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Abstract 
Using Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) as a framework, my purpose in this paper is to 
describe some multimodal texts related to health published in a local newspaper in Alicante 
(Spain) in order to analyse the main strategies used to persuade readers and to catch their 
attention.  

In this paper, I intend to highlight the main resources used by the newspaper to esta-
blish an interaction between the discourse used in the multimodal texts under analysis and the 
addressees (i.e. the readers of the newspaper). For this reason, I will pay attention to the 
main visual characteristics of these texts: background, layout, size of the image, frames and 
information value. 

As a conclusion, I will point out how our society is influenced by the presence of new 
texts, which are clearly characterised by the increasing dominance of the visual mode. This 
implies that new literacies such as ‘critical media literacy’ or ‘critical literacy’ need to be 
developed as a way of enabling readers to develop a critical attitude to the texts they are 
exposed to. 
 
 
1. Introduction 

Any information that helps the reader to be aware of the importance of health is relevant 

because it can influence health care directly. For this reason, a corpus of articles related to 

health in the section called “Health and Beauty” of the local newspaper 20 Minutes in 

Alicante (Spain) is analysed in this paper, paying attention to their main visual characteristics 

and taking into consideration the social aspects of language. I analysed all the texts that 

appeared in this section for a semester (October-December 2004), 20 texts in total, and I have 

chosen five texts at random to illustrate the analysis. 

Systemic Functional Linguistics (hereafter SFL) will be the theoretical framework of 

this paper because it concentrates on the analysis of authentic products of social interaction 

(texts), considered in the social and cultural context in which they take place. The most 

generalized application of SFL is: “To understand the quality of texts: why a text means what 

it does, and why it is valued as it is.” (Halliday 1994 [1985]: xxix). SFL analyses the main 

reasons for choosing between some linguistic forms or others, which is always determined by 

the functions that those linguistic forms perform in society. At the same time, SFL is able to 

provide enhanced insight into the quality of the information related to health which we find in 

local newspapers because it analyses the different choices found in any text type.  
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This linguistic school describes a text in terms of the different choices of language that 

appear in a given text and of the way a text realises what is happening (ideational metafunc-

tion), how it interacts with the reader or hearer (interpersonal metafunction) and how a text 

coheres (textual metafunction). In Martin’s words (1992: 493): “Texts are social processes 

and need to be analysed as manifestations of the culture they in large measure construct.”  

Nowadays we need to be active participants in our society. That is the reason why we 

need to develop a critical perspective on texts that employ a variety of modes to convey 

meaning. Our society is influenced by the presence of new texts, whose main characteristic is 

the increasing dominance of the visual mode. This implies that new literacies such as critical 

media literacy or critical literacy need to be developed as a way of enabling readers to 

develop a critical attitude towards the texts they are exposed to. 

It is important to clarify what is meant by ‘text’ and what is meant by ‘multimodal 

text’. A text is “a semantic unit: not of form, but of meaning” (Halliday and Hasan 1976: 1-2). 

A text may be spoken or written, prose or verse, a dialogue or monologue. It may be anything 

from a single proverb to a whole play, from a momentary cry for help to an all-day discussion 

on a committee. A text is a unit of language in use. It is not a grammatical unit, like a clause 

or sentence; and it is not defined by its size (Halliday and Hasan 1976: 1). A ‘multimodal 

text’ is a text which uses more than one mode of meaning-making, especially one in which we 

can observe an increased dominance of the visual mode to catch people’s attention. 

This paper will highlight some suitable strategies used in this kind of texts in order to 

attract the reader’s attention, such as the importance of the visual image (interaction between 

image and written text), the place where known and new information appears, etc. All these 

strategies made the “Health and Beauty” section one of the most popular in the newspaper 20 

Minutes, as the survey carried out as part of this research showed. 

When readers read any page they have certain expectations and the page should be 

visually designed to meet those expectations. Since the texts under analysis need to attract the 

reader’s attention, it is expected that they promote their visual elements by using many 

colours, images, etc., as the analysis will point out. As Frances (2004: 124) states: “That we 

associate particular visual arrangements with different genres of writing means that the visual 

arrangements do some of the work of the genre. This means, then, that the visual arrange-

ments can be analysed in terms of the genre work they do.” This leads us to consider how the 

visual elements and contexts of a text contribute to our overall experience of the text because 

there is a very clear combination of verbal and visual meanings. 
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Following Halliday (1978: 27), I understand language as ‘meaning potential’ – i.e., 

what the speaker can do or mean – which implies that out of the different choices that are 

possible in language, the speaker selects the most appropriate according to the communicative 

situation or the functions that language has in context. The multimodal texts selected 

communicate through the way they select the visual forms and combine them with the written 

text. This combination creates a multimodal text according to the cultural conventions that 

surround it. Every text always exists inside a context of culture that determines the principles 

by which the text is created, i.e., multimodal texts in Western cultures are different to 

multimodal texts in Eastern cultures. Furthermore, it does not make sense to analyse each 

resource (music, image, language, etc.) that appears in a multimodal text independently 

because all these elements contribute to seeing the text as a whole. 

