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Step 1: Identify What Your Community Wants 

If you hope to build a digital business that supports you for years to come, you need a 

mailing list. A mailing list is a collection of email addresses that visitors having willingly 

shared with you. This is known as permission-based marketing. 

Since your visitors signed up for your list, you can email them anytime you like—when 

you have a new service you’re offering, when you find a product that you like your 

subscribers would like, or when you have a new blog post available. 

But most people are guarded when it comes to giving away personal information like an 

email address. So, how does a smart marketer like you get this information? 

You did it by offering something valuable to your visitors in exchanged for their address. 

This starts your relationship off on the right foot by establishing that you’re a giver who 

cares about their needs. After all, we want to hear from people that genuinely care 

about us and want to bring value to our lives. 

For most niches, a short report (think 1,500-3,000 words) is a wonderful gift. But 

knowing what to write in the report stumps most digital business owners. 

Ideally, you want a report that addresses a need or want your community faces, which 

means your first step is to figure out what that is. Fortunately, there are a few simple 

ways to do this… 

Start with research. See what other bloggers and digital business owners in your niche 

are offering as an opt-in gift. You don’t want to copy everyone else’s opt-in. But if your 

blog is focused on puppy training and everyone else in your niche has a guide on potty 

training, it’s probably fair to say it’s a real need. 

Read the Q & As. Site like Quora and Yahoo Answers can be useful for discovering 

what people in your community want to know. Look through the asks in your niche and 

pay attention when you start seeing the same questions rephrased. Chances are, 

you’ve discovered a good topic for an opt-in! 

Ask in your groups. If you’re already in a group on Facebook or LinkedIn that’s filled 

with people who are your ideal audience members, then simply ask them. Ask about 

their biggest frustration or their greatest worry or what they wish someone else would 

just simplify for them. 

Send out a survey. Sometimes, the best way to come up with a content idea is to send 

out a survey. Since you may not have a list yet, you could ask another business owner 

you know well to share your survey with their audience. Make sure to offer the other 

business owner something in return so it’s a mutually beneficial arrangement. 

Go visual. You can also use visual search tools like Answer the Public to help you 

see what your community needs. This site will show you a map of questions that search 

https://www.quora.com/
https://answers.yahoo.com/
https://answerthepublic.com/
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engine users type to find content online. It’s a great way to see what content your 

community is searching for. 

Exercise: Create a List of 20 Needs or Wants in Your Community 

# Need or Want Notes 

1   

2   

3   

4   

5   

6   

7   

8   

9   

10   

11   

12   

13   

14   

15   

16   

17   

18   

19   

20   
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Step 2: Narrow Your Focus 

The biggest mistake that I see digital business owners make with their opt-in report is 

going too broad with their topic. Remember, your goal here isn’t to fix every issue for 

your readers. Instead, you want a short report that focuses on solving one major 

problem your community has. 

For example, if you’re a website designer who specializes in sales page design, you 

might be tempted to do a short report titled 50 Tips to Improve Your Sales Page. That 

number is likely to scare off potential subscribers and it will be difficult for you to provide 

fifty solutions at once. 

Instead, try to narrow your focus. You might try “Top 5 Secrets of a Great Sales Page 

Design”. Now, you’ve made the topic manageable and broken it down into easy-to-read 

sections for your visitors.  

Keep in mind that you don’t have to write your short report in list format (e.g. “50 Tips…” 

or “Top 5 Secrets…”). You could also try another format such as: 

• How To (Example: How to Attract a Spouse) 

• Tutorial (Example: The Ultimate Toddler Potty Training Tutorial) 

• Cheat Sheet (Example: The aMember Pro Cheat Sheet) 

• Guide (Example: The Digital Marketer’s Guide to Canva)  

• Checklist (Example: The Complete Family Camping Checklist) 

• Resource List (Example: Font Resources Every Graphic Designer Will Love) 

As you narrow down your topic and the format you’ll use for your report, you need to 

remember who you’re writing for. This comes down to your target market and what they 

want or need. 

If your short report about camping is geared toward active men who regularly hike, hunt, 

and fish, you’ll use different language than if you’re writing to a mom who is taking her 

child camping for the first time. With the first audience, you’ll talk about the exciting and 

dangerous things that can happen and the great stories these events will turn into. 

But with cautious mamas, you’ll point out how to prepare for potential problems and 

what to pack in the event of a minor crisis. Your tone can be fun and easy-going in both 

reports, but how you’ll present the information will differ drastically. 

The next thing to consider is the solutions you’ll be sharing. Ideally, these are solutions 

that will make you money in some way. That could be because you’re promoting a 

service you offer, linking to your own products, or recommending someone else’s 

products as an affiliate. 

