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“This 1s the best all-purpose wniting guide I've ever seen.”
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president and COQO, Bell Atlantic Corporation

“Lifectwe wniting skills are mvaluable in today’s business world—
but they’re also in shorl supply. In this concise book, Kenneth
Roman and Jjoel Raphaelson offer an abundance of practical tips
Jor helping your wnitten and oral communications get the results
you want.”

—WILLIAM C. STEERE, JR.
chairman and CEQO, Pfizer, Inc.

“Clear, concise communications that make the nght pomt will
launch your career or business to new heights. This book will
show you how.”

—ROBERT SEELERT
chairman, Saatchi & Saatchi PL.C

“In advertising, the challenge 1s to find the one simple, inspired
thought that makes a consumer buy a product. This book helps all
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—PETER GEORGESCU

chairman emeritus, Young & Rubicam Inc.
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Preface Why a Third Edition?

The first edition of this book was written on a typewriter; we
delivered a typed manuscript to the publisher. We wrote the sec-
ond edition on computers and delivered a printed manuscript.
This edition was written on computers and e-mailed to our edi-
tor—no manuscript, not even disks.

That illustrates one of the changes in the way people commu-
nicate that propelled us to undertake a thorough revision. E-mail
has become so ubiquitous that we added a chapter and revised
several others to take full account of its influence. Another
change in recent years is the fading of the internal memo—
displaced 1n many uses by e-mail, in others by the presentation
“deck.”

Our purpose, however, remains unchanged. We wrote the
book to help those millions of nonprofessional writers who must
use the written word to get results—in business, in government,
in education, in the arts. That’s still our goal.

Nor have we found any cause to abandon the principles we
espouse. To the contrary, the speed and ease of e-mail and

word processing serve as an invitation to sloppy writing. Replac-
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ing paper with a PC screen doesn’t change the need for clear,
precise communication. And replacing a formal memo with a
bullet-pointed presentation deck doesn’t justify loose thinking.

In the second edition, we introduced some thoughts on how to
avoid the pitfalls of sexist language. We have expanded those
thoughts into a separate chapter on political correctness—and the
extent to which it should or should not influence the way you write.

Throughout the book, we have freshened examples and
sharpened points by practicing what we preach about editing.
Coming from a world of thirty-second commercials has trained
us to cut to the essence —and helped keep this book shm and
our message accessible.

Nothing that follows is academic or theoretical. You will find
advice you can act on, whenever you have to convert empty
screen or blank paper into a letter, a memo, a report, a recom-
mendation, a proposal, a speech, a resume. You’'ll get help from
specific side-by-side examples of good writing versus bad.

“Generations ago the telephone killed the art of executive
writing. Now it’s poised for a comeback,” reports The Wall Street
Journal, noting that e-mail sends everyone to a keyboard. No
wonder companies institute writing courses.

“ffective writing is hard work even for the best writers (and
even on a computer), but the principles are simple. They don’t
require unusual talent or special skills. They are easy to under-
stand and easy to put into use. What you do need is a degree of
determination—the perseverance to be sure you’ve said what
you want to say. This book aims to help you do that with less
difficulty and more confidence, and get the results you're looking

for—from everything you write.



1 Writing That Works

“Too many of the communications I get are meaningless,”
observes a leading CEO. “They don’t help me understand
what action the writer wants me to take. They waste my time.”

We could fill a dozen pages with complaints of this sort.
“Unclear, poorly written, or confusing” 1s the verdict of vice
presidents of two hundred major U.S. companies on a full
third of the business writing they confront. New York’s Com-
missioner of Education, frustrated that so many of the letters
and memos passing through his office were “confusing” or
“did not answer questions quickly enough,” ordered his 250
top officials to take a course in writing. And so it goes. It adds
up to a chorus of laments that so few people can put a
thought into words that make it clear, state it precisely, and
take no more of the reader’s time than is called for.

Yet clarity, desirable as 1t is, 1s not the goal. The goal is
effective communication—writing that works.

What does the reader need to know to comprehend your
report and endorse its conclusions? To approve your plan, and
pay for 1t? To respond swiftly to your e-mail? To send money for
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your charity, your candidate, your product or service? To invite
you to a job interview? To make the right business decision?

You're not likely to get the results you seek if your writing
is murky, long-winded, bogged down by jargon, and topsy-
turvy in its order of thought. Just as unproductive is what
two Stanford professors, Jeffrey Pfeffer and Robert 1. Sutton,
call “smart talk.” Writing in the Harvard Business Review in
1999, the professors identify smart talk as a major obstacle to
taking action in business. A characteristic of smart talk 1s that
it 1s unnecessarily complicated or abstract (or both). People
seldom act on what they cannot understand. Good results
are even less likely if you flood the reader with information
that 1sn’t organized to lead to an action or isn’t relevant to a
grasp of the subject.

Even the federal government is starting to recognize the
benefits of simple, clear writing. The Securities and Exchange
Commission inaugurated the plain-language movement by
ordering mutual fund companies to rewrite their prospec-
tuses. The Veterans Benefits Administration trained employ-
ees 1n its insurance division how to write more clearly, and
the response rate to its letters increased—saving the agency
$500,000 a vear.

Companies are seeing how confusing communication ties
up their service centers, and how clear communications
makes them more efficient and competitive.

One executive suggests a discipline—putting down first
what you want the reader to do, next the three most impor-
tant things the reader needs to understand to take that action,
then starting to write. When you’re done, he suggests asking
yourself whether if you were the reader, would you take
action on the basis of what 1s written.
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People who write well do well

To get action from busy people, your writing must cut
through to the heart of the matter. It must require a minimum
of ime and effort on the reader’s part. The importance of this
increases with the importance of your reader. At any level,
readers are likely to be swamped either with paperwork or a
twenty-four-hour-a-day stream of e-mail, or both. Junior exec-
utives may feel obliged to plow through everything that comes
their way. The president doesn’t—and damned well won't.
A senior executive says this about a client:

His desk s usually absolutely clean, but I know that somewhere
n that man’s life there’s a tremendous pile of paper. If I want
hum to read the memo himself, I'd better get right to the point and
Id better be clear, or he’ll just pass it along to somebody else,
with a testy little note asking for a translation.

The better vou write, the less ime your boss must spend
rewriting your stuff. If you are ambitious, 1t won’t hurt to
make life easier for people above you. Bad writing slows
things down; good writing speeds them up.

The only way some people know you is through your writ-
ing. It can be your most frequent point of contact, or your
only one, with people important to your career—major cus-
tomers, senior clients, your own top management. To those
women and men, your writing i1s you. It reveals how your
mind works. Is it forceful or fatuous, deft or clumsy, crisp or
soggy? Readers who don’t know you judge you from the evi-
dence in your writing.

Their judgment of you specifically includes the evidence
you give them in the e-mail you dash off. It comes as a sur-
prise to many people that readers of e-mail do not abandon
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their standards just because they are looking at a screen
rather than a piece of paper.

“Because 1t’s just e-mail,” says Christie Hefner, CEO of Play-
boy Enterprises, “people think they don’i have to be grammatical
or spell things right or take the trouble to write well. It’s very
annoying.”

Slapdash comes across as slapdash, wordy as wordy, and poor
spelling and grammar as signs of ignorance or sloppiness.

It is best to stick to standard English usage and to observe
the conventions of spelling and punctuation. We advise this
not out of academic fussiness but from observing how things
are. If you write “it’s” with an apostrophe to signify the pos-
sessive of “i1t” (wrong), instead of the contraction of “it is”
(right), not all readers will detect your lapse. But those who
do may be the ones who count. There still seems to be some
correlation between literacy and seniority.

Important matters are usually examined in writing—either
in a paper to be studied privately, or in a formal presentation.
It 1sn’t enough that you know all about your subject. You
must make yourself clear to somebody who has only a frac-
tion of your expertise. Above all, you must express your point
of view persuasively. We have seen hundreds of papers that
assert a point of view with energetic enthusiasm, but astonish-
ingly few that make a persuasive case. Often enough the case
itself is a good one. But the writer self-destructs in any or all
of the ways we go into later on.

“It 1s an immutable law of business,” said the former head
of I'T'T’, Harold Geneen, “that words are words, promises are
promises, but only performance is reality.” By itself, good
writing i1s no guarantee of success. But words are more than
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words, and poor performance can often be traced to poor
communication. Your ability to write persuasively can help
you get things done and arrive at your goal—today, this
month, or during the decades of your career.

Making time to write well

Writing better does not mean writing more. There 1s paper
enough 1n our lives now—despite the computer and e-mail—
and precious little time to read it. This book suggests some of
the ways that improving your writing can save time for other
people. But what about your ime? While you respect the time
of others, you must also protect your own.

It takes time to write well. People are wrong when they
say there are only twenty-four hours in a day, observes man-
agement guru Peter Drucker—there are actually only two,
perhaps three, that you can use productively, and the difference
between busy executives and effective ones 1s how they use
that time. Effective means picking your spots, concentrating
your energies on a major document or project or speech that
will make a difference.

The biggest time waster 1s shuffling things from one pile to
another while you drown in a sea of indecision. Effective exec-
utives try to handle paper only once—hard to do, but it
works. They delete or respond to e-mail on the spot. They
decide quickly whether to answer, file, or toss out. They
respond to easy matters instantly—by return e-mail or
through comments written directly on letters and memos and
returned at once. Or send short handwritten notes (or e-notes)
of direction, praise, or criticism.

Major papers, on the other hand, require study. Read
them actively, get to the principal arguments, and decide what
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must be done. Consider a “maturing file” for knotty problems.
Many disappear if given time. Others call for more thought.

There is no rule that says you must answer or file every-
thing that 13 sent to you. Forfune columnist Stewart Alsop
became so swamped with the flood of e-mail that he first
stopped responding to every message, then stopped reading
them all. His reasoning:

The fact that someone sends me a message does not automatically
impose an obligation on my part to respond. If that were true,
then 1t would logically follow that I should allow strangers to
rule my Ufe. I don’t like that idea. So Tve started to delete mes-
sages without reading them first.

This kind of discipline sets aside the time for the truly
important as opposed to the merely urgent. It helps you clear
the decks—at the office or at home—for the jobs that really
matter. High among them will be major pieces that you
write.

The rest of this book provides specific advice on skills and
techniques that will help you put whatever time you spend on
writing to good use. Implicit on every page 1s the idea—the
truth—that the ultimate time-saver is effective communication.



2 Don’t Mumble—
and Other Principles
of Effective Writing

When God wanted to stop the people from building the Tower
of Babel, he did not smite them down with a thunderbolt. He
said: “...let us go down, and there confound their language,
that they may not understand one another’s speech.”

He could think of no surer way to keep the tower unbuilt
than to garble communications. While the Lord confounded
language on purpose, humans do it inadvertently—albeit with
similar results. The suggestions in this chapter will help you
avoid that fate for your own towers, whatever they may be.

Above all, don’t mumble

Once you’ve decided what you want to say, come right out
and say it. Mumblers command less attention than people
who speak up. Keep in mind E. B. White’s sobering injunc-
tion: “When you say something, make sure you have said it.
The chances of your having said it are only fair.”
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Instead of this ... . . . say this
1t 1s generally desirable to Don’t mumble.

communicale your thoughts
i a_forthright manner.
Toning your point down
and tiptoeing around it
may, in many
circumstances, tempt the
reader to tune out and
allow his mind to wander.

Here are some more suggestions:

1. Make the organization of your writing clear

Most people “write badly because they cannot think clearly,”
observed H. L. Mencken. The reason they cannot think
clearly, he went on, 1s that “they lack the brains.” We dare to
assume that you, as a reader of this book, are brainy enough
to think clearly. You know how to organize your thoughts
into a coherent order. Now you must make that organization
clear to the reader.

When you write anything longer than a few paragraphs,
start by telling the reader where you are going.

The commuttee proposes that the company invest §1 million in

a library.

First you must know where you are going yourself. Make an
outline of your major points, placing supporting details in their
proper position. Then, in your paper, use your outline to signal
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the major points for your reader. Underline and number each
important section heading. This serves the same purpose as
chapter titles in a book.

End with a summary. And keep in mind that a summary 1s
not a conclusion. Your summary should introduce no new 1deas;
it should summarize, as briefly as possible, the most important
points you have made.

If your paper comes to a conclusion—the point of your
case—your summary should summarize that too, to fix the
essentials of your message in your reader’s mind.

Summary: Make an outline; use your outline to help your reader;
number and underline section headings; summarize.

Note: Some lengthy documents start with a summary, often
called “Executive Summary.” The same principles apply.

2. Use short paragraphs, short sentences—and short words

Three major articles start at the top of the front page of everv
issue of The Wall Street Journal. The first paragraphs of these
articles are never more than three sentences long. Many

paragraphs contain only a single sentence.

The first sentences themselves are crisp and compact:

1t all began to crumble the afternoon Mom’s Best Cookies, Inc.,
Sfired Mom.

The cult of James Dean was fostered by his early death, and it
didn’t hurt his hometown any.

1s official—Wall Street 1s declaring war on sexism.
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By contrast, here 1s an example of the kind of mumbling first
sentence that confronts people in their office reading:

This provides the Argus, Mitchell & Dohn perspective on a con-
sumers™-eye view of the current position and growth potential of
Blake’s Tea and Jones’s Tea, the major entries of National Bev-
erages in the English tea market.

The Wall Street Journal 1s broadly read—beyond business and
Wall Street. Readers and editors alike give much of the credit
to its readability,

Journal editors have put into practice this simple principle:
Short sentences and short paragraphs are easier to read than
long ones. And easier to understand.

As for short words, you don’t have to turn your back on
the riches and subtleties of the English language. Nobody will
exconate you for using a long word whose precise meaning
no shorter word duplicates. But prefer the short word to the

long one that means the same thing:

Prefer this . .. ... to this
Now Currently
Start Initiate
Show Indicate
Finish Finalize
Speed up, move along Expedite
Use Utilize

Place, put Position
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Rehance on long words, which are often more abstract
than common short ones, can be a sign that you have not
worked out exactly what you want to say. If you have distilled
your thinking to its essence, you will probably be able to
express it in simple words.

Here 1s how George Bernard Shaw, in his days as a music
critic, described his startled response to a new work: “/ did
with my ears what I do with my eves when [ stare.” Once Shaw had
figured out what his unusual reaction had been, he was able
to describe 1t in words of one syllable.

Shakespeare expressed the deepest emotion 1n the simplest
words. Says King Lear on the brutal murder of his beloved
Fool: “And my poor fool is hang’d. No, no, no life! Why should a dog,
a horse, a rat, have life, and thou no breath at all? Thow’ll come no
more. Never, never, never, never!”

The Reader’s Digest once published an article on the power
of short words. The last sentence pointed out, to the surprise
of most readers, that no word in the eloquent three-page
essay had more than one syllable.

3. Make your writing active—and personal

Good writers choose the active voice over the passive voice
whenever possible—and 1t’s possible most of the time. Active
verbs add energy to your writing. That’s why they’re called
active.

