
 

 

 

 

  

Headline Optimization 
How testing 10 headlines revealed a 3-letter word 

that improved conversion more than major changes 
 

One of the easiest elements to change on a page is the 

ƘŜŀŘƭƛƴŜΦ LǘΩǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƎŜ 

ǘƻ ƻǇǘƛƳƛȊŜ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŀ ƭƛŦǘ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ǊŀǘŜΦ 

However, when tasked with writing an engaging headline for a 

marketing piece, many marketers get it wrong. In this transcript 

of the Web clinic, Dr. Flint McGlaughlin, Managing Director, 

MECLABS, speaks to this problem. 

MarketingExperiments.com 

http://www.marketingexperiments.com/
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Headline Optimization 
How testing 10 headlines revealed a 

3-letter word that improved 

conversion more than major changes 

[Note: This Document is a transcript of our original Webclinic on headline 

optimization that aired June 15, 2011.] 

Dr. Flint McGlaughlin:  All right.  We are back at it again today and the title of this 

clinic is 'Headline Optimization: How testing 10 headlines revealed a 3-letter word 

that improved conversion more than other major changes'.  And, I think the headline 

ǘƻǳŎƘŜǎ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ǿƘŀǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǘƘŜƳ 

particularly germane to many of those who are on the line at present.  One of the 

easiest elements to change on your page is the headline.  And, often a subtle change 

in the headline will have a significant impact on the bottom line.  So understanding 

how we can write better headlines has an unusually high return on investment.  And, 

when I speak of investment, I am talking mainly about thŜ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŜƴŜǊƎȅΦ  Lǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ 

ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΦ  Lǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ŀƴȅ ƻǊ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳƛƴƎΦ  !ƴŘΣ ƛǘ 

ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ƳǳŎƘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΦ  ²ƛǘƘ ŀ ŦŜǿ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘƛƴƎΣ 

you can often see dramatic results.  #Webclinic is the way to speak to us through 

Twitter or to communicate with each other.  It might be the best way also to ask 

questions. 

I am joined today by two of our analysts; Tony Doty who is a Research Manager in 

our group and oversees some very complicated research projects.  I like Tony, I have 

ƻƴŜ ōŜŜŦ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƳΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƘŜ ƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎŜǾŜƴ ŦŜŜǘ ǘŀƭƭΣ ƻǊ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ 

ƭƻƻƪǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ƛǎ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƻ ƳŜΦ  LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŦŀƛǊ ǘƻ ōŜ ōƛƎΣ ǎƳŀǊǘ ŀƴŘ 

handsome.  You have to choose between one of the three.  Tony has all three and he 

is sitting next to Jon Powell, who has none of those things, but we do and are grateful 

to have him with us.  Jon has been with us for a long time.  He is a Senior Research 

Manager and I will not tease you about his picture.  I teased last time about his 

picture.  If you want to know what I said about his picture last time, you will just have 

to go back and listen to the previous clinics. 

I am going to dive right into a case study and it's Test Protocol number 1111.  

 

http://www.marketingexperiments.com/marketing-optimization/optimizing-headlines.html
http://www.marketingexperiments.com/marketing-optimization/optimizing-headlines.html


 

  Headline Optimization 

3                                Copyright © 2011 MarketingExperiments. All rights reserved.              

 

 

Experiment: Background and Design 
 

Experiment ID: (Protected)  

Location: MarketingExperiments Research Library  

Test Protocol Number: TP1111 

 

Research Notes:  

Background: A survey company offering to pay its members to take surveys.  

Goal: To increase the amount of home delivery subscriptions  

Primary research question: Which panelist registration page will have a higher conversion rate?  

Test Design: Which page/process will generate the most subscriptions 

 

Dr. Flint McGlaughlin: It is a survey company offering to pay its members to take surveys.  The goal was 

to increase qualified survey panel registrations.  The primary research question, and let me just stop 

there, at least 85% of the time when I ask an audience to formulate a primary research question, they 

cannot do so.  There is a difference between the goal.  There is a difference between the goal and the 

overarching research challenge.  There is a difference between the goal, the overarching research 

challenge and the secondary question.  None of those, however, qualify as a primary research question.  