Employing SFL as a framework will be helpful to understand why a written text is 

used as it is by paying attention to its context and textual organization because it enables a 

thorough study of the construction of meaning in the text. The analysis will reveal that the 

visual elements and the context of a text influence our overall experience of the text because 

texts have to be understood in their context since they represent the reality that surrounds 

them, as Kambeleris and de la Luna (2004: 241) state: “As readers, we have to be able to 

interpret critically the texts we interact with on a daily basis and become more analytical in 

our literacy practices around texts; in this way we will develop a critical literacy.” 

The analysis will pay attention to the main visual characteristics used in the 

multimodal texts related to health (background, layout, size of the image, frames and 

information value) in order to convey meaning and to catch the reader’s attention.  

 

2. Aspects related to the social function of language in multimodal texts related to health 
 
Paying attention to the main aspects related to the social function of language will help us to 

understand why the said multimodal texts related are constructed as they are in the genre/field 

of health promotion. 

 
2.1 Context of situation and its three variables 

The corpus of articles analysed belongs to the section of the newspaper called “Health and 

Beauty”; more specifically all of them provide pieces of advice on how to live properly. This 

section appears once a week, on Wednesday, in a free newspaper called 20 Minutes, which is 
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delivered every day in Alicante (Spain). The texts under analysis are authentic since they 

appear in the everyday life of people receiving this newspaper. 

Although all the multimodal texts analysed are related to health, the field is different 

in all of them: advice on how to sleep well, how to avoid infections in winter, the importance 

of riding a bike for health and of choosing the right food to avoid heart problems. 

The objective of these texts is to make readers aware of the importance of health and 

to give some basic ideas on how to cope with basic problems which anybody could have in 

this regard. The vocabulary that appears in them is obviously related to health and words such 

as “proteins”, “alcohol”, “heart”, “pain”, etc. are repeated in these texts. 

The notion of tenor takes into consideration the social relations between the 

participants in the linguistic interchange because the kind of social relation affects the use we 

make of language: the sender is the author of the article and the addressees are the readers of 

the newspaper 20 Minutes. 

The register of the articles under analysis is quite informal and the reader is addressed 

as “you” (difference between “tú” (you in informal Spanish) and “usted” (you in formal 

Spanish)). Apart from this, imperatives are used because most of the written text consists of 

pieces of advice given to the reader. These imperatives normally introduce short sentences in 

which the reader is encouraged to do something in order to be healthy. Most of the processes 

are material processes, i.e., processes of doing, such as sleep, eat, touch, etc. There are also 

some questions at the beginning of the article that catch the readers’ attention after which the 

answers are provided in the article. 

Poynton (1985) points out that we find three dimensions inside the notion of tenor, to 

which I shall refer briefly: the power dimension observes whether the relations between the 

participants are equal or not. In the case of the articles under analysis, the authors have power 

over the readers and the person who wrote the article tries to make the readers aware of the 

importance of health in their daily life. 

The contact dimension makes reference to the existence, or not, of a contact relation 

between the participants. In this case, there is no contact but when the articles are read readers 

establish a relationship with the author and are conscious of his/her thoughts and his/her 

ideology although they are not in contact with him/her. 

The affective involvement dimension refers to the extent to which the participants are 

emotionally involved or committed in a situation. The author is committed and this 

commitment is expressed by writing these articles on health.  
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The concept of mode makes reference to the role that language plays in the text. The 

mode includes the channel through which the author transmits his/her linguistic message in 

the texts under analysis. In the multimodal texts under analysis there are simple grammatical 

structures, whose main characteristics are short sentences and coordination.  

 

3. Main visual characteristics in the multimodal texts  

It is a well-known fact that certain combinations in texts help to fix the product, topic or 

image in the memory by actively involving the reader, for instance: colour combination, use 

of real pictures, frames, etc.  

