
NEWS HEADLINE  

Refers to a head of a newspaper story or article usually printed in large type and giving the 

gist of the story or article that follows 

Or 

Refers to word set at the head of a passage or page to introduce or catogoriza 

The purposes of headlines 

 The primary purpose of a news headline is to communicate quickly by accurately 

telling the most important idea in the story. For a story written in the written inverted-

pyramid style, the headline should be based on the lead 

 If the most important idea of an inverted – pyramid story is not in the lead, the sub 

editor needs to rewrite the lead before turning attention to the headline 

 If a headline is inviting and signals a story of interest, readers may pause to read the 

story. Thus, a second important role of headlines is to attract readers’ attention. While 

communicating the main idea of the news story and doing it in a way to attract 

reader’s attention, the headline writer must be careful to maintain the tone of the 

story. Don’t use an attention-grabbing headline that is inappropriate to the overall 

tone or mood of the story 

 Headlines are important indicators of a newspaper’s general tone and overall 

approach to the news. Headlines written for a market tabloid such as Uwazi or Kiu 

would be out of character in Rai or in most serious newspapers. Headlines are a key 

element in the design and layout of a newspaper. The skilful layout editor decides the 

size and placement of headlines to help indicate the importance of the story and to 

make the page attractive  

 At many newspapers it is not uncommon for one person to edit copy, lay out pages 

and write headlines for one or more pages of the daily newspapers. Perhaps no task 

involved in producing the daily newspaper is both as simple as demanding as good 

headline writing.  

 

In summary we can say headlines are designed to; 

i. Summarize the story 



ii. Capture readers attention 

iii. Maintain the mood of the story 

iv. Helps set the overall tone of the publication 

v. Indicate the relative importance of the story 

vi. Add to the attractiveness of the page 

vii. It helps organize the news on the page 

 

Characteristics of good headlines 

• It is accurate in fact, tone, scope and focus, and it emphasizes the main themes of the 

story.  

• It is balanced and fair and in good taste. 

• It is clear, succinct (express clearly and in few words), grammatical, easy to read and 

easy to understand. 

• It catches readers’ attention and invites them into the story. 

• It has freshness and immediacy. 

• By its size and shape, it accurately grades the news  

 

Styles of writing headlines 

These are the two most common headline styles used in newspapers today. Styles in writing 

headlines depend the type of the newspaper, the house style, etc.  

1. Down style and  

2. Up Style 

 

 “Down” style  

This is one of popular headline styles .Only the first letter of the first word in the headline 

and any proper names are capitalized. 

E.g. 



 Tanga police nabs illegal Ethiopians 

 DSJ clears doubt on admission process 

 

“Up” style 

This style calls for capitalizing all “major words” in the title. Not all style guides agree as to 

what should be considered a major word. 

Most agree are nouns, pronouns, adjectives, verbs, adverbs, and subordinating conjunctions 

(if, because, as, that, etc.) which are major words and should always be capitalized 

The style leaves articles (a, an, the), prepositions, and coordinating conjunctions 

(and, but, or, for, nor) in the minor league where lowercase prevails.  

Eg.   Failures to Deliver Field Reports Miss Class Sessions  

Fake Firm Pocket Tsh 306 bn  

 

TYPES OF HEADLINES  

Frequently, they consist of two parts          

i. The primary headline      

ii. The secondary headline.  

Primary headlines are visually prominent on the page (THE TOP). This captures the reader's 

attention and ties into the lead of the story. Secondary headlines (DECK or BANK ) add 

information found in the story 

Overall, there are four types of headlines we can use 

• Banner Headline  

• Skyline Banner Headline  

• Hammer Headline  

• Kicker Headline  

 



“Banner” headline 

Sometimes called screamer or steamers, can run the entire width of the page.  

 

 

A skyline banner 

Is a headline placed above the nameplate. The skyline banner, also referred to as a Promo 

or a Teaser, is used to promote or call attention to an important story on an inside page of 

the paper 

 

  



Hammer 

Hammers use a big bold phrase to catch your eye, then add a lengthier deck below. 

These headlines are usually reserved for special stories or features.  

It is often used to draw the reader into the body of the story. The hammer headline should be 

written to stand independently of the main headline and should add to information given in 

the main headline 

 

 



Kicker 

Is also called “Eyebrow”. It is the headline above the main headline. The main headline 

should not depend on the Kicker for its meaning; that is, the kicker should not read into the 

main headline. Instead the kicker should depend for its meaning on the main headline. 

