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INTRODUCTION


The Fog of Words
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Never in the history of humanity have we vomited more words in more places with more velocity.


WHY IT MATTERS: This new and exhausting phenomenon has jammed our inboxes, paralyzed workplaces, clogged our minds—and inspired us to create Smart Brevity . . . and to write this book.


Be honest: You’re a prisoner to words. Writing them. Reading them. Listening to them.


• Slacked words. Emailed words. Tweeted words. Texted words. Memo words. Story words. Words, words, words.


• We spend our days listening, watching and reading them, pecking at our tiny screens in endless pursuit of more of them.


Our minds are frazzled by all of this. We feel and see it daily. We’re more scattered, impatient, inundated. We scroll. We skim. We click. We share.


• Eye-tracking studies show that we spend 26 seconds, on average, reading a piece of content.


• On average, we spend fewer than 15 seconds on most of the web pages we click. Here’s another crazy stat: One study found that our brain decides in 17 milliseconds if we like what we just clicked. If not, we zip on.


• We share most stories without bothering to read them.


Then we wait, fidgeting, chasing instant gratification or just more—a laugh, a provocation, a news nugget, a connection, a like, a share, retweets, Snaps. This pursuit makes it harder to focus, to resist checking our phones, to read deeply, to remember stuff, to notice what matters.


• We check our phones 344-plus times each day—once every 4 minutes, at least. Behavioral research—and our own BS detectors—show we underreport our true usage.


• We scan, not read, almost everything that pops up on our screens.


• Mostly we’re feeding a jones for dopamine jolts that come from yet more texts, tweets, googling, buzz, Slacks, videos, posts. Click. Click. Click . . .


[image: An image of a horizontal smartphone with tally marks indicating 40 and a hand drawing the next mark.]


WHAT SCIENCE AND DATA TELL US: There is actually little evidence that this behavior is rewiring our adult brains. Rather, we’ve always been prone to distraction. It’s just that now we are getting slapped silly with an explosion of minute-by-minute distractions.


• This exploits two human flaws at once: Most of us are terrible multitaskers, and we struggle to refocus once our attention is yanked away. It takes most people more than 20 minutes to snap back into focus after a distraction.


• No wonder the old ways of communicating fail to land amid this unfolding chaos.


THE BIG PICTURE: We’re wallowing in noise and nonsense most of our waking hours. And flopping over in bed for little dabs and jabs while we sleep. It’s the madness of the modern mind.


This growing fog of words has two root causes: technology and our stubborn bad habits.


1. The internet and smartphones opened the floodgates for everyone to say and see everything at scale, for free, instantly, always. We all won equal access to Facebook, Google, Twitter, Snapchat, TikTok. And boy, do we use and abuse it.


We can share our every thought. Post when proud—or pissed. Google when confused. Watch a video on any topic at any time.


2. But people keep banging out emails, letters, memos, papers, stories and books like it’s 1980. Think about it: We know everyone has less time, more options, endless distractions—yet we keep coughing up the same number of words. Or more. Written in the same way we have been writing for generations.


This isn’t new. Mark Twain, writing to a friend in 1871, confessed, “I didn’t have time to write you a short letter, so I wrote you a long one.”


• Everyone does this. We try to fake it—or show off our smarts—by overindulging in words. We see this at work, in personal emails, in the professional media.


• We’re taught that length equals depth and importance. Teachers assign papers by word count or number of pages. Long magazine articles convey gravitas. The thicker the book, the smarter the author.


• Technology turned this obsession with length from a glitch to a stubborn, time-sapping bug.


The result is billions of wasted words:


• Roughly one-third of work emails that require attention go unread.


• Most words of most news stories are not seen.


• Most chapters of most books go untouched.


The problem is most acute in just about every workplace in America. It does not matter if you work at Apple, a small business or a new start-up, it has never been harder to get people focused on what matters most.


• The work-from-anywhere reality of a world changed by COVID-19 has turned communications into a profound and critical weakness for every company, every leader, every rising star, every restless worker.


• This problem will echo loudly through every organization because a vibrant culture, a clear strategy and swift execution rely on strong communications in a scattered world.


