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Introduction 
 
Today consumers get information from so many forms of media that print advertising is often thought to 
be a less effective marketing tool than before.  However, this is not true for all businesses.  Print 
advertising can be effective if the message reaches its target audience.  Therefore businesses who clearly 
understand who their target market is and how to reach them might want to include print advertising as 
part of an overall marketing strategy.  A business should focus on developing an ad that will grab a 
reader’s attention by appealing to their own self-interest by telling them how they will benefit from a 
product or service, while at the same time motivating them to take action.  Developing an effective print 
advertisement is no easy task, but following a few simple rules of thumb will help make advertising 
investments a success. 
 
Developing an Advertising Strategy 
 
Before designing an advertisement, consider the following to develop an advertising strategy: 
 

1. Primary Purpose 
  What is the primary purpose of your advertisement? 

2. Primary Benefit 
  What unique benefit can you offer customers?  What primary customer value or need can  
  your enterprise meet? 

3. Secondary Benefit 
  What other key benefits will customers receive from your products or services? 

4. Target Audience 
  At whom (what target market) are you aiming this advertisement? 

5. Audience Reaction 
  What response do you want from your audience (come to the operation, visit a website, call  
an information line)? 

6. Company Personality 
  What image do you want to convey in your advertisement? 

 
Types of Print Advertisements 
 
Newspaper or magazine advertising generally consists of two basic ad styles, known as classified and 
display ads.  Classified ads, also referred to as text ads, typically offer a product or service for sale and are 
commonly placed towards the back of a publication in a special section dedicated for sales and services.  
In contrast, display ads, also known as retail ads, can be found throughout a publication where space 



allows.  Furthermore, display ads may be all text, but more often include graphic designs and images.  
Some standard types of display ads include: 
 

• Business Card Ad – a basic ad, that’s small in scale, which tells the reader who you are and the 
product or service you offer.  It should include your contact information and may include your 
logo. 

• Coupon Ad – a promotional advertisement used to increase sales by driving new customers to 
your business.  Typically a coupon ad offers either a dollar amount or percentage off your 
merchandise, but might also offer a free gift with purchase.  The discount is available only when 
presented by the customer at the time of the sales transaction.  

• Sale Ad – a promotional advertisement that invites all the general public to visit your business to 
receive a discount on featured products, certain departments or the entire store. 

• Spotlight Ad – a larger advertisement which focuses attention on a particular product or service 
you offer.  It also might highlight a special event or new product that has not been available from 
your business before. 

• Informational Ad – a journalistic style ad which reads more like a news article than an 
advertisement.  This type of ad might also be written as a Q&A ad in which you provide 
professional advice on a topic your business covers.  

 
Components of a Print Advertisement 
 
A print advertisement consists of three main components including a headline, copy and signature.  
Additional elements commonly found in a print ad are subheadings, disclosures and illustrations.  Let’s 
take a closer look at each component:   
 
Headline 
A headline is the most important element of a print advertisement.  If it fails to grab the reader’s attention 
then the entire ad will likely go unnoticed.  Headlines should contain 5 to 15 words which promote 
consumer benefits.  Additionally, they may be presented as a statement, question, warning or as a news 
alert.   
 
Subheading 
The subheading is an answer or support to the question or curiosity that the main headline evokes and is 
designed to further draw the reader into the ad.  It can act as a break between the headline and the body 
copy and makes it easier for the reader to skim the ad for pertinent information. 
 
Body Copy 
The body copy contains the description of the offer by highlighting the product features, key benefits and 
supporting facts.  The copy should persuade the reader to take action and make a purchase.  Keep 
paragraphs as short as possible using no more than four to six lines of type.1   
 
The use of subheads and numbered or bulleted lists can break up a sea of type, highlighting a number of 
ideas quickly.  However, overuse of this technique will reduce contrast and balance therefore losing its 
effectiveness.   
 
In the body copy talk to your audience and not at them as if you are addressing only one person instead of 
a mass of people.  Use the words “you” and “your” while avoiding the words “we,” “they” and unclear 
generalities.   
 
 



 
When writing copy remember to keep messages positive and avoid negative connotations or comments 
about competitors. 
 
Grammar and spelling are important.  Run the spelling and grammar check functions on your software.  It 
is also advisable to have several other people read over your materials to find mistakes that might have 
been missed.   
 
