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PREFACE

This book began forty-six years ago. It was first published in 1974 and was the first book on magazine making and it proposed editing and designing as interconnected activities. The book you are holding is its third reinvention. The others, in 1982 and 2003, added exponentially to the first edition in scope and content. That it remains in print more than a human generation later is evidence of its continued value.

The original was born in a time when there was no internet, no websites, no apps on phones… hell, there weren’t even personal computers. But the underlying philosophy, the fundamental truths of visual communication, remain unattached to media and technology. The principles expressed in this fourth edition, the Why-to and How-to rather than the What-to, are absolutely as applicable – admittedly with minor tweaks – to online editing and designing as to print publication. We hope the reader will experiment with these “print” ideas in their online work to prove that truths are truths independent of medium.


[image: Images]

“My goal is to persuade word people to think visually and visual people to think verbally.”

Jan V. White



Eight years ago, when the first edition of this book was published, the Preface began with these words: “This is intended to be a useful book. A how-to book.” The response to the hoped-for usefulness has been so gratifying that here is an updated second edition. Its scope has been enlarged, but its practical orientation remains unchanged.

Among the new material is an analysis of the magazine as a physical object, how it is held and read, and how that must affect the way it is designed. Also, many new patterns for column grids; additional ways of handling pictures; a whole section on what to do with pictures of people; numerous fresh ideas for making the most of spreads; and how to blend words with pictures.

Technology, however, is merely the means to an end. Working editors and designers must, of course, understand it to use its potentials intelligently and work within its limitations comfortably. Yet they must never forget that the only thing that matters is the story, and the context within which the story will be perceived. Of prime concern must always be the fundamental function of editing/designing, i.e. communication. Nothing can ever replace the thinking that editors and designers do.

Given this confident statement as a preamble, it then seems perfectly logical to return to the original preface, because…
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“In a publication, a page is part of a continuum and that gives it not only dimension in space but in time. It is kinetic, even has motion. In fact, it has life.”

Jan V. White



This is intended to be a useful book. A how-to book. A primer that gets down to the basic concepts of what a publication is – and shows how to turn those concepts to the advantage of the product. It deals with the interrelationship of two functions in the production of publications that are normally thought of as separate: editing and design. It attempts to show that these functions are not separate, but rather two facets of the same act. The thinking underlying both is identical, only the technology differs.
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“Everyone scans first before reading. They weigh the cost/benefit ratio: is the knowledge gained worth the effort invested? Is it interesting enough for me?”

Jan V. White



There are many books about editing as a profession. There are also hundreds of books about design, layout, graphics, typography, and all the other details of an art director’s job. There are, alas, few books that recognize that it is essential for the editors to understand what the designers are up to, or that explain to the designers what the editors need. That common ground which is so important to the ultimate quality of their joint efforts is booby-trapped with misunderstandings. This book is an attempt to remove them. It is based on long experience in working with editors and designers in seminars, on the lecture platform, and in day-to-day practice. It is the result of listening to their real-life problems, analyzing their practical questions, and trying to find solutions.

The trouble with many how-to books is that they give you examples of the what and lots of ways of how, but seldom enough of the why. As a result, you have a marvelously useful copybook, assuming that you can just swipe the examples. Unfortunately, the outward form of the examples is often grafted onto material that is unsympathetic to that form, and the result does not turn out as well as expected. WHY, you ask. Surely the pattern was good, and the person who noticed its excellence showed good judgment, and the person who accepted its use was on safe ground. So why did it turn out so poorly?

The reason why that original pattern had been done the way it was done was the ingredient missing from the recipe. What you need to know is the reason behind a design, as well as the characteristics that make it applicable to other situations. It is not enough to show a good solution without defining what makes it good and what it is good for.

The why is brought out as clearly as the author’s ingenuity allows. There are many aspects to truth, many aspects of utility. Some may be better than others in certain circumstances. Some may be totally inapplicable to certain situations.

Since this book is intended to be useful, the examples shown must have a resemblance to the normal sort of problems to be solved. Originality, Creativity, Design, are all Wonderful and Desirable Objectives. But in the realistic world of day-to-day publishing, they often have to be set aside for other, more immediate, more pressing, more important (yes, sorry about that, fellow designers) aspects of the publication trade. Besides, the original material is often just plain ugly. And you just cannot make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear. You can, however, make a hairy leather pouch out of it! Just as useful for holding coins, if perhaps less pretty.
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“Make it easy: skimmers enter where they choose. Inject many welcoming doorways. Small bits are preferable.”

Jan V. White



This does not mean that this book is an apologia for second-rate design, or the good-enough-for-the-mediocre-material-so-let’s-relax approach. To the contrary: the very reason for its being is to proselytize for a better product.

