
4 Simple Steps 
to Reverse the 

Zombie 
Apocalypse
Or how to write emails that 

engage and convert. 
By Joanna Wiebe.
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Mirror, 
Mirror in 
My Inbox
How to write emails that engage 
and convert real live people. 
By Joanna Wiebe.
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Copy doesn’t sell your 
product.
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Copy creates your customers.
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Are you 
writing 

emails to 
sell… or to 

create 
customers?
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…Are you 
using 

emails for 
anything?
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What do we write about?

What if we get it wrong?

Does anybody even read 
email anymore?

GDPR killed our whole list.

Should we just switch to 
SMS and be done with it?

More segments means more 
emails - ugh!

I can’t even write one email - 
you want dozens?

Sales emails are the worst. 
Our product should sell 

itself.

Nurturing emails are the 
worst. Can we just send 

blog post links?

Education emails are the 
worst. Let’s do a video 

course instead. On 
Facebook.



(DMA Insight - UK)

of adults check email daily - 
some up to 20 times a day

99%
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(COPY is just one of three
levers to pull with emails…)
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List Offer Copy



Photo by Jiayou Sun on Unsplash

Relevance makes 
‘em all better.



List Offer Copy
Relevant Relevant Relevant



780%
Segmented emails generate

more campaign revenue (vs unsegmented)
(Campaign Monitor)

@copyhackers



26%
Personalized subject lines are

more likely to be opened
(Campaign Monitor)
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14%
Personalized emails generate

more clicks
(Aberdeen)
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10%
Personalized emails generate

more conversions
(Aberdeen)
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58%
Segmented + targeted emails generate

of all campaign revenue
(DMA)
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Dear Joanna - 

Roses are red,
Violets are blue -

Donate to a teacher
With the same name as you.

Mr. Wiebe
French novels for his junior high students. 
$68 remaining
Donate to Mr. Wiebe’s project 

3x more likely to give to a 
project

Gave 3x as much

Reactivated lapsed donors

Source: Donors Choose Annual 
Review 2014 - 15



Relevance is in your email 
topic and content.
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“I need to see 
myself - not you 
- in your 
emails”

Photo by Seth Macey on Unsplash @copyhackers



• 100% me-focused

• Feels insincere

• The writer didn’t 
know how to dig in 
and write so the 
reader would care



Contrary to legends about 
drunken genius, 

WRITING IS NOT AN 
UNSTRUCTURED 
GUESSING GAME



spellling



vacuum
neighbor



The “I-A-O” Rule:

Ding dong
Tick tock
Dilly dally
Mish mash
Flip flop
Knick knack



The “Little Red Riding Hood” Rule:

Opinion > Size > Age > Shape > Color > Origin > Material > Purpose > Noun

Size Color Purpose Noun



Olympic-sized rectangular swimming pool
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Chicago-based content- and search-loving connector of people
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Rules are baked into the words we use 
(even though the whole copywriting 

thing can feel rule-free).
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Emails have [useful] rules too.
Let’s start with better practices.
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• Make them curious to read more

• Keep your opening lines short

• Don’t worry about grammar - it only 
matters if it matters

• Be specific - create word pictures

• Use pop culture references your One 
Reader would know and care about

• Tag subscribers based on what they 
click / do

• Give each email one job to do



• Make them curious to read more

• Keep your opening lines short

• Don’t worry about grammar - it only matters if 
it matters

• Be specific - create words pictures

• Use pop culture references your One Reader 
would know and care about

• Tag subscribers based on what they click / do

• Give each email one job to do

• Use images to support messages (not the 
other way around)
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Increased 
paid conversions 

for Wistia

Decreased 
churn

for Canva for Work



Formatting, frameworks and better 
copywriting practices 

will get you halfway there…
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The customer sees him/herself
in high-converting emails…



To really make a difference, write email 
copy that is a mirror of your subscriber. 

(In, conveniently, 4 steps.)
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How to Write a Mirror
Step 1: Stop

ignoring their 
voices. 
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What do you do with the mad that you feel
When you feel so mad you could bite?

@copyhackers

When the whole wide world seems oh so wrong,
And nothing you do seems very right?
What do you do - do you punch a bag?
Do you pound some clay or some dough?
Do you round up friends for a game of tag?
Or see how fast you go?
It's great to be able to stop,
When you've planned the thing that's wrong,
And be able to do something else instead
And think this song:
I can stop when I want to,
Can stop when I wish,
Can stop, stop, stop anytime.
And what a good feeling to feel like this,
And know that the feeling is really mine -
Know that there's something deep inside 
That helps us become what we can.
For a girl can be someday a lady,
And a boy can be someday a man.



Everything that goes into your emails 
comes from a single source: your 

customer.
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Collect Data Plan for Them Use Their Words Try Harder



Take what they say.
And say it back to them.
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“What was going on in your life that 
brought you to {verb} X today?”

Ask new subscribers and customers the MVS 
(Most Valuable Survey / Minimum Viable Survey)

@copyhackers

Collect Data Plan for Them Use Their Words Try Harder



“What was going on in your life that 
brought you to sign up with Copy Hackers 

today?”

New subscriber thank-you page
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“What was going on in your life that 
brought you to join Copy School today?”

New customer thank-you page
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“What was going on in your life that 
brought you to try Airstory today?”

New trial user thank-you page
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The answers to this question will 
feed 90% of your email content.
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(So you can stop guessing.)
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Here’s how to start running 
this survey today.
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First:
Create your 
MVS in a 
tool like 
Typeform.
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Then:
Embed the 
survey in 
your thank-
you pages.
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+
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Always be collecting 
responses.
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You will use these responses to 
drive your email  

1) plan and 2) content.
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How to Write a Mirror
Step 2: Join ‘em 
where they are. 
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How’ve you been planning
your email campaigns / 

sequences?
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@copyhackers
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You should 
probably not 

Kanye your way 
through planning 

your emails.



