
 

 
 
Module Five, Print Copywriting 
Video One, Newspaper and Magazine Ads 
 
Here’s what you’ll learn: We’ll talk about print ad writing’s unique 
challenges and opportunities; we’ll go over planning and writing your copy; 
we’ll also talk about how to incorporate the next step; you’ll learn about 
special considerations for print ads and we’ll discuss a few other types of 
print ads.  
 
Challenges and opportunities. Well, first and foremost, an ad in print lives 
forever. You can’t fix it once it leaves the printer. If you make a mistake in 
an email, while it’s a problem, you can always send out a correction email. 
But a correction to a print ad entails running an entire new print ad to make 
amends, which, of course, doubles the original cost. Fixing a direct mail 
piece would similarly require sending out another direct mail piece.  It’s 
prohibitively expensive to fix a print piece, so you need to make sure you get 
it right the first time. Unfortunately, you’re relying on a third party to print 
and deliver it, which means that there can also be mistakes in printing, there 
can be mistakes in delivery, and at that point it’s all out of your control. This 
is really more a fact of life than something you can control, but I want you to 
be aware of it.  
 
You also can’t go too small on the print. You risk the ink running, especially 
in a newspaper, and not being able to go too small in print means that you 
can’t put in quite as much copy as you might like. Your designer will have a 
better idea of how small the print can go, but even above and beyond that, 
your production partner will be able to give you a great deal of insight. It’s 
also worth noting that save-ability of a newspaper or a magazine ad is low. 
At first blush, it sounds like it would be the opposite of an interactive piece 
like an email, but to save an ad the reader has to actually go through the 
effort of tearing it out, or in some cases cutting it out of the middle of a page. 
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Very few people will actually do that. But with an email, a recipient can just 
keep it in their inbox until they’re ready to read it. This means that your print 
ad has to catch a reader’s attention, but also compel him or her to take action 
as soon as possible, not to mention remain in mind until that action can be 
taken. Finally, print ads can sometimes have long lead times. The lead time 
is the time in between when the ad actually runs and when it’s due to the 
publication. And long lead times then can affect your concept because it 
requires you to plan far, far ahead of time. You need to plan for what you 
want people to see when the ad is actually delivered to them in the 
newspaper or magazine.  
 
On the other hand, as a copywriter, a print ad can really impress people. 
Even while interactive media are so prevalent, there’s still something about 
magazine or newspaper ads that can imply legitimacy—for both your client, 
and for you. It’s impressive to see a print or newspaper ad in a copywriter’s 
portfolio. You can write an ad based on the content of the rest of the 
newspaper and magazine and increase relevance. We’ll go into this a little 
bit further in a moment, but the publication can give you great insight into 
what kind of audience you have, especially in a more targeted type of 
magazine or newspaper. So for example, in a fitness magazine, you can 
create your ad to have some kind of fitness angle and thereby relate to your 
customers a little bit better. It’s also just really fun to see your work in print. 
There’s definitely a special element of pride in seeing your actual 
copywriting in a magazine or a newspaper. 
 
Planning and writing your copy. One of the first things you have to consider 
is the context of the ad. Similar to reading news online, with a newspaper ad, 
you’re interrupting the reading flow. In a newspaper, in general, people are 
willing to invest time into reading articles. In trade magazines, you are as 
well, but your audience is more targeted and they may be more willing to 
hear about your product. In trade magazines, you are speaking to people who 
work within a specific industry and if your product benefits them within this 
industry, they may be much more interested in learning more about your 
product.  
 
In popular magazines, however, you’re definitely fighting a “flip through” 
phenomenon. People tend not to go in depth with popular magazines; even 
ones that have articles don’t get the depth of reading that trade magazines 
and newspapers do. Some news magazines, though, end up having the 
readership style of newspapers more than popular magazines. This context 
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will help you decide how much copy you can use and how you need to speak 
to the reader. With the flip through reading style of popular magazines, you 
can’t possibly have a lot of copy; it has to be very short, very much to the 
point. In trade magazines, where they may already be somewhat interested in 
what you have to offer them, you can go a little bit more in depth and use a 
bit more copy. In newspapers you kind of have to balance in between the 
two. 
 
