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Guaranteed sales
increases of 23 to 47
percent just by using
my proven techniques
for making your ads
more effective. FREE
limited time offer.

Not only does this headline
demand attention, it also provides a
strong lesson in good headline writ-
ing. The words “guaranteed” and
“free” are pretty powerful; when com-
bined in a single headline they
become almost impossible to ignore.
True, you will probably never have
the chance to combine these words in
an ad you do for your product, but
there are things you can do that will
improve your response and increase
sales. Sorry, no guarantees beyond
the simple truth that you will benefit
in measurable ways from better
headlines in your ads.

I suppose I’ve never seen a per-
fect headline. One that could virtually
guarantee that the message within
would be studied by a mesmerized
reader who somehow became physi-
cally unable to use his fingers to turn
the page.  As a student of such things
I have seen some that were truly great
but it’s much easier to find openers
that are bland, vague or so overtly
self-involved that they lose all credi-
bility.  

The shortage of good headlines
may be attributable to the wide-
spread belief that anyone’s an expert
these days as long as they have a
computer, a digital camera and the
latest version of Adobe In Design.
These must be the same people who
believe a better bow will make them a
better shot and no extra time on the

practice range will be needed. Of
course, it’s unfair to blame the “pub-
lic” for bad headlines, as ad agencies
can certainly miss the mark in their
never ending quest to be “hyper-cre-
ative”.

I made myself a promise long ago
as I got more involved with relatively
small companies with even smaller
ad budgets. These folks needed to
SELL product through their advertis-
ing. It wasn’t about branding, or
image or driving traffic; it was about
motivating someone to get off their
butt and go buy the product. That
perspective forced me to a place
somewhere between “homegrown”
ads and the “hyper creative”.

Everyone is familiar with “home-
grown” advertising. These ads are cre-
ated by people that won’t go on a fam-
ily vacation this year if the product
doesn’t sell well. You can smell the
desperation in phrases like “best in
the world”, “best ever made”,  “best on
the planet” (insert solar system,
galaxy or universe depending on how
good your product really is). The ads
usually have so many words, photos,
mini-logos and acronyms that you
need to pack a snack to get to the bot-
tom of the page.

At the other end of the spectrum
is the “hyper creative” work done by
agencies who seem to want to cover
their lack of subject knowledge in the
latest design craze. They use words
like “clean” and “current” and “cutting
edge” to justify a weak knowledge
base or the simple fact that they did-
n’t do sufficient homework to uncov-
er the real reasons people buy your
product.

I’ve chosen to work under the
assumption that somewhere between
these two extremes lies a great head-
line and a powerful ad for nearly any

product out there. Whether it’s print,
web or television there is an appeal
that reaches the hearts and minds of
consumers and that appeal needs to
be wrapped up neatly in your head-
line.  Better still, if you can take that
appeal and present it in a new and
different light…well, you’re
approaching headline Nirvana.

A great headline takes quite a bit
of work, a lot of practice and the list of
“how to’s” is daunting. Sometimes it’s
less strenuous to look at the list of
RED FLAGS that indicate you are
most definitely heading down the
wrong path.

1) STOP if what you just wrote
could be said about any other prod-
uct. Wad up the paper and throw it
away (Oops, just gave away a trade
secret. I still write headlines on a
piece of paper. I seem to be able to
bring the emotion to the paper better
that the “font” on my computer
screen. I may write “good ones” big-
ger, or go back and trace over one that
intrigues me. It also seems to be easi-
er to let an idea develop on paper,
writing 15 or 20 versions of the same
germ of a concept. The paper is a
mess by the time I finish, but the
result, I believe, is better.)  Example:
“The (insert product) for serious
hunters!”

2) STOP if you’re dying to put an
exclamation point at the end of your
headline. If you feel a burning desire
to add a little more pizzaz to the last
word of your headline…you just
wrote a bad headline. Example: “A
Match Made in Heaven!”

3) STOP if you want to ask the
question “THAN WHAT?” at the end
of your headline. Asking this simple
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question will help you avoid weak
headlines with unsubstantiated
claims. Example: “Faster, Quieter,
Smoother.” …THAN WHAT? (Go back
to square one and ask yourself anoth-
er question…WHY? Put the answer in
your headline.)

4) STOP if you’re compelled to
put more than one single thought in
your headline. HAMMER a single sell-
ing message. Do your homework to
determine which single point is
strong enough to carry the ad. 

Here’s a bad example of cram-
ming too many messages in a single
headline: “Lighter, weight-forward,
ultra-straight camo arrows that are
tough enough for any hunting situa-
tion.”

