
 

 

    
 

Module 4 
The Creative Brief 

 

In this module, well cover: 

 What a Creative Brief is and why it’s used 

 The components of the brief 

 How to complete the brief 

 The importance of Contact Reports 

 Versions of the brief: 

o The long version 

o The short version 

 Samples of Creative Briefs 

 Cheat Sheets 

 Templates of Briefs for your files 
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What is the Creative Brief? 

 
The Creative Brief, or The Brief as it is often referred to, is the basis of every advertisement. 
 
The Brief is a series of questions that need to be asked by the copywriter and answered by the 
client. 
 
The copywriting process cannot begin until you have interviewed your client and written up 
your Creative Brief. 
 
In an ad agency, the account service department would do this work for you. 
 
If you are working as a freelance copywriter, you need to know how to take your own brief. 
 
Why do you need a Creative Brief? 
 
The Creative Brief is the master document that states exactly: 
 

 What type of creative piece is being written – a letter, an ad, a billboard? 

 What product is being advertised 

 Who is being targeted 

 What aspects of the product we’re going to promote 

 Who our competitors are 

 Our key selling benefits 

 Why we’re different to the competitors 
…and much, much more. 

 
Advertising is a very subjective business which creates room for error. 
 
To minimize misunderstandings and miscommunications, a brief is the key document that both 
the writer and the client use as their touchstone. 
 
You will look more professional and you will save yourself hours of work later if you take a 
comprehensive and detailed brief at the beginning of the writing process. 
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How do you find out all this information? 
 
The client should have a deep understanding of their own product, and they should be able to 
communicate these points. However, this is not always the case which means that you have to 
use some skilful questioning techniques to elicit this information from them. 
 
Your role as a copywriter is to question, cajole, probe and generally quiz the client on their 
views about their product, so don’t ever just sit there silently as a note taker. You are an active 
participant in the creation of The Brief. 
 
If the client says their product is ‘the best in town’, you’ll need to ask them why they think that 
and what evidence they have to support that. 
 
A good copywriter is a superior interrogator. You need to ask lots and lots of questions. If you 
don’t get the answers you need, then you need to re-frame the questions and ask them in a 
different way so as to get a different response. 
 
You really need to fully understand the product and how it helps the consumer or else you 
won’t be able to write confidently about the product. 
 
You should consider yourself a ‘consultant’; someone who is paid to give advice, not take 
orders. 
 
The most successful copywriters are those who are able to challenge the client and win their 
respect by telling the client what they need to know, not what they want to know. 
 
How can you learn about the client’s product? 
 
Some copywriters get very involved with their client’s product. They are eager to absorb as 
much information about the product as they can. To do this, they: 
 

 Use the product 

 Visit the factory where it’s made 

 Talk to customers about their experiences with the product 

 Watch videos/DVDs and read vast amounts of research material to educate themselves 
about the product 

 Go on the road with the sales rep to see how the product is sold to customers 

 Wander the aisles of supermarkets to witness how people choose a product 
…and more. 

 
David Ogilvy was famous for researching his client’s products. 
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When he landed the Rolls Royce account, he spent three weeks reading about 
the car and came across a statement in the research that said ‘at 60 miles an 
hour, the loudest noise in this new Rolls Royce comes from the electric clock.’ 
 
He then created this ad (overleaf) which went on to become one of the most 
famous ads in history. 
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The only way Ogilvy could have written this ad and that famous headline, was to have read 
extensively about the product, and used the product, to ensure the claim was correct. 
 
When you research a new product, you’ll need to taste it, smell it, use it, wear it, try it. Get 
involved with the product. 
 
Your job is to interview the client for as long as you need to get the answers to these questions. 
This could take a number of hours over a number of meetings. 
 
How do you complete The Brief? 
 
Below is a Creative Brief template. 
 
This is a template used in many advertising agencies around the world. There are other formats 
but they are all a variation on a similar theme. 
 
You’ll see there is a list of headings. Although these headings look straightforward and simple 
to answer, you’ll find that it involves a fair bit of research and spade work to come up with a 
clear answer for each. 
 
You need to delve deeply into the product to work out the answers to these questions. 
 
And by the way, be prepared for the client to not know the answers to all these questions. 
That’s okay. You can help them through the process but it is your responsibility as a writer to 
ensure that you completely understand The Brief and what is required before progressing. 
 
