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Abstract

The internet offers relatively easy and affordable avenues for individuals to enter the entrepreneurship world as SoHo practitioners. One of the more popular SoHo endeavours on the internet is by becoming an infopreneur, or a seller of digital information products through online sales letters. The success of online sales letters to garner sales depends heavily on how credible and persuasive they are. This preliminary study aims to firstly identify some successful online sales letters and then to analyse them in order to find out their persuasive features. They will be further analysed to gauge their conformance to web credibility guidelines.
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1. Introduction

The advantages of using the internet for business communications has opened up opportunities not only for corporations but more importantly, for micro enterprise entrepreneurs as well. The Malaysian SME Development Council [1] has defined a micro enterprise as a company with less than 5 permanent employees or with an annual sales turnover of not more than RM200,000. In Malaysia, there are already a few internet marketing micro enterprise entrepreneurs such as Patric Chan [2], and Gobala Krishnan [3] who are already making comfortable incomes through internet businesses.

Many of the micro enterprise entrepreneurs whose businesses are solely on the internet are usually involved in [image: image1161.jpg]
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products mentioned by Chandler [5] and Jordan [6] comprise items such as e-books, e-zines, teleseminars, consulting and training services, and podcasts. More recently, with the advent of the New Media, increasingly more information products are also packaged and sold in sophisticated mediums such as short videos, and dvds. Dietzel [7] mentions that, more often than not, infopreneurs are also authors and not merely compilers of information.

Infopreneurship offers many benefits, especially for individuals who are just starting out as entrepreneurs or who do not have a lot of capital to begin their businesses. First of all, as opposed to tangible product based businesses, the cost of information product development is extremely inexpensive [9;10]. Secondly, it can be done by many people; individuals who have expertise in any subject (e.g. hobbyist), or who have specialized knowledge in something. Moreover, even people who do not have these but have research skills instead can become authors of information products and sell them over the internet in various mediums such as e-books, videos, software, and dvds [11]. Moreover, not only is the product development cost inexpensive but the distribution platform of the products themselves also is much cheaper than traditional brick and mortar businesses [12].

Even though it is easy for anybody to start up an internet business as an infopreneur, to be successful in it is a different matter. Infopreneurs must be able to persuade visitors through their promotional websites (i.e. online sales letter) to buy their products. However, in order to be successful in selling the product, the infopreneur has to have credibility first. Fogg [13] said that credibility, which is made up of two components trustworthiness and expertise, is one of the key predictors of persuasion. People will most likely not buy from you unless they trust you, especially on the internet. Similarly, people also will usually not buy information products/services if they perceived that the seller does not have the expertise in the subject matter of the product/services being sold.

[image: image1082.jpg]Chandler [5] defines an
infopreneur as an individual who primarily “sells information” over the internet. Some examples of information




Whereas corporations have no problem in upholding their credibility and maintaining it through branding and constant image-[image: image92][image: image93][image: image94][image: image95][image: image96][image: image97][image: image98][image: image99][image: image100][image: image101][image: image102][image: image103][image: image104][image: image105][image: image106][image: image107][image: image108][image: image109][image: image110][image: image111][image: image112][image: image113][image: image114][image: image115][image: image116][image: image117][image: image118][image: image119][image: image120][image: image121][image: image122][image: image123][image: image124][image: image125][image: image126][image: image127][image: image128][image: image129][image: image130][image: image131][image: image132][image: image133] Therefore infopreneurs have to find other means of credibility building and enhancement, which will ultimately lead to successful persuasion, and thus, making the intended sale. Since a large number of infopreneurs rely on their online sales letters (displayed on their websites) to make sales, it is essential then that these sales letters (and websites) be regarded as credible and professional, and the sellers be viewed as experts in their subject areas for these will most probably increase the likelihood of making sales.
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While there already exist various researches on persuasion and website credibility in general, especially from the fields of social psychology ( See Fogg[13]), Human Computer Interaction (HCI) (See Cugelman [14; 15]) and marketing communications, but there is practically no research which focused solely on online direct response sales letters, which is the focus of this study. In the field of English for Specific Purposes (ESP) there are a number of studies which attempted to analyze sales letters, but there is none (yet) which is dedicated to studying online direct response sales letters (See Cheung [16; 17]; Zhu [18;19]; Bhatia [20]; Vergaro [21]).
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sales letters but also to study sales emails. Furthermore, Cheung also mentioned the increasing role of New Media items in the sales emails to help with the sales promotion. Although these two researchers have studied sales letters, they both did not delve into online direct response sales letters, which is the focus of this study.
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3. The study

The objectives of this study are:

1. to examine online direct response sales letters which have been proven to be successful in generating sales consistently.

