Writing Self-Promotional Materials:  How Do I Start?
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When you enter a room full of strangers, all potential clients, do you commandeer the first person in your path and say, “Hi, my name is Jane Doe. I’m a therapist who works with people experiencing PTSS after major traumas.  I’ve won three awards, written various articles, my office is centrally located in the mid-valley and I have a six-month waiting list because I’m so good at what I do.”  Maybe after this exhale your eyes finally zero-in on your subject and he seems to be dressed as a waiter; he’s actually holding some sort of shiny object that could be a tray and he repeats his question; “Hors d’oeuvre, Madam?” 

Introducing yourself on paper can be just as daunting.  To gain credibility among your peers and clients, you need to have a résumé readily available.  But, if it is too available you run the risk of being self-serving in your business rather than to meet the needs of your clients.  If you downplay the résumé entirely, you run the risk of self-effacement and insecurity.  
Successful marketing materials (such as letters, brochures, articles, and even books) all operate in essentially the same way.  They start with a hook, a reason to keep reading.  The hook is the opening sentence and the opening paragraph.  It does two things:  1) gets the reader interested and 2) tells the reader what to expect for the rest of the piece; it sets the stage and tells the reader how to read the letter, brochure, article, or book.  The hook can come in a variety of ways; it can state a problem to be solved or addressed, it can propose an idea to be explored, it can fill a perceived need.  There are countless ways to start but there is one crucial caveat:  the reader’s needs, emotions, desires, and expectations must come first.

When you market yourself in person, any marketing guru will tell you to listen before you speak.  Ask questions of your potential client, listen to what their needs and desires are and then-and-only-then do you speak. But now you have a powerful weapon: knowledge.  You can tailor your response to a bulls-eye elevator speech based specifically on your client’s answer.  This same method is done on paper. Examine who your audience is and find out what their needs are.  Then proceed accordingly.

For a marketing letter or brochure, Jane Doe might start this way:  “As a survivor of the recent earthquake, you or someone close to you may be feeling a sense of shock, depression, anger, or helplessness.”  After she states the problem in the first paragraph, she then solves the problem in the second:  “Help is on the way.  You don’t have to fight PTSS on your own.  Our clinic is specifically designed to…in a relaxed and safe setting…with others who suffering from the same experience…”  In the third paragraph, Jane should introduce specific credentials from her résumé’ to bolster credibility:  “Our certified therapists have twenty years’ experience in PTSS…”  If Jane began the letter as she did at the cocktail party, the reader would say, ‘Okay, great, this person is an expert but what does that have to do with me?’ And then they would throw it in the trash.
An article or book works the same way.  State the problem to be solved in the first paragraph.  The problem could be fun, serious, suspenseful, real or imagined but it needs to be presented with the most interesting or important fact up front.  For example, in fiction, you would not start off a book describing the setting because the reader would say, “Who cares if the bedspread is red and the light is on; what’s this book (or article) about and why should I care?”  But if you start out saying, “The knife was still in her hand,” now we have a reason to keep reading.  If our Jane Doe were writing the article as a non-fiction piece with the intention of reaching a certain business market, she might start out by saying, “The knife was still in her hand hours after the blood had coagulated.  She was my client, my nightmare.”  Again, we want to keep reading to see what happened.
The opening, or hook, does not have to be so dramatic but it needs to serve the purpose of setting the stage for what the article is about and to keep the reader reading.  Reader expectations are strong; we want pages that deliver on the promise stated in the opening paragraph; we want to know why the client was a nightmare and how did this therapist navigate such a terrible landscape.  As readers, we want the material to be about us, not the sender.  I don’t want to know how great the writer is; I want to know how she is going to help me solve my problem.
So the next time you are at a cocktail party, remember to breathe and work the room.  Listen for cues to introduce or acknowledge the problem, not your résumé.  And the next time you write a letter or article or create a brochure about your practice, picture yourself at a cocktail party; if you wouldn’t behave that way in person, don’t do it on the page.  Oh, and if you try the hors d’oeuvres, pick something that won’t leave green things in your teeth.
Tara Schiro is the Editor and Writing Coach for Write with Grace; a business designed to develop the skills of the writer.  She is the Associate Editor for SFVCAMFT, is a contributing writer for Elite magazine, and works with self-publishing companies and individual clients.  She edits and ghostwrites books, articles, and marketing letters.  For more information, please visit her at  www.writewithgrace.com.
