MEMORANDUM
June 20, 2004

To:     
    Computer Support Staff

cc:
    Jane Roberts

From:
    Bobby Leeson
Subject:   Reader-Centered Writing

I’ve been asked to implement the company’s new policy on reader-centered writing within the Computer Support Department.  This policy will open lines of communication within Computer Support, with our colleages in the rest of the company, and with our customers.  I’ll explain below what reader-centered writing is and why the company is moving toward this standard for all written products.  Let’s use this information to help build our team and enhance our support for the customers.

What is Reader-Centered Writing?

Reader-centered writing (RCW) is a common-sense approach to writing which has grown out of research into how people understand written materials.  This research has shown that people comprehend writing better when authors follow these general guidelines:

· Write with the reader in mind.  What is their background and interest in the topic?

· Grab and hold the reader’s attention by speaking directly to them in a way that they can understand.

· Emphasize your relationship with the reader by accomodating their perspective and needs.

· Present your ideas in a straightforward manner, stating up front the purpose of the writing and why it is important to the reader.

· Use an easy-to-read format with concise paragraphs and headers and bullets (like this memo).

· Write in complete sentences to convey a complete thought, yet avoid wordiness and overwriting.

· Organize the information for the reader so the document makes sense and flows from one thought or paragraph to another.

· Limit details to avoid clouding the overall message and give examples to reinforce what you’ve said.

· Use active voice and strong verbs to engage the reader.

· Use the pronoun “you” to make the reader understand that this is about them.

· Write with a service-oriented mindset.

In short, RCW shifts the focus off the writer and places it squarely where it belongs--on the reader, the consumer of our writing.  Now that we know what RCW is, let’s learn how it will improve our communications both internally within our organization and externally with our customers.

Benefits of RCW

We’re estimating that widespread use of RCW will reduce interdepartmental coordination times by 15-30%.  This estimate is based on the well-known fact that since most of our written communication is in the form of email, and many if not most of our emails are poorly written, it takes on average of three emails for two persons to reach an understanding on a single idea.  We believe that use of RCW can possibly eliminate one out of every four emails by making employees understand each other faster.  While it initially may take a little more time to compose a properly reader-centered piece of writing, we are confident that we will more than make up for it in increased team effectiveness and in the resulting increased efficency and production. As RCW becomes a habit for everyone, the efficiency will increase.
Consider the following example email from someone in Systems Administration to someone else in Network Management:

It has come to my attention that increasingly, network node connection points are failing to be available at the rate agreed upon by our previous agreement.  Additionally, this office is realizing inefficiencies due to technicians being unavailable on the part of the Network Management shop.  Jobs incorrectly loaded into the database.  A meeting is requested at the earliest availability to discuss this issue.  Please contact myself or another System Administrator if there are any questions whatsoever.

The same ideas, when expressed in RCW, convey a much clearer message:

I have noticed that we are running out of network drops faster than we planned.  Our System Administrators are having trouble keeping up with all the work since the Network Management experts began the new facility upgrade.  I’ve also run across some jobs loaded into the database without descriptive problem notes.  Would you meet with me to talk about these things?  I’ll call you to set up a meeting.  Thanks for your time.

As you can see, internal communications can realize significant  gains when we follow the RCW guidelines.  Here’s a similar scenario. Imagine you are the customer receiving this correspondance:

We are writing to inform our users that there will be a break in service due to our technicians installing Microsoft Exchange Server security and operating system patches on ACT004 from the hours of 1700-2000 on Friday.  All users must close out of their mail agent applications no later than 1645.  We appreciate your cooperation on this important matter, and the Help Desk is available for questions or comments.

Compare the same message when written with RCW:

Computer Support is planning an email outage on Friday, 1700-2000, for routine server maintenance.  Please close out of Outlook by 1645 to avoid losing unsent emails.  We appreciate your understanding and patience as we work to make our system more secure.  Your questions or comments are welcome at the Help Desk, 555-8190.

How We Will Do RCW

I want to share with you my plan for how we will bring RCW into the Computer Support department.  We will offer two training workshops to make sure everyone has the opportunity to see, hear, and assimilate RCW concepts.  Then departmental management will give specific feedback regarding your progress in RCW.  The RCW guide will also be published on our department intranet website.

I’m planning an all-day RCW workshop next month, led by industry-renowned communications consultant David Taylor.  I’ll announce the actual days and times as they become available.  Please plan on attending, as Dr. Taylor will present specific techniques and examples of how to make RCW second nature in your daily writing.  There will be a make-up session in August for anyone who can’t attend the July workshop.  Don’t miss it!

The best thing about reader-centered writing is that we don’t have to wait for some new software or event to make it happen.  You can begin today, on your very next email, to make RCW a habit in your business communications.  Your manager has already seen the Taylor training video,  so he or she will be able to offer constructive criticism on your work regarding RCW use.

Taylor will provide us with a comprehensive, 85-page RCW Guidebook after the July workshop session.  This Guidebook will be available to all our intranet users in PDF and HTML formats.  Click on the Online Resources link to see our new webpage devoted to all RCW.

I hope you are as excited as I am about reader-centered writing and the breakthrough in communication effectiveness that it promises.  Imagine not having to sit there, trying to figure out what the author of that email meant.  Now imagine not having to do that for every one of the dozens of emails we all receive each day.  That is the kind of time savings we’re talking about with RCW.  However, everyone must use RCW for that to happen.  Talk with your manager if you have questions regarding this breakthrough set of techniques.  If we can’t answer your question, be sure to write it down and bring it to the workshop for Dr. Taylor to address.  I look forward to reading your next email.
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