
 

 
 
Module One, Copywriting Fundamentals 
Video Three, Writing to a Brand Voice 
 
Here’s what you’ll learn: First of all, we’re going to discuss what a brand 
voice actually means. We’re going to talk about how to identify it, how to 
write to it, and how to create it. 
 
The brand voice is the words, style, intonation and even sounds a brand uses 
in its copywriting. Essentially, it’s what the brand would sound like if it 
were a person. It’s the brand’s particular way of saying things, its particular 
choice of words, the way the brand sounds that sets it apart from its 
competition. This includes the kinds of things that the brand would say and 
the kinds of things that the brand would never say. The brand voice affects 
how people think of the brand and react to the brand. 
 
 A brand voice that is serious gets people to think of that brand as serious, 
while a brand voice that is playful and fun gets them to think of that brand as 
playful and fun. When writing within a brand’s voice, it’s very important to 
stay within that brand voice’s accepted parameters. After all, if your brand is 
serious, you don’t want to confuse the audience by writing in a tone that is 
playful and fun. Let’s look at a few examples… 
 
The Kate Spade brand voice: If you’re unfamiliar with Kate Spade, feel free 
to take a moment and visit katespade.com. It’s a fashion and lifestyle brand 
that sells handbags, shoes, clothing and some housewares, all geared toward 
a female audience. It’s not an inexpensive brand so it’s slightly aspirational, 
but at the same time, the brand marketers make it seem accessible. The 
brand voice for Kate Spade is very elegant, peppy and intelligent. It’s clever, 
it’s youthful, and it’s definitely feminine. The copy is insightful and 
inspirational, but it is never snobby or overly wealthy. As an example, a card 
they send out with orders says, “She is quick and curious and playful and 
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strong” and a bag that comes with handbags says, “She tucked her coral 
lipstick away and floated back to the party.”  
 
This isn’t benefit-oriented copy, obviously; it’s used to set the mood and, in 
a way, reward a woman for her purchase by making her feel stylish. Because 
these came with her purchase, she can associate herself with these 
descriptions. So, the copywriters at Kate Spade might use a phrase like 
“colors we’re head over heels for”. But they would never use a phrase like 
“the colors you shouldn’t be caught dead in.” That’s harsh, judgmental and 
not at all light-hearted or aspirational.  
 
The Go Daddy brand voice: If you’re unfamiliar with Go Daddy, I would 
recommend you go to godaddy.com. Go Daddy is primarily a web hosting 
service but provides other internet services like email, website building and 
those sorts of things. You may actually already be familiar with them from 
TV commercials they produce that tend to run during football games like the 
Super Bowl. (And that, in and of itself, should probably give you some clue 
to the brand voice. Think: the beer brand of web hosting.) The brand voice 
for Go Daddy is young, bold, urgent and fresh. The copy is straightforward 
and definitely a little bit guy-ish. They may push the boundaries a bit, but 
it’s never overtly rude or dismissive and it’s also never overly masculine. 
The tricky thing about writing a brand voice is that you have to be sure not 
to alienate any members of your target audience. Now, with the Kate Spade 
brand for example, they sell only to women or people buying for women, so 
it’s completely fine that their brand voice is a little bit feminine. Go Daddy, 
however, is a consumer brand that sells to both men and women, so while 
they can make the choice to sound a little bit more like a guy, they have to 
be very careful not to push that too far and alienate their female customers.  
 
So Go Daddy might use a phrase like “we’re gearing up our site, we’ll be 
back online in ten minutes” if the site were down for maintenance. However, 
they wouldn’t use a phrase like “calm yourselves down, we’ll be back in 
ten.” It’s way too abrupt and dismissive, not fun at all and not at all within 
the Go Daddy brand voice. 
 