This simple practice also improves your writing by making
it more personal, a human being talking rather than an insti-
tution. The passive voice hides who is speaking or taking
action; the active voice reveals it.
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Passive, impersonal Active, personal

1t 15 recommended We recommend

He should be told Get Alice to tell him
Personal sacrifices are We see people making

being made, although the sacrifices. How many people?
degree of participation is We can’t say for sure.

not absolutely 1dentifiable.

A lot of business writing mumbles along in the passive voice
because high school English teachers told us not to start sen-
tences with “I”” without the first person singular (preferring “the
cookies were eaten by me” to “I ate the cookies.”) But there
are plenty of good ways to substitute active for passive verbs.
Here 1s a typical passive construction—followed by active

alternatives.
It 1s respectfully requested that you send a
representative to our conference.
All of us here hope that you’ll send a representatwe
Won't you please send a representative . . .
Somebody representing your company would add a lot . . .
Wall you gwe serious thought to sending a representative”

You can see how much a representatwe from your company would
contribute . . .

Without a representative from your company, our conference

would be a fizzle . . .
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You might protest that these alternatives don’t all say
quite the same thing. Exactly so. Yet another advantage of
the active voice 1s that it tends to push you to decide precisely

what you want to say, to be more specific.

4. Avoid vague adjectives and adverbs

A memo complains that the unfortunate outcome of some
project “was reasonably unexpected.” Reasonably? How
unexpected is that? Or does the writer mean that a reasonable
person would not have expected such an outcome at all?
Depending on the intention, it would be a lot less vague to

write:
Few of us expected this outcome.
Or,

Although I didn’t expect this outcome, it didn’t come as a
complete surprise.

State your meaning precisely:

Vague Precise
Very overspent Overspent by $10,000
Slightly behind schedule One day late

Some authorities advise weeding out adjectives and adverbs
as a matter of principle. We don’t. Adjectives and adverbs are
parts of speech, often indispensable to precise expression. But
we do distinguish between lazy ones and vigorous ones. The
lazy ones are so overused in some contexts that they have
become clichés:
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Very good Great success
Awfully nice Richly deserved
Basically accurate Vitally important

By contrast, vigorous adjectives and adverbs sharpen your

point:
Instantly accepted Tiny raise
Rudely turned down Moist handshake
Short meeting Tiresome speech
Cnisp presentation Black coftee
Baffling instructions Lucid recommendation

Choose adjectives and adverbs that make your meaning more
precise. Do not use them as mere exclamation points.

5. Use down-to-earth language

The pervasive use of professional jargon arises more out of
fear than arrogance, hypothesizes Harvard paleontologist Dr.
Stephan Jay Gould, author of nineteen books. “Most young
scholars slip into this jargon because they are afraid that, if
they don’t, their mentors or the people who promote them
won’t think they are serious. I can’t believe that anyone
would want to write that way.”

Avoid technical or business jargon. There 1s always a sim-
ple, down-to-earth word that says the same thing as the show-
off fad word or vague abstraction. A leading offender in
recent years is “proactive”—supposedly indicating the oppo-

9

site of “reactive.” What’s wrong with “active,” a real word?
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Or, for more emphasis, “take the initiative.”

Then there’s “off-line,” as in “Let’s go off-line on that sub-
ject.” What they mecan 1s, “Let’s discuss that separately, outside
the meeting.” “Reengineering” seems to be here to stay—in
contexts that have nothing to do with engineers. Anything that’s
changed in any way is likely to be described as “reengineered.”
We might even have said, without raising eyebrows in trendy
circles, that we “reengineered” this book. What we did say—
that we expanded the book and updated 1t—may stir you less
but tells you more.

The use of this kind of language became the target of an
office game called Buzzword Bingo. The game 1s played in
meeting rooms across the country. Players surreptitiously
track the jargon spouted by their bosses, hoping to be the first
in the room to fill out a bingo-like card listing the company’s
prevailing buzzwords. A discreet cough, rather than a shout
of Bingo!/, announces the winner.

We often urge people to write the way they talk. But
developments like Buzzword Bingo indicate a perverse trend:
More and more people in business seem to be talking the way
they write. In the box on the next page, there are some words
and phrases that might appear on Buzzword Bingo cards, fol-
lowed by down-to-earth alternatives.
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What’s wrong with jargon like this becomes obvious when 1t

comes at you in clusters, which 1s just how it tends to arrive:

Jargon Down-to-earth English
It is believed that with the We believe that the limits your
parameters that have been management set may rule out
imposed by your an effectie program. If we
management, a viable expect to reach our goal, we'd
program may be hard to better ask your management to
evolve. Net net: If our listen to our case.

program 1s to impact the
consumer to the optimum,
meaningful interface with
your management may be

necessitated.

The kind of writing on the left 1s long-winded and heavy-
handed. It is what E. B. White calls “the language of mutila-
tion”—it mutilates your meaning. The language on the right
is clear and direct. It illuminates your meaning.

6. Be specific

A fatal weakness in much business writing is the overuse of gen-
eralities. The writer has something specific in mind, but doesn’t
actually write it. The reader i1s left to guess. Friendly readers
may guess sympathetically, but a neutral or skepucal reader will
remain uninformed, unimpressed, and unpersuaded.

The first draft of a letter reporting to financial backers on
a series of educational seminars in Wyoming said:
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Our adult program was a great success. We attracted more stu-
dents _from more places than ever before.

The reader, not knowing whether the increase in students
was one or a hundred and lacking any other specific informa-
tion, must take the generalized claim of success on faith.
When rewritten, the letter said:

Our enrollment doubled to 560. Students came from Wyonung
and twenty-seven other states, and from Germany and Canada.

There can now be no doubt about the success of the pro-
gram. The specifics speak for themselves.

7. Choose the right word

Know the precise meaning of every word you use. Here are

some words that many people confuse:

To affect something is Effect can mean a result
to have an influenice on it: |  (noun) or to bring about
The new program affects (verb): The effect of the new
only the clerical staff. program on the morale of the

drivers will be zero; it effects
no change outside the clerical

staff.

It’s is the contraction of | Its is the possessive form
“it 18.” It’s vital that profits | of “it.” No apostrophe. Iis
keep growing. profits grow year afler year. A
bit of doggerel may help:
“Sin must prosper or it’s
bored, while virtue is its

own reward.”
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1.e. (id est) means “that
1870 He preferred short
names; 1.e., nothing longer
than four letters.

Principal is the first in
rank or importance: Our
principal problem s lack of
cash flow.

Imply means to suggest
indirectly: Her report
implies that she will soon

promote her assistant.

Mitigate means to
lessen 1n force or inten-
sity: She mutigated the bad
news by gwing everybody the
afternoon off.

Gratuitous means
unasked for, excessive:
He had done his job to per-
Jection for years. The advice
from the newcomer was gra-
tuitous.

Foreword. Something
that comes first. A
preface.

e.g. (exempli gratia) means

“for example™: He gave all

fis products short names; e.g.,

Hit, Miss, Duck, Dive.

Principle 1s a guiding
rule: Our principle is to use
our own money rather than to

borrow.

Infer means to draw
meaning out of some-

thing: The assistant infers

from her report that he wll

soon be promoted.

Militate means to have
force as evidence usually
In a case against some-
thing: The bad news mili-
tates against an early end to
the raise freeze.

Grateful, gratitude.
You know what these
words mean. The point
here 1s that they have no

connection with gratuitous.

Forward. Moving
ahead, as in forward,
march!
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Appraise means to
measure, to assess the
value or nature of some-
thing: The general
appraised the enemy’s
strength before ordering the
attack.

Fortunate means
favored by good for-
tune—lucky.

Alternate (verb) means
to go back and forth
from one to another:
The coach alternated between
passing plans and running
plans. As noun or adjec-
tive, 1t carries the same
sense: Mike and fim are
the coach’s alternates; they
play on alternate sets of

downs.

Definite is most often

used to mean positive,

absolutely certain; /1t s

now definite that the factory
will open on schedule.

L d
y ’

Apprise means to
inform in detail: The chief
of staff apprised the colonels
of the general’s appraisal of

the situation.

Fortuitous means hap-
pening by chance, acci-
dental. Being seated next to
his ex-wife was fortuitous—

but hardly fortunate.

Alternative refers to a
choice among two or
more possibilities: 7he
coach faced the alternatives—
go for the first down and pos-
sible victory, or punt to pre-
serve the tie.

Definitive means com-
plete and authoritative,
determining once and for
all: 1t was the defimtive
design for a steel mill, a
model for all others.
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Indifferent mcans that
you don’t care how it
comes out: The chairman,
recogmzing the triality of
the proposal, was indifferent.

Fulsome means
excessive to the point of
insincerity: His fulsome
praise was a transparent
attempt at flattery.

Notable mecans worthy
of note: His research on
Jack the Ripper is notable

Jor uts thoroughness.

Into must be handled
with caution. The
headline writer wrote,
murder suspects turn
themselves into police—
stunning as magic, but
not what he meant.
When the preposition
belongs to the verb-—"to

turn in”—you can’t use

nto.

Disinterested is not the
same as “‘uninterested.” It
means neutral and
objecuve: Amid the passions
raging on both sides, only the
charrman, recognizing the
importance of the decision,
managed lo remain
disinterested.

Full, abundant are in
no way synonymous with
fulsome. They carry their

own familiar meanings.

Notorious means famous
In an unsavory way: fack
the Ripper was perhaps the
most notorious cruminal of the
nineteenth century.

In to is not synonymous
with . You go wmto the
house, or you go w to find
your wallel. You look wmto
the subject before you hand
your paper in o your boss.
The rules are too
complicated to help. Be
alert to the difference and
use your ear.
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When you confuse words like these, vour reader may conclude
that vou don’t know any better. Illiteracy does not breed

respect.

8. Make it perfect

No tvpos. no misspellings, no errors in numbers or dates. If
vour writing is slipshod in any of these ways, however minor
they may seem to you, a reader who spots your errors may
justifiably question how much care and thought you have put
mto Iit.

Spelling 1s a special problem. Good spellers are an intoler-
ant lot, and vour reader could be among them. Whenever
vou are in doubt about how a word is spelled, look it up in
the dictionary. If vou are an incurably bad speller, make sure
vour drafts get checked by someone who isn’t thus handi-
capped. Computer spell checkers can help, but they have seri-
ous shortcomings (as demonstrated poetically i Chapter 3).

9. Come to the point

Churchill could have mumbled that “the situation in regard
to France 1s very serious.” What he did say was, ““The news
from France is bad.”

An executive mumbled in his report, “Capacity expansion
driven by the sales growth encountered engineering issues
which adversely impacted profits.” What he was trying to say
is, “Profits are off because engineering problems hurt our
ability to increase production as fast as sales.”

Take the tme to boil down what you want to say, and
express it confidently in simple, declarative sentences. Remem-
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ber the man who apologized for writing such a long letter,
explaining that he didn’t have tume to write a short one.

There are only 266 words in the Gettysburg Address. The
shortest sentence in the New Testament may be the most

moving: “‘Jesus wept.”

10. Write simply and naturally—the way (we hope) you talk

One office worker meets another in the hall. “Ben,” he says.
“If you need more manuals, just ask for them.” His ten-word
message delivers his thought simply and directly. Anyone can
understand. What more 1s there to say?

But let the same man write the message, and he pads it
with lots of big words. Here’s the way the written message

actually appeared.

Should the supply of manuals sent you not be sufficient to meet
your requirements, application should be made to this office for
additional copies.

A message needing ten words and eleven syllables i1s now
twenty-four words with thirty-nine syllables, heavy reading, and
sounds pompous.

Most Americans are taught that the written language and
the spoken language are enurely different. They learn to
write 1n a stiff, formal style and to steer clear of anything that
sounds natural and colloquial.

Stiff Natural
The reasons are fourfold There are four reasons
Importantly The important point is

Visitation Vaisat
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Notice how often somebody will say “It sounds just like her”
in praise of some particularly effective writing. What you
write should sound just like you talking when you’re at your
best

when your ideas flow swiftly and in good order, when
your syntax 1s smooth, your vocabulary accurate, and after-
ward you think that you couldn’t possibly have put things any
better than you did.

A first step in achieving that effect 1s to use only those
words and phrases and sentences that you might actually say
to your reader 1f you were face-to-face. If you wouldn’t say it,
if 1t doesn’t sound like you, why write 1t? (Some people, we’ve
noted elsewhere, write the way they talk, but their talk has
become impenetrable. They can safely ignore this section.)

The tone of your writing will vary as your readers vary. You
would speak more formally meeting the President of the United
States for the first time than to your uncle Max. For the same
reason, a letter to the President would naturally be more formal
than a letter to a relative. But it should still sound like you.

11. Strike out words you don’t need

The song goes, “Softly, as in a morning sunrise”—and Ring
Lardner explained that this was as opposed to a late after-
noon or evening sunrise. Poetic license may be granted for a
song, but not for expressions like those on the next page.
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12. Use current standard English

Some years ago, a copywriter wrote this sentence in a draft of an
advertisement to persuade more people to read the New York Tumes:

He always acted like he knew what he was talking about.

Musing over the use of “like” in place of “as though” or “as
if,” someone at the 7Times said: “Yes, 1 guess that use of ‘like’
will become standard in ten years or twenty, but I don’t think
the New York Times should pioneer in these matters.”

The pioneers have multiplied since this book first came
out, but we’d advise you on principle to be among the last to
join them. New usage offends many ears; established usage
oftends nobody. Had the copywriter written, “He always
acted as if he knew what he was talking about,” it would have

seemed both natural and literate.

The old rule 1s simple: Don’t use “like” in any case where “as
Y7 or “as though™ would fit comfortably.

Nothing will call your literacy into question so promptly as
using “I” for “me,” or “she” for “her.” Many people, though
they have degrees from reputable colleges, make this illiterate
mistake: “He asked both Helen and I to go to the conven-
tion.” Try the pronoun alone. You would never write, “He

asked 1 to go to the convention.”

13. Don’t write like a lawyer or a bureaucrat

Lawyers say that they have to write to each other in language
like this:

BLANK Corporation, a corporation organized under the laws of
the State of New South Wales, wishes to permit holders of its
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Ordinary Shares who are resident in or natwonals of the United
States, its ternitories or possessions (“U.S. Holders™) to partici-
pate in the Dwidend Remnvestment Plan (the “DRP”) on essen-
tally the same terms as those available to its other shareholders
(“Non-U.S. Holders™), and to provide the means by which hold-
ers of ADRs (as defined below) who are resident in or nationals
of the United States, its ternitories or possessions (“U.S. Holders
of ADRs”) may windwectly participate, through the Depository, in
the DRP. Toward this end, BLANK has adopted amendments to
the DRP (as amended. the “Amended DRP”) (a copy of which
is attached hereto) to permit such participation.