Context can also help you decide what you will write. The magazine or 
newspaper can give you clues as to who the audience is, what is important to 
them and what they want or need. You can then use that information to 
frame your ad and write about the benefit that is most useful to them. We 
started talking about this just a few moments ago, so let’s continue with that 
example. Say you’re doing an ad for a microwaveable dinner in a fitness 
magazine and the benefits include organic ingredients for the healthiest meal 
possible and a 15-second microwave time to make it more convenient to 
consume. Knowing those two benefits, which would you be more likely to 
write to? Probably the organic ingredients for the healthiest meal possible 
because in a fitness magazine, this is really going to appeal to your audience. 
But you could spin the other one so that its benefit is even more important to 
the audience.  
 
So for example, you could say that a 15 second microwave time means that 
they don’t have to cut their workout short to get a healthy meal. Or they can 
get to the gym after work and still come home and get a healthy meal on the 
table right away. Be creative and really put yourself in the publication 
audience’s shoes to find a way to make your benefits more appealing to 
them and more relevant within the publication that they’re reading. As much 
as possible, your ad should make sense for who the audience is and what 
they’re interested in, most especially when it comes to more specialty, niche 
publications.  
 
In general, popular, glossy magazines tend to be very light on copy and trade 
magazines and newspapers tend to have only slightly more. Pictures do a lot 
of the selling, but as you know, pictures can’t sell alone. You need to plan 
for your headline to get the most important information in there since your 
target audience may only read the headline and you need to catch them with 
that. Magazines and newspapers have evolved to sell themselves well with 
headlines that catch your attention and get the benefit across in a very strong 
way.  
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A publication that does this very well is Cosmopolitan magazine. You can 
laugh, but they’ve mastered a way of using headlines on their cover to state 
the benefit in a bold way and to really speak to their readers’ desires. 
Obviously, Cosmo is writing articles and you’re writing ads, but in this case, 
the same principles apply. With headlines like “The Number 1 Thing Guys 
Don’t Want You to Do on a Date” and “Beat the Beach Cover-Up Blues! 
Get Bikini-Ready in 2 Weeks!” they elicit emotions and get the benefit 
across in a way that catches their readers’ attentions. You want to be guided 
by this same principle of using powerful, emotional words to turn the 
reader’s head your way. So for example, if you’re writing about makeup, 
don’t use a word like “pretty”, use a powerful word or set of words like 
“absolutely stunning”. Also, ads in magazines or newspapers are a great 
place for guarantees. You could use a hard guarantee, like “100% 
Satisfaction Guaranteed” but you should think in terms of soft guarantees, 
too; things like “the #1 doctor-recommended treatment” or “95% of women 
saw decreased fine lines and wrinkles.” As always, the word “free” is 
powerful and you should use it if you have it at your disposal and any time 
you can use digits instead of spelling the words out, do it.  
 
Next steps and calls to action. Many magazines and newspaper ads leave the 
next step the user should take, the call to action implied. Back to our 
discussion of direct response versus conceptual/branding copywriting, many 
print ads are written with more of a branding, awareness goal to them, rather 
than an immediate response. However, even if an ad is written to generate 
awareness and build the cache of a brand, the ultimate goal is still to get 
someone to buy something. At its essence that is and will always be the 
purpose of any kind of ad. Whenever possible, you should still strive to 
include a next step, a call to action. At the same time, though, it doesn’t have 
to be something as blatant as “buy now.” You can easily craft calls to action 
that are more subtle, that still convey the action you want the reader to take, 
but aren’t out of step with the brand voice, the tone of the other ads around it 
and the tone of the publication in general.  
 
Instead of “buy now”, you could say something like “Visit ABC department 
store to try Acme lipstick for yourself” or, even subtler than that, something 
like “Make your eyes the center of attention with XYZ mascara” or 
“Experience the smooth skin magic for yourself.” What they’re all saying is 
use this mascara or try this lotion and they’re all still next steps to take but 
they’re softer calls to action. People will always, always be more likely to 
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take an action if you tell them exactly what to do. Many ads that just show 
pictures or just give details about the product would really benefit from even 
just a subtle allusion to the next step that people should be taking. Don’t 
abandon the fundamental tenets of copywriting just because you’re writing 
in a new medium and you see other ads doing it; find a way to make them 
work within the medium and your ads will be more effective.  
 
