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In today’s environment where we are bombarded with thousands of messages every day, 

it’s vital that your ad gets noticed. The first impression can mean the difference between 

success and failure. If the copy offers news or helpful information or promises a reward for 

paying attention, it is well on its way to persuading the reader to buy your product.  

A good headline tells readers what a story is about. It induces them to read the story. It’s 

the ad for the ad! 

But successful headlines do more than tell the story. They capture the readers’ interest and 

make them want to read on.  

Prospects are in a hurry. They are bombarded with hundreds of ads, letters, postcards, and 

commercials every day. They tend to skip or tune out any marketing message that looks like 

it will take too much time or be too much trouble to figure out. 

Headlines simplify the learning curve. A reader can scan down your page, quickly digest your 

headlines, and figure out what you’re offering. 

Once the prospect knows you have something she is interested in, she will take more time 

to read your entire letter, ad, or web page.  

Most people read headlines first, so concentrate on getting the headline right, and 

everything else will follow. 

Here are 6 basic guidelines on how to write headlines. 

In this eBook we’ll cover 

What does a headline do? 



 

 

 

 

One of the misunderstandings many people seem to hold about headlines is the notion they 

must be short. This is nonsense. Look at some of these headlines in the ads overleaf.  

They demonstrate that headlines can be more than just a few words. 

 

 

 

They should focus on something that matters to a buyer. If you have news, proclaim it in the 

headline.  

People are always interested in new stuff. 

 

 

 

Many people make the mistake of getting too cute in their headlines. They try to arouse 

curiosity. When people read a headline, they are mentally saying to themselves:  

“So what? What does that mean to me?” 

If you can say ‘so what’ after reading your headline and not have a good answer, you need 

to change the headline. 

 

 

 

Always appeal to their self-interest. Certain words always get the reader’s attention. Use 

words like new, introductory, for a limited time only; it’s here, at last, discover. E.g.: 

“Discover our new rich-roasted taste” - (Nestlé Decaf Coffee) 

Free is a very powerful word, so if you can incorporate it into your copy, you’re guaranteed 

to get attention. 

Time-Life promotes their CD sales on TV with an offer to give you a free CD if you buy the 

first one.  

Other attention-getting words include how to, why, sale, quick, easy, guarantee, proven and 

save. 

1. Headlines don’t have to be short 

2. Headlines should speak to the buyer 

3. Don’t make your headlines cute 

4. Get your audience’s attention 



 

Headlines that offer the consumer guidance are also attention-getters: 

“Free New Report on Futures Trading and How It Can Help You Retire Within 3 Years” 

“Three Easy Steps to Clear, Younger-Looking Skin” 

 

 

 

You should use your headline to define your audience and to filter out those who aren’t in 

your target market. For instance, if you are selling home insurance to people older than 50, 

there is no point in writing an ad that generates inquiries from younger people. The 

headline can narrow in on the ideal audience for your ad and screen out those readers who 

are not your potential customers.  

For example, Australian Pensioners Insurance Agency (APIA) list the following in all their ads: 

“For those aged over 55 and not working full time”. That’s very direct and clear and certainly 

screens out a vast number of people. 

Here are a couple more examples:  

We’re looking for People to Write Children’s Books” - (The Institute of Children’s Literature) 

“Attention: Tennis Court Owners” - (A tennis court cleaning company) 

 

 

 

In testimonial ads, your customers do the selling for you. Testimonials work because they 

offer proof that a business satisfies its customers. Always use the customer’s own words to 

make the point as they will sound natural and believable so try not to edit them too much. 

Headlines in quotation marks get more attention than those without. It increases readership 

dramatically, so it’s desirable to use them even if the headline is not a direct quotation and 

the ad is not a testimonial ad. Simply put quotation marks around the headline.  

For example, instead of:  

“Get all the money you need for your business – guaranteed” 

Use: 

‘‘Get all the money you need for your business – guaranteed’’ 

This is what’s known as the ‘unattributed testimonial.’ It is the advertisers, not their clients, 

who are saying the phrases in quotation marks… and they are, in effect, quoting themselves 

in their copy. It’s tricky but perfectly legal and ethical. 