Don’t be shy about making a recommendation (or several!) in your short report. If the 

product or service is good then you should feel GOOD about sharing it. Period. 
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As you finish up your report, consider what you want your subscribers to do after they 

finish reading it. Do you want them to visit your website and sign up for your discovery 

coaching call? Would you like them to buy your friend’s bundle or follow you on Twitter?  

This area of your short is referred to as the “call-to-action” or CTA. It’s the section where 

you advise the reader to perform some action. You might say, “Buy My Complete Guide 

to Camping Book on Amazon” or “Sign Up for My 8-Week Puppy Training Course”. By 

doing this, you create a natural next step for readers and increase the effectiveness of 

your opt-in report. 

Exercise: Focus Your Short Report 

Evaluate Answer 

What need/want is your report 
addressing? 

 

What format will you use?  

Who is your target market?  

What solutions (e.g. products or 
services) are you offering?   

 

If you don’t have any products or 
services of your own, what could you 
recommend as an affiliate? 

 

What do you want visitors to do after 
reading your report? 
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Step 3: Outline & Write Your Draft 

Now that you’ve gotten clear on what your community wants and narrowed down your 

idea, it’s time to start your online and write your report.  

For some people, outlining seems like a chore to do before they get started. But don’t 

think of outlining your report this way. Consider it a GPS. Just like you wouldn’t go on a 

long trip without knowing your route, you don’t want to write content without an outline. 

Keep in mind that your outline doesn’t have to be too detailed or even perfect. It’s OK if 

you don’t know everything you plan to say just yet. Start with what you do and have fill 

out every point that matters. 

When you’re done, read back over your outline and look for holes. Did you accidentally 

leave out information that your readers might need? Did you realize you’ll need to 

include an extra step in your tutorial or think of another website to add to your resource 

list?  

Once you’ve finished your outline, it’s time to start writing your short report. If you don’t 

write regularly, this task may seem a bit daunting. That’s why I recommend taking your 

outline and working in 15-20 minute chunks of time.  

Set a kitchen timer if you need to or use E.ggtimer. When the timer goes off, give 

yourself 2-5 minutes to stretch, grab a drink of water, or check your email. After the brief 

break, get back to your short report.  

Not everyone finds a timer motivating. If you prefer to do “deep work”, try setting aside 

an afternoon or evening to fully dedicate to your short report. You might find it helpful to 

turn off social media notifications, silence your phone, or even disconnect your internet 

to make sure you get your writing done. 

If you’re still staring at a blank page, remember that this short report doesn’t have to be 

100% brand new content. Old blog posts can make excellent information for a report. 

Some digital business owners have been able to create an entire report by simply 

finding 3-4 pieces of older content and combining them. 

When you choose to use older content, don’t just copy and paste. Take the time to look 

over your previous words and read them again. See if you need to update old links, add 

more clarification, or change an important point. 

If you don’t have old content, you still don’t have to do all the work yourself. You could 

use PLR to create your report. If you’re not familiar with it, PLR is private label rights 

content. With PLR, you get the right to take the content, edit it, and do with it as you 

want. This can be a great idea if you already have a collection of PLR articles centered 

around one topic.  

http://e.ggtimer.com/


AveryWilmer.com 

 

The important thing isn’t whether you use PLR, old blog posts, or a combination of the 

two. What matters is that you put together a short report that helps your audience and 

gives value to your readers!  

Exercise: Create a list of 5-10 Points to Discuss in Your Short Report 

# Point Examples & Notes 

1   

2   

3   

4   

5   

6   

7   

8   

9   

10   
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Step 4: Design your eCover 

After your report is complete, you’ll want to create a cover for it. There are so many 

different ways you can create a report cover but here’s what you’ll want to keep in mind 

as you do it… 

Make it attention-grabbing. The image for the eCover may be the only thing your 

visitor sees before deciding whether to sign up for your mailing list. That’s why your 

cover needs to be eye-catching. You can find beautiful commercial use images on 

websites like Unsplash and Pixabay. 

Keep it relevant. If your short report is on the topic of camping, don’t use an image of a 

gerbil on the front cover. It will confuse your audience and make them less likely to 

subscribe.  

If you’ve been having difficulty finding an image that’s relevant to your niche on free 

photo sites, you need to look for royalty-free images. The best place to look for those 

are on iStock and DepositPhotos.  

Use a template. If you don’t have a lot of experience designing graphics, I recommend 

trying a template to get started. Sign up for an account on Canva and experiment with 

some of their free covers.  

Canva also has a lovely selection of premium eCovers. While these do cost a few 

dollars, they look professional and can be perfect if you’re a total graphics newbie or 

you just don’t have time to do it yourself. 

Try 3D covers. You can make your eCover stand out by using a 3D creator. My favorite 

one is eCover Authority. It turns any image I make into a beautiful product with just a 

few clicks of my mouse. 