It includes Sub-headlines  

• In addition the kicker should be set in type no larger than half the size of the main 

headline and in different type weight. 

• The kicker should extend no more than two-third the width of the main headline. 

• Many publications underline Kickers.  

• Set in a contrasting font style (regular or italic) or weight (light or bold). 

• In Mwananchi house style they write in capital letters  

 



 

 

 

 How to write headlines 

Writing headlines, it has been said, is easy. All you have to do is make them accurate, fair, 

clear, precise, punchy, thoughtful, inviting, relevant, urgent and readable and do it in half a 

dozen words, often in three or four seconds 

Obviously, that’s stretching the point. The truth is, headline writing is often the most difficult 

and demanding part of a sub editor’s job. What a reporter said in 30 words or more in a lead, 

a headline writer might have to say in six words or less. But it can be done 

• A headline is written after the story has been carefully edited, a process that generally 

requires three readings of the story. During each reading a copy editor makes a mental 

notes about headline ideas. 

• Remember that, unlike the copy editor, the audience will read the headline before 

reading the story.  

• A perfectly crafted headline that lacks meaning until after the story is read is 

unacceptable.  

• Make the headline say something; don’t write on heads. 



• The most important rule of a headline is to be ACCURATE. This rule has no 

exceptions. No matter how interesting a headline may be, it worth nothing unless it is 

accurate. 

• You can write the headline from information in the lead, but do not “stutter” 

(stammer) by repeating the wording of the lead so that readers read the same words 

twice. 

The headline, like the lead should focus the most up-to-date information in a continuing 

story. Don’t put a first-day headline or lead in a second day story.  

E.g. 

• First day headline 

20 injured in Dodoma bus accident (not good) or  

Traffic accident injures 20 in Dodoma  

Second day headline 

 ‘ Sounded like a bomb,’ Dodoma survivor says 

Headlines should be specific as possible within space limitations.  

Eg  

• Killer storm hits” The headline is not as good as ; 

• Storm kills four 

 

Be sure to use ATTRIBUTION in headlines that convey opinion and for direct quotations. 

Otherwise the news headline will read like an editorial-page headline.  For example 

• ‘Budget unfair’ is an opinion, which could be taken as the newspaper’s unless 

attributed. 

• Budget ‘unfair,’ MP says 

Another important guideline for writing headline is to avoid LIBELOUS  statements. In many 

states a libelous headline is grounds for a a lawsuit, even if the story contains no libelous 

statements 



A related rule is to respect the rights of the defendants. Don’t convict an accused person in a 

headline. In many law  systems, a person is considered innocent unless proven guilty. The 

burden of the proof is on the prosecution side, not the defendant. 

E.g. 

• “ Arusha Mayor steals from public treasury” could cause problems;  a better 

alternative is  

• PCCB charges Arusha Mayor with stealing public funds 

Write headline that tell what happened rather than what did not happen: 

For instance  

‘No one dies in storm’ This headline is less informative, the alternatives, 

  ‘Storm topples television tower’ 

   Storm rips roofs from homes” 

Every news story headline should have a VERB. Avoid dead heads, which merely label 

stories. For example, 

“ Bunge session” This headline tells readers very little. Better alternative Is; 

Bunge fires Mbeya Legislator 

Use the ACTIVE VOICE rather than the passive voice, because the active voice gives the 

headline greater impact. Instead of ‘Demonstration staged by teachers’ write 

 Teachers stage Demonstration 

Headlines are written in PRESENT TENSE to indicate both the present and the past action;. 

Instead to writing, 

•  ‘ Kiduku defeated Dulla Mbabe’ Write  

           Kiduku defeats Dulla Mbabe  

The present continuous is sometimes used, mostly to give  

the meaning of something that is developing.  

Example: 

 Cheka, Maugo flexing their muscles  



The infinitive is used to refer to the future. 

Example: DSJ to spend 70m on research, development projects 

Use only common abbreviations and acronyms in headlines. Except for abbreviations 

commonly used in writing for the public audience, abbreviations would not appear in 

headlines.  

For example this headline uses abbreviations incorrectly; 

 DJ II sinks DJ I  2 nil 

Some acronyms- words formed from initial letters of a name, such as CCM, TLP, WHO, 

BBC, CNN, AIDS are acronyms that most Tanzanian readers immediately recognize and 

understand. 

Eg. 

WHO ranks Tanzania 18 position over Malnutrition  

PUNCTUATION is important in writing headline just like in story writing. In most cases 

headlines are punctuated like sentences but without a PERIOD at the end. (.) 

