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EBOOK SAMPLE 
Copy Hackers Book 3: Headlines, Subheads &  

Value Propositions (Chapter 3) 
 

 

 

 
9 Formulas You Can Use to  

Write Headlines That Get Read 

 

If you had to write every headline on your page from scratch, out of the corners of your 
brain, you’d probably end up with the usual drab stuff littering ecommerce sites today: 

Choose from Our Top-Rated Products 

Online Travel Booking Just Got Fun 

Welcome to Our Site 

Product Features & Benefits 

How It Works 

Plans & Pricing 

 
It’s hard to keep your creative juices flowing while balancing everything else that’s required 
in a headline, like motivation, keywords, previous page call to action – the list goes on. (It’s 
what this whole book is about so, yeah.) Not to mention actually growing your startup into 
a fully operational, money-making business.  

So why craft a headline from scratch every time?  
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Why put yourself through that torture? 

As you test headlines on your site, list them on a sticky note or in Notepad or anywhere you 
want to. But just be sure to document them so you can refer back to them and, where 
appropriate, replicate them with (hopefully) similar success.  

Or simply use any of these 9 tried, tested and true formulas for writing your next headline. 
They all satisfy the ‘stop visitors in their tracks’ requirement of any great headline.  

 

Formula 1: 
THE TIMED “OR ELSE” PROMISE 

 
FORMULA: Highly desirable thing + time limit + consequence if highly desirable thing not 
delivered 

“Your Dream House Blueprints in 7 Days or They’re Free” 

“Setup Your Next A/B Test in 15 Minutes… or We’ll Do It for You” 

 

Formula 2: 
THE “EVEN-IF” OBJECTION-STOMPER 

 
FORMULA: “Now” + highly desirable thing you can do + “even if” objection 

“Now You Can Build an iPhone App Even If You’re Not a Programmer” 

“Now You Can Run User Tests Even If You Have Almost No Budget” 

 

Formula 3: 
THE HOW-TO 

 
FORMULA: “How to” + verb + noun + benefit 

“How to Support Customers 7x Faster with GizmoJo” 

“How to Transform Your iPad into a Money-Making Machine” 
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Formula 4:  
THE QUANTITY 

FORMULA A: Numeral + noun(s) + verb + object 

“64,456 People Have Already Told Their Friends about Blastobot” 

FORMULA B: Verb + numeral + noun 

“Made with a Special Blend of 11 Herbs & Spices” 

“Get 1,000+ New Twitter Followers” 

 
Formula 5: 
THE LIST 

FORMULA A: Numeral + noun + pronoun + problem  

“7 Signs You’re Trapped in a Contract” 

“The Top 16 Reasons Business Owners Choose to Bleed Time Using Spreadsheets” 
 

FORMULA B: Numeral + noun + “to” verb + benefit 

“3 Insanely Satisfying Ways to Put Your Analytics to Immediate Use” 
 

FORMULA C: “Do You” + verb + numeral + noun + curiosity?  

“Do You Know the 11 Things Your Kids Are Doing on Facebook?” 

 

Formula 6: 
THE WHY, WHEN OR HOW 

FORMULA: “Why”, “When” or “How” + statement of great intrigue  

“Why SEO Is No Longer a Mystery” 

“When GalleyHoo Had IBM Shaking in Its Big, Fat, Expensive Boots” 
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“How Mint Is Saving Consumers $300 Each Month in Credit Card Charges” 

 

Formula 7: 
“THE ULTIMATE” 

FORMULA: “The Ultimate” X  

“The Ultimate WordPress Theme Gallery” 

“The Ultimate FREE Anti-Virus Software” 

“The Ultimate in Customization and Happiness” 

 

Formula 8: 
THE NO-HOLDS-BARRED 

FORMULA: “The” + Adjective, Adjective + “Way” + desirable but difficult thing 

“The Brilliant, Hassle-Free Way to Tweet Every Day” 

“The Lightning Fast, Easy Way to Run Free Background Checks” 

 

Formula 9:  
THE SIMILE 

FORMULA A: Do X + “like” + Y  

“Expertly Manage Your Books Like an Accountant” 

“Save Money Like Scrooge”  
 

FORMULA B: X + “that’s as amazing as” + Y  

“Email Support That’s as Amazing as In-Person Help” 

“Save Money Like Scrooge” 
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4 Formulas I’d Avoid… But You May Want to Try 
I admit that I can be a copy snob. So I may read some headlines that come off as formulaic 
and scoff at them, thinking how I’d never write such a clichéd thing as that.  