In the multimodal pages of the newspapers where the texts under analysis are found 

only the top part of the page deals with health while the rest of the page is used for 

advertising. This is connected with the information value of the text in which the top part is 

considered to be more important. The top part of the page is divided into three sections that 

deal with three different topics related to health. I am going to concentrate on the articles 

found on the left hand side of the page because of the importance of the image in them. There 

is a cohesive relationship between the image and the visual text due to the fact that both are 

clearly connected or complementary, which was pointed out in the answers readers gave in 

the survey. 

Following Kress and van Leeuwen (2006 [1996]), we should consider three key spatial 

dimensions in visual texts:  

• Left/right: Given/New 

• Top/bottom: Ideal/Real 

• Centre/margin: Centre/Peripheri  

 
The different ways in which the elements of a multimodal text are placed affect how 

our attention moves over the page. The size and colour of something and the placement of 

elements at the top or bottom, left or right influences the way the page is perceived because 

there is normally a hierarchical relationship between elements. The way the page is 

arranged is intended to guide the reader’s attention to certain parts of the text: the image/s, 

the written text, the heading, etc. What is found at the top of the page is given a prominent 

position, especially if it is in the right-hand side corner. Images normally stand out since 

they are what we first see. 
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The first thing that readers see when they look at the page is the image, which is 

placed in different places in the multimodal texts under analysis: top (Text 1 and 2), centre 

(Text 4 and 5) and right (Text 3) – see table 1 below. The written text is not very large 

compared to the visual image. These texts try to establish a relationship between the world 

they represent and the readers. The fact that the image illustrates the written text contributes 

to the representation of the world. Roland Barthes (1977: 40) coined the term ‘anchorage’ for 

cases like these in which the text helps to understand the image and vice versa.  

Generally, the background of the texts is light and the image appears at the top of the 

multimodal text in most of the examples. The size of the image is normally big or medium 

size compared to the written text. There are no frames or they are not very pronounced in the 

texts analysed. As regards information value, it is common to find new information in the 

image, which adds prominence to it. The main visual characteristics applied to the analysis of 

each multimodal text are summarized in Table 1. 

 
Visual 
characteristics 

Text 1 
November 10, 
2004 

Text 2 
November 17, 
2004 

Text 3 
November 24, 
2004   

Text 4 
December 1, 
2004 

Text 5  
December 22, 
2004 

Background Light background. 
Not much contrast 
between the 
background of the 
image. 

Dark 
background. 
 

Light 
background. 
 

Light 
background. 
 

Light 
background. 
 

Layout 
(placement of 
image on the 
newspaper’s 
page and in the 
multimodal 
text) 

Top of the page 
and top of the 
multimodal text. 
 

Top of the page 
and top of the 
multimodal text, 
on the right-hand 
side. 
 

Top of the 
page and on 
the right-hand 
side of the 
multimodal 
text. 

Top of the 
page and top 
of the 
multimodal 
text. 
 

Top of the page 
and at the bottom 
of the 
multimodal text. 
 

Size of the 
image 

Big, almost half 
of the multimodal 
text. 

Big, more than  
half of the 
multimodal text. 
 

Medium size 
(approximately 
one third of 
the text). 

Medium size 
(approximately 
one third of 
the text). 

Small  
(approximately 
one fifth of the 
text). 

Frames Frame: not strong. Frame: strong. 
 

Frame: not 
strong. 

Frame: not 
strong. 

Frame:  
not strong. 

Information 
value (in the 
multimodal 
text) 

Given/New: New 
information 
center. 
 

Given/New: 
New information 
in all the picture. 
 

Given/New: 
New 
information 
appears on the 
right-hand side 
of the 
multimodal. 
text and on the 
top part. 

Given/New: 
New 
information in 
all the picture, 
which appears 
in the center of 
the multimodal 
text. 

Given/New: 
New information 
in all the picture.  

 

Table 1. Visual characteristics of the multimodal texts analysed. 
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According to Kress and van Leeuwen (2006 [1996]), the main visual features through which a 

multimodal text communicates are the following: colour, shots, layout, salience and framing. 

As can be observed in the different texts analysed, the elements that are accorded the most 

visual attention are the images. Apart from the images, the headings are also important 

because they stand out by their placement at the top. 

Images are often used to bring a sense of immediacy and reality to the text to create a 

sense of interaction with the reader, as is seen in the texts under analysis. This newspaper is 

delivered every morning and most people reading it are in a hurry because they are on their 

way to work (the audience of the newspaper comprises professionals and semi-professionals, 

mothers with children on their way to school, housewives, etc.). For this reason, images are 

essential and they should have a persuasive effect on the reader. In other words, they must 

invite the reader to read the section related to health. 

