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Captioning Images
According to the AP Style Guide
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Basics of Captioning
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3things you need to 
keep in mind while 
writing a caption:

•Accuracy
•Brevity
•Clarity
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Accuracy

“Ensure every piece of information within the caption is 
accurate and complete. This also includes ensuring the 
captions are grammatically and stylistically accurate.  An 
accurate caption helps ensure an image is newsworthy, 

is of historical value, and can be more easily 
retrieved from databases.”

5Monday, March 4, 13



Brevity

“When writing a caption, be certain every word is 
necessary to tell the story of the image. Many captions 
must convey a great deal of information in a few short 

sentences, so they must be written concisely to 
maximize their effectiveness. Do not use 15 words 

where five will do.”
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Clarity

“To be understood by the end user, a caption must be 
clear in both intent and expression. Select language to 

make certain the reader will understand what is 
happening in the image.  Construct captions that 

can be understood by any reader.”
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5W
Rule

“When gathering information to include in a caption, 
keep in mind the 5 W's: who, what, when, where and 
why.  All questions must be answered to accurately 

communicate the story of a still image or video clip.”
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Who
“Who or what is the subject of the image?

If the subject of a sentence is a person or persons, 
provide the first and last name, title and organization of 

each person.

People appearing in the background need not be 
identified unless they are essential to the story of the 

image.”
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What
“Describe the action captured by the imagery.

Use active voice when describing the action. When 
writing in active voice, the subject is doing something, 
while in passive voice, something is being done to the 
subject. To change from active to passive voice, make 
the object of the sentence (person or thing acting on 

the subject) the subject and vice versa. 

Do not over-describe the action; let the image speak as 
well.”
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When

“Provide the date and, if pertinent, the time of day 
when the image was captured.

Use the following format: Aug. 21, 1997

When writing just a month and year with no day, do 
not abbreviate the month: Feb. 27, 2007, but February 

2007”
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Where

“Provide the geographic location as well as the name of 
the facility or organization, if applicable.

Provide the geographic location as well as the name of 
the base, facility or organization, if applicable.

Spell out state names when they stand alone within the 
caption. Use abbreviations when paired with a city. ”
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Why

“Explain the purpose of the event, exercise or 
operation depicted in the image. This gives context to 
the image, answers the question as to why the image 

matters. This explanation should be brief, in most cases 
consisting of no more than one sentence.”
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Writing Your Captions
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TIP: Always write your 
captions in Microsoft 

Word first!
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I
“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.”
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II
“The second sentence gives background 
information on the image. It explains why 
the image is significant and places it in a 

larger context”
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III
“Include the photographer's credit and 

their organization at the end of the 
caption. Use the following format: (Photo 

by:  Erika Barker/Full Sail University).”
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IV
“Do not editorialize. Stick to the facts as 
presented by the image and gathered at 

the scene.”

19Monday, March 4, 13



AP Example

“New York Giants quarterback Eli Manning holds up 
the Vince Lombardi Trophy while celebrating his team's 
21-17 win over New England Patriots in the NFL Super 

Bowl XLVI football game Sunday, Feb. 5, 2012, in 
Indianapolis. (AP Photo/David J. Phillip)”

http://www.apimages.com
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AP Example
“New York Giants quarterback 
Eli Manning 

holds up the Vince Lombardi 
Trophy

while celebrating his team's 
21-17 win over New England 
Patriots 

in the NFL Super Bowl XLVI 
football game 

Sunday, Feb. 5, 2012, in 
Indianapolis. 

(AP Photo/David J. Phillip)”

Who

Where

When

Why

Photo 
Credit

What
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AP Military Example
“ATLANTIC OCEAN (Nov. 12, 2008) 
Aviation Warfare Systems Operator 2nd 
Class Zachary Gillespie and Aviation 
Warfare Systems Operator 3rd Class 
Phillip Gonzales, hoist a Norwegian 
fisherman from the ocean-going tug SVC 
Tanux II during a search and rescue 
medical evacuation. Kearsarge launched a 
search-and-rescue aircraft in response to 
an emergency medical distress call. (U.S. 
Navy photo by Mass Communication 
Specialist 2nd Class Erika Barker/
Released)”
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AP Military Example

Who

Where

When

Why

Photo 
Credit

What

“ATLANTIC OCEAN (Nov. 12, 2008)

Aviation Warfare Systems Operator 2nd 
Class Zachary Gillespie and Aviation Warfare 
Systems Operator 3rd Class Phillip 
Gonzales, 

hoist a Norwegian fisherman from the 
ocean-going tug SVC Tanux II 

during a search and rescue medical 
evacuation. Kearsarge launched a search-and-
rescue aircraft in response to an emergency 
medical distress call. 

(U.S. Navy photo by Mass Communication 
Specialist 2nd Class Erika Barker/Released)”
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Adobe Bridge
Please reference the Adobe Bridge tutorial located on 

FSO.  This tutorial explains how to add captions to your 
imagery.
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