-created ad or campaign? Of 
course, the ultimate goal usually will be “to get more people to buy the product” or “to 
make more profit.”

For this section, avoid an easy answer like that. It won’t help you. Instead, focus on 
how the ad will help create those sales and additional profits. For example, the Advertis-
ing Goal for a health product might be “To persuade busy moms that delicious flavours! 
healthy meals help give them control over their busy schedules and mealtime.”

If your ad achieves that goal, the final goal of creating sales and making more money 
should be much easier to achieve.

Another way to express a concise ad goal can be to ask, “What problem will this ad 
try to solve?” Stated differently: “What does success look like?”

The position of a product or client within a particular market can help determine an 
Advertising Goal. For example, market leaders rarely engage in negative or comparison 
advertising unless successful rivals are threatening their dominance. Conversely, compa-
nies that trail their marketplace competitors are more inclined toward comparison adver-
tising. Sometimes, the discoveries you make in gathering research for your SMP will lead 
you to revise the Advertising Goal.

Your entry for the Advertising Goal section should be very brief—ideally, just one sentence.

Client: Key Facts

Recent studies show that upward of 80% of consumers say that a company’s reputation—
its ethos—can influence their purchase decisions.

Given your Advertising Goal, what aspects of your client might help you create a suc-
cessful advertisement? (And what aspects might be troublesome?) Consider aspects like size, 
strength and scale. Create a summary that includes information about the history of the com-
pany, when and how it was founded, where it is located, number of employees, financial infor-
mation, market share, sales and revenue numbers. Then consider other information that can 
help set your client apart from its competitors. What is its underlying philosophy? Has it won 
awards? Is it a socially responsible organization? What does it currently promise consumers?

Where can you find such information? Your client, with its website and archives (if any), 
will be a good place to start, but you should also consult external sources, including 
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news aggregators and databases, such as Google News and LexisNexis, and company-
information databases, such as Business Insights, Dun & Bradstreet, Yahoo Finance and 
Market Share Reporter. A good reference librarian often can recommend top databases for 
your research.

Consider programming Google Alerts or a similar app to send you an email whenever 
new stories about your client or industry category emerge.

Remember that in writing an SMP, you’re a detective. At the end of this section, add 
a concise passage titled Key Insight. In this brief conclusion, specify the most interesting, 
entertaining, useful or unusual fact that you learned.

Product: Key Features

Completing this section involves more than just writing the name and price of your prod-
uct. Advertising copywriters suggest that, in the research stage that precedes the strategic 
message planner, you answer the following questions to supply information for this sec-
tion. You probably won’t include all your product research in the SMP but answering these 
questions may lead to discoveries that can help you create successful strategic messages. 
Again, keep your eyes open for surprising “I didn’t know that!” discoveries.

What Is the Product?

1.	To what product category does this product belong? (Product categories can include 
areas such as soft drinks and athletic shoes.)

2.	What are the features of the product (including price and packaging), particularly those 
features that might distinguish it from other products in the same product category?

3.	What specific attributes of the product are discernible through the senses: seeing, 
hearing, touching, tasting and smelling?

What Is the Purpose of the Product?

1.	Why did the organization create the product (besides making money)? What con-
sumer problem(s) does it solve?

2.	Have any unintended uses for the product been discovered?

What Is the Product Made of?

1.	What are the materials, or ingredients, of the product? Why are those the ingredients? 
What do they do? Sometimes it is helpful to answer the question: What is not in the 
product?
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2.	Do those materials, or ingredients, have their own ingredients?

3.	For services, are there intangible ingredients (such as a particular workout routine at 
a health club)?

Who and What Made and Distributed the Product?

1.	What specific individuals created the product? What are the features of those people, 
especially features that distinguish them from others in their profession?

2.	What vendors supplied materials for the product? What are the features of those ven-
dors, especially features that distinguish them from competitors?

3.	What processes did the organization use to create the product? What are the features 
of those processes, especially features that distinguish them from others?

4.	What equipment did the organization use to create the product? What are the attrib-
utes of that equipment, especially features that distinguish it from other equipment?

5.	Where is the product sold?

In some cases, this Product section may seem to overlap with the previous Client 
section. A product generally is either a tangible good, such as a video-game console, 
or a service, such as an airline or a carwash. With services, the distinction between 
client and product can blur. In such cases, try to separate the history, organization and 
business dealings of the client from the features of the service that consumers would 
purchase.

Just as you did with the previous section, close this section with a Key Insight. What 
was the most interesting, entertaining, useful or unusual fact that you learned about the 
product?

Marketplace Trends

Your product exists within a product category. What trends are shaping product devel-
opment and product buying/selling within that particular marketplace? For example, are 
cheaper imports dramatically gaining sales? Are new environmental regulations creating 
the need for product redesign? Has a competitor’s product failure cast suspicion on the 
entire product category? Do nontraditional forms of currency come into play? Does overall 
demand within this marketplace exceed supply? Identify the major trends, and devote a 
concise, bulleted entry to each one. Databases such as Mintel, IBISWorld and LexisNexis 
(and good reference librarians) can steer you to useful information.

At the end of this section, add a concise Key Insight that specifies the most interesting, 
entertaining, useful or unusual fact that you learned.



Strategic Message Planners

181

Target Audience: Demographics, Psychographics 
and Behavior

Even if your client or your boss specify the target audience for the upcoming ad or ad 
campaign, you still must dedicate yourself to understanding the members—the human 
beings—of that target audience. Sometimes, your additional research may suggest an 
effective sub-segmenting (a narrowing down) of the original target audience.

Many SMPs begin with a concise summary of the target audience specified by the 
client—and then use bullet points to add information that provides even deeper insights to 
that basic group. With the approval of your supervisors and client, you can use your new 
research to refine or enrich the particular segment of the original target audience that your 
ad or campaign now will address.

Be sure to avoid this beginner’s mistake: Don’t equate the entire target market of the 
product with the target audience for the specific ad or campaign you plan to create. In other 
words, don’t try to create one ad that will appeal to all the different groups that might use your 
product. For example, consumers of milk can include toddlers, senior citizens and everyone 
in between. No single ad could successfully appeal to everyone in such a broad target market. 
Instead, your ad might focus on mothers who buy milk for their teenaged children. You can try 
to reach the other markets (except, perhaps, for toddlers) with different, complementary ads.

To define and understand a target audience, you should seek:

CC Demographic information

CC Psychographic information

CC Behavioral information

Demographic information is “nonattitudinal” information—things such as age, gender, 
race, income and education level. A comprehensive demographic profile also includes the 
target audience’s geographic location(s),

Psychographic information is “attitudinal” information—things such as lifestyles, gen-
eral attitudes and values, including goals and fears. What things interest your target audi-
ence? Some of the target audience’s feelings about the product, which also are part of a 
psychographic profile, will be included in the later section on brand image.

Behavioral information describes your audience’s known or observable actions—
things such as how often and where they shop (in stores or online). Be sure to understand 
where members of your target audience are in the consumer life cycle: lack of awareness 
of the product, awareness, pre-purchase research, purchase, repurchase, loyalty or advo-
cacy. Behavioral information also includes purchase history (if any) with the product. For 
example, advertisers often study a consumer’s “RFM” data, meaning recency (when did 
the consumer last purchase the product?), frequency (how often does the consumer pur-
chase the product?) and money (how much does the consumer spend in each purchasing 
episode?). Another important area of behavior is media usage: What forms of media are 
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popular with your target audience? Researchers often describe a behavioral analysis as a 
study of a target audience’s habits.

In marketing, the process of using demographic, psychographic and behavioral infor-
mation to divide a larger market into groups is called segmentation. Choosing one or more 
segments or audiences to target and deeply understand is important in positioning your 
product for the campaign at hand.

Many great sources of target audience research are fee based. Companies such as Stra-
tegic Business Insights, with its VALS analyses (values and lifestyles), can, for a fee, provide 
target audience research. Another for-profit supplier of marketing-segmentation information 
is Claritas, with its analyses of consumer segments within every U.S. ZIP code. Mintel pro-
vides consumer market research reports about various sectors of the U.S. and global markets 
including such subjects as travel, finance, food, drink, health, retailing, airlines and lifestyles.

While much of the market research conducted by organizations comes at a price, you 
can still find valuable information on consumer behavior for free. Listed below are a few 
of the databases the authors recommend:

CC Pew Research Center Social and Demographic Trends

This project studies behaviors and attitudes of Americans in key aspects of their lives, 
including family, community, finance, technology, work, health and leisure. It com-
bines original public opinion survey research with social, economic and demographic 
data analysis.

CC Consumer Expenditure Survey

This site provides information on the buying habits of American consumers, including 
data on their expenditures, income and consumer characteristics. The survey data are 
collected for the Bureau of Labor Statistics by the U.S. Census Bureau.

CC Consumer Search

Offers analysis of consumer trends and products based on product reviews in specific 
categories.

CC Census Data

This U.S. Census Bureau site, which contains data previously available from American 
FactFinder as well as new, additional data, provides access to a variety of data, at the 
city, county, and state level for the United States, Puerto Rico, and the Island Areas. 
Data are obtained from many different surveys and censuses.

CC Statista

This site compiles insights and facts on trending statistics for popular topics across 170 
industries.

CC YouGov

This internet-based polling company measures public opinion on brands, public 
affairs and politics.
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In addition to secondary research, you also should gather primary research, which is 
original research that you conduct yourself. This can be qualitative research that focuses 
on the opinions and feelings of the consumer or a member or the target audience or quan-
titative research that focuses on statistics and hard facts instead of opinions and feelings. 
Basic primary research methods include in-depth interviews, focus groups, surveys and 
observation, also known as ethnographic research. Just asking questions of people who 
use your product can lead to important discoveries. In addition to the research methods 
listed above, social media analytics are a critical tool when researching your audience. 
Analytics are built into most social media platforms and allow users to view how many 
people viewed a post, as well as any interaction with the content, such as clicks and 
responses. This information will help you discover what type of content resonates with 
your target audience so you can craft strategic messages that complement those topics that 
drive engagement.

Product Benefits

A benefit is an outcome of a product feature that appeals to an ad’s target audience. In 
the previous three sections, you studied the features of your client and product and the 
characteristics of your target audience. You’re now equipped to combine your research 
and determine which product and client features will appeal to members of your target 
audience and the subsequent benefits they will see as most important

As you identify the benefits of your product, be certain to consider the consumers’ 
need for three basic things: control, companionship or confidence. Remember that a key 
question regarding any product is: “What problem(s) does this solve?”

Products that appeal to the need for control can create these benefits:

CC Save time

CC Save money

CC Simplify a task

CC Are easy to use

CC Eliminate unpleasant tasks or consequences (escape pain)

CC Produce pleasure

CC Alleviate guilt

CC Alleviate fear

Products that appeal to the need for companionship can create these benefits:

CC Improve appearance

CC Increase sexual attraction
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CC Increase acceptance and belonging

CC Are fashionable

CC Improve family relationships

Products that appeal to the need for confidence can create these benefits:

CC Lead to praise and accomplishments

CC Improve skills and knowledge

CC Lead to personal advancement

CC Improve personal dependability

CC Improve status and protect reputation

CC Give pride of ownership

CC Give special privileges and recognition

List each product benefit as both a feature and a benefit. For example: flavours! pack-
aging is made from 100% recycled materials. You are protecting the environment. Do not 
introduce new facts about your client or product in this section. Any features that you 
identify as benefits should appear earlier in Client: Key Facts or Product: Key Features.

Direct Competitors and Brand Images

Earlier, when you conducted product research, you placed your product in a product cate-
gory. To identify direct competitors, name the leading products in that category. For exam-
ple, if your product (or client, in this case) is Burger King, you certainly would mention 
McDonald’s in the category of burger-oriented fast-food restaurants. You want to include 
information about McDonald’s that allows you to conduct a direct comparison with Burger 
King. For each direct competitor you name, include:

CC A concise description of that product, including price and where it can be purchased

CC Your target audience’s history with that product

CC Specific comparisons with advantageous or disadvantageous aspects of your product. 
For example, if your product has recycled packaging and you know that your target 
audience is environmentally conscious, you need to describe the packaging of each 
competitor.

CC Your target audience’s brand image of that product

Brand image is your target audience’s impression of and relationship with a prod-
uct, a product line or an organization. One goal of the strategic message planner is to 
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help you position your brand to distinguish your product from its direct competitors. 
Ideally, the brand image of your product has a beneficial position within the minds of 
your target audience, especially in comparison with the different positions of compet-
ing products.

Your client will often provide information on direct competitors. Brand-image infor-
mation within particular target audiences can be hard to acquire: It often is established 
by organizations through private, proprietary research. Business publications and large 
branding agencies like Interbrand, Landor and FutureBrand also often publish rankings 
and reviews of brands. However, other sources for such information include Net Pro-
moter Score rankings published by Satmetrix, the American Customer Satisfaction Index 
produced by the University of Michigan, the Market Share Reporter database and the 
North American Industry Classification System, which is part of the U.S. Census Bureau 
database. Don’t hesitate to directly ask members of the target audience whom they see as 
direct competitors.

You can also discover how consumers view a brand by social listening. Visit social 
media accounts and see what customers are saying about the brand. Stop by their X (for-
merly Twitter) page to gain further insight into their customer experience. Or head over to 
Trustpilot where you can filter reviews by “bad,” “poor” and “average,” and scan through 
them to pick up any patterns to customer complaints.

Indirect Competitors and Brand Images

Completing an entry for this section can be more challenging than describing direct com-
petitors. Broadly speaking, indirect competitors are alternative ways the consumer could 
have their needs met. Indirect competitors can include companies who market to the 
same audience you do and are an alternative to your product or service. For example, if 
your product/client is Burger King, indirect competitors might include a leading seafood 
fast-food chain and even frozen burgers from a supermarket. Specifying brand images for 
indirect competitors occasionally can be vague and challenging, but you still should make 
the effort. For example, if you list cooking burgers at home as an indirect competitor of 
Burger King, how would your target audience describe its brand image of home-cooked 
burgers? Don’t forget that consumers can also choose to do nothing, so inertia is almost 
always an indirect competitor.

For each indirect competitor you name, include:

CC A concise description of that competitor, including price, if any

CC Your target audience’s history with that competitor

CC Specific comparisons with advantageous or disadvantageous aspects of your product

CC Your target audience’s brand image of that product
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Product Brand Image

This section specifies three related but distinct ideas: current brand image, desired brand 
image and brand image challenges.

Current Brand Image

Brand image is your target audience’s impression of and relationship with whatever it is 
you’re advertising. It takes form inside the consumer’s mind based on their experiences 
and interactions, as well as their perception of your company’s mission and values. For 
example, what do you think of when you hear the name Coca-Cola? Nike? Facebook? Your 
quick, personal descriptions of those brands are their brand images. Brands can exist at 
the product level (the MacBook Air), the product-line level (Macintosh computers) and the 
company level (Apple Inc.).

In describing current brand image, be sure to avoid wishful thinking. Don’t describe 
what you wish your target audience believed. Instead, concisely describe brand image 
(impression and relationship) as your target audience would. Your research should allow 
you to do so.

The current brand image often presents a problem. Organizations generally adver-
tise because they believe consumers don’t know or don’t understand their product. Many 
times, your advertisement will try to clarify or improve the current brand image and solve 
the problem. If your product is new, it may not have a brand image with your target 
audience.

Sometimes, however, the current brand image is exactly what an organization desires. 
In that case, your advertisement will try to reinforce the current brand image rather than 
change it. Reinforcing ads often are called image, identity or reminder ads. Often this is 
accomplished by connecting the brand name or product to another person, item or situ-
ation with overlapping brand attributes. Gatorade is positioned as a sports performance 
enhancer and is often depicted in athletic settings, seen in high-profile sporting events or 
endorsed by successful athletes.

Your description of current brand image should be brief—just a few sentences at most. 
Most consumers don’t spend time expressing lengthy, highly detailed brand images.

Desired Brand Identity

Desired brand identity is how the brand wants to portray itself to the customers. It’s how 
the brand looks at itself. If your ad is successful, the resulting brand image will align with 
the desired brand identity. Desired brand identity isn’t necessarily a slogan. Instead, it is 
a description. It’s how you wish a member of your target audience would, in their own 
informal words, briefly describe their impression of and relationship with your product. 
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Like the previous section, your entry for this section should be brief—ideally just a few 
sentences at most.

Brand Image Challenge

A brand-image challenge occurs when the audience’s current brand image doesn’t 
align with the desired brand identity. In this instance, it is important to identify the 
primary obstacle to achieving that alignment. Perhaps your target doesn’t know about 
the product or associates it with outdated brand attributes. Or, worse, maybe it has 
tried the product and hasn’t liked it. Or perhaps negative publicity has damaged the 
target audience’s relationship with the product. This brief section clearly and concisely 
describes the top obstacle to your target audience’s journey from current brand image 
to desired brand identity. Clearly, your ad will somehow address and try to eliminate 
this obstacle.

For advertisements that strive to reinforce current brand images, there might not be a 
brand image challenge.

Strategic Message: The Promise

This section is very important. The words you write here will be the foundation for your 
strategic message. In this section, you clearly state the various strategic messages that will 
help generate all the creative elements of your ads. In the book Creating the Advertising 
Message, Jim Albright says that one of the best ways to concisely state the strategic mes-
sage is to finish this sentence: “Target audience, you should buy this product because 
__________.” The words that follow because are a strategic message.

Or you might prefer the approach of David Ogilvy, founder of the agency Ogilvy & 
Mather, who said, “Advertising that promises no benefit to the consumer does not sell.” 
Ogilvy identified strategic messages by completing this sentence: “Target audience, we 
promise you that this product will __________.” Ogilvy’s completed sentence becomes a 
strategic message.

You won’t pluck your strategic messages out of thin air. Instead, these important words 
will come from analysis of the previous nine sections of the SMP. For example, a strategic 
message will, ideally, overcome any brand image challenge. And, of course, your strategic 
messages will be benefits-oriented.

The strategic message is not a slogan. In fact, strategic messages will likely never appear 
word-for-word in an ad. Rather, they are the guiding principles of every ad. Each element 
of an ad—words, visuals, music and so on—should reinforce the strategic message.

A good strategic message helps build a unique and positive position for your product 
within the target audience’s mind. A good strategic message makes a beneficial claim that 
no other competing product can make or has made.
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To guarantee the strength of your strategic messages, you must test them against the 
previous nine sections by asking these questions:

CC Will the strategic message help move the target audience from the current brand image 
to the desired brand image? Will it help remove the brand image challenge?

CC Will the strategic message set the product apart from the brand images of the indirect 
competitors? Do any of the indirect competitors send this same message? (If so, the 
strategic message needs revision.)

CC Will the strategic message set the product apart from the brand images of the direct 
competitors? Do any of the direct competitors send this same message? (If so, the stra-
tegic message needs revision.)

CC Does the strategic message focus on an important benefit or benefits?

CC Is the strategic message consistent with the demographic and psychographic charac-
teristics of the target audience?

CC Is the strategic message appropriate for any challenges within the current marketplace?

CC Is the strategic message consistent with the key features of the product?

CC Is the strategic message consistent with the key features of the client?

CC Will the strategic message satisfy the advertising goal?

Notice that in answering these questions, you move backward through the strategic 
message planner. Doing so ensures that the strategic message is on target and is supported 
by your research and analysis.

Each strategic message should be brief—ideally, one sentence.

Supporting Evidence: The Proof

Imagine that your target audience has seen your strategic message and responds with this 
statement: “Oh, yeah? Prove it.” In this final section of the strategic message planner, you 
list the facts—often presented as benefits—that support the truth of each of your strategic 
messages. These bits of proof sometimes are called selling points. No new information is 
added to the strategic message planner at this point: The evidence should come from the 
earlier sections of the SMP.

For example, the strategic message for a new healthy meals product might be: “New 
flavours! meals put you in control of a tasty, healthy, convenient and socially responsible 
diet.” Your supporting evidence for this message—drawn from earlier sections in your stra-
tegic message planner—would show that flavours! meals are indeed delicious and can 
promote health, and the packaging doesn’t damage the environment. In most cases, your 
ad would avoid presenting other benefits, such as low prices or availability in local grocery 
stores as part of this specific strategic message. Discussion of those benefits would be part 
of additional strategic messages.
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Format/Design

The format of a strategic message planner (SMP) is simple. It is titled Strategic Message 
Planner: Product Name. It is single-spaced, and it has subheadlines for the 11 sections 
described previously. For example, the Product Benefits section should be labeled Product 
Benefits in boldface type. Generally, there is a blank line (a double-space) before each 
new section.

Strategic message planners are concise. They do not include all your research regard-
ing the client, product, target audience and competition. Instead, they include only the 
highlights relevant to the specified advertising goal.

STRATEGIC MESSAGE PLANNER TIPS

1.	 Investigate before you create: Always complete a strategic message planner 
before you complete a creative brief or begin an ad. (The powerful temptation 
will be to rush to the design or copywriting aspects.) If you begin to think about 
images and headlines or music, you reduce your ability to develop an effective 
strategic message. The strategy should drive the creative elements, not the other 
way around.

2.	Let the Advertising Goal evolve: It’s OK to begin with an Advertising Goal that 
focuses simply on increasing sales within a particular target audience. Some-
times that’s all that your client specifies. But as you learn more about your client, 
product, target audience, marketplace and competing brand images, consider 
refining the Advertising Goal to indicate how you plan to increase sales.

3.	Segment the target audience: Specify a well-defined target audience for your ad. 
Don’t try to create a campaign that will appeal both to college students and to 
young married professionals. Those two different groups may be target markets 
for your product, but it’s unlikely that one ad campaign can appeal to them both.

4.	Don’t echo competing strategies: Create a unique strategic message. The strate-
gic message should make a claim for your product that no competing product 
could make or is making.

5.	Coordinate related campaigns: Realize that when you advertise the same prod-
uct to a different target audience, the strategic message will change; different 
target audiences often seek different benefits. Because advertising often is seen 
by multiple segments, the strategic messages in a coordinated campaign to dif-
ferent target audiences should complement—and certainly not contradict—one 
another.

6.	Proofread carefully: The client who reviews your SMP needs to trust your atten-
tion to detail.
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Audience Personas

Purpose, Audience and Media

Having an audience of “everyone” increases your chances of reaching no one. You conduct 
extensive audience research for the strategic message planner so you can better segment 
your audience into narrower targeted groups. While that research is essential to understand-
ing your target audience, it can be easy to get lost in the data. And even a narrowly defined 
audience can still include a wide variety of people. “Male millennial young professionals 
who aren’t married and live in urban areas” can include introverted video gamers, exer-
cise enthusiasts, pet lovers, part-time graduate students, avid DIYers and more. A generic 
messaging approach to this wide array of lifestyles and interests would likely be ineffective.

This is where a detailed audience persona comes in handy. An audience persona 
is a composite sketch of a key portion of your target audience. It generally does not 
represent your entire audience and is not based on a single individual. Rather, it a 
description of a fictional person who represents your audience based on the in-depth 
qualitative and quantitative audience research you have conducted for your strategic 
message planner.

These audience personas, which may also be called buyer personas or marketing per-
sonas, help humanize the target audience for a creative team. If you think about and speak 
of your model customer as if they are a real person, you are more likely to craft strategic 
messages that are meaningful to members of that audience. When creating your audience 
persona, you will give them a name, demographic and geographic details, interests and 
behavioral traits. You will explain their frustrations and pain points along with their goals, 
media habits and buying patterns. Humanize them even more by putting a face to the 
name by using stock photography.

It is important to note that you will likely need to create more than one audience 
persona because diverse types of customers purchase your products or services for varied 
reasons. The more detailed your personas can be for specific key segments of your audi-
ence, the more strategic your messaging becomes.

Keeping the persona (or personas) in mind as you write your strategic messages will 
help you stay focused on what is important to your target audience. It will also keep 
the tone, voice and content of your messages consistent with your underlying strategy.

3C

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003380108-40
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Content and Organization

Your audience persona should not be based on who you think a typical member of your 
target audience is; it should be who you know that person is based on real-world data. 
Here are the steps you need to take to create an audience persona that aligns with your 
strategic goals.

1.	Conduct thorough audience research

If you have completed the strategic message planner properly, you will already have 
this research at your fingertips. You should understand who your current audience 
members are, your social audiences and who your competitors are targeting. Use this 
information to narrow your audience segments based on:

CC Age

CC Location

CC Stage of life

CC Interests/activities

CC Beliefs/affiliations

CC Spending power

CC Purchase behaviors

CC Information sources

CC Online habits

2.	 Identify audience pain points and goals

The best strategic messages are ones that solve problems. Determine the frustrations 
your potential customers experience or the problems they need solved. What is hold-
ing them back from achieving their goals? Your primary research can answer these 
questions for you, as can social listening. Discover what they want to achieve and 
what stands in their way, so you can begin to develop strategic messages to solve those 
problems.

3.	Consider how you can help

Once you understand what the consumer needs and wants, it is time to think about 
the ways you can help them. Go back to your list of features and benefits that you 

KEY TO SUCCESS

Creating an audience persona will help you put a face to your messaging so you can 
reach people on a more personal level, while delivering the right messages, offers and 
products at the right time.
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compiled in the SMP and highlight those that will resonate the most with your audi-
ence. Which of those benefits will solve their problems or ease their pain points?

4.	Put the pieces together to craft your persona

Combine the demographic, psychographic and behavioral information you have gath-
ered about your potential audience with what you know about their goals, frustrations 
and pain points to begin looking for common characteristics. This will help identify 
your unique consumer persona or personas.

You want your fictional audience persona to seem like a real person, so give 
your persona a name, a home, a job title, hobbies and interests and other defining 
characteristics.

For example, say you identify a core customer group as 40–55-year-old, profes-
sional women with no kids, who live in apartments in large cities and consider them-
selves foodies.

Your buyer persona might be “High-Achiever Melanie.”

CC She is 44 years old.

CC She goes to Pilates class three times a week.

CC She lives in Austin and is the founder of her own interior design firm.

CC She owns a Tesla.

CC She is a member of a wine club.

CC She and her partner go on two international vacations a year and prefer to stay at 
boutique hotels.

CC She bases decisions on where to stay and eat based on traveler reviews and online 
recommendations.

CC Her social media use is primarily Facebook and Instagram.

CC She watches cooking shows and HGTV.

Now add in her goals, frustrations and pain points.

CC She loves great food but is trying to eat healthy and cook more at home.

CC She spends so much time running her business that she does not have much time 
for cooking.

CC Prepacked meals can be expensive and do not have the taste she craves as a 
foodie.

Next, think about how you can help.

CC flavours! meals offer a delicious alternative to cooking at home.

CC flavours! meals have fresh, organic ingredients for a homemade taste.
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CC flavours! meals include 34 different entrees, to keep taste buds from being bored.

CC flavours! meals offer taste that a foodie would love without having to spend the 
time to cook it yourself.

CC flavours! packaging is 100% biodegradable, so you can take care of the planet 
while you take care of yourself.

Format and Design

Personas can be created and shared in a variety of ways. It might a designed piece that 
looks like an infographic; it might be a comprehensive written story or a list of bullet 
points. It might include a stock photo or illustration. There is no wrong way to format an 
audience persona as long as it helps your team understand your target customers.

AUDIENCE PERSONA TIPS

1.	Complete the SMP: Conduct extensive research on more than just your target 
audience. You need to understand your brand, its product features/benefits, your 
competitors and the audiences they are targeting as well their brand images.

2.	Narrow your audience segments: Look for common characteristics to create nar-
rower segments.

3.	 Identify how you can help: Identify the problems facing members of your poten-
tial audience and think about how you can help offer solutions to make their 
lives better.

4.	Remember to answer the “What’s in it for me”: Look at the features your product 
offers and then find the benefits that will resonate the strongest with your audi-
ence. Focus on those benefits in your persona.

5.	Keep it real: Even though your persona is fictional, describe it so it appears like 
a real person. Crafting your messages toward an actual person will make them 
stronger and more effective.
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Sample Audience Persona
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Purpose, Audience and Media

A creative brief is a short one-to-two-page document that outlines the creative strategy for 
a specific advertisement. Think of it as a map that guides the creative team on how to best 
reach the ad’s strategic goal. The creative brief uses the data and consumer insights com-
piled in the SMP to answer a series of questions designed to help your creative team think 
creatively about the marketing opportunity.

The audience for your creative brief generally is your client and your creative team. 
Creative briefs can be used to gain your client’s permission to proceed with the ad or 
campaign—and they can keep your creative team focused on the target audience and the 
strategic message you intend to deliver to that audience. Unlike a finished ad, few people 
will see or hear your creative brief.

There are several reasons you should write a creative brief. The first reason is that they 
are standard industry practice. Your clients will likely expect to see a creative brief before 
they sign off on a project, and your creative team will expect it before they begin working 
on the ad. But industry standard aside, creative briefs also do the following:

CC Ensure that all creative messages are on-brand.

CC Reduce client–creative conflict by ensuring they’re on the same page.

CC Give the creative team a broad vision of the brand, the business and the product.

CC Align the client’s budget and expectations with your creative media strategy.

CC Offer inspiration and give your team a starting point to brainstorm ideas.

CC Give third-party contributors a quick understanding of the brand and its background.

In a creative brief, you articulate your vision and justify its benefits, as well as plan 
how you will target your audience. From the beginning, a creative brief puts everyone 
on the same page before launching a project. It also gives you something to circle back 
to after developing initial concepts, serving as a checkpoint on which ideas need to be 
refined or are most fitting to present to the client.

Creative Briefs3D
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Content and Organization

A creative brief summarizes research in order to identify a clear, effective strategic message 
to be delivered to a well-defined target audience. Creative briefs don’t have a fixed format. 
Most agencies have their own templates; however, regardless of format, much of the infor-
mation presented remains the same and addresses the following categories:

1.	Overview/Background

What are we promoting? Why are we promoting it? Provide the background/basis for 
opportunity and objective.

2.	Challenge

Anyone creating content needs to know the “why” of the project. Why are we commu-
nicating? What’s the need? What’s the pain? What’s the opportunity?

3.	Objective

What is the expected result of the campaign? Preferably specific, measureable and 
time-bound. The answer should be one or two sentences.

4.	Target Audience

Use the information gathered in your audience persona to write an information-packed 
paragraph that describes not only their demographics but also their interests and pain 
points. Is this the first time we are speaking to the audience? What do we know about 
them that will help us? What does our audience think now, and what do we want them 
to think?

5.	Competition

How is this product different than others like it? Is there anything we need to know 
about the competition?

6.	Key Message/Promise

What is our unique selling point or position? What is the single most important mes-
sage that we want the audience to leave with? Our answer should be one sentence.

