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How to write a good feature 
 
1) What is ‘a feature’? 
 
Features are articles written in greater depth and with more incidental detail than straightforward news stories or news 
analysis. They combine facts and information with human interest and ‘colour’: in other words, they are more 
personalised, more descriptive, and allow the writer to indulge in more lyrical writing and personal comment. Their 
purpose is to attract the reader’s attention to a story through human interest and local colour without detracting from 
the importance of the story itself.  
 
Take two articles from the BIRN website that are typical examples of news analysis and feature.  
 
 
Opposition Gains in Albania Deal Blow to Berisha  
http://www.birn.eu.com/en/71/10/2345/ 

 

Vote sure to stimulate left's appetite for early general election. 
 
By Aleksander Cipa in Tirana (Balkan Insight, 23 Feb 07)  

Local elections in Albania last Sunday delivered an upset to the right-of-centre prime minister, 
Sali Berisha, who has been much blamed for alleged failures to keep his pledges in 18 
months of governing. 
 
Votes took place for 384 urban and rural district councils in a contest between Berisha's 
Democratic Party-led coalition, comprising ten parties, and Edi Rama's five-party, Socialist-
led opposition grouping. 
  
The left-wing opposition confirmed its predominance in the capital, Tirana, and in most other 
big cities except Shkodra. 

 

 

 
 
Black Economy Keeps Raska Afloat  
http://www.birn.eu.com/en/62/10/1845/?ILStart=10 

With so sign of economic revival in this deprived border region, locals have two choices - 
smuggle or go abroad. 
By Prvoslav Karanovic in Raska (Balkan Insight, 7 Dec 06) 

In the little town of Raska, in south-central Serbia, most days are non-working days. That is 
certainly the case for 25-year-old Jovan who hangs about in cafés when he gets enough 
pocket money from his parents.  
He easily spends the little money he gets but still cannot fill the time, as he has no proper job 
- and says he won't get one until he goes abroad to seek his fortune.  
Jovan is one of many teenage dreamers, haunting each and every café in the town and 
waiting to go abroad.  
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Look at their leads and structure. 
 
What are the important differences between the two articles? Do they adhere to the inverted pyramid model with the 
most important information presented first? Which structure is more rigid? How does the treatment of each differ? 
What would we have to do reverse the treatment of each story: how do we turn news analysis into a feature and vice 
versa? 
 
News analysis has a more rigid structure.  
 
Note that objectivity is important in news analysis and that the purpose is not only to report the facts, but also to 
analyse the significance of these: to indicate the likely outcome of a particular event.  
 
While features maintain the inverted pyramid model – working from a summary of the main focus of the story to a 
more elaborated development of the details surrounding it – in general they are not so rigidly bound by this structure. 
The story can develop at a more leisurely pace and in a more discursive style.  
 
For instance, the opening of a feature can be more personalised. It often takes the form of an anecdote that paints a 
person or a picture, the setting of the story – and attracts the reader’s interest at a human, rather than at an overtly 
political or strictly facts-based level. They still should be related to the story you are telling, but offer the reader a ‘soft’ 
way into the story. You are seeking to engage their emotions, to encourage sympathy for the story you are about to 
tell. Some other types of leads can be a “quote” lead, geographical description or historical background, narrative 
leads, etc. 
 
Take several feature articles and compare their leads. See how they differ: 
 
Classes at Dawn in Sandzak’s Crowded Schools 
http://www.birn.eu.com/en/62/10/1842/?ILStart=10 
 
Each morning, nine-year-old Hamza gets up at six to be on time for school. Accompanied by 
his parents in the pitch darkness and with his schoolbag on his back, Hamza leaves the 
house half an hour later to arrive at school for the first class at seven. 
 
Hamza’s mother has difficulty waking him. “At times he falls asleep while I’m preparing 
breakfast, so I have to bribe him with chocolate to make him get up again,” she says. “It is 
worse when it rains or is cold.” 
 
Serbian Ghosts Haunt Corfu 
http://balkaninsight.com/en/main/life_and_style/4641  
 
In the backstreets of a Greek tourist hotspot, a discreet museum recalls a neglected chapter 
in First World War history  
 
On the islet of Vido, minutes by boat from Corfu town, a pine-scented breeze rustles round a 
stark white cross and simply designed mausoleum. 
 
For the most part, Corfu is all but given over during the baking summer to British 
holidaymakers and lesser numbers of Dutch and German visitors, for many of whom Corfu is 
a “party” island. 
But on Vido, the sound of English chatter gives way to Serbian and a more sombre mood 
prevails, for these trippers heading for Vido are in pilgrimage mode, crossing what Serbs 
once called the “blue graveyard” of the Ionian Sea off Corfu to a site that recalls a tragic 
episode in their history. 
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Witches’ Spells Linger in Eastern Serbia 
http://www.birn.eu.com/en/1/190/8920/?tpid=7 
 

Wise men and women are still curing illnesses, predicting the future and even slaying 
dragons in this remote border region. 

