Ch. 4 
Close-Up on History

USA Today Changes the Face of Journalism

USA Today changed the face of journalism by appealing to a national audience through a colorful design, short articles, and snappy graphics. The paper was introduced by the Gannett Corporation in 1982. It was the brainchild of Al Neuharth, the hard-driving Gannett chairman who had built the chain into a colossus and made it highly profitable. USA Today was by far his boldest move, involving innovations in concept, design, distribution and marketing.


Only a chain the size of Gannett, and a chairman as powerful as Neuharth, had the resources to create such a paper. Neuharth borrowed some of the most talented reporters, editors, and graphics designers from the papers of the Gannett chain for USA Today, but the chain’s more important support was financial. This was the most expensive newspaper debut in history, costing its parent company tens of millions of dollars during its first year—and the paper lost money for 10 years. In fact, one of its distinctions is that it lost more than any newspaper in history, hundreds of millions of dollars, before becoming financially successful in the 1990s. 


The paper was designed from the beginning to appeal to a national, rather than a local, audience. Page 1 would have a carefully selected mix of hard news and features, all of which were chosen for wide human interest. Stories and artwork would represent various minorities and both genders. Inside the paper, there would be a full page of weather news covering the entire country. A two-page center insert, “News from Around the Nation,” would feature one or two brief, high-interest items from each state. In hiring, Neuharth strove for a diversity of viewpoints by staffing 39 percent women and 14 percent minorities. Nancy Jane Woodhull became the founding editor and helped shape the identity of the paper. Loaners, or reporters from the other Gannett papers, came from 29 different states. 


USA Today’s design seemed to be influenced by television. Like TV, it was highly visual and flagrantly colorful. The weather map jumped off the page, with a variety of colorful graphics. Neuhath admitted, “This is a direct, absolute steal from Willard Scott and other TV Weathermen.”1 Even the vending boxes were designed to look like television sets. Like local TV journalism, the paper would favor good news with happy endings, and would not be opposed to front-page pictures of children washing their pets. Even important news stories would be boiled down to quick bites. Whenever possible, bulleted lists and charts would be used instead of conventional stories.


Its critics immediately labeled USA Today “junk-food journalism” and “McPaper.”  It was the news equivalent of fast food, attractive and tasty but not particularly good for you.


The paper began making a profit in 1992. By 1996 the editors noticed that sales jumped whenever breaking news was put on the front page, so USA Today began doing more hard news and investigative reporting, and running longer stories. By 2003 it actually received high praise from a competitor, Time magazine, which said, “USA Today does better than ever a hard thing that looks easy—making news brief but not dumb—through efficient, informed stories that lay out the facts without calling attention to themselves.”2
1Peter Prichard, The Making of McPaper: The Inside Story of USA Today (Kansas City: Andrews, McMeel & Parket, 1987).

2 James Poniewozik, “The People's Paper: Read by Millions, Often Ignored by Peers, the U.S.’s Biggest Newspaper Wants to Add Prestige to Its Popularity,” Time, July 21, 2003, p. 48.
