
Sell stories! Wr i te gre at cut l i n e s
A wealth of re ad e rship re s e a rch shows that cutlines are important to the enga gement of re ad e rs in a news pa-
p e r. Yet, in many news rooms, cutlines are afterthoughts, dashed off by harried co py edito rs skimming thro u g h
s tories on dead l i n e .

A cutline may well determine whether or not a story is re ad; photo gra p h e rs, write rs, co py edito rs and pa ge
d e s i g n e rs should share re s p o n s i b i l i ty for making cutlines as engaging and info r m ational as poss i ble. 

In eye - t racking studies, cutlines co n s i s te n t ly get higher re ad e rship than story text. He re is why :

• Small bits of text, such as briefs, pullout boxes and cutlines, are more att ra c t ive to the ave ra ge, scanning re ad-
e r. Th ey look easier and quicker than a long slab of 9-point body co py. A re ader who doesn't think she has
time to re ad a story may happily ta ke a few seconds to scan a picture and the two or three dozen wo rd s
under it.

• Cutlines acco m pa ny photos and other visuals, which draw the eye and spa rk the brain three times more
often than body co py in a news pa p e r. Whatever sits next to the showiest stuff in the paper — graphics, illus-
t rations, photos — is more like ly to be re ad. The bigger the visual, the more true this is.

• Type that is larger or bolder than body co py is re ad at a higher rate, and in most news pa p e rs cutlines are
m o re conspicuous than body co py.

• P h o tos tend to co m m u n i c ate in an impre ssionistic way; they are ra re ly as precise or clear as ve r bal co m m u-
n i c ation. Th ey beg for co n fi r m ation in wo rds; a good cutline sat i s fies the re ader's curiosity quickly.

Cutlines re p resent an opportunity to snag re ad e rs with the most ta n talizing info r m ation in a sto r y. Th ey can
be to stories wh at tra i l e rs are to movies — intriguing, compelling prev i ews. A busy re ader's fi rst question is:
" W hy should I ta ke time for this sto r y?" A we l l - c ra fted cutline provides an efficient, direct answe r.

How do you get smart cutlines into the pa p e r? He re are some sugge s t i o n s :

• Consider headlines and other displ ay type when writing cutlines. A cutline shouldn't re p e at or co n t radict the
other type re ad e rs will see fi rst. A cutline is usually one of two or three bits of text that sell a story; they
should all co m plement each other.

• Pl a ce a cutline under the photo graph it describes; that's wh e re re ad e rs look. A photo often raises questions
in a re ader's mind; if she can't find the answe rs quickly, she may become frustrated. Designers sometimes
gang up cutlines in multi-picture layo uts to "get them out of the way." But for an info r m ation-seeking scan-
n e r, cutlines are not in the way to begin with. Don't sa c r i fi ce info r m ation to aesthetics.

• If you must combine cutlines for two or more pictures, limit the depth of the cutline to 1 inch. Cutlines must
appear brief and scannable; big cutline blocks defe at that purpose. Avoid challenging re ad e rs with "Cl o c k-
wise from top far left" nav i gation. Th at might wo rk for spre ads of ce l eb r i ty photos in glossy magazines; it's
l e ss appealing when the subjects are local animal rights activists yo u ' ve never heard of.

• Add value to the picture with specific info r m ation. Don't simply describe the action in the photo, pa r t i c u l a rly
if it is obvious. Weak: "Melinda Orton waves from her front porch." Be tter: "Melinda Orton remodeled her
State St reet bunga l ow last year at a cost of $46,0 0 0. "

• Prevent confusion. Anticipate and answer the re ader's fi rst questions, even if they are unre l ated to the thrust
of the sto r y. "Reginald Robertson vo l u n te e rs in his son's class room every week as part of an ABC Co r p o ra-
tion co m m u n i ty pro gram. He re the marketing dire c to r, who bro ke his leg in a car accident last week, re ads to
the second grad e rs .

• Consider the sequence in which re ad e rs are like ly to re ad the pictures and cutlines. Under the biggest or
most striking picture, the cutline may ta ke a fi rs t- re fe re n ce approach: "Re p u blican Sen. Mabel Jackson of
Ci tyville begins her day with a wh e at-germ milkshake." Subsequent pictures need not be so thorough: "Ja c k-
son meets with top aides at the end of the day to plan next steps on the lice n s e - pl ate legislation." 


