
 

For the original article, please follow this link: newsoffice.duke.edu/duke_resources/oped 

Watch the 
news 

• Timing is essential. When an issue is dominating the news – whether it’s a popular protest, an economic crisis or the latest scandal on a reality television show.  
That’s what readers want to read and that’s what op-ed editors want to publish. Whenever possible, link your issue explicitly to something happening in the news. 
If you’re a researcher studying global warming, for instance, start off by discussing a recent extreme weather catastrophe.  You could also enable editors to plan 
the story in advance by relating your issue to an upcoming public holiday or commemoration. 

750 

 words 

•Editors say that shorter is better – they don’t want to have to trawl through your article and reduce its length. Academic authors often believe or insist that they 
need more space to explain their point, but newspapers cater to particular (non-academic) audiences and have limited space, and if an article is too long it is more 
likely to be pushed aside. 

A single 
point 

•Nobody can solve the world's problems in 750 words. Work at sticking with making a single point clearly and persuasively. If you are not able to explain your 
message in one or two sentences, you are trying to cover too much. 

Main point 
first 

•You aren’t writing for The Journal of Southern African Sociology. You have about 10 seconds to hook a busy reader, so don’t waste words. Just get to the point and 
convince the reader that it's worth his  or her valuable time to continue.  You need a great opening line, and your opening paragraph needs to punch.  

The care 
factor 

•Tell readers why they should care. Put yourself in the reader’s position – a busy person looking at your article. At the end of every paragraph, ask yourself: “What 
is my point? Who cares? So what?".  Don’t just ask them.  Answer them.  Keep asking and answering so you know that you are on point. Will reading the article help 
to protect them from disease or make their children safer? Explain why. Appeals to self-interest usually are more effective than abstract ideas. 

Suggest 

•An op-ed is not a news story that simply describes a situation.  Rather, it is your opinion about how to improve a situation. In an op-ed you need to offer some 
suggestions or possible solutions. How exactly should the issue of sanitation and the provision of toilets be tackled, or how should we engage with the formation of 
new political parties?  In an op-ed you need to do more than call  for "more budget!" or suggest that opposing parties work out their differences. 

Bring to life 

•Showing is better than discussing. As humans, we remember colourful details better than we remember dry facts, so appeal to the odd fact, the appalling stats, 
the unusual detail. When writing an op-ed, be sure to include great examples that bring your argument to life. 

Keep it 
short 

•Use short sentences and paragraphs. Look at an editorial spread or two and count the number of words per sentence in the op-eds. The sentences are likely to be 
quite short.  Use the same kind of style, relying mainly on simple sentences. Cut long paragraphs into two or more shorter ones. 

Personal 
Voice 

•Use the personal voice.  While academics are trained to avoid first-person writing in professional journals, op-eds need to include phrases that use the personal 
voice whenever possible. If you are a doctor, you could say: “Last week, a patient of mine said ….” If you work with orphans and vulnerable children, tell their 
stories to help argue your point. 

No jargon 

•If a technical detail is not critical to your point, rather avoid using it. When in doubt, leave it out.  Remember, though, that simple language doesn't mean simple  
thinking.  Rather, it means you are aware of your audience who are most likely not experts in your field. 

Active voice 

•Use the active voice. Avoid phrasing like "It is hoped that . . . “.  Rather say "I hope that . . ." Active voice is usually more persuasive than passive voice. It is easier to 
read, and makes it clear about who is doing the hoping, or the recommending (or other action). 

Avoid 

•If you are writing an op-ed in response to an earlier piece that made your blood pressure rise, you need to avoid the temptation to prepare a point-by-point 
rebuttal. It looks petty as is not the purpose of an op-ed (as it is possible that readers didn't see the earlier article or remember the points).  Use the letters page for 
this.  For an op-ed, breathe deeply and simply mention the earlier article once and then move on to argue your own point. 

Possible 
Rebuttle 

•Don’t make the mistake of using the op-ed to provide endless reasons why your opponents are idiots.  Rather acknowledge that there is an opposing point of view, 
and comment on where they may be correct in their position – you will look more credible, more appealing and more humble if you do this instead of trying to 
“take them to pieces”.  

Final Punch 

•A strong opening paragraph, or "lead“, is what hooks readers. However, summarising your argument in a strong final paragraph is just as important. Busy readers 
will often scan the headlines, skim the opening pitch and then skip to the final paragraph and by-line (who wrote the article and where are they from) One trick 
that definitely works is to conclude with a phrase or thought you used in the opening, thereby closing your argument by reiterating your original point. 

Enjoy it 

•So many writers approach an op-ed article as something terribly serious. It is widely accepted that they would improve their chances at getting published if they 
would lighten up, have some fun and entertain the reader a bit. Editors read so many articles that the lengthy, weighty and over-serious  articles – apparently 
known in the trade as "thumb suckers“ – are likely to be skimmed and set aside.  For the academics amongst us, this is not an opportunity to spout theory! 

How to 
submit 

•How to submit an article. The best way to submit an op-ed article is by e-mailing it to the Editor of the editorial pages.  This will always be a named individual at a 
newspaper, so spend the time doing your homework, and know who you are submitting to.  If you already have a relationship with this person, all the better as 
they are likely to know you and know the quality of your work.  Be sure to include your contact information, and say whether you have a photo of yourself 
available. If you have a Communications Officer at your organisation, and they are not getting your article placed, be sure you keep them in the loop.  

Where to 
submit 

•Where to submit the article. You're probably hoping to get your article published in The Sunday Times, with City Press and Independent on Sunday as backups. 
Welcome to the club! These and other national publications, such as Mail & Guardian, receive a huge number of submissions, the majority of which are rejected. 
You have a better shot at your local newspapers which almost always give preference to writers from the local area. Web sites such as Daily Maverick are also 
gaining in importance. You are likely to have greater success with arguments that are provocative, funny, perhaps personal and certainly unexpected.  
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