2. to find out persuasive elements used in these sales letters to build credibility and induce sales.

3. to determine in the ways these persuasive elements are used.

3.1 Data collection

In order to collect relevant data, we needed to identify some online direct response sales letters which are already successful in generating sales consistently. To achieve this purpose, the principle researcher participated in an established online forum for internet marketers at http://www.warriorforum.com. Through interaction with established internet marketers, we found out that many successful online direct response sales letters can be accessed through the premier digital product marketplace, http://www.clickbank.com. Also through interaction with the experts, we developed a set of criteria for choosing the successful sales letters. The criteria are as follows:

The online sales letters must be ranked in the top 10 of their respective categories.

[image: image1086.jpg]e The online sales letters must have a ‘gravity’ of 30 or more. Gravity, to put it simply, is a Clickbank




indicator of how many sales have been generated by affiliates promoting a particular product / service listed in Clickbank over a period of 8 wee[image: image254][image: image255][image: image256][image: image257][image: image258][image: image259][image: image260][image: image261][image: image262][image: image263][image: image264][image: image265][image: image266][image: image267][image: image268][image: image269][image: image270][image: image271][image: image272][image: image273][image: image274][image: image275][image: image276][image: image277][image: image278][image: image279][image: image280][image: image281][image: image282] successfully transacted by affiliates over an 8 week period for that particular product. It should be noted that [image: image283][image: image284][image: image285][image: image286][image: image287][image: image288][image: image289][image: image290][image: image291][image: image292][image: image293][image: image294][image: image295][image: image296][image: image297][image: image298][image: image299][image: image300][image: image301][image: image302][image: image303][image: image304][image: image305][image: image306][image: image307][image: image308][image: image309][image: image310][image: image311][image: image312][image: image313][image: image314][image: image315][image: image316][image: image317][image: image318]ugh experience, many internet marketers have used it as an indicator of how successful a product is on Clickbank.
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The online sales letters must have been listed in Clickbank for at least 1 year.

Using the above criteria, and with the help of another website, http://www.cbengine.com, a site dedicated to monitor and provide statistical analysis of the products on Clickbank, we generated a list of successful websites, totalling 110. Out of those, 51 have been identified to be using either 1) predominantly text based sales letters (18 sites), 2) a combination of text based and video based sales letters (11 sites), and 3) Only video based sales letters (22 sites). The rest (59 sites) did not use sales letters at all as their selling tool. Since our focus is on text based sales letters, we only chose categories 1 and 2 as our data (29 sites).

3.2 Data analysis
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[image: image1089.jpg]


[image: image1090.jpg]sales letters we have gathered and our results fit the moves and steps in Cheung’s move scheme. Below is
Cheung’s move scheme:



[image: image1091.jpg]Table 1. Cheung’s move scheme




	
	Move A
	Setting the Scene
	Move D
	
	Building goodwill

	
	Step A1
	Relating to a social issue
	
	Step D1
	Projecting foresight

	
	Step A2
	Relating to culture
	
	Step D2
	Showing commitment

	
	Step A3
	Relating to the market situation
	
	Step D3
	Anticipating feedback

	
	Step A4
	Relating to the viewer
	
	Step D4
	Encouraging circulation

	
	Step A5
	Relating to the maker / character
	Move E
	
	Offering incentives

	
	Move B
	Establishing Credentials
	
	Step E1
	Providing gifts / discounts
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	Step B1
	Highlighting financial strengths
	Step E2
	Providing free trials

	Step B2
	Highlighting leadership
	Step E3
	Providing free tests / games

	Step B3
	Highlighting uniqueness
	Step E4
	Providing value-adding services

	Step B4
	Highlighting recognition / status
	Move F
	Using pressure tactics

	Step B5
	Highlighting exclusiveness
	Move G
	Triggering action

	Step B6
	Highlighting expertise
	Move H
	Soliciting response

	Step B7
	Highlighting track records
	Move I
	Reinforcing the offer

	Move C
	Introducing the offer
	Move J
	Building rapport

	Step C1
	Identifying needs
	Step J1
	Conferring blessings

	Step C2
	Stating the intention
	Step J2
	Expressing eager anticipation

	Step C3
	Mentioning the product / service
	Step J3
	Expressing gratitude / appreciation

