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Th is  pape r is  conce rne d w ith  pote ntial 
difficultie s  face d by olde r re ade rs. O ur 
aim  is  not to pre s e nt ne w  scie ntific find-
ings , nor to re vie w  pre vious  work  in th is  
are a. Rath e r w e  w is h  to provide  a de m on-
stration of e ve ryday re ading proble m s  
for age ing individuals. O ne  of th e  clas -
s ics  on th e  us e  of print1 addre s s e d th e  
m atte r of font s iz e  and s h ape  be fore  th e  
re spons e s  of th e  h um an visual syste m  
h ad be e n e xplore d in th e  de tail now  avail-
able 2. Th e  vast te ch nical advance s  in col-
our printing and oth e r form s  of re produc-
tion, toge th e r w ith  th e  purve ying of 
im portant inform ation by e le ctronic 
m e ans , including te le vis ion, h ave  
gre atly incre as e d th e  scope  for varie tie s  
of pre s e ntation. Th e y involve  font type , 
s iz e , and colour of te xt against a m ulti-
tude  of back grounds  both  in printe d 
and e le ctronic products. Earlie r data on 
th e  le gib ility of te xt h ave  be com e  partly 
ove rtak e n by tim e  or altoge th e r forgot-
te n.

Eye -te st ch arts  e xe m plify be st practice  
(Figure  1). Note  th e  le tte rs  of diffe re nt 
s iz e s . Th e y are  re nde re d w ith  e q ual 
am ounts  of pigm e nt (printe r’s  black ). 
But th e ir vis ib ility is  une q ual, s ince  th is  
de pe nds  both  on th e  am ount of pig-
m e nt, e ve n if it is  black , and font s iz e . 
Th us , th ough  th e  ph ys ical contrasts  of a 
sm all and a large  type  m ay be  e q ual, th e  
pe rce ive d contrasts  w ill diffe r, be ing 
sm alle r for th e  sm alle r font (Figure  1). 
W h e n h e ld at th e  distance  of 40 cm  
from  th e  e ye s , norm al non-e lde rly e ye -
s igh t s h ould com fortably re ad th e  line  
m ark e d 1.0. Th is  corre sponds  to th e  Brit-
is h  notation of 6/6 and to th e  Am e rican 
Im pe rial m e asure  of 20/20. It is  prob-
able  th at th e re  w ill be  a s ignificant pe r-
ce ntage  of th e  olde r population, w h o 
are  unlik e ly to com e  up to th is  standard 
e ve n w h e n th e  font is  je t black  on w h ite 3.

Th e  righ t-h and s ide  of Figure  1 re pre s -
e nts  a continuation of th e  le ft-h and 
part, but pre s e nte d w ith  re duce d con-
trast. Th is  s e rve s  to m im ic h ow  an indi-
vidual w ith  a cataract m igh t pe rce ive  
th e  ch art. It de m onstrate s  th at le gib ility 
de cre as e s  w ith  font s iz e , alth ough  all 
th e  sam ple s  h ave  h ad th e ir contrast re -
duce d m ore  or le s s  e q ually.

Figure  2 re produce s  th e  sam e  ch art on 
a blue  back ground. Th is  dim inis h e s  th e  
contrast be tw e e n print and back ground 
in two ways. Firstly, th e  blue  back -
ground re duce s  th e  contrast w ith  th e  
black  print in com parison w ith  th e  w h ite  
(or oth e r ligh te r) back ground. Se condly, 
w h e n th is  re duce d contrast is  allie d to 
th e  s im ulate d im paire d vis ion, only th e  
ve ry large  type  re m ains  le gible .

It is  im portant to re m e m be r th at th e  de -
s igne r’s  pale tte  m ay diffe r radically 
from  th at of th e  re ade r. Th is  applie s  e s -
pe cially to e le ctronic re production, 
w h ich  m ay re sult from  both  te ch nical 
and idiosyncratic variability, not to m e n-
tion th e  e ffe ct of colour vis ion de fe cts. 
Th us , alth ough  som e  font-back ground 
com binations  m ay be  th ough t to attract 
atte ntion, or h ave  cosm e tic m e rit, th e  
m e dium  m ay de fe at th e  m e s sage .

ILLUSTRATIO NS FRO M  EVERYD AY LIFE

W e  h ave  re produce d, in th e ir actual life  
s iz e , four e xam ple s  from  e ve ryday 
source s  (Figure s 3-6). Th e y s h ow  h ow  
pe rce ive d contrast varie s  w ith  diffe r-
e nce  be tw e e n print and back ground. A 
low e r contrast due , for e xam ple , to 
w h ite  on pale  blue  or m auve , or black  
on som e  inte ns e ly saturate d colour 
back ground, or a font ch os e n on cos -
m e tic rath e r th an le gib ility grounds  and 
com pounde d by indiffe re nt ligh ting con-
ditions  m ay offe r a critical barrie r to 
le gib ility4-6.

