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WHY RUN A CONTEST? 

This is an important question to ask whether you're 
starting a contest or you've been running one for 
twenty years. Your reasons will change as your 
publication evolves.  

 Circulation: increase your readership and subscriber 
base by including a subscription as part of the entry 
fee 

 Fundraising: generate revenue from submission fees, 
advertising and sponsorships 

 Marketing: create buzz around your publication 
 Editorial: define your editorial niche, attract new 

contributors 
 Community outreach: attracts participation by readers 

who might not traditionally submit to your magazine 

Most likely it will be a combination of some or all of 
these.  

WHAT KIND OF CONTEST?  

The kind of contest your run should depend on why 
you're running one in the first place.  

For example, you might run a sonnet contest if your 
intention is to expand your editorial reach into poetry. 

Or, you might run a vacation photo contest if the 
purpose of your contest is to attract advertising 
revenue. 

If your priority is to increase the number of entrants, 
run a contest that appeals to a wide range of people. 
For example, a 500-word long postcard contest (for 
the Geist Literal Literary Postcard Story Contest) 
might appeal to writers and non-writers alike, 
whereas a 3,000-word long essay contest is likely 
going to attract only dedicated writers.   

MARKETING YOUR CONTEST 

Choosing the kind of contest you run is the beginning 
of your advertising strategy. 

 

The closer aligned to your brand the contest the 
easier it is to market, leading to higher numbers, 
better-suited submissions and an easier pitch to your 
advertisers. 

Marketing starts by differentiating your contest from 
other contests. This is done by specifying literary 
form, genre, topic, word length, who is eligible to 
enter or any other parameter that helps define your 
contest. The more specific you get, the easier a 
contest is to grasp. For example, a murder mystery 
haiku poetry contest is more graspable than a poetry 
contest; a worst summer job memoir contest is more 
graspable than a creative non-fiction contest.  

Once you've decided what kind of contest you want 
to run, pick a good name for it. There are too many 
contests with drab titles—so get creative in order to 
stand out (eg. Indie Writer's Deathmatch). It will make 
marketing the contest that much easier and more 
fun!  

Now you're ready to test the market. But since your 
budget is likely too small to do any testing, your test 
should be your first contest.  

The second time around you can start testing your 
variables, including: 

 Prize money: the conventional wisdom is that the 
higher the prize money the more entries you get 
(however, at Geist we've found that prize money has 
almost no impact on the amount of submissions 
receive.) At least with literary magazines, entrants are 
just as likely to enter for the prize money as they are 
because they want to subscribe to your magazine. 

 Entry fees: lower entry fees might lead to a higher 
number of entries, but you'll have to test this 
yourself. Early bird specials—submit two months 
before the deadline for 20% off—can be an effective 
motivator. 

 Judges: hiring a well-known judge might create a bit 
of buzz around your contest or it might come off as a 
bad gimmick, depending on your publication.  

 Advertising: a cheap and highly effective way to 
advertise your contest is by setting up exchange ads 
with other publications who run writing contests. 



 

 

Many websites have free or inexpensive contest 
listings (Newpages.com for one) and are read by your 
target market.  

 Social media: using Twitter or Facebook to have 
people vote on a readers choice award is a good way 
to raise the profile of your contest and get your 
readership participating. 

NOTES ON JUDGING AND ANNOUNCEMENTS: 

Reading contest entries can be fun and an effective 
team building activity, a great way to get your board 
involved on the editorial side of things.  

Having a guest judge means handing over editorial 
decisions to someone outside of your editorial team—
decide if you're comfortable with that and if it suits 
your publication to do so. 

Decide ahead of time what you're looking for in a 
winner—“best” written, most aligned with your 
editorial sensibility, funniest, etc. This will make 
things much easier for your judges. 

Also, decide if winning entries will be edited or not—
this might influence who you choose as a winner. 

Letting the winners and the non-winners know of the 
results before making a public announcement makes 
you look professional and makes your entrants feel 
like their work was taken seriously and respected. 

WHY NOT DO SOMETHING ELSE? 

There are many reasons to run a contest, but consider 
how many resources go into them: how many hours 
are spent logging and reading entries? How much 
money (cash or contra) is used to advertise your 
contest? Count all this up and consider whether it 
wouldn't make more sense to spend those resources 
on developing an effective direct mail campaign or 
donation campaign. 

 


