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Subhead
There are lots of ways to emphasize text, and when you’re working in print, underlining 
the text is the worst choice.

Try making the text you want to emphasize larger and bolder. Try indenting the text 
below your headlines to set them off. Try anything but an underline!

You want to create a 
hierarchy of importance 
so that the reader can  
absorb the information you’re presenting in the  
order that makes it most clear.

Good design makes things easy to understand, and marketing that’s clear works better.
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You work hard to market your business, and you’re trying to 
get the most out of every dollar you spend. 

It’s not easy to get noticed nowadays, is it? There’s a lot of  
competition for your customers’ attention. 

One way to make sure your marketing materials stand out from 
the crowd is to use design to make them look more polished and 
professional. Good design is based on a series of rules that anyone 
can learn. Once you master the rules, every piece you put together 
will look better, and will sell more for your business.

Design 101 also covers the basics of good marketing practices, 
from determining your target audience, to writing in a way that 
will engage them.

If this report whets your appetite for more, make it a habit to  
visit the Big Brand System blog. You’ll find tips and tricks  
to help you create more polished and professional marketing  
materials, delivered in easy-to-understand language: no art  
degree required. I hope to see you there!

Thanks for reading, 

pamela wilson
The BIG Brand System

http://www.bigbrandsystem.com
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1 | Marketing Begins with the Eyes
 
You have a wonderful, targeted marketing message. It’s well 
crafted, every word is considered carefully, and it’s written with 
impeccable spelling and grammar.

And yet, you’re not making the sales numbers you want. You 
don’t get the traffic your website needs. What’s missing?

Grab Them by the Eyeballs

Every time you communicate, you have the chance to make a good impression. If your message 
looks amateur, you lose sales because you never have the chance to start a conversation with 
your prospective customer.

With so many competing messages out there, yours has to stand out. You may not have the 
budget to pay a designer or advertising agency to create marketing materials for you. What can 
you do?

Make Your Brand Big

Mastering the basic rules of design is an investment that sets your business apart from your 
competition. Your materials look more professional, they make you proud, and because they 
communicate clearly, they produce profit. Your business grows!

Design can be Learned (and it’s Fun)

Once you understand the basic rules of good design, everything you do – from setting up a  
letter on a piece of paper, to putting together a blog or website – will look better. Design is 
about communicating clearly, so when you harness its power, your marketing materials will 
work better.

You don’t have to be “artistic” to learn how to master design. There are rules, and there’s  
practice. Learn the rules, put them into practice, and you’ll see results.
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2 |  How to Daydream Your Way to  
Marketing Success

All marketing efforts should start in the same place: daydreaming 
about your audience. Why? Because in order to reach them, you have 
to get to know them. And in order to get to know them, you need to 
spend some time thinking about them.

Whooooo are you?

Time to daydream. Who is your audience? What do you know about 
them? Of course your audience will include a variety of people, but if 
you can answer the questions below about the majority of your audience, 
you’ll be able to target your marketing efforts more effectively.

The basic questions:
•	 Are they male or female, and what’s their age range?
•	 What level of education have they reached?
•	 What kind of jobs do they hold?

Deeper questions:
•	 How do they like to spend their free time?
•	 How much experience do they have with the product or service you offer?
•	 What kinds of problems are they currently having that you can help solve?

Spend some time thinking. Daydream about the people you want to reach, and imagine the  
answers to these questions.

Plunge in to Learn More

To really understand your audience, ask for feedback. Consider online surveys, or informal  
focus groups. Ask your best customers out to lunch, and find out more about them. Poll your 
blog readers if you have a blog, or send out a survey with your email newsletter.

Market to an Imaginary Customer

Once you’ve gathered information about your customers, create one “ideal” imaginary  
customer, and keep that person in the front of your mind every time you work on your market-
ing. Target your marketing as if you were speaking to that person alone. Meet their needs,  
and you’ll find that your marketing will hit the target you want to reach. Imagine that!
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3 | Storyselling for Fun and Profit

The headline isn’t a typo. Storyselling is intentional. After all, what better way to sell your  
services or products than through a story?

Everyone Loves a Good Story

From our earliest history, humans have  
depended on stories.

Before the written word, stories served as a 
way to preserve our history, to warn others 
of danger, and to amuse and entertain.

