Reader Response to Newspaper Front-page Format

J. W. Click and Guido H. Stempel 111

A study of responses to newspaper pages indicates that persons may make
judgments about the entire newspaper on the basis of typography. Respond-
ents were shown front pages from six newspapers they had not seen before
and were asked to rate the newspapers on 20 semantic differential scales.
There were significant differences between ratings of newspapers on 12 of the
20 scales. Respondents seemed to prefer horizontal pages and disliked
symmetry.

A newspaper’s make-up, we frequently hear, reflects its personal-
ity. Textbook discussions of make-up make the same point. As
Turnbull and Baird (1964) put it: “Newspapers are like people
in that each has its own personality expressed by its physical ap-
pearance. Like people whose habits of dress reveal age, back-
ground, and associates, the make-up of a newspaper also reveals
these very same factors.”

Westley (1953) says that a newspaper’s make-up “is in large
measure responsible for the ‘personality’ of the paper.” Brown
(1952) in suggesting that make-up reflects character and person-
ality, puts it this way: “Just as clothes do not always make the
man, type and make-up do not always make the newspaper; but a
great deal can be gathered from a paper’s appearance.”

Tannenbaum, Jacobson, and Norris (1964) found experimen-
tal evidence that different kinds of type carry different connota-
tions and inferred from this that the format of a message as well
as its content communicates something to the reader.

Granting then, that a newspaper’s appearance does matter, the
question is, what precisely does the make-up of a newspaper tell
the reader. What does the reader like and what does he dislike in

newspaper format?
127



faces. We deliberately included both in the pretest to see if type-
face would affect results more than format.

Because we wanted to know to what extent a person would
judge a newspaper on the basis of its appearance, we needed to
allow our respondents to make the same kinds of judgments they
would make about an entire newspaper. We therefore used as the
rating instrument a series of 20 semantic differential scales vali-
dated for use in rating newspapers. Studies by Tannenbaum and
McLeod (1963) and the Inland studies by the late Paul Deutsch-
mann (1960) had demonstrated that respondents could use these
scales to evaluate newspapers they were familiar with. One of our
concerns in the pretests was whether or not respondents could use
them to rate newspapers they had never seen before. A discussion
of the use of semantic differential scales in typographic research is
given by Dirk Wendt (1968) in the previous number of this
journal.

To limit response to typographical appearance, we decided to
let respondents see each paper for only 15 seconds before rating it
on the semantic differential scales. We felt that in this time
period respondents would not become familiar enough with the
content of the page for that to affect their ratings.

Another concern on the pretest was the extent to which re-
spondents might rate a paper either on its reputation or on an
impression about the city of its publication. To check on this, we
varied nameplates with our two pretest groups. One group saw
the pages with the correct nameplates. The other group saw the
pages with the nameplates scrambled—for instance the Louisville
Courier-Journal was shown with the nameplate of the Sandusky
(Ohio) Register.

One pretest group was an editing class and the other a business
magazine class at Ohio University.

The pretest indicated that respondents were able to evaluate
the papers after a 15-second look and were able to use the seman-
tic differential scales meaningfully. We also found that the name
did influence results substantially. A prime example was the
Louisville Courier-Journal. It was rated substantially higher
when shown with its own nameplate than when shown with the
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Existing research provides little in the way of an answer to this
question. Researchers have been concerned with legibility more
than appearance, and legibility is only one format variable. And
legibility studies do not really provide an answer as to how to get
maximum legibility in a newspaper page, other than suggesting
that certain typefaces would produce greater legibility than others
(Tinker, 1963).

Haskins (1958) found that Saturday Evening Post readers had
distinct preferences among headline typefaces. He asked respond-
ents to rate the appropriateness of various headline typefaces for
various articles and found that preferences varied with the subject
matter of the article. He also found that Bodoni had the best over-
all rating of 10 typefaces tested. Like the Tannenbaum, Jacobson,
and Norris study, this study provides evidence that typography
conveys meaning to the reader.

