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THE SAS USER GROUP NEWSLETIER - START THE PRESSES! 
Andrew T. Kuligowski 

Nielsen Media Research 

As the number of users of the SAS System continues 
so does the need to share information among peers. 
The proliferation of local SAS User Groups is a direct 
outgrowth of this need. One common mechanism to 
allow members to communicate among themselves 
is the user group newsletter. We will walk through 
the steps in creating a newsletter, citing Gulf 
Coast Currents, the newsletter of the Florida Gulf 
Coast SAS User Group, as an example. 

ASK YOURSELF "WHY" 

The first question we need to ask, long before we 
explore desktop publishing packages and postal 
rates, is ·Why does this newsletter need to be 
produced?" There will probably be more than one 
reason. Make a list of what you expect the 
newsletter to accomplish, then prioritize it. This will 
help you to determine what sort of editorial content . 
you will need, and will assist in determining the 
proper layout of your newsletter. 

Let's look at a few examples: 
• Most of the local SAS user groups use their 

newsletters to announce the date, location, and 
agenda of their next meeting. 

• The newsletter is often the method of choice to 
disseminate organizational news, such as meeting 
notes, election notices, etc. 

• Many readers like to exchange technical tips on 
effective or innovative uses of the SAS System via 
their local newsletter. 

• Yourreaders may want to use the newsletter in order 
to exchange profeSSional advice. 

• Some local groups have found that printing classi­
fied ads in their newsletter provides both a service to 
their members and a source of funds to continue 
publication. 

These examples are listed in the order of 
importance to Guff Coast Currents. To illustrate 
this point, please refer to Exhibit 1, which is the 
predecessor to that newsletter. Exhibit 2 is an early 
issue of the newsletter, which shows the progress 
made towards fulfilling these goals. 

ALL THE NEWS THAT FITS 

Now that you have determined the purposes of your 
newsletter, the next step is to gather up the 
appropriate editorial content. Where can this material 
be found? Your primary source should be your User 
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Group members. Many newsletters claim to provide an 
exchange of ideas - the word exchange implies that 
thoughts must be given as well as received. Your 
membership will probably divide itself along the follow­
ing lines: One or two members will be happy to 
volunteer information on a regular basis. These people 
will make your life easier, and shouldneverbetakenfor 
granted. Two other categories of members will be also 
be very helpful, but will require a little effort on your part 
to recruit. A small group of members will provide 
articles, provided they are specifically and personally 
asked to do so. A larger group of members will also 
contribute, but you may need to resort to coercion, 
sycophancy, or threats in order to obtain their coop­
eration. Both of these groups will normally need to be 
reminded of their commitments, and will need to be 
given a long lead-time to prepare their material. Also, 
always keep in mind that the largest group of your 
members will not contribute an article - ever! Fortu­
nately, these people are countered somewhat by the 
occasional contribution from a SAS user who is not a 
member of your group. 

Your second sources of article contributions are other 
user group newsletters. Most user groups will be 
happy to aliow you to reprint their articles, provided 
credit is given to the author and their newsletter. It can 
be a real ego boost for the author and editor to find out 
th~t someone thought enough of what they 
said to reproduce it for a wider audience. Some 
newsletter editors will be happy to put you on their 
mailing list, provided you reciprocate with a copy of 
your newsletter. Furthermore, the SAS Institute gathers 
all newsletters that are sent to them and reprints them 
in a quarterly publication, which can be sent to your 
SAS Institute representative on request. Do not forget 
that there are many newsletters out there that are not 
published by SAS User Groups. These can also 
provide content for you, usually aimed at a more 
general, professional audience than the SAS-specific 
articles normally found in a local SAS user group's 
newsletter. 

Electronic bulletin boards can provide a plethora of 
information, most of which has been posted with the 
specific intent of being passed on to others. For 
exa'!1ple, Gulf Coast Currents has recently begun a 
semi-regular feature containing technical tips obtained 
from the SAS-L bulletin board. 

