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You’ve probably heard the phrase, “Location, location, location” in reference to buying or 
renting real estate. The concept of location also applies to an article or book. The prime real 
estate is the headline and the line that follows it. 
 
I’m Pat Iyer. I am an editor, ghostwriter and book coach. 
 
I know you are familiar with reading advertising copy – it is all around you. If you write copy for 
your business or another entity, think about how readers react to what you write: Most readers 
will decide to read something based on the title. Avoid being bland and boring, and the pitfall of 
writing something that doesn’t represent the content. There’s no better way to annoy and alienate 
a reader.  
 
While I devote this podcast primarily to writing in an article format, you can use this concept for 
any kind of writing. In a book, that would be the title and the subtitle. 
 
Because often the reader sees both the title and the subtitle (or title and first line of the article), 
you want them both to be compelling. The suggestions in this podcast will help you to attract 
readers. 
 

 What makes a good headline? 
 What is clickbait and why should you avoid it? 
 How do you bring emotion into your headline? 
 What worked? 
 What’s the importance of follow-through? 
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The Power of a Good Headline 

 
You can write the best story ever told, but without a good headline, I won’t read your article. 
Experts estimate that 80 to 90 percent of people who read a headline won’t go on to read an 
article because the headline didn’t grab their attention. 
 
That doesn’t mean you can write a mediocre article and focus solely on a catchy headline. It 
means that your headline must provide a compelling reason for the reader to go beyond it. 
 
Here are some do’s and don’ts. 
 
Don’t Use Clickbait 
In general, clickbait refers to content that deliberately misrepresents or over-promises something. 
It can be used to entice someone to click on a link that will take them to a web site. 
 
It uses false promises to induce someone to read your article. 
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Some examples: 

 “The Most Unbelievable Weight Loss Technique You Need to Know About” 
 “Seven Investments That Can Save You from the Coming Crash” 
 “How to Keep Your Child from Turning into a Drug Addict” 

 
They all use exaggeration. The last two incite fear and try to make you feel that if you don’t read 
further, your life is doomed. 
 
Rarely do the articles connected to such headlines deliver on expectations. Readers will 
remember a click-baiting writer who uses a byline. They won’t click again. Clickbait isn’t 
ethical, and it doesn’t work. 
  
Make Titles Emotionally Compelling so People Will Read Your Article 
Because I used to write blogs for attorneys, I have a wealth of resources to draw from. 
I could use the following titles: 

 “10 Unexpected Dangers in the Emergency Room” 
 “The Boy Who Shouldn’t Have Died” 
 “How Doctors’ Illegible Writing Endanger Patients” 

 
I wish the above were exaggerated claims, but I can deliver on their promises. 
 
Promise to Answer a Strong Need 
Suppose you’re a healthcare provider who writes for the general public. Your headlines could be 

 “How to Make Your Doctor Listen to You” 
 “7 Questions You Should Always Ask Your Pharmacist” 
 “Exercise: The Low-Cost Lifesaver” 

 
Follow-Through 
Your headline is important, and your article must fulfill its implicit promise. 
 
Make sure that you fully describe 10 ways to avoid unexpected dangers in the ER. 
 
If you write about exercise, present a range of exercise practices so that people of different 
physical abilities and ages can benefit. 
 
Put your own experience into the story. How did you make your doctor listen to you? 
 
Also remember this: Click through is not the end of the story. Are people commenting on your 
articles? Do they sign up to receive your blog in their newsfeed? If you have a special offer, do 
they download it? Positive answers to these questions indicate growing success. 
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However, you need a compelling headline to have a chance at achieving those goals. Practice 
until you get it right so that people will read your article or blog. 
 
However, you don’t get to relax after writing a good headline. You also must write a compelling 
first line. In formats where readers can see both, a sterling first line can sometimes attract more 
attention than the headline. It’s your second chance to grab your readers' attention. If you pull 
them past the headline, make sure you keep them. 
 
Research indicates that 80-90% of your readers won’t go beyond the headline. I know, 
discouraging! How can you capture their attention with a compelling first line? 
 
Examples of Compelling Headlines and First Lines 
Here is the headline: “Your Headlines Can Save You or Sink You. 
Here’s the first line: “Here are 10 great ways to write headlines that zing.” 
 
Here is the headline: “Your Doctor Says: ‘Lose Weight or Die.’” 
Here’s the first line: “Resist the urge to run home and bury your fear with food” (no matter how 
appealing that ice cream – just saying.) 
 
From Problem to Solution Formula 
In these pairs, the headline presents the problem, and the next line demonstrates that by reading 
the article, you can find solutions. 
 
This is the headline: “Noise Pollution is Making You Sick”. 
Here’s the first line: Turn off the sounds that kill.” (I bet that got your attention. Sounds that kill, 
hmm.) 
 
The problem-to-solution formula is a very popular approach. However, the first line is important 
for any kind of story. 
 
Shock-Value Headlines and Follow-ups 
This is the headline: “I Grew Up in a Cult. 
Here’s the first line: I ran for my life when I was sixteen.” (I’ve read a few books by survivors of 
cults. They are fascinating.) 
 
Here are some examples from old issues of True Confessions magazine. This magazine is worth 
studying, not because you want to write those kinds of stories but because they know how to 
ramp up the dramatic value of headlines and following lines that get read. 
 
This is the headline: “When a Girl Goes to Prison: 
This is the first line: “What really happens on the inside.” 
 
This is the headline: “Search and Rescue: 
This is the first line: “I saved a life and found love.” 
 
Your slightly less lurid pairing might read: 
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This is the headline: “I Was 30 Days Away from Bankruptcy.” 
This is the first line: “I had given up all hope.” 
 
Here is the headline: “He Asked, ‘Why Should I Hire You?’ 
This is the first line: “I had 10 seconds to come up with an answer.” 
 
Location Is Everything 
Where your first line appears is important. This is especially true when you’re writing a blog 
post. Position the first line so that it falls ABOVE whatever graphic you use. That way, it’s a 
continuation of the headline. 
 
If you’re writing for a publication where you don’t have that kind of design control, you can 
keep the headline and first line together by making the line a subhead.  
 
For example, you write this: 
 
“I Was 30 Days Away from Bankruptcy:  
I Had Given Up All Hope” 
 
Be Creative 
Experiment. It’s always important to check your statistics and to study the comments you get on 
articles. It’s unlikely that someone will tell you, “I loved your title and first line,” but if they 
leave a comment, you can be confident that these article elements pulled them in enough to read 
further. 
 
And that’s what you want. 
 

Let me recap: 

1. Your headline must provide a compelling reason for the reader to continue reading. 
2. Don’t make a false promise in your headline. That’s called clickbait, and your readers 

may feel you tricked them. 
3. Use emotionally compelling headlines. 
4. A good first line will enhance the prospect of the reader continuing the article. 
5. If you make a promise in the headline, deliver on it in the body of the article. 
6. From problem to solution headlines attract attention. 
7. Shock-value headlines will also grab a reader’s eye. 
8. If you use a graphic, make sure the headline and first line are placed above it. 
9. Always monitor the written responses and stats for your articles. This can tell you 

whether your headlines and first lines are working. 
 

In my next podcast, I’ll take you into the world of publishing. You may think that selling a book 
is what makes your money, but I will describe five other ways in which writing a book can profit 
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you. I’ll also describe how marketing a book teaches you marketing skills you might not learn 
any other way. 

 