Method

When we discuss newspaper page make-up, we usually refer to
two characteristics of a given page. One is the basic headline
typeface used on that page. The other is the make-up pattern—
whether it is balance, informal balance, brace, contrast and bal-
ance, horizontal, or circus. This study deals with the impact of
make-up patterns. We were interested in seeing whether or not
reader response to different patterns varied significantly.

As our discussion up to this point suggests, we were interested
in the response to typography alone. This had two implications
for our procedure. One was that we had to get pages that our
respondents were not familiar with. The other was that we had-to
control exposure so that the respondent judged the typography
and not the content of the paper. We kept these points in mind
as we planned and carried out our pretest.

We began by selecting front pages from 10 newspapers. We
tried to find pages that were reasonable representations of the
various make-up patterns. It should be recognized that many
pages are mixtures. For this reason, we had to go through more
than 500 front pages to select the 10 that we used. Of the 10
selected, six used sans-serif typefaces and four used roman type-
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nameplate of the Sandusky paper. This indicates that some re-
spondents were probably influenced by the Courier- Journal’s
reputation.

The pretest also indicated rather clearly that the main source
of variation in response was the format and not the typeface. Sans-
serif and roman pages in similar formats had similar scores, but
scores for various formats differed considerably. On the basis of
this pretest, finding, we decided to use the six pages which used
sans-serif typefaces, thus eliminating variation in typeface as a
variable in this study. There were, of course, still some differences
in size and style of type, but they were minor.

For the experiment we used these six newspapers (Fig. 1):

The Buffalo Evening News, which has a balanced front page.

The Charleston Daily Mail, which has a horizontal front page.

The Los Angeles Times, which has a six-column front page
with a brace approach.

The Pittsburgh Press, which has a contrast and balance front
page.

The Sandusky Register, which has a horizontal front page, with
a somewhat freer use of pictures than the Daily Mail.

The Washington Star, which has a brace or focus front page.
The page we used was more typical of brace make-up than most
Star front pages.

To eliminate judgments about the paper or its community, we
prepared six fictitious nameplates—the Bancroft Star, the Bancroft
Times, the Cordova Globe, the Cordova News, the Denton Eagle,
and the Denton Record. These were set in 72-point Bodoni Bold
capitals. These nameplates were pasted over the real nameplates.
Each paper was shown under three nameplates. The order of
presentation was varied so that each paper appeared in three
different positions among the six. For instance, one third of our
respondents saw the Sandusky Register first, another third saw it

Figure 1. On the following pages are shown the six newspaper front pages used
in the study.
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fourth and another third saw it fifth among the six papers. Like-
wise, one third of our respondents saw it as the Bancroft Times,

one third saw it as the Cordova Globe and one third saw it as the
Denton Record.

Subjects for the experiment were students in 14 sections of the
required freshman speech course at Ohio University. With com-
puter scheduling, assignment to sections is essentially random, so
our subjects represented a cross section of freshman students. We
went to discussion sections of the course. These sections ranged
from 11 to 22 students; with groups this size there would be no
problem in respondents being able to see the pages.

Our procedure was to explain briefly to the students that we
wanted them to rate some newspapers, give them time to read the
directions on the use of the semantic differential scales, and then
show them each of the six pages for 15 seconds.

We had 236 subjects, two of whom did not complete the forms
correctly, leaving 234 useable sets of rating forms.

Resulls

Average responses to the pages on the semantic differential scales
are shown in Table I. Responses could range from 1 (low) to 7
(high). Analysis of variance was used to test whether or not
differences between these averages were significant, and the F
scores and significance levels are also reported in Table I. The
averages for the six papers were significantly different for 12 of
the 20 scales, and for eight the significance level was .01 or
beyond.

