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Wrifing profiles
Capturing personalities by painting word pictures
Everyone's got a story to tell. But some folks are more newsworthy
than others, so we write profiles to explore their backgrounds,
examine their characters, document their struggles and dreams.

Profiles are biographical, but they're more than a who-what-
when-where-why rehash of facts. A good profile reveals feelings,
exposes attitudes, captures habits and mannerisms. The finished
story should be as entertaining as it is informative.

In-depth profiles can take days, even weeks, to assemble. You may
need to check someone's credentials, dig up Web documents, read
old news clips, consult with colleagues, family and friends.

But in the end, it all comes down to interuiewing. Profiles provide
the ultimate test of your interviewing skills. How well can you coax
complete strangers into sharing the details of their private lives?

) Solicit your subject's supporf. Make preliminary
contact with the person you're profiling. Explain
who you are, what you're doing, how long it may
take. Explain how you'd like to conduct interviews,
watch them at work, talk to their friends and
colleagues. Be open, honest and nonthreatening.
) Interview and observe. Youll need atleast one

intensive interview session, if not several. Gather quotes, anecdotes and detailed
descriptions: how your subject looks, talks, dresses, acts and interacts with others.
(For additional tips, see our section on interviewinglpageT6.)
) Find your foczs. After your first interview, review your notes. Reflect. Ask
yourself, "\A/hat have I got here? What am I missing?" And most importantly:
"What's the most interesting angle for this story?" The best profiles are those
that focus on an intriguing or newsworthy aspect of your subjectt public or
private life. Develop a theme that will help you plan your next step:
) Follow up with further interviews and research, Talk to your subject, and

as many other sources as necessary, to flesh out
your focus with facts, quotes and anecdotes. Take
every opportunity to watch your subject at work
or play in a setting that's relevant to your focus.

This is where profiles demand the greatest invest-
ment of your (and your subject's) time. Yes, you can
write single-source, single-interview stories; on a

tight deadline, that may be your only option. But
the fewer sources you interview and the less time
you spend with your subject, the more your prolile
risks being inaccurate, shallow and dull. In fact, you
shouldn't even call a single-interview story aprofile.
a Structure your story, Review your material and
decide how long your piece deserves to be. Is this a

brief vignette? A day in the life? A full-length profile?
Before you start writing, organize an outline like
the sample story structure at left.

Decide how best to open and ciose the story. Craft
an appealing lead, a solid nut graf, a fitting finish.
In the main body, avoid fact-choked chronologies,
rambling monologues, meaningless anecdotes. Be
fair to your subject - but be kind to your readers.

J. Kyle l(eener, Detroit Free Press: "1 often shoot symbolically, so a
portrait becomes both a likeness of the subject and an icon for the
idea I am tryrng to communicate. Ihis image was part of a photo

essay, 'Stars and Stripes Wherever,'about how a diverse group of
Americans interpret the flag. Tattoo artist Nate Leintz, 28, represents
the idea that patriotism is important to many Americans, not just
World War ll veterans. Shot from a low angle, with fists clenched,
head held high and the classic sky background, Leintz looks strong and
proud, almost Superman-like. 0ften, in both writing and photography,
less is more. Showing all of Leintz's tattoos would have made ihe
portrait too visually complex. With one spotlight illuminating the flag
tattoo and a second light shining on his face, I can direct the viewer's
eye right to the heart of the photograph."
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Don't just take our word for it 
- listen to these words

of advice from ]. Kyle Keener, chief photographer at the
Detroit Free Press and a widely respected photojournalist:
0n collaborating with photognphers: Talk to a photographer when
you're thinking of possible stories to pursue because we're great
resources for brainstorming. We tend to be out on the streets nearly
all the time with our eyes wide open. Talented photographers see
thinqs that other people do not. When you spend your whole life
looking, you learn to see better. At the very least, get a photographer

involved as s0on as you start your reporting so that you two don't
miss any key moments to photograph and write about.

0n giving ordels to ph0toglaphels: Avoid suggesiing exactly what
kind of photos we should take. Most photographers and photo editors
consider this insulting and a sign of an inexperienced reporter who
doesn't have a clue how to function as a team. How would you feel
if I gave you a list of questions to ask the subject?