Most of us had the opportunity to hear 
stories read to us when we were growing up. 
As adults, we enjoy immersing ourselves in 
novels, movies and television shows. Why 
do we spend so much time on stories?

Stories Help Us Connect

Good stories touch on common themes, and help us to see we share many similar challenges. 
Love, war, politics and family drama haven’t changed that much through the years, which is 
why people go back to the classics and read them over and over.

Storyselling?

You can use the power of stories in your marketing. If you weave the features and benefits of 
your product into a compelling story, you’ll find that your audience will be more open to hear-
ing the information.

Because great copy — copy that sells, copy that moves people — appeals to both sides of the 
brain. It touches both emotion and logic, and convinces the reader on a very profound level 
that what you are offering is the “complete package.” Stories are an effective way to deliver this 
logic/emotion package. People are naturally curious about stories, and they tend to drop their 
defenses when they fall into the rhythm of a good one.

Try weaving your features and benefits into a story. Tell the tale of a customer’s  
experience with your service or your product. Recount the reason you started your  
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business. Share the story of how your service has changed the landscape of your town. Try  
telling a story from the point of view of one of your products. Run it in an ad,  write it up as a 
press release, post it on a blog, or use it as website or brochure copy. Because stories sell.
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4 |  7 Typographic Resources, and 1 Type Joke

We’ve talked about why it’s important to grab your prospects by the eyeballs. We’ve covered 
what you need to know about your audience before you start marketing. And we touched on 
how delivering your message with stories is a great way to sell.

Enough with the prep work: you’re ready to get those marketing pieces set up! The first place 
to start is your font, because your font choice tells a lot about your business and what it stands 
for. Marketing guru Seth Godin talks about it here.

Before you decide what you want the font to say, let’s review the two main font  
categories.

Serif Fonts: Classic, Timeless, Easy to Read

Serif fonts have little “feet” at the  
bottoms of the letters. You probably have the fonts 
Georgia and Times on your computer, and those are 
both serif fonts. They are classic, timeless and make your business look established. Serif fonts 
are good for long blocks of text, too, which is why most books and magazines are set in serif 
fonts.

Sans Serif Fonts: Streamlined, Modern, Contemporary

Sans means “without,” so sans serif fonts are “without” 
the little feet that serif fonts have. You probably have 
Arial and Verdana on your computer, and they are both 
sans serif fonts.

Sans serif fonts are streamlined, modern and contemporary and make your business look 
cutting-edge and modern. Sans serif fonts are good for instructions, or any time clarity is im-
portant. Sans serif fonts look great on the web, and many sites use them as text fonts.

To make your job easier, I recommend you use no more than two fonts. Pick full font “families,” 
with regular, italic, semi-bold, bold, etc. That will give you lots of options for headlines, sub-
heads and captions.

For maximum versatility, pick a serif and a sans serif font that work well together. This can be 
tricky to get just right. Here’s one way to do it:

I am a serif typeface
Adobe Garamond

Museo Sans

I am a sans serif 
typeface
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Use Your “AGE”

To combine a serif and sans serif font, look for similar letter forms. The best letters to try to 
match up are lower case “a,” “g,” and “e.” Let’s take a look:

See the font sample to the left? Notice the shape of 
the letter “a.” Now look at the “g” and “e.”

Which of the following sans serif fonts combine well with the example above?

The lower case “a,” “g,” and “e” in  
Example A are the best match. The letter 
forms are similar. These two fonts will 
combine well without clashing.

In Search of Type Resources

It’s easy to find fonts on the web at low or no cost. Be careful, though: many are low quality, and 
will make your business look unprofessional. A quality, full-family font that represents your 
business is a great investment, and since font technology doesn’t evolve as quickly as software, 
your font should still be as usable in 20 years as it is today. Fonts.com and Myfonts.com are 
two good resources where you can invest in fonts to represent your business.

For no-cost fonts, try these links. Remember, go for quality, readability, and a full family of 
weights if possible:

fontsquirrel.com | dafont.com | urbanfonts.com

These two links from Smashing magazine feature beautiful no-cost fonts:

Smashing magazine 40 fonts | Smashing magazine 15 fonts

And just for fun, a type joke. This site from Pentagram — a top-notch design studio —  
purports to help you figure out your “type.” Type in your name and use the password  
“character” to access the site: What type are you?