5. Speak directly to your audience  

6. Put the headline in quotation marks  



 

 

 

 

If you’re ever in doubt about how to write a headline, all you need to do is buy a woman’s 

magazine like Cleo, Cosmo, Marie Claire etc. and you’ll learn everything you need to know 

about writing headlines.  

They are very aware that the headlines they use on their cover are inextricably linked to the 

sales of the magazines. If the headlines are strong, sales will be strong.  

 

 

 

 

Women’s magazines  



 

 

 

 

There are many ways to come up with headlines. Here are 19 tried and tested formulas for 

creating successful headlines. If ever you get stuck and can’t come up with a great headline, 

refer back to this eBook for some idea generators.  

 

 

 

The simple “How to” headline is still popular for its simplicity and effectiveness. 

They work very well because people love information that shows them how to do 

something. Just think of the thousands of book titles beginning with “How to…”. 

 

19 proven formulas for creating headlines  

1. The ‘how to’  



 

Think of the benefits your product/service offers and then try creating some “How to” 

headlines. The benefit must be reflected in the headline.  

In fact, using the “How to” formula is one of the best places to start when writing headlines 

because it forces you to think of what your product/service  

does for the person. 

It also works for reports or letters that provide helpful information. 

Even just adding the word “how” in front of a headline gives it an additional appeal. 

Compare these two examples: 

a. A strange experience saved me from bankruptcy. 

b. How a strange experience saved me from bankruptcy. 

Which one is more compelling? Option ‘b’ probably. 

‘How to’ headline examples: 

• How to get thinner thighs in 30 days 

• How to buy a car without getting a lemon 

• How to live to 100 and love it 

• How to win friends and influence people 

• How to set up your website – without spending a fortune 

• How to fix a car  

Why not spice it up by adding a little something before the ‘how to’:  

Here’s how to… 

Discover how to… 

Examples: 

a. If you think a 12% return on your money is good, here’s how to set your sights on 

100% or more. 

b. Discover how to hit golf shots as straight as you can point, or this video golfing 

lesson is free…and I’ll pay you $25 for wasting your time!  

‘How to’ headline templates: 

• How to get 

• How to have 

• How to keep 

• How to start 



 

• How to begin 

• How to become 

• How to improve your 

• How to get the most out of 

• How to avoid 

• How to end 

• How to get rid of 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

A question headline gets the reader to answer the question in their mind. This style of 

headline automatically gets the prospect involved in your message.  

Many people will read further into your letter, ad, or web site copy just to find out what 

answer or solution you provide. 

This headline taps into the prospect’s problems. Your headline is the magic pill that fixes 

that problem.   

Again, make sure the question focuses on the reader’s interest, not yours. 

Ask a question headline examples: 

• Are you worried about filing your tax return this year? 

• Are you tired of being alone? 

• Are you sick of being exhausted? 

• Are you worried about your financial future? 

• Do you make these mistakes in English? 

• Have you ever wondered how Paris Hilton stays so slim?  

2. Ask a question  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Starting a headline with “Who else wants…” is a classic social proof strategy that implies an 

already existing consensus desire. 

 While overused in the internet marketing arena, it still works like gangbusters for other 

subject matter. 

‘Who else wants’ headline examples: 

• Who else wants to earn $150,000 working from home? 

• Who else wants to have fun at work? 

• Who else wants to eat what they like when they like? 

• Who else wants to have a home like this?  

3. Who else wants…  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

This one is used quite a bit, but that’s because it works. 

This works on the principle that an expert has some information or insider knowledge that 

will translate into a benefit for the reader.  

Everybody wants the inside running on how to solve a problem. It’s even more effective 

when the message is coming from an expert. 

 

4. The secret of…  



 

 

 

 

This style of headline is instructional and feeds upon people’s desire to have more 

information to help them in their lives. 

All you have to do is identify your target audience and the benefit you can provide them, 

and then fill in the blanks. 

