
 

 
 
Module One, Copywriting Fundamentals 
Video Five, How the Medium Affects the Message 
 
Here’s what you’ll learn: The different types of media, the kinds of things 
that you will actually be writing, how each type of media can constrain you 
as you’re trying to write it, but also how each type of media can free you. 
And then you’ll learn how to work within them. 
 
So let’s talk about the different types of media—and by media, I mean ways 
to deliver a message; the things that you will actually write copy for and all 
of the ways that your copy can reach someone. Banner ads, videos, emails, 
direct mail, social media like Twitter and Facebook are all different types of 
media and they’re all very different. And it may seem obvious, but you can’t 
put the same message into each one of these. You can’t take the same copy 
that you would put into an email and shrink it down to put it into a banner ad 
or even a twitter feed. Each different type of media has its own different 
needs and constraints.  
 
Let’s start talking about how the different forms of media can constrain you. 
First, as you’re sitting down to write your copy, one of the things you’ll need 
to consider is how much literal space you have for copy. The medium affects 
the size of the ad, but also the size that your copy can be and how much 
copy you can fit into it. For example, an email or a magazine or a newspaper 
ad has a lot more space so that means you can have more copy and bigger 
copy, but a banner ad has a lot less physical space, and that means that your 
copy has to be shorter and smaller. A banner ad versus an email or that 
newspaper ad has totally different room for copy and, therefore, you need 
totally different copy. Related, obviously, and just as direct about presenting 
the benefit, but different. And after you’ve thought about your space 
constraints, you’ll want to consider where people will see this project.  
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This is the time to figure out your copy’s context. Where and how are people 
seeing your copy? If they’re viewing a magazine ad, they might be flipping 
through a fashion magazine or reading through a trade magazine. Which is 
it? And are they seeing your copy in a newspaper, on the side of a bus? In 
their inbox? What’s happening around them while your copy is being 
presented to them? Say they’re viewing a banner ad. Are they seeing it on a 
gaming site, or on a news site? And what are they focused on on a gaming 
site versus what are they focused on, on a news site? What kinds of things 
are they doing on a gaming site? They’re playing games, they may be 
connecting with friends, they may be checking high scores, they may be 
looking for new games—but on a news site, they may be reading a full-
length article, they may be hopping from story to story and looking for more 
in-depth information.  
 
What’s going on around your banner ad is going to be totally different on 
both sites. If they’re going to linger, you might be able to have a longer 
message. So on a news site, if the news articles on that site tend to be long 
and in-depth and the demographic you’re looking for is someone that likes 
to research and learn more, you might be able to have a longer message 
because they might be on that page a bit more. However, if they’re not, you 
want to grab them fast and keep it short. On the gaming site, for example, 
they’re probably going to be moving from page to page relatively quickly 
and not really be focused on any banner ads around them. You need to grab 
them fast with a very strong message and keep it very short so they can 
decide immediately whether or not they want to take that action. 
 
 Can you anticipate where your audience is likely to be when they see your 
ad? How does that affect how they receive the information? So, for example, 
is your ad in a fashion magazine? In a fashion magazine, they could be 
flipping through it at a hair salon or in their own home, but it also tends to 
mean that they are literally flipping through it looking at pages relatively 
quickly. A trade magazine, though, is very different. A trade magazine is the 
term for a magazine that caters specifically to a particular type of business—
so, for example, search engine optimization companies have trade magazines 
that discuss the business of search engine optimization, horse training 
companies have trade magazines that discuss the business of horse training. 
In a trade magazine, it’s much more likely that your audience is going to be 
reading through it slower and also actually looking at the ads because they 
know that the ads are specifically geared toward them and they’re much 
more likely to pay attention to them.  
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Now that we’ve talked about how they can constrain you, let’s talk about 
how the various media can free you. It sounds a little crazy perhaps, but 
limits actually make it easier to write. You’re already “limited” in a way by 
what you know you have to get across—you know you need to convey the 
benefit, you know you need to have a strong CTA, and you know you need 
to write within the brand voice. Now add in the limit of your medium, and 
your blank page becomes a much smaller box for you to fill in. And if 
you’ve done any kind of writing before, you probably know the absolute 
terror that comes with sitting down and staring at a completely blank page 
and knowing that you have to fill it somehow with something.  
 
But with the constraints we just mentioned, you’re not really filling a blank 
page—the framework is already there for what you have to convey. The 
limitations of the medium just make that framework even a bit tighter. You 
don’t have to worry about creating lines and lines and lines of copy to get 
your message across. You need to keep it short and just fill the much smaller 
metaphorical box on your blank page.  
 
Let’s move on to how to work within a medium. More often than not, 
working within a medium will involve whittling your message down to fit 
your medium. You should have an idea of the amount of copy you’ll need, 
but when you start writing, start big. Especially when you’re starting out as a 
copywriter, begin your project by writing everything you have to say and 
then going through and cutting it down. If you’re writing an email (and we’ll 
get into this a little bit more in the writing for interactive media video), but if 
you’re writing for an email you have a general idea of the copy you need. 
You’ll need a subject line and a snippet and a headline and probably a bit of 
body copy and a call to action and, especially if you’re working for a 
company that has done emails before, you’ll have some idea of the amount 
of copy they’ve used in the past and you can use that to help guide you now. 
But start out by writing down everything you would possibly like to get in 
there. Then, once you’ve gotten it all down, start eliminating the words and 
phrases you don’t absolutely need. Make sure your benefit is in there, make 
sure your call to action is in there and then take out the stuff that’s less 
important until you have copy that fits within the parameters of your project.  
 
Also, start asking yourself if there are big words you could swap out for 
short words. You want to stay within the brand voice, but maybe you don’t 
need to use the word “spectacular” (11 letters) when you could use 
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“amazing” (seven letters). You’ll find that as you’re writing short copy 
especially, sometimes words like “fantastic” and “spectacular” literally don’t 
fit within a medium and you have to go with a shorter word. How do you 
know when you’re ready to stop whittling your copy down? Stop when you 
fit within your medium but you still get all of the necessary parts of your 
message across. It may be that you don’t have room for any other details 
besides your benefit and a call to action—with a banner ad or a billboard, 
that may very well be the case. But if you do and you have details that are 
crucial to making the target audience take action, leave those in there. 
 
Once you start working with your designer in layout, you may end up having 
to lose or add a bit more copy because, as much as you’ve imagined how 
much copy you need, you can never really know until you get it into the 
designed layout. As you get better and better at writing copy, by the way, 
this process will go faster and faster. You will even eventually get to the 
point where you innately know how much copy needs to go into a type of 
media and don’t need to go through the whittling down exercise at all. 
Mastery comes with more training (which is coming up, of course) and 
practice.   
 
Next steps! Congratulations! You have completed module one. You are well 
on your way to becoming a working and expert copywriter. Now move on to 
your action sheets. You’re going to flex your copywriting muscles with a 
features versus benefits quiz, you will practice identifying brand voices, you 
will learn how to write a brand tone guide and you will also learn how to 
write a persona. These are all very important things to learn how to do and 
excellent skills to have in your back pocket as copywriter. Which means, 
too, that if you put in the effort, you’ll see the results. Don’t neglect your 
action sheets! They’re all crucial and they’re all coming up next.  
 
 
 