KEY TO SUCCESS

You must complete a strategic message planner before you can complete a crea-
tive brief, which must be completed before you begin to consider the more creative 
aspects of an ad. If you begin to create the ad before you develop the ad’s strategic 
message, your creative ideas may bias your idea of what the strategic message truly 
should be.
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7.	Supporting Details

What evidence supports our basic promise? Our answer should be three to five bullet 
points.

8.	Call to Action

What do we want our audience to do after seeing our message?

9.	Creative Considerations

Are there any executional considerations/mandatories (such as size or shape limits, 
logo usage, disclaimers, disclosures or trademarks)? What should the tone be? What is 
the brand voice? Use adjectives to describe the key qualities you want consumers to 
associate with the product and/or brand.

10.	Media/Deliverables

What is the medium associated with this project? Final file requirements?

Format/Design

Like SMPs, creative briefs exist on paper and on screens. A creative brief is titled Cre-
ative Brief: Product Name. It is single-spaced, and it uses boldface type for its questions. 
Answers to the questions are in regular (not bold) type. Generally, there is a blank line (a 
double-space) before each new section.
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Creative Brief
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Social Media in Advertising

Purpose, Audience and Media

Welcome to one of the fastest-growing and fastest-evolving areas of strategic writing: 
advertising in social media. An estimated 4.9 billion people use social media globally, 
and the average user reports accessing six to seven platforms each month. The purpose 
of social media advertising is to build financially beneficial relationships with individual 
consumers, often by persuading them to follow an organization’s social media posts and 
to click to specific landing pages within an organization’s website. With dozens of popular 
social media platforms to choose from and more being developed, it can be difficult for 
organizations to determine the best use of their social media advertising dollars. While 
social media platform usage has remained relatively stable over the past several years, 
users have made a shift toward platforms with more video content. Social media man-
agement platform Buffer ranks the top social media platforms by monthly active users as 
follows:

CC Facebook—2.96 billion

CC YouTube—2.2 billion

CC WhatsApp—2.0 billion

CC Instagram—2.0 billion

CC WeChat—1.26 billion

CC TikTok—1 billion

CC Snapchat—557 million

CC Pinterest—444 million

CC LinkedIn—424 million

CC X (formerly Twitter)—238 million

Other chapters of this book, primarily Chapter 2C “Social Posting” and Chapter 3I 
“Digital Advertisements,” will cover best practices for creating social media ads. The 
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purpose of this brief portion will be to describe the social media advertising environment, 
primarily the growing importance of such advertising; the different advertising specifica-
tions of the different platforms; and challenges to success, such as ad-blocking programs.

The Growth of Social Media Advertising

Research shows the following data about social media advertising expenditures and pro-
jected growth:

CC Facebook ad revenue is expected to grow to $75.11 billion in 2024 with a potential 
ad reach of 2.08 billion people. Contrary to the popular opinion that Facebook is 
primarily for Boomers, 48.8% of Facebook users are between the ages of 25 and 44.

CC YouTube has a potential reach of 2.51 billion and has experienced ad growth of 9.8% 
year over year. Mobile YouTube ads are 84% more likely to capture viewer attention 
than a traditional TV commercial.

CC Instagram’s ad revenue is predicted to be $50.58 billion in 2023. Most of Instagram’s 
advertising audience (66%) is aged 18 to 34.

CC Twitter (now X) ad revenue reached $6 billion USD in 2022 with its ad reach growing 
12% quarter over quarter.

CC Since its launch in 2016, TikTok has been downloaded 3.3 billion times, and 30.4% of 
TikTok’s advertising audience is aged 25 and up (including 5.5% in the 55+ category).

Worldwide spending on social media advertising surged past spending for print 
advertising in 2019, placing it behind only television and paid-search advertising 
expenditures. Worldwide spending for social media ads is expected to rise to almost 
$358 billion by 2026.

Platform Advertising Requirements

Social media advertisers should familiarize themselves with the advertising-guidance sec-
tions of each social media platform. Facebook, for example, has Facebook for Business; 
Instagram has Build Your Business on Instagram; and X has X Ads Campaigns 101. Those 
user-friendly sites can help you design and refine a social media ad—and each can lead 
you through the specific requirements for each medium. Another handy source is Sprout 
Social’s aptly named “Always-Up-To-Date Guide to Social Media Image Sizes.” Did you 
know, for example, that Facebook profile photos must be at least 180 × 180 pixels but 
will display on laptops as 170 × 170 and on phones as 128 × 128? The Sprout guide takes 
you deep into the details for Facebook, X (formerly Twitter), Instagram, LinkedIn, Pinterest, 
YouTube and Tumblr. Design software such as Adobe Express will automatically size the 
ad you are creating depending on which platform you specify.
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Ad-Blocking Programs

A threat to many forms of digital advertising is the growth of ad-blocking programs, which 
can prevent the appearance of ads in individual users’ views of websites and, to a lesser 
degree, in social media platforms. CNET reports that 40% of U.S. adults block ads on their 
computers or phones. Data analytics, such as counting the number of clicks on an ad, can 
help advertisers gauge the visibility and effectiveness of their ads. Additionally, companies 
such as Blockthrough offer assistance in designing ads that can counteract ad-blocking 
software. However, the ad-blocking wars (everyone from Mother Jones magazine to the 
Federal Trade Commission now uses that term) promise to be both ferocious and innova-
tive in years to come.

Let’s end this on an optimistic note: Pew Research Center reports that 84% of Ameri-
cans ages 18–29 use social media. The average social media user has nine accounts and 
uses social media for more than two hours every day for everything from entertainment to 
shopping to work to keeping up with friends and much more. This is good news for adver-
tising and for strategic writers.



208 DOI: 10.4324/9781003380108-43

Print Promotions

Purpose, Audience and Media

Print promotions are paper-based advertisements, coupons, flyers, posters—any paper-
based tactic that traditionally includes a headline, a visual and, often, a short section 
of promotional writing. Many of these promotions also link with a digital strategy, such 
as adding a quick response (QR) code to a flyer or magazine ad. These links often open 
an interactive element through a smartphone or take you to a webpage with additional 
information. This section will focus primarily on print advertisements that include a pro-
motional paragraph or two. The principles that apply to the creation of print ads apply to 
many other forms of promotional print tactics.

Print advertisements are persuasive messages that appear in newspapers, magazines 
or other controlled paper media. They may be designed into a full- or partial-page place-
ment bound into the publication or as a free-standing insert (FSI) that is inserted into the 
folds of the paper or magazine before delivery. Some magazines also offer advertisers the 
chance to purchase a sponsored wrap or “belly band” that encloses a magazine to draw 
even more attention and engagement. Their goal is to get a specific audience to take a 
specified action—for example, to buy a product (a good or a service), make an inquiry, 
fill out and return a coupon, call a phone number, visit a website or adopt a new brand 
image of the product. Print ads often are part of a larger advertising campaign that may 
include radio, television, mobile, direct mail, social media, outdoor and online advertising 
designed to create a desired brand image.

In the age of digital advertising, you might think that print ads are obsolete. While 
marketers and brands are indeed allocating more advertising dollars to digital than print 
at this time, research shows that print ads remain a vital part of the marketing mix. Based 
on digital vs. print advertising statistics, print ads drive stronger brand recall. They are 
also more trusted by consumers when making purchase decisions. This is true for young 
audiences as well. Surprisingly, 92% of 18- to 23-year-olds find it easier to read print over 
digital content. This means whether you are trying to reach Boomers or Gen Z, print ads 
are an important tool for a brand.

3F
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Several characteristics of print advertising make it a valuable marketing tool:

CC Attention grabbing. With a mix of an appealing image and a catchy headline, print ads 
can grab the attention of your audience and make people want to read more.

CC Targeted. People assume digital ads are the best way to target specific markets but print 
advertising can also be niche based. By placing print ads in publications they know 
their audience members read, brands can reach specific audiences. For example, if a 
business wants to target sports enthusiasts, they could place an ad in Sports Illustrated.

CC Tangible. People in your target audience can hold your advertisement in their hands. 
With the right celebrity or aesthetic, they may even be turned into office or bedroom 
wall art by your audience. You can engage other senses such as touch with texture 
and smell by adding a scent. This makes your ad more memorable than one that pops 
up on a computer screen or mobile device. For example, Microsoft Office 365 made 
headlines and increased exposures and engagement with a Wi-Fi-enabled promotion 
in a Forbes magazine print ad. A battery-powered mini router placed in the ad gave 
subscribers free Wi-Fi for 15 days.

CC Controlled Messaging. Brands have complete control over their print ads. They can dictate 
size, placement, design, messaging and frequency. This can be especially helpful when 
trying to change or build a brand positioning or launch a seasonally available product.

The audience for a print ad should be precisely defined in the SMP and creative brief 
that you complete before creating your ad. The audience for a print ad is not everyone who 
might purchase the product. Amusement parks, for example, have different advertising 
strategies for parents and children. Usually, the target audience is a well-defined segment 
of the total potential market for the product.

The medium for a print ad is paper, usually in a newspaper, magazine or direct mail. 
Many of the principles of successful print ads, however, transfer to digital ads, flyers and 
posters.

Content and Organization

Effective print ads deliver a clear strategic message. To fine-tune your message, begin with a 
strategic message planner or creative brief. The more time and effort you put into research-
ing your product and developing the SMP or creative brief, the easier your copywriting job 

KEY TO SUCCESS

Effective print ads capture consumers’ attention, interest them in the product, and 
motivate them to take action.
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will be. The goal of your ad is to bring to life the exact strategic message identified in the 
SMP or creative brief.

One of the oldest advertising copywriting formulas is AIDA: Attention–Interest–Desire–
Action. First you must get your readers’ attention; then you must interest them in your 
product. Finally, you must create a desire within them to take a specified action, such as 
purchasing the product or adopting a particular brand image.

Let’s look at each part of an ad and see how the AIDA formula works. The basic parts 
of a print ad are:

CC Visual

CC Headline

CC Body copy

CC Call to action

CC Logo/slogan/tagline

CC Mandatories

Visuals

Research shows that two-thirds of print ad viewers see the visual first. That makes it your 
best opportunity to get noticed. While photographs, drawings and graphic embellishments 
are all effective visual elements of many types of ads, photographs of people in situations 
with which the reader can identify have a stronger appeal than illustrations or all text. 
Regardless of the type of visual you use, it must direct attention to the ad’s message. It must 
create a mood, establish a theme or tell a story that appeals to the consumer. The visual 
leads the consumer to the headline and body copy. (Eye-tracking research for websites, 
however, shows that viewers tend to see headlines first, rather than visuals, on websites.)

Headlines

The headline, which is read by approximately one-third of a print ad’s viewers, must cap-
ture the ad’s key message and direct the consumer’s attention to the body copy. That’s a 
pretty tall order for a line of type containing approximately eight words. That’s right, eight 
words (or even fewer). You want to write short, direct headlines that demand the consum-
er’s attention.

An effective headline contains a key benefit. It shows the consumer why this product 
will meet a basic need. What problem does your product solve? Look at the list of product 
benefits you made for your strategic message planner. Which of these are key benefits for 
your target audience? The answer to these questions is the message your headline must 
deliver. The headline needs to be clear, direct and engaging enough to make people want 
to read more.
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Remember the flavours! product from the previous segments on strategic message 
planners and creative briefs? Let’s say that flavours! fulfills the need for control by helping 
super-busy parents serve healthy meals: The tasty, well-balanced meals can be prepared 
quickly without adding yet another complex task to the consumer’s day. Your bene-
fits-driven headline might be: “Life a juggling act? Meals shouldn’t be!”

A successful headline is not about how great the product is; it’s about how great the 
product can make the consumer. Always appeal to the consumer’s self-interest.

An effective headline might:

CC Ask a question

CC Make a claim

CC Put a new twist on an old phrase

CC Tell a story

CC Invite the consumer to do something

CC Appeal to emotions and desires

CC Refer to a familiar problem

Subheadlines are optional secondary headlines. They clarify the main headline or 
divide longer copy blocks into manageable chunks. They can expand on the key benefit, 
add information or provide the second part of a one–two punch. When they clarify the 
main headline, they generally are longer than that headline.

Body Copy: Swing Lines, Benefits and Zingers

The body copy begins with a swing line. This opening sentence (or two) moves—or 
swings—the reader from the headline into the body copy and coaxes the reader to con-
tinue. It acknowledges the headline but builds a bridge between the headline and the 
specific benefits to come. The body copy is the heart of the ad. It’s where the reader is 
rewarded with specific, beneficial information about the product or service. Only one in 
seven viewers will make it this far, so your sales pitch better be worth it. In the flavours! ad 
example at the end of this section, the two-sentence swing line is: “Grab control of your 
life! Add flavours! to your day.” This passage moves the reader from the headline to the 
upcoming discussion of benefits.

Body copy should tell a story to which your target audience can relate. Just as sto-
ries have a clear beginning, middle and end, so should your print ad copy. The swing 
line establishes a beginning, which leads to the benefits in the middle. Here you’ll use 
research included in your strategic message planner, to explain how your product creates 
control, companionship or confidence for your target audience. Begin with your strongest 
selling point. Emphasize the key benefits in a way that makes an emotional connection, 
not just a logical one. Dramatize the feeling your customers will get from your product. 
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Paint pictures with words or tell real-life stories. Testimonials from satisfied customers work 
well if there is space.

The zinger is the last or second-to-last sentence of the body copy. It focuses on the 
strategic message. The zinger is snappy, clever and memorable—it zings. The zinger 
often is a sentence fragment. It might restate a key benefit or answer a question. It might 
ask a question or leave the consumer with one parting thought. Your reaction to a witty, 
on-message zinger written by another strategic writer should be: “Oh, I wish I’d written 
that.” A good zinger complements—but does not repeat—the headline or the slogan. 
In the flavours! ad example at the end of this section, the zinger is: “A perfect balance 
for life.”

Body Copy Guidelines

CC Be conversational. Write to the average person in your target audience.

CC Be positive, not negative.

CC Focus on the reader. Use you.

CC Emphasize the benefits of your product.

CC Support facts with evidence. Be specific.

CC Overcome objections.

CC Use present tense and active voice.

CC Avoid vague words and clichés.

CC Avoid -ing words.

CC Use italics for emphasis. Don’t underline or use all caps.

CC Vary the length and structure of your sentences and paragraphs.

CC Create copy with action, rhythm and excitement.

CC Use metaphors, alliteration, assonance, rhyme, meter.

CC Be convincing. Prove your product is what you claim.

CC Ask for the sale!

16  Words that Sell

benefit guarantee money results

easy health new safe

free how to now save

fun love proven you/your
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Call to Action

The zinger often is followed by a call to action (CTA). This line asks for the sale and tells 
the consumer specifically what to do next—for example, call, stop by or visit a website. 
This ending of the body copy makes a final sales pitch and creates a sense of urgency. In 
the flavours! ad example at the end of this section, the call to action is: “Add flavours! to 
your day.”

Company Signature

Finally, make sure you include your company signature on the advertisement. A logo gen-
erally is a visual identifier, such as Nike’s swoosh or Ford’s blue oval. A logo may be a 
graphic, or it may be words in a distinct typeface—or it may be both.

A slogan, or tagline, usually appears near the bottom of the ad, just above or below 
the logo. A slogan is a phrase that consumers closely identify with your client. In a recent 
survey, advertising executives selected Nike’s “Just Do It!” and Apple’s “Think Different” as 
two of the most successful slogans of the past 60 years. In the flavours! ad example at the 
end of this section, the logo is centered at the bottom and includes the slogan “Healthy 
Meals 4-U.”

If your CTA asks your audience to visit your store, call you or visit your website, make 
sure you give them the information they need to accomplish that task. And double-check 
that the phone number rings where it is supposed to and the link delivers visitors to the 
right page.

Mandatories

Mandatories include items that are required by law, such as copyright symbols, registra-
tion marks and fairness statements, such as Equal opportunity employer or Member FDIC. 
Brands have specific usage guidelines concerning size, color, and alignment of logos, clear 
space around their logos and particular legal phrasings. In the flavours! ad example at the 
end of this section, a mandatory, in the lower left, is “© flavours! Inc.”

Format/Design

Good design attracts and holds the consumer’s attention. It amplifies the message and pro-
vides direction and order. Since a print ad’s visual is seen first by two-thirds of the viewers, 
its design and placement are crucial to effective advertising. Using the principles of good 
design discussed in Chapter 1G will help you create effective, visually appealing ads.
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PRINT AD TIPS

1.	Stay on message: Be creative, but don’t let a fun idea for a great visual or clever 
headline pull you away from the strategic message you developed in your strate-
gic message planner or creative brief.

2.	Be conversational: Ads generally are informal, even if that means being ungram-
matical. Sentence fragments, if clearly done for style, work well in ads.

3.	Don’t repeat yourself: The headline, zinger and slogan should each develop your 
strategic message, but each should be unique. Your zinger, for example, will lose 
impact if your reader already has encountered that idea in your headline.

4.	Edit: Proofread. Follow the procedures recommended in Research, Planning and 
the Writing Process. Even one small error can damage your credibility with your 
supervisor or your client.

5.	Study others’ ads: Analyze what works and what doesn’t work. If you like an ad, 
take a photo of it or copy it. Your ads need to be original, but it helps to have a 
collection of ideas that work as inspiration.
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Print Advertisement
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Audio Advertisements

Purpose, Audience and Media

The purpose of an audio advertisement is to motivate the listener to take a desired action. 
Because of their geographic targeting ability and relatively low production and media cost, 
radio advertisements—also known as radio spots—often are used to complement advertis-
ing messages delivered in other media. Their real power is to reach an audience in times 
and places other media can’t.

However, this is about more than traditional radio advertising. In addition to receiving 
“terrestrial radio” over the AM and FM broadcast bands, we also get audio-only program-
ming via satellite, internet and wireless devices. Audio ads may be embedded within a 
podcast or a music streaming service. Like terrestrial radio, streaming audio services often 
offer the ability to target the location of the listener thanks to geo-fencing ad buys. Both 
types of audio delivery are especially good ways to target tastes, interests, lifestyles and 
attitudes since most channels focus on a niche like music genre, religious content, sports 
talk, politics or news.

Despite the evolution of digital audio technology, the strength of traditional radio 
remains. According to Edison Research’s Q4 2022 “Share of Ear,” study, AM/FM radio’s 
persons 18+ share of ad-supported audio (73%) is 15 times larger than Pandora (5%) and 
18 times greater than Spotify (4%). Each audio outlet, whether traditional radio or digital 
platform, has its own distinct demographic and psychographic profile. By using strategic 
message planners or creative briefs, advertising account managers and their creative teams 
can craft messages suitable for a variety of well-defined target audiences.

Audio messages engage one’s sense of hearing. They are also linear media, which 
means that their messages are fleeting: The listener often can’t replay or re-read them. 
The strength of audio media is that they are portable and can reach listeners in places 
traditionally unreachable by other media, such as in a car or on a bike trail. And thanks to 
smartphones, smart speakers, and wireless headphones, listeners can enjoy digital audio 
in almost any environment. The major weakness of these messages is that they engage only 
one of the five senses. As a result, listeners can be distracted easily and may be purposely 
listening intermittently while doing another activity. Your challenge as a strategic writer is 
to develop a message that grabs—and keeps—the listener’s attention.

3G
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Format/Design

Question: How long should your legs be? Answer: As long as they need to be—within limits. 
The same holds true for audio spots: Their length should be based on the complexity of the 
message and the knowledge of the audience. Well-established brands such as Coca-Cola and 
Nike do not require much explanation. However, it may take more time to introduce a new 
product. Most audio commercial spots, even those sold within podcasts, are written in stan-
dard time lengths: 10, 15, 20 and particularly 30 and 60 seconds. Because multiple scripts may 
be written for the same product, traffic information should be placed in the upper-left corner of 
the script. This includes the title of the spot, the sponsor/client, spot length and air dates.

Audio scripts generally take three forms: an announcer continuity (reader), a produc-
tion script and a one-column hybrid.

Announcer Continuity (Reader)

This is the simplest of the various formats, a one-column script for the person or persons 
doing the narration. An announcer continuity—also referred to as a reader—is often read 
live—or in real time—on the air. Take this approach in connection with live broadcast 
events or when you want to associate the product with a strong, popular personality. The 
script is designed for the convenience of the announcer. It is often placed in a ring binder 
on a stand in front of the microphone. Write the copy in a large, easy-to-read typeface. 
Double-space it and do not divide words or key phrases on different lines or pages. Within 
parentheses, provide the announcer with a pronunciation guide—also known as a pro-
nouncer—for unusual or difficult words and names.

Production Script

This is for pre-recorded spots. Pre-recording provides a consistent presentation of the mes-
sage and takes advantage of a variety of voices, music and sound effects. A production 
script provides a roadmap for how the audio spot is to be produced. For that reason, it 
uses a more complex, two-column format. The left column contains production instruc-
tions for the use of voice, music and sound effects. The right column contains the script 
that announcers or actors follow. Write the copy that will be read in a large, easy-to-read 
typeface. Double-space it. Because of the two-column format, you often will need more 
than one page. For that reason, do not divide words or key phrases on different lines or on 

KEY TO SUCCESS

An effective audio advertisement has a simple message and a clear call to action. It 
takes advantage of the power of voice, music and sound effects.
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different pages. And as is the case with announcer continuity, provide a pronouncer for 
difficult words and names.

One-Column Hybrid

This format is a combination of the announcer continuity and production script formats. It 
is a popular approach, especially when writing a longer script, such as for a documentary 
or a dramatic production. It eliminates the need to fiddle around with two-column format-
ting while still providing both the reader and the producer with sufficient direction.

Content and Organization

The content and organization of each audio advertisement are driven by a strategic mes-
sage developed in the creative brief. Therefore, the content and organization of audio ads 
vary widely. However, even with those differences, common elements still exist. The first 
step in writing an ad is deciding the creative approach it will take. In a sense, this is your 
plan of attack. Here are some frequently used audio advertising approaches:

CC Demonstration: Show the product in action. Of course, that’s harder to do using audio 
than it is with visual media. However, the creative use of words and sound effects can 
overcome this challenge.

CC Problem/Solution: This is a clear statement of what the product can do for the consumer.

CC Comparison: This can be a comparison of before-and-aftereffects or a direct compar-
ison with a competitor. However, the Federal Trade Commission has ruled that such a 
comparison must be fair, accurate and documented.

CC Spokesperson: A quick way to draw attention to a product is to have someone famous 
endorse it. For audio ads, consider how distinctive that person’s voice may be to your 
target audience. The FTC has ruled that a spokesperson must actually use the product 
if they say they do. There’s also danger in tying the product to someone who falls out 
of public favor.

CC Testimonial: These spots feature folks similar to the ad’s targeted audience who praise 
the product. Sometimes the “man or woman on the street” will have more credibility 
than a celebrity does.

CC Image: The reason a consumer chooses one product over a similar competitor often 
rests in the image it has projected. (Coca-Cola as “the real thing” versus Pepsi as “the 
drink of a new generation.”) Image advertising can be very effective—but only if the 
product is already well-known.

Once the writer knows the approach, the next step is to write copy that grabs the 
audience’s attention and keeps it. Your spot needs to stand out from the crowd. There’s 
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probably a lot going on around your listeners. You want the audience’s undivided atten-
tion. One way you can do that is through repetition of key information. If the ad’s purpose 
is to generate business, be sure to repeat the name and location of the store. If the purpose 
is to get people to contact a business, repeat the contact information. If your ad focuses 
on a product, mention the product’s name at least three times in a 30-second ad. Do the 
same if the ad focuses on a client, such as a restaurant. For added emphasis, the key points 
should be among the first and last things the listener hears.

Write in concrete terms that are easily understood by the audience. For example, the audi-
ence more easily relates to a “going out of business sale” than it does to a “stock liquidation 
sale.” Your script needs to contain a message that engages the listener on a personal level with 
the right personality, tone, and language that helps the audience connect better with the content.

It is also important to use the medium effectively. When used to its fullest advantage, 
audio can create mental images that make even Hollywood special effects gurus jealous. 
Voice, music and sound effects can transport the listener into a time, place, environment 
and mood of your choosing. But don’t overdo it. Every element in the production should 
complement the strategic message instead of detracting from it.

Finally, don’t forget to sell. The bottom line is the bottom line. Your ad must include a 
call to action. Remember these three strategic questions as you write: What does the audi-
ence know? What do you want it to do? And what does the audience need to know to do 
what you want it to do?

AUDIO ADVERTISEMENT TIPS

1.	Be anonymous: There’s no personal style in copy writing. The copy should reflect 
the characteristics of the product, not the person writing about it.

2.	Be honest: Honest copy that delivers what it promises upholds the product’s 
credibility. It encourages repeat purchases. It also keeps you out of court.

3.	Be conversational: Write the way the target audience talks. Speak the language 
of your audience. Use familiar words and phrases.

4.	Write to just one person: Your copy should speak to each member of that audi-
ence, one person at a time. For example, “How are you?” is much better than 
“How is everyone doing?”

5.	Tell a story: Consider using storytelling skills to capture the listener’s attention. 
Use verbs that acknowledge the listener’s concerns. Your script should provide 
practical solutions to their problems.

6.	Talk to yourself: Read the copy aloud to yourself. An audio script is written to 
be read aloud. It may look good on the page. But the only true test of quality is 
whether it sounds good. Sound it out!

7.	Review: Refamiliarize yourself with the guidelines and vocabulary for Chapter 1F 
“Writing for Audio and Video.”
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Announcer Continuity (Reader)
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Audio Advertisement Production Script
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One-Column Hybrid Production Script
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Video Advertisements

Purpose, Audience and Media

The purpose of a video advertisement is to motivate the viewer to take a desired action, 
usually in the form of a marketplace transaction. Because of its sight and sound dynamics, 
television in particular is considered a prestigious medium and seen as especially effective 
in building and maintaining a corporate or product image.

However, as noted in the discussion of audio advertising, video technology and media 
have evolved in recent years. Video advertising is now delivered on four screens: traditional 
televisions, computers, tablets and phones. These ads are no longer limited to scripted or 
live programming. Video ads are found in websites and social media, including YouTube 
and TikTok videos. And these screens are located almost anywhere from Times Square in 
New York to, yes, even the privacy of a restroom. Video messages are ubiquitous—which 
makes them something all strategic communicators must understand and embrace.

For television, three major classifications of video advertising exist. The first is local (or 
spot) advertising for individual stations or cable companies. National/global advertising 
is distributed to much larger audiences through networked programming sources, such 
as CBS and Amazon Prime. Syndicated advertising comes to individual stations/outlets in 
connection with contracted programming, such as The Ellen DeGeneres Show or Wheel 
of Fortune. As is the case with radio, the media planner and buyer decide which television 
outlets to use, although in programmatic advertising, placement and purchasing are man-
aged automatically through software and algorithms: Machines negotiate with machines 
for ad prices and placements. For a television commercial, a strategic writer crafts a mes-
sage based on a predetermined strategy and designed to reach a particular target audience.

Even before the advent of online and wireless media, the television audience was becom-
ing increasingly segmented by the growth of cable television. The success of streaming ser-
vices such as Netflix and Hulu have further divided the audience. Because it has become 
more difficult to reach a large audience with just one commercial, successful television 
commercials target well-defined segments of consumers. Unlike specifically formatted radio 
stations, where advertisers usually purchase placement in certain day parts, such as morning 
or afternoon “drive time,” television advertisers purchase time in specific programs based 
on the demographic, psychographic and behavioral nature of the audience each program 
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attracts. And, again, it’s pretty hard to go anywhere online these days without coming across 
a video. Just think about the last time you scrolled through Instagram, Facebook or X (for-
merly Twitter) and paused on a post. It was probably a video that caught your attention.

Video is the most powerful and widely used of the advertising media. Its integration of 
sound, pictures and motion leaves strong impressions on viewers. Like its cousin audio, video 
is a linear medium with fleeting messages. However, video requires more of an audience’s 
attention than does audio—a good thing for advertisers but a bad thing if you are driving a car. 
And unlike audio, video can often be replayed or saved. We can rewind our digital video 
recorder while watching TV to listen again to the ad on a new car we may be considering. Or 
we can search on YouTube for a video ad we saw elsewhere and want to save, watch again or 
share with someone. Thanks to the four screens, the reach of a video ad is unsurpassed. How-
ever, it is also the most expensive medium when it comes to production and placement.

Format/Design

Because of the considerable investment of time and money in video ad production, several 
steps usually precede production. As is the case with all advertising, the first step involves 
developing the strategic message. Beyond that, producers often write a treatment, a detailed 
narrative of what the commercial will look like, where and how it will be photographed 
and other logistical/technical requirements. Scripting is the next step. Television commer-
cial lengths vary, but the most common lengths are 10, 30 and 60 seconds. Often times an 
ad concept will be developed into more than one of these lengths and placed in a media 
mix where both longer and shorter versions are aired. Depending on how the client and/
or producer wishes to proceed, the script can be one of two—and sometimes both—forms.

Written Script

Some similarities exist between this script format and the ones used for audio produc-
tion. Both provide instructions for bringing together the various production elements. Both 
include traffic information at the top to ensure that the paperwork goes when and where 
it is needed. Both often use a two-column format. However, here the similarities end. 
Because of video’s added visual dimension, the left column of a two-column video script 
contains visual information. This includes descriptions, lengths, widths and sometimes 
angles of camera shots, as well as descriptions of any special effects or graphic informa-
tion. The right column details audio information. Write the spoken passages in a large, 
easy-to-read typeface and double-space the lines. Because of the two-column format, you 

KEY TO SUCCESS

An effective video ad stays on strategy. It uses both sight and sound to rise above the 
clutter of media messages. It grabs and holds the attention of viewers.
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often will need more than one page. Number and label each page. Do not divide words or 
key phrases on different lines of copy or on different pages. And as is the case with audio 
advertising scripts, provide a pronouncer for difficult words and names.

Storyboard

A storyboard is a more visual demonstration to a client or an account executive of how 
the words and pictures will be married into a single persuasive message. In a storyboard, 
drawings for each camera shot depict the sequence of action, camera angles, widths, set-
tings, special effects and graphics to be used. Depending on the writer’s skills, these draw-
ings may be as simple as sketches using stick figures. However, in some large agencies, 
storyboards often appear to be works of art. Accompanying each drawing is the relevant 
audio information. The obvious advantage of the storyboard approach is that it forces the 
writer to think visually when creating the advertisement.

Content and Organization

In terms of content and organization, practically everything discussed in the audio adver-
tising section holds true for video. But video has the added dimension of visual commu-
nication. To suggest that it is audio advertising with pictures is a poor use of the medium. 
While a goal of an integrated advertising campaign is to have messages in different media 
that reinforce one another, that doesn’t mean you have to use exactly the same words in 
all media. With audio, words carry most of the burden of delivering the message. In video, 
pictures and graphics share that burden. In writing your script, integrate images and words 
so that the two complement each other.