	Step C4
	Describing services / functions
	Step J4
	Expressing apology

	Step C5
	Describing advantages
	
	

	Step C6
	Describing limitations / restrictions
	
	

	Step C7
	Showcasing latest developments
	
	

	Step C8
	Providing details
	
	

	Step C9
	Providing guidelines
	
	

	Step C10  Pointing to further information
	
	

	Step C11  Linking to / Presenting evidence
	
	

	Step C12
	Offering guarantee
	
	

	
	
	
	


In stage 2, we analysed the categorized data, looking for persuasion principles implemented therein. We used

[image: image1092.jpg]Cialdini’s “six principlcs of persuasion” [26] which arc bricfly described in the table below:
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	Table
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	No.
	Principles of
	Explanation and Examples
	

	
	Persuasion
	
	


[image: image1093.jpg]2. Cialdini’s six principles of persuasion




1 Reciprocacity

2 Commitment and Consistency

3 Social Proof / Validation



People feel the need to reciprocate to those who do them favours or give them gifts

[image: image1094.jpg]
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People desire to commit to and be consistent with their held beliefs, attitudes, and deeds.

Examples: [image: image382][image: image383][image: image384][image: image385][image: image386][image: image387][image: image388][image: image389][image: image390][image: image391][image: image392][image: image393][image: image394][image: image395][image: image396][image: image397][image: image398][image: image399][image: image400][image: image401][image: image402][image: image403][image: image404][image: image405] though the candidate has proven to be
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People tend to follow what everyone else is doing (especially their peers) when they are uncertain about a certain decision.

Examples[image: image406][image: image407][image: image408][image: image409][image: image410][image: image411][image: image412][image: image413][image: image414][image: image415][image: image416][image: image417][image: image418][image: image419][image: image420][image: image421][image: image422][image: image423][image: image424][image: image425][image: image426][image: image427][image: image428][image: image429][image: image430][image: image431][image: image432][image: image433][image: image434][image: image435][image: image436][image: image437][image: image438][image: image439][image: image440]
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	4
	Authority
	People are more willing to follow the recommendations of a person to whom they perceive as

	
	
	having relevant authority or expertise.
	

	
	
	Examples
	,

	5
	Liking
	People are more likely to be influenced by people they like.
	

	
	
	Examples
	

	6
	Scarcity
	People find products more attractive when their availability is limited, or when they stand to lose

	
	
	the opportunity to acquire them on favorable terms.
	

	
	
	Examples
	

	
	
	
	


[image: image1100.jpg]: “celebrity endorsing products’, *beatiful women and handsome man’ in advertisements
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[image: image1102.jpg]lysed the sales letters to look for credibility building tactics as outlined by Fogg’s
[13] ‘Stanford’s Gmdelmes for Web Credibility’. The 10 guidelines are as follows:




During Sta[image: image441][image: image442][image: image443][image: image444][image: image445][image: image446][image: image447]
[image: image1103.jpg]Tablc 3. Stanford’s guidelines for website credibility [13]
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No.
Guideline
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1 Make it easy to verify the accuracy of the information on your site.

2 Show that there's a real organization behind your site.

3 Highlight the expertise in your organization and in the content and services you provide.

4 Show that honest and trustworthy people stand behind your site.

5 Make it easy to contact you.

6 Design your site so it looks professional (or is appropriate for your purpose).

7 Make your site easy to use -- and useful.

8 Update your site's content often (at least show it's been reviewed recently).

9 Use restraint with any promotional content (e.g., ads, offers).

10 Avoid errors of all types, no matter how small they seem.

[image: image1107.jpg]



Guideline 9 is not applicable for the sales letters because they are promotional in nature. Therefore, this guideline was not applied during analysis.
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4. Findings and discussion

