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Introduction

We’re irritated.

Our main grievance: writing that is too long, too cluttered, and too littered with jargon, acronyms, and highfalutin words. Like that one. “Highfalutin.” Terrible.

Over my fifteen-year journalism career, I committed many crimes against language, but editors at places like the Chicago Tribune, the Baltimore Sun, Orlando Sentinel, and the Indianapolis Star bailed me out.

After leaving journalism, I launched a marketing agency with other newsroom veterans. As the company grew, I spent far less time writing, and far more time tightening others’ work—everything from annual reports to billboards.

I started to joke that we were in the liposuction business because we were cutting so much text.

Too often, we must coax writers to accept slimmer versions. We have to persuade them that direct, clear writing is not “dumbing it down.” Instead, it demonstrates respect for your audience; it seizes their attention—and keeps it.

Some people will turn to generative AI for this job. It can quickly produce clean writing. It also loves clichés and hates fact-checking.

So read on, and you’ll learn to upgrade an algorithm’s first draft, if not dump the AI altogether. You’ll learn to enliven your work. You might even have edits for this very book. Email us—we can take it.

With gratitude,

Melissa Harris

M. Harris & Co. founder

melissa@mharris.com






Easy reading is damn hard writing.

—Nathaniel Hawthorne








Chapter 1 Let’s Write It


Actually, let’s not. Because writers hate writing.

Scratch that—writers hate getting started with writing. The blank page is more than intimidating. It provokes night sweats.

So let’s begin with a page that isn’t blank. Make it not-blank as quickly as possible by answering these five questions:


	
1. Who is your audience? (Who is this piece of communication for? Your answer should be more specific than “customers” or “clients.”)

	
2. What is it? (A guide? A report? A recap?)

	
3. What is the goal? (To persuade? To prompt action? If so, what action?)

	
4. How is it going to achieve this objective?

	
5. Why does it matter now? (Why are you writing it today, versus a year ago?)



The challenge: Your responses should be just one sentence. If you can’t distill your answers, you’re not ready to write. You’re still in the conceptual phase.

We ask our clients these exact questions before they launch any service or product. It’s an exercise that exposes misunderstandings and forces decisions. We even answered them ourselves to write this book:


	
1. Who is this book for? Young professionals entering the workforce; people who think or have been told their writing needs work.

	
2. What is it, exactly? A skimmable writing reference guide.

	
3. What’s the goal? To be a resource that readers refer back to often, and that managers gift to their employees.

	
4. How will you do that? By keeping the entries brief and the chapters organized so that readers can quickly find answers to their most common questions.

	
5. Why does it matter now? Because increasingly people think ChatGPT is the answer to poor communication.



Getting started is the hardest part. Now that you’ve catapulted over the biggest hurdle, let’s journey into the four sections of this book—Let’s Write It, Let’s Top It, Let’s Format It, and Let’s Fix It—known collectively as WTFF.






Writing Better Business Communication

Your ability to communicate clearly is key to your professional reputation. If your writing is too formal, your audience will find you stiff. If your writing is too breezy, your audience may not take you seriously. If it’s filled with grammatical errors, your audience will think you’re an idiot.

A raise often hangs on your ability to write well and convey your meaning.

No pressure.


Pitch Perfectly

Let’s write your elevator pitch.

An elevator pitch is a short story about yourself. Everyone can benefit from having one ready. An elevator pitch allows you to make swift and confident introductions (in person or in writing). It can also act as a foundation for interviews, cover letters, or sales calls.

Your pitch should be brief enough to deliver to someone while riding between floors on an elevator. (Notice we didn’t say delivered to someone trapped with you on an elevator. This isn’t an aggressive hard sell.)

To get comfortable saying your pitch out loud, start by writing it. Here’s how:


	
Summarize yourself in one intriguing sentence. Lead with your highest-level self-description, like that you’re a former accountant now teaching math to unruly kids, a retired naval officer who suffered bad seasickness, or a stylist on a mission to make people like everything in their closet.

