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       English 101

                Naval Safety Center, 2003


Lesson #16: Headlines, Titles, Labels and Captions
Use titles for articles, not just labels. A label is to titles what forensic photography is to photojournalism. It is dull and static. It lacks spark. It will attract only readers who are already interested in the topic, which rules out about 98% of our harried and bored readership.

Here is a label: "Black Oxide‑Coated Fasteners." Here is a title for the same item: "Prohibited Fasteners Still in Fleet." Which item do you think a reader would rather spend time with?

Titles should answer the question "So what?" Titles, unlike labels, have verbs. They explain, succinctly and even colorfully, the significance of a story. A reader browses through the magazine. A picture catches the reader's wandering, listless eye. The reader thinks, "Hmm?" The title answers that dim query, motivating the reader to plunge into the article itself, thereby becoming a better person.

Ask these questions when you scrutinize or devise a headline:


• Does it make you want to read the article?


• Is it intriguing or just vague?


• Is it trite? Does it sound like other articles you have read recently?


• Is it accurate?


• Is it just a label? A headline has meaning and activity. A label is usually a dull noun.

Captions for photos and infographics

To help out any readers who are idly browsing our magazines and who stop at a page to look at photos or diagrams, please make sure we do the following things in captions:

The tendency is just to stick a label on the photo, since you know perfectly well what it represents. Don't do it. Look at your captions from the perspective of a reader who hasn't read the story; if you say "the welder" or "the aircraft," the reader is going to wonder, "What welder?" or "What aircraft?" You will have to give a little context to the subject of the photo. If that takes a brief synopsis of 

the mishap (i.e., "A PWC welder was shocked when he touched the control box shown at upper left"), fine. The story can then fill in the details (how the mishap happened, how to prevent it, etc.). Apply this point of view to titles of figures and charts also.

Make the caption tell the reader what he or she is looking at, and what the significance of it is. My next question, after I ask myself "What welder?" is "So what?"

If your caption can be clever or interesting, so much the better. If not, at least keep it clear, succinct and informative. The idea behind a caption (as with a headline or callout) is to get the reader‑viewer into the story, not to just raise questions.
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