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How to structure an article, what
information to include, and how
to engage your audience
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Once you’ve gathered all the information – from your interviews and your
research – it’s time to put in on paper. This can be the hardest part! 

No matter the format (podcast, video, or written article), all stories should have a
core structure that includes the following components:

1. Lead
2. Nut graph
3. Sources
4. Body
5. Conclusion

The structure can be thought of like a skeleton: it’s the frame that the story hangs
on. Internalizing these elements of story structure will make it relatively easy for
you to produce stories: knowing what information your story needs to include,
your task is to gather the information and slot it into place. 

Sample stories

In the lessons that follow, we’ll explore each story component in more detail. To
do so, we’ll refer repeatedly to a story on News Decoder entitled Growing Food
on Arid Land and an article in Grist entitled A group of young people just forced
Hawaiʻi to take major climate action. 

To begin, please skim both articles in their entirety, as this will help you gain a
better appreciation for the story’s structural components and their importance as
we proceed through the subsequent lessons.
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https://news-decoder.com/growing-food-on-arid-land/
https://news-decoder.com/growing-food-on-arid-land/
https://grist.org/accountability/a-group-of-young-people-just-forced-hawai%ca%bbi-to-take-major-climate-action/
https://grist.org/accountability/a-group-of-young-people-just-forced-hawai%ca%bbi-to-take-major-climate-action/
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1. The Lead

The lead — sometimes known as the “intro” — is the first paragraph of any story.
The lead is crucial because it must convince your audience to “commit” to your
piece and continue reading, watching or listening. 

To draw your audience into the story, the lead must do two things:

1. Communicate your story topic’s relevance to a broad audience; and
2. Engage your audience.

This should make intuitive sense. Think about an article, video or podcast that
you recently pulled up. Did you lose interest? If so, why? Did you keep going? If
so, why?

In this mini-module that follow, we’ll explore these two ideas in more detail.

1.1 Your topic’s relevance

It may go without saying, but your story’s introduction needs to communicate
what your story is about and make clear that this topic is relevant to a broad
audience — not simply your family and friends. 

Consider the lead in the article from Grist: 
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This article’s first two sentences communicate a lot of information. They tell us
that a group of young people can make a difference at government-level. It
communicates that the story’s topic is about climate change and the
transportation sector, which is relevant to an audience outside of Hawai’i .

Notice that the lead in this story is not very long, which is appropriate, because
the whole story is not very long. The longer the story, the longer the lead can be.
If you’re producing a written story for News Decoder, your lead should not be
more than a few short paragraphs (or in the case of video or audio, 30 to 60
seconds).

1.2 Engage your audience 

To engage your audience, it’s important to lead with timely information that
immediately engages the audience. This may sound obvious, but new authors
struggle with this more often than you might think.

Begin with an anecdote or quote
One strategy for developing your lead is to look through the notes from your
research and interviews to find an anecdote or quote that captures the essence
of what your story is about. Anecdotes or quotes can be a great way to start a
story because they are personal and draw the audience into an individual’s lived
experience.

If you pay attention to stories in the media, you’ll start to notice that their
articles, videos and podcasts often begin with anecdotes or quotes. For example,
consider this lead from the News Decoder article, which manages to include an
anecdote and a lot of relevant information:
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Consider the anecdotal lead of another article on News Decoder entitled When
we Release a River.

 

Even though it provides a bit of information in the last sentence, the story makes
you want to read on, right? 

Lead with who, what, when, where
and why

If you don’t have a good anecdote or
quote to use, try writing a sentence
that answers the fundamental
questions of who, what, when, where
and why.

For example, take another look at the
first and second paragraph of the Grist
story: 

These first two paragraphs answers
these fundamental questions:

Who does this story relate to?
Teenagers and young adults.
What has happened? The
government has committed to
decarbonizing its transportation
network. 
When did this happen? The lead
doesn’t state the date of the
settlement in the lead, but it makes
it clear that it’s new. 
Where did this agreement take
place? In Hawai’i .
Why is this happening? Because
young people feel like the
government is not protecting their
rights to a clean environment.

https://news-decoder.com/when-we-release-a-river/
https://news-decoder.com/when-we-release-a-river/


:Go back to the article in Grist and
notice the second paragraph. 

This explains why the lead is
important. 
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2. The Nut Graph

The nut graph is the equivalent of the
thesis in an academic essay. It answers
the question: “So what?”

The nut graph encapsulates why your
story is important. It establishes a
clear link between the story’s lead –
the hook – and the broader issue to
which the lead relates. 

