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THE STRAITS TIMES, SATURDAY, APRIL 3, 1993 

US newspapers 
dull, difficult * = 
to read, says study 
Call for change in writing style 
BALTIMORE — American 
newspapers are dull and diffi­
cult to read. But different 
ways of writing news articles 
could help newspapers attract 
some of the readers they have 
lost 

That was the conclusion of 
a major study made public in 
Baltimore this week at the an­
nual convention of the Ameri­
can Society of Newspaper 
Editors. 

The study suggested that 
newspapers must challenge 
many of the rules which had 
governed journalism for gen­
erations. 

It was prepared by the 
group's literacy committee, 
which was formed partly be­
cause of growing alarm that 
young Americans did not read 
well enough to understand 
newspapers and were aban­
doning them as a result. 

The literacy panel chal­
lenged the fundamental form 
used for newspaper articles, 
the "inverted pyramid", in 
which the top is heavy with 
important facts and trails off 
into less-significant informa­
tion. 

The panel's work is part of 
growing efforts by news pro­
fessionals to grapple with the 
effect of limited literacy and 
try to re-invigorate newspa­
pers. 

The study's conclusions ap­
pear to bolster efforts by 
some newspapers to increase 
the quality of writing and to 
vary writing styles. 

In addition to aesthetic rea­
sons which had been ad­
vanced in the past as reasons 
for these changes, the report 
added an economic incentive: 
Survival. 

The study cited newspaper 
writers and editors who, it 
said, relied habitually on ap­
proaches to writing which 
were "daunting and difficult 
to understand for readers". 

It said: "The basic conser­
vatism and frantic pace of 
our profession keep us from 
enlarging our repertoire of 

THE FOUR 
APPROACHES 

THE researchers had 
reporters try four different 
writing approaches. .'. 

• Traditional: "Pets 
remain a popular gift 
despite the advice of animal 
advocates." 

• Narrative: "Just before 
Christmas three years ago, 
Lesly Stevens was forced to 
play Scrooge. But the result, 
was a better life for 
Pumpkin, a nine-week-old. ~ 
kitten." -

• Radical-clarity 
(explaining everything): ;, 
"Imagine yourself in this - -. 
situation: You get an ";':_ 
adorable puppy as a 
holiday gift." ".' 

• Writer's point of view: ~ 
"They are the little animals 
the holiday season purports; 
to adore: The puppies with • 
the big eyes and floppy '.'_ 
ears." 

Result: The study found--
that the articles with 
writer's point of view were -
least effective to readers. '" 

forms. So, year by year, > e 
keep boring and confusing our 
readers and driving them 
away." 

Experimenting with articles 
published in the St Petersburg 
Times in January, research-
ersTiad reporters try four dif­
ferent writing approaches 
(See box above). 

Each of the four differently 
written articles about the 
same event was printed in 
some copies of the St Peters­
burg newspaper and research­
ers then interviewed rcaderjs. 

Younger and less-frequent 
newspaper readers favoured 
techniques other than the 
common invcrted-pyramfd-
style article, the study found, 
suggesting that newspaper 
writing could be altered to. at­
tract new readers. — NYT..-
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THE uture 
Colour will be a standard feature 

in most newspapers 
•> Editor 8c Publisher survey 
•* New York Times 
•* Wall Street Journal 
•* In the Uxv 

Colour printing will be of a 
very high standard 

• Greater use of information 
graphics 

More distinctive use of typography 
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THE uture 
Pages will he designed rather 

than liaid out 

Tighter eddtii g because readers 
have less time 

Advent of the quickie paper 
with many, many editions 

Advent of the fax paper 

Phenomenal impact of 
desktop publishing 
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THE DECADE AHEAD 

things a paper 
must do 
to st^y relevant 

§ Become m'o^e efficient to read. 

§ Respond to different levels of interest. 

§ Become personally useful to readers. 

§ Become more accessible and engaging. 

§ Target niche audiences more effectively. 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library



bo 
a o 

o 

3 o 
CO 

bo 

6 

"53 
O 
<D 

U 

a 
o3 

t 
a 

rx. 

1 
'a. 

3 
o 

o 

CD 

a o 

CD r v 

03 a o 
(75 

o 

o 

S-H 

-a 

-s 
bo 

O 
OH 

a 
CJ 

o 

.1 
CD 

-a 
<£ 

CD 

J3 

r^ 

fee 

03 

CD 

a 
a o 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library



THE DECADE AHEAD 

Be personally useful 
§ Give better play to topics that 

affect readers most directly. 
For example, he <es, personal 
finance, relationships, etc. 

§ Tell uiem where to get information. 

§ Focus on impact of stories on readers. 

§ Provide context for readers. 

§ Run lots of calendars and listings 

§ Explain, explain, explain. 

Update coverage to recognise the way 
we live. 

§ Put government coverage to th test: 
Doe* the story affect our readers? 
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THE DECADE AHEAD 

Be more accessible 
§ Liven up mix of stories on 

the front page. 

§ Get reader participation. 

§ Familarise readers with reporters. 

§ Use more colour. 

§ Use more graphics 
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THE DECADE AHEAD 

Target your audience 
§ Go after women readers 

Run more pictures of women 
See how the competition reaches 
out to women. Examine Women's 
magazines 

§ Make the same effort with the 
elderly 

§ Make the same effort for younger 
readers 
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THE 

WED DING 
The entire design process always 
begins with writers. 

Reporters should: 

1. Integrate themselves fully 
into the design process 

2. Learn to think graphically 

3. Look for graphic potential 
in every story 

4. Collaborate with sub-editors 
and artists in the final 
packaging of their stories 
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