When Nikola Radosavljevic a psychiatric patient from the village of Jabukovac, in eastern 
Serbia, grabbed his shotgun and went on a rampage, killing nine people, local people put the 
blame on black magic. They said Radosavljevic went on his killing spree in revenge against 
people he believed had cast a spell on him. 

 
 
Features can combine several different types of newspaper articles: 
 

a) interviews and personality profiles 
b) longer stories about a place or area such as a travel story 
c) investigations that take an in-depth look into a particular theme or topic 
d) extended news stories with human interest 

 
In BIRN the features are always an extended news story. They convey information in an emotive and engaging 
manner. To publish a feature, which may not be as strictly tied to a particular event at that moment, the author must 
be aware of its relevance. S/he must ask him/herself: Why is this story relevant now? Why am I writing it at this 
particular time?   
 
Features are usually longer than news articles. Their length varies from 1,500 to 2,000 words. 
 
 
2) Characteristics of a feature 
 
The defining characteristics of a feature article are purpose, tone, content and structure. 
 
What distinguishes features from straight news? Straight news deals with facts and is topical – ie: it deals with new 
events. Features do not simply convey the facts, they are meant to educate, enlighten and entertain the reader. 
 
What is the main purpose of the feature? It is: 
 

a) to attract the reader’s attention by entertaining, amusing, moving him/her  
b) to put the characters in the story – the human interest – at the heart of the story 

 
While it is essential to hold the reader’s attention, this in no way implies that the feature is a light-hearted or trivial 
exercise. The aim is to convey serious information in an engaging and emotive manner.  
 
The focus of the feature is people. Since people like reading about people and can identify with their situation, stories 
with a human angle sell well. The more striking examples and images you create at the start of your story and 
continue throughout, the more successful your story is likely to be. 
 
The tone of a feature can be lighter than the news story. It may appear chatty, humorous, conversational, but all the 
time, it is conveying serious information. It can use language more expressively to create the effect it is striving for. 
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The content of the feature article distinguishes it from news reporting. Features always deal with topics that are 
currently of concern to society but are not necessarily news-driven. Features are better placed to explore the wider 
background and consequences of a news story then news analysis is. 
 
Features do not demand a news peg. They often explore issues of long-term interest to society unrelated to a specific, 
topical event.  Common subjects for features are health, environment and social problems, as well as human rights 
issues. A typical and important characteristic of the feature is that it can humanise and make understandable major 
complex issues of our times. 
 
3) Composition of the Feature 
 
The purpose and content of a feature means that its structure is different from news and news analysis. Features use 
an inverted pyramid principle, same as news analysis, with lead, body and conclusion, but this structure takes on a 
different character in the course of the feature: 

 
a) Feature lead is anecdotal and colourful. It sets the atmosphere of the piece. The first few sentences are there 

to introduce a scene, a mood, a person. This descriptive and emotive image acts as a powerful hook to catch 
the reader’s attention and encourage him/her to read on. The human interest at the beginning of the story 
attaches the reader’s interest immediately and creates the desire to find out more. The path introduced in lead 
should be followed throughout the text. 

 
b) Significance of the story is provided in what is called the "nut paragraph", as it explains why the story is being 

written. This is a vital paragraph in every feature. It should be high in the story. Do not make the reader wait 
until the 10th paragraph before telling them what the story is about. 

 
c) The body provides more vital information, while it educates, entertains and ties the reader to the story. This is 

the largest part of your story, starting from the fifth paragraph to the ending. 
 
It is more open-form then the body of a news story or news analysis. Your vital background information, 
quotes, and case studies will go here. The body of the text must substantiate the claims that you made at the 
start, using facts, quotes and reliable sources. Successful features have a mix of imagery and factual 
information, zigzagging back and forth from colour to facts throughout the piece. Remember to include "expert 
voices" here as well as the character/s you have introduced at the start. They add an element of impartiality. 

 
d) Feature not only begins with colour it also ends with colour: the ending wraps up the story. Concluding 

paragraph aims to leave a lasting image in the reader’s mind – a vivid verbal picture of a place or a person. 
Often it comes back to the lead with a quotation. An alternative is a twist, involving a surprise, or jolt.  

 
Let us look at the structure of a feature on one example: 
 
 
Belgrade Roma Rot in Cardboard City 
http://www.birn.eu.com/en/30/10/1181/ 
 
In the so-called Cardboard City, crammed beneath the Gazela, one of the busiest bridges in 
Belgrade, hundreds of Roma families live in what looks like a landfill site. 
 