5) STOP if you find yourself want-
ing to plunge over a creative cliff.
Unless you’re a HUGE advertiser
(huge advertisers have the luxury of
often not accomplishing much in
their ads because their name is out
there SO MUCH it becomes a house-
hold word even when presented in a
less than compelling light, i.e. the
Geico caveman. Example: “Wild
Thing”

The list of headline do’s is not
really a list at all. It’s more of a mysti-
cal spot where all things important
converge in a single, short, beautiful-
ly phrased pearl of buyer motivation.
It really is the most difficult thing
qualified ad professionals deal with
because it often has to not only con-
vey a selling message but also fit into
the “concept” of the ad. The concept
is what gives the ad a “twist” and
makes it your own. It separates what
is often a not-so-unique claim and
elevates it to a memorable level.
Concept is a whole other article and
frankly if I have to choose whether to
SELL a product or wrap it in a cool
concept…I’ll choose selling every
time. Most of us don’t have the luxury
of working with those huge budgets

that get all that creative leeway…my
clients want to SELL and my job is to
present a strong selling message,
which usually starts in the headline!

Writing a good headline is not
much different that sitting down and
selling your product in a presenta-
tion. True, there are many intangibles
in a face-to-face meeting but there
will almost always be a pivotal
moment when things turn in your
favor. Most of the time, you can smell
it. You just punched a button with
your customer and you know it’s time
to move in for the kill. That button
pusher was your headline and oddly
enough, it may NOT be what you
thought was you’re most powerful
selling point. You may have missed it
for a variety of reasons but most often
it’s because you didn’t anticipate the
emotion the point would stir up in
the customer. Good headlines stir
emotion and not necessarily the
“touchy-feely” kind. Often a headline
that creates conflict or rouses contro-
versy can be very powerful when used
in the proper way.

So? How do you boil it down? 
First, a headline is not about a

product feature. We all understand
how proud you are of the product you
make and how difficult and costly
those features are, but if you didn’t
add them for the BENEFIT of your
customer you have little to advertise.
You might want to read this short lit-
tle paragraph again, because from
where I sit it’s the most violated rule
of good headline writing. 

So, lets get to a benefit.
Lets look at a hypothetical tree-

stand maker who just re-designed the
seat in the company’s climbing
model to be bigger.

Headline: “Introducing the
biggest seat in climbing stand histo-
ry!”

Now, imagine yourself as a skep-
tical, ad weary consumer. Curl your
lip and in a notably obnoxious tone
say…So?

Go back to your headline and
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answer his question. A bigger seat is
more comfortable.

Consumer: So?
Headline Writer: A more comfort-

able seat makes your time aloft more
pleasant and allows you to enjoy
your hunt.

Consumer: So?
Headline Writer: A comfortable

seat will help you stay in the woods
longer.

Consumer: So?
Headline Writer: The longer you

stay, the more likely you are to see the
buck of a lifetime.

Consumer: Good point, tell me
more about the seat.

Hello benefit, good-bye feature.
Headline: “Introducing the Magnum
Seat from Acme. Because the longer
you stay, the more likely you are to see
the buck of a lifetime.”

This probably won’t be the most
creative headline in the magazine,
but it connects the product to the
reason we’re all out there. Talk about
the 3-inch foam and non-pinching,
stiffened seat bottom later, AFTER
you have the readers attention. 

Now is the time to be “creative”. I
might spend time at this point to
make the same point in a new way,
that’s the definition of creativity, but
creativity will only work within the
bounds of the ultimate “so” benefit.
Leave that motivation behind in favor
of a cute idea and you will weaken
your effort. When in doubt, SELL.

To sum things up, it’s easier to
spot a bad headline than write a good
one. You can apply a few rules to
avoid bad headline pitfalls, but truly
great headlines fall into the realm of
some kind of art form. Good head-
lines are a unique blend of product
benefit and fresh presentation that
stirs the conscience, emotion and
logic of the reader and makes him
want to own your product. 

So, the next time you sit down to
create that ad for the fall season, try it
with a pencil and a legal pad. Crash
forward with everything you’ve got
and then start to ask “So?’ and “Than
what?” and “Why?”.  Sooner or later
something will start to shine in a
growing pile of losers and after some
bone picking, rebuilding, false starts
and frustration, you just might come

up with a winner.
If you just can’t seem to get off on

the right foot, call me and I’ll ask you
some hard questions that should set
you back on the path to a better ad. In
fact, I love a good headline so much,
I’ll do it for fun! (904) 276-7964 

Editor’s Note: Jim Ising has been
involved in marketing and advertis-
ing hunting products for over 20 years
and has also owned an outdoor prod-

ucts manufacturing company. His
experience on “both sides of the
desk” makes him uniquely qualified
to offer advice and counseling to
mid-sized companies facing the
daunting challenge of being noticed
in an evermore crowded and compet-
itive environment. Jim is an avid
bowhunter and accomplished angler
based in northern Florida.
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