In the left column of your script, describe each shot concisely but thoroughly. A shot 
is a camera placement. When the camera physically moves to a different location, a new 
shot begins. For each shot, specify the length (how many seconds the shot will last) and 
the width (wide shot, medium shot or close-up). With storyboards, you also can indicate 
the angle of each shot.

A series of shots that convey a single action within the same setting is called a sequence. 
If you think of a single shot as a sentence, then think of a sequence as the video equivalent 
of a paragraph. Just like a paragraph in print, each sequence has a topic sentence, which 
is the establishing shot—usually a wide shot that sets the scene. The establishing shot pro-
vides context for shots that follow.

To carry our paragraph analogy further, good writers like to vary sentence length to 
avoid boring, predictable patterns. They want to maintain their readers’ interest. This is 
also true in the world of television and film. For each new shot within a sequence, change 
the width, the length and the angle. For example, if we have a six-second medium shot 
of a woman at a desk, our next shot might be a three-second close-up of her face. The 
angle of our first shot might be straight ahead. The angle of our second shot, for variety 
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and movement, might be about 45 degrees to the left. Remember that video is an active 
medium: Viewers expect movement and variety.

The terms wide, medium and close-up are relative, flexible terms. Commonly, a wide 
shot might show a room with people in it. Again, wide shots are the most common form 
of establishing shots. A related medium shot could be two people talking, shown from 
their waists up. A related close-up could be a person’s face. However, in a commercial for 
contact lenses, a wide shot might be a man shown from the waist up. A related medium 
shot could be his face, and a related close-up could be his eyes.

Generally, begin your script with a wide shot—an establishing shot. Avoid putting 
two wide shots or two medium shots back-to-back. The lack of detail and variety becomes 
boring. Again, remember that viewers expect movement and variety. Close-up shots can 
follow one another, especially if the visual element changes. For example, we might go 
from a close-up of a woman’s face to a close-up of her hand tapping a desktop.

In a standard 30-second commercial, shots generally range from two seconds to eight 
seconds in length. Again, variety is important. A series of five-second shots will bore viewers.

VIDEO ADVERTISEMENT TIPS

1.	Review audio: Remember the tips for audio advertisements. All of the guidelines 
discussed for audio hold true for writing video advertisements.

2.	Think visually: But also remember that video is not audio with pictures. Work 
toward integrating pictures, graphics, words and music into a cohesive and effec-
tive message.

3.	Tell a story: Tell a story that relates to both the reality and dreams of the target audi-
ence. In successful commercials, viewers project themselves into the situations 
being portrayed. That means that the advertisement must be in touch with reality—
either the reality of the audience’s current situation or that to which it aspires.

4.	Stay on message: Entertainment is a strategy, not a goal. It’s fine to use entertain-
ment to raise a commercial above the clutter of competing media messages. But 
if the viewer doesn’t remember the purpose for the commercial—the strategic 
message about the client’s product—then the ad is a waste of money.

5.	Test your message: This is good advice for any advertising message. But it’s espe-
cially true for video advertising because of its cost. It’s a lot easier to fine-tune the 
message during the preproduction stage than it is after the ad is—using the jargon of 
the business—“in the can.” Large agencies and companies will first produce several 
versions of a commercial and conduct private audience tests before public release.

6.	Respect the audience: Remember that the viewers have most of the power in this 
relationship. If they don’t like you or think you don’t like them, the ad will be a 
wasted effort. Earn viewers’ respect by talking to—not at—them. And because of 
the size of video audiences, many who see your message may be outside your 
target audience. They deserve—and will demand—equal respect.
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Video Advertisement Production Script
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Video Advertisement Storyboard
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Digital Advertisements

Purpose, Audience and Media

Digital advertisements are persuasive messages that identifiable sponsors pay to deliver 
via phones, tablets, laptops and similar technologies with screens in web browsers, social 
media pages, blogs, mobile apps or any other form of contact through the Internet. Unlike 
in print and broadcast ads, the sponsor may not always be identified in the visible ad 
because digital ads often link to a website, generally called a landing page, that may con-
tain the first identification of the sponsor.

Digital advertising has become increasingly popular with marketers for a variety of 
reasons. First and foremost, their target audiences spend a significant amount of time 
online. According to data from DataReportal, the average American spends 6 hours and 
59 minutes looking at a screen each day. Second, digital ads allow for better control 
over the performance of campaigns and communication strategies. In traditional adver-
tising, companies buy space at a specific time on television, and it is displayed to those 
watching. But companies do not have control over who is viewing that ad. With digital 
advertising platforms, marketing actions can be more segmented to focus on a specific 
audience.

When we go online, particularly when we’re browsing, we leave a history—often 
via bits of data called cookies—that store and share data about the sites we visit and 
the searches we conduct. Cookies and related technologies allow websites such as Face-
book, Amazon and CNN to present digital ads based on our online history. Additionally, 
ad-placement technologies known as programmatic advertising use deep data and algo-
rithms to automatically place ads for an advertiser, ideally zeroing in on the most appropri-
ate media for reaching the desired consumers. Digital advertising also holds an advantage 
over traditional advertising because of the possibility of real-time monitoring to track the 
effectiveness of each message. If a strategy or message isn’t working, you can quickly 
replace it with something that does.

While members of your target audience rarely go to their phones, tablets, laptops or 
smart watches specifically to read ads, increasingly web users are moving to mobile for 
many of their brand experiences and interactions, including online shopping. Thus, a good 
digital ad must be concise and attract attention without being annoying.
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The medium for a digital ad is, generally, a website, social media platform or app dis-
played on a phone, a tablet or a laptop. However, because such ads are digital, they can 
easily migrate beyond their original placement though forwarding, sharing, reposting and 
related technologies.

Format/Design

The physical appearance of digital ads, including restrictive character counts and image/
video size restrictions, may be the most diverse and rapidly changing area of strategic 
communication. The world of digital ads can be separated into the following categories.

Display Ads

Display ads are visual advertisements with incredible versatility because you can run them 
on multiple platforms. The main difference between display ads and the other types is that 
display ads do not show up on search results. This can be beneficial when trying to create 
brand awareness across a broader base of consumers.

Static Display Ads

Like their name implies, static ads have no movement. Adobe Marketo Engage, a market-
ing automation platform, calls static ads “the bread and butter” of digital advertising. In 
other words, static ads are basic and important. Narrow horizontal static ads often appear 
at the top of a webpage. Square or narrow vertical static ads often appear on the right side 
of a webpage, sometimes called the right rail. Static ads should contain an eye-catching 
image, some type of promotion that creates a sense of urgency and a call-to-action but-
ton. Because they exist as part of an integrated marketing strategy, static ads should also 
include branding that is consistent with other ads in your campaign, your website and 
other collateral material, including your logo.

Cinemagraphic Display Ads

Cinemagraphic display ads combine static images with isolated movement: At least one 
element of the image moves, ideally drawing the viewer’s attention. For example, hair 

KEY TO SUCCESS

Digital ads often must persuade the viewer to click through to an appropriate landing 
page. This can be done by using strategies such as listing benefits or creating an irre-
sistible sense of mystery.



Strategic Writing in Advertising

232

might flutter, text might pop in and out or lightning might flash in the image’s background. 
Other visual elements of the ad remain unchanged. Because the focus is on minimal 
movement within the ad, both the image and the moving element need to be purposefully 
chosen.

Native Ads

Native ads are a form of paid advertising in which the ads match the look, feel and 
function of the media format where they appear. They are sponsored listings that are 
integrated and blend into the feed. Unlike display ads, native ads don’t really look like 
advertisements. They often appear as recommended content on websites, showing up 
below or beside an article. They also appear as “in feed” ads, as part of your news feed 
on social networks, such as Facebook or X (formerly Twitter). Another form that native 
ads take is search and promoted listings that appear at the top of your Google search 
results, or in the sidebar. Native ads are gaining in popularity because audiences are 
tired of being bombarded by advertising and are more likely to engage with a brand 
through relevant editorial or search content. Native advertising is the least obtrusive to 
users because what they are seeing is most likely relevant to them. Users find native ads 
to be helpful because they are so relevant. For example, when users search for an item 
on Amazon, the first few options will most likely be sponsored products that are relevant 
to what the user may want.

Video Ads

Video ads can show up as a commercial ad before watching other videos (sometimes 
called “pre-roll”) on YouTube, Hulu or Facebook, or they can be integrated as native or 
display ads. As the name suggests, video ads feature a video that often plays automatically, 
with the audio muted, within a rectangular or square ad space. Viewers can opt to turn up 
the audio. Video ads often feature a call-to-action button that appears either at the end of 
the video or as soon as specific benefits are presented. Video display ads have extremely 
high engagement rates. According to Hubspot more than 50% of consumers want to see 
videos from brands. But consumers also have short attention spans, so try to keep your 
videos to 30 seconds and create an obvious storyline. Digital video ad length will vary 
depending on the platform you use.

Create and optimize your videos for specific channels. YouTube videos should be 
search engine optimized with titles that encourage people to click, captions enabled 
and hashtags so your content shows up when people look for specific keywords or 
are interested in certain topics. People tend to stumble upon social media videos in 
their feeds rather than search for them, so they need to grab attention on Instagram or 
Facebook.
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Search Engine Marketing (SEM)

These are the familiar search-related ads, often text-based, that appear at the top of Google or 
other search-engine searches. Search engines can show thousands of results, but 90% of users 
will end their search on the first page. That’s why, in addition to optimizing your website copy 
and link strategy (search engine optimization, or SEO), you may also want to consider a more 
controlled paid media approach using SEM to make sure your ad shows up when consumers 
search for key related terms. Google AdWords (sometimes called Google sponsored links) 
is the most common example of this given the large market share Google maintains among 
search engines. Choosing the right keywords is essential to the success of these types of ads. 
Google AdWords Keyword Planner is a good tool to help you identify core search terms.

Sponsored Pay-Per-Click (PPC)

Advertisers pay a premium to appear as a “sponsored result” at the top of the result list, 
and they pay for each time a viewer clicks through to a landing page. PPC ads are effective 
because they appear based on the specific keywords or terms entered into the search cri-
teria. PPC ads only allow 75 characters for your copy and 25 characters for your headline, 
so you must make sure every word counts. Focus on your keywords and the intent behind 
them and use clear, easy to understand language that directly speaks to the needs of your 
audience. Remember, your goal is to get your audience to click through to your landing 
page, so include a strong call to action.

Search Engine Optimization (SEO)

Another strategy related to search is organic, not paid. Search engines show results based 
on relevance, so by optimizing a website for specific keywords, businesses have a higher 
chance of showing up on the first page and getting hits for free. Becoming a useful site that 
others link to is also a way to improve your search rankings. SEO requires strategy and a 
significant amount of time to optimize websites through linking, keyword targeting and 
meta-descriptions, as well as consistently creating high levels of content.

Social Ads

The vast number of social media users and the ease of audience targeting has established 
social media as the biggest hub for digital advertising. Marketo identifies three categories 
of social ads:

1.	Promoted posts that appear in regular news streams in platforms such as Instagram, 
Facebook and X. They appear as regular posts and often include a label such as “Spon-
sored” or “Promoted.”
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2.	Display ads that often appear on the right of the screen, particularly in laptops and 
tablets. LinkedIn includes such ads.

3.	 In-stream video ads in platforms such as YouTube. Ads in those videos can appear as 
an introductory video ad or as an in-stream insertion several minutes into the video 
the viewer was watching. Ads within videos also can appear as display ad overlays, 
similar to pop-ups, generally at the bottom of the video.

Social ads crossover with many different types of digital marketing due to the nature 
of the platform. It is common to see display, native and video ads on social media 
platforms.

Mobile Ads

With the increasing use of mobile devices for browsing and shopping, mobile advertis-
ing has become an essential part of an integrated marketing strategy. Since smartphone 
users carry their phones with them at all times, advertisers can leverage geolocation and 
send timely offers to consenting users at the most ideal time of day. The screen space 
available for mobile ads is much smaller than the desktops, which is why it is import-
ant that the content is simple, clean, and maintains a focus on what is important. The 
emphasis on mobile advertising has become so prevalent that many strategic writers 
begin with an ad designed specifically for mobile viewing and then adapt it for other 
screens.

Most display ad formats can function as mobile (phone) ads, but Marketo cautions that 
success depends on what function the phone is using. For example, cinemagraphic display 
ads can work in a phone’s browser but often not in apps or texts. Video display ads can 
work in browsers and apps but not in SMS texts. As phone technology improves, mobile 
ads will transfer more easily from function to function—from browser ads to text ads, for 
example. A more comprehensive overview of strategic writing for mobile messaging can 
be found in Chapter 4F “Sales and Marketing.”

Be sure to maintain a consistent tone and appearance from your digital ad to its land-
ing page. The landing page should be a logical extension of the digital ad, whether the 
purpose is to make a sale, identify a customer for possible future sales or something else 
altogether. The purpose of the digital ad–landing page combination is to “convert,” whether 
that means generating sales or sales leads, promoting phone calls, increasing signups or 
initiating online chats with potential customers.

For example, in the ad–landing page combination example at the end of this section, 
note these points:

CC The offer is exactly the same on both the ad and its landing page.

CC Both components use the same wording to describe the offer.

CC The color scheme is the same, so it’s easy for visitors to tell they’re in the right place.
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CC The flavours! logo in the lower right isn’t linked to the homepage so viewers will stay 
on this page. Landing pages generally don’t link to other pages. Your goal is to keep 
the viewer on this page until, ideally, they convert.

CC Similarly, no header or footer links are present, nor are there any social media links 
that could take viewers away from this page.

CC The page consistently promotes a free offer: The headline, copy, images and call-to-
action button are relevant to the offer.

CC The orange color for the call-to-action button contrasts with the rest of the page, draw-
ing attention to itself.

CC “Click for Coupon NOW!” lets viewers know exactly what clicking the button does—
gets the coupons sent to them.

And there’s actually one more tactic after the digital ad and its landing page: Don’t 
forget a thank-you page. Connect your landing page to an optimized thank-you page, 
which allows you to acknowledge and thank the visitor for converting, making them feel 
appreciated and building a stronger relationship with them. Most important, it can present 
you with another conversion opportunity. A thank-you page can include:

CC A sincere thank-you note to the customer.

CC An image of the offer, if applicable.

CC An explanation of the next step (how they will redeem the offer).

CC Any related offers.

Fortunately for strategic writers, you have a roadmap to navigate this incredible variety 
within format and design. In addition to an SMP or a creative brief, you can create a digital 
or paper sketch, a brief written description or, in the case of video ads, a short script similar 
to a television advertisement script.

Ad copywriters often work with designers. Digital ad designers should be aware of the 
particular technical specifications for each platform. Don’t exceed specified size require-
ments for photos or videos. X ads, for example, differ from Facebook ads. Digital ads 
should be “optimized” for the technical abilities of each specific digital platform. Mobile 
ads, for example, should be optimized for mobile delivery.

Content and Organization

The impressive and growing diversity of digital ad formats makes it difficult to specify 
standard content and organization. The writing within a display ad, for example, will differ 
from the writing within a pay-per-click ad. But besides the images, photographs or other 
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graphics included within most digital ads, most have one or more of the following written 
elements:

CC Headline—generally followed by only one sentence or sentence fragment.

CC Product name—can stand alone or appear with an image and other text elements.

CC Slogan—can stand alone or appear with an image and other text elements.

CC Benefits—are concise, can appear sequentially and often precede a product name or 
company name.

CC Question(s)—can stand alone or appear sequentially, one after another, ideally urging 
the viewer to click or tap through to a landing page.

CC Call to action—is a blunt request for the viewer to do something specific.

CC Request to click or tap (a form of call to action)—can be implied (most of us know to 
click or tap) or can be explicit, as in “Find Out Now” or “Learn More” or even “Tap 
Here,” all printed on a button.

CC Logo—rarely stands alone, generally appearing with other written elements, such as a 
slogan or headline, or images such as a product shot.

Studying the ads you receive via your phone and other screens can provide examples 
of each of these text elements.

The good news is that once you have the strategy and content elements figured out, 
there are a number of social media design apps that make actually creating the social 
media ads relatively easy:

CC Adobe Express

CC Canva

CC Pablo by Buffer

CC VistaCreate

Digital ads are concise, many containing fewer words than a haiku, the Japanese 
poem that has three lines and 17 syllables. In digital ads, a written benefit, for example, 
is rarely more than four words. In-stream video ads are rarely more than 30 seconds. 
Because benefits must be concise, effective digital ads quickly deliver what is a called 
a “value proposition” to viewers, swiftly showing them how a particular product could 
improve their lives.

The amount and kind of writing in digital ads depends on the format. A display ad 
may be as simple as a slogan and a product image. Pop-up ads tend to be annoying and so 
must immediately convey a powerful benefit to the viewer. Landing pages can monitor the 
number of clickthroughs, thus supplying data that might help you identify which digital ad 
format appeals to your target audience.
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WEB/MOBILE AD TIPS

1.	Be strategic: Complete a strategic message planner before you begin to write a 
digital ad.

2.	 Imitate: Digital ads probably bombard you via your phone and social media such 
as X and Facebook. Study them. Which ones appeal to you? Why?

3.	Simplify: Don’t underestimate brevity and minimalism—which may sound odd, 
given the technological possibilities of digital ads. Almost all of us have been 
irritated by floating pop-ups with excessive animation.

4.	Diversify and compare: If your budget allows, consider using slightly different 
versions of the same ad to see which earns the most clickthroughs.

5.	Optimize: Be sure to optimize landing page websites for mobile devices. Con-
sumers now often link to the site via phones, not laptops.

6.	Follow instructions: Google, Facebook, X and other digital advertising platforms 
have easily accessible templates and guidelines to help you create effective ads. 
Pay particular attention to character-count and image restrictions.
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Digital Static Ad
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Landing Page
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Radio and TV Promotions

Purpose, Audience and Media

The most effective and efficient means for radio and television outlets to promote program-
ming and establish brand image is on-air promotional announcements using their own 
stations or channels. These announcements—commonly referred to as promos—are often 
tied to advertising, public relations and promotional efforts in other media, especially 
social media. Promos are designed to build and maintain a desired audience. Strategic 
writers can design these announcements either to attract an audience to a particular pro-
gram or to nurture the relationship between the audience and the media outlet. The latter is 
particularly true for broadcast (as opposed to cable) stations, which are required to demon-
strate that they operate in the public interest as part of government licensing requirements.

The purpose of a promo dictates its target audience. Program promotions target audi-
ences of specific programs based on demographics, attitudes, interests or other traits. 
For example, fishing shows tend to attract a predominantly outdoor enthusiast audience, 
whereas morning cartoons audiences are primarily children and/or their parents. Image 
promotions, however, help create a desired brand image, or position, for an entire station, 
channel or network, which generally has a more diverse audience. Highlighting a media 
outlet’s competitive edge over its competition is the key to successful image promotion. 
Image promos also help attract viewers and listeners to programming geared to a more 
diverse audience, such as the evening news.

Broadcast and cable promotion became a significant element of programming strategy 
starting in the 1970s because of a combination of factors. The Federal Communications 
Commission required national television networks to open the first hour of prime viewing 
time to local programming. Hollywood and programming syndicates seized the opportu-
nity by providing original and previously broadcast programs for local use. Radio and TV 
promotion is particularly important in the digital age because technological advances have 
made it easier to produce and distribute programming. Today’s focus is on cross-platform 
promotion, the combination of messages across traditional, online and social media. The 
idea is simple: Expose people to the same promotional message in as many venues as 
possible. The more people you attract and the stronger the relationship with the audience 
you build, the higher the advertising rates you can charge.
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Although this book focuses on the creation of messages, it is important to remember 
that radio and television promotions also involve a wide range of tactics, including special 
events, such as concerts or contests. All promotional messages, however, must comple-
ment the overall strategic communications plan.

Format/Design

On-air broadcast/cable promotions follow the same script formats used in audio advertis-
ing and video advertising. This should not be surprising, since the only major difference 
between an advertisement and promotional announcement is the client.

Content and Organization

Besides basic image promos, there are two kinds of on-air broadcast/cable promos: topical 
and generic. A topical promo provides information about a specific episode airing at a 
particular time. Examples include a promo teasing the story line of an upcoming episode 
in an entertainment program. Just like that last piece of pizza in your refrigerator, topical 
promos have a limited shelf life. Once the particular episode featured in a topical promo 
has aired, the promo is of no further use.

Contrast topical promos with generic promos: A generic promo is designed for broad-
cast at any time. Rather than promoting a specific episode of a program, a generic promo 
reminds viewers and listeners of when and where a specific program airs. Generic promos 
often are referred to as evergreen promos because they are always fresh and never out of 
date. An example is the promo that reminds viewers to “Watch Eyewitness Action News 
every night at 6 p.m.” That promo is good as long as Eyewitness Action News adheres to 
that same program schedule.

As we’ve mentioned, repetition of key information is important in promo writing. 
(Notice how we cleverly used repetition to reinforce this point!) In radio and television, 
your message competes with a variety of distractions for the audience’s attention. Remem-
ber to include the key information the audience needs to know:

CC The name of the program.

CC The time and day it is broadcast.

KEY TO SUCCESS

Through crisp writing and effective repetition, a successful promo delivers an unam-
biguous message, often about program name, time and station. It closes with a clear 
call to action.
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CC The station/channel/network on which it is broadcast. Don’t assume that just because 
people watch a program, they know which station they are watching. Through channel 
surfing, they may be a part of your audience by chance rather than choice. The goal 
of a promo is to have viewers and listeners remember your station when they make a 
programming choice—and when they fill out ratings surveys.

It is not enough to tell viewers or listeners the when and where of your program just 
once—they may have missed it. During a 30-second promo, consider repeating key infor-
mation three times—in the opening sentence of the promo, once in the middle and at the 
very end for closing emphasis. This is easier to do in television, where visual images com-
plement the words.

RADIO/TV PROMO TIPS

1.	Think before you write: Is the promo image generic or topical? Have a clear 
understanding of this before you do anything else.

2.	TDT—Tease; don’t tell: You want to pique interest, not give the plot away. Who 
would want to watch a murder mystery if the promo announced “who done it”?

3.	Transition, transition, transition: In topical promos that use sound or video clips, 
the announcer should create smooth transitions from clip to clip.

4.	Don’t promise what you can’t deliver: Remember that the goal is a relationship, 
not just a one-time audience. If you make a promise—such as a special appear-
ance by a popular celebrity—but don’t deliver on it, you will lose credibility. 
Hyperbole is fine. But if you go too far, you will lose the audience.

5.	Be conversational: Take some liberty with the language. Write the way people 
talk. Sentence fragments and questions are fine. You also can stretch the rules 
of grammar—just as long as doing so makes sense to the audience and doesn’t 
detract from the message.

6.	Target: Direct the promo to a specific audience with clearly defined demo-
graphic, psychographic and behavioral characteristics.

7.	Repeat yourself: Did we mention this one? Identify the program, time and station 
more than once. Be sure to close with this information and a call to action.

8.	Write light, tight and bright: In the clutter of today’s media, the goal of any 
promo is to be remembered. Your listeners and viewers value creativity—as long 
as it doesn’t come at the expense of giving them the key information. Get the 
audience’s attention and keep it.

9.	Review: Follow the tips presented for audio and video advertising—they apply 
to promos as well.
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Announcer Continuity Radio Promotion
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Radio Promotion Production Script
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Television Promotion Production Script
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Public Service 
Announcements

Purpose, Audience and Media

Audio and video public service announcements are persuasive messages carried without 
charge by radio and television outlets on behalf of nonprofit and social-cause organiza-
tions. Broadcast stations carry PSAs to fulfill federal licensing requirements that those out-
lets serve the public interest. These spots may also be used to fill unsold ad slots (remnant). 
Cable TV and other media outlets also carry PSAs to demonstrate their commitment to 
their audience.

The Ad Council, has produced some of the most iconic PSA campaigns. Smokey the 
Bear, “Friends Don’t Let Friends Drive Drunk” and the Crash Test Dummy have spread 
awareness and inspired action in areas of safety, health and other pro-social behavior. 
Over many decades, the Ad Council has created compelling messages, iconic images 
and widely recognized slogans that illustrate how advertising principles can be applied to 
community causes.

PSAs also can resemble magazine advertisements, suitable for printing or posting, but 
in this section, we’ll focus on audio and video PSAs.

PSAs look and sound like commercial announcements. They are targeted communi-
cations that contain a call to action. However, two major differences separate PSAs from 
commercials. The first has to do with control. Commercial announcements use controlled 
media. Advertisers pay for the right to choose the form, timing and placement of messages. 
However, PSAs use uncontrolled media. With PSAs, media outlets—and not the message 
provider—make decisions about whether and when to use a PSA. The second major dif-
ference is that commercial announcements tend to promote marketplace transactions, 
whereas PSAs more often promote social causes and behavioral change. Paid commercial 
announcements promoting social causes and behavior are not PSAs. Neither are network 
or station promotional announcements designed to sound like PSAs (such as NBCUniver-
sal’s long-running “The More You Know” campaign).

Like all persuasive messages, PSAs target specific audiences. However, because they 
are not guaranteed airtime, they also target the media preferred by the desired audience. 
For example, it would not make sense for the Future Farmers of America to send a PSA to 
an urban radio station that plays hip-hop music. It seems unlikely that the FFA’s desired 
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audience listens to that station. A better fit might be rural country music stations—though, 
as we’ve noted before, we should be cautious about predicting any target audience’s char-
acteristics without doing the research. Similarly, organizations often create PSAs with a 
station’s format in mind, such as a PSA featuring a hip-hop music artist for broadcast 
exclusively on hip-hop music stations. Conversely, television stations affiliated with one 
network may not wish to show PSAs featuring stars from another network. Local media 
outlets are more likely to carry messages of local interest, and national media outlets are 
more likely to carry messages that are relevant to a national audience. Although the CBS 
television network is not likely to broadcast a PSA for a local blood drive, the local CBS 
affiliate might.

In the United States, the federal government licenses broadcast stations, and, as a part 
of the licensing agreement, those stations must serve the public interest. Although cable 
television outlets do not face the same requirement, they may have to carry PSAs as part 
of a local franchising agreement. A media outlet chooses which PSAs to broadcast based 
on its strategic and logistical needs. It will select messages compatible with the audience 
it wants to attract. Conversely, it will shy away from controversial material that may alien-
ate an audience. Because PSAs do not directly add to the media’s bottom line, those that 
require the least amount of pre-broadcast preparation are most likely to be accepted.

With that in mind, it is not unusual for organizations seeking public service airtime 
to provide a package of PSA materials that give media outlets maximum flexibility, espe-
cially in terms of message length. These packages typically include 10-, 15-, 20-, 30- and 
60-second versions of the same announcement.

How should you distribute your PSAs? Williams Whittle, an agency that specializes 
in PSAs, recommends using a distribution service, such as Cision, to distribute a national 
PSA, with additional information that can lead recipients to your organization’s digital 
newsroom for more options. The favored lengths for audio and video PSAs, Williams Whit-
tle reports, are 15 and 30 seconds.

Just as with video news releases, today’s online and social media allow organizations 
to bypass mass circulation media and direct their PSAs to a specified audience. It is com-
monplace for organizations to feature PSAs in their websites, YouTube channels and digital 
newsrooms.

Format/Design

Because of the similarity to commercial announcements, public service announcements 
follow the same script formats used in audio advertising and video advertising.

KEY TO SUCCESS

It’s not enough to consider the needs of the target audience. You must also consider 
the needs of the media outlet through which you hope to reach that audience.
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Content and Organization

In terms of content and organization, virtually everything discussed for audio advertising 
and video advertising holds true for PSAs. Because of the nature of the persuasive mes-
sages delivered by PSAs—often for social causes or to create changes in behavior—it’s 
especially important for a PSA to reflect the values of the sponsoring organization. Advo-
cates of particular perspectives are often held to a high standard of conduct.

A digital newsroom PSA package can contain the following:

CC A cover letter or message. Your challenge is to show why this message is relevant to a 
media outlet’s audience and/or its strategic interests.

CC A list of materials. You may have only a few moments to win over a program director 
or public service director. This list makes their job easier, and, therefore, they may be 
more likely to spend time reviewing the package.

CC Scripts of recorded messages and/or announcer continuities. Include these to ease 
the work of the program director or public service director. Williams Whittle reports 
that announcer continuities are increasingly popular for radio because they allow 
well-known station personalities to participate in the worthy cause, thus boosting the 
station’s reputation.

CC Recorded messages in a variety of versions and lengths. People like having options. 
Program directors and public service directors are no different.

PSA TIPS

1.	Beggars can’t be choosers: Offer media outlets materials that do not require 
pre-broadcast preparation. The easier you make it for the broadcaster to use 
your PSA, the more likely it is to be accepted. Multiple versions of the message 
increase a media outlet’s options.

2.	Remember each media outlet’s audience: Its audience should be the same as your 
desired audience. Media target programming to attract specific audiences. When 
seeking public service airtime, identify the media that reach the desired audience.

3.	Don’t expect a free lunch: Because media outlets are in the business of making money, 
they rarely accept PSAs for which space or time has been purchased in other media.

4.	Don’t expect premium placements: Remember that you can’t always get what 
you want. Because PSAs use uncontrolled media, don’t expect to see or hear 
them during prime programming hours. The media charge the highest advertising 
rates for the times when they have the largest audiences. It is not likely they will 
give this time away. (If you’re wondering about PSAs played during the Super 
Bowl, the National Football League requires their broadcast as part of its contrac-
tual agreement with the networks.)
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5.	Don’t pinch pennies: Although media outlets do supply airtime without cost, 
don’t assume that PSAs are inexpensive. PSAs often cost as much to produce as 
any commercial announcement. This shouldn’t be surprising: PSAs, like com-
mercial announcements, need to rise above the clutter to gain and maintain an 
audience’s attention.

6.	Remember who you are: PSAs must reflect an organization’s values and mission. 
Typically, nonprofit and social organizations use PSAs as a tactic in their strategic 
communications. These organizations are especially sensitive to the opinions of 
key stakeholders. Therefore, all messages delivered on their behalf are viewed 
with a critical eye.

7.	Review: Have one more look at Chapter 1F “Writing for Audio and Video” in this 
book.
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Audio PSA Production Script
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Video PSA Production Script
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SECTION

4

OBJECTIVES

In Section 4: Strategic Writing in Sales and Marketing, you will learn to 
write these documents:

CC Basic content-marketing tactics

CC Social media calendars

CC Proposals and marketing communications plans

CC Mobile messages

CC Sales messages

CC Fundraising messages

CC Brochures

Strategic Writing in Sales 
and Marketing

For additional tips and helpful links to templates and examples, please visit www.
routledge.com/cw/hendershot.

https://www.routledge.com/cw/hendershot
https://www.routledge.com/cw/hendershot
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003380108-49
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Quiz Yourself

Find the quiz, plus additional tips and links to templates and examples of the types of writ-
ing discussed in the Section, here: www.routledge.com/cw/hendershot.

https://www.routledge.com/cw/hendershot
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Marketing is the process of researching, creating, refining and promoting a product—and 
distributing that product to consumers. While we use the term product broadly here, the 
offering could be a service, experience or other intangible good. Strategic writers partic-
ipate in every stage of marketing. For example, in the research stage they help develop 
concept descriptions, marketing plans, proposals and reports. The creating and refining 
stages include wording on packaging, product descriptions and web copy. The promotion 
stage usually demands the most writing: proposals, advertisements, news releases, text 
messages, blogs, podcasts and more. Strategic writers play an important role in the dis-
tribution stage also. Distribution can require sales-support materials (such as brochures, 
websites and point-of-purchase displays).