Of course, the cool thing about eCover Authority is that you can create an eCover right 

inside the software. This means you can easily move text and graphics around (no 

experience needed!) to create beautiful covers. 

Add your logo or name. Don’t forget to include your branding on your eCover. This 

might be your logo, website address, or simply your name. You want to create brand 

recognition in your visitors so don’t skip this step even if your site is new or still being 

developed. 

Boast a little. If you’ve won a cool award that might influence someone’s desire to read 

your report, you can add a small badge to you graphic.  

For example, best-selling authors often have those words on their book covers to entice 

you to pick up their work and try it. If you’re a best-selling author or the top expert in 

your field, don’t be bashful. Mention it on your eCover! 

 

https://unsplash.com/
https://pixabay.com/
https://www.istockphoto.com/
https://depositphotos.com/
https://www.canva.com/
https://averywilmer.com/eCover-Authority
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Exercise: Create a Mental Picture of Your eCover 

Exercise: what images do you want on the cover, what are other people using for their 

cover, what type of font do you want, will you put your name or logo on the cover, will 

you add any embellishments to the cover, would you like to do-it-yourself or outsource,  

Evaluate Answer 

What image do you want on the 
eCover? 

 

What images are others using in your 
niche? 

 

Which fonts will you use?  

Will you experiment with a template or 
try to create your eCover yourself? 

 

How will you brand your eCover (with 
your name, site address, etc)? 

 

Are there any accolades or cool credits 
you could add to your cover? 
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Step 5: Write Your Opt-In Page  

You have your opt-in guide created now and that’s awesome! But now you need a 

special page on your website called an opt-in page. The opt-in page is a special page 

designed to feature your gift offer and nothing else.  

The idea behind this is to encourage visitors to either sign up for your giveaway or 

simply leave your site. Often, online business owners are featured in podcasts, on guest 

blogs, or in other forms. When they are, they typically link to a “free gift” for listeners or 

readers.  

If you’ve never created an opt-in page, here’s what you should know… 

Use a landing page template. Many WordPress themes come with a landing page 

template. This is a blank page on your website that doesn’t contain your header, 

navigation, or footer. The only content that can be seen is what you put within the 

WordPress page itself. 

At first, this may seem odd to you. But think about how distracted many viewers are 

today when they’re browsing the web. You want to help your visitors focus solely on 

your offer and that’s what a landing page template allows you do to. If you don’t have a 

landing page template, you can use a service like LeadPages to create one. 

Make your headline snazzy. Once you have the means to create a landing page, you 

need to come up with a headline. You want this headline to speak to your potential 

viewers and invite them to consider your offer.  

When it comes to your headline, focus on the result your potential reader will get from 

your opt-in gift. For example, if you offer a travel checklist for busy entrepreneurs you 

might say: Never Forget Your Pillow at Home Again with This Foolproof Checklist. 

I recommend creating 3-5 variations of your headline. Then you can experiment with 

split testing later and see which one is the most effective for turning your visitors into 

subscribers. 

Create a paragraph of pain. Remind your reader of the pain they experience from not 

having your amazing resource. Using the example above, you would remind your 

visitors how miserable it is to try to sleep on a different pillow that’s not like their one 

from home. 

Introduce your resource. In the second paragraph, you want to position your resource 

as the answer to your reader’s woes. You might say something like, “Before I created 

my standard packing checklist, I was always leaving at home. But now I travel with ease 

and I never worry I’m forgetting something.” 

Share 3-5 benefits. These are the benefits that the reader will get from 

downloading(and applying your report. Keep them short and sweet (three to six words) 

as visitors will be scanning this list. 

https://www.leadpages.net/
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Invite them to sign up. Now that your readers understand what they’re getting and the 

benefits, simply ask them to take the next step. I like to use a strong action statement 

like “Embrace minimalism when you download your report today. Just sign up below!”. 

Add your form. You’ll get this form code form your mailing list provider. I use Aweber 

to store my list of subscribers so I find my code by logging into my account. But when 

I’m just writing down my opt-in page, I add a note to myself to put the code in later. It 

usually looks like this: {SIGN UP FORM HERE}. 

 

Exercise: List 5 Possible Headlines for Your Landing Page 

# Headline Notes 

1   

2   

3   

4   

5   

 

THE PAIN POINT 

Describe how miserable your visitor feels without their “pillow” (or rather, your 
short report). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

https://averywilmer.com/Aweber
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HIGHLIGHT YOUR RESOURCE 

Describe how you decided to create your resource and why it’s such an 
awesome invention for your visitors. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Exercise: List 5 Results Visitors Can Expect from Reading Your Report 

# Result Notes 

1   

2   

3   

4   

5   
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Step 6: Create Your Pick Up Page 

Your next task will be creating a pick-up page. When someone signs up for your mailing 

list, you can send them an email with a link to the file directly. While this might seem 

easier, you’re missing out on a valuable chance to drive visitors back to your website. 

