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If you’ve got a great product to sell, you should have a great story 
to tell, without exaggeration or hype. The Purple Cow best-selling 
author and marketing guru Seth Godin sums it up:

“Stories make it easier to understand the world. Stories are the 
only way we know to spread an idea. Marketers didn’t invent story-
telling. They just perfected it.”

The concept is as old as cave people crouched around a fire, swapping stores 
on a chilly post Ice Age evening. Stories bring things to life. They evoke 
an emotional response, as you can put yourself in the story or relate it to 
someone you know or an experience you’ve had.

So what’s this got to do with direct marketing?
Emotions are at the root of why people buy many things. A purchase decision 
for a basic need might be fact-driven, while something we really want – like a 
shiny new car, the latest iPhone or dream vacation is driven by emotion.

Here are 5 emotions that drive us to buy what we want: 

1. LOVE
What do your customers love? Their family, pets, career, hobbies, free time, 
fellow man, God and country, themselves? Love is a powerful emotion; people 
can spend a lifetime and great sums of money pursuing their true love. 

2. PRIDE
Think back to your childhood. Remember how you felt when you hit that home 
run, aced that test or won that award? Flash forward to today when you drive 
into the company parking lot in your shiny new car. If pride is a sin, it sure feels 
good, doesn’t it?

3. GUILT
If you’re a parent, aunt or uncle, you’ve likely fallen prey to a guilt-trip from a 
child. They are the masters!  

4. GREED
Some people just want a lot of things. The best, the biggest, the newest. 
These are among your best prospects. Remember what Gordon Gecko from 
the movie Wall Street said, “greed is good.” 

Stories bring things to life. They 
evoke an emotional response, as 
you can put yourself in the story or 
relate it to someone you know or an 
experience you’ve had.
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5. FEAR
This may be the most powerful emotion of all. The fear of making the wrong 
decision, not providing for your family or making a career misstep. So if your 
product or service can help the prospect overcome this fear, you begin to 
build trust in the relationship.
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So we know the emotions that 
are at the heart of why we buy. 
How do we evoke emotions in our 
storytelling to sell our products and 
services?

So we know the emotions that are at the heart of why we buy. How do we 
evoke emotions in our storytelling to sell our products and services?

Let’s start with a classic.
In fact, according to Ad Age it’s arguably the most successful direct response 
copy of the 20th century, written by the legendary John Caples in 1925.

It’s a story about an average Joe, or in this case his name was Jack, who 
learned to play the piano by taking a correspondence course from the U.S. 
School of Music.

One paragraph reads...

“The laughter died on their lips as if by magic. I played through the first 
few bars of Beethoven’s immortal Moonlight Sonata. I heard gasps of 
amazement. My friends sat breathless - spellbound!”

The copy is just oozing with emotion – the pride that Jack had learned to 
play the piano, the skepticism of his friends (or could that be envy?), and the 
assurance that anyone can get started by sending for a free booklet. 
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A longer message, targeted to the 
right person with the right offer 
CAN and DOES still sell, as long 
as it’s well crafted. 

Complete with a call-out box listing all the other instruments you can learn to 
play and a mail back coupon. Boy, you don’t see those anymore...

So you’re thinking, well that was over 90 years ago.
Nobody has the time to read something that long today!

Well, yes and no. Yes, people are busy. There are more forms of media and 
millions of messages bombarding us every year. Texting and tweeting have 
shortened our attention spans.

And no, a longer message, targeted to the right person with the right offer 
CAN and DOES still sell, as long as it’s well crafted. Otherwise, we wouldn’t 
still be seeing these in our mailboxes:

And this is what the full-page ad looked like:
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In the words of David Ogilvy, one 
of the pioneers of powerful direct 
marketing - long copy sells, as long 
as it’s good copy and it’s tailored for 
the right prospect.

I recently received a direct mail piece for the Perot Museum of Nature and 
Science in Dallas. The letter is a full two pages. It includes a brochure, 
donation card, reply envelope, the works. In the words of David Ogilvy, one 
of the pioneers of powerful direct marketing - long copy sells, as long as it’s 
good copy and it’s tailored for the right prospect.

So how do we harness the power of storytelling in our 
direct marketing communications?

