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Words That Sway: AI-Powered Predictions for Audience Engagement & Conversion
The Year of You: What 18 Million Messages Reveal About Your Readers’ Behavior
Words That Woo: Driving Conversions With Mathematical Certainty


You’ve spent a fortune to reach buyers, obsessing over the right channels, formats and offers — only to see conversions flatline. Brochures get tossed. Emails go unread. Prospects yawn and reach for the delete key faster than you can say “buy now.” The culprit: sterile, impersonal messaging. 

In this piece, you’ll learn what an analysis of 18 million messages reveals about which words compel or repel readers, and AI-powered predictions for language that can sway buyers in 2020. The upshot: readers who’ll trust you with their credit cards and bring others along.

Exit conjecture, enter evidence: 18 million messages, 180 brands

Despite our industry’s obsession with data, many marketers still base messaging decisions on hunches and personal preferences. It’s no wonder so many campaigns flop, sinking the time, talent and dollars you’ve poured into them. We know words can drive or derail buying decisions, but discerning which words best drive desired behaviors has long been a guessing game. Until now.

Between September 2018 and September 2019, Persado analysts examined data from 5,600 language experiments on behalf of 180 brands. Experiments included email subject lines, web headlines, social media ads, direct mail and more — 10 channels in all, totaling 18 million messages. From that language pool, we measured which words moved people to action, using AI, data science, computational linguistics and machine learning to validate findings. 

While our time today doesn’t allow for a detailed report of our findings, below you’ll find key insights, with recommendations you can hang your hat (and investments) on.

It’s all about “You”

You meet a potential partner at a party. Ten minutes into the conversation, your new acquaintance hasn’t stopped talking about himself, all while adjusting his hair and tie in the mirror. Chances are you’d find a way to escape and avoid further interactions with this egomaniac.

As with in-person interactions, readers are repelled by self-absorbed, brand-centric language. It’s why you emerged as the best performing word in our analysis. Messages built around you consistently outperform those conveying the same idea without it. In a world of faux personalization where customers feel marketed to at every turn, you makes them feel seen and heard.

Examples we’ve seen boost conversions for brands include “We’re here for you,” “You’re getting amazing deals” and “Your money, your way.”

Mind your manners, be human

Please and thank you aren’t just good manners. They’re also shrewd marketing copy, evoking a sense of winsome approachability. Phrases like “our way of saying thanks” or “please sign up” show your audience you care about them. Whether online or face-to-face, people crave being spoken to as valuable human beings, not open wallets. 

A word of caution: Pompous or stiff language doesn’t bode well for reader engagement. It’s in your best interest to avoid overly formal, convoluted sentence constructions you’d never use in real-life conversations. You won’t come across as caring if your messaging reads like a legal document or 18th century scholar.

Imperatives = conversion landmines

Marketers, parents and toddlers love imperatives: commands such as “buy now,” “call today” or “save 50%.” Customers, however, hate being told what to do. Even worse, people hate being told not to do something: Don’t was the worst performing word out of 18 million messages we analyzed, with negative imperatives like “don’t miss this” or “don’t wait another second” backfiring on engagement goals.

While imperatives are appropriate in some cases — calls to action or how-to guidance, for instance — it’s wise to avoid them. Simply reframing phrases to be customer and benefit-focused, such as “you are getting our best deals of the day” versus “save 10%” instantly improves engagement.

Your turn: science as your insurance policy

The words you use are either fueling or eroding your marketing ROI. As buyer behavior evolves and marketing fatigue builds, it’s never been more critical to protect your marketing investments with science. 

Armed with the knowledge we’ve shared, we recommend taking stock of your brand style guides and guiding creative teams to refocus messages from your customer’s viewpoint. As a starting point, a brief review of your company website and the last few emails sent to your audience can help you pinpoint language patterns worthy of your attention.

If nothing else, cultivating a habit of using you generously and infusing your messages with good manners — please and thank you — will go a long way to boosting customer rapport and spend.

It’s time to heed evidence over conjecture in choosing the words you put in front of customers.
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