Technology advancements support the marketing and sales coordination across 
departments, functions and stages of the customer life cycle. Many organizations use a 
CRM (customer relationship management) tool like Salesforce or Hubspot. CRM tools can 
be integrated with social media management systems or other marketing communica-
tion software to enable strategic writers to customize messages and material to fit your 
prospects’ or customers’ interests and needs. Marketing automation is a growing area of 
importance for delivering more tailored communication to individuals in an efficient way.

One part of marketing involves directly asking consumers to buy the product. When 
that’s done interactively—face-to-face or through a website or some other medium that 
allows consumers to respond—it’s called sales. Even when the sales process involves a 
one-on-one meeting, known as personal selling, strategic writing can play an important 
role: Salespeople often use multimedia presentations, brochures and other written material 
to help explain, demonstrate and promote the product. Strategic writers who help prepare 
multimedia materials for a sales force work in an area called sales support.

Tension sometimes exists between an organization’s sales force and its marketing team. 
Often, the source of that tension is poor communication. Members of a sales force some-
times believe that the marketing team is out of touch with consumers and the realities of 
trying to sell the product. And the marketing team sometimes believes that the sales force 
will say or do anything to sell the product. However, an organization should speak with 
one clear voice when trying to sell a product. In other words, the sales force and the mar-
keting team—plus the public relations, advertising and digital marketing communications 
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material—should focus on the same strategic message when addressing a target audience. 
This “one clear voice” philosophy is part of integrated marketing communications, dis-
cussed earlier in Section 1. Ideally, an integrated, strategic message provides a consistent, 
beneficial image for a product that is relevant to the target audience—and that clear image 
leads to sales.

Because marketing is product-oriented, it can include advertising and some parts of 
public relations. And with all those reports, marketing definitely includes parts of business 
communication. All this inclusion means that the dividing lines among marketing, adver-
tising and public relations can be blurry. Some documents included in other sections of 
this book also can be part of sales and marketing. For example, a multimedia news release 
that announces the launch of a newsworthy product fulfills a marketing function. The 
marketing communications plan, which is the important document that specifies the com-
ponents of a strategic plan to promote a product, can include tactics from public relations, 
advertising and other disciplines.

Even professionals and professors sometimes disagree among themselves about the 
dividing lines that separate marketing, advertising and public relations. To some, it’s all 
marketing. For the moment, it’s more important for you to focus on the strategic purpose 
of each document you write. A well-trained strategic writer should be ready to tackle any 
situation that requires the power of good writing to help achieve a goal.

Just as marketing communication involves many disciplines, including public rela-
tions and advertising, it involves many different media and tactics. More than ever, mar-
keting communication involves “touchpoints,” which are those moments when a possible 
customer encounters some aspect of your product. A touchpoint can be planned, such as 
an addition to an Instagram story, or unplanned, such as seeing a friend using the prod-
uct. Marketing experts Philip Kotler and Kevin Keller recommend several different media 
and tactics for planned touchpoints: digital and print advertising; sales promotions, such 
as contests and coupons; special events; PR efforts, such as news releases and speeches; 
social media; mobile marketing; direct marketing, such as telemarketing and direct mail; 
and personal selling.

Let’s close this chapter with a final bit of advice: For all sales and marketing docu-
ments, do your research. For class projects and for real-world assignments, make it your 
business to know everything possible about your product, your competitors and your tar-
get audience. Social listening, user experience testing, and many forms of secondary and 
primary research can give you invaluable insight on the messages and information design 
that will clearly communicate to and resonate with your target audience. The best, most 
creative writers are usually those who have done the most research. In sales and market-
ing—as in all areas of strategic writing—knowledge is power.
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Social Media in Sales 
and Marketing

Purpose, Audience and Media

Marketing expert Matt Zilli says that cutting-edge marketing involves a fusion of “fulfilling 
customer needs, storytelling and digital interactions.” Social media can be a powerful ally 
in each of those marketing areas.

Recent surveys show that the top social media platforms used by marketers worldwide 
are, in order, Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, YouTube, X (formerly Twitter), TikTok and 
Snapchat. However, there are two important categories in social media marketing: paid 
and organic. Paid social media includes paid ads and “sponsored” “boosted” or “pro-
moted” posts. Marketers also use organic messages, which are free updates that organiza-
tions post, at no charge, on their own accounts on Facebook, Instagram and other social 
media. Using these accounts, organizations might engage with their brand evangelists or 
respond to customers who may have complaints or ideas for improvements.

Social media marketing isn’t just for large brands or online-focused businesses. 
Organic social is often a major component of non-profit marketing and communication 
plans reaching supporters, potential volunteers and financial contributors. Organizations 
can speak directly to their stakeholders or respond to donor and volunteer posts through 
those accounts. And thanks to grants and savvy donor support, many non-profits have also 
found budget-friendly ways to use paid social as an investment that yields high returns in 
fundraising campaigns.

Social media is ideally designed for two-way communication. It’s important to remem-
ber it isn’t just for sending or posting messages but is also an important forum for listening. 
Social media platforms are ripe sources of insight for developing the underlying ideas used 
to create good strategic writing. Consultant and author Charlene Li touts the importance of 
listening on social. She recommends listening at scale, crowdsourcing ideas and engaging 
with online audiences to deepen relationships. Numerous tools like Brandwatch, Meltwa-
ter, Sprout Social, and Hootsuite can collect and synthesize social posts to help writers see 
trending topics of interest and natural language used by consumers when discussing their 
product category. Many of these tools also serve as Social Media Management Systems 
(SMMSs) that allow you to plan editorial content across social platforms and schedule it in 
advance for optimal timing.
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Marketing analyst Michael Stelzner says that the top five advantages of social media 
marketing, both paid and organic, are increased exposure of organizations and brands, 
increased traffic to company websites, generating leads for eventual sales, improved sales 
and developing loyal followers. Note that most of those reasons don’t involve immediate 
sales. Much of social media marketing focuses on developing relationships that eventually 
lead to sales.

Economists estimate that receipts from online shopping in the United States will 
approach $600 billion by 2024. Interacting with customers where they shop—online, in 
other words—will continue to gain importance for marketers.

Content of Social Media Marketing Messages

Despite the boom in online shopping, the Content Marketing Institute recommends lim-
iting “buy now” requests to just one-third of your social media marketing messages. The 
next chapter in this book (4C: “Content Marketing”) reviews marketing messages that build 
relationships that, ideally, lead to sales. In the early 2020s, the hottest content in social 
media marketing is video: At the beginning of the decade, more than 70% of marketers said 
they planned to increase their use of video in social media marketing. YouTube remains 
the top platform for those efforts, followed by Facebook and Instagram. Most videos are 
in the one- to three-minute range, so keep most content brief and focused. When TV was 
the dominant video platform, horizontal filming was overwhelmingly the norm. But with 
75% of video viewing now done on mobile devices, vertical viewing is increasing. This is 
particularly true on Snapchat and other video-heavy social platforms. That said, users of 
the leading platform YouTube primarily default to horizontal viewing.

In addition to building relationships with potential customers, another goal of social 
media marketing is to gather information about consumers. Databases that store such infor-
mation now drive much of marketing communication—and social media can be a highly 
effective tool for gathering contact information (like email addresses) and facts about cur-
rent customers as well as potential customers. Information-gathering tactics can include 
giveaways of products, including music downloads, research reports and related items; 
surveys and questionnaires that also gather demographic, psychographic and behavioral 
information with the promise of sharing the results or entering the responder into a mer-
chandise drawing; contests that involve consumer-generated content, such as anecdotes or 
photographs; and discounts in the forms of written or scannable codes.

Social media marketers also need to join online, consumer-initiated conversations 
about their brands. Research shows that almost three-fourths of consumers say that social 
media reviews and comments affect their purchase decisions and their opinions about 
products. Direct social media interaction between consumers and organizations also has 
been shown to improve consumers’ impressions of those organizations.
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Content Marketing

Purpose, Audience and Media

According to the Content Marketing Institute, “Content marketing is a strategic marketing 
approach focused on creating and distributing valuable, relevant and consistent content to attract 
and retain a clearly-defined audience—and, ultimately, to drive profitable customer action.”

For strategic writers, content marketing means positioning your organization as a sup-
plier of information that customers and potential customers want and need (even if they 
don’t know that yet). This useful information is often entertaining and emotionally engag-
ing. It frequently involves storytelling. Content marketing begins with an intense focus on 
target markets and what they want.

Successful content marketing builds relationships with target markets and increases 
their loyalty to your organization. And in marketing, customer loyalty is huge: Experts 
estimate that attracting a new customer costs five times as much as keeping a current one. 
Reducing the number of lost customers by just 5% a year can increase annual profits by 
25% to 100%. Besides prospecting for new customers, successful marketing programs 
often focus on building current-customer loyalty, knowing that profits will follow.

The media for content marketing are those preferred by the target markets. Content 
marketing often uses social media to feature or link to multimedia storytelling efforts or 
specific landing pages within your organization’s website.

Examples of Content Marketing

Content marketing involves ideas and stories (loyalty-building content) delivered through 
an ever-expanding variety of media: videos; multimedia narratives (online written stories 
with embedded photos and/or videos); email newsletters; livestreams; slideshows; webi-
nars; digital games; social media posts; specialized websites (often called microsites); pod-
casts; apps; blogs; texts; hashtag campaigns; e-books; print or digital magazines; and even 
virtual reality presentations (for consumers with headsets).

Not all content is written by or on behalf of an organization. The nature of social media, 
blogs and vlogs lends itself to crowdsourcing content ideas or curating the organic posts 
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of interested users and community members. Marketers may engage and encourage user-
generated content (UGC), which is developed and shared by consumers. For example, 
customers frequently post their personal high-adventure images and videos captured using 
GoPro equipment on social media channels, creating authentic and compelling organic 
content. Strategic writers foster this UGC by creating hashtags, launching contests or engag-
ing in partnerships (like GoPro’s collaboration with Red Bull) that further expand reach.

And, in content marketing, what messages fill those media? Tips and how-to instruc-
tions; recipes; compilations of consumer-generated content (such as shared advice and/
or photos); feature stories on topics of interest (including stories about your organization 
and its employees); entertaining or informative images or infographics; white papers (fact-
filled reports); case studies; interviews with interesting people; real-time question-and-
answer sessions; news about popular products; concert livestreams; and much more. All 
are designed to build relationships, increase contacts and enrich brand image.

Specific examples of successful content marketing include:

CC Nike’s Come Thru: For Her, By Her, episodic video content on YouTube

CC Trader Joe’s online “Fearless Flyer” newsletter (www.traderjoes.com/fearless-flyer)

CC Red Bull’s Red Bulletin digital magazine (www.redbull.com/us-en/theredbulletin)

CC Shopify Masters podcast for online entrepreneurs

CC The Bread Exam campaign addressing cultural taboos surrounding breast self-exams.

None of these examples features a strategy of “buy, buy, buy.” Rather, the strategy is 
“inform and entertain.”

Several of the chapters in this book offer instructions for creating content marketing 
tactics: microblogs and status updates; blogs; podcasts; video news releases and 
direct-to-audience videos; newsletter and magazine stories; audio advertisements; video 
advertisements; mobile messages; brochures; and business reports.

CONTENT MARKETING TIPS

1.	Begin with research: Who are your target markets? What do they want? How can 
you be useful? What can your organization offer them that others can’t?

2.	Be strategic: Content marketing is goal oriented. Every story your organization 
chooses to tell should have a specific goal and should complement other stories 
you’ve told. Content marketers say their top challenge is coordinating campaigns 
that involve several brands within an organization.

3.	Measure success: Research which specific content-marketing tactics are turn-
ing followers into customers. Research which messages are generating increased 
sales to current customers.

4.	Stay current: A good starting place to review successful ideas for content market-
ing is the Content Marketing Institute (contentmarketinginstitute.com).

https://www.traderjoes.com
https://www.redbull.com
https://contentmarketinginstitute.com
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Social Media Calendars

Purpose, Audience and Media

A social media calendar schedules the distribution of goal-oriented social media posts. 
In fact, a social media calendar often is part of a larger online social media management 
system that can automatically post your pre-prepared social media messages. (Social media 
management systems are software programs, often web-based, that provide key information 
and programming opportunities for particular topics and functions.) Social media manage-
ment systems also can help you monitor engagement, which measures how much your tar-
get audience is responding to your posts and in what ways. Social media calendars can help 
you create well-organized, sustained, on-message social media campaigns. Many orga-
nizations also coordinate various forms of planned communication across social media, 
blogs, website updates and public relations in an enterprise-wide editorial calendar.

The primary audience for your social media calendar is your colleagues, supervisors 
and clients. A social media calendar can help your team agree on what you want to say, 
which media you’ll use and when you’ll send each post. Many tools allow you to enter 
proposed social media posts days or weeks before the actual posting. This allows other 
members of your team to review and approve the posts before the tool will release them 
at the scheduled time. The calendars also let you carefully plan complementary, but not 
identical, posts across platforms at the same time. Often you will want a slightly different 
format, length or tone for your post depending on whether it is designed for LinkedIn 
versus Facebook. Your target audiences will receive your messages (we hope!), but they’ll 
never see your actual social media calendar.

Social media calendars can exist on paper (often for team meetings), but most exist 
online.

KEY TO SUCCESS

Social media calendars should feature messages that blend your organization’s goals 
with your target audiences’ preferences regarding social media platforms and con-
tent, such as informative videos or links to entertaining articles.

4D
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Content

Social media calendars are strongly related to integrated marketing communications 
and to content marketing. As you’ll recall, one goal of integrated marketing communi-
cations is to help an organization stay on message—to use many different communica-
tion tactics and channels to deliver one clear message to a specified target audience. 
That’s also the goal of a social media calendar: It helps you use social media platforms 
such as Facebook and Instagram to send consistent, non-contradictory messages to your 
target audience or audiences. Social media calendars are an important part of planned 
communication.

Social media calendars also are essential to content marketing, which seeks to build 
relationships with customers and potential customers by positioning your organization as 
a regular, trusted supplier of interesting, entertaining and useful information. Your calendar 
can help you plan and sustain a steady stream of engaging, audience-oriented posts.

Creating and managing a social media calendar involves a familiar four-step process 
in strategic writing: research, plan, communicate and evaluate.

1.	Research: Again, whom do you want to communicate with? Why? And what do 
they—or might they—want from you? What are their favorite social media plat-
forms? Shannon Tien of Hootsuite, a leading supplier of social media tools, rec-
ommends that you conduct a social media audit before creating a social media 
calendar. A social media audit can include assessments of goals, current use of 
social media (which platforms does your organization now use, and which are most 
successful?), which kinds of posts are generating the most engagement and who are 
relevant influencers.

2.	Plan: Most social media calendars use a grid, such as the example in this chapter, to 
show the specific details of each social media post—everything from timing to mes-
sage content.

3.	Communicate: Again, your social media calendar can be part of a social media man-
agement system that automatically sends your messages. These tools can allow you to 
communicate with team members and gain approval before each message is launched.

4.	Evaluate: Social media management systems also can help you discover which spe-
cific messages draw the most engagement with your target audience or audiences. For 
example, did Instagram outperform TikTok? Did “how-to” videos outperform links to 
relevant articles? Which days and which times of day drew the most engagement? You 
can use those findings to improve your ongoing social media campaign.

A concept called content curation can help you create effective posts for your social 
media calendar. Initially, content curation involves searching (usually in the digital 
world) for stories, images, memes, videos, websites and more that your own target audi-
ences would enjoy. You can direct your audiences to this interesting, useful and perhaps 
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entertaining material through your own posts. After discovering relevant material, con-
tent curation involves organizing those sources, adding your own original creations to 
the collection and having a rich library of relevant material for your ongoing social 
media campaigns. Finally, content curation involves constantly replenishing and refining 
that library.

Organization and Format

If you search online for social media calendar examples, you’ll quickly find dozens of 
approaches to managing the content and organization of an ongoing social media cam-
paign. You’ll also discover that most social media calendars specify three things:

1.	Where? In other words, which platforms will you use? Facebook? Pinterest? Instagram? 
Which combination of platforms will be most effective in reaching your desired target 
audiences?

2.	When? What specific day and what specific time of that day will each post launch? 
Organizations such as Sprout Social offer free data on the best times to post within 
each social media platform.

3.	What? What will you post? What words? What images, including videos? What hash-
tags? What links? Will it be a livestream, a video or a static post? Obviously, this 
section of a social media calendar specifies content. Some calendars include the full 
post; others include just a concise description of each post. Many calendars specify 
the category of each post, such as “User Generated Content” or “How To” or “Survey.” 
Some organizations give each weekday a theme—for example, Mondays are for reci-
pes, Tuesdays are for frequently asked questions and so on.

A good social media calendar helps ensure an on-message social media campaign. 
And a good social media campaign can help ensure successful, productive relationships 
with important target audiences.

Social Media Calendar Tips

1.	Be frequent: How many times a day should you post on each platform? Expert opin-
ion varies, so do your research. General advice suggests one to two daily posts for 
Facebook; one to three for Instagram; and more frequently for news-oriented social 
platforms. As your organization gains experience and studies engagement with your 
audiences, you can refine the frequency of your posts.

2.	Don’t kill spontaneity: Social media calendars shouldn’t restrict your ability to respond 
quickly and effectively to unforeseen problems and opportunities. For example, 
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@Oreo (Oreo Cookies) will forever be in the Social Media Hall of Fame for its memo-
rable tweet when the power failed in the stadium at Super Bowl XLVII in New Orleans: 
“Power out? No problem. You can still dunk in the dark.” No social media calendar 
can anticipate a moment like that.

3.	React to changes: Sticking with your social media calendar in times of sudden crisis 
for your organization or for its key audiences might make your organization seem 
out of touch or, worse, uncaring. A good crisis communications plan should include 
directions for rapidly revising a social media campaign. That might involve editing or 
canceling previously scheduled posts. A national organization once had to apologize 
to its members about a pre-programmed post promoting a convention that just hours 
before had been canceled because of a hurricane.

4.	Celebrate!: Seasonal content can help your posts appear timely and relevant. In the 
United States in late November, you might consider a Thanksgiving theme for some of 
your posts. Late spring is a popular time to promote gift ideas for parents and young 
adults related to Mother’s Day, Father’s Day and graduations. Be mindful of traditional 
holidays and consider seeking out some unusual ones. Did you know that January 
13 is “Clean Off Your Desk Day”? And March 14 is, of course, Pie Day/Pi Day (3.14).

5.	Don’t oversell: Remember that you’re using social media to build solid relationships. 
Ideally, sales or donations will follow. As we noted earlier, the Content Marketing Insti-
tute recommends limiting sales pitches to 20% of your posts at most.

6.	Keep current: Social media platforms and functions evolve, flourish and sometimes 
die. Remember Vine videos? Keep familiar with what platforms your target audiences 
prefer. But be wary of devoting significant resources to building up capabilities on 
platforms that have not yet proven they have staying power or appropriate security 
and privacy protections.

7.	Build safeguards: Don’t let the same person create, review and distribute your social 
media posts. Social media management systems often allow you to implement an 
approval process to ensure careful review and approval by more than one person 
before posting.
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4E
Proposals and Marketing 
Communications Plans

Purpose, Audience and Media

A proposal is a report-like document that promotes and describes a plan—for a new website, a 
new departmental structure, a public relations campaign, an elaborate special event and so on. 
A marketing communications plan is a similar document that clearly outlines an overall inte-
grated promotional strategy and how it will be implemented. Both describe the need for or the 
advantages of action. After an organization approves a marketing communications proposal, 
it becomes a plan—a roadmap—that guides all integrated marketing strategies for a specified 
time period. In other words, a proposal can evolve into a marketing communications plan, 
often with revisions based on feedback or budget review. To streamline this book, we’ll call this 
a marketing communications plan, but the same format could be used for a public relations 
proposal or a non-profit communications plan not oriented toward consumers and sales.

The audience for a proposal or a marketing communications plan is the person or 
people with the power to approve and implement the plan. The audience will often be a 
client or the leaders of a department or organization.

The medium for proposals and marketing communications plans may at times be 
paper. These documents must be studied; therefore, they sometimes appear as bound doc-
uments. However, formal oral presentations of proposals and plans include multimedia 
elements such as slide presentations (using PowerPoint, Prezi or similar programs), videos 
and other visual aids. These slide decks may be presented on a video conference, emailed 
to the decision makers or incorporated into live meetings.

KEY TO SUCCESS

Through clear organization, a successful proposal or marketing communications plan 
shows how a specific course of action will solve a well-defined problem or will seize a 
well-defined opportunity. Your audience will often be evaluating the proposal using ROI 
(return on investment) criteria. It is essential that the proposal address how the expense 
(in both out-of-pocket costs and staff time) would be justified given the projected gains 
in leads, sales or other strategic outcomes. Using specific, measurable, achievable, rel-
evant and time-bound (SMART) goals and objectives will help make your case.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003380108-54
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Format/Design

Create a clear and organized proposal or plan using a narrative word format or a slide 
deck, starting with an executive summary that gets right to the key points for busy decision-
makers. For longer documents, a table of contents can be useful to flip to key sections 
quickly. The formats of proposals often include the following design and graphics elements:

CC Colorful charts, graphs and other visuals to reinforce and clarify meaning. Proposals 
can be long and daunting; graphics can highlight and clarify key points and provide 
visual relief. Using a headline or explanatory cutline above or below these images can 
ensure your readers take away the key points you intended.

CC Bold, large type for the title on the title page (18-point Times is a standard size for 
report titles).

CC Section titles and subheadings in boldfaced type.

CC Margins of at least one inch.

CC White space between sections; in long reports, each new sections often begins on a 
new page (allow plenty of room for note-taking if it will be a printed piece).

Content and Organization

A formal proposal can contain more than a dozen sections, each of which generally begins 
on a new page. (Less formal proposals can discard some of the sections.)

Tailor your proposal to the specific situation, but in general your proposal should 
contain the following sections. The order of presentation below reflects the order of a 
traditional proposal.

Cover letter

Depending on the method of presentation, a cover letter or email may precede the attached 
proposal or report. The message essentially says, “This proposal presents an idea to address 
the challenge of …” [or “to seize the opportunity of …”]. It can close with an implicit or 
explicit call to action, such as “I look forward to discussing this further at our upcoming 
meeting” or I’m available to discuss this at your convenience.” A “Thank you for your time 
and consideration” can follow the call to action.

Title Page

The title page often is the cover of the proposal. It includes a title; a descriptive subtitle, if 
necessary; the name(s) of the author(s); and the date. Your title should be compelling, posi-
tive and descriptive. A snappy, teasing title—much like a slogan—is often effective. If your 
proposal introduces a promotional campaign that has a theme, consider using that theme 
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as your title. A descriptive subtitle can make it clear that the document is a proposal. The 
subtitle generally includes the word proposal. For example:

PARTNERS FOR PROGRESS

A Proposal to Gain Local Consent for the 
Expansion of the Portland Headquarters

Table of Contents

A table of contents lists each section, in order, and the starting page for each of those 
sections. (Do not list the span of pages for each section; just list the starting page.) In the 
table of contents, do not include the memo/letter of transmittal, the title page or the table 
of contents itself. With a headline, clearly label this page as the table of contents.

Table of Charts and Graphs

This optional section lists the names and page numbers of the charts and graphs in the 
proposal. This section generally is not listed in the table of contents.

Executive Summary

An executive summary is a concise, ideally one-page, overview of the proposal’s highlights. In 
general, include an executive summary if the report is formal and will take more than 15 minutes 
to read. In proposals, an executive summary normally summarizes the following sections: situa-
tion analysis, target audiences and tactics. Each of these sections is described below.

Do not use your executive summary as an introduction to your proposal. A reader may 
skip the executive summary. Everything in your executive summary must appear elsewhere 
in the proposal. You can avoid treating the executive summary as an introduction by writ-
ing this section last.

Begin numbering pages with the executive summary.

Situation Analysis (the Problem or Opportunity)

The situation analysis requires in-depth research and describes, in detail, the status quo—
the way things are right now. However, the situation analysis presents the status quo in 
such a way that it fills readers with the desire to act to solve a problem or seize an oppor-
tunity. In the situation analysis, do not mention the solution (the plan) that the proposal 
will present. Keep the focus solely on the problem or opportunity. Let your readers, as they 
study the facts, realize that the situation demands a response.
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Ideally, the situation analysis relates to the fulfillment of an important organizational 
goal or goals and can mention them. In a marketing communications plan, this section 
also can discuss competitors and their status in the marketplace. After all, they’re part of 
the existing situation. Key industry, consumer or economic trends are often key compo-
nents of a situation analysis.

Statement of Purpose

This brief section announces the purpose of the proposal. Having just finished the situation 
analysis, your readers ideally are saying, “We need to act. We need to address this situa-
tion.” The statement of purpose reassures readers by simply stating, “This proposal presents 
a plan to win citywide acceptance for the expansion of the Portland headquarters.”

The statement of purpose often can be one clear, confident sentence.

Target Audiences

Much of your work as a strategic writer involves creating productive relationships with 
specific audiences. Proposals for public relations, advertising, sales and marketing and 
business communications generally involve plans designed to affect relationships. Thus, 
proposals usually specify target audiences.

A section on target audiences generally begins with a brief explanatory paragraph. 
This first paragraph explains that the forthcoming plan focuses on a clear target audience 
or a set of target audiences. This first paragraph can be as short as one sentence: “The 
forthcoming plan targets five distinct audiences: the City Commission, neighborhood 
committees, city religious organizations, city business leaders and the local news media.”

After presenting this brief explanation, describe each target audience. Descriptions should 
include demographic information (non-attitudinal information such as age range, gender, 
income, race and education), geographic information (such as where the target audience, lives, 
works or travels), psychographic information (attitudinal information such as political philos-
ophy, religious beliefs and other important values) and behavioral information (information 
about actions and habits). Descriptions also should include the desired resources that each 
public controls and the nature of their relationship, if any, with your organization. In many 
marketing plans, a target audience will also be depicted by one or more personas, meant to 
humanize a target audience and assist in assessing the best suited messages and media.

Use internal headlines to provide a new subsection for each new target audience.

The Plan (Goals, Objectives, Strategies and Tactics)

Plans usually exist in an outline form and begin with a goal. A goal is a general statement 
of the broad outcome you hope your plan will achieve. Goals often begin with infinitives, 
such as “To improve” or “To increase.” By beginning your plan with a verb, you place an 
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immediate focus on action. For example, a goal might be “To win citywide acceptance for 
the expansion of the Portland headquarters.” The goal often echoes the earlier statement 
of purpose: “To win citywide acceptance for the expansion of the Portland headquarters.” 
Some plans have more than one goal. In such plans, each goal would have its own set of 
objectives.

After the goals come the objectives. Objectives are like milestones along the way 
to achieving your goal. They help indicate that you are “on track” to your destination. 
Unlike goals, objectives are specific. They clarify the exact things you must achieve to 
reach a goal. Objectives also are measurable and timebound, so they generally include a 
number and a date. They establish a clear line between success and failure and include 
a deadline.

Some plans include Strategies between the Objectives and Tactics. A strategy is a gen-
eral description of “how” you will achieve your objectives. In other words, strategies help 
you move from specific objectives to specific tactics. For example, one strategy under our 
City Council objective might be “Provide individual council members with information 
about the expansion.” Beneath, list specific tactics that provide precise details about how 
you propose to achieve that strategy.

Tactics are the actions you recommend to achieve each objective. This is your list of 
“what” you will do. List and describe tactics under the appropriate objective. Unlike goals 
and objectives, tactics don’t begin with infinitives. Tactics begin with active verbs; they’re 
commands. For each tactic, include the following information: brief description, deadline, 
budget, special requirements and evaluation. Number the tactics under each objective, 
beginning with “Tactic #1” for each new objective. Because we generally want to reach 
each targeted public through messages in multiple channels that reinforce one another, it’s 
likely that each objective will have more than one tactic.

The beginning of a plan, therefore, looks something like this:

Goal: To win citywide acceptance for the expansion of the Portland headquarters

Objective #1: To gain approval from the City Commission by June 15.

Strategy #1: �Provide individual council members with information about the 
expansion.

Tactic #1: �Send personal letter from CEO Sarah Jones to each city commissioner,

Brief description: Ms. Jones will send each commissioner a personal let-
ter announcing the proposed expansion of the Portland headquarters. The 
letter will emphasize the benefits to the city and how marginalized com-
munities will be served. A detailed map of the area, photographs of the 
existing property and architectural renderings of the expanded facility will 
be included.
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Ideally, the plan leaves readers with no questions about the details. Specify sizes, col-
ors, dates, places, prices and so on. If the description of tactics becomes too detailed and 
begins to clutter the plan, consider including samples or sketches in a Supplements sec-
tion. If you include supplements, direct the readers’ attention to that section at appropriate 
places in your description of each tactic.

Timetable

This section is optional because the plan’s objectives and tactics already include proposed 
deadlines. As a separate section, however, a timetable can be a useful chart. Organize 
the timetable in chronological order, with the first action first and the last action last. Use 
a calendar or linear timeline graphic to show the stages and milestones. If you prefer a 
simple table format, place the date in a left-hand column and the related action in a right-
hand column:

March 31: Mail CEO letters to city commissioners.

April 1: Post first podcast.

April 4: Send open-house invitations to neighborhood committees.

Budget

Although you already have specified the cost of each tactic, include a “line-item” budget 
in your proposal. In a two-column format, list each expense and the projected cost. In a 
detailed, lengthy budget, consider including a “contingency line” for unforeseen expenses. 
To include a contingency line, total all the expenses and label the resulting sum as a sub-
total. Next, determine what 10% of the subtotal would be and list that amount in your 
contingency line. (Check with your supervisor or consult previous proposal budgets to 

Deadline: March 31.

Budget: $500 for custom map, photography, and renderings.

Special requirements: City Commissioner Dennis Jackson is blind. He pre-
fers to receive correspondence via email. His computer has audio-reader 
software.