Somewhat defensively, lawyers explain that such language is
essential to precision in contracts and such. Perhaps, but we
suspect that the same ideas could be expressed more briefly,

more clearly, and without any treacherous increase in ambi-
guity:

BIANK Corporation wants to offer holders of its Ordinary
Shares who are U.S. citizens or residents the opportunity to par-
tictpate in its Dwidend Rewnvestment Plan (DRP) on the same
basis as non—U.S. holders. This includes U.S. holders of ADRs
(defined below) as well.

BLANK has amended the DRP to enable this partictpation, and
a copy of the amended DRP 15 attached.

Whatever excuses lawvers may have, there are none for
the business counterpart of this sort of writing, known as
“bureaucratese.” Among its symptoms are long sentences,
abbreviations, clauses within clauses, and jargon.

If you find vourself writing like that, try putung down
what you want to say the way vou would say it to your read-
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ers 1f you were talking to them face-to-face. Don’t worry if
the result 1s foo casual. Once you’ve got the main idea down
in plain English, you’ll find it easy to adjust the tone of voice
to the appropriate level of formality.

A good start in breaking out of bureaucratese is to banish
from your writing unnecessary Latin. For example, ‘“re,”
meaning “in the matter of,” 1s never necessary outside the
most formal legal documents. You don’t need it in headings

or titles any more than the Bible needs “re: Genesis.”

14. Keep in mind what your reader doesn’t know

Your reader seldom knows ahead of time where you are going
or what you are trying to say. Never expect people to read your
mind as well as your letter or paper. Take into account how
much you can assume your reader knows—what background
information, what facts, what technical terms.

Watch your abbreviations. Will they be an indecipherable
code to some readers? Might they be ambiguous even to

those in the know?
K s code for a thousand in the United States, M means million
in England.
9/ 12 means September 12 here—December 9 over there.

If you must use abbreviations, define them the first time they
appear in your paper. “The cost per thousand (CPM) is a fig-
ure that we will keep an eye on throughout this proposal.”



DoN’T MUMBLE 29

15. Punctuate carefully

Proper punctuation functions like road signs, helping your
reader to navigate your sentences. A left-out comma, or a
comma 1n the wrong place, can confuse readers —or even
change your meaning altogether. Here is a statement that

most women will disagree with:
Woman without her man has no reason for lwing.

With a colon and a comma, the writer would get a different

reaction:
Woman: without her, man has no reason_for lving.

A common mistake In business writing 1s to use quotation
marks for emphasis: This bolt provides “superior™ tensile strength.
When the head of a large company put quotation marks
around a word 1n an important paper, his administrative assis-
tant asked him why he did that. He replied that it was to stress
the truth of the point. The assistant asked whether it would
stress the truth if he were to register at a hotel as John Durgin
and “wife.”

Most dictionaries offer lucid help on common problems of
punctuation, such as the difference between a colon and a

semicolon. You’ll find brisk, useful advice either in the front

or the back of the book.

16. Understate rather than overstate

Never exaggerate, unless you do so overtly to achieve an effect,
and not to deceive. It is more persuasive to understate than to
overstate. A single obvious exaggeration in an otherwise care-

fully written argument can arouse suspicion of your entire case.
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It can be hard to resist the tendency to stretch the facts to
support a strongly felt position. Or to serve up half-truths as
camouflage for bad news. Or to take refuge in euphemisms.
Whenever tempted, remind yourself that intelligent readers
develop a nose for all such deceptive writing and are seldom
taken 1n by 1t.

For the same reason, you should always round out num-

<

bers conservatively. Don’t call 6.7 “nearly seven”—call 1t
“over six and a half.”

An obituary writer held mn his file an envelope to be
opened only when H. L. Mencken died. The message, from

the famous writer himself: “Don’t overdo 1t.”

17. Write so that you cannot be misunderstood

It 1s not enough to write sentences and paragraphs that your
reader can understand. Careful writers are ever alert to the
many ways they might be misunderstood.

A student paper began:

My mother has been heavily involved with every member of the
Califorma State Legislature.

Some readers might have misunderstood the nature of the
energetic mother’s civic involvement.

Ambiguity often results from a single sentence carrying too
much cargo. Breaking up your sentences can work wonders.
Here is a statement from a report by the Nuclear Regulatory

Commission:

It would be prudent to consider expeditiously the provision of
instrumentation that would provide an unambiguous indication of
the level of fluid in the reactor vessel.
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If you break that idea into two sentences, and follow other

suggestions 1n this chapter, you might end up with something
like this:

We should make up our mands quickly about getting better
gauges. Good gauges would tell us exactly how much fluid s in

the reactor vessel.

18. Use plain English even on technical subjects

Annuities rank among the most complex financial products;
one survey of investors found only 20 percent claimed a
“good understanding” of them. Annuity documents were so
impenetrable that the SEC moved to require prospectuses be
written 1n “plain English” to make them more understandable
to consumers. Their strategy, reports The Wall Street Journal:
LOSE THE BIG WORDS.

A law clerk assigned to rewriting a variable annuity
prospectus at Prudential Investments was given this direction:
Write 1t as if you were sending it to someone you know—say,
your grandparents.

The more technical the material, the less likely your reader
will understand 1t unless you put it into the language we all
speak. An exception 1s when both writer and reader practice
the same technical specialty. An advertising campaign for New
York Telephone points up the difference. In one of the adver-
tisements, a company’s telecommunications director talks tech-

nical language to other telecommunications specialists:

Guven the strategic significance of our telecommunication infra-
structure, our fault tolerance to local loop failure left a lot to
be desired.
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In the same ad, the company’s chief executive, talking to the
rest of us, uses different language to make the same point:

If the network goes down, the company goes belly up.

What Business Week calls “technobabble” has aggravated
Just about everybody one way or another. “Plain English,”
says the magazine, “is a language unknown in most of the
manuals that are supposed to help us use electronic products.”

If you’re writing to lay readers on a technical subject, test
an early draft on a few of them. Finding out what’s clear and
what isn’t can be valuable to you in editing. It can make the
difference between success and failure in getting across what
you want your reader to know, to understand, or to do.

Most murky writing is inadvertent, a sincere if doomed
effort to communicate. Far worse 1s the deliberate attempt to
say something that you know readers won’t like in a way that
you hope they won’t understand. Let’s call this the techno-

euphemism.

o A nurse who dropped a baby referred i her report to “the non-

facile manpulation of a newborn.”

* The uncomfortable writer of an Air Force news release, reporting
on a test of a new missile, said that “approximately 70 seconds
into the launch an anomaly occurred causing the range safety
office to imitiate the command destruct sequence.” Hiding in there
is the news that something went wrong with the missile and they

had to blow it up.

Bad news is not made better by being baffling as well as unwel-
come. When you spit it out in plain English, readers still may
not like it. But their displeasure won’t be compounded by the
suspicion that you're trying to slip one past them.



DoN'T MUMBLE 33

Consider the surprising bestselling business book Who Moved My
Cheese?—an allegory about change by Spencer Johnson. It’s a
simple, almost corny, story about two small mice and two small
humans who live in a maze where they find cheese, and how
they respond when one day their cheese 1sn’t where it used to
be. Its appeal, says Fortune, 1s both its message—prepare for
change, accept it, enjoy it—and its telling, in simple language.
Fortune cites a book on strategy by four management con-

sultants:

In the specialist model, a company competes across geography by
leveraging specialization advantages and intangible scale effects
(i.e., leveraging the fixed costs of building intangible assets).

It compares that sentence with this one from Who Moved My
Cheese’—making almost the same point.

Every day the mice and the litlepeople spent time in the maze
looking for their own special cheese.

We’re obviously not doing justice either to the consultants’ text
or the Cheese book, but the latter has really struck a chord in
business circles. CEOs of important companies are buying and
distributing thousands of copies. Why? It makes an important
point—and does so in words that communicate. The author,
says Harvard Business School professor John Kotter, “has writ-
ten something that might actually influence people.”
You might call that writing that works.



How’s YOUR STATUS ON AMBULATION?
And Other Things People Actually Say

A doctor asked a patient on the phone, “How’s your status
on ambulation?” What he wanted to know was, “Can you walk
well enough to come to the office?”

Here are more examples, heard with our own ears, of
people talking the way pretentious writers write. (This 1s not
what we mean when we say, “Write the way you talk.”)

Weather forecasters who say tomadic activity instead of tor-
nadoes, snow events instead of snowstorms. On international
flights, pilots ask passengers to extinguish all smoking matenals
instead of to put out their cigarettes. A pilot who said, “We’re
only five minutes late; considering the weather, I think that’s
exemplatory [sic]” instead of pretty good.

Here’s a sampling of what we hear in business—over

and over.

Resource constrained instead of not enough people to do the job.
Bake in the numbers instead of include. In the August time-
frame instead of August. Tasked by the organization instead
of assigned. The optics of the plan instead of how the plan will
look. Double-click the point instead of emphasize. Dnll down
instead of analyze. Scope this out instead of check further. On
a go-forward basis instead of wn the future. Operationalized its
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goal, instead of achieved. Aggressiwely ramp headcount instead
of hiring a lot of people.

Or bandwidth—as i [ don’t have the bandwidth (time)
Jor that meeting or He doesn’t have the bandwidth (ability) for
the job.

Or this mouthful (we don’t make these up): The
near-term cost of staying in the business plus the opportunity cost
of suboptimal resource allocation, instead of The cost of staying
in the business plus the cost of tying up money we might better
spend elsewhere.

This style of talk i1s generally heard among middle managers.
It seldom comes from the CEO, who, having risen to the top,
1s less interested in impressing people than in clear communi-
cations—and getting things done.

Some terms that jarred originally have come through
relentless usage to be accepted as more precise than their sub-
stitutes. Delta from forecast, instead of change from what we pre-
dicted, What are the metrics? instead of How will we measure this?
This 1s a gray area. Just ask yourself whether you’re being
clear—or trying to impress.
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3 “l Love My Computer”

The process of writing and editing on a computer, especially
for anyone who started life on a typewriter, is so pleasurable
that it elicits the kind of affection many people feel for a new
car or some other precious possession. It’s so fast and effort-
less to change a word, add a point, delete a sentence, move a
paragraph. The practices we advocate in this book turn out
to be easy, even fun.

Even those few still attached to their typewriters may soon
find their clickety-clack days coming to an end. Author Tom
Wolfe told an interviewer that his novel A Man in Full would be
his last typewritten work, but not because he had fallen in love
with a computer. He couldn’t get his typewriter fixed any more.

In his excellent book On Whriting Well, William Zinsser calls
the PC “God’s gift, or technology’s gift, to good writing.” But
marvelous as these devices are, it’s worth keeping in mind
that they are machines and not magicians. They will not
miraculously change a bad writer into a good one. They can
even entrench a couple of the worst practices of bad writers,
by making it so easy to send out half-baked material.
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Most computers have dazzling charms for the writer.
There’s a good thesaurus, under Tools. There are templates
for memos, business letters —anything you write repecatedly—
that preset font, paper size, margins, as established by you.
This saves a lot of time. Other tools allow you to do all sorts
of useful things with page numbers, footnotes, inserts, section
headings. You can get a word count 1n two seconds.

In the rest of this chapter we will run through the ways
you can enlist your computer mn your efforts to write well.
And we’ll put up a few warning signs to help you avoid the

hazards that computers can throw 1n front of you.

How to Use Your Computer in Writing

There are as many ways to write on a computer as there
are personal habits of writing. One writer likes to go back and
correct after every paragraph or two, another roars through
an entire draft without pause. No two people will find exact-
ly the same set of practices suitable for their individual turns
of mind. Your own proclivities will steer you toward what’s
best for you.

Longtime users, however, are in broad agreement on the

merits of a number of procedures. Among them:

1. Write first, format later

Formatting is not writing. Playing with the details of the
appearance of your paper can distract you from grappling
with its content.

On the other hand, if you don’t want your draft to be a
shapeless jumble, it’s a good 1dea to work from an outline—and
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to do just enough formatting at the outset to make your struc-
ture visible.

The drafter of this chapter, for instance, formatted the
headings and subheadings—all from his outline—as he typed
the first rough version. This kept his thoughts in order as he
went along. But going counter to his own advice, he also fid-
dled with indents and put the numbers and subheadings into
boldface. They looked nice on the screen but wasted time
and interrupted his train of thought.

2. Practice the Rule of More Than One

With computers, you have to be paranoid about saving your
file. Never have just one copy of whatever you’re working on;
make sure there 1s a second copy—somewhere. Hard drives
can crash, floppy disks are not forever. The authors save
everything that is important on disks and print hard copies as
well.

Get to know the AutoSave feature (found in Tools/Op-
tions), and set it to save your document at least every 15 min-
utes. Power surges, input errors, and other obliterators of your
work are far from theoretical hazards.

We’re also getting religion about running weekly virus
checks. We let it go for a few months recently, and discovered
forty-five viruses on our computer—and more than a hun-
dred on our assistant’s. Companies that used to catch a major
virus every quarter now find one almost every day.

How often you make a hard copy of your rough draft
depends on the length and importance of what you're writ-
ing—and on your own working methods. The more important
the paper, the more likely you’ll want to compare drafts or
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refer back to earlier ones. While some programs make that
possible directly on your computer screen, comparisons are
often easier to read and to consider on side-by-side hard
copies.

Date your drafts (using the Insert key). The authors would
have been totally confused on chapters of this book without
dates on every draft. Never ever circulate anything more than
two pages long without numbered pages. It’s maddeningly
difficult to find a particular place in your document, or refer

someone to it, unless the pages are numbered.

3. Give thought to your file names

Newer versions of word processing programs have made it
possible to use descriptive titles (not limited to eight charac-
ters) for documents in your files. They also made it easy to be
clever and get carried away.

As your disk fills up, it gets harder and harder to remem-
ber the cute title you gave that letter. And a complicated
hunt through everything on your disk will have you longing
for the good old days of physically riffling through a file
drawer. You should develop a logical and easy-to-remember
system for your file names. Professional writers think of their
electronic file as a giant drawer with a small number of major
folders, each divided into various subfolders, and so on.

For the current edition of this book, WI'W3 was the pri-
mary folder; e-chapter and c-chapter two of the subfolders
for new material on e-mail and computers respectively. In
choosing your file names, prefer logic and simplicity to inge-
nuity. Your file should be a handy tool, not a puzzle or an

amusement.
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Cautions

“The word processor 1s an angel but it can’t grant absolu-
tion,” says freelance writer David Swift. Because edited work
looks so perfect on the screen, it’s easy to be deluded into
thinking that it really is.

Proofread—and proofread again. Never send any document
without checking everything with your own eyes. It’s a good
idea to do your proofreading on a hard copy rather than on
your computer screen. We're not sure why, but when you
face a piece of paper like the one your reader is going to see,
you become more alert to errors.

Use the spell check program—uwith care. While 1t does a good
job 1n highlighting words it thinks are misspelled, sometimes it
tries to be too smart and automatically corrects words with-
out asking. That can be dangerous, as one of us found in
writing that Savill Gardens outside London had been intro-
duced to him by his friend Stanley Pigott. It was “corrected”
to servile gardens introduced by Stanley piglet. Computers are
only human, one expert noted.