The book does, however, accept the regrettable fact that the vast majority of today’s publications do not handle the sort of material that is seen in the magazines available at newsstands. Newsstand magazines are the top of the magazine iceberg. They are the highly visible few, blessed with what appears to be unlimited expertise, money, staff, organization, talent, fascinating subject matter, photographs, and artists. Their graphic purpose is to create impact, to be fresh, new, exciting, and as with-it as seems appropriate to appeal to the segment of the market that they serve. They are the pacesetters, the experimenters, the ones that establish the visual climate within which everyone else works.
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“Centering and symmetry are destructive. Looking at a page is a fluid, flexible process. The left hand edge is the leading edge around which everything revolves. It must be used as a springing off point both east-west and north-south.”

Jan V. White



In many instances, their innovative graphics are a cosmetic applied to a standard, conservative base. Sometimes the cosmetic is so strong that it overwhelms the base and becomes an end unto itself. In any case, the newsstand magazines probably have the advantage of staffs sufficiently well versed in the job of communicating that they can keep the graphic image making within the appropriate boundaries of tried-and-true communication technique. It is their expertise that makes startling graphics work.

Alas, the other seven-eighths of the iceberg do not have the advantages of capital, talent, and subject matter. These are the vast majority of publications and are published in spite of frustrating restrictions of budget, space, and typography, and of not-very-good pictures of not-very-interesting subjects. They never have large enough staffs to do the work; they all have too many bosses to please; they have troubles with printers; their paper stock is not as good as it should be; the postage costs too much; and there is always the competition (who may have just been bought up by a huge conglomerate and is having all sorts of money pumped into it).

It is very tempting for the editors and designers of such publications to look at the newsstand, see and like an idea here or a trick there, and try to adapt it to their own use. Nothing could be more dangerous: superficial sugar-coating will not improve a product; rather, improvement results from the excellence with which good publishing techniques, which are the foundation of the entire structure, are understood and applied.
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“Design is a process, not a result. Understand and choose the right process and you will arrive at a splendid result.”

Alex W. White
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Westport CT

The author of this book, my father, and I were asked by our publisher to develop this fourth edition together. My career has paralleled his: I have been teaching, speaking, and writing about design for thirty-six years. I assumed his design philosophy as he developed it in the 1960s. It became widely known through this book beginning in the 1970s and through his global speaking gigs beginning in the 1980s. I share his design-as-editing convictions and teach my interpretation of it. I have done my best to shepherd the best of the first three editions of EbyD into this book.
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Greenwich CT


Jan’s four sons grew up with the name “EbyD” as a near-fifth sibling through the book’s continuous presence as we grew up. This fourth edition of EbyD is dedicated to Clare, as it must be. Yeah, well, and Pippin.
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CHAPTER 1

HOW TO THINK ABOUT EDITING

SERVICE TO THE MESSAGE

What is editing? Editing is a verb, an action word. It describes a process of sifting and clarification. The thesaurus gives these similes: “polish, adapt, improve.” Wikipedia says, “Editing is the process of selecting and preparing … information. The editing process can involve correction, condensation, organization, and other modifications performed with an intention of producing a correct, consistent, accurate and complete work.”
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This is the outdated attitude (and attire) about writing and publication making.



Editing is properly done in service to the message. It is ordinarily thought of as a word-centric activity, but nothing in the first paragraph suggests that word people have exclusive ownership to the editing process. Indeed, “polishing, adapting, and improving” is the task for anyone and everyone in the business of communication.

What is designing? Design is the way a page is written, organized, structured, and presented. To succeed, every document must: 1) have its own personality so it is recognized in the marketplace at first glance… 2) give service efficiently… 3) be immediate and to the point… 4) reserve emphasis for the elements that matter. If this sounds like “editing,” it is equally “design,” because presentation is an inseparable part of editing. Looking good is great, but it is far less important than looking clear.
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Editing adds value by selecting out that which is most useful to the reader.



Use the acid test and ask: “What’s in it for me, the reader?” If useful ideas jump off the page, then nobody cares what the page looks like. The valuable message has been delivered and the document has fulfilled its prime function. It is therefore essential to understand and control the full spectrum of design’s responsibilities:

[image: Images] Design as business strategy Establish an individual look, first-glance identification, simplicity, consistency, and disciplined repetition.

[image: Images] Design as practical tactics Profit by a parade of impressions, build excitement, anticipation, and surprise.

[image: Images] Design as psychology Use curiosity to keep readers engaged, let captions lead from pictures to the most valuable words.