	
Nail the grippy details. A successful elevator pitch invites—demands—a follow-up question. You just said you’re an oil industry project manager who’s worked in every country that starts with the letter N. Now we have to know: Which did you like better, New Zealand or Nepal?

	
Do more than spout your résumé. As in storytelling, your pitch should have narrative flow. Use an anecdote to sum up your experience, or tell your tale in chronological order: After a lifetime of investigative journalism, you’re about to publish your first detective novel.

	
Practice it out loud. Use a timer. Get it as close to thirty seconds as possible.

	
Be mindful about name-dropping. Mentioning specific people or places boosts credibility, but if you immediately list five celebrity pals, you won’t come across as successful. You will come across as a blowhard.



An example:


I’m the founder and CEO of a Chicago marketing firm whose job is to make our clients unforgettable. We joke that we’re actually in the liposuction business; we cut jargon and extra words out of most everything we touch.

Our clients are well-known institutions, such as the American Academy of Pediatrics and the University of Chicago, and the firm has taken off because we relentlessly pursue exceptional talent: Pulitzer, James Beard, and even Grammy Award winners.

I got my start in journalism, as did most of the team. That means we know how to capture an audience’s attention—and hold it.










Stand Out on Social Media

Social media is like a playground of screaming children: It’s hard to get a word in. And it’s always evolving. What gets attention now may not in six months. Here’s some advice that won’t expire:


	
Know your intent. What’re you trying to do? Educate? Get people to sign up for your newsletter? RSVP for an event? Knowing this first will help guide the focus. Give clear marching orders on what you want your reader to do next.

	
Bring the social to social media. Ask never-heard-before questions. Invite comments and conversation. (This will also drive up your engagement metrics, which bosses love.)

	
Make it glanceable. To get your posts read, make them easy to read. No one likes seeing a block of text. Add spaces between paragraphs, or better yet, don’t write paragraphs. Write in bullet points. And don’t be afraid to throw in an emoji every now and again. [image: ]


	
Know your voice. Are you playful? Bold? Optimistic? Decide on your adjectives and stick to them. Think of what will resonate most with the audience you’re trying to reach.



For many of our clients, this is the toughest one. They’re often too cautious or afraid to build a truly distinct voice. Jenn was the first hire at Cards Against Humanity and managed their acidic social media accounts for years.


[image: Image]


You can’t break through on social media with content that is dull, and if you have no choice but to be dull, you or your company shouldn’t spend much time or effort here.

Here’s another example. It’s a tweet by Big Bird from Sesame Street:

[image: Image]

This tweet has a voice, a purpose, and it’s punchy. It also happens to be adorable. Hits all the marks.






How to Write Work Emails That Won’t Make Your Coworkers Hate You

Know this: The second you hit send on an email, you lose control of your audience. You don’t get to decide who sees it next.

With that terrifying thought in mind, here’s what not to do in work emails:


	
Don’t write anything you wouldn’t want to see screenshot and then posted on social media, or forwarded to your mom or to us. Email feels fleeting, but it’s forever. So don’t bad-mouth your boss in writing. Do it in person instead!

	
Don’t write a long series of paragraphs. You know how people sometimes say that a meeting could have been an email? Well, the opposite is also true. People don’t read long emails, so don’t write them.

	
Consolidate your emails whenever possible. It’s better to send someone one email with three short topics than three separate emails. But if you do that, number the topics so your recipient won’t overlook one of them.

	
Don’t ask for a raise in an email. Instead, ask for a meeting. Yes, you should state that the purpose of said meeting is to discuss a possible raise, but save the negotiations for face-to-face. If you think it’s easier to make your case in writing, consider that it’s also easier for your boss to say no in writing.

	
Don’t quit over email. Deliver the news in person if at all possible, or on Zoom if it isn’t. If you’re parting on friendly terms, a brief conversation with your supervisor gives both of you a chance to reflect on your work together and to say thanks. If not, then at least you don’t come across as spineless, because you aren’t. And speaking of spineless, here’s a corollary tip for bosses: Don’t fire an employee via email.

