
Cutting to the chase
Making a great image is just one half of the equation to outstanding 
photojournalism.
	 Sure, an outstanding image is what draws the reader into a story or 
makes them want to read further.
	 In the second part of the equation, a photojournalist has to be able 
to write a supporting cutline or caption to completely tell the story.
	 For the sake of this month’s article, we will use the term “caption” 
since the Department of Defense released the new Captioning Style 
Guide in October 2011.
	 The first paragraph on the first page of the guide pretty much sums 
up why we should all be able to write captions for our images.
	 It reads: “This publication provides a standard method of writing 
captions for DoD imagery. The guidance provided will help photog-
raphers, videographers and all who produce or manage DoD imagery 
write and edit captions that are accurate, clear, concise and meet DoD 
style standards.”
	 The operative words here are “accurate, clear, concise” while adher-
ing to the department’s standards.
Constructing a caption
If we think back to our Defense Information School training, we all 
should remember the ABC’s – Accuracy, Brevity, and Clarity.
	 Following the ABC model, the style guide gives us the basic guid-
ance on writing effective and informative captions.
	 “The first sentence contains the 5 W’s and is always written in the 
present tense using active voice.
	 “A caption describes the moment the image is captured, not what 
came before or after, so the first sentence will be written as if from that 
moment.
	 “The second sentence should almost always be written in past tense. 
This sentence gives background information on the image. It explains 
why the image is significant and places it in a larger context.
	 “When providing background information in a caption, include 
information that explains the significance of the action in the image.”
	 But what about when you have three or more people in an image? 
How do we effectively communicate the story behind the image? The 
style guide gives us guidance for this situation as well.
	 “When identifying people in an image, use the rule of three; provide 
the full name and rank and/or title of every person when there are three 
or fewer people in the image. It is not necessary to individually identify 
everyone should there be four or more people present, although there 
may be some cases (such as with high-level officials) where that would 
be appropriate.”
	 This brings us to this month’s example.
Getting to the point
	 The attached image was posted on the Army Public Affairs Center 
milBook website a few months ago that was pulled from AKO. At the 
risk of embarrassing the photographer, I have removed their name from 
the caption.
	 While I understand wanting to make sure that everyone gets their 
name and photo in “the paper”, “the magazine”, or “the website”, 
there has to be a better way to caption this image.
	 The focus of the image is Gene Wilcher, a patient at the Carl Vinson 
Veterans Affairs Medical Center, being visited by the Soldiers pictured 
with him.

	

Unfortunately, you can’t figure that out until the last line of the caption! 
The first part of the caption is all about the Soldiers standing in the 
background. There is so much military-speak; the reader is going to tire 
out before they get to the end of the caption.
	 Or worse, they’re going to turn the page or click off the website if it 
is an online photograph.
	 The lengthy caption poses many questions – at least in my mind.
	 Was Wilcher part of this unit? Why was he singled out when you 
can plainly see another patient in a bed behind the group? What is 
Wilcher’s story? Was he wounded in combat? Please tell us.
	 Kudos to the photographer for gathering very detailed information 
on each Soldier standing behind Wilcher but I’d like to know more 
about him.
	 If this were the only image I had to publish, I would propose the 
following caption in its place. It may not be the only way to write the 
caption but it cuts to the chase and gets to the focus of the image.
	 Soldiers from Fort Stewart, Ga. visit Gene Wilcher, a patient at the 
Carl Vinson Veterans Affairs Medical Center in Dublin, Ga., as part of a 
Veterans Day community outreach program, Nov. 11. Wilcher, a veteran 
of (insert branch of service, campaign, etc.), said spending time with the 
Soldiers (insert his thoughts, comments here.). The Soldiers are with 4th 
Brigade Special Troops Battalion, 4th Brigade Combat Team, 3rd Infantry 
Division.
	 I would then list the individual Soldiers and their hometowns as the 
last sentence, useful for marketing via DVIDS.
	 The thing to remember with captions is this:  describe what is going 
on in the image while informing the reader of its significance in a con-
cise manner.
	 If you do not have your copy of the latest DoD Captioning Style 
Guide, you can download the pdf at: 
http://www.defenseimagery.mil/dms/dvi-documents/StyleGuide-
111027-print.pdf
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