[image: Images] Design as service Organize information for ease, think for the reader, use lists and infographics.

[image: Images] Design as interpreter Apply type contrasts and color functionally, create emphasis where it is deserved.

The strategy of editing/designing We must respond to today’s realities: people don’t want to read or study, they are lazy and in a hurry. They buy our product as investors, expecting a return on their money, time, and effort. They start as searchers, scrollers, flipping, looking for what might interest them. If they find it, they may turn into readers but they are always weighing the cost/benefit ratio: am I interested enough in this? If it looks too long they’ll say to hell with it I’ll come back to it later. If it is too skimpy they’ll scoff at it: I want more story. If it is bland they won’t notice it. And it always has to be fast: where does it begin and where does it end, how much of it is there?
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Lookers (readers before they become committed to text) subconsciously weigh time and effort with their interest in the content.



We hook the uninvolved by using irresistibly fascinating material as bait: self-interest. The What’s In It For Me Factor that must be defined in each story and designers must display visually so it cannot be missed. The Reason For Publishing has to jump out at them at first glance because people examine a page or screen for, at most, 2½ seconds before they turn it or click through, unless something intrigues them and they stop. It must be immediate, obvious, and need no analysis.


[image: Images]

Stories must be presented for instant interest and value.



How do you know what will intrigue them? If you don’t know that, you are in the wrong business. Our products are a personal conversation one-to-one with members of our community of interest. We are their friend, their trusted guide. We are the conduit who understands the subject on the one end, and its importance to them as individuals on the other end. The validity and utility of our product to them is precisely how we process the material: we report it and interpret it for them so they get it fast and clearly. That’s the service they value so highly that they spend time with it.

To make it appeal and be wanted we have to edit and design differently. We must exploit the same old material, examining it from the audience’s viewpoint, and manipulating it so it works on their special curiosity, “Wow, I gotta read this now.”

We ask our customers to invest their money and, even more valuable, their time, in our product. Customers are investors, not readers. First they are searchers, scrollers, skimming, scanning. They are lookers, hunting for what’s in it for them. We persuade them to pay attention with worthwhile material. When convinced, they will finally become readers. They will become subscribers when they have confidence that we’ll deliver on our promise issue after issue.
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Editing and design meet where revealing the meaning of the story is shown, as in this article’s opening spread and breakout on a subsequent page describing secret government reports.

Gail Bichler



How can aspirin be improved? By coating it to make it easier to swallow. In a publication, the coating is not visual fireworks but clarity and efficiency. Blending service-oriented editing with smart designing produces coherent products greater than the sum of their parts.

Despite the fierce competition for attention, thriving publications study their readers’ interests and service their needs. They realize that the audience is not captive and can turn to the competition at any time. They know that only editorial quality can hold them. Therefore they make themselves indispensable by custom-picking the information targeted to their audience, and displaying it in such a way that its usefulness is appreciated.

Just making an article pretty and throwing a bunch of stories together is not good enough. Publication-making, whether digital or print, must be far more deliberate. The vibrant sites and magazines that are impossible to put down blend form and content into an irresistible unity.

Video has changed our audiences. It wins the competition for their time because it is more entertaining and makes absorption of information effortless. It has brought the whole world into the palm of their hands. Watching it has shortened the normal attention span. It does indeed stimulate visual sophistication with its robust graphics, but it is primarily visual. The thinking, verbal part is an addition.
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Design ought not be thought of as art and designers shouldn’t think of themselves as artists. Designers are visual problem solvers and story tellers.



Print must respond to this changed climate and stop being seen as boring compared to video. To accomplish that, it must become visual wherever possible, and learn to blend words and pictures in symbiotic relationship. Most of all it must be perceived as giving personal service faster, more concisely.

Forget design as a mysterious skill: see it as a common-sense tool Stop thinking that design or “art” is cosmetic, decorative, or even æsthetic. It is just a tool that must be brought down from its pedestal and integrated as a full partner in the communication process.

Design must not be used to gift-wrap the information but instead to reveal it. Gift wrapping may look charming and exciting, but its purpose is to hide its content and create a sense of surprise. You could say that gift wrapping is phony, intended to bamboozle the recipient. (I realize that it is also a sign of love and caring, but let’s not get into the emotional meaning of gift-giving here.) On the other hand, blister-packaging allows the contents of the package to be seen. It exposes them to view, so that they sell themselves. The transparent plastic does, indeed, make the object look a bit shinier and thus brand-new. In comparison to gift wrapping, blister packaging’s added value is truthful.
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Or does it? Design for its own sake – rather than used to reveal – can interfere with the message. In such cases, design indeed “kills writing.”

Anne Burdick



Informed editing/designing strategy is more like blister packaging than gift wrapping. Its aim is to deliver value and to do it in such a lucid way that the message’s excellence is perceived at first glance. The viewer-who-will-become-a-reader is drawn to interesting material and will react to it positively if it is also perceived as attainable quickly, easily, and with minimum effort. That is what is defined as “reader-friendly.” When they get publications like that, subscribers become enthusiastic, and pronounce the publication as “good.”


[image: Images]

Editing and design should reveal the contents like blister packaging, not disguise it for prettiness’ sake.



Design is essential in the strategy of attraction and persuasion, which is another way of saying “salesmanship.” Good salesmanship does not tell lies. It never pretends. It explains the quality of the goods and the benefit to be expected from them. Underdone design fails to make a message’s value evident. Overdone design skews the viewer’s attention to itself. It is a form of lying. When the viewer looks at a page and says, “Oh what a gorgeous page,” then the design is bad, because it has drawn attention to itself and away from the message. Bring the message out clearly, succinctly, forthrightly and the real function of design is fulfilled.

HOW DESIGN AFFECTS EDITING (AND VICE VERSA)

Except for spoken language, every single word that is to be communicated carries a visual component. It has physical objectness (the technicalities of ink on paper or pixels on screen) as well as its meaning (its visual importance on that paper or screen).

Your verbal writing-work is not done in a vacuum. It has to be transmuted into visible form – and that form has to be “interesting” in order to gain its audience. As if that weren’t enough, your word/thoughts must be transmitted in a vehicle that has a certain character.

Don’t relegate design to cosmetic embellishments to bamboozle viewers into paying attention by “pleasing their eye.” Instead, use design as canny technique to help communicate the message fast, effectively, and memorably.

The flamboyance of today’s graphic culture is so gripping that we often mistake the medium for the message. The medium is never the message, the message is always the message. Design is too often just a skin treatment, a cosmetic applied to make something appear more valuable, prettier, more beguiling, less deadly dull. We must step back from trendinesses, stop playing with pages because the software lets us, and return to basic truths. Only when we are fulfilling the function of the document rather than embellishing it can we improve the communication value of “information” we pour out.
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“Design is the method of putting form and content together…

Design is so simple, that’s why it’s so complicated.”

Paul Rand



People read and absorb information the same way whether it is must-read technical material or reading-for-pleasure. The process may be identical, but the subject affects motivation. The more interested they are in the subject the more they want it, so the less we have to work to pull them in.

[image: Images] Study the market and know the users and their needs so they can be served. That is the first rule in any branch of publishing.

[image: Images] Realize people are lookers first and that they become readers only if they have a good reason to.

[image: Images] Use pictures to create a mood, inform subliminally, or amuse Canny editors exploit these qualities to penetrate into the potential readers’ subconscious to intrigue them into reading. Curiosity, emotional appeal, enjoyment are the sugarcoating that makes the intellectual pill go down.

[image: Images] See the document as an object in its totality The product is a sequence of interrelated impressions that must be handled in a deliberately planned, coherent, rhythmic fashion to produce the strongest impact.

[image: Images] Exploit the advantages of repetition Disciplined consistency is vital because it creates personality and facilitates understanding, since it is a visual language in itself. Artificial variety disintegrates and instead of “keeping the viewer interested” it confuses.
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Editing marks used to reveal the core idea of this novel. Such thoughtful design, in this example by Louise Fili, adds value to the product.

Louise Fili



What design can do for the editor Design is integral with the editing process. It cannot be a standalone step added as an afterthought, when everything else is finished. Like it or not, “editing” embraces all aspects of communicating a message. Successful transmission of content demands control not just of the What but also the How. Unfortunately nobody trains word people to be even slightly competent in translating their words and ideas into transmittable visual form. Teamwork, collaboration, and open leadership is an essential skill.


[image: Images]

Design is neither cake decorating nor disguising in the name of superficial prettification.



Good design in publications fulfills a function that has little to do with “Art.” It is not cake decorating. It is not cosmetic. Good design exposes and expresses inner meaning.

Contemporary information design communicates the writer’s words, their inherent ideas, and their significance to the reader vividly, strikingly, memorably. If it fails to do that and only looks exciting and trendy but is essentially meaningless, it is window-dressing.

Every problem bears within itself the seeds of its own solution. And every problem is different from all other problems. Accomplishing this custom-molding is an intellectual judgment anyone can make, including people who know nothing about “Design.” Design is not prettification, which is a subjective judgment based on “liking.” Design is properly an objective, intellectual, logical set of decisions. Nobody argues for ugliness, but prettiness for the sake of prettiness is not the point. Communication of ideas is what design exists for. If the design works to get the point across, it is “good” design. This is true even if it is ugly precisely because it works.