Vanis h ing le gib ility: daily de parture s  
from  b e s t practice
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Figure  1. Eye -te st ch art in real siz e  to be  use d at 40 cm  distance : black  font on w h ite  
back ground w ith  th e  e ffect of a cataract s h ow n on th e  righ t h and side  of th e  page
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Figure  2. Eye -te st ch art: th e  im pact of a ch ange  in back ground colour
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Figure  3 is  th e  back  of a s e m i-transpar-
e nt m e m be rs h ip card w ith  te le ph one  
num be rs  for us e  in th e  e ve nt of car 
bre ak down. Com parison of th e  font s iz e  
of th e s e  num be rs  w ith  th e  te st ch art (Fig-
ure  1) s h ow s  th at th e  s iz e  is  com parable  
w ith  th at s h own for 1.0 vis ion, i.e . th e  
norm  for corre cte d non-e lde rly adults. 
In Figure  3, th e  crucial inform ation is  
printe d in w h ite  on th e  re d/orange  back -
ground and e ffe ctive ly vanis h e s . Al-
th ough  ch anging th e  font colour to 

black  m ak e s  som e  of th e  
sm all black  te xt de ciph e r-
able  against th e  re d/orange  
back ground, th e  ve ry sm all 
print on th e  righ t h and s ide  
of th e  card is  virtually il-
le gible . In Figure  4, an ad-
ve rtis e m e nt for car insur-
ance  in cre dit card form at 
(th e  sam e  s iz e  as  th e  RAC 
card), th e  pale  blue  back -
ground provide s  a supe rior 
contrast to th e  black  font, 
w h ich  is  also m ostly large r. 
H ow e ve r, de spite  th e  font 

s iz e , th e  ligh t-blue  font be low  th e  te le -
ph one  num be r is  difficult to re ad be -
caus e  of th e  lack  of contrast in th e  blue  
back ground – ae sth e tic cons ide rations  
h ave  ove r-ridde n clarity.

O ur final e xam ple s  are  drawn from  food 
pack aging. W h e n one  cons ide rs  th e  cur-
re nt e m ph as is  on inde pe nde nce  for 
olde r pe ople  as  long as  m ay be  pos -
s ible , cook e ry instructions  – pe rh aps  e s -
pe cially if us e d by w idow e rs  – as sum e  a 
social s ignificance . Th e  e xam ple s  in Fig-
ure  5 and 6 are  inte re sting. Both  illus -
trate  th e  com bination of sm all print 
w ith  unh e lpful contrast. Both  include  
m inute , if not m inim al, font s iz e s . Un-
de rne ath  th e  title  in Figure  5, th e  in-
structions  h ide  from  th e  re ade r th at th e  
joint is  e asy to carve , to roast, and 
s e rve s  3-4 pe ople . Low e r down, furth e r 
instructions  about fre e z ing th e  product 
are  give n in a re d font on a pink  back -
ground, pre sum ably for cosm e tic re as -
ons. In Figure  6, blue  is  us e d to pre s e nt 
inform ation about pork  e scalope s. 
Again, ne ith e r font s iz e  nor contrast are  
appare ntly de s igne d for le gib ility, al-
th ough  th e  price  is  cle ar (!), w ith  its  
large  black  font and ye llow  back ground.

CO NCLUSIO NS

Th e  illustrations  typify th e  m as s  of w e ll-
m e aning but h ard-to-re ad te xts  th at 
olde r e ye s  m ay h ave  to struggle  w ith . 

Figure  3. Car break dow n m em be rsh ip card (real siz e ): 
crucial inform ation vanis h e s          

Figure  4. Advertisem ent for car insurance  
(real siz e ): ae sth etics override s clarity
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Th e y w ill be  found in print and on 
scre e ns , on words  of dire ction, on price  
tags , and warnings , in addition to adve rt-
is ing, and oth e r com m e rcial notice s  and 
placards. Since  olde r pe ople  are  be com -
ing m ore  num e rous , th e  inform ation in-
dustry ough t to adapt its  m e th ods  to 
tak e  th e m  into account. A pie ce  of e ye -
catch ing inform ation cannot be  said to 
be  e ffe ctive  if it cannot be  re ad.
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Figure  6. Pork  e scalope s: only th e  
price  is  clear (figure  re duced to 63%)

Figure  5. Cook e ry instructions (real siz e ): sm all print w ith  unh elpful contrast