Evaluation: The success of this tactic will be measured by whether the City 
Commissioners and chiefs of staff are already familiar with our key points 
when we make follow-up calls in advance of our formal presentation.
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determine an acceptable percentage of the subtotal for your contingency line.) The end of 
a detailed line-item budget would look like this:

Posters, 40 copies $200.00

Campaign buttons 150.00

New website section 825.00

SUBTOTAL 1,175.00

Contingency budget 117.50

TOTAL $1,292.50

Challenges

This optional (and generally rare) section presents and refutes challenges to the situation 
analysis and the proposed tactics. Consider including it when your proposal contains con-
troversial material, and, therefore, obvious challenges exist. Clearly and concisely state the 
challenge and the rebuttal:

Challenge: The City Commission opposed the past four corporate building 
proposals.

Refutation: Those four proposals did not include an expanded workforce. Our 
proposal includes more than 200 new jobs for the Portland area.

Additional Benefits

This optional section details the “add-on” benefits that your proposal would create—
besides the basic benefit(s) of reaching the identified goal(s). For example, improving a 
relationship with a target public might have additional, future benefits. List those benefits 
as “Additional Benefit #1” and so on.

Conclusion

Proposal conclusions are brief. Summarize the need for action. State that the proposal 
offers a plan to address that need. Consider closing with specific recommendations for 
next steps, which might include dates and places for future discussions of the proposal and 
procedures for the formal acceptance of the proposal. Consider recommending a timeta-
ble for those actions. Some proposals eliminate this section, preferring to close with the 
plan itself. The conclusion of a marketing communications plan might concisely remind 
your communications team of what success will look like.
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Supplements

This optional section can include samples, mock layouts, charts, graphs and articles—any-
thing that the proposal calls for or that supports the clarity or persuasiveness of the pro-
posal. Include only materials cited earlier in the proposal.

PROPOSAL/PLAN TIPS

1.	Be diplomatic: Don’t present your proposal or plan as the savior of a sinking ship or 
as the solution to stupid errors. Your proposal often will target an area managed by 
the very people who will evaluate the proposal. Don’t hurt their feelings or make 
them defensive. Such diplomacy is particularly important in the situation analysis.

2.	Bring target audiences to life: Proposals for advertising campaigns sometimes 
use personas to supplement formal descriptions of target audiences. For example, 
in an ad-campaign proposal, a description of a target audience might include a 
persona that begins: “Michael Khomsi, is a 27-year-old Arab American who grew 
up in Detroit….” Such a description, though fictional, would be a highly detailed 
analysis of a representative target consumer.

3.	Consider a unifying theme: If you propose a campaign that has a theme, incorpo-
rate it throughout the document where appropriate, especially in the Statement 
of Purpose section. You might even label that section Statement of Purpose and 
Theme. The theme also can be the title of the proposal.

4.	Focus on outcomes: In tactics, be sure to evaluate outcome rather than process 
or output. For example, the evaluation measure for news releases should not 
address the number of news releases you distribute. Rather, the evaluation mea-
sure should address how many media outlets published or broadcast the main 
points of the news release—or, better, whether the coverage included key mes-
sages and media’s audiences received and believed your message.

5.	Be concise: Avoid the temptation to pad a proposal or marketing communica-
tions plan with wordiness, useless information or unneeded sections. Concise 
documents show respect for their audience. These documents should be long 
enough to thoroughly fulfill their purpose—and no longer.

6.	Seek advice: If possible, show drafts of your proposal or marketing communi-
cations plan to your manager as you progress. These are important documents. 
Avoid distributing an unedited, unapproved proposal or plan.

7.	Communicate with team members: Proposals and marketing communications 
plans often are written by teams. If you are the team leader, assign specific tasks 
to individuals. Assign a deadline for each task. Make these assignments in writ-
ing—in a memo or email—to avoid any misunderstandings. If the document will 
take several days or weeks to complete, hold quick progress meetings or ask that 
members of your team send you periodic progress reports.

8.	Make it attractive: Appearances count. Consider working with a graphic designer 
to create an attractive (though economical) proposal.
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Mobile Messages

Purpose, Audience and Media

Mobile messaging is a key component of mobile marketing. In the words of the Mobile 
Marketing Association, mobile marketing is the promotion of goods and services by means 
of “advertising, apps, messaging, mCommerce (mobile commerce) and CRM (customer rela-
tionship management) on all mobile devices including phones and tablets.” But don’t think 
only of retailers when you think of mobile marketing messages: Schools, sports teams, civic 
organizations, service providers and potential employers effectively use this form of commu-
nication to deliver messages. Here are some examples of how mobile marketing can work:

CC Text messages and text coupons.
CC Mobile video and display ads.
CC Downloadable software apps that offer special services and offers, including aug-

mented reality functionality.
CC Microblog messages, such as social media posts, about product reviews, availability 

or discounts.
CC GPS (global positioning system) technology that issues coupons or other sales mes-

sages when customers are near their favorite stores or restaurants.

This chapter focuses on three similar aspects of mobile messaging:

CC SMS (or short message service) messages, which are limited to words.
CC RCS (or rich communication services) messages, which are multimedia and interac-

tive. Experts predict the replacement of most SMS messages by RCS messages by 2025.
CC In-app messages (that may promote a particular app feature or include programmatic 

ads purchased by outside brands wanting to reach the target audience of an app).

In the best traditions of strategic communication, these marketing messages should 
focus on individual wants and needs. And when it comes to mobile marketing, consent is 
key. Under the U.S. Telephone Consumer Protection Act (TCPA), the recipient must have 
requested such messages by responding to an initial text or email or through the organiza-
tion’s website: TCPA requires express written consent from a recipient before a messaging 

4F
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campaign can begin. The same act specifies that you must offer recipients an easy way to 
opt out of such messages, so providing that information will be an important part of the 
messages you write and design apps often contain Preference sections in which users can 
specify what kind of in-app messages, if any, they wish to receive.

The Cellular Telecommunications Industry Association (CTIA) enforces compliance with 
mobile marketing rules and promotes industry best practices. Made up of mobile carriers 
and other related companies, the CTIA advocates for mobile customers and publishes a set 
of best practices to protect consumers from unwanted messages. CTIA also provides guid-
ance for political campaigns about sending messages to voters. Many technology companies 
offer platforms that help brands design and manage compliant mobile marketing campaigns.

Mobile marketing is constantly evolving, as are consumer tastes. A database can help 
ensure that your messages directly target an individual’s known interests or target a message 
based on their location, past usage or stage in the buying process. These might be long-term 
relationships like annual appointments with medical providers or more temporary engage-
ments as you shop for an infrequent purchase, like a car. Research shows that teenagers and 
young adults are the most receptive audiences for sales-related text messages, but the practice 
is rapidly spreading to older audiences. In fact, a third or more of Americans in all generations 
from Baby Boomers through Gen Z prefer texts from brands over other forms of communication.

Mobile messages are increasingly important in strategic communication: Tablets and 
phones outsell laptop computers; usage of popular messaging apps now exceeds usage of 
popular social media networks; and texts are four times more likely to be opened than emails. 
A recent study by Klaviyo, a marketing automation platform, found that 85% of Americans say 
they’ve been texted by a brand recently and most feel secure interacting with them via SMS. 
While preference for emails from brands is still stronger than texts, the reality is consumers 
average more than 1000 unread emails and only a few dozen unread text messages.

Format/Design

Marketing-related texts are brief: SMS texts are limited to 160 characters and spaces. RCS 
texts can include visual elements and interactivity, and they do not have a restriction 
regarding character count (though brevity is important). In-app messages generally begin 
with the app’s identifying icon and then a brief message. With user permission, in-app 
messages can appear when a phone or tablet is reactivated, even if the app is not open.

KEY TO SUCCESS

Mobile marketing messages are highly targeted, concise, have a strong visual appeal 
and often integrate with a mobile app or a web-based landing page. While mobile 
marketing is used for awareness and promotion purposes, it can also be a used to 
deepen relationships with existing customers through cross-sell, up-sell, customer 
retention and referrals. This may take the form of appointment scheduling, order sta-
tus tracking, rewards programs and other sales promotion messages.
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Message format and design can range from simple text or compelling video to sophis-
ticated virtual reality technology. Consider how your mobile message might fit the context 
of consumers’ needs when they are on the go and leverage the technology platforms that 
will help them most. For instance, a quick access discount offer for a familiar local restau-
rant when customers are nearing their lunch break might be just the right format. While a 
more complex augmented reality (AR) tool may help a new homeowner or renter visualize 
potential paint colors or furnishings. For example, IKEA Place allows smartphone users to 
go beyond catalog browsing to see how a piece of furniture could fit in their new home.

Content and Organization

Successful mobile messaging programs encourage interaction and continuing conversa-
tions: For example, a successful promotion that leads to a purchase could be followed 
by a thank-you message; and then a request to rate the product; and then a coupon for a 
related purchase. Companies use databases, which can link to texting-management sys-
tems, to keep track of interactions with specific customers. In addition to such basics as 
name, phone number and kind of mobile device, such databases often include a custom-
er’s “RFM” data, meaning recency (when did the customer last purchase the product?), 
frequency (how often does the customer purchase the product?) and money (how much 
does the customer spend for each purchase?).

Because mobile marketing messages are brief, you should focus on known recipient 
interests and attractive keywords, such as free, save and discount. Despite their variety, 
successful sales-related text messages share these qualities:

CC They are brief.

CC They focus on benefits.

CC They promote a continuation of the relationship with the consumer.

CC They include a call to action on the recipient’s part.

CC They include a link, generally to an app or a sales-oriented landing page.

Two categories of sales-related texts exist: initiated messages (a form of “push” com-
munication from the organization) and response messages (serving a customer service 
function related to customer questions or orders). Initiated messages often strive to attract 
recipients to points of purchase such as websites or traditional brick-and-mortar busi-
nesses. Such messages might read: “40% savings and free shipping at mystore721.com! 
Exp. 12/31/24” or “Show this text for a 10% discount on next purchase at MyStore in 
Center City! Code: 5XAB9.” (Entered into your database, the code would prevent the con-
sumer from using the discount more than once.) These also include thank-you notes, ship-
ping updates, requests for product reviews and even billing.

Response messages are replies to messages initiated by consumers. For example, a con-
sumer might use a phone app to make a January 12 reservation at the XYZ Café. A sales-related 
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response text might read “Thank you! Jan. 12 reservation confirmed for 1 p.m. Show this text 
for 10% discount on any XYZ meal purchased in February. Code: 9GKL1.”

Identify your organization in mobile messages, which often can begin simply with 
your organization’s name in all caps: “SWIMSTUFF.COM: We’re shipping your order 
24 hrs early! Expect arrival this Tuesday. Reply for 10% off your next purchase.” (We all 
know the frustration of receiving anonymous texts.)

Your mobile messages should strive to create consumer responses. For example, a 
swim apparel brand might send this SMS message: “Text SWIM to 55555 to see the latest 
discounts on your favorite swimsuits and beachwear at SwimStuff.com!” Note that the 
designated keyword (SWIM) is easy to see and easy to text.

A similar RCS message could include a photo of a popular product. And the RCS mes-
sage could include an attractive coupon or “Order Here” button instead of the less popular 
“short code” option. New studies show that consumers are tiring of texting so-called short 
codes such as SWIM. Consumers now prefer easy interactivity or quick text exchanges 
with live human beings (as opposed to chatbots) over code use.

Studies show that because RCS messages include a strong visual element and easier 
interactivity, they are more likely to prompt a recipient’s response than are SMS messages. 
Like other forms of strategic communication, images and video are increasingly important 
ways of delivering your messages in the mobile marketing spaces as well.

Although most consumers are familiar with their texting payment plans, the Mobile 
Marketing Association recommends adding this closing to any sales-related texts that 
solicit a texted response: “Msg&data rates may apply.”

MOBILE MESSAGE TIPS

1.	Engage: Mobile marketing allows you to leverage technology to drive interaction 
and engagement with your audience. Many consumers use their mobile devices 
to “kill time” and entertain themselves, so consider ways to make your messages 
fun and rewarding. For example, when Iraq’s first mobile phone company, Asia-
cell, won a license to greatly expand their network coverage, they developed in 
an in-app soccer game with World Cup ticket prizes as a way to encourage users 
to continuously engage with the brand.

2.	Stay true to your brand: Using video, images and text, you can reinforce the 
relevant brand attributes that most appeal to your target audience in a context of 
their specific stage in the buying process. For example, Burger King highlighted 
their “flame broiled” competitive differentiator with an augmented reality (AR) 
app feature that allowed users to virtually set competitor ads “on fire” in their app 
and earn a free Whopper.

3.	Drive response: Incorporating a call to action is a key part of most mobile mar-
keting. Chocolate brand Cadbury developed a segmented mobile marketing 
campaign with relevant videos based on consumers’ online shopping stage and 
directing them to find the nearest store with the featured product.

https://swimstuff.com
http://swimstuff.com
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Sales Messages

Purpose, Audience and Media

Direct marketing includes sales messages delivered individually to potential customers 
through text, email or the mail. These communication pieces attempt to persuade the 
recipient to buy a product (a good or a service). Printed versions may take the form of post-
cards, letters, or more elaborate direct-mail packages. Email marketing includes e-blasts 
that send the same message out to many consumers at the same time (such as newsletters, 
catalogs or product announcements), but more customization is common now that tech-
nology enables personalized content. This can be as simple as using the consumer’s name 
to hyper-personalized content derived from customer data. Artificial intelligence (AI) and 
predictive analysis make this customized approach more efficient than ever before.

Direct marketing is mass-produced. However, that mass production shouldn’t prevent 
you from including knowledge about the individual recipient. Increasingly, companies 
have detailed customer-information databases that allow them to send highly personalized 
sales messages through a variety of media. Organizations also can purchase detailed lists 
of potential customers or donors from list brokers. Ideally, however, recipients of email 
marketing “opt in.” In other words, they previously agree to receive your email messages; 
they often grant such permission when making an online purchase. Without that permis-
sion, the messages can be ineffective or even result in negative brand perceptions. 

Printed direct marketing became known to consumers as “junk mail.” Then when 
email marketing lowered the paper, printing and postage expenses for unwanted digital 
direct marketing, consumers referred to this as “spam.” The CAN-SPAM Act passed into 
law in 2003 in the United States establishing requirements on commercial messages and 
giving consumers rights to stop unwanted emails. These messages may violate the law 
unless they contain a clear “unsubscribe” option. In the European Union, failure to secure 
previous permission for mass emails violates the law.

Even as texts and other mobile marketing increase in popularity, email is still a 
preferred method for consumers to hear from brands. But don’t count on every mes-
sage getting through. It’s important to remember that the average American has 1600 
unread emails so strategic writing is critical. A well-crafted subject line might be the 
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most important component of email marketing. Available analytics will help you assess 
open rates or other metrics, so consider A/B testing different subject lines to optimize 
results.

Printed direct marketing pieces can take a variety of sizes, shapes and features. Do 
printed pieces still work in our digital world? If such pieces are well-targeted, research 
shows that many recipients find them more personal than other sales approaches. If credit 
card and higher education marketing is any gauge, postal marketing still has a role in many 
marketing mixes to younger and older adults alike. Often an integrated marketing commu-
nications approach will use an element of direct mail to gain a recipient’s attention in our 
world of online clutter or to deliver a specific call to action at the culmination of other 
online and offline marketing efforts.

Format/Design

Printed direct marketing pieces highlight key passages with design elements such as bold-
face type, different-colored type, underlining, capital letters, subheadlines—and even 
dimensional components (like attached magnets, stickers or plastic cards), prepared and 
attached to the letter by a machine.

Email marketing messages generally include colorful images (such as discount offers 
or coupons), links to websites, animations or even promotional videos to encourage recip-
ients to learn more about the product. E-blast newsletters contain “unsubscribe” and social 
media sharing options, usually at the bottom.

Content and Organization

Direct marketing from retailers or companies such as Amazon or TravelSmith feature col-
orful coupons that reflect the recipient’s history of purchases. Coupon headlines generally 
highlight a benefit (“Need to Cure the Winter Blahs?”), a deadline (“Two Days Only!”) or 
a price reduction (“20% Off Your Favorite Designer Labels!”). Such coupons may also take 

KEY TO SUCCESS

Successful direct marketing relies on database-driven knowledge of individual con-
sumer preferences. Email subject lines are critical to getting messages opened and not 
trashed. Find a balance between informative and intriguing. You want your readers to 
be interested but not feel duped. Use A/B testing to try different messages and opti-
mize results. Leverage the attention-getting ability of a P.S. to close messages with a 
compelling thought.
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the form of QR codes that link to mobile apps or website offers. Other e-blasts take the 
form of a newsletter table of contents, with each story description including a compelling 
image, a headline, a punchy one-sentence summary and a “Read More ≫” link that takes 
recipients to the full story. These are popular with media outlets, non-profit organizations 
and advocacy groups.

Like coupon headlines, subject lines for email marketing focus on benefits (“Big sav-
ings on last-minute gifts!”), deadlines (“Only 48 hours left!”) or price reductions (“40% 
savings and free shipping!”). Subject lines for e-blast newsletters often focus on time-span 
and the lead story: “Weekly update: Fundraising progress for new playground surges.” The 
subject line must be powerful enough to capture the recipient’s attention and entice them 
into opening the email.

Direct marketing letters can use a variety of organizational strategies. Such letters 
often exceed one page. (The theory is that if the letter delivers enough product-related 
benefits, the recipient will keep reading.) Traditional sales letters feature a six-part organi-
zational strategy.

Part 1 of 6: Begin with a Teaser Headline (Optional)

In promotional letters, teaser headlines are optional. A teaser headline generally appears 
in the upper-left corner of the page, above the date and the salutation. Teaser headlines 
usually use a different typeface—and often a different color—from the rest of the type. 
They are larger (usually 18- or 24-point type), and they don’t extend across the entire page. 
Instead, they split into two or three lines and remain in the upper-left corner.

Unlike newspaper headlines, teaser headlines usually don’t tell; instead, they tease. 
They ask a question, mention a problem, state an eye-popping statistic, refer to a solution 
or highlight words that sell. (For a list of words that sell, such as free, see Section 3E.) The 
goal of a teaser headline is to capture the reader’s attention and get them to read the letter 
to learn about the headline.

Part 2 of 6: Create a Sense of Need or Desire

In the first paragraph, don’t start by mentioning your product or by asking for the sale. 
Instead, create a sense of need or desire. This often means creating a concise scenario that 
presents a familiar problem or desire to the recipient. The goal of this section is to remind 
the recipient that something in their life needs to be better. Don’t mention your product 
yet. The recipient will view the product as a solution—and at this point, you want them 
to think only about their problem. Keep them focused only on their sense of need. By the 
time they read the final sentence of this section, the recipient should be filled with a desire 
to improve some aspect of their life. Using an example of another customer who went 
through a relatable need can set the stage that your reader is not alone in their situation 
and help you bridge to presenting your product as the helpful response.
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Part 3 of 6: Present Your Product as the Solution

Beginning with a new paragraph, satisfy the recipient by presenting a solution to their problem: 
your product. Be specific about how your product solves the problem and improves the recipient’s 
life. Discuss the benefits of your product in detail. Remember that a benefit is a product character-
istic—a feature—that creates something advantageous and desirable in the recipient’s life.

The discussion of your product’s benefits often exceeds one paragraph. As noted in the 
previous Format/Design segment, this portion often features design elements such as boldface 
type, different-colored type, underlining and capital letters. Using information design tech-
niques like bullet point lists, tables that compare products on different features or benefits or an 
illustrative diagram or image can help readers get a strong sense of your offering in short order.

Part 4 of 6: Ask for the Sale

In a new paragraph, ask for the sale. Or direct it: “Order yours today! It’s easy. Just …” This 
concise passage is known as a “call to action.” Be sure to give all the details about how 
the recipient can acquire your product. In the case of high-ticket items or those with long 
sales cycles, the call to action is often a request for more information or an appointment 
with a salesperson for more details.

If you’re concerned that your product’s price may dampen the recipient’s enthusiasm, 
consider these ideas from direct-mail expert George Duncan:

CC Offer a guarantee or a free-trial period.

CC Compare the product’s price to the price of something familiar and desirable, such as 
dinner with friends or a cup of coffee every day for a month.

CC Create a sense of urgency with a special benefit: “And if you respond within the next 
30 days, we’ll also send you a …”

Part 5 of 6: Re-evoke the Sense of Need or Desire 
and Again Ask for the Sale

In case the recipient has become too relaxed, in a new, final paragraph return to the 
idea you developed in the first paragraph: Something is missing in their life. After briefly 
re-evoking that sense of need, tell them to purchase your product today. Include a standard 
“Sincerely” sign-off.

Part 6 of 6: Add a P.S.

Almost all sales letters add a postscript, a P.S., below the sender’s signature and title. 
(Include an extra space, just as if the P.S. were a new paragraph.) Some postscripts even 
appear to be handwritten, as if they were an urgent personal note from the sender to 
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the recipient. The P.S. presents one final incentive to purchase the product. A sales-letter 
P.S. usually describes an additional benefit of the product or, more often, presents a bonus 
for purchasing soon: “Call now, and you’ll also receive a …”

A P.S. is not signed. It appears at the bottom of a letter and is introduced simply by the 
initials P.S.

Direct-Mail Packages

A direct-mail package is an unsolicited persuasive message sent to consumers on a mail-
ing list. It attempts to change attitudes, beliefs or actions. Direct mail can be used to raise 
money, expand membership, educate recipients, generate income, increase renewals, or 
sell subscriptions or products.

Each part of a traditional direct-mail package has a specific function. The more pieces 
in the package, the greater the likelihood that the recipient will look at one of them. The 
pieces can include:

CC An outer envelope—attracts attention with teaser copy and gets the package opened

CC A sales letter—explains the offer in detail, sells the benefits to the recipient and asks 
for the sale

CC A brochure—restates the offer made in the sales letter in a visual presentation

CC Other teaser devices such as a lift letter (testimonial), product sample, free gift or cou-
pon—attract attention and encourage the recipient to spend time with the package

CC A reply card—asks for the sale and tells the recipient how to respond

SALES MESSAGE TIPS

1.	Understand the recipient: Focus on the recipient’s self-interest. They don’t care 
what you think about the product. They want to know what it can do for them. 
Any product features that you describe should be presented as benefits to them.

2.	Don’t overdo it: Avoid excessively negative scenarios. Don’t threaten the recip-
ient. If you successfully describe an unpleasant scenario, their imagination will 
supply the unfortunate consequences of inaction.

3.	Coordinate length and benefits: Some sales letters, especially those in direct-
mail packages that contain brochures and other items, are longer than one page. 
The theory is that if the recipient clearly sees how they benefit from your product, 
they’ll continue to read for that length.

4.	Use an SMP or creative brief: Like advertisements, sales letters should present a 
clear, concise, beneficial image of your product. Consider completing a strategic 
message planner or creative brief before you write a sales letter.
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EMAIL MARKETING TIPS

1.	Gain recipients’ attention: A compelling subject line is essential. Ask a question, 
pique recipients’ curiosity or offer a challenge.

2.	Experiment: Test different subject lines to see which one pulls best. Always mea-
sure your results.

3.	Personalize: Create emails that are personal and don’t appear to be spam. Fre-
quently, content should be unique and informative rather than promotional.

4.	Keep it legal: Ensure that every recipient on your list has given permission to 
receive emails from your organization. Always include an “opt-in” option to 
ensure that your customers want to continue to receive emails. Have an obvious 
link where customers can unsubscribe.

5.	Build identity: Keep your organization’s style consistent in all marketing. The 
emails should all feature the same colors, logo and format to reinforce your orga-
nization’s image.

6.	Promote sharing: Include social media sharing links so your recipients can easily 
send them to others, thus increasing your reach.

7.	Study email messages that you receive: As you know, e-blasts are not limited 
to sales messages. The term extends to any mass emailing to an “opt-in” list of 
recipients. Nonprofit organizations use e-blasts to inform members and donors of 
upcoming events. Professional associations often use e-blasts to distribute news-
letters and breaking news. Despite such diversity, successful e-blasts have this in 
common: They quickly and clearly target the interests of the recipients.
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Sales Letter
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Fundraising Messages

Purpose, Audience and Media

A fundraising message is a message, often a letter or email, sent to potential donors on a 
mailing list. Nonprofit organizations use fundraising messages to raise money, identify new 
donors, increase visibility, boost public relations, identify potential volunteers and publicize 
new programs. Your purpose in fundraising messages is to persuade recipients that a deserv-
ing cause needs their money and that their contribution will bring them into a community 
of people who are improving our world. While soliciting a one-time contribution may be 
worthwhile, most non-profits seek to build longer-term relationships with donors and the 
most successful ones create a sense of community between and among their supporters.

Fundraising messages rarely are single, one-time efforts. Successful fundraising gen-
erally requires a well-planned series of “touches,” which are informative points of contact 
with potential donors.

Like other forms of marketing messages, fundraising messages require a highly tar-
geted audience. Organizations can use their own in-house databases of donor and poten-
tial donor information. They also can rent highly targeted mailing lists from organizations 
known as list brokers. A typical response rate from a donor acquisition mailing is between 
0.5% and 2.5%. However, the response rate from resolicitation—that is, seeking more 
money from a current donor—can be three to four times more successful than initial 
requests, particularly if your organization details exactly how it’s spending the money. 
Generally, the best prospect for fundraising is someone who has recently given their time 
or money to the organization as they already have demonstrated they understand the value 
of its work.

Fundraising emails and digital newsletters are becoming more common, but experts 
say that the most successful fundraising emails remain individual messages sent from cur-
rent donors to their friends. Strategic writers at non-profits often help craft example copy 
or templated designed messages that supporters can personalize and use to build a broader 
community of like-minded supporters. Several fundraising websites now allow you to 
automatically post to social media, informing friends and followers about your donation 
and encouraging them to join you. And many platforms like Facebook allow staff, board 
members, volunteers or donors to set up their own fundraiser on the platform directly. This 
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gives advocates a chance to request donations in lieu of birthday gifts or in honor of a 
special occasion or accomplishment. Organizations also can use their own social media 
posts to direct potential donors to fundraising landing pages). Remember to optimize these 
digital messages for mobile viewing as well.

Format/Design

Fundraising letters often highlight key passages with design elements such as boldface 
type, different-colored type, underlining, capital letters, subheadlines—and even hand-
written sticky notes, prepared and attached to the letter by a machine. However, fundrais-
ing letters shouldn’t seem excessively expensive (an apparent waste of donors’ money) or 
too flashy (inappropriately frivolous for an important social need).

Content and Organization

A fundraising letter can be part of a direct-mail package A fundraising package tradition-
ally contains the following:

CC An attention-grabbing outer envelope (perhaps with a scannable donation code, 
which might earn a postage discount—see Tip 3).

CC A personalized fundraising letter.

CC A personalized reply form (digital donations lessen the need for this item).

CC A reply envelope (digital donations lessen the need for this item).

CC A brochure (optional).

Like a marketing or sales letter, a fundraising message traditionally consists of six sections.

Part 1 of 6: Begin with a Teaser Headline (Optional)

In fundraising letters, teaser headlines are optional. A teaser headline appears in the upper-
left corner of the page, generally above the date and the salutation. Teaser headlines usually 
use a different typeface—and often a different color—from the rest of the type. They are 

KEY TO SUCCESS

A successful fundraising message delivers a personal, emotional, benefit-driven mes-
sage directly to individual recipients. It shows them that they can make a difference. 
Effective, ongoing fundraising campaigns include frequent mailings and social media 
interactions with the receptive individuals.
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larger (usually 18- or 24-point type), and they don’t extend across the entire page. Instead, 
they split into two or three lines and remain in the upper-left corner.

Unlike newspaper headlines, teaser headlines usually don’t tell; instead, they tease. 
They ask a question, mention a problem, state an eye-popping statistic or refer to a solu-
tion. The goal of a teaser headline is to capture readers’ attention and get them to read the 
letter in order to learn about the headline. Avoid any teasing strategies that seem frivolous 
or that seem to lessen the seriousness of the letter.

Fundraising emails generally replace this headline with the email subject line—for 
example, “How can $2.98 save a life?” The subject line must be powerful enough to cap-
ture recipients’ attention and entice them into opening the email. Subject lines of 40 or 
fewer characters and spaces can help ensure that recipients see the entire subject.

Part 2 of 6: Present an Emotional Description of the Need

In the first paragraph or paragraphs, describe the social problem in specific, emotional 
terms. Grab readers’ attention and help them identify with the cause or issue. Begin with a 
piece of genuine news or a real-life story that evokes empathy. Your goal is to show readers 
that something in life needs to be better. Use a personal salutation and, if possible, speak 
directly to readers within the letter, calling them by name.

This section can exceed one paragraph, but don’t let it dominate the letter. Don’t over-
whelm readers with the scope of the problem. Show that the situation is serious—but not 
hopeless. At this point, keep the focus on the problem, not on the solution.

Part 3 of 6: Present Your Organization as a Solution to the Problem

In a new paragraph, present your organization as a solution to the problem. Concentrate 
on illustrating the benefits created by the organization. Show how your organization’s 
good works have impacted society.

Part 3 can be several paragraphs. As noted in the Format/Design section, this portion 
often features design elements such as boldface type, different-colored type, underlining 
and capital letters. Consider using such elements to highlight particular strengths of your 
organization and its successes.

Part 4 of 6: Ask for a Donation

Wait until this section to ask for a donation. By this time you’ve built a case for why your 
organization can make a difference. Break the dollar amount into understandable fig-
ures—for example, “For only 50 cents a day you can provide a nutritious meal to a hungry 
child.” Ask for a specific amount or offer recipients several giving levels. Be sure to explain 
that the donation is tax deductible and that your organization can supply a receipt. Create 
a sense of urgency by giving readers a reason to respond now. Offer easy online ways to 
donate. A fundraising email would include a link at this point.
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Part 5 of 6: Re-evoke the Sense of Need or Desire 
and Again Ask for a Donation

Close by re-evoking the sense of need. Remind readers once more of the problem and how 
giving to your organization is the solution. One person should sign the letter to make it 
appear personal. Include a standard “Sincerely” sign-off.

Part 6 of 6: Add a P.S.

Always include a P.S. It should reinforce your strongest reason for giving now. Place the 
P.S. below the sender’s signature and title. (Include an extra space, just as if the P.S. were a 
new paragraph.) In letters, some postscripts even appear to be handwritten, as if they were 
an urgent personal note from the sender to the recipient.

A P.S. is not signed. It appears at the bottom of a message and usually is introduced 
simply by the initials P.S.

FUNDRAISING TIPS

1.	Complete an SMP and/or creative brief: Consider completing a strategic mes-
sage planner or creative brief before you write your fundraising letter. These doc-
uments can help you focus on your recipient’s interests and help you deliver 
one, clear, goal-oriented message. Review the discussions of marketing and sales 
messages and direct-mail packages for more information on writing successful 
fundraising messages.

2.	Use multiple channels: Support your fundraising letter or email with social media 
and news media outreach. MobileCause, a creator of fundraising software, found 
that recipients are 50% more likely to donate when they receive your message 
and learn of the need via several media.