Not only that but when new subscribers are on your site, they’re exposed to your 

branding again. This is important because most customers need to see your brand 

several times before they’ll buy your product or service. 

The good news is that creating a pickup page doesn’t have to be hard. In fact, there are 

only a few key elements: 

Headline. I like to say something general like “Thanks for Downloading Your Short 

Report!” 

Share your excitement. In the first paragraph of the page, tell your subscribers that 

you’re delighted they’re grabbing this report. Then remind about one or two key 

benefits. You could say something like this: 

I’m so excited you’re grabbing The Ultimate Video Blogging Guide. This short report will 

show you everything you need to know to get started with vlogging today. 

Provide the link. You can provide a link here but I’ve found my conversion rate (the 

number of people who actually download the report) goes up if I use a button instead of 

just text. If you’re using WordPress, you can easily create a button in the new 

Gutenberg Editor. 

Offer help. While most people do understand how to access their download, there 

might be a few people that can’t get your special report for one reason or another. 

Direct these people to your help desk if you have one or provide an email address 

where they can reach you. 

Sign Off. At the end of my opt-in page, I like to include my name and photo again. I do 

this for branding purposes. I want my visitors to begin to associate my picture and my 

name with helpful advice.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



AveryWilmer.com 

 

Exercise: Outline Your Pick Up Page 

Evaluate Answer 

What headline will you use?  

Which benefits will you remind your 
reader of? 

 

What’s the link to your short report?  

Do you have a button in place for the 
link?   

 

How can readers reach out to you if 
they encounter a problem with the 
download? 

 

Are you including a photo of yourself as 
well as your name in the sign off area? 
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Step 7: Write Your Email Welcome Series 

Now that you have a pick-up page ready, it’s time to create the emails that will go out to 

new subscribers. I call this the “welcome” series as it’s the first few messages your new 

subscribers will read from you. I recommend creating three emails in this sequence. 

They are… 

The Gift Message. This is the first message your subscriber will see after opting into 

your mailing list. Ideally, you want to greet the new subscriber by name, thank them for 

their interest, and provide a link to your free report. 

If possible, invite readers to click reply on their email messages if they want to talk with 

you. I do this in my own messages and it’s led to some wonderful conversations with 

new subscribers.  

The Reminder Message. People get distracted online and forget what they were going 

to do. Since you don’t want your new subscribers forgetting about your awesome short 

report, schedule a reminder message to go out 3-4 days after your original gift 

message. 

I like to use this message to “Did you get your gift?” Then I provide a fresh link to it and 

remind them why they want. I might say something along the lines of, “With your short 

report, it’s easy to make your productivity level soar!” 

The Follow Up Message. In this message, I just like to see if my subscribers 

encountered any problems or need help with the topic. I might say, “I hope my PLR 

planner has been helpful to you. Did you take my suggestion and turn a PLR article into 

social media content? What were your results?” 

I send this email 3-4 days after the reminder message. At the end, I include another link 

to the original resource. I do this in case they’ve missed previous emails or if their inbox 

is overflowing and they lost it.  
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THE GIFT MESSAGE 

Thank your subscribers for their interest and include a link to their free report. To 
stay focused, use the term {LINK} when writing and add the actual link in later. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

THE REMINDER MESSAGE 

Encourage your visitors to download their short report if they haven’t already and 
remind them that you’re nearby if they need help. In fact, invite them to click 
“reply” and share an interesting fact about themselves! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

THE FOLLOW UP MESSAGE 

Ask your subscribers if they’re using your short report yet. If they’ve run into 
problems, remind them again you’re here to help! 
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Step 8: Put It All Together 

If you’ve been following along with the planner and completing the exercises above, you 

should have every piece you need to put together your short report. This makes you an 

action-taking rockstar!  

But it can also be kind of confusing at this point, you have all your content but how do 

you put it all together?  To help you implement what you’ve written, use the checklist 

below to ensure you don’t forget anything… 

Exercise: Complete the Checklist 

Publishing YOUR SHORT REPORT CHECKLIST 

 

 Research potential topic ideas 
 

 Choose one problem or need to focus on 
 

 Decide on the format for your short report 
 

 Outline your report 
 

 Write the first draft 
 

 Create your eCover 
 

 Revise your short report (if needed) 
 

 Upload your short report to your host (usually WordPress or Amazon S3) 
 

 Write your opt-in page 
 

 Create your pick-up page 
 

 Publish your pick-up page (with a button that links to your short report) 
 

 Launch the opt-in page (get the code from Aweber or your mailing list 
service) 
 

 Add your “welcome series” emails to your mailing list service 
 

 Begin promoting your new opt-in report on social media! 
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Space for Creative Ideas 
 

Idea Inspired by Launch date  
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