	
Don’t use reply all with large groups—unless you’ve got the absolute funniest one-liner of all time. We’re talking a real zinger.








Bcc: Are You Sure?

When you send something to someone through bcc, you might think you’re protecting privacy, but are you also compromising the trust of the bcc’d?

Your cloaked friends may wonder how often you do this, and why. And whether you put others on bcc in emails to them.

If you can’t be transparent, communicate in another way.

But consider this exception to the “don’t use bcc” rule.

If you’re blasting many recipients, bcc protects the privacy of your contacts. It also saves people the time it takes to scroll through the mailing list.

Still, use it sparingly.






How to Deliver Bad Work News

[image: Image]

When you’re delivering really bad news, you should do it in person, not in writing. But since this is a book about writing, let’s take an example where an email might be appropriate.

Say your company is closing a branch office, a move that suggests sales are down and some jobs might be in peril. You have to write a memo to the staff.

First, for an example of what not to do, here’s a real email Microsoft employees received in 2014, which was covered in the media and you can easily find online.


Hello there,

Microsoft’s strategy is focused on productivity and our desire to help people “do more.” As the Microsoft Devices Group, our role is to light up this strategy for people. We are the team creating the hardware that showcases the finest of Microsoft’s digital work and digital life experiences, and we will be the confluence of the best of Microsoft’s applications, operating systems and cloud services.

To align with Microsoft’s strategy, we plan to focus our efforts. Given the wide range of device experiences, we must concentrate on the areas where we can add the most value. The roots of this company and our future are in productivity and helping people get things done. Our fundamental focus—for phones, Surface, for meetings with devices like PPI, Xbox hardware and new areas of innovation—is to build on that strength. While our direction in the majority of our teams is largely unchanging, we have had an opportunity to plan carefully about the alignment of phones within Microsoft as the transferring Nokia team continues with its integration process.

It is particularly important to recognize that the role of phones within Microsoft is different than it was within Nokia. Whereas the hardware business of phones within Nokia was an end unto itself, within Microsoft all our devices are intended to embody the finest of Microsoft’s digital work and digital life experiences, while accruing value to Microsoft’s overall strategy. Our device strategy must reflect Microsoft’s strategy and must be accomplished within an appropriate financial envelope. Therefore, we plan to make some changes.

We will be particularly focused on making the market for Windows Phone. In the near term, we plan to drive Windows Phone volume by targeting the more affordable smartphone segments, which are the fastest growing segments of the market, with Lumia. In addition to the portfolio already planned, we plan to deliver additional lower-cost Lumia devices by shifting select future Nokia X designs and products to Windows Phone devices. We expect to make this shift immediately while continuing to sell and support existing Nokia X products.

To win in the higher price segments, we will focus on delivering great breakthrough products in alignment with major milestones ahead from both the Windows team and the Applications and Services Group. We will ensure that the very best experiences and scenarios from across the company will be showcased on our products. We plan to take advantage of innovation from the Windows team, like Universal Windows Apps, to continue to enrich the Windows application ecosystem. And in the very lowest price ranges, we plan to run our first phones business for maximum efficiency with a smaller team.

We expect these changes to have an impact to our team structure. With our focus, we plan to consolidate the former Smart Devices and Mobile Phones business units into one phone business unit that is responsible for all of our phone efforts. Under the plan, the phone business unit will be led by Jo Harlow with key members from both the Smart Devices and Mobile Phones teams in the management team. This team will be responsible for the success of our Lumia products, the transition of select future Nokia X products to Lumia and for the ongoing operation of the first phone business.

As part of the effort, we plan to select the appropriate business model approach for our sales markets while continuing to offer our products in all markets with a strong focus on maintaining business continuity. We will determine each market approach based on local market dynamics, our ability to profitably deliver local variants, current Lumia momentum and the strategic importance of the market to Microsoft. This will all be balanced with our overall capability to invest.

