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The News Package Formula 
By Rob McBride 
 
Structure…  
 
Strong Opening – Strong Close.  The Golden Rule of TV news – ‘good opening picture 
and good close and the rest takes care of itself.’  For the short news story, a lot of truth in 
that.  First picture supported by strong lines, setting up clearly the story and issue. And a 
strong closing shot with parting line summing up the story and/or looking forward, are 
key. 
 
Balance.  Overall, a balance between narration, sound bites and SOT’s (Sound On Tape 
– breaks for actuality.)  
 
Broadening to the Issue.  In the middle of the story, introducing the bigger issue, or 
giving the background to a theme which this story touches upon.  The story doesn’t have 
to answer all the questions, but it should ask a few, and be thought-provoking. 
 
Visual Variety.  The story should have good pictures, but equally important is a variety 
of pictures.  The story should move around different locations, if possible, to keep the 
audience engaged. 
 
Structure Types.  A story does not always have to fit a certain formula, but the reporter 
should try and decide early on (sometimes even before shooting), if it fits to a particular 
structure.  ie… News Peg – Pegged to a certain event, or date.  Full Circle – The story 
ending up back at the place where it began.  Starting Small – Telling the story in 
microcosm, possibly starting with a case study in order to draw the viewer into the piece. 
 
Issue – Action – Impact.  Another way of looking at structure is reducing it to three 
simple elements.  Larger organizations will often approach issues and projects (and the 
reporting of those things) into a logical three step process.  For the reporting of the same 
in a TV news package, we simply change the order a little…. Action – (start in the 
present to tell us what is taking place at the moment).  Issue – (give us the background of 
why the action is taking place).  Impact – (tell us the outcome, or look ahead to the 
possible result.) 
 
 
Direction/Content… 
 
Writing.  TV writing should be economical, tight, keeping descriptive adjectives and 
statistics to the minimum.  Don’t waste words on describing what we already see on 
screen.  While you should aim for good grammar, using English as a descriptive tool is 
more important.  If you want to break the rules of written English and drop verbs, for 
example, then you are allowed provided it helps your script.  In essence, the journalist 
almost becomes a caption writer for what we are seeing on screen. 
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B-Roll Set-up’s.  Television always becomes more interesting when we are introduced to 
people who are given a name.  An old cliché, but TV is the ‘Peoples’ Medium.’  And we, 
as people, always become more involved with a story if we can make a connection with 
the person we are watching.  Show us someone doing something on screen, and give 
them a name. 
 
Good characters.  Interesting people who speak well, and have a story to tell. 
 
Prioritizing Production Time.  Don’t waste time interviewing someone for half an hour, 
if all you know you will be needing is a quick 8-second sound bite.  Far better use of your 
time is getting the sound grab you need, and then using additional time to make an 
interesting sequence with that person, to tell a richer story.   
 
Prioritizing Characters.  Work out early (in an ideal world, during pre-interviews on the 
phone) how each person will fit into the story, and make sure you shoot appropriately the 
right amount of B-roll sequences, or editing covering shots to make your story work in 
editing. 
 
Interview Locations.  The producer should be mindful of where to interview the subject.  
Sometimes it helps to interview the person while doing a particular activity.  Interviewing 
in situ, provides an interesting backdrop and makes it an integral part of the story.  It 
might also have the added value of distracting a more nervous interviewee, so they give a 
better performance.  But it is difficult to use that interview in another part of the package 
that moves away from that location.  Choosing a second, more general location, to ask 
additional questions that can be dropped into any part of the story, is often a good move. 
 
Framing and Lighting of Interviews.   This depends on the house style of the TV you 
are working for, and more practically on what you have available in terms of mains 
lighting.  More on this later. 
 
Crossing the Line.  Understanding the concept of crossing the line, and the importance 
of NOT crossing it.  In most events or actions that we cover, there is an imaginary line or 
axis running through the scene.  Someone at work on a computer, two people talking 
together, or someone giving a news conference.  It is important to work out where the 
axis is, and then work on one side of that line or the other, through an arc of 180-degrees 
without crossing to the other side.   
 
Have a Theme.  More important in longer form TV pieces, but also useful in shorter 
news stories – have a recurring theme or conceit which gives the package a continuity 
and holds the audience interest. 
 
‘Real TV’.  Elements that make for strong TV.  Unlike ‘Reality TV’, which stages 
events, anticipate on location real-life elements that will make for strong, engaging TV 
and make sure you are set up and rolling when they happen. 
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Editing –  
 
Work in sequences of correctly proportioned and related shots. 
 
Cutting to the rhythm. 
 
Timing. 
 
Cutting between day/night and different lighting. 
 
Use of cutaways. 
 
Editing ‘tricks’ like use of wipes, shifting sound effects etc. 
 
 
 
Rules for Interview Framing 
 
BLAH 
 
Background – Wherever possible, there should be separation of the interviewee from the 
background, so they stand out and we listen to what they are saying.  The background 
should be relevant or related to the interview, but not distracting.  Be mindful of what is 
in the ‘looking space’ of the frame which will be more prominent in shot, and whether 
any strong lines or objects are cutting through the head, or ‘growing’ out of the head. 
 
Lighting – The interviewee should be facing towards the light.  If using available light, 
this might mean having them face the window, to give a more even light than available 
artificial light in the room.  (This will also determine what is going to be your 
background.)  Use of a camera top light, or better still, mains lighting, will give you more 
options for choosing location and background.   
 
Audio – Choose the right microphone for the interview.  A clip mic will give you more 
flexibility for wider framing, but is quite sensitive to wind noise and picks up sound from 
all around – background sound as well as the person talking.  A dynamic, hand held mic, 
will normally have to be seen in shot because it needs to be close to the person’s mouth.  
A more directional shot-gun mic, can be held out of shot.  Equally important, is checking 
for distracting ambient sounds before you start setting up.  There is not much point, for 
example, setting up lighting in a particular part of the room, and then discovering there is 
a loud air conditioning unit right overhead that cannot be switched off.  Often 
background sound cannot be avoided, and might actually help the scene, giving it an 
authenticity provided it is not too distracting.  As a rule, as long as we can see in the shot 
(ie. traffic behind the interviewee’s head) what is making the sound, it is normally not as 
bad as it sounds. 
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Head – The framing of the head will often be determined by the house style of the TV 
station - whether it is very tight ‘interrogative’ style, or a wider frame.  Normally try to 
work between two different frame sizes during the interview, so you can cut between 
sound bites later.  Whether tighter or wider, the critical measurement in framing is the 
line of the eyes.  This should be one third of the way down from the top of the frame.  
This means on a tighter shot, the top of the head will be cropped off, but that is fine.  The 
line of the eyes, should also be on the same plane as the camera, so the interviewee is not 
looking up or down.  This means the camera and reporter asking questions all need to be 
at the same level.  Finally, whether the head is looking to the left of the frame or right of 
the frame will determine where the looking space is, and therefore which is the more 
prominent part of the background we will see in shot.   
 