Signature 
An effective advertisement should always include a signature.  The signature is where the business name, 
logo and contact information such as an address, phone number and web site address are located in the ad.  
Placement of the signature is most often located in the lower right hand corner of the advertisement. 
 
Disclosures, Terms or Conditions 
When advertising includes special stipulations to the sale all disclosures, terms or conditions should be 
included in your ad.  This is often referred to as the fine print located at the bottom of an advertisement.  
Additional offerings such as warranties, options, incentives, expiration dates or financing terms should be 
included in this section. 
 
Illustrations 
Though visual elements are not required, incorporating one will help draw attention to your ad.    
Research indicates that 70% of readers only look at the visual in an ad, whereas only 30% will read the 
headline.  Therefore incorporating one into your design will help expose your ad to twice as many 
viewers.   
 
There are various types of visual elements used in advertisements such as photographs, hand-drawn 
illustrations and graphic designed imagery.  An ad may have a single visual element that is strong enough 
to stand on its’ own or a variety of pictures to help convey a message.  Furthermore some advertisements 
may not contain any large visuals elements, but use smaller less distinctive elements such as decorative 
borders, bullets or shapes.   
 
When possible, visual elements should show action or a product in use rather than static.  This design 
strategy is even more effective when the action features people or other living things.   Additionally, 
using captions along with photos help promote the overall message of the advertisement. 
 
Layout and Design Considerations 
 
Before developing a print advertisement consider the following design principles: 
 
The Rule of Thirds 
When laying out your advertisement allow one-third of the space for the headline, one-third of the space 
for illustrations and one-third of the space for body copy and signature. 
 
An example of how an ad may incorporate the rule of thirds can be found below: 



 
 
Type 
1. The typeface or font used in an advertisement can make a big difference to the results you achieve.  

Limit print ads to two types of font.  A san serif font such as Arial for headlines and a serif font like 
Times New Roman works best for text located in the body copy.  Sans serif fonts are clean and look 
modern but can be hard to read. Serif fonts have tiny serifs or lines on the edges of the letter which 
reduces eyestrain among readers and makes words easier to read. 

2. Use no more than three different font sizes.  Keep in mind the heading text should be twice as large as 
the copy text and the subheading text should be half-way between.  For example an advertisement 
might set the headlines font size to 24 points, subheadings at 18 points and copy text at 12 points.  
Remember, the size of advertisement will dictate the size of the font. 

3. Upper and lower case typeface has been shown to make headlines more readable. 
4. Do not mix too many type styles such as words in all capital letters, italics, bold-face, or underlined.  

Over use of these styles will deemphasize the message. 
 
White Space 
White space is the area on a page without words or that is left blank.  This term applies even if the 
background has color.  Crowding an advertisement with too many visual elements or information will 
make it look cluttered and difficult to read, therefore reducing its overall effectiveness. 
 
Positioning 
The location of an advertisement in a publication is important.  Readership will decline drastically if your 
ad falls below a cross fold or against the center fold, whereas readership will be at its highest if your ad is 
placed in the outside edge on the right hand side above the fold.  To increase effectiveness you can 
request a preferred position, by placing your ad in a specific section or near the top of a page that has 
reading matter on it.  A position near reading material is better because people reading the paper spend 
more time on that page.  Typically you will pay a premium of 10% - 50% for a good position, but it is 
more than likely to pay for itself with increased exposure which could double or triple your response rate.   
Run of press is the phrase used when the publisher is free to place your ad anywhere throughout the 
publication.   
 



Repetition is Key 
For print advertising to be effective, a reader must be exposed to the ad as many as six to ten times before 
the message sticks.  Too often businesses change their ad because they think their audience is tired of 
seeing it.  However, the opposite is usually true and it is the business that has tired of the ad.  Running the 
same ad over several weeks or even months will be much more effective. 
 
Summary 
 
For some target audiences, print advertising can be an effective marketing material when time is taken to 
carefully develop a proper strategy.  Special attention should be given to the ad layout and other design 
considerations.  When done correctly, print advertising will grab a reader’s attention, appeal to their 
needs, communicate your company’s unique advantage and motivate readers to take action, thus resulting 
in your advertising objective being met. 
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