A cartoon showed this on a PC screen.

I have a spelling checker,

It came with my PC;

It plainly marks four my revue
Mistakes I cannot sea.

LPve run this poem threw u,
I'm sure you pleased too no,
Its letter perfect in it’s weigh,
My checker tolled me sew.

The grammar checker 1s even more fallible.
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Stick to the point. In the cartoon strip Shoe, a character sitting
in front of his PC replies to an onlooker who has asked what
he’s writing: “Nothing so far. But the computer makes writing
a lot easier, I'll say that. With just a flick of the finger I can
write reams of nothing. I call it streams of unconsciousness.”

Resisting streams of unconsciousness may call for a con-
scious effort. Good writers heed their outlines and stick to the
point.

Since even a loose first draft can look crisp and finished
on your screen, you can fool yourself into mistaking it for a
taut masterpiece. The 1illusion may be magnified by the satis-
fying whirrings and clickings of your printer as it seemingly
certifies that what you’ve wrntten is all set for publication.
Careful writers try not to be fooled by appearances.

Be conservatiwe wn your choice of lype fonts. The most readable
fonts (type faces) are the ones used most often by well-edited
magazines and newspapers. Choose fonts that resemble what
you see in Time or Sports lllustrated, for example. For anything
longer than a paragraph or two, ordinary roman faces are
more readable than italics, and serif faces (hke this text) are
more readable than sans serif—like this. This isn’t a matter
of taste or opinion. It has been proved over and over in care-
ful studies of readership around the world.

Whatever font you choose, stick with it throughout your
document. You will not hurt the feelings of your computer if
you don’t use all its fonts in every paper. And you will save
your readers’ eyes.

Reep your fingers off the boldface and underline keys. Boldface
and underlining are fine for headings but should be used only

for occasional emphasis in text. The same goes for walics.
When you emphasize to0 many words, the effect is not
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what you intend. It may even be the opposile—when every-
thing 1s emphasized, nothing 1s emphasized. And your page
looks messy.

When you do want to emphasize a word or phrase, italics
will do 1t most professionally. Well-edited magazines, newspa-
pers, and books always prefer italics to boldface or underlines.

Forget aboul justifying type on the right margin. Justified type on
the right looks good m books and magazines because the
spacing between words i1s handled with a lot of care. Software
programs tend to do the job crudely, leaving artificially large
spaces between words or else jamming the words too close
together.

Readers are accustomed to business papers with ragged
right-hand margins. They look more natural, and are casier
to read than papers that have forced both margins to line
up. The narrower the measure, the worse the results.

Enough 1s enough. “Perfectionism is spelled p-a-r-a-l-y-s-i-s,”
said Churchill. In some hands the computer illustrates his
point. Some people never stop editing. They never stop for-
matting. There is always one more change to try. So our final
word of caution is don’t be too cautious—let ’er rip! The

computer is your liberator. Don’t become its slave.



How MUCH COMPUTER DO YOU NEED FOR WRITING?

Whether 1t’s your first computer or an upgrade, you need not
be daunted by the hardware numbers or software options.
Writers don’t require a lot of electronic horsepower. Any
computer sold today by a reputable manufacturer is more
than powerful enough for word processing and e-mail. Major
brands all give you more processing, disk space, and memory
than writers know what to do with. (But get a quiet computer
with a quiet fan.)

Which laptop you choose has implications for writing.
Small, lightweight models, with slightly reduced keyboards
and smaller displays, are a reasonable compromise if you go
through a lot of airports. The slightly heawvier, tull-feature
portables are better if you write or read large amounts of
text, or use your laptop as a desktop or primary computer.

A few bucks extra on the monitor is a wise investment. The
life span of a monitor 1s generally twice that of a desktop com-
puter, and a desktop has twice the life span of a laptop. So it
pays to get a monitor that’s easy on your eyes. That means no
smaller than seventeen inches, preferably nineteen inches if you
have enough room on your desk or table. (New generation
LCD monitors, which are clearer and flicker less than current
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CRT models, permit you to use a screen that’s a couple of
inches smaller.)

Microsoft Word, the leading word processing system, 1is
excellent and getting better all the time. Some experienced
users have stopped automatically ordering each upgrade that
comes along with new bells and whistles. They find earlier
versions familiar, simpler, and adequate for their needs.

Printers have come a long way from the slow and noisy
dot-matrix printers of not long ago. Ink-jet print quality is
good. Laser printers are faster, with better print quality—and
more expensive.

The big news 1s faster access to e-mail and the Internet,
thanks to improved dial-up telephone modems. ISDN (Inte-
grated Services Digital Network) or DSL (Digital Subscriber
Lines) offer Internet connections up to twenty times faster
than phone line connections, but at a price. Cable lines, con-
nected through an Ethernet cable (built into most new PCis),
are even faster.

Technology 1s moving so fast that more specific guidance
would be outdated by the time this book appears. And 1t’s not
what you have—it’s what you do with it that counts.

L



4 E-Mail—the Great Mailbox
Iin the Sky

There was Santa on the stage of New York’s Radio City
Music Hall, reading Christmas letters and without making
anything special of it, telling thousands of kids and grownups
they can also reach him at Santa.com. And nobody blinked. (It
was equally in character for him to stay in touch with the
home office via mobile fax and cell phone.) We’ve moved

from baby boomers to Generation X to generation.com.

Whether you count e-messages in billions or trillions, they’re
replacing a lot of conventional mail. E-mail does things that let-
ters or phone calls cannot do as well or cannot do at all. It 1s
easy, fast, simple—and cheap. It’s perfect for quick answers,
confirming plans, and short messages. It saves money on phone
calls, messengers, and airfreight bills.

With e-mail, time zones go away. As does phone tag. If
you do manage to connect on the phone, you are likely to
interrupt whatever the other person is doing, even if it’s just
thinking. With e-mail, you send at your convenience, the
receiver picks up at his or hers.
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E-mail helps organizations stay connected and react quickly.

All interoffice communications should flow over e-mail, preaches
Bill Gates, “so workers can act on news with reflex-like speed.”
He goes on to direct that meetings should not be used to present
information: “It’s more effecte to use e-mail.”

E-mail 1s changing rules of where we live and work. Instead
of moving their families abroad, executives take up tempo-
rary residence in hotel rooms and become “virtual” expatri-
ates with the aid of e-mall and cell phones. A
generation.com—type cites the benefit of a permanent address:
“Physical residence for people of my generation changes
constantly, but my e-mail address will stay with me forever
so people will always be able to communicate with me.”
Warning: E-mail can be addictive and create problems of
its own. Its emphasis on speed conflicts with matters that
deserve thought and reflection. There are times when nothing
beats conversation to solve a problem, or when courtesy calls
for a nicely typed or handwritten letter. Newcomers on-line,
giddy with their discovery, want to broadcast to everyone.
Garrulous bores find a large unwilling audience. People with
a natural tendency to hide barricade themselves behind walls
of e-mail, sending notes to people four desks away. More peo-
ple send more superfluous thoughts to more people, creating
a growing glut in the system. Busy executives tune out, delete,

or simply don’t respond.

Time is the problem

The problem isn’t so much writing e-mail as recewing it.
But that in turn presents a writing problem: how to get your

e-mail read by busy people, and acted on.
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A scatmate on the plane from New York to Dallas, a con-
sultant, reported nine hundred wunopened e-mails on his computer
in the past ten months. It wasn’t laziness—he read and
responded to e-mail for the better part of the flight. There was
just so much of it that he had to be selective and ignore or
delete all the obvious junk or apparent trivia that surrounded
the important stuff.

Most executives receive fifty to one hundred or more e-mes-
sages a day; many receive up to four hundred. Assume half are
easy to filter out and dismiss. Responding just to the important
half, and mitiating a couple of dozen messages, can take two to
four hours a day. Every day. The flow never stops.

Planning time off for travel or vacation? Lots of luck! If you
don’t pick up your messages, they pile up relentlessly, making
your return to the office that much harder. The merciless flow
forces deluged recipients to steal family time or sacrifice sleep,
even pull out computers during meetings in moments when
their attention isn’t required.

The time problem goes beyond e-mail. A Pitney Bowes
survey shows the average U.S. office worker sends or receives
201 messages a day from telephones, e-mail, voice mail, postal
mail, interoffice mail, fax, Post-its, telephone message slips,
pagers, cell phones, messenger services, and express malil.
Many of these put executives “on” all the time. What used to
be getaway time no longer exists. Says labor economist Alan
B. Krueger: “It’s gotten far more difficult to measure where
work ends and leisure begins.”

Some comprehension of how, in all these ways, e-mail
adds to the pressures of business today, is the starting point in
writing 1t well.
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How to Write Effective E-Mail

Business e-mail comes in several flavors. A large part consists
of fast, terse notes—generally the shorter the better, as we
will cover. In many cases, e-mail is replacing the paper memo
or letter, but that doesn’t change the factors that go into a
good memo or letter.

Then there’s a powerful new use of e-mail—collaborative
work, a product of the Internet/PC era. This use reduces the
need for collaborators to be in the same room (or building or
city) to work together. It 1s characterized by a brief message with
a document attached for comment, calling for the principles of
both good e-notes and good business writing. The authors of
this book collaborated on this new edition using e-mail between
New York and Chicago, trading chapters and thoughts.

All these forms of business e-mail have a common goal: to
move things along and not waste time. And all present the
writer with the same problem: how to make sure your message

gets read.

1. Make the subject heading clear—and compelling

All e-mail looks exactly the same in your In Box. There are
no visual clues to what’s important and what 1sn’t—mno air-
mail stamps, no fine-looking stationery, no impressively bulky
envelopes, no familiar handwriting. The only clues are the
identity of the sender and the nature of the subject.

You can’t do much about the first—a recipient 1s either
interested in hearing from you or 1s not. It helps, for instance,
if you’re the boss.

The element that is under your control is how you identify
your subject in the heading, or title. The authors come from the
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advertising business, and may be prejudiced on this point.
But we know that the headline is the best read part of any ad,
the element that gets people to read on. It’s worth studying
newspapers, particularly 7he Wall Street Journal, to understand
what kinds of headlines convert scanners to readers.

You need a subject line that compels attention and gives a
sense of what follows. It can be formal or informal, serious or
colorful, bland or newsy. It cannot be absent.

Think of the consultant on the plane. Which e-mail will
he read first—Status of proposal or Winning chent approval? We
know he won’t open up e-mail without any title at all unless
he knows the sender or has read everything else.

Busy executives filter their e-mail. Some use automatic filters
that sort incoming messages into a priority system or just scan the
index of senders and subjects. Terrt Dial, who runs Wells Fargo 1n
California, deletes a third of her messages without ever opening
them (and, as a consequence, now pays more attention to her own
subject lines so mail she sends gets read). She cautions against try-
Ing to get past this filtering by marking messages URGENT.

Too many senders use the urgent flag and now it’s a bit like the
little boy who cried wolf, only there are lots of Litle boys. Even if
you use URGENT selectively, others don’t. And remember that if
you cry wolf too often, others will note it and your e-mail will get
even shorter shrift.

It 1s especially important that e-mail messages sent to a group
quickly communicate the content so each recipient can deter-
mine 1f it 1s relevant to him or her. It is annoying to find after
three paragraphs that the content is of no interest to you. Try
to make clear at once which readers your message is for, e.g.,
Schedule for rocket-launch team.
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Don’t automatically keep old titles on replies that have noth-
ing to do with the orginal subject, or on correspondence that
goes back and forth endlessly with the same title, so it becomes
impossible to distinguish one note from another. On the other
hand, 1f you’re adding to a message string that is already in
progress and well established, don’t change the title—even if it’s
no longer appropriate.

If you're sending several messages on unrelated topics, it’s
often better to send separate e-mails. It’'s no more work, and
cach message will be a lot easier to find and refer to.

While you cannot inflate your importance to the recipient,
you can at least make clear who you are. E-mail addresses that
are all numbers or signal your interests should show your
name in the display in some way. (Among our fishing friends,
we quickly identify troutsmith@emailserver, but can never

remember who goes by dryflier@emailserver.) People learn

quickly to delete junk mail. If a name doesn’t ring a bell, out
goes the message.

It’s often useful to conclude with a signature that lists your
phone, fax, and address. Title, too, if that helps. Many sug-

gestions for this chapter came in e-mail signed:

Regards,

Scott Cutler

VP Advanced Technology & Chief Technology Officer
Compaq Computer Corporation, PC Products Group
[telephone]

Most e-mail packages allow users to set up and automatically

append signatures like this to outgoing messages.
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2. Cut to the point

We mean that literally. Cut. Cut ruthlessly.

Not just to save the reader’s time, but to get to the
essence. E-mail 1s a different medium. Reading long memos
on a PC screen 1s a pain; anvthing over one screen risks not
being read (and 1s better sent as an attachment).

“I have never seen an e-mail message too short—most
effective e-mails are short and very much to the point,” says
Manny Fernandez, Chairman of the Gartner Group.

Try to take out 50 percent of what you've written. You'll

be amazed how your points leap out.

Someone asked Rodin how he could sculpt an elephant out of
marble. It's easy, he responded, “You just chip away everything
that 1sn’t an elephant.” Chip away everything that isn’t your
point.

“Keep i1t short and sweet” 1s the first e-mail principle at HBO.
Their executives are told that people want fast answers to sim-
ple questions. Make it brief, but make 1t complete—"meaty,
concise, and to the point,” as one of our best English teachers
demanded.

As for abbrewiations, although there 1s a whole library of
clever ones for e-mail, we don’t recommend them. Bevond

FYI, most are new slang not familiar to enough people.

3. Avoid e-mail tag

Some e-mail can be too short, in the sense that it doesn’t
provide context. Responding without attaching or referring
to the original message makes the reader search through
Sent messages (if saved) to make sense of the reply.
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“I'm available.” for example, should be “I'm available to speak
at your meeting on the fourteenth.”

“Did you get my message regarding the meeting on the fourteenth?
Can _you come?™ as opposed to “Did you get my message?”

It’s forgetting to set context that causes so much e-mail tag. If
the writer sends a message and the reader has to ask for clar-
ification, the e-mail points of contact have been doubled. Be
clear about the purpose of vour message. What do you want
the reader to do?

If vou expect a response, you may want to set a deadline so
that the response is not at the reader’s inclination, which may

be never.

4. Set the right tone of voice

E-mail 1s faceless and voiceless. The mood of the sender can-
not be communicated by the inflection of a voice as on the tele-
phone. E-messages are a different animal, subject to misinter-
pretation. Brief comments can come across as abrupt, terse
questions as angry “Where’s the memo on ... ?").

Some people use punctuation mark combinations, known
as “smileys” or “emoticons,” to convey the right tone. These
take time to insert, are more used by teens than business, and
not always understood.