3.	Study postal specifications: For example, the United States Postal Service offers 
various discounts and promotions when you integrate mail and digital technology.

4.	Go visual: In fundraising emails and brochures, use powerful visual elements to 
attract recipients’ attention and evoke an emotional response.
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Fundraising Letter



Fundraising Messages

291

C
re

di
t: 

Pr
es

sm
as

te
r/

sh
ut

te
rs

to
ck

.c
om

; t
an

uh
a2

00
1/

sh
ut

te
rs

to
ck

.c
om

Email

https://www.shutterstock.com


292 DOI: 10.4324/9781003380108-58

Collateral Materials

Purpose, Audience and Media

Collateral marketing materials help you promote your organization and convey your message 
by using a variety of shapes, sizes and formats. Brochures, booklets and fliers are strategic 
communication messages printed or digitally distributed to a specific audience for a specific 
purpose. The three differ slightly in their formats. Brochures are typically a single piece of 
paper printed on both sides and folded into panels. They can use full color, spot color (accent 
color) or black ink only. This shorter format is often useful when introducing a message or 
building awareness about your organization to a new audience. Brochures are popular hand-
outs at conventions, conferences or other events meant to introduce multiple organizations 
to a target audience. You also see them in non-profit and educational industry settings to 
introduce an institution or specific program to prospective donors, members or participants.

Booklets, on the other hand, are printed in four-page increments and usually are sad-
dle stitched (stapled down the middle, forming a mini-book). They typically are full color 
and are ideal for company annual reports, business capability overviews and responses 
to requests for proposals (RFPs), as well as other long-form promotional pieces. Fliers are 
mini-posters, printed on one side of the page and intended for bulletin boards or hand deliv-
ery. They usually are quick-copied on white or colored paper. They are ideal for event or 
meeting announcements and one-page advertisements. They often follow the same design 
principles as print ads as described in the Advertising chapter. Although this chapter will 
focus on writing and designing brochures, the basic principles also apply to other formats.

Collateral material is meant to inform or persuade. The pieces usually are used as part 
of the personal selling process (often referred to as sales literature or “sales lit”), so they 
might be emailed, mailed or hand delivered from an organization’s employee to a recipi-
ent. But they can also be part of a marketing plan media mix that might include print ads, 
video ads, audio ads, direct-mail packages, social media posts or billboards. Because of 
their abbreviated length, brochures don’t tell the whole story; they merely deliver high-
lights. They can be used as material on display racks, enclosures in direct-mail packages, 
handouts, leave-behind sales materials or stand-alone direct mailers. They might advertise 
a product, recruit volunteers, make people aware of an issue or announce a workshop, 
lecture, performance or conference.
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When defining your target audience, answer these questions in addition to the typical 
demographic, psychographic and behavioral queries:

CC How will your audience receive the piece?

CC Why is your audience reading it?

CC What does the audience already know about your product?

CC What is the audience’s current attitude (if any) toward your product?

CC Where else will the audience encounter the message?

As noted, collateral exists on paper or digitally. Salespeople sometimes use collateral 
on tablets or laptops as part of a meeting or conversation with prospects and customers. In 
that case the pieces are designed as downloadable PDFs or slides. Increasingly, strong 
visual and dynamic presentations are essential so video, music, sound or other interactive 
element may be designed into the collateral material.

Content and Organization

Like any effective promotional message, a collateral piece begins with the completion 
of a strategic message planner or creative brief. Those documents help to define the 
audience and focus the message. The target audience determines the tone, vocabulary 

KEY TO SUCCESS

CC Effective collateral material integrates words and images to deliver a single mes-
sage to a specified audience.

CC Keep your content length and format appropriate for the stage in the “funnel” or 
sales process.

CC Fliers should use headlines and images to grab the attention of your audience and 
make them aware of your event or message. Avoid long copy blocks and make 
essential details easy to read and remember.

CC Consider what attendees might be comparing your message to in an event con-
text. Use several subheadings and bullet points to include key customer pain 
points or competitive advantages of your offering when developing a brochure 
for prospects.

CC Include organization capabilities, project plan steps, budgets, timelines and evi-
dence of past successes when putting together a grant proposal or RFP response.

CC Include detailed financial data, charts and graphs for annual reports to investors.

CC In all formats, include an easy way for the recipients to take the next step—to call, 
email, visit, download, make an appointment, etc.
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and type of appeal the message takes. The strategic message must be clear and spe-
cific. A brochure designed to speak to several audiences or accomplish several goals 
is doomed to fail. For example, a brochure designed to recruit volunteers for a hos-
pital won’t work to invite new community members to use the hospital’s outpatient 
services.

Collateral pieces need a theme or unifying concept that amplifies the strategic mes-
sage. The theme helps to interpret, define and present the message to the audience. The 
theme might take the familiar and give it a new twist. It might create a visual metaphor 
and show how two seemingly unrelated topics share many characteristics. It might create 
a distinct personality for the printed piece. For example, a brochure on financial services 
might be illustrated with images of a needle, thread and tape measure, all tools used by 
a tailor. The implication is that the same attention and personal service needed to make 
a custom suit will be given to building a client’s financial portfolio. A brochure on pedi-
atric services at a hospital might be illustrated with crayon drawings, giving it a feeling of 
youthful exuberance.

Sometimes themes are created with words, and other times they are created with 
graphic images. Often, both words and images develop a theme. A brochure might begin 
and end by telling a story. Another brochure might repeat graphics to link elements 
together. Both provide a unifying element.

Panels

Because brochures are typically folded into panels, the designer must create a clear road-
map to direct the reader into and through the piece. The size, shape and number of folds 
determine how the reader views the piece. The six-panel brochure, also called a tri-fold 
brochure, is the most common organizational structure (see Figure 4.1). Other folds and 
designs are discussed later in this chapter. Subheadings help keep passages short and keep 
the reader focused.

FIGURE 4.1 
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In the six-panel brochure, the front cover invites the reader into the piece. It catches 
the eye and provides a visual focus. It hooks the reader with a provocative headline, a 
question or a compelling image. It may contain a teaser headline with a subheading that 
explains the nature of the piece. Usually the cover contains an image, a headline and the 
organization name and/or logo.

Panel 2 is the next most likely panel to be read because of its position in the six-panel 
format. (You may understand this better if you take a sheet of paper, mark the front and 
back just as in Figure 4.1 and then fold the sheet.) Panel 2 typically presents a stand-alone 
message that summarizes the reason the customer should choose this product. It also may 
reinforce key points, begin a compelling story or present a testimonial. It often is written 
after the main copy message.

Panels 3, 4 and 5 present the main copy message and are viewed as one three-column 
unit. This copy clearly explains the product’s features and benefits. The message has a 
distinct beginning, middle and end, much like an essay. This three-panel section often 
includes subheadings.

Panel 6 is the back cover. This is the panel people are least likely to read, so avoid 
continuing the copy message to this space. Use it for contact information such as the tele-
phone/fax number, website address, email contacts and physical address. It often repeats 
the organization name and logo. This is often where a QR code, URL or other “call to 
action” might fit best. This panel also can be used for a recipient’s address if you design the 
brochure to be a self-mailer.

As mentioned previously, brochure copy—particularly in the cover plus panels 3, 4 
and 5—has a beginning, middle and end. Here are some copy approaches that help orga-
nize and deliver the message. Choose the one that best fits your audience.

The Beginning

CC Ask a question: Questions invite conversation and break down barriers. They 
imply that an answer is forthcoming and that reading further might provide that 
answer.

CC Pose a problem: Position your brochure as the answer to a problem. If the reader 
shares that problem or is interested in it, they will read further.

CC Offer an opportunity: Many people can’t resist the chance to experience new things, 
whether they are new products or new experiences.

CC Set a mood or create an emotion: Emotions are powerful persuaders. Evoking nostal-
gia or empathy helps the reader identify with your cause.

CC Tell a story: Hook your reader with an intriguing story. Get them to identify with a 
character or action.
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The Middle

CC Make key selling points: Describe your company’s or organization’s competitive advan-
tages. Make one point per subheading.

CC Give the solution: If you presented a problem in the opening, now is the time to 
explain the solution.

CC Arrange information from least important to most important: Sometimes it works 
best to save your strongest arguments for the end and build your argument gradually. 
Test different organizational strategies on sample, representative audiences if you’re 
not certain about the best organization.

CC Explain the steps in a process: If your information is sequential or requires elaborate 
explanations, break it down into manageable bits. Explain each step under a separate 
subheading.

The End

CC Summarize the main points: Repeat your key points. Leave the reader with a clear 
idea of why they should act now.

CC Remind the reader of the importance of the topic: Make one more appeal for why 
your topic deserves consideration.

CC Link the end with the story in the beginning: If you began by telling a story, finish it 
or give some indication of how it ends. The reader needs closure. Don’t leave them 
hanging.

CC Make a call to action: Tell the readers what they should do now. Leave no doubt in 
their minds what their next action should be: Call, give, buy, volunteer or redeem a 
coupon.

Format/Design

Good design provides the structure and form that hold the piece together. Good design 
works seamlessly with the copy to reinforce the message. A well-designed publication:

CC Enhances readability

CC Amplifies the message

CC Organizes the message

CC Is practical

CC Doesn’t call attention to the design alone
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The adage that you have only one chance to make a good first impression especially 
holds true for brochures. If a reader isn’t attracted to the cover, chances are they won’t pick 
up your brochure.

In designing a brochure, you must select the format, type, layout, color and paper.

Format

One of the first considerations in designing a brochure is deciding what size it needs to be. 
Ask yourself the following:

CC How will the piece be used?

CC Should it be vertical or horizontal?

CC How many panels will it need?

CC How will it be distributed?

CC Will it be mailed in an envelope or as a self-mailer?

The standard six-panel brochure can be folded from an 8.5-by-11-inch piece of paper 
and easily fit into a #10 business envelope. If cost is a consideration, avoid running images to 
the edges, since that requires trimming an oversized sheet and adds expense. If cost is not your 
primary consideration, use a 9-by-12-inch piece of paper. It still will fit into a #10 envelope 
but gives you more space for your message. If your piece is a self-mailer, consult your local 
post office for standard mailing sizes and rates. Odd-sized pieces require additional postage. 
It’s best to know before the piece is printed that it will cost more to mail it. It’s always a good 
idea to talk with your local printer throughout the design stage, especially if you are creating 
an unusual piece. They can often make suggestions that will save you money and time.

Type

A good basic rule is to use no more than two typefaces in a publication. For example, 
you might use Franklin Gothic (a sans-serif typeface) for headlines and Garamond (a serif 
typeface) for body copy. These typefaces provide good contrast in styles. Use consistent 
type styles for headlines and subheadings. Avoid using tilted headlines or vertical type. 
Headlines set in all caps are difficult to read, so use them only for very short headlines. 
Likewise, italic type is difficult to read. Use it sparingly.

Layout

Keep your layout clean and balanced. Use the basic principles of design: balance, move-
ment, emphasis, contrast, proportion, space and unity. Use negative space (white space) 
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to your advantage, and don’t make your layout feel cluttered or too busy. The 70–30 rule 
says use 70% text and 30% white space. Use generous leading (the space between lines 
of type—pronounced ledding) to enhance readability. Use short line lengths to make 
copy easier to read. And remember: Be consistent with your layout throughout your 
brochure.

Color

Color definitely enhances design. A full-color brochure printed on glossy paper jumps out 
and demands attention. Color affects the design and production process from the begin-
ning, so make this decision carefully and early. If your budget won’t permit full color, you 
can use spot color or two-color printing. Use the additional color for headlines, subhead-
ings and graphics. Don’t overdo the accent color and consider carefully before you use it on 
photographs to keep it more natural. Coloring people blue in photographs seldom works.

Paper

Paper adds texture to a publication. It makes it a three-dimensional experience. Always 
work with your printer when choosing paper. They often have a house stock that will save 
you money. Ink performs differently on different papers, so ask lots of questions.

When choosing paper, consider the finish, weight and color. Paper is either coated or 
uncoated. Coated paper has a hard, enamel finish and comes in gloss, matte and dull. It 
is ideal for full-color pieces. Uncoated paper has a smooth, vellum or pattern finish, like 
linen or laid.

Paper is categorized by weight. It comes in text weight and cover weight (sometimes 
called “card stock”). Either will work for a brochure. If you use the thicker cover weight, 
you may need to have the folds of your brochure scored to prevent cracking and tearing 
along the edges (see Figure 4.2). Also, if you are mailing your piece, check with the post 
office concerning the weight restrictions.

Paper comes in thousands of shades and colors. As a general rule, full-color photog-
raphy works best on white or cream paper. An inexpensive way to add color to your bro-
chure is to choose a colored paper stock and print in black ink.

Figures 4.3 and 4.4 show examples of a six-panel brochure. Read the copy and study 
the layout. Study how the words and design work together.
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FIGURE 4.2 
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TIPS FOR BROCHURE COPY

1.	Use strong headlines and subheadings that lead the reader into the text: These 
headings should make the reader curious or make them think they will learn 
something if they continue. A benefit-driven headline might be “How to future 
proof your career.”

2.	Create good headlines that:
CC Grab attention

CC Set the tone

CC Carry much of the message

CC Have a visual complement that supports the message

3.	Use subheadings to break up information into manageable chunks: Let the reader 
feel that they can read any section independently of the other sections. Subhead-
ings should flow from the main headline. Collectively, they should describe the 
page content. Label-style headlines work well for subheadings. For a product, 
label-style headlines could be single words such as Colors, Sizes and Prices.

4.	Speak directly to the reader in a casual, informal tone: Remember, you is the 
most important word in persuasion.

5.	Use present tense and active voice.
6.	Choose a tone appropriate to your audience.
7.	Use bullets to list information.
8.	Use parallel construction: See Appendix B.
9.	Put the emphasis on what the reader will gain: What’s in it for me?

10.	Keep copy short: Use short sentences of 15 words or less. Use short paragraphs 
of no more than 15 lines. Use sentence fragments and phrases if they are appro-
priate for the rhythm of the copy.

11.	Use imperative mood, just as this sentence does: Command your reader to 
action.

12.	Choose short words rather than long words: For example:
CC Achievement can be replaced with success.

CC Advantageous can be replaced with good or cheap.

CC Utilize can be replaced with use.

CC Employment can be replaced with work.

13.	Avoid puffery: See page 61. Don’t be melodramatic. Avoid clichés, buzzwords 
and unfamiliar acronyms. Make valid claims. Don’t exaggerate your product or 
service. Double-check your facts.
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FIGURE 4.3
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FIGURE 4.4
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APPENDIX 

A
A Concise Guide 
to Punctuation

IMPORTANT! READ THIS: To understand several rules of punctuation, you must under-
stand what a clause is.

A clause is any group of words that has a subject and a verb that has tense. By “a verb 
that has tense,” we mean a verb that sends a time signal, such as past, present or future.

For example, She wrote a speech is a clause. It has a subject (She) and a verb that 
has tense (wrote)—in this case, past tense. However, writing the speech is not a clause. 
Writing can be a verb form, but it doesn’t show tense; it’s not past, present or future. And 
writing the speech doesn’t have a subject, a doer of the action. No one here is doing 
the writing. Therefore, writing the speech is not a clause.

Basically, there are two kinds of clauses: independent clauses and dependent clauses. 
An independent clause can stand all by itself as a complete sentence. She wrote a speech 
is an independent clause.

A dependent clause, like all clauses, has a subject and a verb that has tense—but it 
cannot stand all by itself as a complete sentence. When I was young is a clause. However, 
because it cannot stand all by itself as a complete sentence, it is a dependent clause. A 
dependent clause must attach itself to an independent clause; otherwise, it becomes an 
incomplete sentence, also known as a sentence fragment. For example, When I was young, 
I studied advertising is a complete sentence. It consists of a dependent clause attached to 
an independent clause.

Here’s the last part of the grammar lesson. Basically, there are two kinds of depen-
dent clauses: subordinate clauses and relative clauses. A subordinate clause begins with 
a subordinate conjunction. The list of subordinate conjunctions includes such words as 
because, if and when. When I was young is a subordinate clause.

A relative clause begins with a relative pronoun. There are five basic relative pro-
nouns: that, which, who, whom and whose. In the sentence The account executive who 
wrote the proposal won an award, the words who wrote the proposal are a relative clause.

Understand these terms—clause, independent clause, dependent clause, subordinate 
clause and relative clause—and you’re ready to understand and explain several punctua-
tion rules.

In the rules below, the “PM” simply stands for punctuation mark.
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Commas

PM1 When a coordinating conjunction (and, but, or, for, so, nor, yet) connects two 
independent clauses, put a comma before the coordinating conjunction.

Example: She wrote the news release, but he distributed it.

PM2 In most cases, if and (or or) is not connecting two independent clauses, do not 
put a comma before it.

Example: She wrote the news release and put it on the website.

Example: He writes news releases, video ads and speeches.

PM3 Do not connect two independent clauses with only a comma. That error is 
called a comma splice. (See also Rule PM30.)

Example: She wrote the news release, he distributed it. (INCORRECT: The 
comma connects two independent clauses. This is a comma splice.)

Exception: A comma can connect two independent clauses when there is a 
series of at least three independent clauses: She wrote the news release, he 
distributed it and they both left to celebrate.

Exception: A comma can attach a question to a previous statement, whether the 
question is a single word or a complete sentence: We won, right? and We won, 
didn’t we?

PM4 Set off an opening subordinate clause with a comma.

Example: If you understand clauses, you’ll understand more about punctuation.

Tip: The list of subordinate conjunctions includes if, when, although, though, 
because, while, unless, as soon as, before and after.

PM5 Do not (usually) put a comma before a subordinate clause that ends a sentence. 
The comma isn’t wrong; it’s optional and usually not used.

Example: You’ll understand more about punctuation if you understand clauses.

PM6 If a relative clause narrows down the meaning of the noun that comes before it, 
do not set it off by commas.

Example: The account executive who wrote the proposal won an award.

Explanation: The relative clause who wrote the proposal narrows down what 
we mean by the noun executive. In other words, the clause is essential to what 
we mean by executive. We don’t mean just any executive; we mean the one 
who wrote the proposal.

Tip: Sometimes the relative pronoun and its verb are deleted from the sentence: 
My favorite song sung by Lenny Kravitz is “Fields of Joy.” (In this sentence, that 
is sung by Lenny Kravitz has been reduced to sung by Lenny Kravitz.)
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PM7 If a relative clause does not narrow down the meaning of the noun that comes 
before it, set it off with commas.

Example: My biological father, who lives in London, works in corporate 
communications.

Explanation: The relative clause who lives in London does not narrow down 
what we mean by the noun phrase biological father. The speaker has only one 
biological father.

Tip: Sometimes the relative pronoun and its verb are deleted from the sentence: 
My favorite song, sung by Lenny Kravitz, is “Fields of Joy.” (In this sentence, 
which is sung by Lenny Kravitz has been reduced to sung by Lenny Kravitz. 
This differs from the tip in Rule PM6. In that guideline, the song is the speaker’s 
favorite just among Kravitz’s songs. In this tip, for Rule PM7, the song is the 
speaker’s favorite song among all songs.)

PM8 Use commas to set off nouns and noun phrases when they immediately follow 
a noun or noun phrase that means the same thing.

Example: Julie Smith, our new president, will address the stockholders.

Example: Our new president, Julie Smith, will address the stockholders.

Tip: If you can drop the second noun (or noun phrase) from the sentence and 
the sentence still works grammatically, set the second noun (or noun phrase) off 
by commas.

PM9 Do not put a comma between a title and a name when you can substitute Mr. 
or Ms. for the title.

Example: President Julie Smith will address the stockholders. (Ms. Julie Smith 
will address the stockholders.)

PM10 Do not set off a noun (or noun phrase) with commas when it narrows down the 
meaning of a preceding noun.

Example: My associate Arnold Jones will address the stockholders. (The noun 
Arnold Jones narrows down the noun associate; it tells which associate.)

Example: Our newsletter Employees Today just won a national award. (This 
is accurate only if the company has more than one newsletter. In that case, 
Employees Today narrows down the noun newsletter; it tells which of your 
organization’s newsletters won the award.)

PM11 Set the number designating a year off with commas when the number follows a 
month and a date. When a date follows a day of the week, set the date off with 
commas.

Example: Jan. 1, 2020, was a memorable day. Wednesday, Jan. 1, was a memo-
rable day.
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Example: I remember Jan. 1, 2020. I remember Wednesday, Jan. 1.

Tip: Most stylebooks agree that when only the month and year are specified, 
commas are unnecessary:

January 2020 was a profitable month for our company.

PM12 Set off state and country names with commas when they follow city names.

Example: Weslaco, Texas, is near Mexico.

Example: She has worked in Asolo, Italy, for five years.

PM13 Use a comma to separate adjectives that modify a following noun. (If you can 
substitute and for the comma, the comma usage is correct.)

Example: The direct-mail campaign was an effective, timely tactic.

Exception: He wrote an excellent annual report. (Do not put a comma between 
the adjectives excellent and annual because annual is considered to be part of 
the noun phrase annual report. Excellent modifies the entire noun phrase annual 
report.)

PM14 Do not use a comma before the final item in a series. (Stylebooks differ on this 
point. The Associated Press prefers no comma in this situation.)

Example: The campaign includes a video ad, an audio ad and a magazine ad.

Exception: Even the Associated Press recommends inserting a comma when 
an item in a series includes an and: The campaign includes a news release, a 
speech, and print and video ads.

Exception: When the items in a series are wordy and highly detailed, the Asso-
ciated Press recommends including a comma before the final and.

PM15 Use a comma before opening quotation marks when both of two things occur: 
(a) the quotation immediately follows said (or a similar word) and (b) when the 
quotation answers the question said what?

Example: She said, “Our annual report is a stunning example of computer 
graphics.”

Example: She said that the annual report was “a stunning example of computer 
graphics.” (In this second example, do not put a comma before the open-
ing quotation marks. The quotation does not immediately follow said. Also, 
the quotation by itself does not answer the question said what? The quoted 
passage needs the help of the words the annual report was to answer that 
question.)

Tip: Do not automatically put a comma before quotation marks. Follow Rule 
PM15.

PM16 When the attribution (the she said) follows a quotation or a paraphrase, set the 
attribution off with a comma.
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Example: “Our annual report is a stunning example of computer graphics,” she 
said. (Remember that the comma goes inside the closing quotation marks. See 
Rule PM20.)

Example: The company’s annual report is superb, she said.

PM17 When an attribution (the she said) follows a quotation that ends with a question 
mark or an exclamation point, do not include a comma.

Example: “Did she praise the annual report?” he asked.

PM18 When you interrupt a quotation with an attribution (the she said), put a comma 
before it. If the attribution comes at the end of a sentence, put a period after it. 
If it does not come at the end of a sentence, put a comma after it.

Example: “Our annual report is superb,” she said. “I love the computer graphics.”

Example: “Our annual report is superb,” she said, “but we’ll do even better next 
year.”

PM19 Do not put a comma after an attribution (the she said) that introduces a para-
phrased quotation.

Example: She said that the annual report was superb.

PM20 When a comma is next to a closing quotation mark, put the comma inside the 
quotation—even if that seems to make the comma part of a title.

Example: “I’ll address the stockholders,” she said.

Example: His favorite song, “Fields of Joy,” sung by Lenny Kravitz, is on my play-
list. (Why is there a comma before the song title? See Rule PM8. Why is sung by 
Lenny Kravitz set off by commas? See Rule PM7.)

PM21 When someone is directly addressed by name (or a substitute for the name), set 
that name off by commas. (This is called “direct address” because, of course, 
you’re directly addressing someone.)

Example: Good morning, class.

Example: I think, Mr. Jones, that you’d better sit down.

PM22 When the word yes or the word no is used to answer someone, set it off with 
commas.

Example: “Yes, our annual report is superb,” she said.

Example: “But, no, I must disagree,” he said.

PM23 When someone’s age follows their name, set the age off by commas.

Example: Julie Smith, 47, is our new president.

PM24 When an -ing phrase (a participial phrase) modifies the subject of a sentence 
but is not essential to the meaning of the subject (meaning the -ing phrase could 
be dropped), set the -ing phrase off by commas.
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Example: Finishing the annual report, he laughed with delight.

Example: He laughed with delight, waving the annual report excitedly.

Example: He ran into the office and, waving the annual report excitedly, began 
to shout.

PM25 Rule PM24 also applies to phrases beginning with a past participle, most of 
which end in -ed. When such a phrase modifies the subject of a sentence but is 
not essential to the meaning of the subject, set it off by commas.

Example: Finished with the annual report, he laughed with delight.

Example: He slumped in exhaustion, finished at last with the annual report.

Example: He rose and, finished at last with the annual report, shouted with 
joy.

PM26 When a phrase of four or more words opens a sentence, set it off by a comma. 
Also, set off a shorter opening phrase with a comma if doing so reduces 
ambiguity.

Example: In a little more than three hours, he finished writing the sales letter.

Tip: This guideline is a matter of style, not a grammatical rule.

Ask your professor or boss what their policy is.

Example: Ever since, I was afraid of cats. (This comma reduces ambiguity.)

PM27 When an adverb (most end in -ly) begins a sentence, set it off with a comma.

Example: Generally, direct-mail campaigns are inexpensive.

PM28 When the word not introduces a contrary idea in a sentence, put a comma 
before not.

Example: The annual report was successful, not at all a failure.

PM29 Set interjections off by commas. Interjections include words such as um and 
well and phrases such as by the way and you know.

Example: Our annual report was, well, a little too expensive.

PM30 Set off by commas the so-called conjunctive adverbs: however, though, there-
fore, furthermore, consequently, moreover and similar words. Be careful, how-
ever, to avoid comma splices (Rule PM3).

Example: Therefore, he proposed an advertising campaign.

Example: Our sales brochures, consequently, have been effective.

Example: Our sales brochures are effective; however, our telemarketing needs 
revision. (Note how a semicolon is used here to avoid a comma splice. See 
Rules PM3 and PM33.)

PM31 Do not set off an opening coordinating conjunction with a comma.

Example: And, we never saw her again. (INCORRECT)
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Example: But, that’s for you to decide. (INCORRECT)

Exception: The comma is correct when it works with a following comma to set 
off a phrase: And, after that, we never saw her again.

PM32 Do not separate subject from verb with a single (unpaired) comma.

Example: Her habit of always being right and letting everyone know it, is annoy-
ing. (INCORRECT)

Semicolons

PM33 Use a semicolon to connect two closely related independent clauses when a 
period seems to be too harsh a separation.

Example: He likes our current strategy; she distrusts it.

PM34 Use a semicolon to separate different items in a series in which all or some of 
the items include commas.

Example: We’ll revise our media kits, which have been too expensive; our 
direct-mail packages, which haven’t been well-targeted; and our print ads, 
which haven’t included enough selling points.

Colons

PM35 Use a colon only after an independent clause. (In other words, an indepen-
dent clause must come before a colon.) Note: The sentence must end with the 
word(s) introduced by the colon; the sentence cannot continue after that.

Example: She has one great strength: punctuation.

Tip: When a complete sentence follows a colon, most stylebooks recommend 
beginning that sentence with a capital letter.

Exception: In the title of a document, a colon need not follow an independent 
clause—Our Future: A Roadmap.

PM36 Do not put a colon before a list unless the colon follows an independent 
clause.

Example:
Her strengths include: grammar, punctuation and spelling. (INCORRECT: The 
colon does not follow an independent clause.)

Example:
Her strengths include grammar, spelling and punctuation. (No punctuation 
follows include.)
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Exception: Sometimes an incomplete sentence introduces a bulleted list. A 
colon at the end of the incomplete sentence has become traditional. Ask your 
professor or boss what their policy is.

In our office, we produce:
newsletters;
policy and procedure documents; and
annual reports

Quotation Marks

PM37 When a quotation appears within a quotation, use single quotation marks 
within the original double quotation marks.

Example: “I love the song ‘Fields of Joy,’” she said.

Tip: When a comma or a period is next to a single closing quotation mark, it 
will go inside the mark.

PM38 When a quotation continues beyond one paragraph, begin each new paragraph 
with opening quotation marks. Do not insert closing quotation marks until the 
quotation has concluded.

Example: “Our annual report is superb,” she said. “I love the computer graphics.
“Our direct-mail packages also have been effective. Our new databases have 
helped significantly.
“Finally, our advertising campaigns have been good, but we must try to target 
them more effectively.”

PM39 When quotation marks appear in a headline, use single quotation marks to save 
space.

Example: CEO predicts ‘brilliant future’ (headline)

PM40 Quotation marks sometimes are used to signify titles of creative works such as 
books, songs and movies. Some stylebooks recommend italics for those situa-
tions. Ask your professor or boss what their policy is.

Example: My favorite old Beatles song is “In My Life.”

Tip: The Associated Press recommends using quotation marks for the titles of 
books (except the Bible and reference books such as catalogs and dictionaries); 
computer games (but not software); movies; operas; plays; poems; songs; TV 
shows; lectures; speeches; and works of art.

PM41 Put quotation marks around unfamiliar words.

Example: In his speech, he used a stylistic device called an “antimetabole.”
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Question Marks

PM42 Put a question mark inside closing quotation marks when the quotation is a 
question. When the quotation is not a question, put the question mark outside 
the quotation.

Example: “Do you like our annual report?” she asked.

Example: “Did he say, ‘I love your annual report’?”

Tip: See also Rule PM17.

PM43 When a sentence culminates in two questions, use only one question mark.

Example: “Did he ask, ‘Where is your annual report?’”

PM44 Realize that although a question mark can end a sentence (like a period), it also 
can function like a comma and allow the sentence to keep going.

Example: “Do you like our annual report?” she asked.

Example: If he were to ask, “Was your annual report effective?” I know what I 
would answer.

PM45 Do not put a question mark at the end of a paraphrased question that actually is 
a statement.

Example: She asked how they planned to finish the annual report.

Exclamation Points

PM46 Put an exclamation point inside closing quotation marks when the quotation is 
an exclamation. When the quotation is not an exclamation, put the exclamation 
point outside the quotation.

Example: “I love this annual report!” she shouted.

Example: I’m devastated that he called the annual report “mediocre”!

Tip: See also Rule PM17.

Tip: Journalists dislike exclamation points in news stories.

Avoid them in news releases and media kits.

PM47 Realize that although an exclamation point can end a sentence (like a period), 
it also can function like a comma and allow the sentence to keep going.

Example: “I love this annual report!” she shouted.

Example: If he were to shout, “I love this annual report!” would you be 
surprised?
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Periods

PM48 When a period is next to a closing quotation mark, put the period inside the 
quotation—even if that seems to make the period part of a title.

Example: She said, “This annual report is superb.”

Example: He said, “My favorite song is ‘Fields of Joy.’”