Really great type.
Warnock Pro Regular

Gill Sans Regular

Really great type.a
Futura Medium

Really great type.b
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5 |  Harness the Power of Color in your Marketing

Ahhh, color. What else in the  
design arsenal is as powerful and  
as dangerous as color?

Dangerous? Yes! When properly  
implemented, color can give your 
marketing materials a polished,  
cohesive look. But if you don’t handle 
color with care, your stuff will look 
terrible — or worse — be confusing.

Your Visual Message Should Speak the Same Language as  
Your Words

Color can support what you say in your marketing messages, or it can have an odd,  
disconcerting effect.

Here are some imaginary businesses. Can you pick the best color palette for each? 
[Hint: Visit page 5 for questions to ask about each group].

Your business sells products to a high-end  
demographic group. These folks are big spenders 
who buy luxury items and are used to elegant  
surroundings. Which color palette do you choose?

Your business is geared toward 18-24-year old 
males who devote every spare moment of their 
time to surfing. Which color palette will “speak” to 
these dudes?

10© Big Brand System®

BIGBRAND
SYSTEM



Here’s one more: you have created a line of  
products you hope to sell to eco-conscious  
women in their 30s and 40s. Which color  
palette works best for them?

Were you able to see the best combinations? In all cases, the second color palette is more  
effective. The colors in the second group support and reinforce the marketing message because 
they appeal to what motivates the audience.

The high-end luxury buyers will associate rich, deep hues with quality. The surfer dudes see the 
ocean blues contrasted with bright color as a reflection of seaside living and excitement. The 
eco-conscious women equate green and brown with the environment they want to protect.

This isn’t science, of course, and you may have a different opinion. Do spend some time think-
ing about what colors naturally appeal to your audience. Make sure your colors “speak” the 
same language as your words, so that everything works together to communicate a cohesive 
message.
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6 |  Make it Easy to Consume Your Information  
with White Space

White space is any space on your website 
or printed page that doesn’t have graph-
ics or text. When people first try to cre-
ate their own marketing materials, their 
first impulse is to not “waste” space, and 
they fill pages with information.

The best analogy I’ve read so far about 
why it’s important to incorporate white 
space in your materials, whether they’re 
in print or on the web, is from the book 
The Elements of Graphic Design, by Alex 
W. White.

“Imagine coffee being poured into a cup. If the cup is filled to the very top, it is difficult  
to avoid spilling it on yourself as you take the first sip. By having too much of a good thing, 
we have created a problem. This is exactly the same reaction readers have to being  
given too much information at once. It is perceived as a problem and their response is  
to avoid it.”

“Their response is to avoid it.” Oh boy, that’s not what we want. How can you communicate 
your marketing message if your audience avoids it?

Subtract to Add: Reverse Mathematics Makes it Accessible

The real reason to use white space is to make content scannable and easier to absorb. You want 
your readers to be able to take in your website or printed piece in a glance, and understand its 
meaning quickly.

Surrounding your information with white space makes it look more accessible. Imagine the 
cup of coffee above if it was 3/4 full. It would look easier to handle, easier pick up, and easier 
to drink. Try to do the same with your information: surround it with white space so that your 
audience will want to interact with and consume your message.
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7 |  Toe the Line: The Lazy Way to Design

Some people can’t stand to see anything out of place. They 
straighten picture frames, friends’ collars and sofa cush-
ions. If this describes you, that impulse can serve you well if 
you’re trying to organize a page. When people place text and 
graphics on a page with no alignment between the items, the 
overall effect is scattered and disorganized. Straightening 
things out and lining them up will bring order.

Creating an invisible grid to line up elements along is  
the lazy way to put together a screen or a page that just 
“looks right.” No more guessing about where to place  
elements: you’ll be able to snap things into place  
confidently and quickly.

Neat Freaks are Natural Designers

Neat freaks look for natural sight lines in a room, and line picture frames and cushions up  
along them. When a neat freak (or a designer) approaches a layout for a page or a screen, the 
first thing we consider is where the sight lines will sit on the page so that we can organize the 
information within them.

Not a Natural Neat Freak?