The Virgin brand voice is the third one that we’re going to discuss. A few of 
the websites you can check out are Virgin.com, virginatlantic.com and 
virginamerica.com. If you are at all familiar with the Virgin brand and 
Richard Branson, the founder of the Virgin empire, you will know that they 
have all kinds of different companies under the greater Virgin umbrella and 
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they seem to always be adding more. Despite the fact that Virgin has so 
many subsidiaries within it, the overall tone for all of them remains pretty 
much the same. VirginMoney, their banking company, might be just the 
slightest bit more staid than say, VirginMobile, their mobile phone company, 
but in most copy the difference is imperceptible.  
 
The brand voice is inspirational, it’s spontaneous, it’s confident, it’s worldly. 
In its social media channels, the brand voice even becomes a bit cheeky. I 
think, actually, that the Virgin brand is modeled very closely on the Richard 
Branson brand, that is, the way he presents himself. He is also easily 
described as inspirational, spontaneous, confident, worldly and a bit cheeky. 
If you’re unfamiliar with Virgin or with Richard Branson, I would hop over 
to Google and take a look at some of their sites, just so you can get a better 
idea of how thoroughly fleshed out the brand voice is. The copy for Virgin 
focuses on inciting action and making big statements but at the same time it 
isn’t overbearing or boring. Their “Flying in the Face of Ordinary” 
commercial for Virgin Atlantic is a great example. Virgin might use a phrase 
like “It’s time to take flight! Make an Istanbul holiday your next adventure.” 
But they wouldn’t use a phrase like “Cheap fares to Istanbul. Four seats left. 
Book now” in anything but directional copy. It’s way too direct and not 
nearly fun or inspirational enough.  
 
Let’s move on to how to identify the brand voice. Often on a project, you’ll 
come into an already established brand and you’ll have to write to that voice. 
If they don’t have a tone guide already set and sometimes even if they do, 
you’ll have to find a way to wrap your mind around the voice because, 
obviously, if you’re going to come in and write for a project your work has 
to immediately match the already set brand tone. (Otherwise they’re not 
going to keep you on the project.) So here are a few questions you want to 
ask yourself to try to identify the brand voice—and the best references for 
these questions are pieces that have already been completed, especially 
things that the client has loved. 
 
 As you look at these pieces, ask yourself if this brand were a person, how 
would you describe it? And, at the same time, what words would definitely 
not describe this brand? What words or phrases would it use? What words or 
phrases would it not use? As you look through the pieces that have 
previously been put together in this campaign in this established brand 
voice, notice what words you actually see popping up again and again in the 
copy. There are certain words that certain brands will use regularly as part of 
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their cache. You want to know what those words are right off the bat and use 
them when it’s appropriate.  
 
Now, let’s talk about how to write in the brand voice. The first step again is 
to collect all of the current pieces written in that voice. Immerse yourself. 
And I should say too, that we’re not just talking about whatever type of 
project you’re working on. If you’re working on an email project, don’t just 
go back and amass emails. Look for everything in that campaign—direct 
mail pieces, banner ads, websites, anything that you can possibly find. The 
more consumer touch points you have and the more research you have, the 
better. Start out your voice writing exercise by writing out one line and 
trying it several different times using the descriptors you’ve amassed. Since 
you’re just getting yourself up to speed on this brand voice, it will take a 
little time before you can hit the ground running. 
 
 The best way to ramp yourself up is to force yourself to do multiple 
different versions of one line and go through it as many times as you need 
to. So for example if your brand is bold, try to write one line in as many bold 
ways as you can. If the brand is also friendly, try to write one line in as many 
friendly ways as you can. And mix it up, too. Try to write a line that is bold 
and friendly. Then, go back and look at that list of words you saw used often 
in the pieces that have already been produced. Try using those words in your 
copy, too. Just a side note when it comes to brand voice though, you want to 
use these words, but don’t use them so often that it looks like you’re 
parroting previous pieces. You obviously still have to put in elements of 
your own originality, so you want to use these words wisely, if not 
sparingly. Look to see how often they were used in pieces before and aim for 
that ratio in your own copy.  
 
