
 

 
 
Module Five, Print Copywriting 
Video Three, Copywriting for Sales Letters 
 
Here’s what you’ll learn: We’ll talk about sales letter writing’s unique 
challenges and opportunities; about how to write the letter; how to write the 
envelope; what are some sneaky tactics and gimmicks you should avoid, and 
we’ll end with a note about online sales letters. 
 
Challenges and opportunities. Well, like we discussed in the direct mail 
video, sales letters are unsolicited—so you have to overcome the recipient’s 
prejudice toward throwing it away. It’s not something they asked for, it’s not 
something that they think they particularly want, and you have just a few 
moments to keep them from getting rid of it. However, unlike direct mail, 
and, much more challengingly, you have just the envelope to overcome that 
prejudice toward tossing it. The direct mail pieces we’ve discussed come in 
the mail so that the recipient can see the images and read the copy right 
away. But with a sales letter, that letter comes in an envelope and so any 
lines you have on the envelope—even sometimes just the return address—
are all that you have to stop them from just throwing it away.  
 
Sales letters also have a lot of content. You have to figure out a way to break 
it up and make it readable; that large amount of content can feel very 
daunting. You have to find a way to lead them into it and engage them, so 
this is an instance when you have to be particularly savvy about using 
subheads and other mechanisms to section it out. You want to guide their 
eyes through the copy and make it easy for them to read, as opposed to just 
presenting them with a page full of paragraphs. Remember, unlike an article 
or a book, you’re trying to entice people to read and you have to make your 
sales letter look like it’s as easy to get through as possible. People are more 
likely to engage with sales letters that look like they’re easy to skim. And 
hopefully, if they skim it, you can interest them enough to even go back and 
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read more of it. Also, because it’s a letter, you should find a way to make it 
feel personal. The nature of a letter, of course, is that it comes from a person 
to a person, so it really should feel like a personal letter whenever possible—
it should yield you a better return.  
 
On the other hand, a sales letter is an opportunity to tell stories that really 
resonate and get the recipient to take action. As in the case of a non-profit 
for example, they’ll send out sales letters and they have a chance to tell the 
story of someone who benefits from the donations that are made. And often, 
these stories are very poignant, and they help to get the recipient to make 
another donation.  Also, you’re not limited by space within a sales letter, 
which as you know as a copywriter, is a pretty rare occurrence. You want to 
still be sure that every word and line serves a purpose and that you’re not 
adding superfluous content, but you have the room to actually spell out the 
full value of everything you have to offer. In addition to that, you have space 
in the envelope to include multiple letters or inserts.  
 
Writing the letter. Well the first question you have to ask yourself is: Who is 
it from? Who is the specific person within the organization that it’s coming 
from? And also, what is the tone? And by tone, I’m not talking about brand 
voice—I’m talking specifically about the emotion behind it. The voice 
should always be more or less within the brand voice (similar to the way it is 
in content writing) but the tone describes the emotion within the voice. Is it 
friendly, serious, helpful, urgent, etc.? You need to also ask yourself what 
your message is. What’s your benefit and what’s the next step that you want 
them to take? Now, identifying the benefit may seem a little bit challenging 
for donation request letters. But you have to ask the same question you do 
for every project: “What does someone get out of taking this action? What’s 
in it for them?” It could be a greater sense of community, it could be the 
chance to honor someone they love, it could be the joy of making a 
difference in someone’s life—there are really any number of benefits, and 
they will depend on the organization and on the target audience. 
 
 You also need to figure out what supporting points you have and if there are 
any stories that will drive the benefit or benefits home. Do you have any 
testimonials? You have an opportunity to put all of this in your letter or in a 
separate insert in the envelope, so it’s important to gather all that you 
possibly have. Now, you may not end up using all of this; as you go through 
you may find that some of your supporting points aren’t as crucial or that 
maybe you don’t need testimonials or anything like that, but as you begin 
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writing the letter, you want to have all of your possible ingredients at your 
disposal. You want to lead your letter with your key message or with 
something that will resonate with the reader. You may actually have to give 
a bit of information before the immediate benefit is apparent. For example, 
in the case of a non-profit, you might have a more effective letter if you tell 
a short, two line story about someone that was affected by the organization 
and then follow it up with your benefit, to make your benefit that much more 
powerful. You’ll also see an example of this in the sales letter sample I’ll 
show you in a moment—the message needs just a bit of explanation, of 
context before the benefit can be understood. After your key message, your 
benefit, you’ll bring in your supporting points in order of importance. 
 