Our phone engineering efforts are expected to be concentrated in Salo, Finland (for future, high-end Lumia products) and Tampere, Finland (for more affordable devices). We plan to develop the supporting technologies in both locations. We plan to ramp down engineering work in Oulu. While we plan to reduce the engineering in Beijing and San Diego, both sites will continue to have supporting roles, including affordable devices in Beijing and supporting specific US requirements in San Diego. Espoo and Lund are planned to continue to be focused on application software development.

We plan to right-size our manufacturing operations to align to the new strategy and take advantage of integration opportunities. We expect to focus phone production mainly in Hanoi, with some production to continue in Beijing and Dongguan. We plan to shift other Microsoft manufacturing and repair operations to Manaus and Reynosa respectively, and start a phased exit from Komaron, Hungary.

In short, we will focus on driving Lumia volume in the areas where we are already successful today in order to make the market for Windows Phone. With more speed, we will build on our success in the affordable smartphone space with new products offering more differentiation. We’ll focus on acquiring new customers in the markets where Microsoft’s services and products are most concentrated. And, we’ll continue building momentum around applications

We plan that this would result in an estimated reduction of 12,500 factory direct and professional employees over the next year. These decisions are difficult for the team, and we plan to support departing team members with severance benefits. More broadly across the Devices team, we will continue our efforts to bring iconic tablets to market in ways that complement our OEM partners, power the next generation of meetings & collaboration devices and thoughtfully expand Windows with new interaction models.

With a set of changes already implemented earlier this year in these teams, this means there will be limited change for the Surface, Xbox hardware, PPI/meetings or next generation teams. We recognize these planned changes are broad and have very difficult implications for many of our team members. We will work to provide as much clarity and information as possible. Today and over the coming weeks leaders across the organization will hold town halls, host information sharing sessions and provide more details on the intranet.



We know you didn’t read that, so we’ll summarize: It took eleven paragraphs until layoffs were even mentioned.

Here’s how to handle this less clumsily than Microsoft:


	
Don’t make your email a guessing game. Deliver the bad news clearly and directly in the first two sentences.

	
Don’t explain to them why this news is really not so bad, don’t give misleading explanations, and don’t make promises you can’t keep. You’ll be accused of being a liar later.

	
Acknowledge their concerns. Stay positive, but stay honest, too.

	
Keep it vanilla. Don’t be clever. Avoid adjectives and adverbs that might be seized upon by people who are upset. Read over the memo three times looking for phrases that might set people off.

	
Don’t get personal and say something like, “As a ten-year veteran of the company, I feel especially bad about this.” No one cares.



Now, here’s an example of a direct, compassionate email:


Staff—

We have some bad news: We’ll be closing the Centerville office as of June 30 because of lagging sales. Our colleagues who work there will be transferred to our main office, so please make them feel welcome.

I’d like to assure you that no staff reductions are anticipated at this time, and I’ll point to the fact that we’re launching a new product next month as a sign that we’re upbeat about the future.

A business like ours relies on the teamwork and creative ideas of all of us. So if you have any suggestions, questions, or concerns, please contact me to discuss them.

When we work together, we succeed.

—The boss



No sugarcoating, no burying the critical information. But it does cite a piece of positive news and tries to maintain an optimistic attitude. (A lot of this advice works for in-person deliveries of bad news, too.)






How to Give Constructive Writing Feedback

When you give feedback about a colleague’s writing, you should tell the truth. But it shouldn’t be the unvarnished truth. Use a little varnish. Like so:


Hank,

I took a look at the “About Us” you drafted for the website. I love the way you describe our company’s mission. That’s a message we have to get across better to both our customers and our own staff. I wouldn’t change a thing about that sentence. It’s perfect.

Beyond that, you can do some more trimming. Let’s try to get this down to two paragraphs.

Also, have you thought about saying something about us being named “Best Software Company” by that industry group? It was a huge honor, and you know how potential customers love that kind of validation.

Great job.

—Your colleague




	
Find something positive to say. And lead with it.
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