We have arranged the scales in both tables according to group-
ings of scales or factors that McLeod and Tannenbaum (1963)
developed empirically through correlational and factor analysis.
The evaluative factor contains scales which reflect the general
worth of a newspaper. The scales in the ethical factor reflect typi-
cal ethical norms. The stylistic factor includes scales which seem
particularly applicable to typography and reflect artistic style in a
broad sense. The potency factor includes scales covering power
and strength. The activity factor includes scales which reflect ac-
tivity and change.

Looking first at those eight scales for which differences were
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TABLE I:

EVALUATIVE FACTOR
Pleasant—unpleasant
Valuable—worthless
Important-unimportant
Interesting—boring

ETHICAL FACTOR
Fair—unfair
Truthful—untruthful
Accurate—inaccurate
Unbiased—biased
Responsible—irresponsible

STYLISTIC FACTOR
Exciting—dull
Fresh—stale
Easy—difficult
Neat—messy
Colorful—colorless

POTENCY FACTOR
Bold—timid
Powerful—weak
Loud—soft

ACTIVITY FACTOR

Tense—relaxed
Active—passive
Modern—old fashioned

Average

* b 05
##p < ‘01

ton

4.20
5.01
5.20
5.26

4.39
4.55
4.58
3.99
4.60

4.95
4.71
4.92
4.81
4.31

5.21
4.86
481

4.68
5.09
4.92

4.71

Charles- Wash-
ington dusky

4.58
5.06
5.20
5.20

4.57
4.83
4.80
4.19
4.69

4.61
4.69
4.78
5.00
4.16

4.75
4.52
4.46

4.82
478
4.92

471

San-

4.88
4.80
4.75
w12

4.60
4.77
4.74
4.03
4.69

4.53
4.72
5.14
4.99
4.26

4.63
4.36

4.00
4.68
4.88

4.65

Los

4.25
5.11
5.38
4.93

4.61
4.83
4.87
4.27
4.76

4.44
4.52
4.38
5.16
3.71

4.38
4.48
4.33

4.50
4.63
4.87

4.62

Pitts-
Angeles burgh

3.69
494
5.12
4.77

4.67
4.86
4.88
4.24
4.80

4.35
4.35
4.46
4.50
3.64

4.22
4.27
4.19

4.44
4.49
4.37

4.46

8.92
4.20
4.20
4.05

4.33
4.63
4.64
4.09
4.44

3.67
3.78
4.81
4.32
3.02

3.60
3.41
3.59

5.98
3.79
3.72

3.99

Mean Ratings of Six Newspapers on Semantic Differential Scales

Buffalo F Value

3.70%%
3.07%=
4.71%%
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not significant, we find that five were from what Tannenbaum
and McLeod labeled the ethical factor. Differences between aver-
ages of the newspapers on these scales were approximately one
fourth as great as they were on the other scales.

T'his probably is an encouraging sign, for it would seem that
readers ought not to judge the fairness, truthfulness, accuracy,
bias, or degree of responsibility of a newspaper solely on the basis
of its typography.

The other three scales for which differences were not signifi-
cant did nonetheless have fairly substantial differences, and the F
values were not far below the level required for significance.

In general, responses were fairly consistent within factors, but
varied considerably over-all. The stylistic factor is probably the
one most closely related to typography, and two things stand out
here. One is that the two horizontal pages were preferred, while
the balanced page and the contrast and balance page scored
- poorly. The other is that none of these pages greatly excited our
respondents. Considering the judgments of all six pages at once,
we see that they were about midway between colorful and color-
less and only slightly exciting and fresh. We ought to hope that
we could create more favorable reader response than this.

The most favorable responses were on the evaluative scales,
indicating that these newspapers in their typography did a better
job of creating an impression of over-all worth than they did of
creating an impression of artistic value. The responses on the
potency and activity scales were somewhat comparable to those on
the stylistic scales.

When we consider the responses for each paper individually,
the first obvious point is that the response to the Buffalo page was
substantially less favorable than that to any of the other five
pages. The Buffalo paper had the lowest over-all average, as
Table I indicates, and it was the only paper not to have a rating
of 5 or more on any scale. Table II shows that the Buffalo paper
had the lowest rating of any of the six papers on 16 of the 20
scales.

