
  
1225 Ken Pratt Boulevard · Suite 121 · Longmont, CO 80501 

www.directhitmarketing.com · (303) 666-0798 

 

THE 5 PILLARS OF CLUTTER-BUST COPYWRITING 

By 

John M. Coe 

VP Business Development 

 

 

 

Job # 1:  Breaking Through the Clutter 

 

We’ve heard it before, and are experiencing it ourselves – “I get too many #*! Emails!”   

Actually, that’s less than half the story, as between TV, radio, printed, digital and social media, 

plus the occasional airplane dragging a banner, Advertising Age reports that we see or hear 

between 3,000 – 5,000 messages a day.  Yikes! And they’re all trying to grab our attention and 

cause us to do one of three things - remember, respond or buy.  

 

That’s on the “receiving end” and we all live that each day.  But for those of us on the “sending 

end” we have to sit down at a blank screen and face the challenge of “how do I break through 

this clutter?” This is particularly true for trade show and event organizers trying to reach 

attendees, as we don’t have the luxury of a “human delivery system” such as the more impactful 

phone call or face-to-face communications – it’s too expensive.  

 

So what do we do?  Simply, send more!  Not only do we add to the clutter, but potentially 

damage our brand and message since over communicating can easily numb the receptors and 

receivers.  In essence, they tune out! There has to be a better answer. 

 

The 5 Pillars of Clutter-Bust Copywriting 

 

Copy does the selling!  Yes, art directors will say “A picture is worth a thousand words”, but we 

copywriters will retort “A well-turned phrase is worth a thousand pictures”.  The debate goes on!  

What I do know, is when I sit down at the blank screen, I need some guidance to fall back upon.  

That’s where these 5 Pillars rescue me. 

 

If you stayed with me this far, I’ll try to keep it short so you’ll complete this blog. 
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1. Relevancy Trumps All 

 

Relevancy is not just using the person’s name – that’s expected and doesn’t break 

through the clutter any more.  What does break through is something about me, who I am 

or what I’ve done that is really “relevant” to me – not to you.  The higher degree of 

relevancy increases engagement and response – it’s that simple. 

 

You might be asking – “how do I know what is relevant to each individual?”  Good 

question and the answer is in the data!  Organizers have a trove of data on attendees and 

it’s particularly deep if kept for a number of years.  Using data analytics to segment and 

sub-segment the audience uncovers the opportunity for relevancy. Here’s one quick and 

simple example.   

 

Segment past attendees into the following behavioral categories: 

 Repeaters - attendees (usually 2+ years of continual attendance) 

 Newbies – first time attendees (no record of any prior year’s attendance) 

 Skippers - prior year’s attendance, but not last year 

 Team members – more than one individual attended from the company 

 

I’ll stop there for this example. 

 

Crafting an appropriate message and offer, recognizing these four different behavioral 

segments, will make your marketing relevant and break through the message clutter. 

 

Your attendee database, updated, analyzed and segmented will provide multiple 

opportunities for “clutter-busting” relevancy.  

 

2. Straight Talk 

 

How often do we hear or read a message that when finished, we don’t really know what 

was trying to be said?  I’m not talking of political correctness (that’s a separate problem), 

but rather uninteresting, long and often boring copy.  At times, I know what they’re 

trying to say or want me to do, but they just don’t come out with it. 
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A quick personal example helps make this point.  I happen to live in a well-to-do zip code 

of Scottsdale, AZ.  At least once a week, I receive a mailing from financial planners 

inviting me to a dinner at an expensive restaurant.  I understand their game – a delectable 

(pun intended) offer to drive my behavior.  If I think about going, my expectation would 

be to receive a somewhat high pressure presentation on why I should give them my 

money.   

 

They are using one of the basic human emotions – guilt – to hopefully gain a new client.  

Yet the copy avoids this truth.  So my “straight talk” suggestion would be the following 

headline: 

 

“If you think this free steak dinner at Flemings is a bribe – it is, but come anyway!” 

 

Not only would a smile cross my lips, but for their honesty and break through copy 

approach, I probably would go.  Say what your audience is thinking, say it straight 

and don’t be politically correct. 

 

We have tested this approach with a number of tradeshow and conference attendance 

offers and the results were improved response rates and a lower cost per attendee. 

 

 

3. Design the Copy 

 

Treat copy as art and the copywriter’s “art direction” as an eye path of: 

 

 First order scanable – what the eye goes to first 

 Second order scanable – the highlights or most important points 

 Third order scanable – ease of readership 

 

This has been tested and taught by such direct marketing copywriting legends as Hershel 

Gordon Lewis, Ray Jutkins and Bob Bly. 
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In other words, write copy for ease of readership.  There are many guideposts such as: 

 50% white or open space in letters 

 No paragraph more than 8 lines of copy 

 Bullet points and bolding for emphasis  

 No reverse-out type 

 Serif type – fonts with little feet 

 

Most art directors don’t think this way, so the copywriter needs to help.  I like art 

directors – I really do, but copy sells. 

 

4. Don’t Forget the Human 

 

In B2B communications we frequently forget we’re speaking to real humans.  That may 

sound stupid but unfortunately it’s true.  All decisions are made or not made using a 

blend of Rational and Emotional considerations – even in business. 

 

How often do we take into consideration when crafting messages the individual’s 

personal stake or reasons to say yes or no?  Even if we do, many times it goes unsaid and 

we communicate only the rational business and reasons to respond and attend. 

 

For direct marketers, here are the five human emotions to use in copy: 

 

Fear 

Love 

Greed 

Guilt 

Pride 

 

By the way, the # 1 reason decisions are not made is the fear of risk the individual 

takes if they say yes.  Don’t forget this in writing direct marketing copy. We should 

always use the strategy of being a “risk reliever”. 
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5. Reinforcing is Not Repeating 

One way we try to break through the clutter is to communicate more.  Recently I read that 

one firm averaged 19 voice mails before a call back.  My guess is that these messages 

were probably all the same and devoid of intrigue or value.  It’s true that the volume of 

messages drowns out each other, and we don’t remember, so “frequency” is important. 

 

How do we make frequency work for us and not against us?  There are two basic ways: 

 

 Sequential messaging – building on past messages.  This is of particular 

importance to organizers as trade show and events are date specific and a 

countdown is obvious. Sequential approaches work best when the current 

message refers to either a past or future message. Your messaging can build a 

momentum of relevancy with this tactic. 

 

 Multi-media – the same relevant message sent via email, mail, digital, social and 

voice serves to reinforce each other and works well in driving registration.  When 

we analyze direct marketing touch patterns, a multi-media flow produces the most 

cost efficient results. 

 

Two important aspects to Pillar 5 are a clean and updated database plus logical sub-

segmentation for relevancy. 

 

There is much more to writing breakthrough copy, but hopefully these 5 Pillars provide a 

thought-starter template when you sit down at that dreaded blank screen. 
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