In advertising, like other creative industries, you need to be able to justify your creative choices 
at all times. The brief helps you do that, which is why it is so important to get the client to 
approve The Brief before you begin writing. 
 
Why should the client approve The Brief before you start writing? 
 
It’s important that the client take responsibility for The Brief that has been created. Your ad can 
only be as good as The Brief. If you don’t get the client to approve The Brief, you could be 
working on a brief that is inaccurate or not what the client wanted. 
 
It always pays to check with the client that you’re on the right track. 
 
This helps you justify your actions and ‘covers your rear end’ in the event the ad doesn’t work. 
When this happens, the client inevitably blames the copywriter for getting it wrong. 
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We’ll show you how to deal with client objections later in the course. But at this early stage, get 
into the habit of filling out The Brief, getting it approved by the client and then starting work. In 
that order. 
 
Keep accurate records of your meetings 
 
Contact Reports 
 
If your client approves The Brief, agrees to pay you x per hour or agrees to any aspect of the 
project you’re working on, write it in a memo and send it through to them. 
 
These memos are called Contact Reports. They will protect you in the event something goes 
wrong later down the track and will help avoid any misunderstandings later on. 
 
Here’s what they look like: 
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That’s it. You may send one of these as often as every day, or as infrequently as once a month. 

You only send them when an agreement has taken place. 

 

How to take a Creative Brief 

 

The Creative Brief is a document that contains 21 key questions which must get 

answered before you even begin thinking about writing. We’ve listed here two 

versions of the same document. 

 

1. Short Version 

2. Long Version 

 

They are the same document and contain the same headings but the Long Version 

contains a detailed listing of questions you will need to ask your client. 

 

These questions will help you delve deeply into the product’s attributes so that 

you can create a tight, accurate brief. 

 

You may not need to ask every question listed on the Long Version. They are there 

for you to use at your discretion. You can also add new questions to the list as you 

go. 

 

When should I use the Short Version and when should I use the Long Version? 

 

When you sit down with your client for your first briefing meeting, you will use the 

Long Version. 

 

This acts as your working document that you can scribble on and refer to during the meeting to 

help you find your next question. 

 

When you have trawled through all your research and you have come up with a brief that you 

think is accurate and workable, you need to fill out the Short Version of The Brief. This is the 

document you send to the client for final approval and it is the document that could get 

circulated throughout the entire organisation for sign off. Most large organisations have a legal 

department that vet advertising so be prepared for your brief to be seen by many pairs of eyes. 
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The final brief can be more than one page (although some copywriters become quite precious 

and won’t work on any briefs longer than a page) but try to keep it as succinct as possible. 

 

 

To summarise. 

 

Shown here are the two versions of the Creative Brief that we will be working with. 

 

They are the same document but they have different purposes. 

 

1. The Short Version 

2. The Long Version 

 

To recap: the Short Version is used when you submit The Brief to the client for final approval. 

 

The Long Version is your working document that is used for note taking and 

question‑prompting during your briefing meeting. 
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*Target market Beware! 

 

This section is one of THE most important sections of the entire briefing document. 

  

You should spend more time on this section than any other section because if you get the 

Target Market wrong, the whole brief will be wrong. 

 

Beware the client who says: “We want to target everyone!” 

 

Why? Because it’s impossible to write a targeted piece of advertising that appeals to all target 

markets. 

 

You are better off choosing one market and offering them something relevant and interesting, 

rather than choosing many targets and offering them a bland, across‑the‑board offer that is 

neither interesting nor relevant. 

 

You may have numerous target markets. That’s okay. You need to treat each one differently 

and target them with different messages. 

 

So, how do you work out which target market to focus on? Choose the target market that is 

most lucrative to the client or who has the most potential to be lucrative. 

 

On some occasions, you may get away with targeting a few different groups with the one 

communication piece. But in general, we advocate against targeting disparate groups using the 

same communication piece. It’s just a waste of money. 

 

What does a completed Creative Brief look like? 

 

You’ve seen a blank Creative Brief. Now it’s time to see a completed Creative Brief. 

 

We’ve taken a real product and worked backwards from the finished ad to see what The Brief 

might have been. 

