
g r a p h i c s  &  s i d e b a r s alternative story forms

So what’s it all mean to newspapers? It 
means that editors, writers and designers 
must realize that today’s readers are visual. 
Impatient. Easily bored. Readers absorb 
data in a variety of ways: through words, 
photos, charts, maps, diagrams. They want 
news packaged in a sort of “information 
mosaic,” a combination of text, data and 
images that approaches complex issues 

from fresh new angles.
Years ago, when big stories broke, 

editors assigned reporters to write 
miles and miles of pure text. (And yes, 
readers would read it.) Today, when big 
stories break, editors assign reporters, 
photographers and graphic artists to make 
concepts understandable in both words 
and pictures. 

For instance, when the Hindenburg 
crashed in 1937, most newspapers ran a 
photo or two but relied upon yards of text 
to describe the tragedy. If that disaster 
struck today, you’d see pages like the one 
at right below—pages that break down 
the information into accessible word and 
visual chunks that all come together to tell 
the whole story. Which do you prefer?

The Gray, Gray Lady   The New York Times from May 7, 1937, above. Of 
the eight stories on Page One, five focus on the dirigible disaster—but 
it’s all text. There’s one dramatic photo (played big). Inside the section, 
readers were given an extra page of disaster photos.

A non-gray approach   A modern newspaper, right, might package the 
story using a locater map, a diagram, a list of previous accidents and 
a sidebar transcribing the live radio broadcast of the tragedy. These 
days, too, that lead photo would probably run in color.
 

reader preference: the Visual component

The Daily

Chronicle
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g r a p h i c s  &  s i d e b a r s  a.s.f. presentations

a.s.f.’s: the maJor categories 
An alternative story form can take the 
place of a more traditional narrative on 
a page, or within a package—or it can 
accompany a story. A.S.F.’s (also referred 
to as sidebars) blend text and images—
sometimes in the form of an infographic—
to convey information visually. This might 
mean illustrating the facts with charts, 
maps or diagrams. 

Years ago, these more visual pre-
sentations were considered optional. 
Nowadays, they’re essential for effective 
publication design. Here’s why:
They carve up complicated material into 
bite-size chunks, so that information is 
easier to find and digest.
They offer attractive alternatives to gray-
looking text, which makes the entire page 
more accessible at a glance.
They let writers move key background 
information, explanations or quotes out 
of the narrative flow of the text and into a 
separate, highly visible spot.
They allow for flexibility because they 
can be created in different styles and sizes: 
maybe they’re tight, bright and entertaining, 
or more serious and informative.  

Whatever form they take, they often 
attract higher readership than the main 
story they accompany.  

If the A.S.F.’s are used alongside a 
narrative story, they can be specially 
packaged—boxed or screened—to help 
them stand apart. Notice how that’s true for 
this A.S.F. on the left: a visual index to all 
the sidebars and infographics we’ll explore 
in the pages ahead.

Once you get a handle on all the different 
options you have, be sure to check out the 
A.S.F. gallery of examples (on Pages 193–194) 
to see what other newspapers have done.

PIE CHART 
A way to compare the parts 
that make up a whole—
usually measuring money or 
population percentages.

QUIZ 
A short list of questions  
that let readers interact  
with a story by testing their 
understanding of the topic.

?
?
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GLOSSARY 
A list of specialized words 
with definitions (and/or 
pronunciations) to help  
clarify complex topics.

FEVER CHART 
A way to measure changing 
quantities over time by  
plotting key statistics as  
points on a graph.

CHECKLIST 
A list of questions or  
guidelines that itemize key 
points or help readers  
assess their own needs.
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BAR CHART 
A way to compare two or  
more items visually by  
representing them as columns 
parked side by side.

TABLE 
A way to arrange data into 
columns or rows so readers  
can make side-by-side  
comparisons.

RATINGS 
A list of people or products 
(sports teams, movies, etc.)  
that lets critics make 
predictions or evaluations.

 

 

 

 

STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE 
A brief “how-to” that explains 
a complex process by walking 
readers through it one step  
at a time.

1 2 3
   

TIMELINE 
A chronological table or list  
of events highlighting key 
moments in the history of  
a person, place or issue.

  

  

DIAGRAM 
A plan or drawing designed  
to show how something  
works or to explain key parts  
of an object or process.

MAP 
A quick way to give readers 
geographical information  
by showing the location of 
events relevant to a story..

FAST-FACT BOX 
Nuggets pulled from the 
story to give readers a quick 
grasp of who, what, when, 
where, why and/or how.

l
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Q & A 
A way to ask and answer 
hypothetical questions,  
or capture an interview’s  
verbatim dialogue.

Q:
A:

?

BIO BOX 
Brief profiles of people, 
places, products or 
organizations, itemized by 
key characteristics.

PUBLIC-OPINION POLL 
A survey that samples  
opinion on a current topic, 
collating responses into key 
categories and statistics. 

?
YES:

NO:

QUOTE COLLECTION 
A series of relevant  
comments on a topic by 
newsmakers, readers or  
random passers-by.

‘‘
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LIST 
A series of names, tips,  
components, previous 
events—any categories that 
add context to a story.

1

2

3

The Newspaper Designer’s Handbook  //  165

6_chapter6a_NDH.indd   5 5/6/12   11:41 AM


