How to Write Headlines

Lesson slides




METAPHOR

Metaphor is the first love of English teachers, poets and advertising creatives, and it's
used skillfully by pretty much anyone who enjoys talking. When people describe a bad
toupee as a rug, or when they call a troubled celebrity a train wreck, they are speaking in
metaphor. Equating your subject with something apparently unrelated helps guide your
audience to a deeper and more specific understanding of that subject. People will grasp
the wretchedness of a toupee much more quickly if you call it a rug than they will if you
just describe it as unattractive.
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Here’s a great metaphorical headline, produced by Martin/Williams, Minneapolis for L.L. Bean’s dog beds



Visual-driven ads have done very well with metaphor.
Here's one lovely example, part of a campaign for Sony Noise Cancelling Headphones done by Bagby and Company, Chicago:
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By directly equating a noisy child with a loudspeaker, the ad demonstrates Sony’s empathy with modern travelers, and thus
predisposes those travelers to trust Sony’s solution over the competition’s.



Another example, from Carmichael Lynch, Minneapolis for Harley-Davidson:
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Crispin & Porter produced this wonderfully minimalist campaign for a homeless mission in Miami:
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PERSONIFICATION

Personification is a kind of metaphor. But with personification, you're no longer
comparing your subject with an inanimate object; instead, you're describing it as you
would a human being. Personification allows you to present mere objects as being
capable of love, hate, fear, hope and every other emotion available to humans.



« Here's a visually driven example, part of a great campaign done by Saatchi & Saatchi in New York for Ultra Tide:

_ Detergent ads have often presented stains as the enemy, but never so literally. Here, Ultra Tide is shown as a team of
overwhelming strength that leaves the opposing side, the ketchup stain, hopeless, despairing and doomed.



Let’s now take a look at how personification works when words play a larger role. This famous ad, from
Carmichael Lynch in Minneapolis, imbued bathroom fixtures with emotion in a way that felt radically new:
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It's true that the photograph of the shocked “face” is doing half the work of personification here.
But in this case, it took the headline to tell us just how intimately connected we are to our bathrooms.



Personification is also at work in this ad for Gay Lea Spreadable Butter, done by john st. in Toronto:

Margarine is, like, so
freaked out right now.
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No sane person would actually believe that margarine worries about its future. But by
treating this notion as if it were fact, the ad establishes Gay Lea's superiority over margarine in a
way that's funny and unexpected.



HYPERBOLE

Hyperbole is the use of outrageous exaggeration to make your point. It is well used in
visual concepts, because it makes it possible to provoke shock or laughter without the
need for words. You've already seen instances of it here: Laundry stains are hardly a
life-and-death struggle, but Ultra Tide presents them as if they were. Similarly, no human
being could ever be as noisy as a loudspeaker, but it helps Sony’s Noise Cancelling
Headphones to depict that situation as reality.



Though hyperbole is typically viewed these days as a visual device, it can also eed wonderfully in
words alone. These two Altoids ads were produc dbyL B t‘t Ch cago:
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And here, Karsh & Hagan Communications in Denver used hyperbole to arrive at a different way of
telling us this knife is sharp:

SERIOUSLY, USE TWO CUTTING BOARDS.

Titanum 5" Chefs Knife
As with any of the other 3 titanium kitchen BHKE“

knives, you're going to want to keep all . BAUMWERK: SOLINGEN
limbs and loose clothing away from this one. TRUSTED SINCE 1869,

FOR A FREE CATALOG OF OVER 175 KNIVES INCLUDING THE TITANUM LINE
AND OTEHER KITCHEN CUTLERY, 1.800.992.6537 £XT. 18, WWW.BOKERUSA.COM




Finally, Chicago’s McConnaughy Stein Schmidt Brown sells us on the excellence of a steak house
using nothing more than over-the-top words of “proof":

HOW GOOD IS OUR STEAK?
LAST WEEK A MAN WHO WAS
CHOKING ON A BPIECE

REFUSED
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Cicero defined irony as “saying one thing and meaning another.”
A great example of visual irony is found in these anti-gun posters from john st. in Toronto:
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Here, ordinary citizens are presented as perfectly reasonable targets for shooting practice. The intended
message is, of course, completely the reverse.



Because irony by definition involves two messages (the explicit message plus an implied one), it's easier to
achieve when you have words to help. An award-winning example, done for the American Cancer Society
(by Cole Henderson Drake in Atlanta), showed a black-and-white photograph of a graveyard over the
headline, “Welcome to Marlboro Country.” Similarly, the Partnership for a Drug-Free America used dead
celebrities as an ironic punchline to a straight headline (Saatchi & Saatchi, New York):
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A paradox is a statement or situation that seems to be absurd or self-contradictory. The
power of paradox comes from the fact that the contradiction often turns out to contain
a thought-provoking grain of truth. The john st. anti-gun posters seen above provide
an excellent example of visual paradox. The viewer might say, “Wait a minute...children

aren't used in target shooting” before realizing a second later that in some communities,
they might as well be.



Creating paradox with your headline can result in work that has even more edge and power. Placed in a new
layout, this Luke Sullivan line would probably win awards all over again (ad from The Martin Agency, Richmond):

Imagine having
ourbodyleft
osciencewhile

yourestillinit.

Please join us today: write People For The Ethical Treatment Of
Animals, Box 42516, Washington, D.C. 20015.0r call (202) 726-0156.




And if you're fortunate enough to be writing about one of the world's strongest brands, paradox allows you
to speak about truths that are beyond words (Carmichael Lynch, Minneapolis, agency):

When was the last time you met a
stranger d eW he was a brother?
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While paradox helps you hit deep emotional places, it's also versatile enough to add power to more
rational arguments (Scali, McCabe, Sloves, New York, agency):

WE DESIGN EVERY VOLVO TO LOOK LIKE THIS.
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PARALLELISM




But in a writer's hands, parallelism can have even more power. Consider this ad for fishing reels,
done by Core in St. Louis:




This next ad, for used Mercedes-Benz cars, uses parallelism to say something far more compelling than
" affordable” (The Martin Agency, Richmond):

dred




Parallelism is versatile enough to elevate the proposition for a humble food-storage container
(agency: Pagano Schenck & Kay, Boston):

How to

keep food you
can’t finish
from becoming
food you
(an't identify.

vy
/'i"‘(/l\

0
W7 Touw
el

hoe -i'::,{f*: AN

90 COntzines 1o e P
I AR Dodi s, A = ks o freth

b st ame of avpe 150 Stesiiite phaste



If you're looking for edginess in your lines, anesis is a tool you'll want to keep close at
hand. It comes from the Greek word for “loosening” or “relaxing.” It is the use of a

concluding sentence or phrase that undercuts or diminishes what was said previously.
Typically with anesis, one starts with a fairly lofty, dignified or respectful statement and

lets it all go downhill from there.



This ad from Clarke Goward, Boston, is a good example:
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Borders, Perrin & Norrander used anesis to talk about a restaurant famous for its chops:




This ad for a ski resort starts with a friendly exhortation, but quickly takes a turn for the worse
(agency: Clarke Goward, Boston):

BE SURE TO INTRODUCE YOURSELF TO THE

PERSON NEXT TO YOU IN THE LIFT LINE.
—_——

17'S ALWAYS GOOD YO HAVE SOMEONE ELSE
AROUND WHO CAN IDENTIFY YOUR BODY.




In this ad for Moon Pies, Loeffler Ketchum Mountjoy of Charlotte, NC makes fun of the language of
nutritional claims:






