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Good or bad, headlines grab attention

Big rig carrying fruit crashes
on 210 Freeway, creates jam

-- LA Times

Marijuana 
issue sent 
to joint
committee

-- Toronto Star

Iran invites 
nations to 
nuke sites 

-- Associated Press

Girls’ school still offering 
‘something special’ — head 

-- Gloucestershire Echo

Church member donates 
organ to St. Aloysius 

-- The Advocate 



Headlines help busy readers

A Poynter Institute 
research study shows:

Readers processed 56% 
of the headlines
But read only 25% of the 
stories



Headlines are designed to...
Summarize the story

Capture the reader’s attention

Maintain the mood of the story

Help set the overall tone of the 
publication

Indicate the relative importance of 
the story

Add to the attractiveness of the page



Characteristics of a good headline
It is accurate in fact, tone, scope and focus.

It is balanced, fair and in good taste.

It is clear, succinct, grammatical, easy to read and easy to 
understand

It is vital, strong, active, bright

It catches readers’ attention and entices them into the story

It has freshness and immediacy

By its size and shape, it accurately grades the news



Guidelines for writing headlines

Be accurate

Understand the story 
thoroughly before 
writing the headline

Focus on the most 
up-to-date 
information in a 
continuing story.

20 killed 
in storm

Survivors 
find homes 
in ruins



Guidelines for writing headlines

Use the present tense to 
indicate both past and 
present action. Use the 
future tense to indicate 
future action.

Prefer the active to the 
passive voice.

Avoid dead or label heads.

Davao blast kills 21

Polls open today

Walkout staged by nurses (weak)

Nurses stage walkout (active)

Council meeting (wrong)

Council sacks city manager



Write as specifically as possible within the space limits.

Killer storm hits (Okay)

Storm kills 400 (Better, more specific)

Use attribution to convey opinion and for direct quotations.

Budget unfair, senator says
Avoid libelous statements.

Rapist goes on trial today
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✤ Respect the rights of the defendant.

Mayor steals public funds (Problematic)

Mayor charged with plunder (Better)

✤ Avoid headlines with double meanings.

Babies are what the mother eats

Woman off to jail for sex with boys

Police ordered to help NBI with child slayings
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Don’t repeat words in headlines.

Police to probe crooked police

Crooked policemen face probe

Use strong action verbs. Remove the to-be verbs “is” and “are”

Mayor says policy is fair

Policy fair, Mayor says

Provide a subject for every headline. Avoid headlines without a subject.

Tell all about pork barrel scam
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Keep thought units together on the same line in multi-deck 
headlines.

Teachers pay Teachers call
hike sought for higher pay

Omit the articles “a,” “an” and “the” as a general rule.

Avoid confusing abbreviations and acronyms in headlines.

Punctuate headlines correctly.
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Avoid headline padding.

Stocks finish ahead in trading today
Stocks finish ahead after weak start

Don’t end the first line of a multi-deck headline with a preposition.

RP mission in RP mission flies
Iraq this week to Iraq this week

Check the headline before sending it on for processing.

Guidelines for writing headlines



Commas are used to replace the word and.

Wind topples tower, rips roofs from homes
President appoints Bersamin, Guevarra
Semicolons are used to separate independent clauses

Wind topples tower; rain floods city streets

Periods are used in headlines for some abbreviations. They are not 
used to indicate the end of a headline.
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Ampersands should not be used in headlines except where they are 
part of a name, such as AT&T, or if they are a customary part of a 
phrase, such as R&D.

Hyphens should not be used at the end of a line in a headline.

Electronics spin- Spin-off sets
off schedules IPO public offering

Omit the articles “a,” “an” and “the” as a general rule.

Exclamation marks are almost never needed in a headline!

Guidelines for writing headlines



✤ Question marks are rarely effective.

Fake cheese? No whey!
✤ Quotation marks should be single quotation 

marks rather than double quotation marks to 
save space

Senate says tax plan ‘a windfall for big 
business’
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ALL-CAPS TYPE IS HARD TO READ

Some papers use “false capitalization” or upstyle – capitalizing 
the first word of each line and all other principal words.

Most papers now use downstyle headlines – only the first word 
of the headline and proper nouns are capitalized.
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A vocabulary of short words
✤ Accident
✤ Acknowledge
✤ Acquire
✤ Agreement
✤ Allocate
✤ Apprehend
✤ Approve
✤ Choose
✤ Committee, commission
✤ Compete
✤ Conspiracy
✤ Construct

✤ Criticize
✤ Decline
✤ Demonstrate
✤ Earthquake
✤ Encourage
✤ Explosion
✤ Expose
✤ Increase
✤ Investigate
✤ Nominate
✤ Nullify
✤ Organize

✤ Overcome
✤ Postpone
✤ Prevent
✤ Quarrel
✤ Request
✤ Ridicule
✤ Schedule
✤ Separation
✤ Settlement
✤ Silent
✤ Suggestion
✤ Suspend



Placement of headlines



Beware of tombstones



Raw wraps



Headline alignment

Step LineInverted
Pyramid

Center

Flush Left



Banners and streamers



Readout Headlines



Kickers



Subheads



Jump Heads



Breakout Quotation



Headline Writing as an Art

All the Basques in one exit
New York Daily News: a feature on the running of the bulls in Pamplona, Spain.

Life’s jest a goal of merry
Asbury Park Press: a clown convention

50 way to love your liver
The Oregonian: a food feature



Headline Writing as an Art

These guys must already know

all about doing long stretches
Wall Street Journal story on aerobics classes in prison

Head for the heels, Imelda Marcos is coming to town
Toledo Blade

If you take Amish from famished you get fed
Pittsburgh Press

Hospital workers told to drag their butts outside



Headline Writing as an Art

Always write the best headline you can

Use active verbs

Use descriptive words

Avoid clichés like the plague, as if there is no tomorrow, 
no matter which way the wind is blowing.