‘Here is a method…’ headline examples: 

• Here is a method that is helping homeowners save hundreds on insurance 

• Here is a method that is helping kids learn to read sooner 

• Here is a method that is helping small businesses to save money on websites  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Here is a method that is helping…to…  



 

 

 

 

This is a more intriguing (and less common) way of accomplishing the same thing as “The 

Secret of…” headline. 

‘Little known ways…’ headline examples: 

• Little known ways to save on your mobile phone bill 

• Little known ways to get free software 

• Little known ways to lose weight quickly and safely  

 

 

 

This is a classic formula that identifies either a painful problem or an unfulfilled desire that 

the reader wants to remedy. 

‘Get rid of…’ headline examples: 

• Get rid of your unproductive work habits once and for all 

• Get rid of ugly bitten nails once and for all 

• Get rid of that carpet stain once and for all 

• Get rid of acne once and for all  

 

6. Little known ways to…  

7. Get rid of…once and for all  



 

 

 

 

People love ‘quick’ when it comes to solving a nagging problem.  

‘Here’s a quick way to…’ headline examples: 

• Here’s a quick way to get over a cold 

• Here’s a quick way to potty train your baby 

• Here’s a quick way to back-up your hard drive 

• Here’s a quick and easy way to lose weight 

• Here’s a quick and easy way to cook dinner for 10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. Here’s a quick way to…  



 

 

 

 

This is the classic ‘have your cake and eat it too’ headline – and who doesn’t like that?  

Use the formula:  

‘Now you can have…(something desirable) or (great circumstance) 

‘Now you can have…’ headline examples: 

• Now you can quit your job and make even more money 

• Now you can meet sexy singles online without spending a dime 

• Now you can own a cool Mac and still run Windows 

 

 

 

These appeal to vanity, dissatisfaction, or shame.  

It’s not the most creative headline style in the world, but it does work. 

Mix it up with, ‘Build a…you can be proud of’. 

‘…be proud of’ headline examples: 

• Build a body you can be proud of 

• Have a smile you can be proud of 

• Build a website you can be proud of 

• Have a garden you can be proud of 

 

9. Now you can have…  

10. Have…you can be proud of  



 

 

 

 

 

There is a big curiosity draw with this type of headline, and it acts almost as a challenge to 

the reader to go ahead and see if they are missing something.  

No one likes to miss out on information which means people can’t stop themselves from 

reading it. 

‘What everyone…’ headline examples: 

• What everyone ought to know about superannuation 

• What everyone ought to know about creating a website 

• What everyone ought to know about buying options 

• What everyone ought to know about low GI diets 

11. What everyone ought to know about…  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Why not let your clients do the selling for you? 

Their commendations can go a long way in convincing others to use your services. 

They also provide proof and evidence that supports your claims. You can’t make wild, or 

even mild claims without backing them up. If you don’t, the unanswered question in 

people’s minds is ‘Says who?’ This stops them from getting involved in the ad and ultimately 

can mean they stop reading the ad. 

When using testimonials, always include as much information about your client as possible. 

Most people know that you can make up a testimonial. However, if you provide enough 

detail about the client, the prospect will believe you. 

Do celebrity endorsements work? 

Celebrity endorsements are very powerful, but they are costly to source, and you are reliant 

on the celebrity behaving in a manner that is consistent with your brand’s image. Michael 

Jackson and Pepsi? Say no more.  

But you can use testimonials from previous clients to support your claims.  

Examples of testimonials: 

‘Ian Smith’s consulting is pure magic – our sales have increased by 27%!’ 

Annette Bridie, Homewares Emporium, Brighton. 

‘This product really works. I’m happier and less stressed.’ 

Marina Manson, Print on Demand, Richmond, NSW. 

‘My hair started growing back in two weeks!’ 

Jason Ronaldson, Mercury Finance, Perth WA. 

‘I only use Nike.’ 

Lleyton Hewitt. 

12. The testimonial  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Some classic headlines tell us what to do. They work best when you can turn your most 

important benefit into a commanding headline.  