Exception: When a parenthetical phrase follows a quotation at the end of a sen-
tence, put the period after the parenthetical phrase: Our annual report includes 
a page titled “Projections for the Next Decade” (p. 47).

PM49 When an abbreviation with a period ends a sentence, do not add a second 
period.

Example: Bert lives at 123 Sesame St.

Tip: A period that follows an abbreviation does not necessarily end a sentence. 
Janet Smith, Ph.D., is our new CEO.

PM50 When words in parentheses close a sentence, the period goes inside the 
parentheses only if the entire sentence is in parentheses. If the beginning of the 
sentence is not in parentheses, the period goes outside.

Example: (We distributed that PSA in August.)

Example: We distributed that PSA this past summer (in August).

Dashes

PM51 Use dashes to set off a sudden thought that interrupts the progress of a sen-
tence. (A dash generally is typed as two hyphens.)

Example: Our annual report—did you know it won a national award?—is 
superb.

PM52 Use a dash to create a dramatic pause in a sentence.

Example: Our annual report will win a national award—if we finish it on time.

PM53 Use dashes to set off the expansion of a word or concept when that expansion 
interrupts the progress of the sentence.

Example: The qualities that made our annual report a winner—concise-
ness, accuracy and infographics—characterize all of our investor relations 
publications.

PM54 Use a dash as an informal substitute for a colon. (See Rule PM35.)

Example: She has one great strength—punctuation.
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Hyphens

PM55 Use a hyphen to connect two or more modifiers when (a) they act as one word 
to modify a following noun and (b) when the absence of the hyphen could lead 
to confusion.

Example: Our easy-to-assemble products need no instructions.

Exception: The Associated Press recommends not using a hyphen with very 
compounds and compounds that involve adverbs that end in -ly.
Exception: The Associated Press recommends not using a hyphen when a com-
pound modifier before a noun is well-known and does not need a hyphen for 
clarity.

PM56 Use a hyphen when a prefix might cause confusion by creating a word identical 
to—but with a meaning different from—the word you want.

Example: His re-creation of the situation was impressive.

PM57 When two or more words work separately with another word and those 
combinations come before and modify yet another word, use suspensive 
hyphenation.

Example: Please prepare 15-, 30- and 60-second commercials.

Apostrophes

PM58 Use apostrophes in contractions to indicate where a letter or letters have been 
deleted.

Example: We’re proud of our annual report.

Tip: Remember that the word it’s (with an apostrophe) is the contraction of it 
is. Without the apostrophe, its is a possessive personal pronoun: The company 
introduced its new CEO.

PM59 Use an apostrophe to indicate possession.

Example: The company’s outlook is excellent. (singular common noun)

Example: The officers’ spouses will join them after the meeting. (plural common 
noun)

Example: The boss’s word is law. (singular noun ending in s)

Example: Davis’ report was impressive. (singular name ending in s)

Tip: Rules and style guidelines for using apostrophes are extensive and com-
plex. For a detailed list, see the Associated Press Stylebook. Also, ask your 
professor or boss what their policies are.
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PM60 Do not use an apostrophe with possessive personal pronouns.

Example: You believe that the credit is yours; however, your associates believe it 
is theirs.

Tip: The possessive personal pronouns include yours, his, hers, its, ours and 
theirs.

PM61 Do not use an apostrophe when a plural noun acts as an adjective for a follow-
ing noun.

Example: The conference will be in the teachers lounge.

Tip: A word like teachers will not be possessive (and therefore will not have an 
apostrophe) if you can reverse the phrase and add the word for, as in a lounge 
for teachers. This shows that the lounge does not belong to teachers; rather, the 
lounge is for them.

PM62 Use an apostrophe with decade abbreviations.

Example: That strategy was successful during the ’90s.

Parentheses

PM63 Use parentheses to set off comments or citations that are grammatically 
nonessential.

Example: A successful document (such as our annual report) is the result of 
extensive planning.

Tip: Don’t overuse parentheses. Dashes can often substitute for them.

Tip: See Rule PM50 for period placement and parentheses.
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Grammar may not be your favorite subject. In fact, grammar may not be in your Top 100 
favorite subjects. However, strategic writers must have a solid command of grammar. Great 
ideas sometimes don’t survive bad grammar. Also, a shaky knowledge of grammar can 
cause strategic writers to avoid problems by avoiding certain sentence structures that might 
otherwise be effective.

A second reason to improve your knowledge of grammar is to improve your career 
prospects. When you know what is correct grammatically and can explain it to others, you 
have a rare, marketable talent.

In this brief section, we describe the seven most common grammatical errors we find 
in student (and, sometimes, professional) writing. We’ve numbered the items so that you 
and your professor can easily refer to them. For additional information on good grammar, 
please see Appendix A: A Concise Guide to Punctuation. That appendix includes punctu-
ation-related grammatical errors such as the comma splice.

G1 Pronoun Disagreement

In general, don’t replace a singular noun with a plural pronoun. For example, don’t write 
That company loves their employees. The noun company is singular, but the pronoun that 
later replaces it (their) is plural. Avoid a singular-to-plural shift like that, especially when 
the noun does not refer to a specific person (see the final paragraph of G1).

This form of pronoun disagreement has two basic solutions: Either make both terms 
plural or make both terms singular. If both terms are plural, your sentence could be some-
thing like That company’s leaders love their employees. Now we move from a plural noun 
(leaders) to a plural pronoun (their). If both terms are singular, your sentence could be 
something like That company loves its employees.

A gender-neutral first term—such as employee—can sometimes lead to an awkward 
his/her decision later in the sentence: Each employee should take his or her phone ….  If 
possible, make both terms plural: All employees should take their phones. However, the 

A Concise Guide 
to Grammar
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Associated Press now uses they as a gender-neutral singular pronoun in the following 
circumstances:

CC When the he/she alternative is awkward and substituting a plural noun doesn’t work 
well.

CC When an individual requests that the pronouns they/them/their be used to describe 
that individual. (In such circumstances, the Associated Press recommends explaining 
to readers that the individual prefers a gender-neutral pronoun.)

Strategic writers should consult their editors to determine policy in this evolving area.

G2 False Series/Lack of Parallelism

This problem occurs in sentences that include a series, such as Strategic writing requires 
research, creativity and diligence. In that correct sentence, the series consists of three nouns: 
research, creativity and diligence. A false series—also known as a lack of parallelism—
occurs when different items in the series become different parts of speech (such as a mix of 
nouns and verbs). The breakdown often comes in the last item in the series. For example, 
this sentence has a false series or a lack of parallelism: Strategic writing requires research, 
creativity and to work hard. In that sentence, our series is noun, noun, verb—an ungram-
matical lack of parallelism.

Probably the most common form of false series happens like this: Our employees 
value hard work, dedication and they especially value honesty. In this sentence, our series 
is noun, noun, complete sentence. To fix the problem, we need to downsize our series 
from three items to two items and add a new clause: Our employees value hard work and 
dedication, and they especially value honesty. Or Our employees value hard work, dedi-
cation and especially honesty.

G3 Subject–Verb Disagreement

Verbs have to reflect the number of the subject. In other words, a verb has to reflect 
whether its subject is singular or plural. It often are easy to tell when you makes a mistake 
in subject–verb agreement (as this sentence illustrates). However, when the verb is a long 
way away from its subject—or when we’re not sure whether the subject is singular or 
plural—subject–verb disagreement can occur.

Consider this sentence: A herd of wombats are stampeding in the streets. Disagree-
ment? Yes, because herd is our subject, and in American English (though not in British 
English), herd is singular. In American English, collective nouns such as herd, group, jury 
and team are singular (in British English, they’re plural). So unless you’re having a tea party 
with Princess Charlotte of Wales, you’d say A herd of wombats is stampeding in the streets. 
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(In this sentence, wombats is not our subject. Wombats is the object of a preposition; 
therefore, it can’t be our subject.)

Now try this sentence: His ability to analyze problems and develop solutions make 
him an outstanding leader. That verb should be makes, not make. The verb’s subject is 
ability—but the subject is so far away from the verb that we can lose sight of the connec-
tion. Don’t let distance lead you into subject–verb disagreement.

Here’s another tough one: My talent plus your ambition are a good combina-
tion. Disagreement? Yes, because plus doesn’t equal and. Plus doesn’t give us a plu-
ral subject. The correct version would be My talent plus your ambition is a good 
combination—an ugly sentence that you probably should revise. The same principle 
applies to as well as: That phrase doesn’t equal and. It doesn’t give us a plural subject. 
We would have subject–verb disagreement if we were to write The CEO as well as the 
CFO are in the room. Unfortunately, it should be The CEO as well as the CFO is in the 
room—again, an ugly sentence that you probably should revise: The CEO and the CFO 
are in the room.

One last disagreement: Either the three vice presidents or the CEO have leaked this 
information to the news media. When you have a two-part subject united by the word or, 
whichever part of the subject sits closest to the verb controls the verb. In this case, CEO sits 
closest to the verb—and so the verb should show a singular subject: Either the three vice 
presidents or the CEO has leaked this information to the news media. Once again, this is 
an ugly sentence that you probably should revise.

G4 Who and Whom

Believe it or not, there’s an easy shortcut for this one—but first, let’s do the basic gram-
mar. (Sorry: The authors are professors, after all.) Who and whom are pronouns. Who 
is a subject pronoun (a so-called nominative pronoun). Because of that, who almost 
always will be the subject of a verb that has tense (such as past, present or future). 
Whom is an objective pronoun. Because of that, whom can never be the subject of a 
verb. Instead, whom will always be an object, such as a direct object or the object of 
a preposition.

That knowledge gives us one solution to the who/whom problem: If the word is the 
subject of a verb, we know it must be who. If it’s not the subject of a verb, we know it must 
be whom.

Now for that shortcut, also known as the chop method. Because who is a subject 
pronoun, it is grammatically equal to he. Because whom is an objective pronoun, it is 
grammatically equal to him. To use the chop method,

1.	Read the sentence in question and stop right before the who/whom word.

2.	Now throw away that first part of the sentence.
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3.	Mentally substitute he and him, instead of who or whom, in the next several words 
that follow. In other words, place he and him in the clause introduced by the who–
whom decision. Remember that we define clause on page 321.

4.	 If he works, you need who. If him works, you need whom.

For example, try the chop method on this sentence: Give it to whoever/whomever 
wants it.

1.	Give it to whoever/whomever wants it.

2.	whoever/whomever wants it.

3.	He wants it or Him wants it. (Clearly, it’s He wants it.)

4.	The answer is Give it to whoever wants it.

Try it again on this sentence: We’ll award the contract to whoever/whomever we trust.

1.	We’ll award the contract to whoever/whomever we trust.

2.	whoever/whomever we trust.

3.	He we trust or Him we trust—or, better, We trust him. (Clearly, it’s We trust him.)

4.	The answer is We’ll award the contract to whomever we trust.

With practice, you can learn to do the chop method quickly and accurately.

G5 Dangling Participles, Dangling Modifiers

This one sounds awful, but it’s not too hard to understand. Basically, two kinds of parti-
ciples exist (don’t ask us why): present participles and past participles. Present participles 
are verb forms that end in -ing: Running, praising, screaming and writing all can be present 
participles. Past participles are verb forms that complete this passage: I have _____. The 
words run, praised, screamed and written all can be past participles.

Here comes the rule: When these participles introduce or help introduce a phrase 
that opens a sentence, that phrase modifies the subject. In other words, the phrase mod-
ifies the first noun or pronoun to follow the phrase. A dangling participle or dangling 
modifier occurs when the wrong word or words become the subject. For example, here’s 
a classic dangling modifier from English 101: Flying over the North Pole, an iceberg was 
seen. We all know what the writer meant—but tough luck. Flying over the North Pole is 
an opening participial phrase; therefore, it modifies iceberg. Hence, the amazing flying 
iceberg.

Here’s another one: Screamed into the wind, he knew his words were lost. Again, we 
know what the writer meant. But Screamed into the wind is an opening participial phrase; 
therefore, it modifies he. Hence, he—not his words—was screamed into the wind.
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Not all danglers are participles. See the problem in the following sentence? As editor 
of the annual report, your knowledge of grammar is essential. Technically, your knowledge 
of grammar is not the editor of the annual report. In this case, we have a dangling modifier.

There’s no easy way to fix a dangling modifier. You have to tear down the sentence and 
try again. Solutions to the dangling participles could be Flying over the North Pole, we saw 
an iceberg and He knew that his words, screamed into the wind, were lost. A solution to 
the dangling modifier could be Because you are the annual report’s editor, your knowledge 
of grammar is essential.

G6 That and Which

That and which are versatile words with many duties. But when they introduce clauses 
(see page 333), which sometimes gets confused with that, which leads to a minor gram-
matical error. (PM6 and PM7 on pages 306–307 cover a similar concept.)

Use that to introduce a group of words (a clause) that is essential to the meaning of the 
immediately previous noun. In other words, use that when the clause narrows down, or 
restricts, the meaning of the previous noun: The horse that won the race has been stolen.

In the previous sentence, not just any horse has been stolen—it’s the horse that won 
the race. That information is essential; it restricts and narrows down which horse we 
mean. In the same situation, we would not write The horse which won the race has been 
stolen. With clauses, which introduces nonessential, nonrestrictive information. Also, you 
should always set a which clause off with a comma or commas: This grammar section, 
which we hope you enjoy, is getting pretty long. In the previous sentence, the which 
clause doesn’t narrow down what we mean by This grammar section. The clause is non-
essential, so it uses which and is set off with commas. Sometimes, a which clause closes 
a sentence and requires only one comma: She loves the movie “Casablanca,” which I’ve 
seen many times.

G7 I and Me

I and me can seem like the city kid and the country cousin. I seems distinguished and 
refined; me can seem like a hick. I seems like proper grammar, as in King Henry and I 
will dine now, Jeeves. Me can be an embarrassment, as in Me and him are fixin’ to chew 
some tobacco. (In case we sound prejudiced against country folks, much of this book was 
written in Kansas and North Carolina.)

If you’re lucky, you don’t suffer from this weird distrust of me. If you’re unlucky, get 
over it. Me is a perfectly good word; just don’t use it in the wrong place (as in the tobacco 
sentence).

The difference between I and me is the difference between who and whom, discussed 
in G4. I almost always will be the subject of a verb that has tense (such as past, present 
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or future). Me is an objective pronoun. Because of that, me can never be the subject of 
a verb. Instead, me will always be an object, such as a direct object or the object of a 
preposition.

Probably the most common I/me error is the avoidance of me as an indirect object: 
The CEO told Dave and I that we would be promoted. You can avoid this problem by test-
ing the sentence without Dave. You wouldn’t say The CEO told I that I would be promoted.

A second common error is the avoidance of me in preposition phrases: Our new chief 
financial officer sat at the table between Marion and I. You probably can spot the problem: 
I needs to be the subject of a verb, and there’s no verb that lacks a subject. We need to 
use me because the word is the object of the preposition between. Objects need to be 
objective pronouns.
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Sorry, no fashion tips here. This brief appendix focuses on writing style. Like grammar, 
style provides guidelines for good writing. Unlike grammar, however, style doesn’t consist 
of rules that everyone accepts. For example, we all can agree that Her and me don’t write 
so good is bad grammar. But what about something like a state name? Should California 
be abbreviated? If so, should we use Calif.? Or Cal.? Or CA? Grammar doesn’t cover such 
matters. That’s why we need style.

Organizations need consistent writing style to avoid the sloppy appearance of stylistic 
disagreements among their strategic writers. Imagine, for example, four different strategic 
writers working for the same website. Unless they use the same style for things such as 
state names, numbers and company names, their editor will spend needless hours enforc-
ing consistency. Any inconsistencies that escape the editor and appear in print can make 
the organization look careless.

Newspaper journalists were among the first groups to adopt so-called stylebooks—that 
is, books that specify the style an organization will use. Many newspapers in the United 
States use the Associated Press Stylebook (more commonly called the AP Stylebook). 
Because that manual is well-known, well-organized and easy to use, many organizations 
have adopted the AP Stylebook for their own written communications. The style tips that 
follow are just a few of the hundreds of guidelines in that book. If you don’t already have 
a copy of the AP Stylebook, we recommend that you get one. We’ve numbered the tips 
below so that you and your professor can easily refer to them. In each entry, we supply 
only the basics. The AP Stylebook goes into greater detail.

S1 Business Titles

Your organization may wish to overrule AP style for business titles. AP recommends capi-
talizing a person’s business title only when it comes immediately before the person’s name 
and you can substitute the word Mr. or Ms. for the title: Chief Executive Officer Alvin Fer-
nald. In all other cases, AP recommends lowercase letters for business titles: Alvin Fernald, 
chief executive officer, will address the board of directors. The chief financial officer also 
will speak. The director of investor relations, Esther Summerson, will attend.

A Concise Guide to Style
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In news releases and other documents sent to journalists, you should follow this style 
(again, many journalists use AP style). But for communications within your own organi-
zation, you might be wise to capitalize all titles all the time. Otherwise, you’ll constantly 
explain to Employee A why his title wasn’t capitalized when Employee B’s title was. And 
even after you explain AP style to Employee A, he’ll say, “OK, I understand. But you still 
capitalized her title and not mine!”

AP style isn’t like grammar. You can overrule it. Just be sure everyone on your commu-
nications team knows and agrees.

S2 Abbreviations in Company Names

In formal company names, abbreviate the following words:

Brothers: Bros.

Company: Co.

Companies: Cos.

Corporation: Corp. (when used at the end of a company’s name)

Incorporated: Inc. (Do not put a comma before or after Inc.)

Examples of AP style include Smith Bros. Co. and Bingo Corp. Inc.

S3 Second Reference

When you use a generic term for a second reference to an organization, lowercase that 
term: The Flora Family Foundation donated $2 million. Last year, the foundation donated 
$1 million.

When a second reference uses the initials of an organization, do not put those initials 
in parentheses after the first reference: The Flora Family Foundation donated $2 million. 
Last year, the FFF donated $1 million.

S4 Numbers

Spell out the numbers zero through nine. Use figures for 10 and above. When you get to 
millions and above, use figures and words—for example, 1 million; 4 billion; 12 trillion.

AP lists several exceptions to this policy. Use figures instead of words for ages, money, 
percentages, room numbers, temperatures (except zero) and weights. AP lists more excep-
tions in its numerals entry.
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For fractions smaller than one, spell out the amount and use a hyphen: three-fourths. 
For numbers larger than one, use a decimal point and figures (not words) when possible: 
1.75. Don’t extend numbers past hundredths. In other words, don’t include more than two 
numbers to the right of the decimal point.

S5 Abbreviation of Month Names

When the name of a month appears with a date, as in Sept. 1, use these abbreviations: Jan., 
Feb., Aug., Sept., Oct., Nov. and Dec. Spell out the names of the other months. When the 
name of a month stands alone without an accompanying date, always spell out the full 
name.

S6 State Names

AP no longer abbreviates state names when they follow city names in sentences. Spell out 
the full name of the state in those instances. AP does abbreviate most state names when 
they appear in datelines at the beginning of news stories. In those dateline abbreviations, 
AP does not use postal codes; instead, it uses the abbreviations listed below. In datelines, 
AP recommends spelling out Hawaii and Alaska and spelling out state names of five or 
fewer letters: Idaho, Iowa, Maine, Ohio, Texas and Utah. In its Datelines entry, AP lists 
cities—such as Boston and Miami—that don’t require state-name abbreviations.

Alabama: Ala. Nebraska: Neb.

Arizona: Ariz. Nevada: Nev.

Arkansas: Ark. New Hampshire: N.H.

California: Calif. New Jersey: N.J.

Colorado: Colo. New Mexico: N.M.

Connecticut: Conn. New York: N.Y.

Delaware: Del. North Carolina: N.C.

Florida: Fla. North Dakota: N.D.

Georgia: Ga. Oklahoma: Okla.

Illinois: Ill. Oregon: Ore.

Indiana: Ind. Pennsylvania: Pa.

Kansas: Kan. Rhode Island: R.I.

Kentucky: Ky. South Carolina: S.C.

Louisiana: La. South Dakota: S.D.

Maryland: Md. Tennessee: Tenn.
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Massachusetts: Mass. Vermont: Vt.

Michigan: Mich. Virginia: Va.

Minnesota: Minn. Washington: Wash.

Mississippi: Miss. West Virginia: W.Va.

Missouri: Mo. Wisconsin: Wis.

Montana: Mont. Wyoming: Wyo.

S7 Percentages

As was the case with state names, AP style has evolved when it comes to the use of per-
centages. Use the % symbol, not the word percent, with numerals: 8%, 65%, 500%. Do 
not put a space between the numeral and the symbol. As noted here in S4, use numerals, 
not words, for percentages.

S8 Commas in a Series

Use a comma to separate items in a series, but do not use a comma before the final and or 
or: We need more computers, printers and scanners.

Do use a comma before the final and or or when elements in the series use and or or: 
We invited three couples: Carrie and Curtis, Claudia and Wayne, and Kay and Duncan.

Whether your organization uses the AP Stylebook or a different book—or even com-
poses its own guidelines—your organization should have a stylebook. Inconsistent or illog-
ical style can distract a reader and lessen the impact of your document’s strategic message.
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Strategic writers sometimes must stand up and present their work to a group. For example, 
you might help explain a new ad campaign to a client’s management team. Or you might 
lead the presentation of a proposal for a new marketing strategy.

Confidence in oral presentations comes from experience. But until you gain that expe-
rience, you might be uncomfortable speaking in front of groups—many of us are. This short 
chapter offers tips for making successful oral presentations. We recommend a four-step 
process that works for all forms of strategic communication: research, planning, commu-
nication and evaluation.

Research

In the earlier sections of this book, each segment that describes a document begins with 
an analysis of purpose, audience and media. You need to study those three areas before 
you make your presentation.

In researching your purpose:

1.	 Identify the main reason for the presentation. What do you hope to accomplish?

2.	Pinpoint your strategic message. What is the one main point of your presentation that 
all your information will support?

3.	Find the information that best supports your strategic message.

In researching your audience members,

1.	Learn who they are. What unites them? Why are they a group?

2.	Learn what they hope to gain from your presentation.

3.	 Identify the leaders and decision makers. You’ll want to devote extra attention to them.

4.	Determine how long you’re supposed to speak. What is your time limit? Do audience 
members hope to ask questions when you’re done?

Tips for Oral Presentations
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In researching your media,

1.	Determine what technology will be available. Will you be able to use computer pro-
jection? Will you need your own laptop?

2.	Learn about the layout of the presentation room. Will you stand at the head of a table? 
Or will you present from a lectern in an auditorium? Will you need a microphone? 
Will a water bottle be available?

Planning

Begin by planning to be yourself. If you try to act like someone else during the presenta-
tion, you carry the double burden of acting and presenting. Just be yourself at your best. 
In addition:

1.	Consider how to combine your strategic message with your audience’s self-interest. Audi-
ence members want to hear about themselves and what your message means to them.

2.	Write an outline for your presentation. (Write a script, if necessary, but remember: 
You’ll need to maintain eye contact with audience members.)

3.	Consider writing a brief introduction—a biography of yourself—for the person who 
will introduce you.

4.	Think twice about beginning with a joke. Professionals often discourage such a begin-
ning. If the joke falls flat, your presentation has a shaky start.

5.	Consider this traditional beginning: After you have been introduced, thank the audi-
ence. Pause for just a moment. Smile. Look at the people in the room. Show them 
that you’re confident, ready and excited about the information you’re about to deliver. 
Don’t rush. When audience members see that you’re relaxed, they’ll relax.

6.	Consider using visual aids to emphasize your main points. Studies show that well-designed 
visual aids increase an audience’s comprehension of your information. If you use such aids, 
keep them simple. You don’t want audience members reading while you’re talking.

7.	Plan a presentation that consumes about three-fourths of the allotted time. Allow for 
surprises and questions. Know where you can cut your presentation if necessary.

8.	Practice your presentation—first alone and then in front of colleagues who will evalu-
ate your performance. No, that’s not fun, but it’s necessary. Better to learn about errors 
during trial runs than during the real performance.

9.	 If possible, practice in the room where you will deliver the presentation. If that’s not 
possible, practice in a similar room.

10.	During your final practices, wear the clothing that you’ll wear during the presentation—
usually clothing at or just above the level of formality of your audience’s attire.
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11.	Finally, plan for problems. What will you do if the computer projection system fails? 
(Will a document projector, such as an Elmo, be available? Should you bring hand-
outs?) What will you do if you lose your outline or script? (Have a second copy with 
you or with a colleague in the room.)

Communication

OK, it’s showtime. As you deliver your presentation:

1.	 If possible, avoid reading from a script. (Formal speeches are an exception; they gen-
erally have word-for-word scripts.) If necessary, have an outline. If possible, memorize 
your opening and closing so that you can maintain unbroken eye contact with audi-
ence members at those key moments.

2.	Maintain eye contact. Look at one person at a time, letting your gaze linger so that 
they know you were speaking directly to them. Single out leaders and decision makers 
for extra eye contact.

3.	Unless you’re making a formal speech from a lectern, move about the front of your 
presentation area. Your graceful movements will help keep audience members 
engaged and attentive.

4.	 If your technology fails, don’t try to hide the fact and don’t panic or grumble. Move 
smoothly to your backup solution. Your preparation and grace under pressure will 
impress audience members. They’ll appreciate how seriously you’ve taken this oppor-
tunity to speak with them.

5.	When appropriate, close by asking for questions. After answering the last question, 
deliver a brief closing statement—just a few sentences, but make them as dramatic as 
the situation allows.

6.	Consider this closing strategy: When you’ve finished your presentation, deliver your 
closing statement. Then pause, maintain eye contact and simply say, “Thank you.” This 
strategy often triggers applause.

Evaluation

You’re done! When you’re finally alone, relax and congratulate yourself. But don’t get too 
comfortable. Before your sharpest memories of the presentation fade,

1.	Ask yourself what worked well. What didn’t work well? How did the technology perform?

2.	Ask yourself if anything in the presentation surprised you. Was the audience respon-
sive? If so, when? Why?
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3.	Analyze your clock management. Did you finish on time? Did you allow time for 
questions? Did you feel rushed? Or did the presentation go too quickly? If so, why?

4.	Give yourself a grade. Was the presentation an A? B? C? Try to score a higher grade 
next time.

5.	Learn from your successes and your failures. Build on what went well. Revise what 
didn’t work.

As you gain experience, your presentations will become better and better. Who knows? 
You might even learn to enjoy them.
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Index

abbreviations 107, 314, 316, 
323–325

About page 95
accessibility 57
accuracy 18, 60
acronyms 24
action words 96
active voice 12, 26, 32, 212, 300
actuality 34; see also 

soundbites
actual malice 60
ad-blocking programs 206, 207
Ad Council 246
adjectives 12, 13, 117, 203, 

308, 316
Adobe Express 206, 236
Adobe Marketo Engage 231
ad-placement technologies 230
adverbs 12, 310, 315
advertisements: cinemagraphic 

231–232, 234; display 
231–232, 234; effective 
173–174, 207, 213; 
in-stream 234, 236; 
memorability of 46; native 
232, 234; pay-per-click 
(PPC) 233, 235; pop-up 
234, 236, 237; radio 216; 
social media 205–207, 
233–234, 236; static 231, 
238; television 223–22; 
see also advertising; audio 
advertisements; digital 
advertisements; print 

advertisements; video 
advertisements

advertising: announcement 
175; to children 62; 
comparison in 178, 
184–185, 281; deceptive 
61, 62; exaggeration in 
61; goal 178, 189; identity 
75, 186; image 175, 186; 
introduction to 173–175; 
jobs in 64; local 223; 
mobile 61, 234–235, 237; 
national 223; negative 
178; programmatic 51, 
223, 230, 274; reminder 
175, 186; self-regulation 
in 62; strategic message in 
173–174, 187–188, 224; 
syndicated 223; target 
audience 181–182, 189; 
see also advertisements

age 55, 78, 79
agencies 64–65
AI see artificial intelligence
AIDA (Attention–Interest–

Desire-Action) 210
Albright, Jim 187
algorithms 76–77, 79, 223, 

230; Google 21; Sprout 
Social 79

alignment 41, 43
alliteration 212
Allstate Insurance 138
Amazon 223, 230, 232, 279

American Advertising 
Federation 49

American Customer 
Satisfaction Index 185

American Marketing 
Association 49

analytics 207, 279; podcast 92; 
social media 29, 46, 183

Andrews McMeel Universal 118
anecdotes 156, 157
announcer continuity (reader) 

217, 218, 220, 243
annual reports 62, 159–162
AOL 21
apostrophes 315–316
Apple 213
appropriation 61
approval process 18, 29
apps 88–89, 230, 234, 236, 

259, 274–275, 280
AP stylebook 323–325
Arby’s 80
Aristotle 48, 49, 57
artificial intelligence (AI) 

66, 278
Art of Thought, The 16
Ask 21
Associated Press 55, 107, 308, 

312, 315, 318, 323
assonance 212
attribution 32, 158, 308–309
audience: annual reports 

159; audio advertisements 
216; backgrounders 141; 
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collateral materials 292–
293; content marketing 
259; creative briefs 201; 
digital advertisements 230; 
digital newsrooms 138; 
fact sheets 145; fundraising 
messages 286; identifying 
15, 46; marketing 
communication plans 
266; media alerts 121; 
mobile messaging 275; 
newsletter/magazine stories 
151, 158; news releases 
101–102, 116, 132; photo 
opportunity advisories 148; 
pitches 125–126; podcasts 
88, 92; print advertisements 
209; proposals 266; public 
service announcements 
(PSA) 246–247; radio and 
TV promotions 223, 240, 
242; research 15–16; 
sales messages 278–279; 
social media 75, 78; 
speeches 163–165; video 
advertisements 223–224, 
226; websites 20, 22, 25, 
93; see also audience 
personas; target audience

audience personas 196–200, 
273; see also personas

audio 31–36, 89
audio advertisements 216–222
audio scripts 33, 217–218
augmented reality (AR) 274, 

276, 277
authority 36
axis 35

Baby Boomers 206, 208, 275
backgrounders 138, 139, 140, 

146; audience for 141; 
content and organization 
142–143; format/design 
141–142

background sound 34
bad news 13, 52, 128, 160, 166

Baidu 21
balance 40, 42, 100, 279, 297
Baumgartner, Jeffrey 54
behavioral information 45, 

181–182, 192, 198
belonging 53
benefits: “add-on” 272; of 

products 174–175, 183–
184, 187, 188, 210–211, 
233, 281; see also WIIFM 
(What’s in it for me?)

billboards (in VNRs) 131–132
Bing 21
bite-snack-meal approach 24
Blockthrough 207
bloggers 103, 108, 116, 