• Stewart Butterfield, the CEO of Slack, told us that, in a hypothetical 10,000-employee company that spends $1 billion on payroll, 50 to 60 percent of the average employee’s time is spent on communication of some sort. Yet no one provides the tools and training to do this well.


[image: A decorative image of the bottom of a nose, an open mouth and chin. A dotted line is coming out of the mouth and looping around to fill the space on the page.]


THE BOTTOM LINE: All of us confront an epic challenge: How do you get anyone to pay attention to anything that matters in this mess?


OUR ANSWER: Adapt to how people consume content—not how you wish they did or they did once upon a time. Then, change how you communicate, immediately. You can do this quickly by adopting Smart Brevity.


THE UPSIDE FOR YOU: You will learn to punch through the noise, be heard on what matters most to you and win recognition for your most important ideas. And you will learn that this new way of thinking and communicating is liberating, contagious and teachable.


[image: A simple, decorative image of a dotted line going directly into a lady's ear. Her hand is cupping the ear and only the side of her face is visible.]
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Short, Not Shallow
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A lunch-spattered piece of paper hangs on the wall of the Arlington, Virginia, newsroom of our start-up, Axios. It reads: “Brevity is confidence. Length is fear.”


WHY IT MATTERS: We run a media company. We live, breathe and make money off words and getting the most influential, demanding readers to consume them—CEOs, political leaders, managers and curious news junkies.


• Yet our solution to the fog of words is enticing people to produce and consume fewer of them—far fewer.


We call it Smart Brevity. It is a system and strategy for thinking more sharply, communicating more crisply and saving yourself and others time. It guides you into saying a lot more with a lot less—and that is its greatest power.


• Thanks to the internet, how we consume information has evolved drastically. But little has changed how we write and communicate now that people are distracted and deluged.


Smart Brevity attacks this problem head-on. In this book, we will show you how strong words, shorter sentences, arresting teases, simple visuals and smartly organized ideas transform writing from unnoticed to vital—and remembered.


• We’ll show you how the data, the consumption habits of the powerful, the modern digital and workplace trends and our own professional journeys reveal the surprising benefits of communicating shorter, smarter and simpler.


• We’ll teach you the foundational strategies that helped us create two companies (Axios and Politico), rise to the top ranks of American journalism and become better leaders and people.


• Along the way, we’ll tell you funny and illuminating stories to lighten the mood and show how you too can apply Smart Brevity in your own work and life.


The three of us run a media company, but this isn’t a book for journalists. We wrote it to help empower everyone.


• If you’re a student, Smart Brevity will make your papers and presentations more captivating.


• If you’re in sales, Smart Brevity will make your presentations more illuminating—and help you win business.


• If you run an organization—be it a corporation, a city, a university or a nonprofit—updates in Smart Brevity will make your messages clear and memorable, so everyone stays aligned and inspired.


• If you’re anyone trying to communicate important information to others—it doesn’t matter if you’re a manager, a teacher or a neighborhood leader—this book reveals our secrets for being heard.


THE BOTTOM LINE: You can’t rally people around a strategy or an idea if they don’t understand what you’re saying—or zone out.


• With the old ways of communicating, almost no one is listening.


• We’ll show you how to restructure how you think. Then, your writing will break through with crystal clarity.


[image: A decorative image of a light bulb with a cut-out line around it and a pair of scissors starting to cut out the light bulb's shape.]



Do a lot more with a lot less.



We get that you might be a Smart Brevity skeptic.


• Most people are at first. Hell, we were. Each of the three Axios founders made a good living producing words for their bosses.


Jim’s wife, Autumn, hated the concept for this book. Watching him bang out chapters on his iPhone made his kids dubious too. Autumn is a lover of words—an academic, a voracious reader. We’ll tell you what we told her:


• We’re not arguing that there’s no time for indulging in words, especially in fiction, poetry, love letters or casual conversation.


• You should still curl up with The Atlantic, devour a good book and watch The Godfather.


We’re also not saying to write short for short’s sake—you bring more soul and salience to your writing by being direct, helpful and time-saving. Don’t omit important facts or nuance, oversimplify or dumb down. “Short, not shallow,” is what we tell our reporters.


GO DEEPER: What we’re arguing is this: If you want vital information to stick in the digital world, you need to radically rethink—and repackage—how you deliver it.