 

Here’s the completed ad and following that is The Brief we believe would have been used to 

create the ad. 
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We haven’t got access to the original brief for this ad but we’re pretty sure it looked something 

like this: 
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Assignment for Module 4 

 

Task: How to fill in a Creative Brief  

 

Step 1: 

 

Read this ad carefully. 
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Step 2: 

Fill in The Brief that you think would have been used to create this ad. I.E. Work backwards to 

identify what The Brief might have been. 

Step 3: 

Use the questions listed in the Long Version of the Briefing Document to help you answer the 

questions.  

Step 4: 

The use the Short Version to summarise your brief. 
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Here’s a clean brief sheet you can use for this assignment. 

CREATIVE BRIEF 

1. Job Title 

 

2. Client Name 

 

3. Client Contact 

 

4. Product/Service 

 

5. Description of Product/Service 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Date Required 

 

7. Task: What needs to be made? 
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8. Background to this job 

9. Objectives 

10. Target Market 

 

 

 

 

11. Features and Benefits 

 

 

 

 

12. Creative Proposition/Single Minded Proposition 
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13. Supporting Evidence/Proof of Claim 

 

 

14. Product Personality/Tone of Voice 

 

 

15. Call To Action 

 

16. The Offer/The Incentive 

17. Media Considerations 

 

 

18. Campaign Timing 

 

 

19. Essential Requirements/Mandatories 

 

 

20. Constraints 
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21. Competitors  
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Cheat Sheet for your assignment. 

 

Here’s the completed brief for this assignment. 

 

Don’t look at it until you’ve had a go at completing the brief on your own. 

 

CREATIVE BRIEF 

1. Job Title 

Think Small 

2. Client Name 

Volkswagen of America Inc. 

3. Client Contact 

N/A 

4. Product/Service 

Volkswagen cars 

5. Description of Product/Service 

Volkswagen car – no specific model. 

6. Date Required 

N/A 

7. Task: What needs to be made? 

A full page newspaper ad, measuring 210mm down x 160mm across. Black and white. 

8. Background to this job 

Petrol prices are up, cars are getting bigger and are becoming more costly to run. 

At present, people don’t have a choice with the size of car available – the Detroit 

manufacturers all make large cars. Large cars cost more to run and repair. We believe 

people are seeking a change but don’t have any alternative cars from which to choose. 

9. Objectives 

1. To encourage people to consider VW 

2. To encourage people to think about the costs of running a car 

3. To think it over before they buy a new car 

10. Target Market 

Non conformists; free thinkers; people who aren’t afraid to be different; people concerned 

with the cost of running a large car; people on a budget. 
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CREATIVE BRIEF – CONTINUED 

11. Features and Benefits 
 
Feature # 1: 
Gives 32 miles to the gallon. 
 
Benefit #1: 
• Cheaper to run. Saves you money. 

 
 
Feature # 2: 
Takes five pints of oil instead of five quarts. 
 
Benefit # 2: 
• Cheaper to run. Saves you money. 

Feature # 3: 
Never needs anti-freeze. 
 
Benefit # 3: 
• Cheaper to run. Saves you money. 
• Convenient – you don’t have to buy 
anti‑freeze and pour it in. 
• Peace of mind – the engine will never freeze. 

Feature # 4: 
Tyres last for 40,000 miles. 
 
Benefit # 4: 
• Cheaper to run. The tyres don’t need to be 
replaced as often. 

Feature # 5: 
Small size – easy to park 
 
Benefit # 5: 
• Convenient/Saves time – can park it 
anywhere. 

Feature # 6: 
Repair bills are smaller. 
 
Benefit # 6: 
• Save money. Won’t cost as much to repair. 

12. Creative Proposition/Single Minded Proposition 

Think Small. 

13. Supporting Evidence/Proof of Claim 

See Features and Benefits for a listing of Proof of Claims. 

14. Product Personality/Tone of Voice 

Sensible. Practical. Wise. 

16. Call To Action 

Think It Over. 

16. The Offer/The Incentive 

N/A 

17. Media Considerations 

N/A 

18. Campaign Timing 

N/A 

19. Essential Requirements/Mandatories 
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Must feature the logo and a shot of the car. 

20. Constraints 
N/A 

21. Competitors 
Any large car. 

 


