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It is hoped that the results of this qlBstionnaire and the 

contents of this thesis will be beneficial to every reader, 

artist, syndicate Jl811ber,· mem't:8rs of the Newspaper Comics OJuncil, 

arbiters, or any other individual genuinely interested in the 

future of comic strips. 

Michael H. NJderman 
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CHAPTER I 

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE "ARBITER OF THE COMIC PAGE" 

1. The Arbiter as a "Gate Keeper" 

More than 90,0001000 Americans from all walks of life read the 

comic strips in their daily and Sunday newspapers. Housewives and 

models, bank presidents and janitors, govermnent officials and city . 

street cleaners, all read comic strips. While some follow strips 

more regularly than others, over half the United States' population 

read and are possibly influenced by1the daily comic strips. 

To the average reader, the process of reading a strip is a 

simple one. This individual needs only buy a newspaper, open it to 

the ".funnies" section, and choose, from a wide assortment, the strips 

that offer him the most satisfaction and pleasure. 

However, this is not a true indication o.f the work involved 

before a strip finally appears in print. For all those connected 

with the comic . strip industr,r, the process is saturated with 

complexities and .frustrations. 

The journey of a comic strip is lengthy and its future unsure. 

From the moment it is created until the time it is drawn; from the 

time it is purchased b,y a s,rndicate until the time when it is 
,, 

marketed; from the moment when it is bought by an arbiter o.f the 

comic page"until the time it is printed, the destiny of a comic strip 

can never be predicted. Even after a strip appears in a newspaper, 

its life span can never be determined. 









true that the reasons for these rejections are extremely important 

to mass communications research, these reasons do not apply to the 

heads of the comic pages. As will be shown later, the criteria 

used by the latter are quite different than those used by the 

former. More significant to this study is the fact that 90 per 

cent of the wire copy was rejected by "Mr. Gates" and that the work 

done by the preceding "gate keepers" in this communjcations process 

was accomplished to no avail. The large percentage of rejections 

means that the .30,000 readers of "Mr. Gates'" newspaper never saw 

90 per cent of that week's wire copy. For this reason, "Mr. Gates" 

must be considered as the most important "gate keeper" in the flow 

of wire copy. 

Equally important because of the similarity of their positions 

as "gate keeper," and their functions as decision-makers, are the 

"arbiters of the comic page. tt 

2. The Distinctions Between the "Arbiter of the Comic Page" 

and the News Editor 

Unlike the news editor who must select factual, informative and 

timely news items, the "arbiter of the comic page" must select inter­

esting, fanciful and entertaining features. This difference in their 

functions is the basis for all distinctions between the two. 

The news editor can base his selections on his previous experience 

and knowledge of the news media field. His knowledge of a good news 

story is rarely in competition with his readers '. His decisions are 

final, and only subject to change when a more recent story arrives to 

; 
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CHAPTER II 

CONSTRUCTION OF THE QUESTIONNAIRE 

The purpose . -- In order to attain a better understanding of the 

"arbiters of the comic page" and their decision-111.aking process, it was 

felt that as many of these arbiters as possible should be queried 

about their individual criteria, preferences, and other factors which 

might affect their decisions . It was, therefore, decided that the 

most practical method would be through the use of a mail questionnaire. 

By tabulating the responses of the arbiters and analyzing· the 

results, it was conceded that certain trends would be established and 

predictions could be made which would be of extreme importance to all 

those concerned with the fUture role ot comic strips in America's 

society. 

Desi&n st&&es ,-- Before the completion of the questionnaire, in­

terviews were conducted with several newspaper editors in the Boston 

area, {the writer • s domicile), syndicate e:xscuti ves, members of the 

Newspaper Comics Council, comic strip artists, readers, and members 

of Boston University's Cormnunications Research Center. 

As the result of these interviews and consultations, the question­

naire attained its finalized form on AprU 16, 196o. It consisted of 

2.3 questions, placed on three pages, and an additional page containing 

a cover letter, individually signed by Dr. David Manning White of 

Boston University, the adviser to this thesis . Determining the sample, 

the methods of processing and presenting the results, and the probable 

date of mailing were also decided at these preliminar,y consultations. 

1 





Table 2, page 17, shows a breakdown by states of the total number 

of American newspapers, and also the number of newspapers and arbiters 

in the sample. It will be noted that of the 232S newspapers in the 

United States, 1368 or 58 per cent received a questionnaire. Not in­

dicated in this table is the number of arbiters in t:te United States 

and is attributable to the lack of available listing. However, an 

approximate estimate would be 1,000. If we can assume this to be an 

approximation of the total, it then can be said that 81.7 per cent of 

all aribters in the United States received this writer's questionnaire. 

The reSl!onse . -- The questionnaires were mailed on ¥-q 20, 1960 

and the returns were received on or before July 10, 1960. Of the 817 

questiormaires sent out, 250 or 30. 60 per cent were returned. Of tbl 

1368 newspapere comprising the &Uipl , 436 or 31.7 per cent were 

represented by the response . 