[image: Images]

“The difference between ‘lousy’ and ‘good’ is design, not in terms of design’s prettiness but in terms of design’s function.”

Anonymous

Alessio Bianco



There is no æsthetic standard, nothing that is correct or incorrect. There’s no such thing as “right or wrong” in this area. There’s only effective or ineffective. There are no rules (other than common sense) about anything in these professions.

Unfortunately, there are traditions and they are usually substitutes for thinking. They get you into trouble, because it is so easy to misunderstand those traditions as being hard-and-fast inviolate rules. There are dozens, and they are contradictory. You find them in how-to books, in seminars by self-appointed gurus, in makeover articles, and in whatever the techniques were in the job when you first came. They are confusing, and it is no wonder that the untrained non-specialist is fearful.


[image: Images]

Clear design – the kind readers find easiest to engage with – provides one primary visual and three levels of type. The natural progression goes from headline to deck (in this case bold lead-in) and then to the text.

Oscar Aragón



That is why so many editors try to get rid of the “art” part of the job and pass it on to the official “artists.” Just because they studied Art and have a certificate to prove it, they are thought to be superhuman with psychic powers and inspiration that can fill the vacuum of indecision in the writer’s mind. That official graduation diploma certifies them as experts. In what? In arting. They have Taste! But can they possibly know better than the writer about what the writer is trying to say? Of course not. Yet the word people put them up on a pedestal and force them to pretend that they do know. Furthermore, the writers let the designers bully them into using their muse-kissed solutions as to how what needs to be said ought to be said. That is ridiculous.

About that vacuum: it is the writers’ own fault because they have not thought deeply enough about what they want to say. Once they know what is important, they know what is worth emphasizing. The “design,” i.e. page layout and arrangement, type size and boldness all become easy decisions because they grow naturally out of that knowledge of what needs stressing. Once the writers know what they want to say, they can then easily figure out how to say it.

Design is a function of the editing process. “Editing” embraces all aspects of communicating a message, and contemporary information transmission means exactly that.

Unfortunately nobody trains word people to be even slightly competent in translating their words into transmittable symbols, i.e. visual form. The normal and scary equation runs as follows:

[image: Images]

You have to be qualified to be competent. Alas, there are no formulas for these secrets because every message, every audience, every purpose varies. You alone can be the judge of the appropriateness of any technique. Should the document be in two columns or three? Who knows? That is a decision you arrive at by analysis and logic. If I told you three columns is better than two (which it often can be) you would have another half-understood rule to confuse you. If I told you two columns is better than three (which it sometimes is) it may not make sense for your needs. As with all decisions, you get there with analysis and logic. Is serif type better than sans serif? Usually, but sometimes not. Is ragged right better than justified setting? Yes, but it depends. Are all-caps hard to read? Yes, except in specific situations. Are italics harder to read than roman? Yes, normally. Is Up-And-Down Style Bad in Headlines? Yes, invariably. Always.


[image: Images]

Two columns or three? It depends on the publication’s character, frequency and flexibility of imagery, and fitting optimal text characters per line.



An essential investment in time: the story conference The more illustrative elements a story is likely to have, the more essential a proper story conference becomes.

All too often, in the rush of production, the art director is given a folder containing a finished manuscript text file, a few photos, a small mugshot, and a note stating: “A couple more pix plus diagram coming Monday.” Of this the art director is expected to fashion a story, arranging it so that it is “good looking” (whatever that may be). This undermines morale, since the poor designer can’t help but be frustrated and bored by that kind of unthinking labor.

Instead, a formally scheduled conference between editor and art director should be held before the editor writes a single word of the final manuscript. All the editor should bring to such a meeting is a story outline, together with the illustrations she has gathered and the ideas for illustration that have occurred to her in the process of working on the story to this point. One other essential piece of information is needed in the story conference: the total space allocated to the story by the editor-in-chief. The editor must explain to the art director what the story is about and – even more important – why the magazine thinks it worth publishing. The art director must ask questions, clarify and define points, challenge conclusions, and get involved in the story to the extent of becoming interested in telling it. Only when the art director understands the story and becomes involved in it can he or she begin to contribute knowledge, skill, and talent to the product.


[image: Images]

“Our discipline is communication. Our material is ideas.”

John Peter, Art Director of Life, Look, and McCall’s magazines

John Peter



The product? A melding of pictures and words into a unified statement in such a way that the whole becomes greater than the sum of its parts – so that one plus one equals three.