But there some few exceptions, like; 

1. COMMAS- may be used to replace the world AND as in these examples; 

President appoints Adrian, Rita as Ambassador  

2. SEMICOLONS are used as in sentences to separate independent clauses: 

E.g. 

• Storm rips roofs; rain floods Dar streets 

A semicolon is needed in this example because the headline contains separate clauses, 

each with its own subject and a predicate verb. 

3. PERIODS are used in headlines for some abbreviations. They are not used to design 

the end of the headline. 

4. Ampersands (symbols) should not be used in headlines except when they are 

customary part of the title or phrase, such as Jandu & Sons 

5. HYPHENS should not be used at the end of the headline. 



6. EXCLAMATION MARKS are almost never needed in a headline. However, in its 

eagerness to emphasize the unusualness 

7. QUESTION MARKS are rarely effective, because a news headline should answer 

questions rather than asking them. Exception are those few stories that not only asks a 

question but immediately answers it. Eg  

Fake drugs? No whey!  

8 QUOTATION MARKS - in headlines should be single quotation marks rather than 

double quotation marks, to save space: 

E.g. 

• Speaker calls tax plan ‘ a wonderful for big business’ 

9 Colons and dashes may be used in headlines to indicate attribution. A verb of 

attribution, such as says is preferred. But where space does not allow a word, a colon 

or dash may take its place. 

E.g. 

MP. Cheyo: Budget ‘Unfair’  

Budget ‘unfair’- MP. Cheyo  

NOTE 

Use a colon after the name of the person and before the opinion. If the opinion comes first, 

use a dash 

• Write the headline with UP-STYLE OR DOWN- STYLE capitalization.  

• In an earlier era, newspapers and magazines commonly set headlines all in  capital 

letters.  

E.g. JK TO ACT ON ILLEGAL LOGGING 

But legibility research has demonstrated that type set all in capital letters is more difficult to 

read than type set in capitals and lower cases letters, so most publications have abandoned  

the all-caps style of headlines 



Some newspapers, capitalize the first letter of each word and all other principle words. This 

practice is called FALSE CAPITALIZATION or UPSTYLE.  

E.g. Committee Formed to Help Drivers 

However, researchers have discovered that UPSTYLE also slow reading.  

Most newspapers today use DOWNSTYLE headlines, meaning that sentences-style 

capitalization is used. The first word of the headline and proper nouns. All other words are set 

in small letters. Eg. Karatu petition case resumes 

 

Placement of headlines  

Typically a headline is placed above the story. A headline should never appear below the 

story, but it may be placed to the side.  

A side head is almost always placed to the left of the story, although in extremely rare 

circumstances a side head to the right can be effective  

Sidesaddles parks the headline beside the story, rather than above. It’s best for squeezing a 

story, preferably one that’s boxed, into a shallow horizontal space 

 



A side head is particularly useful for filling a wide, shallow space at the top of an inside page. 

Generally, a headline should cover all columns of a story. That is, if the layout calls for the 

story to be wrapped across more than one column, then the headline should extend across the 

top of all the columns 

Raw wraps, also called Dutch turns, are columns of type without a headline above them. Raw 

wraps should not be used routinely, but they can help give good display to a graphic or other 

artwork 

Headline counting  

The headline writer must compose a headline that will fit into that limited space to squeeze in 

extra letters by very slightly reducing the headline’s point size. Some newspapers do not 

allow squeezing headlines in that fashion. At others, substance outranks form 

Although the headline count will vary from newspaper to newspaper depending on the type 

family used, the following is a typical schedule.  

Counting words manually 

Each character has a unit value corresponding to the amount of horizontal space it occupies, 

relative to other characters. The following are the exact values: 

                    



Counting with computer software 

Computers have immensely simplified the job of headline counting. Now the sub editor 

working at a computer can strike one or more keys to instruct the computer to count the 

headline that has been written. 

The commands that the editor uses vary slightly according to the computer system and layout 

software being used, but all are relatively easy to learn, and all speed the headline writing 

process. 

Until recently, sub editors were instructed that the maximum headline count was absolute, 

because “you can’t squeeze type.” Today, however, type can be “squeezed” slightly through a 

technique known as kerning.  

Computers can be programmed for positive kerning, which means fitting letters together 

more closely, or negative kerning, moving letters farther apart. But many editors frown on 

kerning because squeezed and stretched type has an unnatural look 

Many experienced editors become so attached to the first line of a headline that they are 

reluctant to give it up even when they are unable to find a second line to go with it. Editors 

should see the headline as a whole rather than as a group of separate lines.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


