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Features are a consumer product 
(or at least should be enjoyable!) 



Intro 

Billboard 

Backstory 



Potted history 

The Meat 
(The new stuff) 



Real new stuff here 
(involves its own mini-
backstory) 

Ending 

Boxes.. Ask yourself, is 
this a separate “sell”? 



What makes a feature? (i) 
! Feature ingredients: 

! Protagonist 
! Goal 
! Twists and turns 
! An arc of reason 
! Pay off 
! A reason for the reader to care (now) 



Other tools… 
! Lots of different ways to think about it. Here are some tools: 

! Star Wars (twists and turns) 
! What’s: “Wow and now” 
! Coverlines 

! Does it fit with our pitching guidelines at: 
https://www.newscientist.com/in209-guide-for-freelancers/  



Thanks a lot! 





The shape of water 
It’s not one liquid, it’s two 

Jurassic farce 
No one can agree what a 
dinosaur is 

What’s wrong 
with the sun? 

Is the greatest law of 
physics about to be 
broken? 
The coming quantum 
thermodynamics revolution 

Are you dream-deprived? 
It’s not how much sleep, it’s 
what you do with it 

Do no evil? 
How the big tech firms made 
monkeys out of us - and how to 
make them good again 



!  Ideas or discoveries that overturn important scientific ideas 
or common assumptions 
!  Something’s wrong with the sun  
!  Unlimited willpower  

!    
!  Ideas or discoveries that make you go WOW!  

!  Heal yourself from within a dream  
!  Antigravity: when things fall up  
!    

! Discoveries that answer long-standing scientific questions  
!  Real life Maxwell’s demon experiment  
!  Ocean observatories  
!    

! Authoritative reporting on the science behind stories of 
public concern (“you’ve read about this issue; here’s what the 
evidence says”. Good if conclusions are unexpected.) 
!  Frack on or frack off?  
!  Nuclear war  
!  Radicalisation  
!    

! Things that are great or helpful to know, often related to 
health or self-improvement (aka: “news you can use”) 
!  Exercise myths  
!  How to make and break habits  

Types of 
feature 



Technology trends poised to change the way the world works (trick is 
to get ahead of the curve or move the story on) 

The right questions about AI  
Universal basic income  

The definitive guide to… (This is probably a difficult pitch because many of the 
ideas are not new. But still worth a try if you know your stuff) 

The multiverse  
Numbers  
What we learned from Cassini  

Fun, quirky or unusual stories with a science or technology angle (especially at 
Christmas. But pitch us these in June!) 

New blue  
Chocolate quarantine centre  

“Nerdnip” (stories that take you inside some world you’ve never thought about 
before) 

Wind atlas  
Problem with fences  

Amazing yarns (just amazingly told stories, often with well-developed locations, 
characters and plots) 

Quasicrystal quest  
Unexplained fairy circles 



Coverlines 
! Features generally go on the cover and we have two lines to 

do sell them there. General idea is: 

1.  Grab attention 
2.  Convert that attention into curiosity 

! TIPS: 
! Overall you’re looking to create a curiosity gap that needs 

filling 
! Engage people emotionally, not just intellectually. Eg use 

humor, puns, cultural references, jokes. 
! Rhythm 
! Gappy words like “secret” can help..  



Pitching 
! Get in touch early with a paragraph to check we aren’t 

already doing it and check we’re vaguely interested 
! Assuming answer is positive, demonstrate that the feature 

has all the necessary ingredients  
! Simple as that! 



Intros 
! Straight into the action? 
! Dropped intro 
! Witty/funny intro 
! Think of the “e” shape 
! You want to convince people they’re in good hands 



ON 11 November last year, a small birthday party was held in an apparently unremarkable hangar on the outskirts of 
Geneva, Switzerland. Nothing too fancy, just a few people gathered around a cake. The honourees were there. Well, 
sort of – they were still locked in the cage where they had spent their first year. But then again, there is no other way to 
treat a brood of antimatter particles. 

The antimatter realm is so bizarre as to be almost unbelievable: a mirror world of particles that destroy themselves and 
normal matter whenever the two come into contact. But it’s real enough. Cosmic rays containing antiparticles constantly 
bombard Earth. A banana blurts out an anti-electron every hour or so. Thunderstorms produce beams of the stuff above 
the planet. 

Making and manipulating antimatter ourselves is a different kettle of fish. Hence that birthday party held at the particle 
physics centre CERN, celebrating on behalf of a quadruplet of antiprotons. There’s a lot we would like to learn from 
these caged beasts and their ilk, not least this: do they fall up? 