Special considerations for print ads. Long lead times may affect how you 
can write your ads. So as we said, lead times are the time in between when 
your ad is due to the publication and when the publication actually runs it. 
Lead time for a magazine could be anywhere from several weeks to even 
sometimes, in some circumstances, a few months. So obviously, you need to 
keep it in mind as you are putting together your ad. If you’re a fashion brand 
your ad is due in January if it’s going to run in March; you probably need to 
be writing about spring, or maybe even summer, fashion. If your ad is due in 
June but it’s going to come out in August,  you need to be writing about 
back to school. And you also need to think about product availability.  
If you’re writing is about a specific product, is that product going to be 
available when your ad actually runs?  
 
Competitors can play a role in how you write your ad, too. Especially in 
magazines, your ad could be literally right alongside your competitors’. You 
need to already have a very good working knowledge of what your 
competitors are writing and what words they’re using. First of all, you want 
to make sure you know what words they’re using to avoid using the same 
words yourself. It looks very odd and it’s really kind of embarrassing for 
both brands to have two different ads using exactly the same terms. But you 
also need to make sure that they don’t one-up you with their writing. You 
need to make sure that your writing is just as powerful and just as strong and 
just as compelling. In newspaper, color versus black and white may affect 
how you and your designer concept. Make sure that any images that you 
want to include will work in black and white and will work in color. 
Obviously, it will depend on whether you’re running black and white or 
color ads, but often there will be ad buys that will include both. So just think 
very carefully about images that will actually work in whatever type of 
paper you’re going in.  
 
Note on other types of print ads. Let’s talk for a little bit about billboards 
and bus/subway ads. Billboards are kind of like banner ads in that they must 
be very short. Think about it: Someone needs to be able to read and 



6	  

comprehend it within the three seconds of having seen it and passed it in 
their car, and that includes also reading and remembering the company 
name. A billboard needs to be exceedingly clear, straightforward and 
concise—perhaps more so than anything else you’ll write. Even a banner ad 
can get away with a call to action like “Book Now!” But a billboard needs to 
have a place to direct that action, whether it be to visit a website, call a 
phone number or come into a store.  
 
And if the call to action involves a website, it needs to be short and 
memorable. A call to action via phone is a very bad idea. No ad should call 
on someone to be writing down a phone number as they’re driving past a 
billboard. A billboard’s placement is an important consideration, too. Is this 
located going into a town to where the brand is known and/or where people 
are aware of a store’s physical location? Give the reader the information that 
they need but eliminate absolutely everything that they don’t.  
 
However, here is a different version of print copy, altogether. Ads in subway 
cars or bus/subway stations can be as long as you want them to be! This is 
really kind of a copywriter’s dream because you have a captive audience that 
wants something to look at. Think about it: the last time you took a bus or a 
subway and if you didn’t have a book or mobile device with you to read, you 
were either staring at the ground or staring at the walls or staring at the 
ceiling to avoid staring at other passengers. So if there are ads, people will 
read them to avoid looking at other people. And if it’s an especially 
interesting or compelling ad, it’s just that much more pleasurable for them to 
read. 
 
As a copywriter, you’re really kind of doing people a favor by giving them a 
long and interesting ad. Don’t forget, though, that the call to action has to be 
easy to remember. Chances are people won’t write down that they see, 
especially if they’re packed in a tight subway car. So make sure that the call 
to action is easy to remember and the way that they can take action is easy to 
remember. Make your ad memorable. Create a phrase that gets in their head 
or tell a story they won’t be able to forget. If you can create an ad that elicits 
emotion, that makes them feel empathy or pity or makes them laugh, you 
have the best chance of them remembering that ad after they disembark.   
 
Next steps! Grab a magazine or a newspaper and start flipping through if 
you haven’t already. Which ads catch your attention? And which don’t? 
Then, of course, answer the most important question: Why or why not? 
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When you’re done, head over to video two to learn about direct mail 
copywriting! 
 