125–128, 138, 141, 145
blogs 67, 84–87, 98, 259
body copy 211–212
boilerplates 109, 118, 119
bookend strategy 156
booklets 292
brainstorming 16
brand: advocacy 73–74; 

awareness 88; building 46, 
88; endorsement through 
social media 63; identity 
46; image 184–187, 
193–194, 208, 240, 260; 
promotion 175; rankings 
and reviews 186

Brandwatch 257
Bread Exam 260
breaking news 108, 121, 123, 

151, 283
brevity 152
broadcast stations 240–241, 247
brochures 292, 294, 297–300; 

panels in 294–295, 297
b-roll 123, 132
budgets 73, 271–273
Buffer 205, 236
bullets 24, 99, 146
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) 

54, 55, 64, 182
Burger King 184, 185, 277
Business Insider 51

Business Insights 179
business titles 323–324
Business Wire 102, 103, 107
BuzzFeed 11
BuzzSumo 76
bylines 118

cable television 223, 240–241, 
246, 247

Cadbury 277
call-to-action button 42, 95, 

96, 98, 231, 232, 235
calls to action (CTA) 42, 91, 

118, 119, 213, 231, 236, 
246, 277, 281, 295; see also 
call-to-action button

calls to connect 91
CAN-SPAM Act 278
Canva 236
captions 25, 118, 140, 160, 

161, 232
Caux Business Principles 49
Cellular Telecommunications 

Industry Association (CTIA) 
274

Census Bureau 182, 185
charts 25, 95, 161, 267, 268
Cheney, George 56
chief executive officer (CEO) 161
children 62
Children’s Online Privacy 

Protection Act (COPPA) 62
chop method 319
Cision 90, 108, 125, 247
Claritas 182
Clark, Roy Peter 155
clauses 305, 306, 307, 311, 321
clichés 13, 157, 212
close-ups 33, 226
Coca-Cola 161
collateral materials 292–304
collective nouns 318–319
colons 311–312, 314
color: characteristics 37–40; 

as an element of design 37; 
meaning of 39–40; schemes 
39–40, 100; wheel 38
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commas 306–311, 321, 326
comma splices 306, 310
comments 316; in social 

media 51, 76, 80, 81, 83; 
in blogs 86

commercial announcements 
246, 247, 249

commercial speech 59–60
communication 329; crisis 

plans 264; efficiency 
45–46; electioneering 62; 
integrated approach to 
45–46; memorability 46; and 
relationships 71–72; skills 9; 
technologies 51; two-way 61, 
71, 257; see also integrated 
marketing communications 
(IMC)

Communications Act of 1934 61
Communications Decency Act 

of 1996 61
Community for Creative Non-

Violence v. Reid 63
commuters 90
company names 324
company signature 213; 

see also logo
competitors 22, 75, 95, 

184–185, 193–194
conciseness 23, 29
conclusion 158, 166, 167
Confucius 49
conjunctions 167, 305, 306, 310
conjunctive adverbs 310
consistency 323
Constitution of the United 

States 61
Consumer Expenditure Survey 

182
consumer insights 177–178
consumer life cycle 181
Consumer Search 182
contact page 97
content management system 

(CMS) 138
content marketing 78, 88, 

130–131, 259–260

Content Marketing Institute 
29, 258, 259

contests 241, 256, 258, 260
continuity 41
contractions 80
contrast 43, 100, 297
controlled media 173, 246
cookies 98, 230
copyright 62–63; symbols 213
corporate social responsibility 

(CSR) 73–74
corporations 64
coupons 235, 274, 276, 277, 

279–80, 282
courage 49
cover letters 267
Creating the Advertising 

Message 187
creative briefs 173–174, 

189, 201–204, 282, 289; 
content and organization 
202–203; format and 
design 203

creative process 16
creative works 312
creativity 16, 54; and 

advertisements 173; and 
AI 66

credibility 24, 57, 88, 97, 113, 
131, 219, 242

crisis communications 264
cross-cultural blunders 54
cross-cultural ethics 50
crossfade 33
crowdsourcing 257, 259
cultural differences 39
customer relationship 

management (CRM) 255, 274
cutaways 36

dangling modifiers 320–321
dangling participles 320–321
dashes 314
databases 60, 179, 182, 

258, 275; company-
information 179; customer-
information 278

datelines 107, 110
dates 107, 109, 118
defamation 60
demographics 181–182, 192, 

198
demonstrations 218
description tags 20, 23
design 37–44; elements of 

37–40; principles of 41–44, 
100, 297; responsive 94

Dietrich, Gini 10
digital advertisements 208, 

230–239; content and 
organization 235; format/
design 231–235

digital games 259
digital newsletters 116, 286
digital newsrooms 98, 102, 

114, 116, 138–140, 248
digital on-screen graphic 

(DOG) 33
dilemmas 50
direct-mail packages 278, 282
direct marketing 278–280
direct messages 80
disclosure law 62, 63, 159
distribution 18, 52, 102, 108, 

255
diversity 53–55
dolly 34
drafts 17
DuckDuckGo 21
Dun & Bradstreet 179
Duncan, George 281

e-blasts 278, 279–280, 283, 285
e-books 259
editing 14, 17–18, 109; stages 

of 17
electioneering communication 

62
emails: fundraising 286, 288, 

291; marketing 278–280, 
283; newsletters 259; news 
releases 102–105, 110, 
115, 116; pitches 126–129

embargoes 104, 109
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emotions 167, 211
empathy 56
emphasis 25, 43, 80, 212
empty frames 36
endorsement 63, 76, 97, 131, 

186, 218
Endorsement Guides 63
engagement 46, 183, 208, 

209, 232, 261–263, 277; 
reader 29; social 27, 30

enthymemes 57–58
epic poetry strategy 156
equity 53
establishing shots 34, 225–226
ethics 48–52; and AI 66
ethics codes 48–50, 72
ethnicity 55
ethnographic research 183
ethos (in business) 178
ethos (in rhetoric) 48, 57
European Union (EU) 60, 278
evaluation 18–19, 72, 162, 

329–330
exaggeration 61, 159, 161
exclamation points 309, 313
executive summary 268
extended metaphor 157
eye contact 163, 164, 328, 

329
eye path 42–43
eye-tracking 210

Facebook 29, 61, 63, 67, 75, 
76, 78, 79, 80, 224, 262; 
advertising on 206, 232, 
233, 235, 237; frequency 
of posting on 28, 263; 
fundraisers 286; sales and 
marketing 257, 258; status 
update 83; usage 28, 205

fact sheets 122, 138, 140, 
145–147

fade 34
fairness 72, 213
fairness statements 213
“fair use” doctrine 63
“fake news” 130

false light 61
false series 318
FAQ pages 97
feature news releases 102, 

113–115
features (of products) 174–

175, 179–180, 281
feature stories 153–158; 

organizational strategies 
155–157

Federal Communications 
Commission (FCC) 240

Federal Election Commission 
(FEC) 62

Federal Trade Commission 
(FTC) 61, 63, 218

feedback 168
film 33
financial reports 62
First Amendment 59
flash drives 102, 103, 139
fliers 292, 293
Florence, Nayna 32
focal point 43
follow-up calls 108, 123
Form 10-K 160
for-profit organizations 9
freedom of speech 59
free expression 59
freelancing 51, 65
free-standing inserts (FSI) 208
French Gates, Melinda 53
Fresh Air 88
Fry, Donald 155
fundraising messages 286–291

Gates, Bill 21
gender pronouns 55, 317–318
General Data Protection 

Regulation (GDPR) 60
Generation Z 208, 275
gifts 50, 130, 264, 282
goals 71, 159, 160, 269–270; 

advertising 178, 189; 
business 3, 9, 10; and 
ethics 48; SMART 46, 266

gold coin theory 155, 157, 158

Google 21–22, 26, 60, 62, 
98, 99; advertising on 232, 
233, 237

Google AdWords 233
Google Alerts 179
Google Keyword Planner 

22, 233
Google Maps 97
Google News 179
GoPro 260
government agencies 65
GPS (global positioning 

system) 274
grammar 80, 242, 317–322
graphics: brochures 294, 298; 

captions for 25; digital 
ads 236; integrated within 
the text 25; proposals and 
marketing communications 
plans 267; video ads 225, 
226; video news releases 
131, 132; websites 100; 
see also infographics

graphs 142, 159, 161, 267, 268
Graves, Robert 17
guarantees 96
guardedness 56

hacks 29; see also how-to 
posts

haiku 236
Hallmark Cards 113
hashtags 78, 80–81, 232, 260
headings: backgrounders 

141; fact sheets 145; news 
releases 103–105; photo 
opportunity advisories 148; 
websites 24

headlines: backgrounders 
141; fact sheets 145; 
internal 25, 26; media 
alerts 122; newsletter and 
magazine stories 152, 153; 
news releases 105–106, 
110, 114, 118; photo 
opportunity advisories 
149; podcasts 89; print ads 
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210–211; teaser 157, 280, 
287–288, 295; websites 
23–26, 96, 99

hierarchy 42
highlighting 25
hit-and-run writing 35–36, 133
holidays 55, 264
homepages 42, 95, 96
home videos 34–35
honesty 51–52, 72
Hootsuite 75, 76, 78, 79, 

257, 262
how-to posts 29, 260
how-to titles 26
HTML coding 21, 23
HubSpot 28, 232, 255
hue 37
Hulu 223, 232
humor 29, 80
hyperbole 119, 242
hyperlinks 24
hyphens 315

I 321–322; see also pronouns
IBISWorld 180
in-app messages 274, 275; 

see also apps
inclusion 53–55
inclusive language 54
independent consultancies 65
indirect reciprocity 49
infographics 95, 103, 152, 

199, 260
informality 80
initials 33
initiated messages 276
Instagram 78, 79, 224, 262; 

advertising on 206, 232, 
233; frequency of posting 
on 28, 263; sales and 
marketing 257, 258; usage 
28, 205

integrated marketing 
communications (IMC) 
45–47, 262

intellectual property 62–63, 98
interjections 310

Internal Revenue Service (IRS) 
159

International Association of 
Business Communicators 
(IABC) 49

interviews 89, 91, 132
intrusion 61
inverted pyramid 23, 107, 

110, 153
italics 25, 212, 312

jargon 24, 33, 80, 162, 174
jobs 64–67; search strategy 67
Johnson & Johnson 49
jokes 119, 168
journalists 101–108, 121, 122, 

125–128, 130–131, 138, 
141, 145, 323

jump cuts 36
junk mail 278
justice 50

Kant, Immanuel 48, 50
Keller, Kevin 256
kerning 40
keywords 21–23, 233; 

highlighting 25; mobile 
marketing 276; podcasts 
33, 92; websites 22–23

Klaviyo 275
Kotler, Philip 256

landing pages 29, 96–97; in 
digital advertisements 230, 
233, 234, 236, 237, 239

laptops 94, 163, 206, 230, 
234, 237, 275, 293

law 59–63; copyright 
and trademark 62–63; 
disclosure 62, 63, 159; and 
ethics 50; privacy 60–62

leading 40
leads 107, 110, 153, 155–157
legal/ethical confusion 50
letters: cover 267; fundraising 

287, 290; lift 282; sales 
278, 282, 284

LexisNexis 179, 180
Li, Charlene 257
libel 60, 61, 63
lighting 36
line: as an element of design 37; 

length 40, 100; spacing 40
LinkedIn 67, 75, 78, 79; 

advertising in 205, 206, 234; 
frequency of posting on 28; 
sales and marketing 257

links: in news releases 109; in 
social posts 80, 82, 131; 
in websites 23; see also 
hyperlinks

listening: and persuasion 56; 
podcasts 90; see also social 
listening

livestreaming 79, 259
local interest 109
logo (company) 42, 43, 79, 

213, 231, 236
logos (logic) 57
loyalty 46, 66, 79, 259

macro editing 17–18
magazine personality profiles 

156
magazines: stories 151–158; 

print advertisements in 208
mailing lists 98
managers 73
mandatories 213
maps 97
marketing 182, 255–256; 

automation 255; campaigns 
45; collateral materials 
292–304; content 78, 88, 
130–131; direct 278–280; 
holistic approaches 45; 
integrated strategy 231, 
234, 266; mobile 274–
275; see also integrated 
marketing communications 
(IMC); marketing 
communications; marketing 
communication plans; sales 
and marketing
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marketing communication 
plans 266–273

marketing communications 
3, 10, 51, 255–256, 
258; see also integrated 
marketing communications 
(IMC); marketing 
communication plans

Marketo 233, 234
marketplace trends 180, 191
market research 177, 182–183
Market Share Reporter 179, 

185
Marvel Entertainment 116, 118
mCommerce (mobile 

commerce) 274
me 321–322; see also 

pronouns
media 73; PESO model 3, 

10; alerts 102, 121–124, 
138; kits 138–140; see also 
social media

medium shots (MS) 34, 226
Meltwater 76, 125, 257
mentions 80
meta-descriptions 23, 233
metaphors 157, 212, 294
micro editing 17–18
microblog messages 274
microsites 259
Microsoft Office 209
Mill, John Stuart 48, 50
Mintel 180
mission statements 9
mobile advertising 61, 

234–235, 237
mobile devices 23–24, 99, 

234, 258
mobile marketing 274–275
Mobile Marketing Association 

274
mobile messaging 274–277
mobile phones 86, 88, 94, 

99, 152, 154, 206, 207, 
237, 275; see also mobile 
devices; smartphones

modifiers 12, 320–321

Moment of Lift: How 
Empowering Women 
Changes the World 53

Monroe, Alan 57
Monroe’s Motivated 

Sequence 57
month names 325
movement 42–43
Moz Keyword Explorer 22
multimedia 69, 79, 171, 

266; narratives 259; news 
releases 103, 107, 116; 
pitches 126; sales and 
marketing, 255, 256; 
speeches 168

music 33, 34, 90

National Advertising Division 62
National Advertising Review 

Board 62
National Public Radio (NPR) 88
Naver 21
navigation (websites) 23, 93, 99
Netflix 223
Net Promoter Score (NPS) 185
“news beats” 125, 126
newsletter stories 151–158
news releases 62, 101–109, 

141, 145–146, 148; 
announcement 102, 
110–112; content and 
organization 106–107; 
feature 102, 113–115; 
format/design 103, 105; 
promotional 102, 116–120; 
tips 109; video (VNRs) 
130–137

newsworthiness 103, 107
New York Stock Exchange 159
Nextdoor 78
niche publications 151
Nielsen, Jakob 20
Nike 213, 260
Nike v. Kasky 59
nonprofit organizations 9, 65, 

159, 283, 286
nonviolence 57

nouns 80, 307, 308, 316, 317; 
collective 318–319

numbered lists 24
numbers 25, 26, 33, 167, 

324–325
numerals 25, 26
nut graf (nut paragraph) 155, 156

objectives 269–270
objectivity 24
obscenity 59, 80
Occupational Outlook 

Handbook 64
off-strategy documents 10
O’Flahavan, Leslie 24
Ogilvy, David 174, 187
Ogilvy & Mather 187
online shopping 258
on-strategy documents 10
oral presentations 327–330; 

see also speeches
organization 16–17
outlines 17
overwork 50

Pablo 236
pan 34
Pandora 216
paper 103–106, 141–142, 

144, 147, 151, 159–160, 
163–164, 208, 298; media 
kits 139–141, 145

Paper (magazine) 116
parallelism 14, 318
paraphrases 32, 118, 308, 

309, 313
paraphrasing 308, 309
parentheses 314, 316
participles 310, 320–321
partnerships 260
passive voice 12, 26
past participles 310, 320
patents 62
pathos 57
PDFs 25, 103–104, 106, 112, 

141, 142, 144, 145, 147; 
downloadable 159, 293
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percentages 326
periods 314
personal information 60, 62, 98
personal selling 255
personas 171, 196–200, 273; 

see also audience personas
persuasion 56–58
persuasive messages 31, 56, 57, 

173, 208, 225, 230, 246, 248
Pew Research Center 28, 75, 

78, 88, 182, 207
photographs: in annual 

reports 161; and building 
relationships 95; captions 
for 140, 160, 161; in news 
releases 107; in print ads 
210; profile 79, 206; size 
requirements 235; stock 
100; on websites 95, 100

photo opportunity advisories 
138, 140, 148–150

Pinterest 75, 78, 205, 206; 
frequency of posting on 28

pitches 102, 125–129
planning 27, 29, 35, 81, 92, 

328–329; see also planning 
grid; plans; strategic 
message planners (SMPs)

planning grid 72
plans 269–270; see also 

planning
podcasts 32, 33, 88–92, 259; 

advertising in 217
political campaigns 275
political speech 59–60
portfolios 67
postcards 278
postscripts 281–282
PowerPoint 164, 266
predictive analysis 278
prepositional phrases 13, 322
prepositions 319, 322
pre-roll 232
present participles 320
press releases see news 

releases
Prezi 266

print advertisements 208–214; 
content and organization 
209–213; format/design 
213; tips 214

printer-friendly versions 25
print promotions 208–214
privacy 52; law 60–62; 

policies 98; and social 
media 61; right to 61

private facts 61
PR News 140
PR Newswire 102, 108, 116
production scripts: audio 

advertisements 217–218, 
221–222; audio PSA 250; 
radio promotion 244; 
television promotion 245; 
video advertisements 
227; video news release 
134–137; video PSA 251

product samples 102, 140, 282
products and services pages 95
profile photos 79, 206
promos 240–242
promotional writing 109, 

116, 149
pronouncer 217
pronouns: disagreement 

317–318; gender neutral 55, 
317–318; nominative 319; 
objective 319, 322; personal 
80, 315, 316; relative 305, 
306, 307; subject 319

proofreading 18, 128, 168, 
189, 214

proportion 43–44
proposals 266–273
proximity 41
PRWeb 108, 116
psychographics 181–182, 

192, 198
public relations 69–172; 

definition 71; goals 72, 73; 
introduction to 71–74; jobs 
in 64; and social media 
75–77; speech 59–60; staff 
diversity 54

Public Relations Society of 
America (PRSA) 49

public service announcements 
(PSA) 246–251

publicity 71
publics 71–73, 75, 78
puffery 61, 62, 159, 300
punctuation 18, 305–316

QR (quick response) codes 
208, 280, 295

question marks 309, 313
questions 157, 233
quotation marks 308–309, 

312, 313, 314
quotations 32, 107, 114, 118, 

155, 157, 158

race 54, 55, 78
radio 91; advertisements 216; 

promotions 240–244
radio spots 216
Rawls, John 50
RCS (rich communication 

services) messages 274, 
275, 277

readers: engagement 29; focus 
on 13, 25, 80, 212

reading: aloud 14, 17, 31; and 
improvement of writing 
11–12; and websites 23

reasonable consumer 
standard 61

Red Bull 260
Reddit 11
reels 79
registration marks 213
relationships 71–73, 76; 

building 95, 205, 235, 
240; describing 55; 
strengthening 88

religion 48, 55
repetition 42, 219
replies 80
research 15–16, 327–328; 

ethnographic 183; market 
177, 182–183; target 
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audience 15, 16, 60, 173, 
182–183

resources 73
response messages 276–277
résumés 67
reviews 97
revising 17
RFM data (recency, frequency, 

money) 181, 276
rhyme 212
rhythm 42, 212
Rocket Mortgage 88
ROI (return on investment) 266
Rudick, Marilynne 24
Rule of Odds 42
Rule of Thirds 42
running time (RT) 34, 132
Rusk, Dean 56

sales and marketing 253–304; 
introduction to 255–256; 
social media in 257–258; 
see also marketing

Salesforce 255
sales literature 292
sales messages 29, 278–283
Sarbanes–Oxley Act of 2002 62
satellite media 130
saturation 38
scannable codes 258, 287
screens 223, 230, 234
scrolling 99
search engine marketing (SEM) 

233
search engine optimization 

(SEO) 20–21, 66, 92, 98, 
99, 108, 232, 233

seasonal content 264
second reference 324
Securities and Exchange 

Commission (SEC) 62, 63, 
159, 160

segmentation 182, 189, 197, 199
semicolons 310, 311
SEMrush 22
sentences: fragments of 24, 

32, 80, 214; incomplete 

312; in social posts 79; 
in speeches 167; subject-
verb-objects 31, 32; tips for 
improvement 12–14

sequences 34, 35, 225
Serial 90
sexual orientation 55
Seznam 21
shade 37
shape 37–38
Shopify 260
short codes 277
short-term thinking 51
shots: angle 34, 35, 225; 

establishing 225–226; 
length 35, 225; planning 
35; and sequences 35; 
width 34, 35, 225–226

sidebars 161
similarity 41
sitemaps 99
situation analysis 268–269
slideshows 259, 266
slogans 213, 214, 233
“slugs” 106, 142
smartphones 208, 216, 234, 

276; see also mobile 
devices; mobile phones

SMS messages 274, 275, 277; 
see also text messages

Snapchat 75, 78, 205, 257, 258
social engagement 27, 30
social listening 27, 73, 76, 

93–94, 185, 257; and 
public relations 75–77

social media: advertising 
in 205–207, 233–234, 
236; algorithms 76–77, 
79; analytics 29, 46, 
183; calendars 261–265; 
definition 27; direct-to-
audience videos 130; 
endorsing products through 
63; frequency of posting 
27–28, 263; fundraising 
286–287; influencers 32, 
63, 75–76; monitoring 76,  

81; personalities 29; 
platform preferences 78; 
policies 30; privacy issues 
61; public relations 75–77; 
purpose of 29; responsible 
use of 49; sales and 
marketing on 257–258; 
sharing links 100, 283; 
as a tool for gathering 
information 258; usage 
75, 78, 205, 207; writing 
for 27–30; see also social 
listening; social media 
management systems 
(SMMSs); social posting

Social Media Examiner 76
social media management 

systems (SMMSs) 255, 257, 
261, 262, 264

social posting 78–83; content 
and organization 79–81; 
format/design 79; purposes 
and audience 78; tips 81; 
see also social reposts

social proof 96
social reposts 80, 83
social responsibility 73
“soft-news” 125
soundbites 34, 132
sound effects (SFX) 33, 34
sound on tape (SOT) 34, 132
space 40; negative (white) 

40–41, 297–298; positive 40
spam 278
speakers 163–165
special effects 36
speeches 163–169; 

commercial 59–60; content 
and organization 164–167; 
format/design 164; political 
59–60; public relations 
59–60; “theme” 166; tips 
for 167–168; see also oral 
presentations

spellchecking 18
spelling 18
Spin Sucks 10
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spokepersons 218
sponsored links 232, 233
sponsored posts 3, 208, 233, 

234, 257
Spotify 89, 90, 118, 216
Sprinklr 76
Sprout Social 27, 29, 76, 79, 

81, 206, 257, 262
Starbucks 79
statement of purpose 269, 

270, 273
state names 325–326
stationary 103
Statista 182
Stelzner, Michael 76, 258
stockholders 62, 71, 158, 162
stock prices 62
storyboards 225, 228–229
storytelling 114, 130, 153, 

294; audio 219; tips 158; 
visual 34–36

straight news stories 152–153
Strategic Business Insights 182
strategic message planners 

(SMPs) 72, 173–174, 
176–195, 199, 202, 209, 
282, 289; content and 
organization 176–188; 
format/design 189–195; 
tips 189

strategic messages 73, 89, 
163, 164; in advertising 
173–174, 187–188, 224; 
categorizing 10; choosing 
15; coordinated 45; 
supporting evidence 188; 
visual 35; see also strategic 
message planners (SMPs)

strategies 9, 269–270
strategy statements see 

strategic message planners
streaming 223
style see writing style
stylebooks 323–326
subheadings 25, 99, 100, 177, 

267, 293–298, 300
subjectivity 119

subject lines 103, 106, 118, 
126, 148, 278–280, 283, 
288

subject-restriction-information 
technique 166

subject–verb disagreement 
318–319

subject-verb-object sentences 
31, 32

super 34
Supreme Court 59, 60
swing graf 155
swing lines 211–212
syllogisms 57–58

tables of contents 139, 267, 
268, 280

tablets 86, 88, 99, 163, 223, 
234, 274, 275, 293

tactics 269–271
taglines 213
tags 20, 23, 76
Talkwaker 76
target audience 269; behavior 

181–183, 269; and brand 
image 184–188; defining 
189, 293; demographics 
181–183, 269; diversity of 
54; psychographics 181–
183, 269; reaching 3, 45, 
60; research 15–16, 18, 60, 
173, 176–177, 181–183; 
understanding 27, 56–58, 
176–177, 182, 196–197; 
see also audience; 
audience personas

teasers 157, 280, 287–288, 295
Telephone Consumer Protection 

Act (TCPA) 61, 274
teleprompters 163
television 33, 130, 131, 138; 

advertisements 223–224; 
promotions 240–245

Templeton, Erin E. 81
Ten Commandments 49
terms and conditions 98
testimonials 95, 97, 218, 282

text messages 234, 259, 274–277
texture 40
thank-you pages 235
that 321
themes 294
theme strategy 156–157
TikTok 75, 78, 205, 206; 

frequency of posting on 28; 
sales and marketing on 257

tilt 34, 297 
timelessness 24
timetables 73, 271
tint 37
title (super) 34
title pages 267–268
titles: business 323–324; of 

creative works 312; how-to 
26; official/unofficial 32; 
podcasts 91; speeches 167

to be verbs 12, 17, 32
Tompkins, Phillip 56
tone 38
“touchpoints” 256
tracking 40
trade associations 65
trademark law 62, 63
Trader Joe’s 260
trailers 90
Trainor, Meghan 116
trust 97
Trustpilot 185
Tumblr 11, 206
TV Guide 130
Twitter see X
typefaces 33, 40, 100, 280, 

287, 297
typography 40, 100

under 34
underlining 25
unity 41–43
Up First 88
urgency, a sense of 33, 96, 

121, 213, 231, 281, 288
user generated content (UGC) 

260
usernames 80
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VALS analyses 182
value (in design) 43
“value proposition” 236
values 48, 49, 50, 71, 73, 113; 

statement 9, 71
van Ruler, Betteke 72, 73
verbs 109, 269–270; active 

270; to be 12, 17, 32; strong 
80; see also subject–verb 
disagreement; subject-verb-
object sentences; verb tenses

verb tenses 305, 319, 
321–322; in audio and 
video scripts 33; in 
brochures 300; in news 
releases 106, 109, 110, 
114, 118; in photo captures 
140; in print promotions 
212; in quotation 
attributions 158

Verčič, Dejan 72, 73
video advertisements 223, 

232, 234; content and 
organization 225–226; 
format/design 224–225; 
tips 226

video news releases (VNRs) 
130–137

videos 31–36, 79, 100, 
123; direct-to-audience 
130–137; home 34–35; and 
social media algorithms 
79; see also video 
advertisements; video scripts

video scripts 33
virtual organizations 51, 65
virtual reality 259
virtue 49

VistaCreate 236
visual aids 164, 168, 266, 328
visuals 168; in ads 187, 210; 

in news releases 107, 117, 
142; in proposals and 
marketing communications 
267; on websites 25, 95, 
99; see also visual aids

visual storytelling 34–36
vloggers 32
vlogs 259
voice book 117
voiceovers 34, 132
volunteerism 67, 86, 163, 257, 

286, 292, 294

Wallace, Graham 16
Wall Street Journal 155–156
watermark 33
we 118; see also pronouns
webinars 259
websites 20–26; addresses 

(URLs) 81; audience 20, 
22, 25, 93; content 21–23; 
format and design 93–94, 
99–100; fundraising 286; 
headlines in 23–26, 96, 
99; navigation 20, 93, 99; 
standard pages 94–99; 
writing for 20–26

WeChat 205
WhatsApp 205
which 321
white papers 152, 260
white space 40–41, 297–298
who 319–320
whom 319–320
wide shots (WS) 34, 225–226

WIIFM (What’s in it for me?) 
56, 80, 174, 199; see also 
benefits

Word-of-Mouth Marketing 
Association 49

words that sell 212
writing: for audio and video 

31–36; for the ear (aural) 
31–33, 167; improvement 
of 11–12; process of 15–19; 
promotional 109, 116, 149; 
for social media 27–30; 
tips for better sentences 
12–14; for websites 20–26; 
see also writing style

writing style 323–326

X (formerly Twitter) 29, 63, 67, 
79, 185, 224; advertising 
on 206, 232, 233, 235, 
237; frequency of posting 
on 28; sales and marketing 

x-heights 100

Yahoo! 21
Yahoo Finance 179
Yandex 21
YouGov 182
YouTube 3, 32, 62, 75, 131, 

224; advertising on 206, 232, 
234; frequency of posting on 
28; sales and marketing 257, 
258; usage 205

Zilli, Matt 257
zingers 211–212, 214
zoom 34, 36

257; usage 205


	Cover
	Endorsements
	Half Title
	Title Page
	Copyright Page
	Contents
	Acknowledgments
	Introduction: How This Book Works
	SECTION 1: Strategic Writing
	1A: Introduction to Strategic Writing
	1B: The Importance of Good Writing
	1C: Research, Planning and the Writing Process
	1D: Writing for the Web
	1E: Writing for Social Media
	1F: Writing for Audio and Video
	1G: Strategic Design
	1H: Integrated Marketing Communications
	1I: Ethics and Strategic Writing
	1J: Diversity and Inclusion in Strategic Writing
	1K: Persuasion and Strategic Writing
	1L: The Law and Strategic Writing
	1M: Jobs in Strategic Writing

	SECTION 2: Strategic Writing in Public Relations
	2A: Introduction to Public Relations
	2B: Social Listening in Public Relations
	2C: Social Posting
	2D: Blogs
	2E: Podcasts
	2F: Websites
	2G: News Releases
	2H: Announcement News Releases
	2I: Feature News Releases
	2J: Promotional News Releases
	2K: Media Alerts
	2L: Pitches
	2M: Video News Releases and Direct-to-Audience Videos
	2N: Digital Newsrooms and Media Kits
	2O: Backgrounders
	2P: Fact Sheets
	2Q: Photo Opportunity Advisories
	2R: Newsletter and Magazine Stories
	2S: Annual Reports
	2T: Speeches

	SECTION 3: Strategic Writing in Advertising
	3A: Introduction to Advertising
	3B: Strategic Message Planners
	3C: Audience Personas
	3D: Creative Briefs
	3E: Social Media in Advertising
	3F: Print Promotions
	3G: Audio Advertisements
	3H: Video Advertisements
	3I: Digital Advertisements
	3J: Radio and TV Promotions
	3K: Public Service Announcements

	SECTION 4: Strategic Writing in Sales and Marketing
	4A: Introduction to Sales and Marketing
	4B: Social Media in Sales and Marketing
	4C: Content Marketing
	4D: Social Media Calendars
	4E: Proposals and Marketing Communications Plans
	4F: Mobile Messages
	4G: Sales Messages
	4H: Fundraising Messages
	4I: Collateral Materials

	Appendices
	A: A Concise Guide to Punctuation
	B: A Concise Guide to Grammar
	C: A Concise Guide to Style
	D: Tips for Oral Presentations

	Index