If you’re not one of those order-seeking types by nature, don’t despair. You can still set up a 
grid to make your page or your screen look more pulled together. When you put an invisible 
grid in place behind your graphics and text, you’ll always know where they should go.

Here’s Where to Start

When you walk into a room, you don’t stand right next to the wall, do you? If you can imagine 
your page like a room, the first thing you should do is to put some space between your con-
tent and the “walls” of the room, which are represented by the page borders, or the edge of the 
screen. Bring your text and images in from the edge and give them some breathing room. This 
is the place to start building the “invisible grid” that will make putting together the rest of the 
page easy.
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Assemble Your Grid

Working in from a generous border, 
draw guidelines using your word pro-
cessing, page design or image design 
program. Start by drawing guides that 
represent the space from the edge to 
the page content.

From there, you’ll create “sight lines” 
that will help you to align the other 
elements on your page. The trick with 
grids is to split the columns your 
audience will see, and use this middle 
guideline to align things within  
the text.

[Your audience will perceive a two-
column grid with a headline across 
the top. Only you and I will know that 
each column is split in two.]

With this second, invisible grid within 
the two wide columns, we create 
logical sight lines that we can use for 
photos and other graphic elements.

Now Add Your Content

When you add graphic elements like a 
photo or callout text (an excerpt from 
your text that you want to empha-
size) you can use this invisible grid to 
help with placement. The photo looks 
great when positioned and sized to fit 
within the invisible column. The text 
callout is the width of the second col-
umn, and lines up along the top and 
bottom with the photo.
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Grids Hold it All Together

Here’s our layout with the grid stripped away. Nice wide 
borders make the content look important. The text callout 
lines up beautifully with the photo, and the whole page looks 

ordered and readable.

The beauty of a well-planned 
grid is it makes design decisions 
easier, and creates consistency 
from page to page. Your readers 
won’t know why, but your pages 
will “look right.” Don’t worry: 
your invisible grid will be our 
little secret!
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8 |   Successful Design: Who’s in Charge Here?

To design a page that’s easy to understand, you have to discriminate. That’s right: I’m advocat-
ing information discrimination. Deciding on a hierarchy for your information – from most 
important to least important – will help you decide how to place things, how large, bold or 
colorful they should be, and where you should put them on your screen or page.

Imagine this Scenario

Let’s say you have a big sale coming up on blue widgets. The new “in” color is orange, and you 
need to move the blue ones out of your warehouse to make room for new merchandise. Time to 
mark them down, and publicize the sale.

These are top-quality widgets and you’ve never before offered them at such a low price, so you 
decide to emphasize the low price in your ad.

You also need to tell people the sale ends next Monday, supplies are limited, first-come first-
served, your address, phone, and website. For those who aren’t familiar with your product 
you should probably include a short description of it. Oh yes, and it must fit in a quarter page 
newspaper ad.

The Usual Approach

The usual approach to designing this ad is at left. Have you 
seen an ad like this in your local newspaper? I know I have! 
This is what most of them look like. Readers tend to look 
away and move on to something more engaging.

Why is it bad? Let us count the ways:

•	  Too much text in all capital letters and uneven word spac-
ing makes it hard to read

•	  What is it selling? It looks like it’s selling a sale  
(not a product)

•	  The ad is so crowded, there’s no room for the  
phone number 

Widgets Inc.
437 Widget Drive
Widgetville, TX 75701
www.widgets.com

LOWEST PRICE EVER 
ON TOP-QUALITY  
BLUE WIDGETS!
SALE ENDS MONDAY, 
SUPPLIES ARE LIMITED, 

STOP BY TODAY. 
(FIRST COME, FIRST SERVED.)
These are our top-quality widgets and 
we've never o�ered them at such a low 
price. You must see them with your own 
eyes to believe the quality and workman-
ship that goes into the manufacture of 
each and every widget. They are the best 
on the market, and you won’t �nd a better 
price anywhere, guaranteed.
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The Better Approach: Create Hierarchy

To create an effective and inviting ad, use information discrimination, and create a  
hierarchy of importance:

•	 Most important information: Price
•	  Next most important information: Description; sale ends Monday; where to buy
•	  Least important information: Limited quantities; first-come, first-served

The next step is to design your visual presentation to represent this hierarchy.