But sometimes – for some markets – clichéd headlines work wonders. Who am I to stifle 
your boosted conversion rates just because I am fundamentally bothered by a formula? 

Here are a few formulas you may recognize and either love or loathe, with some examples 
pulled straight from startup sites. Most of these are evil because they’re so overused. 
 

Evil Formula 1:  
THE FUTURE 

FORMULA: “The future of X is here”  

“The future of home contracting is here” 

“The future of online gold sales is here” 

 
Evil Formula 2:  
WELCOME TO 

FORMULA A: “Welcome to” + anything 

FORMULA B: “Welcome to the next generation of” + anything 

FORMULA C: “Welcome to the future of” + anything 

“Welcome to the future of radio” 

 
Evil Formula 3:  
THE “JUST GOT” 

FORMULA: Noun + “just got” + adjective 

 “Internal cross promotion just got exciting” 

“Creating videos just got better” 
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Evil Formula 4:  
THE MISPLACED TAGLINE 

Note: There’s nothing wrong with taglines.  
But they shouldn’t be used as headlines. 

FORMULA: Word. Word. Word.  

 “Play. Laugh. Achieve.” 

“Don’t. Stop. Believing.” 
 

When Intrigue Goes Too Far 
When you’re writing copy, you need to stay CREDIBLE. Yes, you want to intrigue and entice. 
But don’t let things go so far that your visitors start to think you’re messing with them.  

The moment people realize they’re dealing with a salesman, they back away.   

The clarity, relevance and credibility of your headlines are critical to keeping people on 
the page, helping them to trust you, and converting more of them.  

In a Marketing Experiments test conducted in 2008, six headlines were tested on a landing 
page. The offering was a service that tracks sex offenders in neighborhoods; the topic has 
intrigue baked into it. But that intrigue also comes with fear, anger and worry – powerful 
emotions that can be hard to get under control once they’re unleashed.  

Of the six headlines tested, the winner – which converted 34% better than the next best 
headline – was the one that lead with a clear call to action and an implied benefit. It did not 
attempt to amplify intrigue by using a question or playing into fear. It was simply this:  

“Identify Registered Sex Offenders Living Near You” 

This proves that, in times when intrigue is already high, the best strategy may be to stick to 
these basics rather than push emotions even higher: 

1. What can a person do on this page? 
2. What benefit will they derive from doing so? 

Don’t overdo it.  

Do it just enough.  
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Are Today’s Startups Writing Headlines This Way? 
Yes, startups are actually using these techniques to write their headlines and subheads. 
They’re just doing it with better design than anyone ever saw in the old-school Donald 
Draper-esque days that first made these headline formulas popular.  

Startups are making their headlines more believable than traditional ‘intriguing’ headlines 
by putting them in websites that look gorgeous. And they’re supporting their claims with 
great social proof, like Facebook likes, testimonials, and PR mentions.  

The following examples are just a few of the startups following such secrets techniques and 
formulas as you’ve just learned.  
 

BasecampHQ.com 
It’s hard to believe that projects will manage themselves, but it’s not so hard to believe that 

the average person would bail on the site.  

 

 
Tinypay.me 

The “timed promise” (formula 1) hard at work! 

 



© 2011 Joanna Wiebe – Copy Hackers Book 3 – FREE Sample 8 
 

ViperBar (viperchill.com) 
As intriguing and hard to believe as it is highly desirable.

 

 
 
 

NEXT STEPS 
~ Apply What You’ve Learned On Your Site Now ~ 

There are 2 things you need to do now.  

The first: Go to your site and identify any of the previously mentioned ‘evil formulas’. 
Here’s hoping you don’t have any on your site. But, if you do, your task is to replace those 
headlines – by testing them, of course – with headlines that follow the proven formulas.  

The second: In your analytics, find some “low-hanging fruit” (that is, an easy opportunity) 
by locating a page with very high traffic but rather low conversion. Take the headline on 
that page, and rewrite it using any of the formulas you learned in this chapter. If you can, 
also add in elements from the first 2 chapters.  

Now test one or more revised headlines against the control on that page. If you’re working 
on a headline on your home page, consider reading the chapter on value propositions 
before running this test.  
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Ready to Learn Even More About Writing Headlines & Subheads? 

Buy Book 3 for just $13.79 (no tax!) by clicking here 

See more ebook samples by clicking here 

http://www.copyhackers.com/shop/value-propositions/
http://www.copyhackers.com/copywriting-cheat-sheets/
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