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Keep Your Advertising  
on Track  
Written by:  
Dave Ratner     
 
Let’s say you’re planning a sale or a promotion. 
You contact the newspaper to place an ad. But, 
in the midst of rushing around to find ad slicks 
(so you don’t miss the deadline in three hours), 
an employee doesn't show up... a customer is 
caught stealing... the power goes off in your 
aquarium department... or a snake swallows 
someone. 
 
Situations like these don’t have to derail your 
promotional endeavors.  With a well thought- 
out plan, you can stay on track even when things 
get hairy.  
 
Pick Your Destination  
Do your homework before placing any ad:  
Where do your customers live?  To figure this 
out, record addresses from customers’ checks  
or hold a raffle requiring participants’ names  
and addresses. 
    
As a rule, most of your customers live within 
two to five miles of your store.  Unless you offer 
high-ticket items, specialize in livestock or offer 
many items that customers can’t buy anywhere 
else, it’s a waste of money to advertise beyond 
this area.  Most daily news-papers now have 
“regional” editions, which are a much better 
advertising buy for single-store owners.  
 
Which newspapers generate better responses to 
your ads? Studies show that ads produce better 
responses when they run in papers that people 
buy rather than papers they get free.  I’m testing 
this theory by running the same coupon in var- 
ious papers, using a different code for each to  
track responses.  Do the same thing so you’ll  
know which papers to use.  

 
Should you place your newspaper ad on the “pet” 
page or in the main news?  The main news.  Why?  
Everybody reads the main news, but not all pet 
owners read the pet page.  
 
Layout Your Ad  
Follow some simple, but absolute, rules to lay  
out better ads:  
 
Use headlines to grab readers’ attention.  
 
The headline should be the first thing readers see, 
not your store name.  The headline should present 
an irresistible offer or pose a curious question: “Is 
your fish tank cloudy?” “Do you spend too much 
money on dog food?” or “Is your cat finicky?”  
 
Weak headlines kill ads.  So do weak offers. 
Generally, weak ads promote items that won’t 
bring people into your store, like those you got 
a deal on or want to get rid of.  Doesn’t it make 
more sense to advertise a sale on items that will 
attract the most customers?  That’s why grocery 
stores advertise eggs, Coke, milk, bread and other 
staple products.  
 
State benefits clearly so customers know  
why they should come to your store.  
 
Benefits include money-saving opportunities,  
free delivery, special products, the chance to  
learn about ponds and so on.  
 
Let’s take a simple features-versus-benefits test. 
Consider the features of your favorite pen.  Does it 
have a pocket clip?  Is it thin?  Is it filled with ink?  
What color is it?  Would any of those features 
make you buy one?  Now consider the pen’s 
benefits.  It allows you to communicate.   
It writes smoothly.  It fits comfortably in your 
hand. The ink lasts a long time without smudging.  
Get the difference?  
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We buy things because they benefit us. 
 
Here’s a product-related example. Nutrafin  
Max fish food from Rolf C. Hagen (USA) Corp. 
(Mansfield, Mass.) is low in phosphorus. I don’t 
know about you, but a feature like low 
phosphorus ain’t going to make me buy the food.  
On the other hand, a benefit like “Hagen 
Nutrafin Max fish food stops algae growth in 
fish tanks because it’s low in phosphorus” might 
convince me.  
 
Remember, consumers will read tons of ad copy 
if it interests them (in other words, it focuses on 
benefits).  For example, they probably would be 
more interested in why Nutrafin fish food stops 
algae growth than how it is made.  Write your ad 

copy as if you’re speaking to the reader, using 
words that are appropriate. 
  
Include a “call to action.” 
 
A good call to action prompts consumers to rush 
out for the product advertised. To create this 
urgency in your ads, use words such as “limited 
supply,” “this weekend only,” “hurry, sale ends 
Sunday,” or “while supplies last.”  
 
So remember these easy words: track, headline, 
benefits, and call to action.  
 
Good selling!  
 

 