Finally, conSider yourself warned: Be prepared to 
create you own articles on a regular, often last-minute 
basis. 11 you want your newsletter to be of a consistent 
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length each issue, and you haven't received or found 
enough appropriate articles, it will be up to you to 
produce them. In an extreme case, the newsletter 
could be subtitled, "My thoughts, and my thoughts 
alone!." (If this occurs on a regular basis, maybe 
you had better re-address your orginal reasons for 
publishing your newsletter.) 

DEFINING YOUR LAYOUT 

so far, you've reviewed your reasons for publishing 
a newsletter, and have reviewed your sources for 
appropriate content. You are finally ready to develop 
a format that will make your newsletter cry out for 
attention, to ensure your message is passed on to 
your audience. 

Don't be afraid to admit that you may need help to 
develop a unique, yet readable style. The majority of 
us are technical people, and this aspect falls more 
into the artistic genre. Find out if someone in your 
group has worked on newsletters in the past, or 
knows someone who has. Consider recruiting a 
student from a local university's artIdesign program -
many user groups have contacts at the local college. 
You may be able to get some free assistance in. 
return for providing the opportunity for an 
independent study elective. Of course, if money is 
no object, you can always hire an expert to handle 
the design for you. 

The first task will be to determine which grid, or 
column layout, you plan on using. With most 
typewritten newsletters, a straight one-column 
layout is common. Desktop publishing and manual 
cut-and-paste open up additional possibilities. The 
most common layouts for a newsletter printed on 
8 1/2" by 11" paper are straight two-cokJmn or three­
column grids. Be certain that you have allowed 
yourself sufficient white-space on all sides of the 
page and between columns. This will provide a 
visual break for the reader, and will help ensure 
that your articles are read. 

You may also want to consider a six-oolumn grid. 
This does not mean that you need to run six columns 
across every page - this would probably prove 
unreadable. The six-colurnn format will allow you 
the flexibility of combining columns together, varying 
from page to page. For example, your front page 
may have two visual columns, one occupying the first 
two logical columns and the other taking up the last 
four. Your next page could also have two visual 
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columns, with these made up of three logical columns 
each. This approach allows you the flexibility to 
provide a little visual variety in your newsletter, while 
maintaining a consistent look and feed throughout 
the publication. Gulf Coast Currents, for example, is 
produced using this grid. 

The most common approach to column justification is 
to align both the right and left margins, unless you are 
producing your copy on a typewriter. This used to be 
close to a commandment in newsletter preparation, 
and is still very oommon in newsletters today. A few 
publications, however, have found it possible to main­
tain a professional look while going with non-traditional 
columns. Some newsletters will insert a graphic onto 
the page, then tailorthe surrounding text to flow around 
it. One publication uses a normal right/lett justification 
for factual news items, and a ragged right border to 
indicate editorial or opinion columns. 

Your next decision will be to determine the font or 
fonts you wish to use, assuming your method of 
production allows you this option. The textbook rule 
is to select one standard font for the text of your 
newsletter, another for the headlines, a third for 
captions and bylines, and a fourth for your banner. 
Avoid the temptation to use additional ones! 
Excessive use of different fonts looks like the publisher 
is either experimenting with a new desktop publishing 
package, or is auditioning for a moonlighting job 
writing ransom notes. 

Be conservative when selecting your fonts. H your 
readership calls your attention to your selection of 
fonts, even in a complementary way, your have prob­
ably failed. The words and ideas that make up 
your newsletter are supposed to be its primary 
attraction, not the lettering used to print those words. 

so which fonts should you use? This decision is 
best left to the editor and publisher at the time of 
creation. Allow yourseH a little time to experiment 
with the fonts available to you, and determine which 
ones work best for your particular audience. Gulf 
Coast Currents is published using Century 
Schoolbook, a serif (short extensions at the end of 
the letters) font for its primary text. Authors are 
credited with the same font, except that it is 
italicized. Headlines are produced using a Helvetica 
sans-serif (without serifs) font. The document that 
you are currently reading was produced using 
Helvetica Fonts. 