As one would expect, the heading with the name of the section is placed at the top of 

the page in capital letters after the date. Both are on the right-hand side, the space allocated to 

New information. Apart from this there is a sub-heading. Both heading and sub-heading are in 

blue. 

The fact that paragraphs are introduced by numbers in a different colour, followed by 

a sentence in bold or in the same colour as the number, helps the readers to concentrate their 

attention and guide the reading. The letters chosen to present the written texts in these articles 

are big enough to be read easily. Apart from this, the colours used match well and are 

cohesive. 

In the different articles analysed, there is a gradation in the size of the articles, the one 

on the left being the biggest. In this sense, salience exists because it creates a “hierarchy of 

importance among the elements, selecting some as more important, more worthy of attention 

than others” (Kress and van Leeuwen 2006 [1996]: 201).  

Salience is realized through size, colour, colour contrasts, tonal contrast, placement on 

the page, drawing the reader’s gaze to an element of the text. Size is normally a major factor 

of salience. In combination with colour, the heading is usually large and stands out. The 

image is normally the most salient on the page because it takes up a great part of the page and 

seems to dominate over the written text. This contrasts with the written text blocks, which are 

normally in a very small font and never the most salient feature. 

It is also important to take into consideration the structure of the multimodal text to 

see if it is balanced. Although the written text occupies more space than the visual image, in 
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the texts under analysis there is a good balance between the image and the written text. It is 

not surprising that in three of the four texts there is a picture of a woman since women 

normally pay more attention to health. 

Colour is of great significance since it is used to attract the reader’s attention. As Kress 

and van Leeuwen (2002: 347) make clear, the colours of the text, including clothing, are used 

to denote specific aspects of the person or character. 

In the backgrounds, light colours establish a contrast with the colours used for the writing. 

In general, the colour of a background makes the written message and the image easier to see 

and read. Colours always suggest something: some colours make the readers comfortable and 

others can make them feel uncomfortable.  

The backgrounds of the articles under analysis are white, which help the reader read 

the written text, and the letters used for the text blocks are black. The headings and sub-

headings are in red and blue, two colours that match well and that can be considered cohesive. 

The colours of backgrounds contribute to the creation of a specific context. The selection of 

colours normally affects the feelings of the reader, drawing an emotional response to the text 

(Kress and van Leeuwen 2002: 348). 

The dominance of colour background or image is designed to attract the reader’s 

attention, which normally implies the reader’s desire to engage with the text. In other words, 

people usually feel very much attracted by the colours. Moreover, in this kind of texts, the 

written text becomes part of the visual. The written text generally contrasts with the 

background; it is normally black or white or it links with another element on the page, for 

example the colour of the heading. 

Headings are usually large and bold and are placed on the top of the page. Images and 

the written text blocks may be placed on the right-hand or left-hand side of the page or in the 

top or bottom. The left-hand side, the space for Given information, contains elements of less 

importance than those placed on the right-hand side, because they are assumed to be known 

by the reader. The right-hand side, the space for the New information is where the most 

important elements are located and where the readers should concentrate their attention (Kress 

and van Leeuwen 2006 [1996]: 181). Frames are another important visual feature. They are 

normally used to highlight the written text or an image. 

In Table 2, I will answer the following questions proposed by Carter et al. (2001: 40) 

in order to analyse the content of the picture. The answers will point out that in most of the 

images there are women at home, which makes clear that the text composer intends women to 
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be the main readers. These women are in their thirties, they are all white and seem to be of a 

good social status; all of them look very healthy and happy. 

 
Questions 
following 
Carter et al. 
(2001: 40) 

Text 1 
November 10, 
2004 

Text 2 
November 17, 
2004 
 

Text 3 
November 24, 
2004  

Text 4 
December 1, 
2004 
 

Text 5 
December 22, 
2004 
 

What artefacts 
are there in the 
image? 

A bed. No artefacts. A glass and a 
bowl. 

A bicycle. A dish and a 
fork. 

Are there any 
non-human 
beings in the 
picture? 

No. No (a mouth 
appears all over 
the multimodal 
text). 

No. No. There is a fish 
at the 
beginning of 
the text. 

What people are 
included? 
Consider genre, 
age, ethnicity 
and social class. 

White woman in 
her thirties. 
Middle class. 

White woman in 
her thirties. 
Middle class. 

White man in 
his thirties. 
Middle class. 

