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BY REBECCA JACOBSEN HAGEN

any historical organizations produce some sort of newsletter, be it monthly, quarterly, 

or bi-annually. If your organization is small or mid-size, your newsletter may be your only publication.

Naturally, you want to get the most out of it. 

The best newsletters are those that beg to be picked up and read. Their headlines jump from the

page, their stories flow easily from page to page, their illustrations and photographs do not detract from, 

but enhance their stories. Such newsletters not only reflect well on the producing organization, they do 

a better job of getting information across to membership. 
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Fancy Fonts,
Borders,
and Boxes:
Ten Tips 
to Better 
Newsletter
Design
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With advances in personal computers and the pletho-
ra of software for word processing, newsletters can be
produced with ease, and with greater sophistication
than ever before. However, producing an effective
newsletter takes more than the use of the fancy bor-
ders, boxes, bells, and whistles available with most soft-
ware packages. If you understand some basic do’s and
don’ts of newsletter
design, and exercise these
in conjunction with the
right software features,
you can create an inviting,
reader-friendly publica-
tion. The suggestions in
this leaflet will get you
moving toward better
newsletter design.

A WORD ABOUT
DESKTOP
PUBLISHING
SOFTWARE.

Thinking about pur-
chasing desktop publish-
ing software? You might
want to think twice. While
such software includes
features that make
newsletter construction
easier, it has one draw-
back: it is very expensive.
Unless you are planning
to produce a bi-monthly,
twelve page, full-color
glossy spread, special
software is not needed to
produce an effective
newsletter. Most basic
word processing pro-
grams include 
some desktop publishing
features, which are 
more than enough for
you to put together a 
simple, professional-looking publication.

PLANNING, PLANNING, PLANNING.
Putting together a newsletter is easy; putting together

an effective, readable newsletter requires some thought
and planning. Before you start a newsletter, or rework
an old one, you should think about a number of issues.
•Who is the intended audience and what are their
needs and interests? •What is the purpose of the
newsletter? •Will it be a public relations tool? •A slate
for advertising? •Will it entertain, or educate? The
answers to these questions will help determine the over-
all tone and content of your newsletter. For example,
the look and content of an educational newsletter for
investment bankers will probably look much different
from the informal newsletter for the local garden club. 

If you are re-thinking an existing newsletter, ask
yourself the same questions, and also ask, “is this
newsletter doing what it is supposed to be doing?” If
you do not know the answer to this question, you
should do some research and find out. Then you can
move forward and plan your refinements.

Once you know what you would like to do with your

newsletter, you should think about what you can do.
You may envision a twelve page, four-color glossy publi-
cation, but the financial reality may be closer to the sin-
gle page, black and white, photocopy-it-in-the-office
newsletter. How long will your newsletter be? What
type of paper will you use? Can you afford more than
the basic two-color newsletter?

Keep in mind that newsletter costs are not limited to
the costs of the finished product. There are distribution
costs to consider. Who will receive your newsletter and
how will they receive it? Will you mail enough copies to
utilize a bulk mailing permit? How often will you pro-
duce and distribute your newsletter? Will you distribute
complimentary copies? To whom? When you start
counting, you may find you need more newsletters
than you think.
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Sample banners. Font choice should reflect the content and tone of your
newsletter. Other elements, such as taglines, dates, and volume numbers
should be worked in to balance with the title.



Your local print shop should be able to help you at
this point. A printer should be able to give you a sense
of how much it will cost to produce the type of newslet-
ter you envision in different quantities. A good printer
can also offer advice on how to get the look you want
within your budget.

Once you have determined a theme and purpose for

your newsletter, and defined its physical parameters,
you are ready to move to the next step: more planning.

MORE PLANNING.
You have a good idea of the tone and message you

want to deliver with your newsletter. You have a gener-
al idea of what it will look like in terms of paper size
and document length. You probably even have a good
idea of the types of articles and features you would like
to include within your pages. The next step is to start
fine tuning the design of the package.