0n the tine it takes lo shoot successtul photos: Everyone thinks
that we just come in, snap-snap-snap a few pictures, then leave. This
is as far lrom the truth as you can get. Just like you need time to get

to know and understand the subject of our profile, we need time to
observe and get them comfortable with us hanging around taking
photos. Great photographs for a profile don't just happen out of the
blue, but evolve as the photographer gains the trust of the subject io
get more intimate and storytelling photographs.

0n working a story collaboratively: lf the story is a long-term,
in-depth profile, I want be there to see and photograph what you see
and write about. ln this way, our words and pictures will complement
each other. High-quality writing and pictures working together have
a much stronger power to communicate.
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SAMPLE STORY STRUCTURE

[I TTIE(DOIAI I.EAD

An engaging, revealing
little story to lure us in.
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Plans. Drcams. Goals.
Barriersto overcome. '
m closll{c 0u0TE



ffi #&
$ ; E w w
$

?a
'li

F
$i

E
$i

iiF
iil

E
i 

E
F

 iF
$l

E
 a

F
ii$

ii*
ii$

iiE
$:

il 
E

F
iii

is
iii

iE
 a

si
sE

eg

E
F

t$
F

iE
i[ 

*E
 F

aE
aa

E
E

E
E

aa
E

i 
ig

E
E

*l
gi

?1
gE

qi
i$

til
ii 

i =
m

*E
i=

as
is

la
n 

ci
a 

gi
3 

i:g
i F

ril
ilH

ls
F

gS
 $

 ?
68

xA
-3

43
: 
aa

iE
Ll

r 
i; 

3$
ip

g5
 g 

=
 a

,I3
e.

E
=

E
 e

ca
 =

=
 a 

e*
 *

E
ss

; 
H

*T
 

* 
a'

*+

0 F F a ll !l E lrl IA o ti z rr
l

(A

r#

=
B

i=
 =

=
 H

 - 
q=

 {g
49

ie
 i€

gi
 =

i=
l3

aF
ar

=
=

g=
4q

a-
 F

: 
g?

 H
's

,=
 

3g
 s

<
 =

--
6 

d9
ll 

I 
; 

fl 
R

 : 
b 

.
P

X
i 

*=
E

 - 
l;'

*=
=

 
i 

F
 =

--
=

 3 
? 

? 
- 

=
,:

gE
E

;c
a+

=
+

;le
*=

a*
 T

n 
[ ?

f
q4

sE
; 

dF
e3

=
=

 e
3=

'=
; 

gE
 a

; 
F

4E
e'

"=
 :

*i
aE

E
=

B
aq

 I
 g

 $
h 

r
=

=
3E

=
g 

=
eE

;4
93

*q
a!

 g?
a 

F

: E
i: 

a=
e=

+
sa

;a
a 

E
'g

a5
H

;E
E

=
 

3.
' 

g"
*s

 -
F

i;
'o

 g
x 

q{
E

:; 
e6

;-
qE

L-
H

 3
 a

<
 

<
 

=
'@

 
n 

:

Li
S

X
 s

,'o
 A

Q
* 

E
 tZ

,?
,

F
nE

I6
-5

- 
^ 

do
; 

r1
r-

-
bi

ad
gi

i.+
*-

9 
3 

o
cx

.a
:J

ad
.

6 
J 

i 
! 

Y
P

- 
nt

 
<

 
-i'

D
 

0
o'

95
^

6 
-P

P
 

T
 

O

3-
<

 P
 q

 H
 E

-
?'

9d
_3

*r
3 

i 
o-

g

F
F

2V U
U

E
|o

A
 

-4
,

!x H
V ;\H E
H

Ir
l

iE
E

af
fiE

 qg
gE

lg
E

gg
aI

g 
g4

=
3 

=
=

E
E

=
i

"3
 =

 !:
 a

q-
i.;

s=
g 

-"
gg

32
lE

t6
-=

ei
5

$ 
6 

g3
 a

l^
i;*

:i 
*=

ei
ui

i!$
;r

E
F

I 
3 

3"
1 

ae
 'A

:A
=

 =
=

 P
;E

l5
ai

=
;s

A
=

3 
* 

p=
*g

,E
E

$E
!a

 
o 

oe
 

o 
:il

;1
]il

in
r:

.tl
f 

t:r
[].