BOOKENDS· THE FRONT AND BACK PAGES 

You are now ready to move on to the front page. This 
is the most critical page of your publication. A potential 
reader who finds your front page unappealing may 
never give the rest of your newsletter a chance. Start 
off with your banner, which contains the name of your 
publication. The banner normally runs across the top 
of your front page, although a few publications have 
been successful in placing it along the left or right 
margin. This is the only area of the newsletter where 
a non-conservative font is encouraged. A creative 
name, displayed in a unique, decorative style, may 
draw in readers. 

The dateline is normally placed immediately under the 
banner. This can contain the volume number, the issue 
number, the date which the newsletter was published, 
or a combination of these things. Basically, the date­
line is to your newsletter what a key field is to an 
observation is to a SAS dataset - the unique identifier 
for a given issue of your newsletter. 

The lead story should be chosen with care. You should 
seleCt the article that will be of most interest to the most 
readers. Keep in mind that some readers will use this 
one article to determine whether or not the entire 
newsletter is worth reading. The headline for this 
article is also important. The font should be the largest 
one used in the entire newsletter. The headline must 
be worded with care, in orderto tempt potential readers 
into the article itself. Consider using a pull-quote to call 
additional attention to the article. A pull-quote should 
be copied from the article, separated from the rest of 
the article by a box, lines, or white space, and printed 
in a larger font that the article itself. 

A photo, drawing, or graph can be placed on the front 
page to enhance the lead story. It is easy to remember 
that the graphic selected must relate in context to the 
lead story. Some editors forget, however, that the 
quality of the graphic selected must also conform to 
the front-page rule of "best of the best·. A poorly 
selected or reproduced graphic will probably deflect 
potential readers, rather than have the intended effect 
of encouraging them. DO NOT USE A GRAPHIC 
UNLESS IT IS OF HIGH QUALITY, AND ENHANCES 
YOUR ARTICLE! 

Finally, put a Table of Contents on your front page. 
Potential readers who pick up your publication and 
are not impressed by your lead story may still see 
something that interests them in the Table of 
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Contents and decide to· read on. 

Let's bypass the body of the newsletter temporarily, 
and move on to the last page. (This may be all that a 
short newsletter containsQ This back page is also very 
important. Most newsletters that are distributed via the 
U.S. Mail use this area for the address, folding the 
newsletter in two and securing it with tape or a staple. 
Therefore, the back page may be the first thing that a 
prospective reader will see. Your back page does not 
have to have the visual staying power that is required 
of the front page, but it must properly represent the 
content and quality of your newsletter. Let us cite Gulf 
Coast Currents as an example. As stated earlier, the 
most important reason for Gulf Coast Cu"ents'distri­
bution is to announce the next meeting. Therefore, we 
use the back page to list the date, time, agenda. and 
location for the next meeting. 

DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR 

You are finally ready to address the interior of the 
newsletter. The creator must walk a fine line between 
visual consistency across pages and visual boredom. 
As stated earlier, Gulf Coast Cu"ents attempts to 
resolve this issue by varying the visual column format 
across its eight pages. We retain conSistency by 
placing a common heading at the top on each 
page. Our header contains the publication name, 
date, and page number. 

The masthead usually appears on page 2. This 
feature contains the subscription and copyright 
information, production credits, and the name and 
address of the publisher. You need to be as accurate 
as possible in this section for legal protection, to 
provide readers with a source of further information, 
and to credit your contributors. Never fool yourseH 
into believing that anyone will actually read it, 
however, unless you make an error. Then, everyone 
will call your attention to it. 