White woman 
in her thirties. 
Middle class. 

White woman 
in her thirties. 
Middle class. 

What is the 
setting? 

Home. Unknown.  Home. In the street. Home. 

 

Table 2. Questions proposed by Carter et al. (2001: 40) to analyse the content of the picture. 
 

The previous questions point out the importance of cultural aspects in the texts under analysis. 

I asked twenty five regular readers of 20 Minutes the following questions to see if they 

considered the section related to health as popular and useful: 

 

1. Do you regularly read the section related to health in the newspaper 20 Minutes? 

2. Why do you read it?  

3. Do the photographs catch your attention?  

4. Do you think that the photographs chosen match with written text? 

5. Are the pieces of advice offered in this section useful for your daily life? 

 

The survey carried out with 25 people as part of this research showed that the health 

section was read by all of them (question 1). This made of it one of the most popular sections 

in the newspaper (question 2), because readers found that the pieces of advice offered in this 

section were very useful in relation to their wish to be healthy in their daily life (nine answers 

out of 25) and for other reasons such as the following: it is a short section you can read 

quickly (10 answers out of 25); the use of real photographs showing healthy people was 
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essential to catch the readers’ attention because they identified with the person in the 

photograph (six answers out of 25).  

As regards question 3, all readers said that all the images caught their attention 

because they represented real people who were good looking and healthy and that is how they 

wanted to be. Apart from this, eight people pointed out that the colours used, mainly blue and 

white, also affected them because these colours made them feel relaxed. 

The 25 people who took part in the survey thought that there was a close relationship 

between the image and the written text because both elements expressed the same meaning 

and were cohesive (question 4). Finally, as regards question 5, the 25 readers found the infor-

mation of this section useful. Nine of them pointed out that they found it very useful that the 

different pieces of advice proposed in the articles were introduced by numbers because this 

made their reading easier. 

 

4. Conclusions 

The visual elements of the texts under analysis (colours, shapes, written texts, images, etc.) 

are carefully chosen because they perform a persuasive function. For example, when choosing 

colours, the designer normally chooses bright and dark together since this mixture attracts the 

reader’s attention. As Hyland (2000: 10) acknowledges: “Readers must be drawn in, influen-

ced and persuaded by a text that sees the world in similar ways to them, employing accepted 

resources for the purpose of sharing meanings in that context.” 

The section analysed is one of the most popular in the journal 20 Minutes for several 

reasons, as the analysis of the survey pointed out: the pieces of advice provided are very use-

ful, there is a coherent relationship between the image and the written text, images present 

healthy people, the article is short and the most important part of the information is high-

lighted by a different colour, etc. 

The visual aspects of texts are to be understood as embedded in the social context 

where they are used because the designer is influenced by the social circumstances in which 

the text is composed and he/she also considers the circumstances in which these texts will 

appear. Designers create the page according to what they want the reader to see first on a 

page, the mood that the text should create, etc. They establish a relationship between the 

different parts of the text that contributes to the internal coherence and cohesion. 

I have used a systemic functional approach to language because of the interrelation-

ship between language, text and the contexts in which those texts occur and because this 
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framework includes a social perspective in the study of language. In this analysis I have kept 

the following questions in mind in order to concentrate on the main aspects of the multimodal 

analysis: ‘What is the first thing you see when you look at the page?’, ‘Where is the image 

placed on the page?’, ‘What colours are used and how do they match?’, ‘Where is the written 

text placed and how is it in comparison to the image?’ and above all, ‘How does a multimodal 

text communicate, how does it establish relationships between the represented world and the 

reader?’ 

This analysis is not an end in itself because my purpose is to make people reflect on 

the impact the reading of a multimodal text has on the reader in terms of persuasion. My 

intention was to highlight the fact that the construction of multimodal texts is not random 

because designers choose images carefully and place them in a very precise way. Moreover, 

colours are also chosen carefully. 

The visual image is essential in the texts analysed because, through visual images, the 

reader can identify with the people who appear in the picture. The texts analysed can be 

considered cohesive units of meaning because the visual and verbal meanings in them are 

intersemiotically related because there is a clear relationship between the written text and the 

visual. The reader perceives a sense of unity and complementarity in terms of the whole 

multimodal text. 
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Appendix: Five multimodal texts used for the analysis 

 
Text 1: November 10, 2004  
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Text 2: November 17, 2004 
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Text 3: November 24, 2004   
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Text 4: December 1, 2004 
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Text 5: December 22, 2004 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