After you’re finished, look through your lines. Which ones match most 
closely to the current brand voice? Use that line as a guide to help you flesh 
out the rest of your piece. It may seem like a lot of work to practice writing 
the same line over and over again in different ways, but this will help to get 
you up to speed a lot faster than if you just hopped into a project, wrote a 
version, gave it to your client, got feedback from your client, rewrote it, gave 
it back to your client, got more feedback and on and on and on. Clients also 
sometimes don’t understand that it takes a writer a little bit of time to get up 
to speed on a new brand voice, so the best way to do it is to try to get up to 
speed without them ever seeing it. That way, they just assume you’re a 
genius and that you figured it out immediately. The goal is to get so 
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comfortable with a brand voice that you and your boss or client can’t tell the 
difference in voice between your current copy and their previously produced 
pieces. 
 
Now we’ll move on to how to create a brand voice. Sometimes it will be up 
to you to actually create a brand new brand voice. This will happen when a 
company is launching a new brand and you have to start from scratch, but 
this will also happen when a company has been unhappy with a brand voice 
or feels like it needs updating or refreshing. The beginning part of the 
process is somewhat similar to the process of figuring out an already 
established brand voice. Based on what you know about the brand and how 
the company wants it to be perceived by its customers, ask yourself the 
identification questions from a few slides before. If this brand were a person, 
how could you describe it? Is it bold? Is it friendly? Is it straightforward? Is 
it funny? Make sure you’re clear on any and all descriptors the company has 
already decided it wants this brand to be. Then ask, what kind of words 
would this brand use? What kind of words would they never use? What kind 
of phrases might it say? What kind of phrases wouldn’t it say?  
 
You’re also going to want to add a few more questions since you’re 
essentially creating this voice from the ground up. Things like: If this brand 
were a person, who would it be? These questions are for your own 
understanding of the brand, so it could be that you choose someone famous 
that everyone knows, like Angelina Jolie for example. However, since, at 
this point, this exercise is just for you and your understanding, this could 
also be just someone that you know. Say for example, the brand you’re 
working on reminds you of no one else as much as your Uncle Phil. That’s 
fine; go through these questions thinking about your Uncle Phil. Once you 
have a good and firm understanding of the brand voice, you can go back and 
flesh out the tone guide in terms and with examples that everyone will 
understand. 
 
 The tone guide is a definitive guide to how the brand portrays itself and how 
it should be written and treated. It takes the brand voice to the next level. 
You’ll actually be creating a tone guide in your action sheets. So, after 
you’ve identified a person that this brand is like, start to ask yourself things 
like, what kind of car does this brand drive? What are its favorite brands? 
What are its favorite TV shows? Now, you don’t need to literally know what 
kind of car that person drives—you don’t have to research Angelina Jolie or 
call your Uncle Phil—but you want to have an understanding of what that 
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kind of person would drive and what their favorite brands would be and 
what their favorite TV shows are. 
 
What you’re trying to do is get to know your brand voice like a best friend; 
you should know this brand voice inside and out. Anyone could ask you any 
question about the brand voice and you’d be able to answer it because you 
know it so well. We’ll go a little bit more into writing brand voices and 
putting together a tone guide in your action sheets, so be prepared for that to 
come up. You’ll see how it actually works as you do it yourself. 
 
On to next steps! First, start identifying the brand voice behind some of your 
favorite brands. As you look through your email or your direct mail, see if 
you can figure out or put descriptors to the brand voice. What kind of voice 
does it have?  Is it bold? Is it open? Is it silly? See if you can figure out 
exactly what the brand voice is meant to be. And then from there, see if you 
can figure out which words they’d use and which they wouldn’t. You can 
also start looking at brand voices for brands you don’t like. Try to determine 
if the brand voice has something to do with this. Could it be that the voice 
has a tone that you don’t particularly like? Get used to analyzing every piece 
of copy that comes across your desk or into your inbox or into your mailbox. 
Eventually it will get to be second nature and you won’t have to analyze 
every piece, but I want to make sure that you are stopping yourself and 
evaluating these things, not just as a consumer, but as a professional. After 
that, move on to video 4, the audience and the message! 
 
 
 