There are no limits to the number of ways your total
newsletter package can appear. Further, each individual
element from body text font to article heading alignment
will contribute toward that look. Before you begin making
your own detail choices, you should take a look at the

newsletters of other organizations. How have others made
use of different column arrangements, graphics, and
fonts? Do any of the banners catch your eye? Is it appar-
ent what the other newsletters are about and who their
intended audience is? If you see particular details you like,
save the newsletter and put it in an idea file for later use.

Consistency is one of the characteristics of good newslet-
ter design, and perhaps the
best way to maintain overall
consistency is to utilize a lay-
out grid system. The sim-
plest newsletters use a one
or two column grid — that
is, they have one or two
columns per page. Three
and four column grids are
also used, though the more
columns there are, the more
complicated the layout will
be. No matter what type of
grid you choose, it is impor-
tant that the same grid be
used on every page.
Professional designers often
sketch out grid lines on
scratch paper to assist in
item placement.

In setting up your 
grid, you should think
about how much space
you want between
columns, how large 
margins will be, and 
how headings will align
with margins, articles,
and columns. As you are
sketching out various
grid designs, do not for-
get your inner pages. It is
very easy to get wrapped
up in your cover design
and forget that there are
other pages to consider.
The look you choose for

your cover should carry through to the inner pages.
Searching for a different look for your newsletter?

You might consider a different paper size or orienta-
tion. A larger size piece of paper folded in half makes a
squarish document. How about larger paper folded
newspaper style? By all means experiment, but keep
your budget restraints in mind. Non-standard paper can
add to overall production costs.

Finally, as you plan your design, you should give seri-
ous thought to your choice of fonts. You want people to
read your newsletter, therefore you should pick out a
readable font, especially for the body text. Different fonts
have different “feels” from the whimsical to the modern
and you should select a font that is consistent with the
theme of your newsletter. Most computers come with a
variety of fonts already loaded, however if you do not find
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Oops! Lost a few lines.The placement of this illustration tricks the eye into
thinking the top of column two is below, not above, the illustration.Your
reader might miss the two sentences at top right.



something you like, font packages can be purchased at
software stores, or even downloaded off the Internet. 

You should pick out one or two fonts and stick 
with them throughout your publication. As you are
choosing, think about how each of your possible choices
would look in all caps, in italics, in bold face, and in dif-
ferent sizes. Since you will be working with it a lot, you
will want a font that looks
good in a variety of styles.

Generally speaking, the
font size for your body
text should be somewhere
in the 10 point range.
Depending on the needs
of your readership, howev-
er, you may wish to use a
slightly larger font.

MAKING AN
ENTRANCE.

Your banner is that
thing, usually at the top of
the cover page, that says,
“Here I am. I am all about
X. You want to read me!”
At least, that is what a ban-
ner should do. A well
designed banner has sever-
al elements: its various
parts balance nicely, it fits
within the layout of the
page, and it boldly lets the
reader know what the
newsletter is about.

The title is typically the
key element of a banner.
Your title should clue the
reader in to your theme
and content, and one of
the best ways to reinforce
theme is through font
choice. The only way to
select the right font for
your theme and title is to
experiment. Remember, you want something fitting,
but you want it to be readable.

A banner can also include a number of elements
such as the date, a volume number, a logo, or a
“tagline,” a one sentence statement describing the
publication’s purpose or audience.

When pulling banner elements together you have
two goals: the banner elements should work together
as a unit, and the full banner should work within the
underlying grid. Again, the best way to find out what
works is to experiment. Start with your title—try it in
different fonts and different sizes. Try centering the
title at the top of the page, or justified right or left.
Then try adding your other chosen elements. Where
will your tagline go? Are there open places within the
design to insert small items such as the date? Do ele-

ments in the banner line up with items in the underly-
ing grid? How does the whole banner grouping relate
to the underlying grid?

There are no limits to the ways you can combine
and place banner elements. Do not be afraid to 
try different combinations until you find the one 
that feels right.

ANOTHER ATTENTION GRABBER.
Nothing draws the eye like a well selected, well

placed photograph. Photographs should not be used
just for the sake of using them, however. A photograph
should complement a corresponding story, or offer a
deeper, or different perspective. Unfortunately, not all
photographs make good newsletter photographs. A
blurry, poorly composed, or boring photograph will
actually detract from the look of your newsletter. 