• Start by accepting that most people will scan or skip most of what you communicate—and then make every word and sentence count.


• Share MORE value in LESS time.


• Put your readers first. People are busy and have expectations of the precious time they give you. All they usually want to know is what’s new and “Why it matters.” Give them that.


• Change your methods and style for reaching readers. Now.


[image: A plain hot air balloon taking off with a small basket with people inside. There is a shadow below it to show it has taken off.]


You will see quick and substantial results if you do.


• Smart Brevity will make you more efficient and effective at work, a more forceful communicator and more useful and memorable on social media. Your voice and words will pop and echo like never before.


• It will force you to rethink other time-wasting aspects of your day and put your audience before your own ego and bad habits when sharing thoughts, ideas, updates and news.


• The biggest beneficiaries are those you’re trying to reach. Smart Brevity can save CEOs and managers countless hours, align companies around their missions, unleash creativity and clarify what matters most, whether you’re sitting in your office, school, church or college dorm.


MOST IMPORTANT: You will quickly discover a new self-confidence in your crisp, clear voice—and find others listening and remembering (and hopefully sharing) your most salient points. You will be heard again.
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Smart Brevity, Explained
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Smart Brevity is a new way to think about creating, sharing and consuming information in our cluttered, clanging digital world.


WHY IT MATTERS: Mastering both parts—making something smart and brief—sharpens thinking, saves time and cuts through the noise.


• Most people think about what they want to say and then pollute and dilute it with mushy words, long caveats and pointless asides. Brevity is the casualty.


THE BIG PICTURE: Think about how you want to consume information or explain something juicy when you sit down for beers at the bar or catch up with a friend over coffee.


• People want to know something new, revelatory, exciting. And they want you to put it in context and explain “Why it matters.” Then, with a visual or verbal cue, they decide whether to “Go deeper” into the conversation.


• If this rings true, ask yourself: Why do we write letters, papers, emails, memos or tweets that do the opposite? We’re meandering and self-centered. Dull and distracting. Boring and burdensome.


• Something went haywire in our evolutionary journey that turned us all into long-winded blowhards armed with a few fancy words in reserve. When writing, our voices turned stilted. Our minds muddied. Our authenticity evaporated.



A STYLE IS BORN



David Rogers—a longtime star at The Wall Street Journal and the greatest congressional reporter of our generation—is a father of Smart Brevity.


David was Jim’s mentor in the early 2000s and a notoriously gruff, blunt character. Jim, a new reporter at the Journal, was feeling like Walt Whitman and wrote 1,200 words of beautiful, meandering prose. He showed it to David. “It’s a pile of shit,” David said. He then printed it out, grabbed a pencil and revised the structure into how it should have been written to break through to readers. He sketched out a short, direct sentence as an opener, shaved off superfluous words throughout, pleaded for a must-read fact or quote then demanded a paragraph giving it context.


Years later, his work helped inspire the Smart Brevity architecture.


THE COLD, HARD TRUTH: Most people are lousy writers and fuzzy thinkers.


• We’ve all felt it: We gin up a smart idea or thought—a strategic shift, a way to connect friends or pitch for a big job. Then we type it up and it sounds like . . . a big clump of mud. Someone else speaks up, says the same thing . . . brilliantly. We feel like failures.


Think of Smart Brevity as a straitjacket on your worst instincts or habits in communication. It’s a way to clean up and frame your thinking—then deliver it with punch.


• With Smart Brevity, you won’t have to start fresh every time you have something to say. Instead, you’ll have a replicable structure to make sure you sound like the smartest, most organized person in the room.


This recipe, perfected over the years, helped make our media newsletters at Axios among the best-read and most lucrative in America. But, more important and relevant to you, it has started to change how the nation’s most innovative companies and thinkers communicate one-to-many internally and externally.


• FUN BACKSTORY: A few years after launching Axios, top executives from the NBA to major airlines to nonprofits called with a similar inquiry: “Our bosses are reading Axios and love the Smart Brevity format. Is there any way we can communicate the way you do?”


• OUR FIRST RESPONSE WAS: We’re a media company, not writing teachers.