‘Issue a command’ headline examples: 

• Make more money this month 

• Feel better about yourself 

• Boost your business today 

• Look younger instantly 

• Get 7 new clients this month 

• Make enough money to buy a new car 

• Stop rushing through life  

13. Issue a command  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Caution: This only works if you truly have something big to announce that is of interest to 

the reader; something that will make their life or business better.  

Don’t try to make news out of something that’s not. 

Once your readers know you have something they’re interested in, they’ll take the time to 

read your entire article, brochure, letter, ad, ezine or webpage.  

‘The news’ headline examples: 

• Introducing our new 7-day tax service 

• Amazing new medical breakthrough for fat loss 

• Introducing our zero interest rate credit  

• Introducing the no fat cinnamon flavoured ice cream 

14. The news  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Most of us are busy and tend to put off taking action.  

If you don’t get the prospect to act now, you may never get the sale.  

Sometimes a simple headline compelling the reader to take action now can be very 

effective.  

‘Deadline of offer’ headline examples: 

• Save up to $2000 on an Apple Mac computer before the end of May 

• Buy now and pay no interest for 5 years 

• Register now for your free gift  

 

 

 

15. A deadline for a special offer  



 

 

 

  

 

 

Free offers can pull the best result. 

There is a myth that affluent or professional customers are turned off by free offers. Not 

true! They love a bargain as much as the next guy. How do you think they got rich?  

Simply tailor your free offer to match the style of your customers or industry.  

‘Free offer’ headline examples: 

• No-cost initial consultation 

• Bonus CD in each package 

• Free installation 

• Free home delivery 

• Free main meal with every meal purchased 

• Free upgrade 

• Free window tinting  

16. Free offers   



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

These headlines are very straightforward in their message.  

They work on the principle that you’re busy, are scanning the page for something of 

interest, and will only be stopped by something that is directly relevant to you.  

They work best when they are specifically targeted at a particular group of people.  

These headlines stop people in their tracks and force them to read.  

We are all motivated by self-interest after all.  

‘Target market’ headline examples: 

• Attention teachers! 

• Warning: Don’t take out a loan before knowing this. 

• Single women – are you tired of spending New Year’s Eve alone? 

• Tennis court owners – do you hate mowing your court? 

• Attention boat owners! 

• Property owners – 5 things to know before you buy a townhouse.  

 

 

17. Alert your target market    



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

For many people, the fear of losing something is greater than the desire for gain. 

The idea of losing money or missing out on something is too powerful for them to resist 

checking out your offer.  

‘Fear of loss’ headline examples: 

• If you don’t act now, you’ll miss this chance forever! 

• Enrolments end tomorrow – act now! 

• Just how much money are you losing? 

• How much are bank fees really costing you?  

 

 

 

 

18. Fear of loss    



 

 

 

 

 

 

This headline lets you flex your creative muscle yet does the important job of pulling the 

reader into your copy. 

The idea is to intrigue your prospect sufficiently to read the next paragraph.  

‘Intrigue’ headline examples: 

• Can you pass the cholesterol test? 

• I can’t believe it’s happening to you too! 

• Do you know what colour best suits you? 

• Are you ready to slash your tax bill by half? 

• Are you scared of committing?  

 

19. Intrigue    



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Headlines are not the only tool for grabbing attention. 

Sub-heads allow you to expand and further what you’re doing with the headline.  

Headline with sub-headline examples: 

• Do you make these mistakes in English? 

Why most people make mistakes. 

• Thin thighs in 30 days! 

Wear your bikini this summer. 

• Can you pass the cholesterol test? 

Or are you at risk of a heart attack? 

If you were to link all the sub-headlines end to end, they should be able to tell the story of 

the ad.  

They need to be short, sharp and punchy. 

The body copy that follows needs to expand upon the sub-head, or else it’s just misleading 

and will annoy the reader.  

 

 

 

 

The headline alerts the reader and captures their attention. 

The sub-headline expands on the headline and gives extra detail. 

The body copy answers the questions posed in the headline and sub-headline.  

 

Sub-headlines    

Summary    