 People will drop off as the letter goes on, so you want to make sure that if 
the reader only gets through the first paragraph, they at least know your 
main point and the benefit and why that matters to them. If they read further, 
great, they’ll get more information; if they read it all the way through then 
that’s even better and they’ll get everything that you wanted to say to them. 
Then, you can close by reiterating your key message and/or reiterating your 
call to action. You should aim to mention your key message and some 
version of your call to action at least a couple of times throughout the letter. 
This is certainly not information that you want them to miss. You’ll have to 
find a way to make this information fresh each time you present it, but it 
should be in the letter in a couple of different ways, in a couple of different 
places.  
 
Find a way to section out your key points. You want to experiment with 
formatting to make your letter as skimmable as possible. How can you direct 
your reader’s eyes to just a few key places that will allow them to 
understand the overall meaning and message of the full letter? You have a 
lot of tools at your disposal, but you have to be judicious about how you use 
them. If everything is called out; if there are subheads and words in each line 
are bolded and every other section is indented and some sections are 
italicized, it’s not going to guide your reader’s eye so much as confuse it. 
You need to plan for what types of copy are going to get what types of 
treatment. Perhaps you want to italicize all of your testimonial quotes. Or 
maybe you want to bold all of the mentions of your key benefit. You have a 
lot of options for how to format. I will say, though, that subheads are an 
especially smart tool to use for longer letters. They help to break up the copy 
and, when you write each one to support part of your benefit, the reader can 
read just the subheads to get the full story.  
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A Johnson box is another technique for helping to make your copy easier to 
consume. It’s a box that’s usually in the top right corner of the letter (though 
you’ll sometimes find it in other places, like the end of the letter) that’s used 
to call out a specific point, line or statistic. It’s a very highly read placement 
and often it’s the first thing that people see, so it’s a great place to put an 
offer, benefit, or something else that you really want to make sure people 
read. As you put your letter together, make sure that all of your messages 
make sense together. Could some of them be better in a second letter in the 
same envelope? For example in the case of the non-profit again, you could 
have a main letter that comes from the president of the organization, but then 
maybe you could have a letter that comes from one of the people that has 
benefitted from the organization. 
 
 Now in that scenario, you could ghostwrite it for that person and have them 
approve it, and obviously you’d have to work with your client or your boss 
to make all of that happen, but a letter like that could be very effective and 
could help make the request for a donation that much more compelling. Or, 
if you have a lot of statistics that you want to include but that don’t work 
quite right in the letter, you could put those on a separate insert that goes in 
the envelope, too. You want to make sure that everything feels like it flows 
well together.  
 
So here’s a sales letter example. “Dear John and Mary. Acme windows, the 
provider of the Easy Open windows in your home has filed for bankruptcy. 
This leaves you without the warranty protection you were promised when 
you purchased your windows.” Now, this isn’t the benefit we’re starting out 
with, but this is very key information for them to know in order to find out 
why the benefit actually benefits them. It’s also a bit concerning, so 
hopefully it will hook them and get them to keep reading. To continue, 
“However, we at Miller Windows are pleased to announce that we’ve been 
selected to be the new distributer for Easy Open windows and a transition 
plan has been created to maintain the integrity of the manufacturer warranty 
for your previous window purchase. In keeping with your warranty, we will 
be able to order replacement parts and glass, as well as provide service and 
labor at no cost to you.”  
 
So the benefit to them, at least the first benefit, is that they do now again 
have warranty protection and they’re not going to lose any money just 
because the people that they bought their windows from before have gone 
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out of business. “Also, to make this transition easier for you, we would like 
to offer an incentive to help you complete your project with the same top 
quality Easy Open windows. If you schedule an appointment with us 
between now and <fill in the month date year>, you will receive 40% off 
any new Easy Open windows.” Here’s the second benefit. If they buy more 
windows from Miller Windows, they’re actually going to get forty percent 
saving. Now the section in the box: “To ensure that you remain in our 
database as a previous Acme windows customer and to maintain your 
eligibility for warranty protection, please take a moment to fill out the 
enclosed form or fill out the form online at www.windows.com/acme.” 
 
 This is our call to action with the next step that we want the reader to take. 
When the letter recipient takes this step, then Miller Windows has access to 
all of their contact information plus permission to continue marketing to 
them, which is invaluable. Then, “If you have any existing service issues, 
would like a written quote for the remainder of your project or have any 
questions, please give us a call at 555-555-5555. We look forward to hearing 
from you and continuing to serve you in the future.” This is a secondary next 
step. If the letter recipient doesn’t want to fill out the form online or send it 
in, fine, they can call. The important thing is that Miller Windows does not 
lose contact with this customer.  
 
