
Write Like a 
Journalist



Talk story.

“Being a journalist… is a grand, grand 
caper. You get to leave, go talk to 
strangers, ask them anything, come 
back, type up their stories, edit the 
tape.” 

—David Carr, NYT

You have to be able to talk to people to find stories—
marketing research or existing interviews or speech 
transcripts alone won’t do.



Create stories 
like journalists —
even when you’re 

writing for 
brands.

Human-Centric Tension/Conflict

Experts Sources Highly Visual

Whether it’s “Call me 
Ishmael” or “I am an invisible 

man,” every great story 
starts with a human being, a 
compelling central character 

we care about.

The character needs to face 
some problem / tension / 

conflict that drives the story 
forward—and keeps the 

audience hooked. 

Third-party sources of authority are 
more important than ever. Journalists 

look to them for unbiased 
information—positive or negative.

Stories are not always about writing words; 
they are about creating worlds. And, from 
“Game of Thrones,” to “Like a Girl,” the 

most memorable stories today are visual. 

Audience-First
Brand storytelling must 

follow the rules of all good 
storytelling by starting with 
the audience we wish to 
reach. The brand enters 

the story in the middle, not 
the beginning. 



The 5 elements of an editorial story

The 
Challenge

What’s the 
big problem 
facing an 
audience? 

The 
Ideal

What would 
life look like 
without this 
challenge? 

Unique 
Approach

How does the 
subject solve 
this problem 
like no one 
else? 

Reasons 
to Believe

How does this 
unique 
approach work? 
Who are the 
people behind 
it, what is the 
process, where 
is the 
expertise? 

Outcomes 
at Scale

How does the 
solution, used by 
many, help 
create a better 
world? 



Make sure you know exactly what 
you want to say.

Lede: The single most compelling 
and representative idea, fact, or detail 
that grabs attention and drops 
someone directly into a story. In 
short: What happened?

Nut Graf: Why this? Why now? Why 
should I care? This is the who, what, 
where, when, and why of the story in 
a single paragraph. 

Good Quote: Pithy. Human voice. 
Said better than you could say it.

Support: Facts, proof that it’s news.

Background: What does reader 
need to know to understand this 
story. This is typically broader context

The structure of a story dictates 
how you will report it, the 
information you need to collect, and 
the people you need to talk to. 

Thinking ahead will save you time 
and ensure there are no “holes” 

Before you write: Structure dictates 
reporting. 

Classic story 
structure: 



1. Straight (hard) lede: Who, what, where, when.

Two ways to write a lede: 

2. Anecdotal lede: A SHORT scene or incident that 
illustrates the main point of the story. 

Washington Post: “Want to save the whales? Reconsider the lobster, 
some say.” By Dino Grandoni, 12-3-22

Washington Post: “The crisis of student mental health is much vaster 
than we realize” By Donna St. George and Valerie Strauss, 12-5-22



Nut Graf
“American 
Culture Is Trash 
Culture”
—Wesley Morris, 
NYT Magazine, 
10-12-22



Nut Graf
“We’re Out of 
Movie Stars. 
Whose Fault Is 
That?”
—Wesley Morris, 
NYT, 12-1-22



• Be clear, simple and forceful. 

• Marshall your facts and arguments in a clean, 
straightforward fashion.

• Don’t assume an authoritative (pompous) 
“voice.”

• One idea per sentence.

• Write the way you’d talk with a new colleague 
you like and respect but don’t know well.

• You wouldn’t say: “we are experiencing 
precipitation, and I failed to remember to 
secure the entrance.” 

• You would say: “It’s raining, and I forgot to 
lock the door. 

• Use active voice. NOT: “The game was won 
by the Nationals.” BETTER: ”The Nats beat 
the Braves.” 

Good Writing:



Discuss.
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