In short, the lead says, “Here is some
new information,” while the nut graph
says, “This is why this new information
is important.”

The nut graph should be positioned as
the third or fourth paragraph in a story.
It’s important to note here that a
paragraph in a journalistic article is
much shorter than a paragraph in an
essay or novel. Usually, a paragraph in
an article is between one and three
sentences. 

The nut graph might point to what is
likely to happen next, something that
will alter the readers’ lives or a trend
that will change the future.

Below is another example of a nut graph from an article by News Decoder titled
“When Young Girls Pay the Cost of Climate Change”.

https://news-decoder.com/when-young-girls-pay-the-cost-of-climate-change/
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3. Bringing in your sources

This is where all your interviews and
data gathering comes in. 

Sources help your audience
understand where you, the author,
obtained your information for the story.
Sources are essential for making your
story authoritative and accurate.

Sources are no different than the
bibliography in an academic essay or a
non-fiction book. They direct readers
to the research and identity of the
individuals you interviewed. Unlike in
essays or books, in media stories, your
sources are embedded throughout the
story to back up each factual
statement or quote. They are not
included at the end of the story.

Here it is worth repeating that your
sources should be authoritative,
primary sources: that is, they should
reference books, reports or data
published by reputable organizations
and institutions (such as universities,
book publishers or NGOs), and they
should refer to interviews you
conducted directly. You should avoid
using other newspaper articles or
Wikipedia as your sources.
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3.1 When to source

You should source all factual
statements — unless they are
commonly accepted facts (i .e. the
world is round; France is a member of
the European Union) — and you should
make clear where you obtained the
information. You might do so by
hyperlinking to a report that you use
as a source, or indicate the name of a
journal and the date that an article was
published in that journal. 

If the source is someone you
interviewed, you should explain the
context in which the person’s
statement was made. For example, you
might say:

“… Dr. Smith said in a statement.”
“… Ms. Brown told reporters in
answer to questions.”
“… he said in a telephone interview.”

3.2 Using quotations

Quotes are one type of source, and
they are an excellent way of making
your story interesting because people
like reading or hearing comments by
other people. 

The best quotes sparkle with interest,
offering opinion and illustration.
Quotes should never deliver dull or
obvious information or impenetrable
jargon.
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For example, take this quote from the Grist story:
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Or consider this attribution from the News Decoder article:

If you conduct interviews for your story, your sources must be identified by
name, as they are in these two articles. 
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4. The Body

After being drawn into a story by its
lead and nut graph, the reader will
expect that the rest of the story
credibly “proves” that the lead and nut
graph are true. 

The body of the story appears in the
fourth paragraph and beyond. It is
ordered according to its importance, it
injects additional facts and supporting
evidence and it offers hints of what the
audience can expect in the future.

4.1 Create an inverted pyramid

The “inverted pyramid” style of writing
delivers information in order of its
importance:

Think of it this way: the top three or
four paragraphs should be capable of
standing alone to tell the tale, even if
all the supporting information were cut
out because of space constraints.

Indeed, newspapers devised the
“inverted pyramid” style for this very
purpose: during wartime, when
newsprint was scarce and expensive,
this style forced journalists to place
the most important information at the
top to allow editors to cut their writing
from the bottom easily to fit page
constraints.
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You may not be under physical space
constraints, but in today’s era of online
media, readers have a million other
stories competing for their attention.
By conveying your most important
information first, you can ensure your
audience sees what you most want
them to know.

Inverted pyramid writing is the polar
opposite of essay writing. In essays,
writers open with a problem
statement, discuss options and
explanations and only reach a
conclusion at the end. 

The inverted pyramid offers the
conclusion/news first and delivers the
explanation and background later.

This ensures that readers understand
why they should keep reading on. So
while the “less important” information
comes later, you should still aim to
keep your audience engaged and
wanting to read on. 
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4.2 Weave in background

Stories need to be well backgrounded.
Background information helps the
audience make sense of current events
and situate them in their historical
context.

Ideally, background information will be
woven into the story, rather than
dumped on readers all at once.

As you can see from these two
examples, background information is
very important for helping your
audience better understand the issues
to which your story relates, and making
the case that your story has broad
significance.

For example, consider this background
information in the News Decoder story: 
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4.3 Conclusion

Many new authors make the mistake of
trying to end their story with grand
conclusions. This isn’t necessary, and
often runs the risk of overreaching —
that is, drawing broader conclusions
than your story actually supports.

Instead, keep your conclusion short
and sweet, and try to have it as a key
takeaway or thought that your reader
can be left with. Consider it as the
dessert to the meal!