:,:
[]

nn
tr

 
!!L

l 
3P

=
sq

q=
=

=
q 

aF
E

34
F

a$
F

iF
[=

:E
E

- 
iE

F
 q

A
H

+
=

B
i :

H
aa

€e
E

: 
E

S
 ;=

5 
*+

5
;-

54
 A

=
a 

gE
 F

e€
* 

=
ae

 iE
E

E
'- 

1"
; 

E
: 

=
F

 s
 =

 s 
d'

-3
:E

g 
5 

$ 
g.

q
E

.2
3=

-3
g.

E
6

-^
66

c =
 t

xF
3;

g
=

o.
!

aE
ga

ag
aa

aa
ga

aa
gg

aa
aa

s 

E
 E

i aE
a?

H
 B

eE
aA

ga
ag

1g
ag

1 
E

E

fP
el

B
gr

l
F

6*
!

gi
 

E
:

ou
F

6,
H

 A
l

:ll
:i5

r:
lrt

l5
,ll

rl:
::,

i::
li:

:,:
,6

,:]
::g

r:
,:'

,l:
:l

r.
:.P

r:
,::

]6
:1

,.:
,:r

r 
ja

r.

iri
.ts

l:,
:::

ig
1;

j 
i..

 i
,:i

]l
':a

r;
:li

::l
:!l

:r
',:

r:
 

..,

6'
,6

 
l

6'
9

<
-@

ar
lL

,',
::r

rd
::r

-it
'i 

:il
: 

:

di
€

JO
:.,

r*
::!

,:i
 

:l

- 
5.

...
:,,

.,.
...

::
r:

t::
<

at
:l'

.r
.:.

,r
:ir

,l:
,t 

r

,.:
,i:

3:
r 

: 
l 
:, 

--
,r

...
.,]

i

:€
'l:

€:
l

.:g
'l,

rg
,:

3:
l

€6
-

ce .r
*r

ilr
6,

'-
r,

o:
::4

.,;
;t.

.

-6
:

:ta
at

::.
lS

::i
l

:.A
t:j

t,:
€u

:

:F
,.1

:il
t:.

:
^ 

Q
l

...
o.

r:
.r

p:
rr

::l
::l

:la
l$

r

]<
o

4.
6

ll.
il:

:'l
i1

l,

:5
:.,

,.

o '6
r:

.
,O

lrl
':

.,9
,r

:.t
l

':r
3:

,:t
:

::t
r:

:'r
:

::e
:-

:
',5

'r.
r,

:a
d:

:a
a:

rl:
ill

:l:
l

t.l
D

r:
' 

t:

:,,
::5

i::
.:

rr
ol

:ll
r:

lii
i:'

,':
l

:,9
:..

t,

':i
5.

,1

'3
i"

',.
7:

t,

,:.
,]:

],,
:]l

,,1
1'

t',
,,n

,,1
,:l

:':
]:.

f],
ll'

,,:
:::

r:
:['

il 
[j]

:T
]::

3E
3F

:{
{F

,
?=

8s
g;

 =
 sl

3a
3e

ea
ag

ei
a3

iA
F

5.
'a

 
g 

5 
i=

 
* 

ar

H
F

sE
€e

g€
3=

 E
A

 *
 A

a 
€'

"1
 e

 +
3g

 
a 

16
 

l

q3
 

o 
€o

 
:

K
ro

 
2 

2E
€ 

6'
 

-6
6 

; 
B

g
=

oo =
*

e'
6=

.
:+

aa
-

oo
=

:t 
,,.

tq
,r

r,
.g

ir'
tr

'

'..
-t

0,
 *;

 .e
 #

':=
:''

 
'-,

ifi
 

!r
 

.W

E
Jf

fi

{ :" i q ; 3 f" o I d 6 E r