LISTEN AND LEARN FROM YOUR AUDIENCE - you’ll find those storytelling 
nuggets of gold from customer feedback, including emails, focus groups and 
social media posts.  

Actual testimonials are great, but they’re sometimes hard to get.  If that’s the 
case, focus on trends or generalities, like “70% of Atlanta homeowners have 
given us a try” or “one of our satisfied clients used XYZ to grow her business 
by more than X%.”

PAINT A PICTURE WITH WORDS AND VISUALS - yes, a picture’s worth 1,000 
words, and the clothing company J. Peterman uses both to tell amazing 
stories about their “uncommonly good stuff.”

Featuring illustrations instead of photos with models, readers can picture 
themselves wearing items like this 90210 sweater. The copy reads, “Mass 
panic in Beverly Hills. The temperature dipped below 61 degrees at night. 
Cries of ‘what shall I wear?’ sprang through every room in Beverly Hills, 
Brentwood and the Pacific Palisades. This is it.”
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A quick exercise: Take one of your 
DM letters or emails and count 
the number of times you use the 
person’s name, you and your. Then 
count the number of times you use 
the words we, our, I, my and your 
company’s name. For every “we or 
I” words, you should have three 
times as many “you” words.

BE PERSONAL - what’s the most powerful word in direct marketing? If 
you said FREE, that’s certainly high on the list. And if you said YOU, you’re 
getting even warmer. We think the most powerful word is the reader’s 
name. In fact the leadership guru Dale Carnegie said, “a person’s name is 
to him or her the sweetest and most important sound in any language.”                                                                                               

And in this day and age of digital printing and BIG DATA, personalizing the 
message is even easier and more cost effective.

MAKE THE READER THE HERO - demonstrate how your product or service 
is going to improve the reader’s life, drawing upon those emotional 
appeals. Focus on the benefits, not the features. Put yourself in the 
reader’s shoes and ask “what’s in it for me?” If your copy is all about you 
and your company, chances are your direct mail or email will hit the trash.                                                                                                          

A quick exercise: Take one of your DM letters or emails and count the 
number of times you use the person’s name, you and your. Then count the 
number of times you use the words we, our, I, my and your company’s name.                                                                               

For every “we or I” words, you should have three times as many “you” words. 
Exempt the legalese. Try it and see just how You-centric your communications 
are!

ESTABLISH TRUST - people like to do business with companies they trust. 

Trust can be conveyed:

• in the tone and manner of your communication - be authentic
• by using testimonials
• by including research and credible third party endorsements
• use of guarantees
• money-back if not satisfied
• free trial offer

MAKE IT EASY TO READ - this may sound like a big old “duh” but we like to 
remind clients that their messages won’t be read if the reader is turned off 
by a tiny font size, dull first sentence or lengthy paragraphs. Here are a few 
pointers to improve readability: 

• Use a conversational style - avoid industry lingo
• Grab the reader with an interesting headline and first paragraph
• Keep paragraphs short - 7 lines or less; even shorter for email
• Short words (6 letters or less) and sentences (15 words or less)

• Ask questions to draw the reader in
• Avoid large blocks of copy in reverse type
• Use bullet points - short and loaded with benefits!
• Use the P.S. to restate the offer or highlight another benefit

are easier to read
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Tivoli Partners is a marketing creative agency specializing in brand loyalty and 
direct response programs. To learn more about how Tivoli Partners can work  
for you, contact us today.
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“Craft your direct marketing 
messages for others like those you’d 
want to read yourself” – interesting, 
relevant, and life enhancing.

Here’s a B2B email that does a lot of things we love—it has an interesting 
visual, it opens with a question and uses the word “you” many times. “If 
you’re like me, you’re probably encountering more and more technology 
designed to make your business faster, smarter and more mobile.” We would 
recommend breaking that first paragraph into two, though.

Have a happy ending 

We want our readers to become customers, so the story should end with 
the hero (the customer) feeling empowered to call, click, scan or stop by to 
buy or learn more about our product or service. Make sure the call-to-action 
stands out, inspires a sense of urgency and appears two or more times.

You could sum up it up with this golden rule:

“Craft your direct marketing messages for others like those you’d want to 
read yourself” – interesting, relevant, and life enhancing.

Do this and you’ll harness the power of storytelling to gain new customers 
and keep the loyal ones coming back.
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