Here’s a second approach to this ad. There’s a 
clear hierarchy to the way the information is 
presented. The design uses plenty of white space 
(read more about white space on page 12). White 
space makes the ad more inviting, especially on a 
crowded newspaper page.

This approach can be used for web pages, adver-
tising and any print material (not just ads). Be-
fore you put text or images on a page, use infor-
mation discrimination to design a hierarchy of 
importance. Once you do this, you’ll know how 
to present things visually so that your design 
informs, motivates and sells.

These are our top-quality 
widgets and we've never 
o�ered them at such a low   
          price. You must see them  
          with your own eyes to               
          believe the quality and                     
          workmanship that goes                
             into the manufacture     
             of each and every   
             widget. They are the    
              best on the market,                               
              and you won’t �nd a   
              better price anywhere,  
              guaranteed.

Widgets Inc.
437 Widget Drive | Widgetville, TX 78280
(210) 555-1212 | www.widgets.com
Supplies are limited, so stop by today. 
(First come, �rst served.)

SALE ENDS MONDAY

LOWEST 
PRICE EVER 
ON TOP-QUALITY BLUE WIDGETS!
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9 |  Don’t Write a Thousand Words, Use an Image

Writing can be tough, especially if you’re writing for your own business. Your words need  
to inform, convince and compel your readers to act. It’s a tall order, but it’s much easier to  
accomplish if you pair your words with an image that does some of the work for you. An 
 image can speak a thousand words, but only if you choose it and use it carefully.

The most compelling images ask the viewer to make a mental leap to connect what’s in the  
image to the words you use. Straight illustrations of your topic also work, but aren’t as  
engaging. Here are two examples:

Let’s look for an image to illustrate the headline “The Career Counseling Services Group Will 
Show You the Way to a Bright Future”

There’s nothing wrong with the image on the far left. 
It’s a good illustration of career counseling. There’s  
the woman, looking like she’s giving advice to the  
man across the desk. It’s probably similar to the first 
image that comes to our minds when we think “career 
counseling.” But why go the easy route?

The photo on the far left is OK, but it’s limited by a 
couple of things:

•	 It’s specific to an ethnic group and may cause viewers to feel excluded
•	 It looks like a stock photo (because it is)
•	 The photo on the right doesn’t illustrate the concept of career counseling outright. It invites 

the reader to place themselves in the image. They imagine themselves opening the door, and 
are drawn to know more about the future that awaits them on the other side.

The difference is that the first image is literal, and the second image is conceptual.

There’s a Time and Place for Literal and Conceptual Images

If you need to show a product you sell, your goal is to use an image that shows your product 
clearly and in the best light possible. A good, clean, high-resolution literal image is essential.

But if you want to engage your reader in an idea, a conceptual image is the way to go. The way 
to choose conceptual images is to think about the response you’d like to evoke.

Ideally, you want your reader to be able to engage with the image in a way that resonates with 
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their everyday experiences. You want them to make an emotional connection to your words 
through the image you’ve used.

Honing In on What’s Important

To really make that photo you’ve selected speak 
volumes, hone in on the important elements, and 
crop out the non-essentials. Here’s an example of 
what you can do with an ordinary stock photo.

Look for the part of the image that really tells 
your story, and crop out the rest. Be ruthless! If 
it’s not on topic, crop it out.

You don’t need fancy image editing software to do 
this: you can crop and do some very basic image 

editing right on the web. Try picnik.com for a free web-based solution that will let you crop, 
brighten and apply some simple effects to your image, and then download the results.

Finding Compelling Images

There are lots of stock photo sites on the web. They of-
fer everything from photos that scream “stock photo!” to 
photos that offer some conceptual possibilities. One way to 
find conceptual stock photos is to add the words “concept” 
or “abstract” to your search terms. This will help bring up 
images that are a little off the beaten path, and may be 
more interesting.

