
	  

	  
	  

 
CREATING A TONE GUIDE 
	  
A tone guide is a company’s guide to exactly how to write copy for (or 
about) a company, product or brand. When a company launches a new 
website, for example, they will often call upon a copywriter to create a 
tone guide for the new website. This tone guide is a crucial document that 
will lead communications for months, or even years, to come. Being able 
to write one is also a great skill to have in your back pocket…so let’s 
teach you how to write one now! 
 
For our purposes, since you’re probably not working on a new brand as we 
speak, we’ll have you create a tone guide for a current brand. Pick one 
now—and make it a different one from the ones you used in the last action 
sheet. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Brand: ______________________ 
 
Now, write out a description of the brand. What is its product? What is its 
benefit to consumer? What sets it apart from its competition? This will be 
its positioning statement. 
 
Positioning Statement: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Just like in the last action sheet, think of words to describe this brand as if 
it were a person. For this action sheet, we’ll stop at five, but you could use 
as many as you like in a client’s tone guide. 
Descriptors:  
1. _________________________________________________________ 
2. _________________________________________________________ 
3. _________________________________________________________ 
4. _________________________________________________________ 
5. _________________________________________________________ 
 
 
For each descriptors, you’ll explain your thinking behind why you chose 
that descriptor in this format: 
 
[Brand] is [descriptor 1] because [reasons, reasons, reasons]. Brand is not 
[word that is the opposite of descriptor 1].  
 



 
Here’s an example: 
 
McDonald’s is inviting because it is delicious, accessible and fun. 
McDonald’s is not exclusive or snobby. 
  
Let’s try it: 
 
________________(Brand) is ___________________(descriptor 1) 
because_____________________________________________________. 
________________. (Brand) is not ___________________ (opposite of 
descriptor 1). 
 
Now, think of words and phrases that this brand would use because of this 
descriptor and words they would not. For example, if a brand is urgent, 
they would say “hurry in today!” but they would not say “stop by when 
you get a chance”. 
 
An example: 
 
Embrace: McDonald’s would say things that sound delicious like “a 
sizzling all-beef patty”. 
Avoid: McDonald’s would not say things that sound too high-end or 
expensive like “the finest ground sirloin available on the market” 
 
Now, let’s try that: 
 
Embrace: ____________(Brand) would say 
____________________________________________________________ 
Avoid: ______________ (Brand) would not say 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 



 
 
Note: some people prefer to write the Embrace/Avoids as direct notes to 
copywriters (As in, “Embrace: Copywriters should embrace using words 
like ‘hurry’ or ‘rush’. Avoid: Copywriters should avoid words that imply 
that time isn’t important.”). Once you’ve gotten the style here down, feel 
free to experiment. 
 
Now, let’s finish this section for all of the rest of the descriptors.   
 
DESCRIPTOR 2 
________________(Brand) is ___________________(descriptor 2) 
because____________________________________________________. 
________________(Brand) is not ___________________ (opposite of 
descriptor 2) 
 
 
Embrace: ____________(Brand) would say 
____________________________________________________________ 
Avoid: ______________ (Brand) would not say 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
 
DESCRIPTOR 3 
________________(Brand) is ___________________(descriptor 3) 
because____________________________________________________. 
________________(Brand) is not ___________________ (opposite of 
descriptor 3) 
 
Embrace: ____________(Brand) would say 
____________________________________________________________ 
Avoid: ______________ (Brand) would not say 
____________________________________________________________ 
 



 
 
DESCRIPTOR 4 
________________(Brand) is ___________________(descriptor 4) 
because____________________________________________________. 
________________(Brand) is not ___________________ (opposite of 
descriptor 4) 
 
Embrace: ____________(Brand) would say 
____________________________________________________________ 
Avoid: ______________ (Brand) would not say 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
DESCRIPTOR 5 
________________(Brand) is ___________________(descriptor 5) 
because____________________________________________________. 
________________(Brand) is not ___________________ (opposite of 
descriptor 5) 
 
Embrace: ____________(Brand) would say 
____________________________________________________________ 
Avoid: ______________ (Brand) would not say 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
And now, to finish up your tone guide, make a list of words or short 
phrases your brand uses (or would use). 
 
 
 
Key Brand Words and Phrases: 
_______________ 
_______________ 
_______________ 
_______________ 
_______________ 
_______________ 
_______________ 
_______________ 
_______________ 
_______________ 
_______________ 
_______________ 
_______________ 
_______________ 
_______________ 
 
 
 
 
To compile your full tone guide, just copy the sections you’ve filled in and 
put them all together on the following page. And you’re done! 
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