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How Headlines Engage Readers
When you are writing a marketing communication piece—print ad, sales letter, direct
mail piece, brochure, blog entry, press release, newsletter, webinar—where do you start?
You may be surprised to learn that experts advise starting at the top by writing the
headline.
The headline is your promise to readers, a statement of what they can expect if they
continue reading. Promises are first made, and then fulfilled. So make the promise to
readers through the headline, and fulfill it in the content.
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The importance of headlines is not a new concept. Writing in 1923 in his book Scientific
Advertising, Claude Hopkins said, “We pick out what we wish to read by headlines.” Forty
years later, in his 1963 book Confessions of an Advertising Man, advertising legend David
Ogilvy wrote, “On average, five times as many people read the headlines as read the
body copy. When you have written your headline, you have spent eighty cents of your
dollar.” Continuing today, busy people decide what to read on web pages, email, or blogs
based on the strength of the headline.

How a good headline works
The objective of a headline is to engage the reader’s curiosity by answering three
questions for the reader:
1.
2.
3.

Does this article pertain to me?
Is it something I care about?
If I read it, will I get a benefit?

If the answer is yes to all three questions, the reader’s curiosity is aroused; it becomes
almost impossible not to continue reading. Essentially, the headline dares the reader to
read the article, doesn’t overpromise or deceive, and delivers on the promise.
A good headline has four jobs: to attract reader attention, to select the best prospects,
to deliver a complete message, and to pull readers into the body copy. The size and
placement of the headline as well as the words will attract attention. This is necessary
but not sufficient—the headline needs to attract the right people for the right reason.
Do this by using key words and phrases that will catch the eye of the audience you are
seeking (for example, Wanted: 30 New College Graduates).
Delivering a complete message means being clear and focused. Do not tease the reader
with misleading words. Avoid being cute or clever since that may confuse or deceive the
reader.

A reader will be drawn into the body copy if the headline
arouses his curiosity, makes a provocative statement, asks a
question, promises a reward, provides useful information, or
gives news.

• Connect to the reader. Attract the reader’s interest by using
the words introducing, announcing, now, at last, finally, how to,
why, which, this, new, you, your, who, people, want, easy, simple,
money and free.

Headlines that attract readers

To be effective, a headline must be factually correct, easy
to understand, attract attention, and set the expectation for
the article content. Blogger Jeff Goins demonstrates these
principles in his formula for writing headlines:

The web presence management company Conductor tested
different headlines to determine which were most influential
with readers. By analyzing a large sample set of headlines from
online publications and social networks, Conductor determined
there are five types of headlines: normal, question, how-to,
number, and address-the-reader. Here are examples from
Conductor:
• Normal: Ways to Make Drinking Tea More Delightful
• Question: What are Ways to Make Drinking Tea More
Delightful?
• How-to: How to Make Drinking Tea More Delightful
• Number: 30 Ways to Make Drinking Tea More Delightful
• Address-the-reader: Ways You Need to Make Drinking Tea
More Delightful
Conductor found that readers preferred number headlines by
a wide margin (36%) followed by address-the-reader (21%).
How-to (17%), normal (15%), and question (11%) lagged
the top two. The preference for number headlines was even
more pronounced among women—39% vs. 32% for males.
In addition, the Content Marketing Institute found that odd
numbers have a 20% higher click-through rate than headlines
with even numbers.

Characteristics of good headlines
Depending on the content of its article, the headline could
provide news or helpful information, appeal to the reader’s selfinterest, arouse curiosity, or connect to the reader in a quick,
easy way.
• Provide news or information. Headlines that teach, explain,
or help people begin with the key words how to, how, why
which, who else, wanted, this, because, if, and advice. News
headlines begin with introducing, announcing, or words
that have an announcement quality (finally, presenting, just
released, new, now, at last) or have a date in the headline.
Readers are always looking for new products, a new way to
use an old product, or new improvements in a product.
• Appeal to the reader’s self-interest. These headlines
promise a benefit to the reader—How Women Over 35 Can
Look Younger.
• Arouse curiosity. Headlines that arouse curiosity lure the
reader into reading the article or ad. Words that arouse
curiosity include how to, suddenly, now, announcing,
introducing, it’s here, just arrived, important development,
improvements, amazing, sensational, remarkable, revolutionary,
startling, miracle, magic, offer, quick, easy, wanted, challenge,
advice to, the truth about, compare, bargain, hurry, and last
chance.
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Number or trigger word + adjective + keyword + promise
The number is just that—a number. The trigger word is what,
why, how, or when. The adjective modifies the following key
word. Jeff’s list of interesting adjectives includes effortless,
painstaking, fun, free, incredible, essential, absolute, and strange.
The keyword is a concrete noun such as reasons, principles, facts,
lessons, ideas, ways, secrets, or tricks. The promise is a valuable
reward such as learning a new skill, doing something for the
first time, or solving a mystery. Applying the formula yields:
7 Fun Ways You Can Lose Weight
How You Can Effortlessly Sell Your Home in 24 Hours
Here is an alternate formula:
Target key phrase + colon + number or trigger word + promise
Using this formula, the headlines would read:
Weight Loss: 7 Fun Ways to Make it Happen
Selling Your Home in 24 Hours: 7 Steps to Success