4.1 An illustration of data analysis

Before discussing the results, we would like to give examples of how the data were analysed in the three stages mentioned above. For illustration purposes, and due to word limit constraints, only parts of one online direct response sales letter promoting a recipe e-[image: image448][image: image449][image: image450][image: image451][image: image452][image: image453][image: image454][image: image455][image: image456][image: image457][image: image458][image: image459][image: image460][image: image461][image: image462][image: image463][image: image464][image: image465][image: image466][image: image467][image: image468][image: image469][image: image470][image: image471][image: image472][image: image473][image: image474][image: image475] stage 1, all the online sales letters were analysed usi[image: image476][image: image477][image: image478][image: image479][image: image480][image: image481][image: image482][image: image483][image: image484][image: image485][image: image486][image: image487][image: image488][image: image489][image: image490][image: image491][image: image492][image: image493][image: image494][image: image495][image: image496][image: image497][image: image498][image: image499] marked and categorised, and separated into different sections using a simple table. Then, in stage 2, all the sales letters were analysed again to determine the underlying persuasion principles used in each of the sections. In stage 3, not only were the sales letters analysed, but all the websites were scrutinised in order to look for items [image: image500][image: image501][image: image502][image: image503][image: image504][image: image505][image: image506][image: image507][image: image508][image: image509][image: image510][image: image511][image: image512][image: image513][image: image514][image: image515][image: image516][image: image517][image: image518][image: image519][image: image520][image: image521][image: image522][image: image523][image: image524][image: image525][image: image526][image: image527][image: image528][image: image529][image: image530][image: image531][image: image532][image: image533][image: image534][image: image535][image: image536][image: image537][image: image538][image: image539][image: image540][image: image541][image: image542][image: image543][image: image544][image: image545][image: image546][image: image547][image: image548][image: image549]or [image: image550][image: image551][image: image552][image: image553][image: image554][image: image555][image: image556][image: image557][image: image558][image: image559][image: image560][image: image561][image: image562][image: image563][image: image564][image: image565][image: image566][image: image567][image: image568][image: image569][image: image570][image: image571][image: image572][image: image573][image: image574][image: image575][image: image576][image: image577][image: image578][image: image579] the websites, and checked the content for grammatical mistakes. The illustration of analysis below, however, is only for stages 1 and 2.
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“The only cookbook you will ever need
to eat the food that your body
was really designed to eat "

Cialdini’s Principle:



[image: image1109.jpg]I know exactly what you’re dealing with.
Herc is my solution for you...

_» 395 pages
_pOver 370 recipes
_V Full of photos
_VInstant access eBook

Cialdini’s Principle: Social

Cialdini’s Principle:



[image: image1110.jpg]


[image: image1111.jpg]supcriority of the product through the phrasc ‘the only cookbook you will ever nced’. Thus, it is also labelled as
Cialdini’s principle: Authority. Tn (2), the seller introduced the offer by writing “The best diet you can eat to be




	
	
	Move A: Setting the scene;

	
	
	Step A4: Relating to the

	
	
	viewer

	
	
	Authority

	
	1)
	

	
	
	

	
	2) Dear friend,
	Move C: Introducing the

	
	The best diet you can eat to be in great shape, lose weight easily, sleep like a baby
	offer;

	
	and have more energy than the Energizer bunny is the diet provided by mother
	Step C1: Identifying needs

	
	nature that we've been eating for millions of years in nature.
	

	
	
	

	
	3) Sounds simple enough?
	Move A: Setting the scene;

	
	I know, it's easier said than done!
	Step A4: Relating to the

	
	The diet we're supposed to eat is just about the opposite of what people think is good for
	viewer

	
	them.
	

	
	Let me ask you...
	

	
	Do you feel left on your own with your quest for health without much people to help
	Proof

	
	you?
	

	
	Would you like to spend less time thinking about food and more time just enjoying a
	

	
	healthy and vibrant life?
	

	
	Do you get bored about the food, feel like you eat the same things over and over again or
	

	
	experience intense cravings?
	

	
	Would it be great to get a collection of easy recipes that you can always rely on for your
	

	
	health?
	

	
	
	

	
	4)
	Move C: Introducing the

	
	
	offer;

	
	
	Step C3: Mentioning the

	
	
	product/service

	
	
	Authority

	
	A brand new cookbook filled with more than 370 Paleo recipes. The recipes and
	

	
	instructions are dead simple and cooking tasty meals will be a breeze with it. No cooking
	

	
	skills needed.
	

	Figure 1: Sample illustration of data analysis in stages 1 and 2
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Move C: Introducing the offer; Step 8: Providing details . The persuasion principle used in this section is Commitment and consistency, where the seller is committed to give extra value to the purchasers of his product. In section (11), the seller proposed to add two bonus e-[image: image722][image: image723][image: image724][image: image725][image: image726][image: image727][image: image728][image: image729][image: image730][image: image731][image: image732][image: image733][image: image734][image: image735][image: image736][image: image737][image: image738][image: image739][image: image740][image: image741][image: image742][image: image743][image: image744][image: image745][image: image746][image: image747] two moves which are Move I: Reinforcing the offer and Move E: Offering incentives; Step E1: Providing gifts / discounts. This section also have two persuasive principles which are Reciprocity and Scarcity.