Something familiar: you 
instantly “get” it. 

Surprise! 

Introduce a cool idea 
Create a curiosity gap 



LOS ANGELES, 2025. Two police detectives gaze at a body sprawled on the floor of a seedy hotel room. 
One scans test results on a tablet screen. “No prints or DNA. If this was our guy, he was careful to clean 
up.” Her partner sweeps a microbe sensor through the musty air. The readout pings: a match. “It was 
him. Six hours ago. Looks like he moved back in with his girlfriend.” A grunt. “And they got a new 
dachshund.” 

Like our hapless suspect, we all leave traces of our microbes behind. We are haloed by an invisible 
nebula of bacteria, fungi and viruses. It’s inevitable that this gets transferred onto the things we touch, the 
people we meet, even the air we pass through. It’s our vaporous calling card. Recently we have started 
learning to unravel its message, and the results look set to change forensic science and policing for 
good. 

It’s a scene…  

Humour 

Promise 



KWANDENGEZI is a beguiling neighbourhood on the outskirts of Durban. Its ramshackle dwellings are 
spread over rolling green hills, with dirt roads winding in between. Nothing much to put it on the map. Until 
last year, that is, when weird signs started sprouting, nailed to doors, stapled to fences or staked in front of 
houses. Each consisted of three seemingly random words. Cutaway.jazz.wording said 
one; tokens.painted.enacted read another. 

In a neighbourhood where houses have no numbers and the dirt roads no names, these signs are the 
fastest way for ambulances to locate women going into labour and who need ferrying to the nearest 
hospital. The hope is that signs like this will save lives and be adopted elsewhere. For the residents of 
KwaNdengezi in South Africa aren’t alone – recent estimates suggest that only 80 or so countries worldwide 
have an up-to-date addressing system. And even where one exists, it isn’t always working as well as it 
could. 

Poor addresses aren’t simply confusing: they frustrate businesses and can shave millions of dollars off 
economic output. That’s why there’s a growing feeling that we need to reinvent the address – and those 
makeshift three-word signs are just the beginning. 

Generate curiosity 

“The intro illustrates a wider 
thing you should care about” 

“Read on to find out more” 



Intro 

Billboard 

Backstory 

Meat 

Pay off 

Ending 

Twists and turns 
come here 



Paragraphs 
! You want to avoid: “Another aspect is xxxx” 
!  Instead create a sense of progression 
! Make your transitions smooth and elegant. 
! Think about them like the story in miniature – strong start and 

finish, with any boring but necessary details (eg people’s 
affiliations) buried in the middle  



What was this primeval atom, and where did it come from? Such questions can’t be 
posed without some trepidation. Stephen Hawking famously argued that asking 
what came before the big bang is like asking what is north of the north pole. Since 
time itself was created at that moment, he reckoned, the question of a prior origin is 
meaningless. 
That hasn’t stopped physicists from trying to pick it apart. Lemaître himself floated 
the possibility of a phoenix universe, whose expansion slows, reverses and 
ultimately collapses into a new primeval atom – before bursting outwards into life 
once again. 
A more elaborate version of this cyclical story was proposed at the turn of this 
century by Paul Steinhardt at Princeton University, Neil Turok, then at the University 
of Cambridge, and others. In their ekpyrotic hypothesis – a name derived from an 
Ancient Greek word for a conflagration – an early speck of our universe drifted 
around in another dimension, eventually smashing into another universe, liberating 
untold energy and sparking explosive growth. 
Wild as that may sound, some proposals get wilder. Take inflation, a widely 
supported theory that supposedly explains how the primeval atom blew up from 
something infinitesimal, before expanding at the more leisurely pace we see today. 
This growth spurt was instigated by a random fluctuation in a quantum field, and 
something similar could happen at any time and any place. That not only means 
that other universes could be invisibly branching off from ours, but also suggests our 
own universe could be one branch of an infinitely old multiverse. 
Yet whether we invoke ekpyrotic collisions or infinite inflation, attempting to 
demystify the big bang as a moment that recurs throughout eternity doesn’t get us 
any closer to describing exactly what happens in that key moment. 



Thanks a lot!! 
! Other feature editors are available… 
! Not all stories are features… 
! Not all stories are best sold to NS… 

! Thanks: to Richard Webb, Graham Lawton and may others at NS 

Quirky or unsual stories 
Mysteries 
Physics 
Chemistry 
Transport/engineering 

joshua.howgego@newscientist.com 


