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Tip Sheets: One of the Most Effective Publicity
Tools You’ve Never Heard Of

by Marcia Layton Turner

Daren Hornig was becoming increasingly frustrated in 2006 with the never-ending
stream of articles warning of the coming real estate crash. As president and CEO of The
Quest Group, a commercial brokerage firm in New York City, he didn’t agree that a
reversal was looming. And he wanted to find a way to curb the negative press that was
dampening the local market.

Although there were a number of marketing tactics he could have chosen, Hornig went
with a little-known publicity tool called a tip sheet, a form of news release that looks like
a bulleted article.

In his tip sheet, Hornig asserted that while real estate growth might be slowing, it
certainly wasn’t plummeting. He followed that with 12 bullet points supporting the claim.
His public relations firm then e-mailed the tip sheet to key real estate editors at
consumer, trade and online publications.

Over the next few weeks the information from the tip sheet, quoting Hornig, was picked
up by Real Estate Weekly and a half-dozen other media outlets. More importantly, the
pessimists quieted down.

Publicity experts say such success isn’t at all unusual, and that media coverage is
almost certain when a tip sheet is issued. “They are probably one of the most valuable
publicity tools a small business can use,” says Sandra Beckwith, author of Streetwise
Complete Publicity Plans: How to Create Publicity that Will Spark Media Exposure and
Excitement (Adams Media, 2003, $19.95).

Despite extremely high success rates with tip sheets, fewer than five percent of
businesses ever use them. Why? Because they’ve never heard of them. To many
reporters and other journalists, however, they’re pure gold, and likely to lead to publicity.
How to Format a Tip Sheet

To create your own tip sheet, start by assessing the types of problems your customers
often express. What questions are you forever asked, or what kinds of mistakes do your
clients frequently make? Those are the perfect starting points for a tip sheet, which
should follow this format:

* Use an attention-grabbing headline. “Mimic the headlines on women’s magazines,”
Beckwith suggests, such as “5 ways to...” or an alliterative twist like “Curb Carb
Cravings.”



* State a problem. “Write your first paragraph so it explains why the tips are
necessary,” Beckwith says.

* Include a quote. Your second paragraph should include a quote from you or another
expert, which establishes your qualifications and credentials.

* List 5 to 10 tips. Use strong verbs and solid advice, not details promoting your
product or service’s features.

* Summarize with a wrap-up paragraph or a call to action. To help readers use your
advice, offer a conclusion or a recommended next step. That might include visiting a
specific Web site, making a phone call or simply being more aware of their options.

Shel Horowitz, author of Grassroots Marketing: Getting Noticed in a Noisy World
(Chelsea Green, 2000, $22.95), also counsels that small business owners should:

* Keep the tip sheet focused. “It's easy to go in a million directions,” he says, but you
need each sheet to deal only with one problem.

* Use subheads to make your layout easy to scan. “White space is good,” he adds.

* Aim for an 8-year-old’s vocabulary. Avoiding jargon and esoteric terms will help keep
your tip sheet accessible and understandable to everyone.

Using the “Side Door”

S. Neil Vineberg, president of Vineberg Communications, a Westhampton, New York
public relations firm, produced one tip sheet for a client that resulted in an estimated
$20,000 worth of publicity — at a cost of just $1,500.

The sheet contained safe-dating tips and was created to support a new phone service.
Called MyPrivateLine, it provides anonymous phone numbers — unconnected with any
personal information — shielding users from unwanted personal contact.

Vineberg first distributed the tip sheet electronically, then followed up by targeting
journalists who he learned might be planning stories on online dating. The follow-up paid
off with a quote on ABC News. The original tip sheet also yielded coverage in a major
national women’s magazine, two daily newspapers, a trade journal for online dating and
one or two others, he says.

While press releases and other marketing tools are what Vineberg terms “head-on”
tactics for pursuing publicity, preparing a tip sheet is more the “side door approach.” That
may explain why they’re so effective — the side door is almost always open.
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