Most Roma here make a precarious living from collecting and selling cardboard, or from 
whatever they find in rubbish containers. Walls made of cardboard, wooden planks and nylon 
offer no protection against rain and snow, so their hovels are soaked through in winter. 
Afrodita Saitovic, 18-years-old and eight months pregnant, has lived with her husband and 
two children in Cardboard City for seven years. 
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Go back to the Belgrade Roma article and study it closely. Following a colourful lead – where we meet Afrodita 
Saitovic – the author returns repeatedly to the facts in zigzag fashion: 
 
Her family fled Kosovo in 1999 after NATO air strikes drove out the Serb authorities. Kosovo's 
Roma bore the brunt of local Albanian rage for siding with the Serbs – but Serbia has been 
far from welcoming. 
 
 
Following this information, we return to the Saitovic family to learn more about their personal situation: 
 
Saitovic's family has been without running water or sewage since it got to Belgrade, though 
the city has now supplied them with electric power. 
 
Despite the fact that she was suffering excruciating pains in her stomach, doctors at Belgrade 
's Narodni Front hospital refused to examine her, as she did not have a healthcare card. 
"They said I should pay 1,800 dinars (about 20 euro), but I don't have enough money for food, 
let alone a medical examination," she said. Saitovic said she may have to give birth in her 
cardboard room at home. The family's problems are common to Roma all over Serbia. Living 
in unauthorized settlements, they cannot register as residents and obtain the documents they 
need to get access to healthcare, education and the job market. 
 
 
Again, look at how the author uses an individual case to explain a wider phenomenon: Roma people throughout 
Serbia cannot obtain residency papers, which triggers a multitude of problems for this community on health, 
employment and education for their children. 
 
In the next few paragraphs, we learn more about the wider picture. The author talks with NGO organisations, Roma 
activists and the Serbian ministry of health. We learn about economic and social issues for the Roma community, in 
particular, problems with getting proper healthcare, attempts to reduce poverty and the lack of proper information on 
just how many people are affected. 
 
Unofficial estimates suggest about 30,000 of the 100,000 Roma in Belgrade live in unsanitary 
settlements such as Cardboard City. One is Halid Hasani, 32, who lives there with his wife 
and two daughters. 
 
Note how the author makes transitions from fact to color. We repeatedly return to people, to individuals, in this case to 
different families with their own set of problems. 
 
Since the last rainfall, the family cannot use one of their rooms, fearing that the ceiling may 
fall in as they sleep. But the biggest problem is the lack of water and sanitation, Hasani said. 
"We used to go for water to the nearby gravel pit, but the security guards there now often 
refuse to give us water," he added. 
 
Elizabeta Maloku, 24, also from Cardboard City, said her biggest problem was the rats that 
swarmed all around the place, keeping her awake at night. Her daughter is already an invalid 
at only four-years-old, after being born with a lump on her neck. Typically, doctors would not 
treat her without a healthcare card. 
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Before the end of the article, we again return to the facts and learn from activists that the consequences of such 
treatment of Roma could pose a long term problem for Serbia with scores of Roma children growing up illiterate and 
unable to cope with wider society. Moreover, proper care for the Roma, particularly their health, is one of the 
standards for joining the European Union. 
 
Finally, we return to the last picture in Cardboard City. Note that features end with color just as they begin; your first 
and last paragraphs should relate to each other.  
 
In the meantime, the residents of Cardboard City rely on their own resources, as they have 
always done. "If you have the money, you can get medical treatment," Ajeti Ilfan, 43, said. "If 
you can't, you might as well drop dead." 
 
4) Key points for writing a good feature  
 

a) Grab the attention of the reader immediately; involve him/her emotionally 
b)   Use vivid detail and interesting colour to convey background information on your subject that is not normally 
available in news pieces; convey even the driest data in an interesting way  
c) Choose a topic of general interest or concern 
d) Keep the attention of the reader throughout the article; create mystery – intrigue the reader by offering details 

or clues that you will elaborate later 
e) Use lively language and plenty of detail to describe scenes and people 
f) Use “writers voice” - it is the signature, or style, of the writer. It can 

be used to project colour, tone and subtle commentary into the story. 
g) Maintain good paragraphing: every new paragraph should introduce a new point or a new topic. But try to 

maintain a link between paragraphs; keep the transition from one paragraph to the next smooth: abrupt jumps 
between ideas will make your story hard to follow – and you may lose your reader  

h) Keep the story moving forward at a good pace. This does not mean you cannot spend time on description or 
dialogue, but maintain a momentum and direction  

i) Try to use link words, such as "however", "moreover", "it was then that…" "soon after.." These are called 
"transitional words". They are important in long features, as they are a tool that writers use to subtly move 
from one person or topic to the next. 

j) Use dialogue and quotes to keep the story moving. Good quotes give the readers strong mental images and 
keep them attached to the 
story. On the other hand, beware of using quotes when reported speech 
would do just as well. 

k) Avoid repetition and don’t bore your reader. If you need to return to a point or stress a particular angle in the 
story, use a different anecdote, quote a different person  

l) Leave a lasting image in your reader’s mind: a concluding paragraph should always round off the feature by 
coming full circle to the opening paragraph. Make it memorable with a quotation, a scene that is as vivid as 
the start of your feature 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