What makes a good newsletter photograph? Generally
speaking, black and white photographs reproduce better
than color photographs, so you should use black and
white if you can. A good photograph is a clear photo-
graph. Fuzzy photographs lack detail and will lose even
more detail when they are reproduced. A good photo-
graph has high contrast and a wide range of tonal values.

4

Creative use of text, such as drop caps (upper left corner) and pull quotes
(upper right) can help visually break up long columns of text.



Whites should be white, blacks should be black, and
there should be several shades of gray in between. Action
shots are more interesting than static head and shoulders
shots, so depending on the content of the corresponding
article, you should use action shots. Also, remember that
you can crop a photograph to improve its composition.

Scanners and software will allow you to manipulate

scanned photographs to correct for things like poor
contrast and tone. However, if you do not have a high
resolution scanner and access to a quality laser printer,
you might not be happy with the printed results of
your scans. You should also be aware that altering
images with computer software, or by cropping, may
infringe on copyright. In fact, when placing any photo-
graph in your newsletter, it would be wise to establish
your right to do so.

The method that you choose to reproduce your pho-
tographs depends upon the final quality you want and
your in-house production capabilities. Perhaps the best
way to insure that your photographs will reprint in the
best possible manner is to let a print shop do the repro-
duction for you. For a fee (usually per image), a print
shop can scan in and place photographs for you in the

places you specify. If you go this route and you are using
photographs that are part of your collection, you should
make sure that your printer understands the nature of
the items he or she is working with. You do not want to
suddenly find yourself with crop marks and other nota-
tions on your collections items.

If you prefer to do your own reproduction, or if you do
not feel that you can afford
the services of a printer, it is
still a good idea to consult a
printer regarding photo
reproduction. Your printer
can help you determine the
best parameters for your
scans, or suggest other
reproduction options.

In addition to selecting
photographs, you need to
decide where to place pho-
tographs within the docu-
ment. It is a good idea to
keep the underlying grid in
mind when you are placing
photos. It is also a good
idea to place photos consis-
tently, rather than random-
ly, throughout your
newsletter. Select a type of
alignment, such as cen-
tered in a column, centered
between columns, or hang-
ing in the margin, and
place your photographs
throughout your document
based on that alignment.

It is important to remem-
ber that the composition of
a photograph gives it inter-
nal direction. In other
words, the content of a
photo may draw the eye
one way or the other. You
must be careful where you
place a photograph with

strong lines, as those lines become part of your docu-
ment. You would not want to place a photograph where it
would draw the reader’s eye right off the page.

A poorly placed photograph can disrupt text. Be sure
to leave enough white space around placed photographs
to prevent confusion. Also, be careful not to place a pho-
tograph in such a way that it causes the reader to skip
over a section of text.

WHAT IF I DON’T HAVE A PHOTO?
If the world was a perfect place, we would have a

perfect photograph to accompany every article in our
newsletters. Unfortunately, the world is not a perfect
place. Fortunately, there are other newsletter illustrat-
ing options. Clip art, charts and graphs, and text art
are all possible alternatives to photographs.
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Too much! The only thing holding this page together is its three column
grid.Any message this newsletter might be trying to deliver gets lost in
too many fonts and boxes.



Clip art—pre-made graphic images—can be pur-
chased on disk, CD ROM, in booklets, or downloaded
from the Internet. Chances are, some clip art even
came loaded on your computer. Depending on the for-
mats that your software will support, clip art can be
pasted right into your document and sized to suit your
needs. Most clip art also has the advantage of being
copyright free. It can be
expensive to purchase CD
ROMs of clip art, especial-
ly if you only use one or
two of the images. Clip art
books, which can be found
at most book stores, are
less expensive. These
images can be scanned in,
sized and placed or pasted
on a document and copied.
These images, too, tend to
be copyright free.