So let’s go back through this again and look at a few key things. The letter 
opens with “Dear John and Mary,” and closes with “We look forward to 
hearing from you and continuing to serve you. Best regards, Kathy Miller.” 
As I was saying earlier, this needs to seem personal. Yes, Kathy Miller 
doesn’t actually know John and Mary yet, but her tone is cordial and 
welcoming. Kathy is essentially providing them with good news, but she’s 
also, in a way, invading their home. She got them to open this letter and now 
that she’s, essentially, a guest in their home for a few moments, her tone 
should be friendly and helpful. Now, as you look over this letter, you can see 
that we have some sections that are indented and we have some lines that are 
bolded and then we even have a box in the middle of the letter. This was all 
done very carefully and with great thought toward consistency and flow.  
 
The sections that are indented are the straightforward benefits, the fact that 
they will be able to order replacement parts under warranty and the forty 
percent off for more purchases. That indentation draws the eye and will help 
the reader notice these sections. I should say in this module, I had to set up 
the width of this page to be very wide to get it all on one slide. If it were in a 
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regular letter form, it would be much narrower and it would be easier to 
notice the indentation, too. We also have some bolded sections. The bolding 
is telling them that they don’t have any warranty protection, but then but 
telling them that Miller Windows actually are going to be their new warranty 
protection. The bolding also highlights that they’re going to receive 40% off 
and if they want to maintain their eligibility, they have to fill out this form.  
 
So these pieces, the lines that are bolded, contain the most crucial 
information of this letter. If someone went through and just read the bolded 
parts, they would still understand the basic message of the letter. And then of 
course, we’ve called out the main next step for them to take in the box, and 
that box is really just another opportunity to draw the eye. Once your letter is 
written, you’ll probably have to experiment a bit with formatting. You want 
to make sure to call out certain elements, but you also want to make sure 
you’re not overdoing it. Filling a letter with boxes, bolding, italics, 
highlighting and other elements makes the letter just as prohibitive to read as 
if it were only paragraph after paragraph of copy. I actually have seen what 
looks like yellow highlighting in a few sales letters. I’m not personally a fan 
of it, but if it works for the client and with the client’s voice, and it really 
helps to draw the eye without creating unnecessary distraction, then go 
ahead and use it.  
 
So from the sales letter we move to writing the envelope. This is actually 
one of the hardest parts of writing a sales letter. The envelope is essentially 
tantamount to writing the subject line of an email: If it doesn’t draw them in, 
they won’t open it. As with an email, the letter recipient can’t see anything 
about the letter except who it’s from (sometimes!) and whatever’s written on 
the envelope. This line or two on the envelope is all that the recipient has to 
decide whether they will open this letter or throw it away. Now, depending 
on your company’s or your client’s print budget, you could put a line of 
copy in the front, on the back, or both. You can also use images and I 
suppose you could probably fill the whole envelope with copy, but options 
like these can be very expensive. Also, barring adding an image, one single 
line of copy on a white or off-white envelope is much more eye-catching 
than if you fill it with copy. But this means that you need to be very 
thoughtful about what copy you put on the envelope since you can only use 
one line. Get creative. If the benefit is really compelling, then use that. 
Otherwise, employ curiosity (which we’ve talked about before) or freebies, 
or shock and concern lines.  
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Freebies. If they can get something free if they open up the envelope, tell 
them about it! I once wrote a letter for a coffee machine company. If the 
recipient opened up the letter, they could get a free trial of the machine and 
free coffee for several months.  We put that on the envelope and got a great 
response rate. People like free things! Do not hesitate to tell people when 
they can get something for free. Shock. If something is unexpected, perhaps 
even fear-inspiring, then absolutely put it on the envelope—just, obviously, 
make sure that it’s true. If you’re sending a letter from a gas heater company 
and they have a statistic that 1 in 3 homes has some level of carbon dioxide 
leak, put it on the envelope. That’s a shocking statistic. It’s one that I just 
made up as an example, of course, but a statistic that is that surprising could 
be very effective in getting them to open the envelope to learn more.  
Concern. With a concern line, you’re trying to appeal to the recipient’s 
compassion; their desire for wellbeing for themselves and for others. The 
more personal you can make these lines, the more effective they can be. For 
example, if you’re sending a letter for a non-profit, you could have a line 
like “Jenny had never felt the sun until she was 6 years old. And only then 
because of a miracle.” Even though the recipient doesn’t know this child, 
this line is designed to evoke compassion and make the recipient want to 
know more about this child’s story. And, to do that of course, they’d have to 
open the letter.  
 