+
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What is the sequence 
about?1
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Your email sequence starts where 
your subscriber is and finishes 
once it’s created a customer.1
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“I’m tired of being overweight”

“I’ve heard of this keto diet. And Weight Watchers. And intermittent fasting.”

“If I do keto, maybe I’ll try this Keto Summit thing I keep hearing about.”

“Yeah, Keto Summit sounds good - it might be the right one for me”

“OMG free shipping, free returns AND a MBG? Sold!!”



“I’m experiencing a problem”

“I’m looking into solutions to my problem”

“I’ve found a few solutions - I’m thinking of this one called Product Name”

“Product Name sounds good - it might be the right one for me”

“OMG free shipping, free returns AND their firstborn child? Sold!!”
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Problem aware

Solution aware

Product aware

Most aware

Most aware with high intent
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Transfer those 
stages of 
awareness 
into these 5 
columns in 
Trello.
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If you’re optimizing an existing sequence, 
map the topics of those emails on the board.
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All of Canva for 
Work’s 
onboarding 
emails were 
about the 
product.
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We replotted the trial sequence across the 
stages, addressing problems as well as “most 

aware”…
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Problem > Solution > 
PRODUCT AWARE MOST AWARE MOST AWARE

W/ HIGH INTENT



If you’re planning a new sequence
from scratch…
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What they opted in 
for can tell you 
what stage new 

subscribers are in
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@copyhackers

Add a couple 
blank cards in 
each column. 
You will fill these 
in with email 
topics later. Add. 
Subtract. Etc.



Your email sequence moves your subscriber 
from X stage to the buying stage (most aware 
with high intent).
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What is each email 
about?2
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Your survey responses 
shape the content of your 
emails.2
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• Lose weight
• Diet
• Recipes
• Fat
• Eating

• Get healthy
• Recipes 
• Energy
• Tired
• Healthier
• Feel better

• Better lifestyle
• Energy
• Tired
• Feel better
• Lose weight
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Use those themes 
across a single 

sequence.

@copyhackers

Use those themes to 
plot individual 

sequences. And use 
email 1 for “self 
segmentation.”

EITHER OR
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….copy copy copy… 

Which of these best describes what you 
most want: 

• I want to get healthy 
• I want to enjoy a better lifestyle 
• I want to lose weight 

Click one, and you’ll find the best keto 
recipes, tips and more for that exact goal. 

Plus, we’ll send you additional recipes 
you can’t find anywhere else. Starting 
first thing tomorrow. 

Until then, 
Linda

Tagged “Health”
Tagged “Energy”
Tagged “Weightloss”
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Self 

segmenter

@copyhackers

Health

Energy

Weightloss
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Health sequence
• Get healthy

• Recipes 
• Energy
• Tired
• Healthier
• Feel better

Keto gives you energy

Keto Summit has recipes
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Health sequence
• Get healthy

• Recipes 
• Energy
• Tired
• Healthier
• Feel better New subscribers

tell you this stuff
New customers

tell you this stuff



More segments = more sequences. 
More sequences = more relevance.

More relevance = more sales. 
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How to Write a Mirror
Step 3: Boldly

swipe their words. 
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Immediately after a 
customer purchases 

Copy School, we 
send them to our 

MVS…
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>75% of new customers 
answer



“Seducible moment”
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We saw “confidence” enough to hypothesize 
that it was an important sales message. 

So we added it to our launch sales emails.
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Subscriber and customer survey 
responses let you get inside your 

prospects’ heads.
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REVIEW YOUR 
RESPONSES 
OFTEN, AND 
MODIFY YOUR 
EMAIL COPY WITH 
1) THEIR EXACT 
WORDS AND 2) 
THEMES
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You’ve followed the process.
You’ve engineered a mirror.
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How to Write a Mirror
Step 4: Be f***ing 

extraordinary. 



People forgive a lot 
when they think 

you’re f***ing 
extraordinary. 



If this is you 
before you hit 
send, this step is 
not for you.
And you probably 
should not be 
involved in email 
marketing.

Photo by Pablo Padilla on Unsplash @copyhackers
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Write like you mean it.
(And take comfort in the customer-

driven process.)
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Write like you’re not scared.
(Even when you are.)
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Write like no one’s reading.
(Ironically, doing this is what 
guarantees they will read.)
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• I don’t “worry” about length

• I always write in the first person (but I 
don’t always sign it)

• I format for readability

• Every three lines, I push specificity extra 
hard, with word pictures and pop-culture 
references

• I never assume I’m a nuissance - I show 
up intentionally and only send when 
there’s a reason to

• I give my reader the chance to connect 
with me… or unsubscribe



I try really 
really really 
really hard.
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“That won’t 
work for us”

@copyhackersPhoto by Aaron Burden on Unsplash



“Long emails just don’t work 
for us. We tested it.”

- Person with an 8% open rate
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You don’t have to go long.
But you do have to do something.

@copyhackers

Collect Data Plan for Them Use Their Words Try Harder



They Laughed When I  Sat Down at The Piano by John Caples 

(http://swiped.co/they-laughed-when-i-sat-down-at-the-piano-by-john-caples)  

Swiped in November 2014 

Ran 1927

PDFCROWD.COM

“You’d better not 
show your father 

this”
John Caples’s mother
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Write copy that terrifies the 
risk-averse people in your 

life.
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copyhackers.com

G’LUCK!
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