Most word processing
programs offer limited
paint or draw features that
allow you to create your
own graphics. Even if you
are no artist, the simple
tools included with the pro-
grams let you draw perfect
geometric shapes and lines.
These same programs also
offer table, chart, and graph
options. If a chart or graph
is appropriate to your arti-
cle, you can add one by
selecting a pre-made chart
type (pie, bar, line) and
plugging in your specific
numbers and labels.

Another way to add visu-
al interest to your docu-
ment is through creative
use of text. Creative use of
text can be effective in
breaking up long, uninter-
rupted columns. Can your article be broken into different
sections? Try printing the subheadings for each section in
a slightly larger, bolder, or italicized version of the body
text font. Drop caps, those large single letters that begin
an article or article section, are also effective in creating
visual breaks in long columns. Most word processing pro-
grams come with built in functions that let you select, size,
and place a drop cap with a few clicks of the mouse.

Another creative use of text is the “pull quote.” A pull
quote allows a section of text to act like a larger graphic.
Pull quotes are small statements copied from the text,
enlarged, and set within the text of an article. Body text
“wraps” around the pull quote in the same way that it wraps
around photographs. Such quotes break up columns, and
let you emphasize important statements from your articles.

DON’T BE AFRAID OF WHITE SPACE.
In your zeal to design the perfect grid, place the

right articles, and select the best possible illustra-
tions, there is one design element that can easily 
be overlooked: the use of white space.

It is easy to think of white space as wasted space that
could, or should be filled with another article 

or piece of clip art. It is better, however, to think of white
space as a tool. Leaving the right amount of white space
around a photograph, for example, will add emphasis to
the photograph. White space makes an effective break
between different articles and does not clutter the way bor-
ders, boxes, and rules can. It also offers the eye a nice
visual break on what could otherwise be a text heavy page.

You may wish to consider actually planning white space
into your grid. A nice example is the newsletter page that
leaves a wide, blank margin or empty column on one side.
The white space can be used to “hang” article titles or
photographs. Even if you choose not to purposely incorpo-
rate white space into your grid, you should watch for
instances where the best thing to put in that little blank
space is nothing at all.
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This cover could use a little help.The banner at top speaks in a whisper—it
is the Volunteer headline that grabs the eye.The bottom paragraph seems
thrown in. It looks as though it has been pulled over just to fill the large
hole at page bottom.



DO NOT GET CARRIED AWAY WITH
YOUR TOYS.

Computers and word processing software offer a wide
range of design options at the click of a mouse. If you real-
ly explore your software you will find that you have the
ability to twist text into scrolls, place boxes around it, bor-
der it, fill it with pattern, and turn it on its head. With all

these available options, it can be very tempting to try
them all out at once. You should resist this urge.

Excessive use of different fonts and boxes are two of
the most common examples of getting carried away with
your software. Too many fonts and boxes on a page make
the page cluttered and confusing. The eye does not know
where to focus on such a page as there is too much going
on. Use fancy fonts and borders in moderation, sticking
with one or two readable fonts. Use one or two boxes
instead of five, or use white space to separate items.

TOYS YOU CAN (AND SHOULD) USE.
While you should use your box and border tools spar-

ingly, there are other tools you should learn to use and
use often. “Style” features, master page or template func-
tions, and typesetting symbol keys will help make

newsletter production easier, and will give you a more
professional looking final product.

Because you are working with so many variables-body
text fonts, title fonts, caption fonts, different paragraph
indentation, etc.—it can be difficult to maintain consistency
through a large document. Style functions are helpful in
that once they are set, they remember such details for you.

For example, if all your
titles were to be set in
Times Roman, 36 points,
and boldface, those parame-
ters could be set up under
the style function and given
the name “title.” Each time
you came to type a new title
in your newsletter, you
would select the text, and
click on Style: title. The
selected text would be for-
matted as specified.

Master pages, or page
templates, also allow you to
pre-set certain parameters
but at page level. You may
choose to set up a template
with your underlying grid/
column lines in place. You
may wish to set up a cover
template with your banner
already in place. In fact, any
details that will be perma-
nent features can be pre-set
into a template. When it is
time for a new issue, simply
open a new template and
insert your specific articles
and illustrations.