The TACT test for headlines
According to Dr. Merlin Mann, a journalism professor at
Abilene Christian University, all headlines must pass the TACT
test:
• Taste. Is the headline in good taste? Is any part of it offensive
or able to be taken the wrong way? Do any words have
double meanings?
• Attractive. Does the headline attract the reader’s attention?
Can it be improved without sacrificing accuracy? Does it
contain any unnecessary words?
• Clear. Does the headline communicate clearly? Does it
create any confusion or contain any odd words? Is it easy to
read? Is it complete?
• Truth. Is the headline true and grammatically accurate? Does
it mislead the reader? Does it contain exaggeration?

After the headline: What’s next?
If the headline is successful, the right people will continue
reading for the right reasons. Now the emphasis shifts to the
copy itself: a great introduction, well-written body copy, a
persuasive ending, and a clear call to action, including a sense
of urgency. This is the promise fulfilled by successful headline.
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Writing in Entrepreneur magazine from his book Market Like You Mean It,
marketing expert Al Lautenslager describes categories of headlines and
why they are effective.
• How-to headlines: These motivate readers to take action.
Five Activities That Will Extend Your Life
How to Double Your Income and Take More Time Off
Paying Your House Off in Five Years
• Story headlines: A storyline creates a hook to engage the reader.
How a Five Year Old Saved a Life
From Ds and Fs to CEO
Alive! How I survived Burial in an Avalanche for 12 Hours
• Challenge headlines: Poses a challenge to connect with the reader who sees himself in the situation.
Would You Like More Customers Than You Can Handle?
Are You Faced with More Debt Than You Could Ever Pay Off?
Is Your Teen Struggling to Get Through High School?
• Extreme headlines: Provides a surprise or makes a shocking assertion.
One in 20 People Will Get Arrested This Year
Seven Foods to Eat to Guarantee a Shorter Life
What Your Car Dealer Won’t Tell You
• Targeted headlines: A call to a specific audience.
You’ve Thought About Retiring But Don’t Know Where to Start
If You Want a Good College Education for Your Child, You’ll Like This
Want a New Job You Really Like? Read What Not To Do
• Emotion-based headlines: An emotional rather than rational appeal.
Someone You Know Is About to Have a Heart Attack—And You Can Prevent It
Live Longer with Less Stress Over Money
Your Kids Will Struggle to have the Same Quality of Life That You Do
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Do grammer rules apply to headlines?

Yes—an effective headline is grammatically correct and concisely written. Misspellings and bad grammar
detract from headlines exactly as they do in body copy. Here are some guidelines for writing headlines:
1.

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

2.

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

3.

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

4.

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

5.

Use short, action verbs. Action verbs describe something a person, animal or object can do.

6.

Avoid words that can be read as either a verb or a noun, i.e. love, bait, drink, bowl, exit, fly, park, ship.

7.

Use short words. Find a short synonym for a long word that doesn’t change the meaning. For example,
panel or group is better in a headline than committee. Remember, adjectives are unusually not needed.
763-425-4251
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Another application for headline writing is in direct mail marketing. Writing the text
for teaser copy on the outside of the mail piece or for a Johnson Box at the top of a
sales letter is much like writing a headline.
According to direct mail marketing expert “Rocket” Roy Jutkins and author of Power
Direct Marketing, here are six tips for writing effective teaser copy:
1.

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

2.

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

3.

Urge action. A call to action should always be in a teaser—something like Limited
Offer.

4.

Tie the teaser copy on the outside to what’s on the inside. If you do, the audience will
better understand what you are offering.

5.

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

6.

Give teaser copy a “YOU” attitude. Explain what the customer will gain in words he
understands. Speak with the customer rather than at or to them.

Action verb: a verb that describes

something a person, animal or object can
do.

Active voice: a verb form in which the

subject of the verb carries out some action.
Example: She picked up the pencil.

Hammer headline: a headline of few
words (three or less) set in a large point
size above a smaller main headline used
to attract attention to a major article. A
hammer should be obvious, like “Stocks
Plummet.” Also called hammer head or
reverse kicker.
Johnson Box: a box positioned at the

top of a letter before the salutation that
succinctly states the main message of the
offer in a compelling way. The “box” can
be made of lines, asterisks, and may be
tinted. The Johnson Box is named for direct
marketer Frank Johnson.