Ideally, writing and layout would be done with one head and four hands. Alas, we have to accept two heads to go with the four hands. Compromises have to be made. However, there are two crucial decisions that must be reached in the story conference, if the goal of synergistic journalism is to be reached:

First decision: what the title (or at least the working title) will be. The final words can be polished later; what matters at the outset is the direction of the story, which is an essential clue to the art director about the flavor, atmosphere, and content. Without such knowledge, it is not possible to translate the literary quality in the words into visual terminology. All the art director can do is play it safe and do a straightforward presentation that says nothing about anything – but is neat. That is no way to achieve a lively magazine.

The second reason for the need of a title: the picture that is picked as the opening salvo must have a clear relationship to the words. The art director has a legitimate stake in the choice of such a picture.

Second decision: how the allotted space will be subdivided to fit the component parts of the story. This obvious requirement forces the editor to organize the story, making estimates as to the length of the several subdivisions. These estimates must be coordinated with spaces allocated by the art director. Naturally, the two must work together to produce an agreed-upon set of thumbnail sketches of the pages, annotated with subject notes or – if possible – coordinated headlines and subheads.


[image: Images]

The cover type treatment is reinterpreted on the cover story opening spread. This both signals to the reader that they have found the cover story on page 35 and unifies the entire issue of the magazine.

Kristina DiMatteo



Armed with these preliminary decisions, the editor turns to writing (muttering sotto voce about unfeeling artists), and the art director turns to making preliminary layouts (complaining bitterly about lack of time and/or good material). That sort of disagreement is fine – it happens all the time. The participants may be complaining, but they both know exactly where they stand: the editor knows how the story will break up and how much to write; the designer knows what the story is supposed to be communicating, which pictures are useful for that purpose, and therefore which ones to stress through size and placement.

The moment of truth comes when they meet again a couple of days later to coordinate each other’s solutions. Obviously the original scheme didn’t quite work – it never does. Arguments at this point, however, are highly productive, since both have valuable views to contribute, based on mutual understanding of their mutual problem.

Such arguments as “I don’t like it” or “This isn’t good looking,” which are based on personal, arbitrary whim, can be dispensed with in favor of more realistic arguments based on journalistic criteria: “I don’t think the layouts work because the wrong aspect is emphasized,” or “That other facet is just as important as the one you concentrated on, so we’ve lost balance; sorry, I misled you – you’ve got to give it more prominence.” Then, final layouts are made that do justice to the content of the story.

PRACTICAL EDITING SUGGESTIONS

8 ways to think of our product

[image: Images] It is commercial The editorial mix must succeed in its niche, or we deserve to die.

[image: Images] Know your target specifically and intimately.

[image: Images] Look consistently recognizable Establish a personality and guard it against changes by editors who want to “make this story special” and designers who are bored.

[image: Images] Pick the right message Create curiosity. Interpret it for your friends. Who are they interested in? Themselves!

[image: Images] Organize content Break it into its components parts for clarity, logic, speed.

[image: Images] Tabulate for speed and ease of scanning.

[image: Images] Show it as infographics wherever possible.

[image: Images] Make it irresistible Seduce the uncaring page lookers by trumpeting the relevance of the material to them personally. Answer their curiosity NOW.


[image: Images]

This Red Bull website provides multiple entryways – but not so many that it confuses – with lively variety.

Red Bull Media House GmbH



10 steps to follow for sequential editorial thinking and working

[image: Images] Decide what the story is about Define its reason for being published.

[image: Images] Pin it down by writing the main head first.

[image: Images] Organize structure of story by sections, and assign them to spaces.

[image: Images] Write section headlines

[image: Images] Pick the dominant opening picture to go with the main headline.

[image: Images] Pick the section openers, then the minor supporting pictures.

[image: Images] Write all the captions and boldface lead-ins, pullquotes, etc.

[image: Images] Write the deck to define the essential what’s-in-it-for-me-the-reader.

[image: Images] Put the best information in the first paragraph where it will be immediately found and used to lure the reader further into the story.

[image: Images] Write the text allowing details to be skippable – or more prominent – by putting them in sidebars.

Observe your own reactions to reading matter

Become self-aware, because you are the typical reader. Analyze what it is about pieces that capture your attention. It takes concentration, but it’s worth the effort.


[image: Images]

Understand the story by getting its substance from the editor, then apply design to show it off.

Timothy Goodman



Intellectual cooperation That vital whats-in-it-for-me-the-reader can only be displayed if the designer is an integral part of the team. Have lunch together, discuss the upcoming story as involved partners. Define the story’s value to the target customer. Forget design as Beauty; see it as Utility and concentrate on revealing the content by a most expressive form. Robert Frost wrote “Form is only the final refinement of subject matter.” It is the content that matters, not its form. The form helps the content to be communicated fast.