The next section, section (12) is one of the four testimonials displayed in this sales letter. This testimonial, as a product endorsement, is labelled as Move C: Introducing the offer; Step C11: Linking to / Presenting evidence. [image: image748][image: image749][image: image750][image: image751][image: image752][image: image753][image: image754][image: image755][image: image756][image: image757][image: image758][image: image759][image: image760][image: image761][image: image762][image: image763] social proof  is used here.  In (15), the seller is urging the customer to take

[image: image1122.jpg]® Online Sales Letters

m Sales E-mail

fano
130
H ano
o ano
FELLI
330l
aano
J9n0N
g 9n0N
v ano
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Section (17) is another important part for online purchases which is the money back guarantee. Here customers are further alleviated from their fear / reluctance from purchasing with a guarantee by the seller to refund their money if the customers ask for a refund within sixty days of purchase. This section has been labelled as Move E: Offering incentives; Step E2: Providing free trials as well as Move C: Introducing the offer; Step C12: Offering guarantee. In this section, the persuasive principle of Reciprocity is used. In sections (17) and (18), the seller ends the sales letter by again reinforcing his offer, and using pressure tactics in order for the audience to take action by clicking on the purchase link.

4.2. Results and discussion
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	GENERIC STRUCTURE
	

	MOVE A: Setting the scene
	

	Relating to a social issues
	Commitment & consistently / Social proof

	Relating to culture
	Commitment & consistently / Social proof

	Relating to the market situation
	Commitment & consistently

	Relating to the viewer
	Liking / Authority / Social proof

	Relating to the maker/character
	Authority / Liking

	MOVE B: Establishing credentials
	

	Highlighting financial strengths
	Authority

	Highlighting leadership
	Authority

	Highlighting uniqueness
	Liking

	Highlighting recognition status
	Authority

	Highlighting exclusiveness
	Authority

	Highlighting expertise
	Authority

	Highlighting track records
	Authority

	MOVE C: Introducing the offer
	

	Identifying needs
	Liking

	Stating the intention
	Liking

	Mentioning the product/service
	Liking

	Describing services/functions
	Commitment & consistently

	Describing advantages
	Commitment & consistently

	Describing limitations/restrictions
	Scarcity

	Showcasing latest developments
	Commitment & consistently

	Providing details
	Commitment & consistently

	Pointing to further information
	Commitment & consistently

	Linking to/Presenting evidence
	Social proof

	Offering guarantee
	Reciprocity

	MOVE D: Building goodwill
	

	Showing commitment
	Commitment & consistently

	Anticipating feedback
	Commitment & consistently

	MOVE E: Offering incentives
	

	Providing gifts/discounts
	Reciprocity

	Providing free trials
	Reciprocity

	Providing free test/games
	Reciprocity

	Providing value-adding services
	Reciprocity

	MOVE F: Using pressure tactics
	Scarcity

	MOVE G: Triggering action
	Scarcity

	MOVE H: Soliciting response
	Commitment & consistently

	MOVE I: Reinforcing the offer
	Reciprocity

	MOVE J: Building rapport
	

	Expressing eager anticipation
	Commitment & consistently

	Expressing gratitude/appreciation
	Liking

	Expressing apology
	Liking
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Figure 3. Online sales letters’ conformance percentage to Stanford’s web credibility guidelines
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5. Conclusions

This preliminary study has provided an overview of how successful online direct response sales letters are functionally structured. It has also given an insight on the persuasive elements used in these sales letters. Furthermore, it has given us a glimpse on the credibility of the websites where these sales letters are placed. As
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This study also found that certain moves and steps in the online sales letters tend to favour specific persuasion principles, as discussed in the findings and discussion section. This information would be important to would be infopreneurs who want to learn how write successful online sales letters. Again, an in depth study of persuasive principles employed in online sales letters is recommended for future researches in order to gain better understanding and contribute to knowledge building in this area.

This study also found that successful online direct response sales letters generally adhered to web credibility guidelines. Out of the nine web credibility guidelines applicable to these sites, only one is not highly conformed by these websites guideline number 1: make it easy to verify the accuracy of information on your website.


Even though this is a preliminary study, a lot of insights have been discovered. However, due to the constraints of space, many of the details of the findings could not be discussed in this article. Therefore, only the most important findings and some examples were given. Nevertheless, it is hoped that this article has been beneficial to readers and has contributed, however little, to the advancement of knowledge in this little researched area
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