Kicker headline: a smaller-font
headline, often underlined, just above
the main headline. Kickers use a one or
two-word identifier to help readers select
articles.
Passive voice: a verb form in which the
subject is acted upon. Example: The boy
was called by his mother.
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Subhead: a title or heading of a

subsection of an article, essay or book.
Subheads can also appear beneath a
headline.

Teaser copy: words printed on the

outside of a mail piece that interests the
reader in opening the mail piece.

Tense: the indication of the time at
which the event described by the sentence
occurred. In English, this is a property of
the verb.
Voice: the relationship between the verb

and the nouns associated with it (called
the subject or the object of the verb).
There are two voices in English—active and
passive.

Unique selling proposition (USP):

a statement of differentiation about a
product or service. USP was introduced
as a marketing concept in the early 1940s
by Ted Bates & Company. Chairman of the
Board, Rosser Reeves, provided a definition
of USP in his book Reality in Advertising.
To be considered a unique selling
proposition, the advertisement had to
make a proposition to the customer (“buy
this product and you will get this specific
benefit.”); the proposition itself had to be
unique (something that competitors do
not, or will not, offer); and the proposition
had to be strong enough to pull new
customers to the product.
www.visionsfirst.com

USPS Price Increase
After some deliberation, an increase in postage was approved and went into effect on May 31st. Below is a summary of the new
costs. If you have any questions, do not hesitate to call [RepFullName] at [RepPhone].
FIRST CLASS MAIL
Key Single Price Pieces
Stamp Price (remains the same)

Presort/Bulk Prices
Mixed AADC Automation Letters

$0.439

$0.485

3-Digit Automation Letters

$0.416

Single Piece Flats (remains the same)

$0.98

5-Digit Automation Letters

$0.391

Single Piece Cards

$0.35

Presort letters up to 2 oz. charged at the 1 oz. price

Retail Parcels

$2.54

Additional ounce remains at $0.13

Non-Machinable International Letters

$1.46

International Postcards

$1.20

International Flat

$2.38

Meter Price

$0.49

Additional ounce increases from $0.21 to $0.22
STANDARD MAIL
Key Standard Mail Prices

Standard Nonprofit Mail Prices

Letters (5-Digit Auto entered at Origin)

$0.266

Letters (5-Digit Auto entered at Origin)

$0.143

Flats (5-Digit Auto Flat entered at Origin)

$0.394

Flats (5-Digit Auto Flat entered at Origin)

$0.249

Carrier Route (Flat entered at Origin)

$0.300

Carrier Route (Flat enetered at Origin)

$0.222

High-Density/Saturation Letters (entered at Origin)

$0.204

High-Density/Saturation Letters (entered at Origin)

$0.123

High-Density/Saturation Flats (entered at Origin)

$0.132

High-Density/Saturation Flats (entered at Origin)

$0.212

EDDM-Retail

$0.183

MULTIPLE MAIL CLASSES
Full-Service IMb Discounts
All Full-Service Intelligent Mail barcode discounts remain in place for Standard Mail ($0.001), Periodicals ($0.001), and
First-Class Mail ($0.003)

Visions
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Paper Recycling: An Environmental Success Story
Paper recycling is more than just putting used paper in an
appropriately-labeled recycling bin. Rather, it is an entire process
that includes collecting, sorting, shipping, manufacturing, and
purchasing the newly-made products in a repeatable cycle.
Whether paper is made from trees, crops, agricultural residue
or other fivers, a recycling system is needed to promote
environmental sustainability.
A surprisingly large number of products can be made from
recycled materials: fine writing and printing papers; newspapers
and magazines; household paper products like paper towels,
napkins, facial and toilet tissue; office products like copy paper,
file folders, envelopes and adding machine tape; packaging
products like cereal packages, egg cartons, gift boxes, and
cardboard boxes; game boards; animal bedding; and insulation.

History of paper recycling
Recycling for paper is not new. In the United States, it has been
going on since 1690, when paper was made from rags rather
than wood pulp. In that year, the first paper mill in the United
States, the Rittenhouse Mill near Philadelphia, made paper from
fiber derived from cotton and linen rags (often used clothing).
To make the mill a success, William Rittenhouse teamed with
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William Bradford, the owner of a printing establishment, who had
a monopoly on all the paper produced by the mill—1200 reams a
year.
During the Revolutionary War, Benjamin Franklin used scrap
paper for his printing presses, and Massachusetts required
that all towns appoint an individual to receive rags for paper
mills. In 1896, the first major recycling center was started by
the Benedetto family in New York City. They collected rags,
newspaper, and trash with a push cart.
During World War I, the federal government created the Waste
Reclamation Service to encourage the public to save old rags
and waste paper. Used paper became a valuable commodity to
offset the shortage of paper pulp. Paper mills used old books,
newspapers, and business papers to make new paper fiber. In
1929, Sacramento, California, began selling the city’s waste
paper to an independent paper company. The revenue generated
increased the wages of its trash collectors by 25 cents a day.
By 1993, more paper was being recycled than thrown away—a
turning point in paper industry production.