The Charleston paper, which along with the Sandusky paper
had the best responses on the stylistic scales, also had the most
favorable responses on the potency and activity scales. The
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TABLE 11: Rank of Mean Response for Each Newspaper on Semantic
Differential Scales

Charles- Wash-  San- Los Pitts-

ton ington  dusky Angeles burgh Huljalo
EVALUATIVE FACTOR
Pleasant—unpleasant 4 2 1 3 6 5
Valuable—worthless 3 2 5 1 4 6
Important—unimportant 2% 2% 5 1 4 6
Interesting—boring 1 2 3 4 5 6
ETHICAL FACTOR
Fair—unfair 5 4 3 2 1 6
Truthful—untruthful 6 2% + 2% 1 5
Accurate—inaccurate 6 3 4 2 1 5
Unbiased—biased 6 3 5 1 2 4
Responsible—irresponsible 5 Jk i 2 1 6
STYLISTIC FACTOR
Exciting—dull 2 1 3 4 b 6
Fresh—stale 2 3 1 4 5 6
Easy—difficult 2 3 1 4 5 6
Neat—messy 4 2 3 1 5 6
Colorful—colorless 1 8 2 4 5 6
POTENCY FACTOR
Bold—timid 1 2 3 4 5 6
Powerful—weak 1 2 4 3 5 6
Loud—soft 1 2 3 1 5 6
ACTIVITY FACTOR
Tense—relaxed 1 4 5 2 3 6
Active—passive 2 3 4 5 6
Modern—old fashioned 1% 1% 3 4 5 6

*Tie



Charleston paper had approximately the same rating on the eval-
uative scales as the Washington Star and Los Angeles Times.
Oddly enough, although the Charleston paper was rated most
colorful and most modern, it was fourth on the pleasant-
unpleasant scale.

The Washington Star had nearly as favorable an over-all profile
as the Charleston Daily Mail and was slightly higher on the eval-
uative scales.

The Los Angeles Times, with the six-column format that is the
most recent typographical innovation for newspaper pages, rated
low on the stylistic scales and about average on the others. It was
considered less modern and less colorful than average.

The Pittsburgh Press rated relatively low on everything except
the ethical scales. The Press had the highest ratings on the ethical
scales, but the relatively small and insignificant differences be-
tween papers on those scales diminish the importance of the
Press’ high ratings there.

The Sandusky Register had the most varied response. It had
high ratings on the stylistic scales and was rated most pleasant of
the six papers. Yet it was only average on most of the other scales.

Summary
In summary, then, this study indicates these things:

1. People can evaluate newspapers on the basis of typography
alone, although they do not readily make ethical judgments on
this basis.

2. The two horizontal pages rated highest on stylistic scales, and
one of the horizontal papers, the Charleston Daily Mail, was one
of the two most highly rated papers.

3. The other paper preferred by respondents was the Washing-
ton Star, which had a brace page.

4. Respondents rated the Buffalo Evening News, with a balance
format, lowest of the six papers by a substantial margin.

5. The six-column format of the Los Angeles Times had only
average appeal and was not considered particularly modern. It
also had only average ratings on stylistic variables.

It must be remembered that these are findings from a study of
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college students. Whether or not these preferences about typogra-
phy hold for persons over 25 is a subject for future research.
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EDITORIAL NOTE

A color illustration (3x4 inches) of the Words in Color phonic code was
prepared [or insertion loose in the January 1968 number of this Journal—to
accompany the article “Words in Color: Two Experimental Studies” by

Drs. Lillian Hinds and William Dodds. Unfortunately U.S. Post Office
regulations forbid loose insertions in second-class mail (except subscription
forms), and the slip was not sent to Journal subscribers. If you would like a copy
of the phonic code in color, ask for one on a card (with your name and address)
sent to: The Journal of Typographic Research, ¢/o The Cleveland Museum

of Art, Cleveland, Ohio USA 44106.