The subject heading can be a good place to establish the

tone vou want.
Help! How do we reply?
Or,

Thanks a bunch. everybody!
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Another place to suggest tone 1s the salutation. Some tra-
ditionalists can’t bring themselves to abandon the tume-
honored Dear Jean. Others don’t bother with salutations at
all. But a greeting of some sort, especially if you're originating
the correspondence, can help start things on the right foot.
For example, Hello Mr. Brown 1s informal and friendly yet
professional, and somechow seems more appropriate in these
clectronic umes than Dear Mr. Brown. With colleagues and
everyday associates, a simple Hello, George, or Hi can sufhce.
Or just use the first name.

A lot of e-mail ends abruptly— no signature of any kind. It
just stops. Since the sender 1s identified at the beginning, goes
the reasoning, why repeat his or her name at the end? But
unless the tone of your message 1s absolutely clear, closing
with Thanks or Best wishes or Cheers removes any doubt as to
your state of mind.

In the past, people took the ume to think, to consider
what they wanted to say, before responding to a letter or
memo. The possibility for instant response to e-mail—indeed
the expectauon of it in many cases—increases the danger of
going off half-cocked.

Compose vourself, then compose your message. If you’re
writing an angry or irritable note, think twice before clicking
Send. Seasoned e-mailers admit to sending hot messages and
regretting they hadn’t slept on them. Old-style memos and
letters, which had to be typed, then read and signed, then put
in the Out box, and then mailed, gave senders time to cool off
and reconsider. Not so with e-mail—one click and it’s as
good as on your recipient’s screen.

Some people protect themselves by handling correspon-
dence off-line, downloading all messages, both incoming and
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outgoing, before answering, so they can read and correct
before sending. They find they tend to be hasty when the
modem is on and the Send button is at the ready. Sometimes
1U’s wise to respond, “Let me think about it overnight. Tl get
back to you in the morning.” In this way, the sender knows
the e-mail has been received—and that the response, when it
arrives, will be a thoughtful one. |

E-Mail Etiquette

It seems like an oxymoron to couple this Victorian term
with a New Age electronic medium. Nonetheless, there are
old-fashioned virtues like courtesy and neatness that remain
relevant in this modern medium.

In e-mail, one translation of courtesy is Limit the number of
copres. The only thing easier than sending an e-message is
adding people to the list receiving it. Copies are sent to far
too many people—for the wrong reasons. To impress them.
To cover yourself. To “interest” them. Don’t broadcast sup-
posedly “interesting” material to people unless you Anow their
interests. It’s the e-mail equivalent of junk mail.

If you want action, list only one name in the TO: field. With
more than one name, it i1s not clear who has the responsibility
to act and becomes likely that no one will take it on.

Reply All may be the most dangerous button on the screen.
Count to ten before you unleash this plague on your victims.

Double-check to make sure your message goes only to the
people you want it to go to. An evaluation of a partner in an
accounting firm was inadvertently circulated among several
thousand people. While the evaluation wasn’t negative, its

broadcast sure was embarrassing.



(@) ]

E-MAIL—THE GREAT MAILBOX IN THE SKY 5!

The following e-mail really happened:

From: Charlie Mix-up

Sent: Wednesday, May 26, 10:16 A.m.

To: L.A. Press List

Subject: FW: Press Summary, 5/26, and apologies for the
2,000 e-mails

Dear all,

For those of you who yesterday received 2,000 e-mails from
me, | want to sincerely apologize. | had a problem in the
configuration of my outlook and it forwarded by rule all the
messages to the L.A. press summary list. | did not mean to
cause you any trouble. It won't happen again.

Note: Do not reply to this message because it will go to all
the members of the list.

Thanks and regards,

Charlie

Headed “E-Mail Fever,” the following message to his staft
from John Riccitiello, CEO of Electronic Arts in Silicon Val-
ley, provides a heartfelt summary of ways to keep e-mail
under control:

From: Riccitiello, John

Sent: Friday, January 21, 2000 2:31 p.m.
To: eaworld@eahqg

Subject: E-mail fever
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In the past few weeks, many EA folks have expressed their

frustration over the huge quantity of e-mail we at EA seem

to send each other. Many of us feel overwhelmed.

| would like to suggest a couple “rules” that might help

stem the tide.

1:

Do not copy unneeded persons on your e-mail. Send notes
only to those that need to read it.

: Avoid using the “Reply to All” button . .. unless there is

really a good reason.

: Do not join in the e-mail circus by adding your thoughts or

short ideas to these never-ending e-mail threads that clog
up our in boxes. Instead, when you see a monster e-mail
thread starting, stop the flow and call a real face-to-face
meeting to resolve the issue.

: Do not use e-mail when a quick word over a cube wall will

do the trick.

: Avoid using broadcast e-mails unless absolutely required

(yes, | see the irony in this).

: Try to follow this rule ... unless what you are sending

(a) imparts new information to someone who needs it, or
(b) agrees to a request, or (c) responds to a question or
(d) asks a question or makes a request, do not send any-
thing.

| know many of us get the shakes if we do not send an e-

mail every few minutes, but take a deep breath and try to
get over it. We'll all be happier.

John
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Riccitiello says he has to send this reminder every six months
or SO.

Try not to make people scroll through a page or more of
addressees before getting to the subject; they tend not to
bother. One way to handle a long list 1s to give the group an
alias name in the Address Book—we used e-pals for this book.

If you find yourself caught up in a series of copied mes-
sages which are of only peripheral interest to you, politely ask
the author to take you off the copy list. When someone sends
a batch of questions that will require too much time to
answer in writing, ask the sender to set a telephone date for
you to tackle them.

Since many executives are locked up in meetings or travel-
ing and may not check their e-mail every day, sometimes it’s
wise to alert the recipient if the message 1s urgent. A brief
voice mail message works here; actual contact 1s not needed.
The general rule remains: e-mail or phone, but not both.

Another principle of etiquette, neatness, translates as mak-
ing 1t easy to read—and 1s covered in the chapter with that tide.
However, one aspect of making it easy to read applies partic-
ularly to e-mail: how to handle attachments.

If the purpose of your message 1s to deliver an attachment,
say so immediately: “Here 1s an attachment . ..” And go easy
with the attachment. It’s irritating to receive presentations
with wild colors for text and background; they’re hard or
impossible to read, and take forever to download.

When sending large attachments or muluple files, your
reader will appreciate it if you compress the files. (Check
your PC manual or Help program to figure out how.) Com-
pression conveniently groups files together and shortens
download time.
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This 1s especially relevant outside the United States. Re-
member that many people around the world pay per-character
charges and telephone surcharges to receive your e-mail. And
don’t assume that the recipient has a high-speed modem, and
easy access to the World Wide Web. If your e-mail contains
an attached file or refers to a www address, your reader may
not be able to get important information.

If you ever receive attachments with e-mail, you should
definitely install a virus checker. One virus, Melissa, only
caused embarrassment—it sent a list of porn sites from a tar-
get consumer’s e-mail address book. Other viruses destroy
files, wipe out data on a PC’s hard drive, and even make it
impossible to start up programs. The Chernobyl virus caused
computer meltdowns around the world. Handle attachments

with care—and back up anything important.

When NOT to e-mail

Most circumstances in which snail mail 1s preferable to e-mail
are obvious: legal matters requiring signatures, invitations to
formal events, fund-raising letters. Here are a couple that

may be less obvious.

* If you have to change or cancel a meeting on short
notice, a phone cail or fax works better than e-mail.
Don’t count on people checking their In box two hours

before the event.

¢ E-mail is not usually the best way to introduce yourself
to someone. The executive contacted 1s probably
flooded with messages and is not likely to open or read
yours. It’s easier to ignore or hit Delete than to say no

thanks i person.
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Nothing is private

When you seal a letter, place a stamp on 1t, and mail it, it
does not become the property of the U.S. Postal Service.
Your office e-mail, however, 1s the property of the company
that pays for the e-mail system. Companies have the right to
search their company mailboxes, and many do. Everybody
uses office systems for personal messages. Just remember, it
1sn’t private.

Some people describe e-mail as a high-tech watercooler, a
place for off-color jokes, gossip, gripes about management.
But at the watercooler, vou have a pretty good 1dea of who’s
within listening range. Monica Lewinsky’s e-comments, used
in Clinton’s impeachment trial, led Fortune to comment, “It’s
best not to E-mail anything you don’t want to read on the
front page of The New York Times.”

Short of that, a good general principle is, never put any-
thing personally negative in e-mail.

Given the hitigating world in which we live, 1t 1sn’t smart to
send potentially distasteful material to colleagues on a corpo-
rate network. People have lost their jobs for sending jokes that
they believed to be harmless but which offended someone who
then complained.

E-mail records of exchanges that may have seemed 1nno-
cent at the time have been credited as the U.S. Justice
Department’s “favorite weapon” in its antitrust case against
Microsoft. They are often a plaintiff lawyer’s dream come
true. If you’re on a corporate network, backup copies of your
e-messages are archived. Lawyers go after system backup
tapes to recover and subpoena supposedly deleted documents,
and a system administrator can access anything that remains
on your computer’s hard drive.
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The rule with paper files used to be, “If in doubt, toss it
out.” Not so easy with electronic files, where Delete doesn’t
delete. All it does is move material to another folder, like
Recycle. You can delete again, but all that does is remove
pointers to the message. The message itself still exists and can
be found, unless you go another step and shred it by scram-
bling the codes. In any case, a record remains on another
computer somewhere. Your odds of keeping something pri-
vate are better if there 1s no written file.

The Internet 1s changing language. It has propelled the pre-
viously deliberate pace of language evolution to higher
speeds. That was the general agreement at a meeting of the

b

Modern Language Association. “A hotbed for change,” said
one linguistics professor.

This 1s a new medium and an opportunity to be creative—
and an 1nvitation to abuse. The Reagan-Bush White House
created two hundred thousand electromic files; the Clinton
office 1s creating six million files a year. E-mail is becoming
more ubiquitous with wireless transmission and access from
mobile phones and handheld computers. Beyond millions of
new users coming on-line, e-mail voice recognition has
arrived—with the terrifying prospect of people dictating
stream-of-consclousness e-mails.

With such developments, the fight to stand out in the clutter
can only intensify. It’s unlikely that anyone will award you
points for good e-writing. But if you get a reputation for being
long-winded, fuzzy, or wasting people’s time, your messages will
tend to be glossed over, ignored, or deleted without being read.



VoOICE MAIL AND E-MAIL

Business increasingly moves in an interconnected world of e-mauil,
cell phones, and voice mail. Voice mail can work together effec-
tively with e-mail—to say an important e-mail 1s coming (“Watch
for 1t”), to summarize its major points, to catch people who don’t
keep up with their e-mail every day.

You can’t attach a document to voice mail or provide the
same detail as in e-mail. E-mail 1s frequently the only written
record of agreements. Many executives listen to voice mail in
a car or on a cell phone, and can’t take notes.

Voice mail 1s often abused, with messages that are too
long and repetitive yet not complete. Names and phone num-
bers are either not given or not clear. The obligation to keep
it short and sweet 1s even greater than with e-mail. You have
a captive audience, unable to skip ahead, waiting impatiently
for “the point.”
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Before you pick up the phone, assume 1t’s likely the person
you're calling will be out of the office or in a meeting, and
you’ll be into voice mail. Prepare yourself by thinking about

what you want to say.
* Make it concise and to the point. No pleasantries necessary.

* Jot down a few bullet points that will make your message
short and clear. (If it must be long, announce this—and the

reason—at the start.)

* State your name and number clearly and slowly, especially
the number. (This is the most violated principle, and its
violation the most irritating, especially from people who

want something done.)

Then hang up.
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5 Memos and Letters That
Get Things Done

“We don’t write memos to each other!” 1s a declaration one
often hears these days, as e-mail, phone calls, and meetings
handle more and more business communication. On the
other hand, we have yet to see an office without a printer or
an executive without pencil and pad of paper.

The written word remains the best way to communicate
in a variety of circumstances. Unlike a phone call, one can
refer to a memo or a letter over and over. Unlike voice mail,
you can scan a memo for the points important to you. You
can study it, ponder it, pass it on to other people, or pull it
up and print it out to refresh your memory days or years
later. Unlike presentation decks, with their telegraphic and
abbreviated points, memos and letters spell things out without
relying on a spoken explanation.

As the writer, you can express your thoughts precisely,
with every nuance just so. As the reader, you can consider a
written matter when and where you choose and for as long a
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time as you wish. Good memos and letters can solve prob-
lems, clarify issues, straighten out misunderstandings, raise
questions or answer them, spread the word, complain, mol-
lify, cheer up, and praise.

Here are some ways to assure that your memos and letters
succeed in their missions.

How to Write a Memo

Memos are letters to people within your organization, or to
people outside 1t with whom you work closely. You are writ-
ing to colleagues; write in a conversational style. But an infor-
mal tone of voice 1s no excuse for sloppy thinking or careless
expression. A confusing or ambiguous memo slows things
down or messes them up.

Whether sent by e-mail or on paper, good memos follow

similar formats.

1. Put a title on every memo

In e-mail memos your title is in your heading. On paper, it’s
best to center your title in capital letters over your message.
It’s easier for someone to spot there, thumbing through files
or briefcase, than tucked off to the left as “Re: Something or
Other,” along with the list of addressees.

Your title should never be tricky or obscure. It should
identify—swiftly, and for all readers—what your memo is
about. A memo proposing an overdue raise for Tony

Andrino should not be titled LONG OVERDUE. Better
would be RAISE FOR TONY ANDRINO.
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If you are responding to somebody else’s memo, say so in
your title:

FRANK OWEN’S MEMO ON HOG PRICES

GENDER-BLIND ADMISSIONS:
YOUR MAY 3 IDEAS

In memos on paper, don’t worry about the length of your
title. Say enough to identify your subject clearly:

RATIONALE FOR
GLOBAL CORPORATE ADVERTISING CAMPAIGN

Clear, simple titles attract the attention of interested parties,
and focus their thoughts on your subject from the instant they
start to read.

2. Address memos only to the person who must take action

Send copies to the people you merely want to keep informed.

From: Bill Durwin
To:  Margaret Baker

copies: Cindy Lee
Sam Nasikawa

Bob Nieman

This says that Bill wants Margaret to do something, and the
others just to know what’s going on. If several people must do
something, address the memo to all of them and make clear
what each must do.
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We prefer the full word “copies™ to “cc,” an anachronistic
abbreviation for “carbon copies.” And as an aside, we deplore
the use of “blind” copies—copies sent behind the back of the
addressee. As one executive puts it, “You can tell how political
a person 1s by the number of blind copies he sends out.”

List names of those receiving copies alphabetically. If you
list them in order of importance, you often run into complica-
tions. Is the head of manufacturing more important than the
head of research? Who comes first among four assistant deans?

Such problems evaporate if you put a// names in alphabet-
ical order, except when that would be ludicrous. It would be
ludicrous, for example, iIn a memo to the Human Resources
director with copies to two assistants and the president, to list
the president alphabetically among the assistants. Put the
president’s name first; list the others alphabetcally.