www.visionsfirst.com

Paper recycling statistics
The United States is the world’s leading paper recycler,
responsible for over one-third of all the paper recovered in the
world. According to 2013 data from the annual American Forest
& Paper Association (AF&PA) Fiber Survey published by Paper
Recycles, in 2013, 55% of recovered paper stayed in the United
States and 40% was exported to China and other overseas
markets. The use of recycled paper by category is:
• Net overseas exports = 40%
• Containerboard (i.e. corrugated boxes) = 23%
• Boxboard (i.e. cereal packages) = 12%
• Tissue = 9%
• Newsprint = 2%
• Other = 5%
In the United States, papermaking materials come from three
primary sources: recycled paper; trees and other plants; and
wood chips and scraps from saw mills. Each source accounts for
about one-third of the total materials. In 2008, there were 430
pulp and paper mills in 41 states (all but Alaska, Colorado, North
Dakota, Nebraska, Nevada, Rhode Island, South Dakota, Utah and
Wyoming). By 2010, 80% of these relied on recycled paper to
contribute 37% of the material used to make new paper products.
Here are some recycling facts:
• The largest single category of paper use in the United States is
not for reading and writing. It is for packaging—41% of all paper
used.
• Between 1990 and 2010, paper recycling almost doubled (89%
increase).
• Since 1993, more paper is recovered than is sent to landfills. In
2013, 50.1 million tons of paper was recovered and 19.9 tons
went to landfill.
• In 2014, over 96% of Americans had access to curbside or
drop-off paper recycling programs.

• Producing paper using recycled materials takes 40% less
energy than producing paper from virgin pulp.
• For every 15,000 tons of old newspaper recycled annually, 30
jobs are created to collect the paper and 40 jobs are created to
process the paper.
And a final though unrelated fun recycling fact: an estimated
80 million Hershey’s kisses are wrapped each day. This uses
enough aluminum foil to cover over 50 acres of space, or almost
40 football fields. All that foil can be recycled though not many
people realize it.

Recycling saves
Recycling conserves resources. It takes 40% less energy and
creates 74% less air pollution and 35% less water pollution to
produce paper using recycled materials than virgin wood pulp.
Using recycled paper saves 7000 gallons of water per ton of
paper produced.
Paper can be recycled and used to make new paper many times.
However, each time the recovered paper is reduced to pulp and
reformatted into a new product, the paper fibers grow shorter.
Eventually—after seven recycles—the paper fibers will no longer
hold together. To combat this, paper mills use a mix of virgin and
never-before-recycled paper materials to produce pulp. Most
recovered paper is recycled into a paper grade equal to or lower
than the grade of the original paper.

We use paper responsibly
At Visions, we support both recycling and responsible use of
paper. In our production operation, we use standards for makeready (i.e. the preparation steps for offset printing) and setups for
post-press activities like folding and cutting to keep our paper use
within acceptable range. We carry an inventory of popular papers
so we can minimize how much surplus we accumulate. Finally,
what surplus paper we do have we donate periodically to schools
and nonprofit organizations.

• By weight, more paper and paperboard packaging is recovered
for recycling than all glass. Plastic, metal and other materials
combined. Paper accounts for 74.6% of all recovered materials.
• In 2012, about 44 million tons of paper and paperboard were
recovered, for a recycling rate of almost 65%.
• In 2013, almost 11 million tons of printing and writing paper
were recovered for a recycling rate of 53%.
• In 2013, almost 70% of all newsprint was recovered for
recycling. About one-third is recycled back into newsprint; the
rest is made into other packaging products and animal bedding.
• In 2013, 88.5% of corrugated cardboard was recovered for
recycling. 32% of the material recovered went to produce
containerboard and 12% to produce boxboard. Most corrugated
boxes have over 25% recycled fibers; some are 100% recycled.
• It costs 50% to 80% less to construct a paper mill that uses
recycled materials instead of virgin materials.

Visions
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According to the DMA, direct mail delivers a
higher response rate than digital channels, and
is still a popular tactic for successful companies
across the United States. Visions provides full
service in-house mailing capabilities. From start
to finish, we will make sure your campaign is
delivered on schedule and according to plan.
Our mailing services include NCOA, CASS
certification, ink jetting, bar coding, inserting,
tabbing, list hygiene, bagging and poly wrapping,
kitting and warehousing, list purchasing,
personalized printing, data management, and
more! Contact [RepName] at [RepPhone] or
[Repemail] for more details.
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