A breakdown of the returns by states appears on Ta13s 2. It will 

be noted that the editors in four states who did not respond-­

Delaware, Idaho, Nevada, and New Hampshire-received 17 questiomaires 

or only two per cent of the total. Their 31 newspapers also represents 

two per cent of the total. Thus their failure to respond did not 

significantly affect the results of this questiormaire, especially 

in comparison to returns of the three largest states. New York, 

Pennsylvania, and Texas had an exceedingly low percentage of returns. 

As indicated on this table, these states received 162 questionnaires, 

whtil amounted to 20 per cent of the total . They returned only 6o, or 

14 per cent of the total response . 















educational, and non-fictional strips were the least popular types as 

each received less than 32 or 13 per cent of the response. Only eight 

said "type not important." 

Table .3. Types of Strips Arbiters Believe to Have the Most 
Reader Appeal 

Types of Strips 

(1) 

Family'. • • • • • • • • • • • • 
Adventure • • • • • • • • • • • 
Social Satire • • • • • • • • • 
Crime Detection • • • • • • • • 
Romance •••••• • • • • • • 

Fantasy •••••••••••• 
Science Fiction • • • • • • • • 
Educational • • • • • • • • • • 
Non-fictional • • • • • • • • • 

other mentions : 
Humorous • • • • • • • • • • 
Balance of all types • • • • 
Miscellaneous • • • • • • • • 

Type not important 

Base and Total 

Number of 
Arbiters 
Favoring 
Type 

(2) 

214 
133 
116 

90 
81 

32 
32 
30 
13 

59 
31 
13 
13 

8 

250 

Percentage 
Arbiters 
favoring 
Type 

(3) 

85.6 
53.2 
45 .5 
35.3 
32.5 

12.8 
12.8 
12.0 
5.2 

2,3.6 
-12 .L. 

5.2 
5.2 

3.2 

!I 

of 

ysome arbiters gave more than one answer; hence, percentages total 
more than 100. 

Although it does not fall into any of the types of strips mentioned 

above, a word must be added here about hUilor strips. The fact that 31 

or 12.4 per cent of the respo ents added this type reveals the import­

ance of humor in strips. This number is even more significant in view 
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of its omission from the other types listed. We omitted humor because 

we felt it is often incorporated into the other types of strips and we 

did not consider it to be a separate categor.y. 

The comments concerning humor as a popular type of comic strip 

varied in terminology but not in principle. The general consensus of 

opinions of the respondents was that there existed a shortage of good 

humor strips. One respondent·wrote, "Humor strips are increasingly 

rare, but all the more important." Another remarked, "I would select 

humor strips regardless of the type." One arbiter coJmJ.ented, "Comics 

yet and you don't even include humor--number one type for me." The 

comment made by another respondent that best represented the feelings 

of the arbiters, "Need a little humor." 

Not only is an apparent shortage of good humor strips indicated 

in these responses, but also revealed is the arbiters' acceptance of 

the tremendous reader appeal and drawing power that humor strips offer. 

The results of this question seem to indicate an 80 per cent 

chance for a famig strip to be selected by the arbiters, a 50 per cent 

chance for an adventure strip, a 45 per cent chance for social satire 

strips, and so on down to a five per cent chance for a non-fictional 

type. Conversely, the chances for a ,fami!l strip to be rejected would 

be 20 per cent while the chances for a fantasy-type strip to be re­

jected would be 80 per cent. 

Even though humor strips received a low percentage of response, it 

is possible to assume that the chances for this type's selection are 

quite high. This assumption is supported by the enthusiasm evidenced by 

the voluntary cormnents in the "other" category. 
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These figures seem to indicate that 60 per cent of the respondents 

would not select a new strip unless both elements were well done. But, 

according to Table 5, 38 per cent of the respondents considered content 

more important than artwork. Possibly this can be interpreted to mean 

that these respondents might select a new strip if the content was 

sone well enough to overcome mediocre artwork. These same respondents 

would also reject a strip if the content was not interesting and enter­

taining. 

The fact that only U respondents considered artwork more important 

than content clearly points out the need of presenting a good story­

line in a strip rather than beautifully drawn artwork. 

Reader appeal of. continuity . strips .. !.!!. single episode. strips.-­

During the past few years, there has been a notable decrease of con­

tinuous-type strips on the comic pages. Paralleling this decrease 

has been an increase in single episode strips. In an at tempt to ex­

plain this situation and determine the comparative appeal of these two 

formats, question 5a {Appendix B) asked for the arbiters' views on this 

aspect of comic strips. 

Of the 250 respondents to this question, 56 or 22.4 per cent be­

lieved aerial-type strips offered the most reader appeal, 81 or 32.4 

per cent said both had equal appeal, and 113 or 45.2 per cent said 

single-episode strips had the most appeal. 

These ·results, shown on Table 6 on the following page, seem to 

reaffirm prior beliefs in the increase in popularit.y of single-episoa 

strips. The results may also mean that the more than 40 per cent of the 

respondents would tend to select a single eipsode strip in preference 
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