Serving the user Inconvenient to our own time and schedules though it often is, our customers are the reason we are in business.

[image: Images] Understand the purpose of the document Documentation tabulates information to allow it to be accessed at random, in pieces, and turned into knowledge.

[image: Images] Define its user and the user’s needs Introductory or advanced, user or service person, who will use it, where, and how?

[image: Images] Decide on editing strategies Instructional or informative? Focused on the user or the object?

[image: Images] Use psychological editing techniques No confusing alternatives; familiar wording; important facts upfront; material sequenced by frequency of use or importance; important units highlighted by color; instructions as differentiated from comments as from explanations; facts summarized in charts and tables, etcetera.

[image: Images] How to add perceived value You need add nothing, if you bring out what is already in there. One assumes that the piece was chosen for publishing because it contains valid information. Just work to make it more visible. Readers will respond to value of which they have become aware.


[image: Images]

“A piece of music is boring if it’s completely predictable, and boring if it’s completely unpredictable. What we respond to aesthetically is a mixture of order and disorder”

James Gleick



[image: Images] Personalize the message Mass communication is a conversation with an individual. We know how good our material is, they don’t. We must display its usefulness-to-them-individually so they realize at first glance how it affects them so that they need it… want it… and read it. Write and edit from their viewpoint, not yours.

[image: Images] The magic word “you” is irresistible Self-interest and curiosity are the basis of pulling lookers into readers.

[image: Images] Promise a benefit in the title They’ll pay attention if they sense a reward, but you need enough words with which to do it, so make heads as long as you need. Short heads hobble you and shortness is not as useful as a well-phrased advantage.


[image: Images]

This primary visual is made simply from set type. It uses transparency to abstract the words “big idea.” Not enough information is given in the head so the deck had better provide a reason to engage with the text.

Matt Willey



Mistaken ideas: conventional wisdom and s’posed-tos

[image: Images] Design by itself will make the product better Not true. All they want is to find what they need or want to know – fast and easily.

[image: Images] Anything can be “correct” There is no such thing as right or wrong, only more effective and less or ineffective. There are no rules, because what works varies from context to context.

[image: Images] Symmetry = Good Design We were taught that neatly balanced “orderliness” is good, but it is actually passive and dull. Asymmetrical arrangements are dynamic, active, and easier to work with.

[image: Images] Always work from the bottom upwards We sacrifice our most precious display area at page-tops to the false god of the aligned page-bottom. Instead, control the important tops and let page bottoms come as they come: nobody looks there or cares.

[image: Images] Important stuff must be set in ALL-CAPS That’s the best way to kill it.

[image: Images] Headlines are in Up And Down Style That makes them harder to understand since proper names don’t stand out.

[image: Images] Paper is just neutral background Filling up the page solid makes it unpalatable and turns readers off. White space must be used carefully as a tool, not wasted as if worthless fallow background. EbyD4



CHAPTER 2

EDITING FOR READERS

WOULD YOU READ IT IF YOU HADN’T WRITTEN IT?

We publication-makers believe that our stuff is great. We are sure it is. So we fall into a trap: we cannot understand how they out there can fail to see it our way and clamor for our product.

It doesn’t work that way, because we don’t pay enough attention to showing off that excellence from their point of view. Oh, yes, we scream with stunning graphics, but too often the graphics are blustering superficial efflorescence whose purpose is to startle (and display the undoubted artistic prowess of our art direction). But, from the customer’s point of view, so what? Do they buy our product for its decorative quality? Of course not. They want it for its meat, not its skin. Why do we do it that way? Because we don’t think of our customer. Nor do we think like our customer. And we had better or else…


[image: Images]

Both magazines and online pages are perceived sequentially, so there ought to be consistency that holds the products together.



The working sequence in mass communication used to be simple: first the writer wrote a report. Then the editor invented a catchy title with a pun in it, if they could think one up. After that they dug up a picture to make it less boring or to break up the text with. When all the material was assembled, they sent it to the “artist” to compose it into an “exciting” layout. That was the cake-decorating school of editing/designing in which what is said and how it was said were taken care of in separate departments. What mattered was the text. Its presentation was æsthetic, to make the pages “pleasing to the eye.” Or less unpleasing to the eye.

Who cares about what pages look like? Obviously it is nicer to have a good-looking product than an ugly one. But readers pay attention to the content rather than the prettiness of the product. Excellence of substance is indispensable – and design’s value is in the way in which it interprets that substance and the clarity with which it exposes it.