Never forget that a newsletter is meant to be a 
continuing effort. not a one-shot wonder. With this in 
mind, you should attempt to maintain some consistency 
across issues. Gulf Coast Cu"ents does this by 
maintaining a series of regular features on the same 
page as the previous issue. This rule is broken on 
occasion if an article has different space requirements 
than the previous issue. These exceptions perform 
the added function of ensuring against the visual 
boredom which was alluded to earlier in this paper. 
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Your final decision will be to determine the length of 
the newsletter. There are a few factors that need to 
be taken into consideration. The first is the amount of 
editorial content available. Never confuse quantity 
with quality. If an article is inappropriate, politely 
inform the contributor that you will not be able to use 
it. (Follow this up with either a commitment to 
include it in a future issue, or with some suggestions 
of publications that might be able to make use of it.) 
Your must also consider your finances when 
determining newsletter length. Each additional page 
will cause an Increase in your costs of reproduction. 
Furthermore, if you are depending on the U.S. Postal 
Service to deliver your product, be aware that each 
additional page adds to the weight of your newsletter. 
The addition of that next sheet of paper could require 
the use of an extra stamp. 

START THE PRESSES 

We now have a design, and we have content. The final 
step is to perform the final assembly, replication, and 
distribution of our newsletter. 

Your method of production will most likely be limited to 
your tools at hand. As seen in Exhibit 2, the Florida Gulf 
Coast Users Group's first newsletters were done on a 
rudimentary word processor. We have since found a 
volunteer who is willing to assemble our newsletter 
using Pagemaker on an IBM PC. This software has 
proven to be ideal for our use, combining ease of use 
with consistent quality. However, your budget may 
prevent you from acquiring any such package. If so, do 
not be afraid to use a typewriter, scissors, and rubber 
cement to assemble your newsletter. 

Gulf Coast Currents is produced by generating muhiple 
copies on a laser printer. This may not be the most 
cost-effective method, but it has two benefits. First of 
all, we have 24 hour access to the printer and can set 
our own priorities for its use. This is very important if 
you push your production deadlines to the limit, as we 
are wontto do. Secondly, the laser printer produces a 
clearer image than most photocopiers will. A third 
option Which we rejected, primarily due to cost and 
lead-time, would be to have a print shop mass-produce 
our newsletter for us. 

You have a few options for distribution. The most 
widely used option for in-house newsletters is the 
company's inter-office mail. Most user group news­
letters, however, are distributed by mail. We have 
found that we can produce a 4-sheet, 8 page newslet-
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ter, including staple and mailing label, and stay within 
the one-ounce limit on a 29-cent stamp. Each addi­
tional group of up to 4 sheets, however, will run an 
additional 19 cents. (Keep in mind that the post office 
has bulk rates that can be applied for similar mailings 
starting as low as 200 units.) A few user groups 
are experimenting with electronic delivery of their 
newsletters. Current technology limits their ability 
to use specialized formats and graphics, but this could 
become the method of choice in a few years. 

ASSORTED ADVICE 

There are quite a few things that a newsletter editor 
learns through experience that can't be easily 
categorized. The suggestions below have been 
acquired over time, and run a gamut of topics. 

MAINTAIN AN INVENTORY OF ARTICLES 
Many contributors will encounter deadline delays -
after all, this is usually a volunteer effort, not the 
source of their daily bread! If this happens, you may 
need to delay publication or cut back on the size of 
your newsletter. A better ahemative would be to have 
an article or two in reserve that can be substituted at 
the last minute. However, do not keep articles in this 
inventory too long. You will run the risk of making the 
material described dated, and could anger the 
author who has waited patiently to have his material 
published. 

USE A DISTINCT FONT WHEN REPRODUCING 
COMPUTER CODE. 
We have found some success with Gulf Coast 
Currents by using Arial, a Windows-supplied font, 
when reproducing source code and listings. This 
font resembles the text that would be produced by 
a typewriter or teletype. 

PHOTOCOPIERS CANNOT HANDLE LARGE DARK 
AREAS WELL. 
Try to avoid large dark areas in drawings and 
photographs. . Even if you do not reproduce your 
newsletter by photocopying, rest assured that some 
of your readership will try to copy it after they 
receive it. 

QUALITY CONTENT WILL RESCUE A LESSER 
FORMAT, BUT A GLOSSY PACKAGE WILL NOT 
HIDE MEDIOCRE CONTENT. 
A poor package may scare away some readers. 
However, if the articles are well-produced, the 
remaining readers will gain some benefit from them. 



