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Service journalism, which ranges from restaurant reviews and event listings to step-by-step how-to guides, is the 
backbone of many magazines. Helping people to understand or master something that impacts their job, hobby or 
daily lives is how magazines earn readers’ trust and loyalty. For writers, service stories can be a steady stream of 
work for those who master the craft. Here are six key considerations when writing a service story.  

1, CREATIVE CONTENT 

The biggest mistake writers make with service writing? Too often, the writing is boring. With limited word counts, 
there usually isn’t space for lengthy narrative or anecdotal ledes. But that doesn’t mean service stories should be 
just a bunch of facts strung together. Word plays, alliteration, and other humourous approaches can juice up the 
driest of topics.  

Many subjects are rehashed year after year. To give them a fresh spin, try connecting two different elements 
together. A story titled, “What are e-cigarettes?” won’t catch many eyes, but one on, “How e-cigarettes are 
harming teenagers” will.  

As the person most familiar with the topic, editors also appreciate it when writers can supply heds, deks or art 
ideas. But be sure to never oversell what you’re offering. You’ll never live up to readers’ expectations—or be 
factually accurate—by promising “Seven guaranteed ways to lose weight now.”  

2. PERFECT PACKAGING  

Creative packaging can turn the bland into brilliant. Often all it takes is a one- or two-line introduction, followed by 
bullet points.  

 With step-by-step how-tos, pull out materials or ingredients and the tools or equipment needed into checklists 
 Use infographics to present otherwise dull facts and figures 
 Use charts to compare competing products 
 Number or colour-code the steps in a how-to project 

3. ART APPRECIATION  

Art is often a key part of the narrative with various visuals, including charts, illustrations and step-by-step 
photography, used to help tell the story. See, “How to write a service piece” below.  

4. STRUCTURALLY SOUND  

Regardless of the format you choose to present the information, it has to be logical in how the information is 
presented. Common options include:  

 Chronological order  



 

 

 Listing items from the general to the specific, or vice versa  
 Ranking elements from small to large; cheap to costly, quick to time-consuming or vice versa 

5. ADDRESS THE AUDIENCE  

The author of a service piece must really understand the audience they’re writing for. With limited space, you 
don’t want to waste readers’ time on common-knowledge, say, explaining the difference between a Robertson 
and a Philips screwdriver to the readers of a woodworking magazine. (See, “Tool Talk” below.) On the other 
hand, you shouldn’t assume that the readers of a first-time parenting magazine know how far in advance they 
need to plan for childcare once their maternity leave is over. (In some neighbourhoods the moment of conception 
is a good time to start getting on daycare waiting lists.) 

6. SECURING SOURCES  

The hardest part of service writing? Finding your sources. You’ll likely need to speak to a number of different 
people, many of whom won’t be directly quoted in the article. (See, “Source List” below.)  

Be wary of potential biases or agendas though, particularly when talking to sales or marketing contacts who are 
likely to emphasize the attributes of the product they represent, while downplaying its shortcomings. (Service 
writer’s tip: Consumer Reports is a great source for unbiased product reviews.) 

And don’t always use obvious sources or go back to the usual suspects. Sometimes you can surprise—and 
engage—readers by using counterintuitive sources, say, interviewing a cop for advice on how to launch a 
marijuana dispensary business.   

 
 

 

Source List 

Laura Bickle, editor of event planning industry trade magazine, Ignite 

Diane Peters, freelance writer and editor  

Martin Zibauer, former deputy editor of Cottage Life, now a freelancer 

Tool Talk 

Canadian Peter Lymburner Robertson invented the square-headed screwdriver that bears his name after injuring 
his hand when a straight-bladed driver slipped—or “cammed out”—of the screw. A Robertson driver fits snugly 
into the screw head, resisting cam out. Most woodworkers prefer it to the star-shaped Phillips driver, invented by 
American Henry Phillips. 

 



 

 

How to write a service piece  

 Brainstorm source list.  1.

 
 Conduct background research. 2.

 
 Interview sources. 3.

 
 

 
 Write draft copy. 4.

 
 

 Edit and rewrite. 5.

 
 

 The finished result. 6.

 
 

 