Great sites for stock photos

istockphoto.com: This is the site I go to first. The search capabilities are great, the selection is 
vast (and growing) and you can even search by color and composition. (If you want to run your 
text along the right side of a photo, you can search for photos that have open areas along the 
right side, for example.)

shutterstock.com: Another excellent (and vast) collection of high-quality images.

dreamstime.com: I haven’t used this much, but it looks promising. It claims to have the least 
expensive stock photos, and the quality looks good.
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Free stock photos

sxc.hu: The granddaddy of free stock photo sites. The free offerings are shown along with 
tempting paid offerings from a sister site, but if you can resist the urge to upgrade to paid, there 
are plenty of good images here.

morguefile.com: Don’t let the name fool you. A morgue 
file, as I learned in art school, is where one keeps photo and 
image references to be used in the future. This is the Inter-
net’s morgue file, and is assembled by creative people and 
freely shared.
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10 |   A Cheat Sheet That Will Keep You Honest
What if I told you that all the previous  
information in the Design 101 report could 
make you money? It can, but only if you  
apply the idea that’s presented here.

Don’t Go Changin’

You want to sell, correct? Whether you’re 
selling services, products, or your charming 
personality, you want to sell. And people want 
to buy from you. Let me repeat: people want to 
buy from you. But who are you?

Your company, your brand, has standards of behavior. You treat your customers fairly, you’re 
responsive, you innovate. If you’re doing it right, your marketing materials reflect your com-
pany’s standards of behavior.

One of the most important actions you can take now is to be sure that your marketing is consis-
tent over time. Because once your customer knows who you are, you build trust by presenting a 
cohesive brand every time your customer interacts with you: now, next month and next year.

Take it Easy

Presenting a consistent brand over time builds your customers’ comfort level. There’s an even 
better reason to be consistent: it’s easier! You save time if you don’t have to re-invent the wheel 
every time you put together a marketing piece. If the decisions about color, fonts and overall 
style have been determined, all you have to do is put together the information in the estab-
lished format.

Elements of (Graphic) Style

I have a wide variety of clients, and as you can imagine, the graphic style for each client is  
quite different. I switch gears multiple times a day, going from working on marketing for a one-
person business to a large academic institution, and on and on.

Over time, I implement their style in everything I do for them. If you pick up a piece I designed 
for a client three years ago, it will look similar to something I designed last week. You’ll be able 
to tell both marketing pieces came from the same organization. How do I do that?
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The Cheat Sheet

It’s easy, really. You make decisions once, up front, about your organization’s graphic style, and 
then… (drum roll, please)… you write them down. You write down your  
official fonts, your colors (both the web and print versions), paper stocks you prefer, the mea-
surements of the content area in your website, what can and cannot be done with your logo. 
Write down every detail, and keep it in a file where you can easily  
access it.

It’s called a Graphic Style Guide if you want to be precise, but  
I like to think of it as a cheat sheet. 

You can use a cheat sheet like this for your business, too. Keep 
track of your “official” colors, fonts, and more, and you’ll find 
that your marketing materials will be faster and easier to cre-
ate, and more effective, too. 

You’ll foster trust among your customers, because over time 
your company will present itself consistently. And your  
business will grow, because your prospects will see you as a 
reliable, trustworthy business.
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•	 Are you worried your business image isn’t  
professional enough, and it might be  
scaring away customers?

•	 Have you tried to hire a graphic designer 
or marketing firm, only to find out the  
really good ones cost BIG money?

•	 Have you worked with amateur graphic  
designers, only to get frustrated when 
they don’t understand what you want or 
produce an ugly design that you’d never 
want to use?

 
If so, you’ve probably wished you could  
do it all yourself, but it seems impossible.  
You don’t have time to acquire all that  
specialized knowledge. Plus, you don’t kid 
yourself — who’s to say you’d produce  
marketing that worked? 

Let me tell you about my Big Brand System 
Guides. In them, I teach you the fundamentals 
of graphic design and marketing, so you can 
manage your marketing without having to 
depend on a designer or ad agency.

Taken together, the guides are a powerful  
way to manage your business marketing by 
implementing strategic marketing techniques 
and good design principles. 

And when you purchase one guide, you’ll 
have the opportunity to buy the second one 
at $50 off. 

Click below to get started growing your  
business with strategic marketing and  
great design.
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Want to Learn More About Making Your  
Marketing Work For You?
What you don’t know about design and marketing may be hurting your business.

http://www.bigbrandsystemmarketing.com
http://www.bigbrandsystemdesign.com
http://www.bigbrandsystemmarketing.com
http://www.bigbrandsystemdesign.com


Grow your 
business with 
great design 
& marketing

BIG
BRAND
SYSTEM