The inverse is not true. Readers may be enticed into 
starting to read a newsletter prepared by the latest 
in desktop publishing. If your articles are shabby, 
this will merely means that more readers will notice 
your short comings. (Of course, the ideal solution is 
to package well-written articles within a pretty 
package.) 

DON'T GET DISCOURAGED BY THE ABSENCE OF 
A DESKTOP PUBLISHING PACKAGE. 
This goes along with the earlier suggestion. Remem­
berthat if you produce a newsletter on your typewriter, 
some people won't read it. However, if you don't 
produce it at all, no one will read it! 

REMEMBER THAT THESE ARE SUGGESTIONS, 
NOT LAWS. 
Creating a newsletter is not like taking your driver's 
test. No legislative body has codified rules to follow, 
and no enforcement group will punish you if you 
choose to ignore them. There will be occasions when 
you believe that breaking a "guideline" will produce 
a better product. Go ahead and try it - it might work 
out! Keep in mind, however, that these bursts of 
artistic freedom should be the exception, not the rule. 

CONCLUSION 

The most important lesson to learn in creating 
your newsletter is that books, lectures, and even 
professional papers will only provide part of what 
you need to know. If you want to create a newsletter 
dive in and start doing it. Allow yourself time to 
create drafts and to revise them. Solicit comments 
from your readers - it's just as helpful to know 
what you're doing right as what needs improvement. 
Good luck. 

GLOSSARY 

NOTE: Exhibits 3 and 4, which are two pages 
extracted from recent issues of Gulf Coast Currents, 
contain examples of many of the terms described 
below. 

Banner is the graphical depiction of the title of the 
newsletter. This is normally located along the top of 
the first page, and is set apart from the rest of the 
newsletter by its larger size and unique font. It is also 
commonly accompanied by a graphic logo, 
which is often the emblem of the organization 
publishing the newsletter. 
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Bylines identify the author of an article. They usually 
appear at the start of an article, but are occasionally 
placed at the end of it. 

Captions are used to describe photographs, charts, 
or other graphics that may accompany an article. 

Grid describes the number of columns on a page, 
coupled with the white space separating those 
columns and the margins surrounding the page. 

Dateline is the unique identifier for a speCific issue of 
the newsletter. If can contain a volume number an 
issue number, the date which the newsletter was 
published, or a combination of these things. 

Dingbats are small symbols used to indicate the end of 
an article. 

Eyebrow contains a descriptive categorization of 
articles. These are normally used with regular 
newsletter features. 

Headers and Footers can appear at the top or bottom, 
respectively of the newsletter's pages. They can 
contain the page number, dateline contents, or news­
letter title. Headers and footers are used to provide 
identification and consistency throughout a newsletter's 
pages. 

Headline contains a visual cue calling attention to a 
newsletter article. It is normally set in a larger and 
bolder typeface than the rest of the article. 

Jumplines are used when an article spans pages, and 
point the reader to where they can find the continuation 
of the article. 

Pull-Quotes are short phrases taken from the body of 
an article. They are printed in a larger font, and are 
used to aid the headline in drawing a reader into an 
article. 

Sidebars are used to supplement an article. They are, 
infact, mini-articles in theirown right, and expand upon 
selected points from the main article. 

Table of Contents is the list of articles in the newsletter, 
accompanied by their corresponding page number. 

Text is the body of the article. 
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Would you hlt.to be able toju,liIY output usinc PUT 
ltatem.nts? On Pll'1' st.ataments, youcan specify·L 
for left. -R ro. ric:ht, or -C for center justification. 
Fo.example 

PUT V AFt 1 dollar7.2-c 

Ref.r.nce page 462 ofth. SA.S u.n~e Manual 
<Version 6 Ref.r.nc.)for more information. 

lfyoUMy. problems with P8lle numbers not r.settinc 
to 100 each PROe output, specify 

OPTIONSPAGENO=l 

Thankst.otheF1oridaDe~tot'lnulspal1aDOIl 
SAS UIeIS Group forthese lips. 