And, when there is a, as you see here, a single factorial or a multifactorial split test, every valid research 

question begins with that key word, which, W-H-I-C-H.  And, in this case, which panelist's registration 

page will have a higher conversion rate.  From that, we can derive all of the rest of our learnings.   If you 

ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀǘŜ ŀ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ȅŜǘΣ ǘƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ǾŀƭƛŘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ 

ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎΦ  {ƻΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ǘŜŀŎƘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƛǘŜΦ  ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅΧL ƘŀǾŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΣ ōǳǘ L ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǘƘƛƴƪΣ at this 

point, there is probably $15 million dollars' worth of free research at MarketingExperiments.  Go there 

and look up testing and get some of those lectures and use those to help improve your understanding in 

ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŀǊŜŀΦ  .ǳǘΣ ŦƻǊ ƴƻǿΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ƳƻǾŜ ƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΦ 

http://marketingexperiments.com/


 

  Headline Optimization 

4                                Copyright © 2011 MarketingExperiments. All rights reserved.              

 

Dr. Flint McGlaughlin: ̧ ƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀ ǇŀƎŜΦ  LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭΦ  Lǘϥǎ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƭŜǎǎ 

attractive with all of those blue boxes over it.  Those are not contextual ads.  Those are our weak 

attempts to anonymize the actual brand that we are working with.  As you look at the key paragraph, I 

want you notice, kind of the design of the page.  And, then as an audience, please respond right now 

using Twitter or the Question and Answer feature in your GoToMeeting tool to tell us what you would 

Řƻ ǘƻ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀƎŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜƭȅΦ  ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿǊƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǿΚ  άCreate a headlineΣέ says Blake 

Roberts.  Blake, that's brilliant since the goal of our project and since the day's session is about 

headlines, you are on the money!  Alright?  Benefit headlines. Too much text.  No clear direction.  Make 

it a three-page process.  Did someone really say that, make it a three-page process?  Alright.  Way too 

large!  It looks too spammy.  There is too much text.  Can I just say this?  I rarely ever comment on your 

comments.  Instead, I go back into, you know, the research and let you discover the answers as we teach 

them.  But, be careful about being biased about too much text.  You need enough text to influence the 

conversation.  And, depending on the products and the context, sometimes you need a lot.  I was 

reviewing a test today with a major publisher that protested profusely against our long copy approach.  

And, the short copy version which we produced had already helped them achieve a significant lift of 

ƻǾŜǊ улл҈Σ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘŜǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǇŀƎŜǎΦ  .ǳǘΣ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƴƎ ŎƻǇȅ ǘŜǎǘ ōeat our very best 

ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ōȅ уу҈Φ  {ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎΣ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ǘŜȄǘ ƛǎ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƴŜŜŘΦ  !ƴŘΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘŜŀŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ 

point now, but keep it in mind.  If you have more questions about when to use long copy, when to use 

short copy, write us, tell us, and perhaps we will do another clinic on that.  In the back of the room, 

here, where I am, I see Austin and Daniel making strange hand signals. 
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Austin McCraw:  I just want to make you aware of some of the feedback we are getting through Twitter. 

Dr. Flint McGlaughlin:  Yes. 

Austin McCraw:  A lot of people were saying that it's unaesthetic.  It's not visually appealing. 

Dr. Flint McGlaughlin:  Yes. 

Austin McCraw:  The colors are clashing.  A lot of people are asking, "Where is the call to action," those 

kinds of questions. 

Dr. Flint McGlaughlin:  Excellent!  Alright!  Well, looking at all that you have, what I am going to do is 

take you to the next slide and give you a sense of what this page looks like, because you think you have 

seen it yet, but what you might want to do is pay attention to the long, might I say, exceptionally long 

column on the left side of the page.   

 

Dr. Flint McGlaughlin: !ƴŘΣ ŀǎ ƛŦ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀǊŀǘƘƻƴ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƭƻƴƎ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΣ ƛǘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎΦ   
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Dr. Flint McGlaughlin: !ƴŘΣ ǘƘŜƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳΣ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇŜƭƭƛƴƎ ōǳǘǘƻƴΣ ά/ƭƛŎƪ ¢ƻ WƻƛƴΦέ   