3. Make your structure obvious

Before you start to write, decide on structure. It will depend
on the length, complexity, and nature of your subject. Any
memo longer than half a page (or screen) requires a struc-
ture—and the structure should be apparent to your reader. Otherwise
your memo will seem to ramble. Your reader will have a hard
time remembering your points and how they hang together.
If what you want to say falls into conventional outline
form—for instance, three main points, each supported by
several examples, with a comment or two on each exam-
ple—vyour outline will serve as your structure. A clear struc-
ture helps vour reader to remember your points. It also

makes your memo easy to refer to.
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Some memos are actually complex reports or recommen-
dations, running a half-dozen pages or more. In any such

memo, start by outlining what you’re going to cover.

Here’s what 1s in the package:

o 4-page kickoff ad for the WS and FT

* 2-page follow-up ads

* 2 TV commercials

» Media Plan, including role of Internet

* Agency POV on what advertising will accomplish

Recommendation:

* Recommend that we comnut §10M (media and production) to
launch the campaign in mid-September.

* Need to commit to the media and begin production of television
by July 26 in order to make mid-September launch.

Do you agree?

Please let us know your comments and approval to proceed by

Monday July 26.

Or write a brief covering memo and attach your report or plan
as a separate document. This works well for major papers.

One useful structure is often overlooked: a simple series of
numbered pownts. It has many advantages.

1. It suits your purpose exactly when you wish to make sev-
eral loosely related observations on a single subject.
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2. It eliminates the need to write connecuves. When vou're
finished with one point, vou plunge directly into the next.

o

. It organizes vour thoughts visually for vour reader.

4. Your numbered sectons can be as long or short as vou
wish. Some can be a single sentence. others two or more
paragraphs. All that marters 1s that each number should
indicate the start of a new and disunct thought.

I

. Numbers make vour memo easv to refer to.

4. End with a call to action

Sav what vou expect to happen as a result of vour memo—exacty
what must now be done, bv whom, and by when. Be specific.

We need to move on the new products orgamization. I need your

thoughts on candidaies by end of business on Friday.

We need a new strategy for increasing attendance at the benent

before we send the nmitation out.

If vour memo replies to questions raised by somebody else,
simply stop when vou're finished. Don't waste vour reader’s
tume with such homilies as “I hope this answers vour ques-
tions.” Since it goes without saving that vou hope vou've
answered them, go without saving it.

If vour memo is a report, draw conclusions from what you
saw or heard or found out. Specify how certain yvou feel
about vour conclusions. Some will be bevond queston, others

purely speculative. Tell vour reader which are which.
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5. Send handwritten notes

Brief memos written by hand save time and by their nature
are more personal and direct. Praise and appreciation can be

especially effective in handwriting:

George:
That’s sensational news about Acme. Get some rest
now—\you deserve t!

G UsAY?
YOur PEPORT /5 cuPEFB. /'Ll FPEAST 7€ YOuF
BECOMMENDATIONG AS SO0 A5 | GET BACK FPOM FAZHY.

Since handwriting is personal, make sure whatever you write
sounds personal.

6. Be careful with humor—or anger

Don’t try to be funny in memos unless you are positive that
all your readers will get the joke. That includes people who
may not be on your list but might see a copy of your memo.
Avoid irony or sarcasm. Somebody will take it straight and
get upset. People can brood for days over an innocently
intended witticism.

As for anger, when you get angry in person, you leave
nothing behind other than the memory of your behavior.
When you put it in writing, you leave a permanent record. You
may be sorry about that, after you cool down. Angry memos
do have their place. A good rule is to wnite it when you're
angry, but don’t send it until the next day, when you have
cooled off enough to reflect on the consequences. This 1s par-
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ticularly important with e-mail, which is all too ready to
indulge your spur-of-the-moment fury.

Should it be a memo at all? Even Procter & Gamble,
which set the pace for the modern business memo, is reported
to be deemphasizing it to meet the pace of the Internet age.
An Italian proverb says: “Think much, speak little, write less.”
Sometimes the most efficient delivery of a message is still face-
to-face. Just drop by the other person’s office.

How to Write a Business Letter

There are times when only a letter will serve your purpose. A
formal letter on a company letterhead carries an aura of
importance that e-mail can’t match and phone calls don’t
approach. Legal and financial matters call for precision and
detail in a form that can be easily referred to. There is no sub-
stitute for a handwritten note of thanks, congratulations, or
sympathy. Receiving and opening a first-class letter still is a
pleasing ritual for some people. Here are ways to make sure
you never let down any reader thus prepared for your message.

1. Get the name and address right

A misspelled name gets you off on the wrong foot. It suggests
to the reader that you don’t care, that you’re a sloppy person.
Check all names, no matter how much trouble it takes—on
the envelope and in the letter, the names of individuals and
of firms and organizations.

Use Mr. or Ms.—many people appreciate a touch of for-
mality and nobody resents it. But leave it out rather than get
it wrong when you aren’t sure what gender you’re writing to
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and can’t find out. Mickey, Terry, Gerry, Sandy, and many
other names come on both girls and boys.

Check every detail. Mail addressed incorrectly seems slip-
shod at best, and at worst doesn’t arrive. Always put a return
address on the envelope. The stamp might fall off, or God

knows what.

2. Think carefully about the salutation

“Dear ” is a convention we’re stuck with, on paper
if not in e-mail, in any sort of formal communication. Odd and
antiquated though it may sound, efforts to avoid it seem artifi-
cial, self-conscious, and downright rude. We like the British
custom of “tip and tail”—writing in the salutation as well as
the signature by hand on a printed or typed letter. In less for-
mal letters, a handwritten Peter or Hi Peter seems to work fine.

What comes after “Dear” is worth some thought. Use first
names only when you’re already on a first-name basis. Don’t
become anybody’s pen pal by unilateral action. Use titles—
Dr., Judge, Professor, Senator—when they apply.

An excellent but little-used alternative 1s to include both
first and last names: “Dear Joan Larson.” It is less formal
than “Dear Ms. Larson,” but doesn’t presume personal
acquaintance, as “Dear Joan” does. It’s an attractive way to
address somebody you have met but who may not remember
you. Or somebody important and senior to you whom you
know only slightly. Or the other way around. Oscar Ham-
merstein I, the great songwriter, wrote “Dear Joel Raphael-
son” in a letter to Raphaelson, then in college, about a review
of South Pacfic in the college newspaper, and it seemed
entirely appropriate, both courteous and cordial.
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3. Consider beginning with a title

Many business letters are parts of a long-term correspondence
between seller and customer, attorney and client, private firm
and government bureau. In such cases, it's a good 1dea to fol-

low the salutatuon with a utle.
Dear George:

ACME LEGAL ACTION: SECOND PHASE

A utle 1denufies the subject at a glance and is a blessing for
anvbody who ever has to dig out previous correspondence on
it. Consider using a ute even on one-ume-only letters to
strangers. Nothing else so quickly identfies the subject of

vour letter:
Dear Amenican Express:

LLOST CREDIT CARD—ACCOUNT #3729-051721

4. Make your first sentence work hard

Since titles on letters aren’t standard practce, they may strike
vou as too abrupt or too impersonal for many situatons.
Then vour first sentence has to perform the functon of a
title. Your reader wants to know at once what the letter is

about.

Bill Smith brought to our attention your concern about fane
Jones’s conversations with the XY. bank.

There is no need for the written equivalent of small talk. The
most courteous thing yvou can do 1s spare vour reader the
trouble of puzzling out what vou're getting at.
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Annoying small talk
Dear Classmate,

As you know, we had a wonderful fifieenth reunion last fune. We
can all be proud of the class gift we presented at that time. Now
we are well into the first year of the end-of-the-century campaign.

Gratifying directness

Dear Classmate,

[’s time to pull together our sixteenth annual gift to the unwersity.
Youw’ll remember we gave a whopper at our fifieenth reunion—>but

the need goes on.

What about letters responding to inquiries or on a subject
imtroduced in previous correspondence? Can you presume
that the reader will know what your letter 1s about, having
brought up the subject himself in an earlier letter?

Yes—up to a point. On the next page are two answers to
a request for information.
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Too windy Too abrupt

Dear Mr. Allen: Dear Mr. Allen:

I am wniting i response to I’'m sorry that we’re out of the
your letter of June 24, in literature you asked for. Here’s

which you express an wnterest | some information that may
in the literature describing include what you need.
our line of herbicides, with
particular reference to the
control of dandelions in resi-
dental lawns. Unfortunately,
we are all out of our pam-
phlets on this subject, but
perhaps the following infor-

mation will be of assistance.

The letter on the right presumes too much. If Mr. Allen, who
may write dozens of letters daily, doesn’t happen to remem-
ber exactly what he wrote about to this particular firm, days
or weeks ago, the first two sentences don’t help him. He
needs a speedy reminder of his inquiry—more direct than the
first letter, less abrupt than the second.

Dear Mr. Allen:

Weve run out of our lterature on controlling dandelions. I'm sorry,
and LIl send it as soon as a_fresh supply gets here. Meanwhile,
maybe this information will help.

The short first sentence reminds Mr. Allen of the subject and
tells him the chief thing he needs to know. Always identify

your subject in your first sentence.
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5. Stop when you're through

Just as some letters take their ime to wind up and get going,
many slow down tediously before stopping. Avoid platitudes
like these:

Please call if you have any questions.
[ hope this answers your concern.
Please give this matter your careful consideration.

Unless you have something to say that 1s more than a formality,
simply stop. If your last sentence says what your reader would
assume or do anyway, as in the examples above, leave it out.
Such stufl doesn’t sound sincere or friendly. It sounds like what
1t is—routine formality. Your ending won’t seem abrupt if your
tone throughout the letter has been warm and personal.

It you want to add a personal touch, make sure that what
you say s personal, and something you mean.

Lve been reading about your heat wave and wonder how you’re
getting along.

George, customers like you make this business worthwhile.

6. Be specific about next steps

If you want your letter to lead to action, your last paragraph
should make clear what you would like that action to be. Or,
if you’re taking the action yourself, what you’re going to do:
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Vague Specific
We’re hoping to hear from Please let us know your
you soon. decision by August 1 so that

we can meet your deadline.

I'm looking forward to Are you free for lunch on
getting together with you to Frday, July 17?2 Pl call that
talk more. morning to confirm.

7. Use an appropriate sign-off

Gene Shalit, the 7oday show movie critic, signs his letters
“Thine.” It’s a personal trademark, like his bushy hairstyle. In
general, though, your sign-off 1sn’t the place to assert individ-
uality. Keep 1t conventional and appropriate to your tone.

“Yours truly” benefits from a lack of any specific silly
meaning. It 1s as rooted 1n convention as “Dear George,” and
useful for that reason.

“Sincerely” and “Sincerely yours” are all right if you don’t
mind proclaiming something your reader should take for granted.

So many people have latched on to “Cordially” that we
have become numb to its mindless assertion of hearty friend-
ship. Just don’t use it on noncordial letters: “We’ve turned
your case over to our attorneys. Cordially. . . ”

“Regards,” “Best wishes,” “All the best” are more per-
sonal than the others and less formal, but not appropriate if
you don’t know your reader.

And there isn’t anything wrong with simply signing your

name after your last sentence.
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How to Handle Some Common Kinds of Letters
Letters that ask for something

Say what you want, right away. Don’t start by explaining why
you want it. Your reader won’t be interested in your reasons

before you reveal what you’re asking for.

Dear Myr. Sulliwan:

We are a new electronics firm and we need to Our problem
set up a department to do some basic research.

Accordingly 1t occurred to our president, Our thinking
My. Gene Schultz, that it would be a good
wdea if we found out how some giant research Still hasn’t said

departments such as the Bell Laboratories were | what we want

orgamized in the early days.

Don’t start by expressing your appreciation.

Dear Myr. Sullivan:

I would greatly appreciate your help on a
matter in which the Bell Laboratories may be
unmiquely well informed.

Write that letter like this:

Dear Mr. Sullivan:

Do you have any lterature that spells out how | Says what we
the Bell Laboratories organized in its formatwwe | want, and that

days? If so, would you send it to me and we’ll pay
bull me?
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Were a small Internet firm selling office Explains why
equipment, and your early experience might help
us figure out the best way to get going. Thanks!

Your help would be invaluable to us.

That’s the correct order for letters of inquiry; first, what you
want; second, who you are and why you want it; thod, an
expression of appreciation for favors to come. If you’re asking
for routine information—a copy of a published speech,
records on your bank account, a price list—you can leave out
the reason you want it and shorten your thanks.

How to say no

No, we don’t have a job for you. No, we won’t give you more
credit. No, we don’t agree that it was our fault and that we
owe you a refund. No, we can’t get your order to you in time
for Christmas. Alas, we can’t publish your story. Sorry, we
regret we can’t contribute to your charity.

Turning somebody down in writing may seem easier than
doing it in person, but in some ways it’s a lot harder. It is less
personal and more permanent.

Readers can’t see the expression on your face. Nor can
they hear the tone of your voice. Nor can they ask questions
on the spot about things that puzzle them or that they take
issue with.

Your letter has to compensate for those disadvantages:

e It must be as clear as you would be 1n person.

* It must be as tactful and understanding as you would be 1n

person. Pay close attention to your tone.

* You must anticipate your reader’s questions and objec-

tions and do your best to answer them.
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Put everything in your letter to this test: Would you say it and
would you say 1t that way, if you were face-to-face with your reader?

b

“We regret to inform you that...” is the standard open-
ing of millions of “no” letters. It 1s hard to 1imagine anybody
ever saying, “l regret to inform you that....” You'd say “I
know how disappointed you’re going to be, but there just isn’t
any way I can do that” or “No, I don’t think that will be pos-
sible—but how about this as an alternative?”

Let’s say you’re the manager of a store that sells refrigera-
tors. After using your top-of-the-line model for almost three
years, a customer has reported that it conked out on a hot
weekend when he was away, and that he returned to find all
his food spoiled.

He wants you to replace the refrigerator with a new one,
free, and to charge nothing for the service call that put his
refrigerator back into commission—only temporarily, he fears.

Here 1s how some people would respond:

Dear Mr. Traggert:

I regret to inform you that we are unable to An institutional
accommodate your request for a new thumbs down
refrigerator. Our repairman reports that the
trouble was minor and 1s unlikely to recur.
At the time of purchase, you were offered a | What a dope
three-year service contract. Had you accepted it, | you were!

our service call would have cost you nothing

additional.

But since you did not accept i, we are Our hands are
required to charge you for the service. tied

I sincerely regret any inconvenience this Boy, do we

¢pisode may have caused you and hope that you | sound sincere
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will now get many years of satisfactory
service out of your Model 6034-1.

Yours truly,

A turndown like this, with its chill, corporate tone, is all but
guaranteed to lose a customer for your store.

If you were to hear Mr. Traggert’s story at a dinner party,
you wouldn’t say “That episode may have been inconvenient
for you.” You would respond spontaneously with something

like “That’s awful

end!” Why not start your letter in the same human way?

what a way to come home from a week-

Dear Mr. Traggert:

How terrible for you to come home from a
weekend and find all the food in your
refrigerator spoled. I can imagine how you
must have felt.