-----·r-----
Check out the outPUt formats WORDS .... and 
WORDFw. to take Dumeric fields and convert them to 
words in )'0W' output.. 

Foruampl., 1i(3.20becomes 

FiYe bwulred IorCy tbree IIDCI tweDll' IwDdreCJu 
with the WORDSw. form.t 

or 
Five bllDdred forcy t.bree IIDCI 21)'100 

with the WORDFw. form.t.. 

'l1wWto Ray PauoCColwnbia-PresbyteriaDMedical 
Centar as postedoD SAS-Lfor this tip. 

---~---
To priDtlmooth liDes in PROCTABUlATE when 
'oillctoaD)'HPpriDterlhatcan .... dHPPCL.)'ou 
Deed to chanee thedefiDjtjon oftheFORMCHAR. 

Foreumpl., usirn • macro variable ror FORMCHAR 
.(0110_ 

%LETFORMCHAR= 
'B3C4OAC28FC3C5109BAC07CC42F5C181A01'lc; 

Thanks to TIUII8I'8. Fiscbell ofTlmelyTechnicel 
Solution. as posted OD SAS-L(or thi.lip. 

00 ),ou cot "'aminc meuaco • .,hen your input dlta doe, 
not meet the criteria fo.yo .... informlt? For .xampl., 
.. h.nyou specify .ID{DDYY~. informat for data., but 
your data contains missiDC' \"alUII or an zerol.you-eet. 
",arninc:messac:e (oreyery observation with invalid data. 

To disable these ..-amin, messa,es,enerated by the 
r.-.-Plj'I' statement, yo" can use the ? and "? informat 
modifiers. 

INPUTpnum 1-5 sigS&-13 Clalel ??mmdCl)'Y6.; 

The ?mDdifiertuTnsolf",amincmessaru{ortha 
informat, but leaye •• ERROR. set to 1. 11 turns otrthe 
warnin, messa,es and resets .ERROR. to O. 

For more information check the SAS manual., pac •• 
144-145lVersion S'orpace 402lVersion 6 Laacuace 
Reference). 
Thanks I4Jack BamilIODO( Amdahl .. posted OD 
SAS-L fDrtheide.forthi,tip. 

A IIIsITTOTHESUGS 
MWSUGANDNESUG 

CONTINUED AROM PAGE 4 

MWSUG, be.au .. OCita.....n .. raize aDd mo ...... demic 
membership, isamoreiDlormalcanfe .. nc •. NESUG,OD 
the other hand. hal beeD around for I (ewyean and tha 
experience show .. NESUG is. very .Iick, proftllionally 
run couferen ••. But both otr.r their members the sam. 
klDdlI oCopportunltiH. 

Besides concurreDt ... ,ions o{pre .. Dted paper .. both 
conie ... nc., in.luded a video theater - video tutoriala 
from the SAS Institute. And at both confer.n .... thi, 
attraction was standiDr1'OOlll cmIy. ManyoCthealteDcl_ 
atreeionalconf.r.Dce .... veryint.ereat.edintbetraiDinr 
provided - and the videotbeateralqwiththe Tutoriala 
sectiOD are extremely popul .... 'lbe .. featu_, alour 
with theliD .. upoCpapen ill the otberHctiOD .. madeth. 
rerlooal.onf .. ences.,ood value in terms of eduetiOD. 

lD IDUtsbeU, reriDDal conference. provided .... m..au 
opportunity to mix with other SABusersiDaoiDformal 
.. ttiD" to see. wide variety oCpepen OD IllaDY BAS 
topics, and to .. e wbat', DeW aDd OD the horizon forthe 
SASs)'Stem. Ibopetbatu)'ou mak,),ourplaaatOr 1993, 
),oull consider makinc SESUG .partoCthem. ItprollliMa 
to be an eDtertainiur aDd educaDonalconference. Hope 
to .. e you there. 
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