Your software manual
should show you where to
find and how to use these
features in your particular
word processing program.

The use of typographers
characters will give your

publication a much more professional look. These char-
acters can be found under “symbol” or “character” menu
options in most word processing software programs.
The following are some of the most common typesetting
symbols and the keystrokes they replace:
Correct: Incorrect:
“smart quotes” "regular quotes"
— (em dash) - - (hyphens)
– (en dash) - (hyphen)
… (ellipsis) . . . (periods)
italicized underscored

PROOF IT!
You have taken all the right steps. You have an attrac-

tive layout and an exciting banner; you have selected
appropriate fonts and photographs; your articles are
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By increasing the banner font size and changing the box a bit, this banner
suddenly finds a voice.When the volunteer article is aligned to the single
column grid, there is more than enough space for another short article
and a graphic. Consistent size and alignment of article titles pull the
cover look together.
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interesting and your typesetting looks professional.
Everything seems to be in just the right place. Next,
you need to check your work.

When we think of proofreading, we tend to think in
terms of checking for typos. While checking for typos
is certainly important, there are other aspects of your
newsletter that should be proofed as well. In addition to
checking your spelling, you should check the flow of
your articles, the balance of elements on the pages, and
the consistency of your details.

The best way to check the flow of your articles is to
print a hard copy draft of all your pages and give them
to someone to read. Ideally, your volunteer reader will
not have been involved with the newsletter production.
Ask the reader if she understands where the articles
start and stop. Are there places where parts of text get
skipped due to their placement? Do your chosen font
size, column style, and line spacing make for easy to
read text? If your volunteer reader expresses any diffi-
culty, shift some elements to correct the problem.

Placing your draft newsletter pages side by side as they
would appear in the finished product will allow you to
proof your layout. How do blocks of text and photographs
balance on each page? Are all elements properly aligned?
Are each of the sections distinctly separate? Could more
white space or a rule help to better separate items?

Finally, double check your details. Do all photographs
have captions? Are all footers, headers, by-lines, page
numbers, or other details in place and are they consis-
tent? Have you updated volume numbers and dates? Did
you follow up your spell check on the computer with a
spell check by human eyes? Spell checkers are wonder-
ful for catching spelling errors, but they are notoriously
poor at catching grammar errors and properly spelled
but incorrectly used words.

When you have made your adjustments, print it. And
then, go back and do it again!

STILL NEED MORE?
Tried everything and still want something new for your

newsletter? Consider adding color to your publication.
Adding color may sound costly and complicated, but
there are alternatives for adding color to your newsletter
without adding great cost.

You might consider printing on a different color of
paper, or in a different color ink. There are many colors
and qualities of paper out there and just as many ink col-
ors—just ask any printer. Be aware of the fact, though,
that text and photographs are clearest when printed with
black ink on white paper. If you choose to try a colored
paper, select a light colored paper. If you choose a differ-
ent color of ink, select a dark color such as navy blue or
forest green. Be warned, though. Photographs can look
a little strange when printed in colored ink.

Adding “spot color” is a popular way of adding color to
a publication. While this is a more expensive option, it is
still less expensive than many other color printing options.
When you add spot color, you typically pick out specific
elements, such as banner, article headings, and “bullets”
or other graphics, that will print in a color of your choice.
The rest of your document will be printed in standard
black. Getting the two colors on the paper requires two
separate runs of your paper through the press. The first
run prints color elements. The second prints black ele-
ments. It is the additional ink color and the second run
through the press that add cost to the spot color process.

If you have specific features in your newsletter that do
not move or change with each issue, you might consider
putting your spot color on those features. That way, your
printer could print a large run of your paper with the col-
ored elements, say a year’s worth, all at once. This would
allow you to have spot color printed on all of your issues,
but only at the cost of one additional run of paper
through the press.

You do not need to be a graphic designer or a comput-
er genius to design an effective, attractive newsletter.
With some careful thought and planning, some basic
knowledge of design tricks, and a little help from your
standard word processing software, you can build a
newsletter that works for you. 
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