The reader now knows that at least you appreciate his

predicament. You might continue in the same vein:

1 quate agree that any refrigerator—and | Agreeing is better
particularly a deluxe model such as yours— | than arguing
should give you trouble-free service for a lot
longer than three years.

However, no manufacturer’s system of | Puts problem in
quality control 1s perfect—uwhich is why we | perspective
advise our customers to invest m a service
contract.

If I were to charge you nothing for your | Appeals to reader’s
service call, you would, in effect, be getting | sense of fairness.
the benefits of a service contract without Note use of first

having paid for it. person.
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In considering your request for us to Seriously
replace your refrigerator, I have talked to the considers
repairman who fixed it. He assures me that reader’s request,
there 1s nothing fundamentally wrong—the gives full reasons
problem was caused by a freak failure of a Sfor turning it

common boll, which he has never seen happen | down
before. He feels it i1s most unlikely to recur: “4
mullion to one against it,” he said.

[ don’t think a new refrigerator would be | Even the
any more likely to give you the years of service | turndown is

you have every right to expect. sympathetic
But should you have further trouble, 1
hope you will get in touch with me at once. Leaves door open

Yours truly,

In this letter, the author shows a personal interest in the cus-
tomer’s situation. He treats the demands as reasonable, and
takes the trouble to explain why he is turning them down. He
leaves channels of communication open—just in case. In
short, his letter sounds as though he cares.

Never say no in anger—no matter how angry the other party may
be. You are in the position of power. Control yourself. Always
appreciate the feelings of the person you are turning down.

Never belittle anybody—never make a request or a complaint
sound foolish or unreasonable. Always show consideration for
points of view other than your own.

Never say no casually, in an offhand manner. Always take the
trouble to explain your reasons.

All of this applies just as forcefully to a form letter. Do
everything you can to make it sound as little like a form letter
as possible.

The admissions staff at Dartmouth College has to turn down
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thousands of applicants to every freshman class. A form letter
gets straight to the point that “we cannot offer you admission to
the class of 2004 at Dartmouth.” It then shows the kind of sen-
sitivity to the impact of the rejection that one would expect from
a personal note, stressing that being turned down should not be
taken as evidence of inadequacy or failure.

The selection process does not separate qualified from unqualified
applicants. We are convinced that most candidates for admission
o Dartmouth would thrive academically and personally at the
College. Of the many strong students in our applicant pool, an
overwhelming majority s destined to perform extremely well in
their college years. It 1s only the relatively small size of our first-
year class that prevents us _from selecting more of our applicants.
This is one of the few times we wish we had a larger student

body so we could accept more students.

All letters that say NO would do well to say it with such sym-
pathy for the feelings of the reader.

How to collect money owed you

It’s hard to write a good collection letter. You don’t want to

irritate your reader. But you do want to get the money.
Watch your tone of voice. If you're reminding somebody that

a payment is a few days overdue, don’t sound as though

you're about to call in the lawyers.
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Bad Better

Dear Mr. Jfones: Dear Mr. Jfones:

1t has come to our attention I'm wniting to let you know
that you have failed to remat that your June payment (due
your fune payment, which on fune 12) hasn’t reached us
became overdue on jfune 12. | yet.

On the other hand, if you are going to take legal action, don’t

pussyfoot around. Come right out and say what you mean:

Dear My. Hinson:

Your June payment is now three months overdue. You have not
responded to three letters in which I asked if you thought there was
an error in the bill. I cannot reach you by telephone.

Therefore 'm asking our lawyers to collect the $104.56 that

you owe us.

Watch your choiwce of words. Never use words that suggest that
your reader 1s a criminal. “Delinquent” 1s a favorite of bill
collectors, as in “You have been delinquent in meeting your
payments for two months in a row.” Your object 1s to collect;
irritating your readers is not likely to send them to their
checkbooks.

Don’t imply that your reader i1s a flar. If a woman has
written you that she paid her bill promptly on the first of
each of the last four months, and you have received no pay-
ments, don’t write, “You claim that you paid your bill
each ...” The word “claim” reeks of disbehef. If she i lying,
it won’t help. If she wn’%, 1t will infuriate her. Better to take
her at her word and suggest a positive next step:
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Dear Ms. Bossler:

Although you’ve been mailing your payments
promptly, we have no record of receiwing
them.

Perhaps the error s in our records. Since
you have been paying by check, your bank
will by now have returned two and perhaps
three of your canceled checks, if in fact we
have deposited them.

Please look for them and if you find
them, send us photocopies at our expense so
we can correct our records.

If you cannot find the canceled checks,
we must assume the payments somehow gol
lost. Would you then send us a new check
covering at least the first three payments, and
preferably all four?

I enclose an addressed, stamped envelope.

Yours truly,

v
H

Assumes

truthfulness

Admits possibility

of own error

Suggests

constructive action

Ask for payment

courteously but

Jirmly

Reduces likelihood
of yet another
“lost” check

There 1s nothing in such a letter to irritate an innocent cus-

tomer; nor is there any loophole for further delay on the part

of a guilty one. Keep in mind that your purpose 1s not to make

your reader angry, but to get the money that’s owed you.

How to complain

Never write just to let off steam. Write to get something done—

your money back, or faster service, or a mistake rectified. Is the
person who will read your letter at fault for what went wrong?
If not, there’s no point in getting sore in your letter. While

anger has its place in correspondence as in life, more often than
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not you’ll get better results from a cool, luad statement of
what’s gone wrong and what you’d like done about it.

Include everything your reader needs to know to take
action——account number, item number, pertinent dates, form
numbers, photocopies of canceled checks, photocopies of bills.
If you leave anything out, you may have to wait through
another round of correspondence before you make progress.

Put your complaint and what you want done about it in

the first sentence.

The sweater I ordered for my son’s birthday never arrived. Please

send another immediately.

Ask for a reply with a specific statement of what the next step
will be:

Please let me know what action you plan to take, and when.

If you are not the person who handles this, please get my letter lo
the right person at once. And please let me know that you've done
so, and who it 1s. I'd appreciate that information by Friday,
May 10, at the latest.

Be clear. Be complete—and you can toss in a heartrending
description of what you have suffered. Be firm. Be courteous.
That’s the kind of letter that usually gets fast results. If it fails,
raise hell. Write to the head of the organization and include
all correspondence. Nine times out of ten you’ll get satisfac-
tion from the boss.

How to answer complaints

Never be defensive. If the complaint i1s reasonable, say so—
and say what you’re going to do about it. Neiman Marcus,
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the Dallas-based chain of department stores, has built much
of 1ts reputation on its responsiveness to customers. Here is
how then-Chairman Richard Marcus replied to one cus-
tomer’s complaint:

Dear Ms. Klugman:

I am astonished to learn of the shoddy Accepts the
service you recently recewed from our Mail complaint at face
Order Department, and there is no excuse for | value

the lack of response and discourteous
conversation you had with a member of our
Mail Order phone stafj.

I'm asking Mr. Ron Foppen, senior vice- | Says what he’s
president and director of our Mail Order going to do
operation, to nvestigate this matter about it
immediately, and he will personally contact
you within a few days.

[ apologize for any inconvenience and Apologizes
embarrassment we may have caused you,
and trust that we will have the opportunity | Asks for continued
of serving you better in the future. business

Yours sincerely,
Richard Marcus

Far from being defensive, Mr. Marcus comes right out and
calls the store’s service “shoddy” and says that “there 1s no
excuse” for it. Despite the cliché apology, “for any inconve-

bl

nience we may have caused you,” the entire letter sounds
personal, sympathetic, and responsive.

What if you feel that the complaint lacks any justification?
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Say so, but be courteous. Intelligent readers are good at
detecting the slightest hint of irntability or impatience. You
should be at least as courteous on paper as you would be 1n

person. Forthright and direct. Never sarcastic or rude.

When to use very short letters
A short letter—sometimes no longer than a sentence or
two—can be highly effective.

It can establish your interest.

Dear Mr. Woodrow:

Your proposal interests us a lot. We'll get back to you as soon as
we’ve sorted out our budget problems for next year—no later than
the end of next week.

It can let your reader know what’s happening, and demon-

strate your thoroughness.

Dear Ms. Prutt:

Half your shipment went out this morning, air express. The other
half follows next Monday, parcel post, as you requested.

It can say thank you.

Dear Helen:

I hope you can keep Dan Murphy on our account forever. He’s the
best sales representative I've ever dealt with.

Important decisions, however, are seldom made impersonally
in memos or letters or e-mail. “The people who remember
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Churchall’s memos got into the subject fast:

Prime Minister to General Ismay 8 August 1943

I have crossed out on the attached paper many unsuitable
names. Operations in which large numbers of men may lose
their lives ought not to be described by code-words which
imply a boastful and overconfident sentiment, such as “Tri-
umphant,” or, conversely, which are calculated to invest the plan
with an air of despondency, such as “Woebetide,” “Massacre,”
“Jumble,” “Trouble,” “Fidget,” “Flimsy,” “Pathetic,” and
“Jaundice.” They ought not to be names of a frivolous charac-
ter, such as “Bunnyhug,” “Billingsgate,” “Apentif,” and “Bally-
hoo.” They should not be ordinary words often used in other
connections, such as “Flood,” “Smooth,” “Sudden,” “Supreme,”
“Full-force,” and “Fullspeed.” Names of living people—Minis-
ters or Commanders-—should be avoided; e.g., “Bracken.”

1. After all, the world 1s wide, and intelligent thought will
readily supply an unlimited number of well-sounding
names which do not suggest the character of the operation
or disparage it in any way and do not enable some widow
or mother to say that her son was killed in an operation
called “Bunnyhug” or “Ballyhoo.”

2. Proper names are good in this field. The heroes of antig-
uity, figures from Greek and Roman mythology, the con-
stellations and stars, famous racehorses, names of British
and American war heroes, could be used, provided they
fall within the rules above. There are no doubt many
other themes that could be suggested.

3. Care should be taken in all this process. An efhicient and
a successful administration manifests itself equally in small

as In great matters.
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© Writing for an Audience:
Presentations and Speeches

People have come to listen. You have their attention, at least
at the start. If you don’t want to lose it, don’t waste their
time. Don’t bore them. Talk 7 them, not at them.

When preparing any kind of presentation or speech, the
most basic principle i1s to think about the audience. Each 1s
different and has special interests. What are the back-
grounds of the people, and why are they there? What’s on
their collective mind? Is the setting formal or relaxed? Are
you speaking in the middle of a busy workday or after a
heavy evening meal? It all makes a difference in what you
say and how you say it. Writing for an audience 1s different

from writing to be read.

The logic of business communication

In the business world, there 1s a logic—a discipline of thinking
and communication—that pushes projects, solves problems,
sets plans, and moves ideas to action. To those in government
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or education and nonprofit institutions, it 1s identified and wel-
comed as “businesslike.” In business, it is taken for granted.

The form of communication evolves. The internal memo
is fading, replaced in many cases by e-mail. For major recom-
mendations and proposals, formal papers have been displaced
for the most part by presentations—face-to-face. Instead of
writing for a reader, it 1s writing for an audience.

The principal form of presentation in most organizations
has become the “deck,” jargon for page after page of bulleted
points serving as a framework for spoken elaboration. The
name probably derives from a deck of papers (like deck of
cards), but decks can be delivered on overhead slides or
Power Point slides on a computer, simply a deck on a screen
or monitor. There’s just one constant—decks are invariably
horizontal. Sometimes the presenter even disappears, as when
there’s a request to “Send me your shdes,” evidence of how
pervasive this form of communication has become.

While decks lack the precision and nuances of carefully
crafted memos or papers, 1t’s not productive to mourn the
loss. Decks are reality, the business tool that gets things done.
And the deck has its own merits, in stimulating debate and
carrying discussions through several layers of management.

One of the renowned practitioners of presentation decks,
the McKinsey consulting firm, uses them effectively in client
“engagements.” Writing in The New Yorker, Nicholas Lemann
describes the McKinsey approach:

The aim of the engagement is not to gwe the client reading mate-
rial, it’s to reduce the issue to its pulsing essence. The client team
comes nto the room, you distribute the deck, and crisply, calmly,
rationally, brilliantly, you make your “clunk pownts,” marching
through them inexorably to the one unerring strategic conclusion.









' 3

By Leveraging the Power of the Internet,
MSKCC Can Deliver Its Mission to a
Much Broader Audience

MSKCC Mission:
“The progressive control and cure of cancer through programs

of patient care, research, and education™

Education—/Access to knowledge, disseminating findings]
Patient Care—/Access to expertise, patient information]

CancerSmart will be the Authoritative Web Site for
Information and Medical Advice

Cancer prevention, detection, and treatment
improvement in the quality of life for those with the
disease and their familie

Although There are a Number of Medical Sites,
Some with Cancer Info, None Offer the Breadth
and Depth of the Proposed Site

[Examples—general health, cancer orgamizations,
specialty sites, medical advice]
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To arrive at that simple structure requires a disciplined analy-
sis of every element—alternatives, implications, costs, or any
other factor that must be weighed.

A useful model to help organize that analysis, especially
for complex decisions, 1s the Pyramid Principle, developed for

McKinsey by Barbara Minto:

THE PYRAMID PRINCIPLE

The easiest order ts o recewe the major, more abstract ideas
before the minor, supporting ones. And since the major ideas are
always derived from the munor ones, the ideal structure of the
wdeas will always be a pyramid of groups of ideas tied together by
a single overall thought.

PURCHASE A LARGE FRANCHISE

Grow faster Positive Easy
than industry financial impact to absorb

Large Few Low Growing Rising  Separate Same Simple
market competitors cost sales profits  business managers controls

Wathin that pyranudal structure, the ideas will relate vertically—
in that a pont at any level will always be a summary of the ideas
grouped below; and horizontally—in that the ideas will have been
grouped together because they present a logical argument.

While not every presentation fits neatly into a pyramid struc-
ture—each must reflect the business issue under considera-
tion—the principle can be helpful in organizing the logic and
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thinking. Minto notes that most people only have a hazy
notion of their ideas when they sit down to write, and cannot
know precisely what they think until forced to work it out.
“How do I know what I think,” asked novelist E. M. Forster,

“until I see what I wnite?”

How to Organize a Presentation

Organizing a presentation is a combination of clear thinking
(the pyramid principle, for example) and clear communica-
tions (points that follow here).

The setting 1s most likely a conference room. It’s a busi-
ness environment. Everything you say, everything you show,
every device you use, must move you toward your objectives

in a businesslike fashion.

1. Keep things simple—keep them on target

Start with specific, written objectives—and a strategy. You
need a theme to give your presentation unity and direction,
and to fix your purpose in your audience’s mind. Make 1t a
simple theme, easy to remember, and open with it, using a
headline to state it:

DOUBLE YOUR SALES
CUT YOUR COSTS
NEEDED: A NEW BALLPARK

MORE FUN FOR BOSTONIANS

Tie every element in your presentation to the theme. If
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you’re using charts, put your theme all by itself on one chart
and place it where it will be wvisible throughout the presenta-
tion. This keeps the people in your audience—sometimes
sleepy, often distracted, always with lots on their minds—

focused on your theme (and message).