If beauty helps make the ideas clear, fine! But pages don’t have to be beautiful. They do have to be clear. What matters is the story and how we expose it verbo/visually to make it irresistible at first glance. Meaningful value lucidly presented persuades the potential reader that settling down and concentrating is worthwhile.


[image: Images]

“First of all, seeing.”

Anonymous



Here are five principles on which to base the publishing philosophy that can succeed in the battle for attention.

[image: Images] Face it, very few people actually want your publication What they need is the information it carries. Prove the usefulness of your product by giving service, not glossy surface pretense. We’re in the service business. Edit/design to expose the relevance of the item to the customers. They are too busy and unmotivated to figure it out for themselves. We must do it for them.

[image: Images] Use design primarily as lubricant to slip ideas off the page into the reader’s mind Beautifying pages, making excitement, creating personality are its secondary purposes. The ideas are more important than the pattern in which they are displayed. Manipulate your material so the viewer follows what you want them to see in the sequence you want them to see it.

[image: Images] Make each product consistent in makeup, page architecture, and patterning so it becomes the consistent reader’s dependable friend.

[image: Images] Respond to the two speeds at which readers examine the product – scanning and slow-studying – by impact-editing Exploit the significance of your nuggets for their first-glance value, because they will draw the potential reader into the full story.


[image: Images]

Printed pubs have dimensionality beyond what we see on a screen. This fact may be more real to the user than to the editor and designer.



[image: Images] Meld writing, editing, and design into a coherent, cooperative, intellectually unified function Typography is just speech made visible. Think of it that way, and you can begin to control it and make decisions about it that will help the reader understand your message. Pictures are a parallel language. Think of them that way and you will start to edit them more actively, so that what they say becomes as significant as what they look like. Pictures are a visual, emotional shorthand that creates curiosity. Every picture is an opportunity for informing the viewer. Recognize that they will be the first thing to be looked at, so use them as doorways into the text.


[image: Images]

Three spreads from the NY Times Magazine show distinctive and descriptive variety in feature openers.

Ben Grandgenett



Fast involvement As an experiment, read your current publication the way the reader does: Forget what you know – readers know nothing. Read just the headlines… as a flow… the way the skimmer does. Check the pullquotes and picture captions. This “display” is what pulls them in. See it as unabashed, proud sales-copy. You are likely to be disappointed.

The fundamental problem lies in the production habits which destroy the liveliness of your product: that vitally important display matter always gets put off until last, when writer and editor are bored, tired, and in a hurry to meet a deadline.

The display ought to be written first so the hooks whose job is to pull the reader in are baited with the best bits of fascinating fun stuff. It is no wonder that they are stale and un-fun, when captions and display are written last, as a nuisance-job after the enthusiasm for the story has worn off. If the editor insists on seeing heads first (because each head sets the theme for the story) it will force each writer to figure out why you are publishing the story.

Retrofitting, which is the norm, is much more difficult. Writers will inevitably go back to doing it the way they are used to unless you change the thinking sequence. If writers have to define the worthiness of the story, they’ll find the words naturally, because they are trying to argue for the story and sell you – the editor – on it. If they can sell you, then you may manage to sell the reader.

The idea is to put the best stuff up front, to whet readers’ appetite so they want more.

Determining visual characteristics What is the first impression the document gives? Is the product cheap or expensive? Is there too much of it, or just right? Is it forbidding or easy to get into? Does it make the company look good? Is it planned as an object that is right for its use? If not, it’ll be rejected: carryability, openability, durability, shelf life, recognizability, legibility, and printing quality. Does it use techniques to help the user access specific material?

We tend to design from the inside outward: manipulating the material and shaping it as best suits us or the layout. We should design from the outside inward, viewing our product from the user’s point of view.


[image: Images]

Brand is experience, not just the appearance of the thing. So the look, the newspaper size, and the paper feel are all part of the brand of this organ for Amnesty International.

Franziska Morlok & Fons Hickmann



Create unique character Simplify styling because less is more. Minimum means to get maximum results. One font… one color… one pattern … one grid… all calculated to fit a defined purpose. You are making a commercial product.

Establish your brand Your design must give you a unique personality because you are just one in a competing stack of others. The only time you are alone is on-screen or in the printout displayed in the conference room. Always examine your solutions in the company of the competition.

Speed is the key Our product is reacted to, accepted, or rejected at first-glance. Two and a half seconds or maybe 20 words. In the display and layout, think billboards.

See the product as a three-dimensional object that is fluid, flowing left to right as a processional or a parade. That insight improves your product because the sequence of presentation can be controlled and directed like a well-paced movie.
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