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Feature Writing

ACOM 490/586
Spring 2008

Features

Can be news, investigative, in-depth, 
fun.
Can be about anything.

Places
Events
People (profile)
Animals 
Objects

Common denominators

Draws on some element of human 
interest.
Has to be well written.
Can spend more time on this than “hard 
news” stories.
Work to personalize the story.
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Spotting the feature

Subject must be interesting
Situation should be unusual, unique.

Find the uncommon in the common. 
Idea should be dynamic

Have possibilities for drama, conflict, 
contrast, excitement! (What grabs YOUR 
attention?) 

Should benefit the reader
Learn how to conduct their lives.

Types of features

News feature: Developed around a 
timely event
Informative: Zeroes in on the little 
known, the odd or unusual.
Historical: Some historical relevance to 
contemporary public. Usually done 
around the holidays.

Types of features

Personal experience: Recounts the 
accomplishments of an individual or group. 
(MDA kids, Vietnam vet)
Descriptive: Centers on places people can 
visit or events in which they can take part.
How-to-do-it-yourself: How to build, live, etc.
Profile: Examines ONLY one or two aspects 
of a person. Paint word pictures. Talk to other 
people. Use anecdotes.
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Focusing the idea

Narrow the topic.
Unfocused feature wastes…

The writer’s time (go through volumes of 
info)
The editor’s time (usually way too long)
The reader’s time (Can’t figure it out)

Writing the feature

Can be creative
Don’t be flamboyant
Don’t overwrite
No imprecise language

Structure

Seldom written in traditional inverted pyramid
Main point may be withheld. Can be written in 
narrative fashion.
Organize carefully.  Decide what the theme is, 
then outline the subpoints.
Feature has to flow smoothly.
Cut paragraphs from the body of the story. If 
the story doesn’t suffer, then the paragraphs 
weren’t needed.
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Parts of feature

Lead: pull in the reader
“Engine paragraph” – gives the reader 
this payoff and sets the stage for the rest 
of the story.  Puts story in some context 
for the reader and tells the reader why 
the rest of the story should be read. 
(Also called the “why paragraph.”)

Parts of the feature

Transitions – Need a solid transition into the 
body of the feature.  The lead lures; the 
transition sets the hook, making the reader 
want to continue.
Body – use standard writing devices: crisp 
dialogue, documented fact and detail, careful 
observation, suspense and (if appropriate) 
plot.
Conclusion – Major point may be found at the 
end of the features.

Editing

Edit for content.
Add/delete material 

Edit for conclusiveness and flow.
Edit for pace and precision.

Word-by-word cuts
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Check for…

Accuracy (names spelled correctly?)
Sentence clarity
Flow

Flow

Determined by successful use of 
transitions
Transitional passages
Transitional words – however, for 
example, therefore, in addition, also

Flow

Bridge words – identical or synonymous 
words used to link sentences or 
paragraphs.

Example: Kelly was born with a tangled not 
of abnormal blood vessels in the back of her 
brain.  The malformation began small, but in 
time, the vessels ballooned inside the 
confines of her skull.
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Flow

Conclusion – should give the reader 
satisfaction.  Tie the conclusion to the 
lead for unity.

Circle technique – Story begins and ends 
with approximately the same idea, phrase, 
question, statement or description.
Surprise – different ending than what the 
reader expects.
Summary ending – concludes with overall 
summary of topic.

Things to include

Be specific. Avoid generalizations, be 
concrete.
Brighten your article with quotes, but don’t go 
overboard – PARAPHRASE!
Stick to “said” for attribution. (Smith said.)
Good nouns and verbs.  Don’t rely on 
adjectives and adverbs.
Rely on your five senses.
Quotations.

Things to avoid

Long paragraphs
Wordiness
Jargon
Clichés
Overusing adjectives and adverbs
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Things to avoid

Mind reading. Do you REALLY know that 
the mayor “feels” a certain way about a 
topic?  Stick to the facts.
Telling, rather than showing.  Don’t say 
he was a “big man.” Describe him in 
words.

Profiles or personality features

A type of feature story
Look at a person or group
Paint a word picture/portrait of the 
subject
Reader should come away from the 
profile with an understanding of how the 
person looks, sounds and thinks

Types of profiles

Collective profile – Written about a 
group (small town).  Examines what the 
civic mood is; reporting gives the reader 
a sense of intimacy
Personality sketch – Conveys a sense 
of the total person, with an emphasis on 
overall achievements, lifestyle and 
philosophy
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Whom to profile

An already famous person
A person who has done something 
unique, unusual, special
A person who serves as an example of a 
dramatic issue or phenomenon

Research

A personality feature is never written “on the 
fly.” It is ALWAYS preceded by careful 
observation and research.
Research materials

Previously written materials: newspaper clips
Other records: memberships, college transcripts, 
professional affiliations
Interviews with person and people who know the 
person

Major ingredients

The person’s background. This is NOT 
“This is Your Life.” Focus!
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Major ingredients

The reporter’s observations
Description: Immediately “plunge into” the character 
by grabbing the reader’s interest by emphasizing a 
fascinating facet of the subject.
Telling details: Concrete, tangible attributes that 
readers recognize as signs of a particular style.

For example: “strange professor” Don’t tell me he looked 
strange.  Give details of what he DID.  “He staggered into 
a classroom, drooling on his clothes, beat his head on the 
chalkboard, and collapsed sobbing.”

Major ingredients

Comments by the individual relevant to 
his or her newsworthiness.

Confirm this by asking yourself these 
questions:

Is the subject everything he appears to be? Get 
below the skin. Is what everyone else sees 
“really” the person?
How did the subject get that way? Try to find out 
what makes the subject tick. Don’t just ask, 
“How did you get to be so talented?” Look for the 
clues that tell the professional story.

Major ingredients

Comments by the individual relevant to 
his or her newsworthiness

Confirm this by asking yourself these 
questions:

How does the world react to and perceive this 
subject?
How does the subject perceive himself? This is 
probably the only question the subject can 
answer, but don’t expect him to do it accurately. 
He won’t say that he’s a fraud.
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Major ingredients

Comments by the individual relevant to 
his or her newsworthiness

Confirm this by asking yourself these 
questions:

What can we learn about the subject by 
analyzing his environment? The people, places, 
and things with which he surrounds himself.

Major ingredients

Comments of those who know the 
interviewee

Rarely is a profile based exclusively on an 
interview with that person. Profiles are at 
their best when information is supplied by 
others. Magazine profile writers ask several 
sources.

Major ingredients

Anecdotes and incidents involving the 
subject

Anecdotes: Personal stories.  Choose one 
or two personality traits that seem central to 
the subject's newsworthy accomplishments. 
Cull out the good anecdotes from the 
several the interviewee tells you. A quick 
phone interview won’t yield the raw material 
you need.
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Painting word pictures

Using adjectives and adverbs alone, 
without attention to detail, do NOT make 
colorful writing. What it does is makes for 
editorializing on the part of the writer.
Be precise. No vague terms. What do 
you mean by “big”? What do you mean 
by “friendly manner”? What do you mean 
by “strange”?

Painting word pictures

If a writer fails to paint a word portrait 
and amplify the personality traits which 
label the subject as an individual, the 
writer has failed to write a personality 
feature.