Now sneaky tactics and gimmicks. Sales letters are prime for sneaky tactics. 
A lot of marketers will do everything they can to get people to open their 
letters. Of course, a lot of sneaky tactics worked for a little while; when 
people quickly caught on, it became clear that they were merely gimmicks. 
What do I mean? Let’s look at a few examples: the fake credit cards, for one. 
When you get an envelope and it feels like there’s a credit card inside, 
you’re likely to open it since you certainly don’t want to throw away a credit 
card. Well marketers caught on to this and began sending enclosed credit 
card-sized pieces of cardboard or plastic and, of course, people open them, 
but the sentiment is certainly not good. Also, some non-profits send coins in 
the envelope. Recipients open the envelope to get the coin because it seems 
silly to throw away a coin, but it’s also a marketing tactic because if 
someone gives you something, you naturally feel compelled to give them 
something back, whether you realize it or not. 
 
Handwritten envelopes, that is, envelopes that look handwritten, make it 
seem like someone has actually put in the time to address the envelope, and 
intrigues people to open them. Even envelopes that lack a return address 
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entirely can get people to open them: Not knowing who it’s from might 
make a recipient more interested to spend those couple of seconds opening it 
to make sure that they’re not throwing away anything important. Another 
one that we discussed earlier is letters from your cable company or credit 
card that say “Important Notice About Your Account” when the letter is 
really just an offer They’re clever tactics but they’ve been done so many 
times that they’re just gimmicks and they end up being a waste of money.  
 
Even some freebies have become gimmicks—they’re so overused that 
they’re no longer effective. Things like free mailing labels, free calendars, 
free greeting cards, etc. don’t sway anyone toward taking action or even 
opening the envelope anymore. Try to be as original as possible in 
everything you do. If you have come up with a clever way to get someone to 
open an envelope, make your message original and put something new in 
someone’s mailbox. However, at the same time, review your past metrics. If 
you’re working for a company and the regular donors love the calendars that 
they receive in the mail, don’t get rid of them! If you know that the people 
who make the biggest donations or make the most regular donations just 
absolutely love the wildlife calendars they get at the end of the year, don’t 
get rid of them just for the sake of trying to do something new and fresh. 
Make sure you do your research and you know your target audience.  
 
Online sales letters. Well, an online sales letter is essentially a sales letter, 
just one long webpage. They’re usually used by very small companies and 
solopreneurs to sell a product or a program. Most clients and employers 
outside of very small companies or solopreneurs will never call on you to 
write one, but it’s a tool that’s worth having in your back pocket. The basics 
of an online sales letter are very similar to the print sales letter, so you’re 
already halfway there. It starts with the most important message and it works 
downward in terms of important details. It asks for the sale several times 
throughout and it makes the big ask at the very end, which is slightly 
different from the print sales letter. And that big ask, that big call to action at 
the end is usually where the price is revealed along with a summation of 
everything you get as part of the product or service, along with any other 
bonuses the purchase includes and a guarantee.  
 
Not all online sales letters will have a guarantee, but many will and they’ll 
often be along the lines of  “100% guarantee” or  “60-day guarantee, no 
questions asked!” Online sales letters also usually incorporate testimonials, 
pictures of the product when applicable, stories about the product from 
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either people who have used it or the person who created it, and lots of 
subheads and different types of formatting. As you can imagine, online sales 
letters get very long and entail a lot of scrolling for the page visitor. This is 
part of the reason I’m not a fan of them, but some people still believe they 
work best for their products or services. With all of the elements that come 
into play in online sales letters, including multiple type point sizes, multiple 
type colors and even the dreaded highlighting, they tend not to be especially 
attractive, but that doesn’t mean that they can’t be done well. Incorporating 
what you know about benefits, calls to action, writing to the target audience, 
brand voice and all of the other things we’ve gone through can help you 
make an online sales letter effective and help make a real difference for a 
small business or a solopreneur.   
 
Next steps! Go through your mail. Chances are you have some sales letters 
in there. The first thing to ask yourself is, are any of them appealing to you? 
Do any of them entice you to open them? Is there anything on any of the 
envelopes that make you interested? Then, open the envelopes and evaluate 
the letters. Is the letter effective? Why or why not? What could the writer 
have done differently to make you take action? Read it through with a very 
critical eye. And then proceed to video four and learn to write corporate 
pieces! 
 