2. Tell your audience where you're going

Show an agenda that lists the points you are going to cover.
Describe the structure of your presentation, and say how long
it will take. Estimate time conservatively—err on the long
side rather than the short side. A presentation that i1s
promised for twenty minutes and goes twenty-five seems like
an eternity. The same thing promised for thirty minutes
seems short in twenty-five, crisp and businesslike.

Throughout the meeting, refer to the agenda to keep your
audience on track. Prepare a presentation book the audience
can keep, and tell them at the start that you’ll give them copies
after the meeting. This will relieve them from taking volumi-
nous notes (instead of listening), so you’ll get their full attention.

Do everything that’s been asked—and a little more. Be
precise and complete in covering what was requested. If you
cannot cover some point or other, say so and say why.

3. Talk about them, not about us

While you are talking about your credentials and your achieve-
ments, the people in the audience are thinking about their
organization, their business, their problems. The biggest single
mistake in presentations is to start by cataloging your creden-
tials, telling people how terrific you are.
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The authors learned in the advertising business that the best pre-
sentations soliciting new business started with research in the
prospect’s market. Fven small-scale studies rwveted the audience
JSrom the start. These insights into the prospect’s problems set up
the agency’s recommendations. Our credentials came at the end,
and were often not needed. By then, we had made the sale or not.

Relate what you offer to your audience’s needs. Present
everything possible in terms of benefits to the audience.

4. Think headlines, not labels

Presenters often have impressive data on their charts, but fail
to extract what the data shows, so the audience doesn’t
understand what the numbers prove. What does your data
say? Headings on charts should tell the audience how to think
about the numbers:

Use Instead of

“Low price competition is “Trends”

gaining”

“Our edge 1s service” “Why Acme?”
“Insurance ratings are a “Constraints on business™
problem”

“We have to improve service”  “Conclusion”™

Use headings to establish your main points. Guide the audi-
ence by numbering them on charts or slides, telling people
how many you have.
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Introductory Strategy
1. Small markets before large ones.
2. Three new markets every six months.

3. Concentrate construction in spring and summer.

Read every word on the screen or chart to the audience. Don’t
paraphrase. Some presenters think 1t 15 unnecessary, even
childish, to read verbaum. But no matter what you do, your
audience will read what’s in front of their eyes. If what they are
hearing is something other than what they are seeing, they will
be distracted and confused. Read everything up there, then
comment or expand on it. You will no longer be competing
with your slides or charts for your audience’s attention.

If your style is to ad-lib, put only key words or phrases on

vour charts or shides.

Problems
Price Japan

Quality control Sweden

Face the audience when you present. Many people turn their
backs and read from the screen, especially when using over-
head slides. Work from the slide itself or from a script. It pays
to avold dark rooms with slides (particularly after lunch).
Computer projection or charts keep the lights on and the
audience alert.
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5. Involve the audience

Look for interesung visual devices to present dryv, routine
materials. A litde creativity goes a long way. New computer
programs make it easy to do colorful things with pie charts
and bar charts. Newsmagazines hire top arusts to make their
charts interesting and clear. US4 Today is particularly adept at
charts, and runs at least one every day in the lower left-hand
corner of the front page. Study the techniques of these publi-
cations—and borrow from them.

Think of ways to mvolve your audience. Play games with
them. Invite people to guess the answers to questuons, or to
predict the results of research—before you reveal them.

Try 1o add something extra, something unexpected. It demon-
strates more than routine interest. You might play tape record-
ings of customers describing your audience’s product, or quote
a relevant passage from a speech vour audience’s chief execu-
tive made vears ago, or show an excerpt from vesterday’s TV
news that illuminates or reinforces an important point.

David Ogilvy was famous for adding drama to his presen-
tations. To make his point about the importance of hiring the
best people, he presented his directors sets of Russian dolls—
those nesting dolls that come apart to reveal successively
smaller dolls inside. Around the smallest doll was a shp of

paper with this message:

If we hire people who are smaller than we are, we shall become
a company of dwarfs. If we hire people who are bigger than we
are, we shall become a company of giants.

“Hire people who are better than you are,” Ogilvy com-
manded, “and pay them more if necessary. That’s how we’ll
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become a great agency.” Nobody forgot the Russian dolls—
they dramatized the message.

Your dramatic flourishes must be relevant to your point.
Almost everyone has been to big show-biz presentations where
the entertainment overwhelms the message. Go casy on tech-
nology, which can take on a life of its own. Software programs
create slides that “build,” “dissolve,” or “wipe,” techniques
that can add interest—or distract. Remember you’re in busi-
ness, not show business, and must communicate in order to

persuade.

6. Finish strong

“Oh, give me something to remember you by” goes the song.
As soon as you’ve gone, your audience 1s likely to turn its
attention to other things——perhaps to presentations competi-
tive to yours. Leave something to remember you by.

Don’t let a meeting drift off into trivia. Close with a sum-
mary and a strong restatement of your proposition or recom-
mendation. For major presentations, look for a memorable, dra-
matic close—something visual, perhaps a small gift that
symbolizes your main point.

Kecep your promise about how much time you’ll take.
Running longer than you said you would at the outset shows
a lack of discipline.

Presenters often sprout wings and fly when confronted with
an audience. They expand, tell anecdotes—and hate to sit
down. If what you’ve written is exactly on time in rehearsal,
you’ll probably run over in performance. If you’ve been allotted
twenty minutes, write for fifteen.
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Leave time for questions—the () and A session lets the
audience get to know you better and could tip the decision
your way. And prepare for questions. As you’re writing, be
alert to your inevitable weak spots. What are the holes in
your argument? What alternatives did you consider? If you
cannot build the answers into your presentation, be ready to
handle them—briefly and respectfully, so the questioner will
feel smart to have asked.

Edit—to shorten. Reorganize—to make sure your message
is clear. Revise—to make it sound like you, speaking naturally.

Rehearse—always with props. You may think you know
how you’re going to handle your charts and other visual mate-
rials, but each presentation seems to present problems of its
own. If you can, rehearse in the room where the presentation
will take place. Go through your entire presentation at least
twice. Only an amateur worries about overpreparing and losing
an edge. The better you know what you’re doing, the more

spontaneous you'll seem.

Speeches That Make a Point

“You start with trying to figure out what you want to say,”
says speechwriter Peggy Noonan, who contributed to many of
Ronald Reagan’s most effective speeches. Her experience is
that “ . . it s harder to decide what you want to say than it is to figure
out how to say it.”

Most people have a terrible time knowing where to begin
in writing a speech. The answer is not to hunt for a great
opening. Not to ask around for the latest joke. The place to
start is to think about who is in your audience and decide

what you want to say to them.
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Decide what single point you want them to take away. Then
start writing. You can put down anything that gets you into
what you want to talk about, no matter how clumsy it seems.
There’s time to polish 1t later. The point 1s to get rolling.

Immerse yourself in your subject long before you write.
Read about it, make notes of lines that might be used, illustra-
tive stories, items in the news that bear upon it. All will help
you settle on a theme. The next step 1s a broad outline, with
three or four major points and examples or subpoints under
each. (One of the authors now does this on his computer.)

Now’s the time to form a picture of the speaking situation.
Is it an after-dinner address, a lecture, a seminar? Are you
the only speaker or one of several? Whom do you follow on
the program? Will the audience be sleepy? Keep the situation
in mind as you write. It will make a difference in what you
say as well as in how you say it.

In writing a speech, it helps to think about addressing one
individual rather than a faceless audience. What you write
should sound exactly like you talking to somebody.

Another trick that often works: Cross out the first several
paragraphs. You'll often find your opening line halfway down
the first page. Most of us have a tendency to warm up too
long before throwing the pitch.

1. Frame the subject with a point of view

Some cynics maintain that the subliminal title of every speech is
“How to Be More Like Me.” While your audience might not
look forward to a speech that actually had such a title, good
speeches nearly always express a strongly held personal point of
view.
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H. L. Mencken compared two speeches by President
Harding.

The first was on the simple ideals of the Elks: It was a topic
close to his heart, and he had thought about it at length. The
result was an excellent speech—clear, logical, forceful, and with
a touch of wild, romantic beauty. But when, at a public meeting
in Washington, he essayed to delwer an oration on the subject of
Dante Alighieri, he quickly became so obscure and absurd that
even the Diplomatic Corps began to snicker.

Your title should reflect your point of view. A tip-off to the
lack of a point of view 1n a speech i1s a lazy title or no title at
all. “Remarks Before the Seventh Annual Conference.”

Speech titles are different from movie or book titles, which
are designed to sell tickets or books. You already have your
audience there—to hear your speech as a professional duty.
The less it feels like a duty and the more it can be anticipated
with pleasure, the more likely you are to get full attention and
to register what you want to say. An interesting title can create
that sense of pleasurable anticipation.

Here are some good titles:
The Tree That Grows to the Sky (on Wall Street)
Nonprofits: Five Additions to the Ten Commandments
How to Keep Your Ads Out of Court
Web Sites I Have Known
When Will the Bubble Burst?

Ideas that you believe in make good speeches. Tom Peters,
author of In Search of Excellence, advises not to accept any topic that
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you don’t feel strongly about: “Stick to topics you care deeply
about, and don’t keep your passion buttoned inside your vest. An

audience’s biggest turn-on is the speaker’s obvious enthusiasm.”

2. Start fast

It may be “an honor and a privilege” to have been invited to
speak, but that is not what people came to hear. Plunge into
what you want to say. The occasion may require some pro
forma opening courtesies, but keep them as short as possible.

Adlail Stevenson lost his presidential race against Eisen-
hower, but gained a reputation as one of the most graceful
public speakers. His first appearance after being nominated
(and endorsed by then-president Harry Truman) started on
this note:

I accept your nomination—and your program.

I should have preferred to hear those words uttered by a stronger,
a wiser, a betler man than myself. But afler listening to the Pres-
wdent’s speech, I even feel better about myself.

None of you, my friends, can wholly appreciate what 1s in my
heart. I can only hope that you understand my words. They wall
be few.

You don’t have to tell jokes. Are you funny? In small groups, do
you make people laugh? If not, forget it. If you do tell a joke or
anecdote, don’t build up to it (“On the way here tonight ... 7).
Tell the joke. Make sure your jokes are relevant to your point.
Make sure they’re funny—by trying them out ahead of time.
Start with that single point you want your audience to
take away, then conclude with a memorable way for them to
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do so. Don’t just repeat it (“As I said at the beginning of this
talk .. .”) but find a vivid image to register the point.

3. Write your speech to be spoken

Don’t think of it as an oration. Think of it as a conversation
with a friend. Ronald Reagan was a master at this. Here’s
how he handled the explosion of the space shuttle Challenger
(with help attributed to Peggy Noonan).

He started by expressing grief:

Ladies and gentlemen, [ had planned to speak to you tonaght on the
State of the Unwon, but the events of earlier today have led me to
change those plans. Today s a day for mowrmning and remembering.

Nancy and [ are pained to the core by the tragedy of the shut-
tle Challenger. We know we share the pain with all the people
of our country. This is truly a national loss.

After paving simple tribute to the seven men and women who
died and to their families, he spoke conversationally to children:

And I want to say something to the schoolchildren of America,
who were watching the live coverage of the shuttle’s takeoff. [
know it’s hard to understand, but sometimes pawnful things like
this happen. Is all part of the process of exploration and discov-
ery; it’s all part of taking a chance and expanding man’s hori-
zons. The future doesn’t belong to the fainthearled, it belongs to
the brave . . .

A moving and emotional talk—it’s hard to call it a speech.
Reagan talked to his audience.

Read aloud the draft of your speech, and edit it until it
sounds like you talking naturally. Ghostwriters can help, but
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your speech must ulumately reflect you. Never deliver a
speech drafted by someone else before you have revised 1t to

sound like you.

4. Leave them thinking

A great speech 1s one that inspires the audience to think
about a subject from a fresh perspective. It helps a lot if you
have the credibility, if the audience perceives that you are
speaking from personal knowledge. Robert Rubin, described
(in 1999) as “the most successful Treasury secretary of this
century,” 1s known for making good decisions. He was thus in
a good position to focus his commencement speech at the
University of Pennsylvania on decision making. His ttle: “A
Healthy Respect for Uncertainty.”

As I think back over the years, I have been guided by four princi-
ples _for decision making.

First, the only certainty is that there is no certainly. Second,
every decision, as a consequence, s a matler of weigling probabil-
wies. Third, despite uncertainly we must decide and must act.
And lastly, we need o judge decisions not only on results, but on
how they are made.

He closes with a reminder of a world of increased interdepen-
dence and a plea to “recognize this reality and reject the
voices of withdrawal . . .” Heavy stuff, even for a commence-
ment, but important-——and something that will leave at least
some of the audience thinking.
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5. No speech was ever too short

On vour way out after a speech, do you remember ever
thinking 1t was good—but a little too short? Most good talks
take less than twenty minutes. Consider what you have so
often had to sit through, and how much better it could have
been said in few words.

When Theodor Geisel, who wrote as Dr. Seuss, was
awarded an honorary college degree, he determined he would
respond with the best speech ever—and the shortest. “Kids hate
long speeches,” he said. “They have other things on their minds
at graduation.” Here 1s his entire talk:

My Uncle Terwilliger on the Art
of Eating Popovers

My uncle ordered popovers

from the restaurant’s bill of fare—

And, when they were served,

he regarded them

with a penetrating stare . . .

Then he spoke Great Words of Wisdom
as he sat there on that chair:

“To eat these things,™

said my uncle,

“you must exercise great care.

You may swallow down what’s solid . . .
BUT

you must spit out the air!”

And

as you partake of the world’s bill of fare,
that’s darned good advice to follow.
Do a lot of spitting out of hot air.
And be careful what you swallow.
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Few of us—indeed only one of us—have Ted Geisel’s tal-
ent. But it doesn’t take talent to figure out what you want to
say, to say it, and to sit down.

Making it sound easy

Consider speeches that have impressed you. The speaker
seemed to be talking to you, not reading to you. You've got
to establish contact with the audience. And that means look-
ing out at the people, not down at the script.

Some speakers have a bag of tricks that make it easier for
them merely to glance at the script now and then and spend
most of their time looking around at the people in the room.
Ultimately, however, the only way to do this is to rehearse.
Rehearse what you have to say over and over until you know
it almost by heart. The better you know your speech, the
more spontaneous you will sound. And the more confident.
What sets the memorable speaker apart from the ordinary
one is confidence and presence. As somebody’s mother-in-law
says, “You get right up there and pretend you’re just as good
as anyone else.” Great speakers communicate a sense of
energy and enthusiasm.

It’s difficult to be objective about your own speaking abil-
ity. But it can help to listen to yourself rehearse on a tape
recorder. B<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>