
W h at Journalists Should Know About 

READE R S
Visuals are ce n t ral to the re ading ex p e r i e n ce . P h o tos, graphics and illustrat i o n s

a re re ad at much higher rates than text in a news pa p e r. In one study by Poy n te r, three groups of re gular re ad e rs

absorbed 80 percent of the illustration and graphics in the pa p e r, 75 percent of the photos, 56 percent of the head-

lines but only 13 percent of the stories — and many of those we re only half- re ad. For the majority of re ad e rs, “re ad i n g

the pa p e r” means looking at the pa p e r.

Re ad e rs don’t live by visuals alone. Most photos and illustrations re q u i re wo rds — 

a head l i n e, a drophed, a cutline — to be acc u rate ly inte r p re ted. Effe c t ive graphics without text are quite ra re. Vi s u a l s

a re usually impre ssionistic; they are dependent on wo rds to be unders tood. It ’s critical to re ad e rs’ unders tanding that

conspicuous displ ay text (headlines, cutlines, graphic text, etc.) be written with acco m pa nying visuals in mind.

Re ad e rs want clarity, and they want it now. Visual perception re s e a rch shows

t h at the human brain re l ates wo rds with ad ja cent images; it strives to see re l ationships between the two. When the

re l ationship is not clear — as when a picture and headline seem to co n t radict or ignore each other — re ad e rs may be

f r u s t rated and turn the pa ge. Re ad e rs, especially impatient re ad e rs, don’t like to struggle to make sense of the mes-

sa ges that come their way.

E n gaging re ad e rs is a seve ra l - s tep pro ce ss, much of it unconscious. Poy n te r’s

1 991 Eyes on the News study found that the vast majority of re ad e rs begin with the largest visual on a pa ge and then

m ove quickly to the acco m pa nying headline (e s p e c i a l ly if it’s big), pre s u m a bly to co n firm the impre ssions made by

the image. If those two elements speak in harmony, the re ader looks for another tidbit (c ut l i n e, box, graphic), as pa r t

of the pro ce ss of co m m i tting to re ading text. Text is lite ra l ly the last thing re ad e rs see.

P h o tos carry more emotion than gra p h i c s . In the late 1980s, Poy n te r’s Pegie Sta rk

Adam te s ted seve ral pro to types of a plane crash story pa c ka ge on groups of re ad e rs. She te s ted for two things: co m-

p rehension of the facts of the story and emotional enga gement. She found that a crash story acco m panied by an

i n fo r m ation graphic yielded the highest co m p rehension sco res but the lowest emotional enga gement sco res. Photo s

pulled at emotions, but didn’t help re ad e rs unders tand the facts. The best sco res came from re ad e rs who looked at a

pa c ka ge that combined a graphic, photo and tex t .

The more focused the story idea and pa c kaging, the bette r. If the

reporting, writing, headlines, visuals and other acco ut rement are specific, re ad e rs are more like ly to be enga ge d .

S p e c i fic is more inte resting than ge n e ral. It ’s not enough to report on artichokes; the best pa c ka ges come from a

s h a red, cro ss - d i s c i pline unders tanding of a we l l - d e fined story idea: the rising cost of artichokes, dra m atic pre s e n ta-

tion possibilities for artichokes, artichokes as a main co u rs e, etc .

It matte rs wh at your paper looks like . Smart ty p o gra p hy, judicious use of co l o r,

ad h e re n ce to a grid, skillful rendering, expert photo gra p hy — these are production values for the news pa p e r. Good

visual wo rk, like good writing, ta kes time and skill but adds cre d i b i l i ty. Pe o ple judge a news paper in part on its

looks. If it looks co m p e tent, re ad e rs are like ly to assume that the co n tent is co m p e te n t ly re p o r ted and edite d .
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