But a few calls snowballed into dozens. So, we did what any good journalist would do and investigated. We wanted to know why some of the most powerful companies in the world struggled so much with their communications that they called us, a media company, to help.


• Turns out, Mitt Romney was (sort of) right when he, as the GOP presidential nominee, said: “Corporations are people too.” They were just as paralyzed by the blizzard of words as all of us were. Only on a much larger scale.


They too were drowning in texts, emails and company messages, wholly unclear who was reading what and why. No wonder study after study showed employees feeling lost, disconnected, confused.


If you see everything, you remember nothing.


SMART BREVITY’S CORE 4


Smart Brevity, in written form, has four main parts, all easy to learn and put into practice—and then teach. They don’t apply in every circumstance but will help you begin to get your mind around the shifts you need to make.


[image: ] A muscular “tease”:
Whether in a tweet, headline or email subject line, you need six or fewer strong words to yank someone’s attention away from Tinder or TikTok.


[image: ] One strong first sentence, or “lede”:
Your opening sentence should be the most memorable—tell me something I don’t know, would want to know, should know. Make this sentence as direct, short and sharp as possible.


[image: An image of a smartphone with a web page on the screen. There is a label pointing at the heading saying 'A muscular "tease"' and one pointing to the first standalone sentence saying 'One strong first sentence, or "lede"'. See long description for screen text.]


[image: ] Context, or “Why it matters”:
We’re all faking it. Mike and I learned this speaking to Fortune 500 CEOs. We all know a lot about a little. We’re too ashamed or afraid to ask, but we almost always need you to explain why your new fact, idea or thought matters.


[image: ] The choice to learn more, or “Go deeper”:
Don’t force someone to read or hear more than they want. Make it their decision. If they decide “yes,” what follows should be truly worth their time.


And then try to do all of this on one screen of a phone, regardless of what it is. Voilà . . . Smart Brevity.


[image: An image of a smartphone with the same web page as on the previous image but further down the page. There is a label pointing at the first full paragraph saying 'Context, or "Why it matters"' and one pointing to some bullet points further down saying 'The choice to learn more, or "Go Deeper" at the end of the article, if necessary'. See long description for screen text.]


So, we took all the learnings from writing hundreds of thousands of stories and created an artificial intelligence–powered tool to help others communicate in Smart Brevity.


• The technology is called Axios HQ. It helps teach Smart Brevity to anyone looking to vastly improve how they write and communicate.


• It has helped transform how hundreds of big organizations such as the NFL; big companies such as Roku; politicians such as the Austin, Texas, mayor; school systems and Realtors connect with staff, constituents and buyers. They often see two or three times the engagement when they use Axios HQ, so we will share several case studies throughout the book to help you put this tool into action yourself (go deeper at SmartBrevity.com).


[image: A decorative image of a hand holding a horseshoe magnet which has attracted three computer mouse arrow cursors to each end.]



SMART JAZZ



In this book, you’ll notice occasional deviations from the Smart Brevity formula.


WHY IT MATTERS: These are guardrails, not hard-and-fast, never-break-them rules.


If you live by Smart Brevity, your communications will instantly be more memorable and powerful. But your aim is to inform, captivate, motivate a particular audience. Just as a human conversation doesn’t always follow the same arc, sometimes you might add a sentence of intrigue before your punchline, the “Why it matters.”


• The gold standard is always what’s best for the audience—the structure that is clearest and most efficient for a reader whose attention is being pulled in a million ways.


[image: ] THE BOTTOM LINE: Smart Brevity is music theory—it gives you logic and elegance. But that magnificent architecture leaves room for . . . jazz. [image: ]



THE CIA HUNT FOR BREVITY



The CIA had a problem.


The agency’s analysts were sitting on some of the most interesting intelligence in the world. But many of them were hiding the most important new facts or threats in a haze of words.


This was during President Trump’s administration, and the agency knew that its “First Customer” had the attention span of a flea.


For a secret agency, the CIA has a lot of writers, enough to fill a theater, which is where Mike found himself back in 2019. He’d been asked to talk to the crowd about his favorite tricks for figuring out what’s truly interesting in a pile of data.


• His tip, which works every time: Ask the author of the data what’s the most interesting thing about it. They know what it is—and they’ll tell you.
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