
 

 
 
Module Two, Copywriting Tactics  
Video Four, Shady Copy Techniques  
 
Here’s what you’ll learn: We’re going to teach you all about the shady copy 
techniques, the things that you really shouldn’t be doing when you write. 
We’ll go over the kinda bad copy techniques—the stuff that you really 
shouldn’t be doing, not cardinal sins but they’re not going to help win 
customers over. We’re also going to talk about the really bad copy 
techniques—the stuff that you definitely shouldn’t be doing. Then we’ll talk 
about why copy cheats and shady systems just don’t work.  
 
Let’s start with the kinda bad copy techniques. Before we dig in, I want to 
take a moment and talk about why we’re even going through these. The 
thing is, at first blush, some of these copy techniques can seem like a good 
idea. But when you see how things actually turn out if you use them, they 
turn out to be bad ideas. As you progress through your career, you may 
stumble across some of these techniques on your own and want to try them, 
or you might even be advised to try them. Before either of these can happen, 
I want to address these techniques so you know what they are and exactly 
why you shouldn’t do them.  
 
So here’s our first one: gimmicks. A gimmick is a scheme or device used to 
draw attention, but with no real benefits to the consumer. Gimmicks often 
start out as something legitimate; people notice how well they work and then 
they exploit them. For example, the “oops” subject line is something I’m 
sure you’ve received. You may not have noticed it, but you’ve definitely 
seen it in your inbox. It usually goes along the lines of “Oops, we sent the 
wrong email, here’s 10 percent off to make up for it.” The thing is, this 
started as a legitimate email. Companies would make a mistake and then 
send an “oops” email as a real apology and then also offer a credit to make 
up for the mistake. And what companies found was that, even if you don’t 
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offer the credit, if you say something like “oops”, people are either intrigued 
and/or they expect to get something. So the email recipient opens the email 
and very often clicks through. And companies began to send “oops” emails 
just when they wanted a bump in their open rates or click-through rates. The 
problem with this, though, is that people began to notice that they weren’t 
getting discounts and there was no real reason for the companies to send the 
“oops” emails and people began to ignore them.  
 
A similar gimmick is the “important notice about your account” line on 
direct mail. I’m sure you’ve seen it on your cable bills and you’ve probably 
also seen it on your credit card bills. It catches your attention since these are 
people that you actually make payments to on a monthly basis, but when you 
open the envelope, you see that it’s not really an important notice—they’re 
just making you an offer. Even lines like “do not bend” on the envelope or 
“postmaster please return if the recipient is unavailable” make it sound like 
there’s something really important inside, but there actually isn’t. Why are 
gimmicks bad? Well, they may work to begin with, but once they’re 
overused, people begin to ignore them or, worse, dislike the company 
because of them. They’re disingenuous and no one wants to feel that a 
company they deal with is less than truthful. 
 
Set ups with no payoff: This is when you’re implying an answer to a 
question or an issue raised, but never deliver, or deliver in a disappointing 
way. So, for example, if your subject line promises “the 10 ways you’re 
wasting $10,000 each month”, you’d better deliver on those ten ways in the 
email and it had better be easy to find. Essentially, when you write 
something like this, you’re making a promise. You’re not following through 
on that promise if you don’t actually deliver that information or if you 
deliver information that isn’t really what they were expecting. If people take 
an action like opening an email or reading a letter expecting to get more 
information and they don’t get it, it’s going to erode their trust in the brand. 
As they say, fool me once, shame on you, fool me twice shame on me…and 
most people won’t let themselves be fooled twice. 
 
Similarly, using curiosity lines that pay off disappointingly are going to 
erode that consumer trust as well. For example, if we have “Find out how to 
get a Cadillac for free” as a financial services headline, it’s misleading and 
it’s disappointing if it turns out you’re talking about, say, a rescue kitten 
named Cadillac.  (Though this might work if you were sending an email 
from a shelter.) But if you open an email expecting to find out how to get a 
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Cadillac for free and you don’t actually find out how to get a Cadillac for 
free, you are going to be upset. Even if the information inside is how to enter 
a contest to get a Cadillac for free, it’s still some kind of real, useful 
information. But a lack of real information is like a bad punch line to a joke. 
No one wants to hear it twice and no one wants to experience it again, so 
they’re not going to come back to the brand.  
 
Now, let’s talk about the really bad copy techniques. The things that can 
instantly ruin your relationships with your customers and sometimes actually 
get you into legal trouble. The first one we’ll discuss is bait and switch. Bait 
and switch is drawing people in with something they can’t actually get. For 
example, a banner ad might promise people up to 80% off items but then 
when they get to the site, nothing is actually discounted at that high of a 
percentage. You’re baiting people with a good deal and then switching it 
when they try to get it. The essence of avoiding bait and switch is to be sure 
that you don’t make promises in copy that you and the company can’t keep. 
Also, by the way, depending on your industry, regulatory groups could nail 
your company for this with fines and other types of punishments. 
 
Intentional confusion is writing copy so that your readers understand it one 
way, when it really means another. So for example, a line of copy could say, 
“Purchase in the next 24 hours; we’ll give you 100% satisfaction guarantee.” 
Technically, you’re just inciting them to purchase in the next 24 hours and 
also letting them know that they will get a guarantee. However the reader is 
probably going to understand it to be that they can only get the guarantee if 
they purchase in the next 24 hours, and that’s not the case. In this instance 
especially, it might not be your intention to confuse them at all. It can be 
easy to write a lot and assume that everyone will read it the way you intend 
it. Be careful to judge your copy from all possible angles to anticipate what 
people are actually going to be expecting when they ready your copy. 
 
Next up: Plagiarism. As you probably remember from your days in school, 
plagiarism is deliberately and unmistakably copying the extended copy of 
someone else. Borrowing copy lines that work is relatively common 
practice, as long as they’re unsubstantial and not copyrighted you’re fine. If 
you see a great line on a website, you’re free to take that and make that your 
own. Tweak it if you can, but some basic things like “book now” and 
“subscribe today” aren’t plagiarism if you borrow them. However, stealing 
entire sections of copy, sentences, paragraphs, pages is just not okay. 
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Now let’s talk about why shady copy doesn’t work—because, as we were 
saying, sometimes it can seem to work. It might give you a bump in click-
through rates or open rates or other types of metrics. It might look like it’s 
been very successful and that can be hard to argue with when you’re talking 
with clients and bosses, so you want to be sure not to get yourself into that 
scenario to begin with. In the long run, shady copy will harm a company 
much, much more than it will help it. Aside from the fact that some of the 
techniques are illegal and/or could open you up for lawsuits and/or are kind 
of morally bankrupt, they’re a bad idea.  
 
Marketing and advertising are about selling, but also about creating a 
relationship with customers. Customers that have a relationship with a 
company are much more likely to purchase from that company again and 
again. There’s a reason why a whole subsection of marketing is devoted to 
brand loyalty. The problem is, if you erode that trust, you erode the brand 
loyalty. And misleading copy or outright lies ruin that relationship. If there’s 
no trust in a company, there’s no purchase. Also, by the way, when people 
get upset, they tell other people, especially on sites where they can 
disseminate their dissatisfaction on a global scale, like Facebook and 
Twitter. Shady copy can create a firestorm of negativity on social media, 
ruining the relationship with other current customers and prospective 
customers who hadn’t even encountered your brand yet. So basically, keep it 
classy, copywriters. 
 
Next steps! Keep an eye out for shady copy techniques in the copy you see. 
What makes them shady? And then how does that make you feel about the 
brand? After that, head on over to video 5 to learn the big terms to know! 
 
 


