Mohammed Atef was furious.
The Al Qaeda leader had learned that a subordinate had broken
the rules repeatedly. So he did his duty as the feared military chief of
a global terror network: He fired off a memo.
In two pages mixing flowery religious terms with itemized
complaints, the Egyptian boss accused the militant of misappropriating
cash, a car, sick leave, research papers and an air conditioner during
“an austerity situation” for the network. He demanded a detailed
letter of explanation.
“I was very upset by what you did,” Atef wrote. “I obtained 75,000
rupees for you and your family’s trip to Egypt. I learned that you did
not submit the voucher to the accountant.”1

To:
Anyone Who Seeks to Influence Policy and Management
From: Bob Behn
Date: Timeless2

Re:

The Craft of Memo Writing

You can influence people — and thus both policy and implementation — in three ways: by
writing, by speaking, and by sending symbolic signals. Early in your career, your writing may be your
most important tool of influence. If your ideas make sense on paper, others may invite you to explain
them to larger audiences. And as your career progresses, you will be able to engage in symbolic
activities to personally dramatize the messages you send by writing and speaking.
To influence policy, competence in writing has long been necessary. In his autobiography,
Benjamin Franklin recalled that “prose-writing has been of great use to me in the course of my life,
and was a principal means of my advancement.”3 Indeed, of the North American colonies, the
historian Gordon Wood observes:
writing competently was such a rare skill that anyone who could do it well
immediately acquired importance. All the Founders, including Washington, first
gained their reputations by something they wrote.4
Fortunately, for you, writing competently is still — two-plus centuries later — a rare skill.
Unfortunately, you may never acquire the importance and influence that you seek — and
make the career advances that you desire — without first developing your ability to write clearly,
coherently, and persuasively. Thus, you need to devote significant time, thought, practice, and work
to ensure that your writing is influential.
You need to become a master of that much maligned — yet genuinely powerful and universally
indispensable — policy tool: the memo.
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The Influential Memo
“If people don’t read what you write, then what you write is a museum
piece.”
Theodore Levitt5

In the policy world, everyone reads memos. Thus, a lot of people must be writing memos. Yet,
not every memo that is written is also read. After all, a memo may be tossed to a harried official as he
or she dashes out of the office, stuffed into a briefcase, and only retrieved with a jumble of other
coffee-stained papers in Seat 29B. Most policy makers find that their memo-reading time is scarce.
They refuse to waste this precious asset on junk.6

The Memo-Writer’s Challenge
“Each good memo you write will help your reputation.”

Sarah Lamb7

In writing a memo, you are competing for the valuable time of some very influential people. At
the Kennedy School, the faculty must read every student’s memo. After you leave the Kennedy
School, however, no one is required to read a single one of your memos.
Thus every memo writer faces a challenge: How do I convince people to read what I have
written. If you acquire a reputation for producing chaotic, long-winded, obtuse, or irrelevant memos,
they will accumulate in everyone’s someday-I-have-to-read-this-stuff pile. If you can establish a
reputation for writing organized, concise, clear, informative, and useful memos, people will start
reading them. They will start paying attention.
To increase your influence, you need to work at building a reputation for crafting memos that
people believe they have to read. Then, work at developing a reputation for designing memos that
people want to read.

Your First Sentence
“The Herdmans were absolutely the worst kids in the history of the world.”
Barbara Robinson8

In anything you write, your first sentence is your most important. If your first sentence is
boring, if your first sentence is incoherent or irrelevant, if your first sentence contains nothing new,
no one will read your second sentence.
Thus, you should deliberately craft your first sentence to convince an audience drowning in
paper and flooded with e-mails — someone who is glancing at your memo while waiting for someone
else to answer the phone — that you have some ideas to which they need to pay attention.
 Don't waste your first sentence on boilerplate.
 Don't waste your first sentence telling your readers things they already know.
 Do use your first sentence to convince your very busy audience that the rest of
your memo (or, at least, your next sentence) is a must read. Use your first
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sentence to persuade them that your few pages are precisely what they need to
know to solve one of their most pressing problems.
What makes Barbara Robinson’s first sentence the best first sentence I have ever read?
Answer: Because it makes you want to read the second sentence. Indeed, it compels you to read the
second sentence. You can’t help yourself. You just have to know who these Herdman kids are and
what makes them so bad that, on the world’s worstness scale, they are ranked at the very top.
The purpose of your first sentence is to convince your audience to read your second sentence.

Writing and Analytical Thinking
“The objective of languages is not only, as is commonly believed, to express
ideas and images by signs. Languages are also genuine analytical
methods, with the aid of which we proceed from the known to the
unknown. . . . An analytical method is a language; a language is an
analytical method, and these two expressions are, in a certain sense,
synonyms.”
Antoine Lavoisier9

Self-critical writing is a tool for thinking analytically. Indeed, you may not know what you
truly think until you commit that potential (though still amorphous) thought to paper and then
evaluate it analytically, critically, dispassionately:
 Does this sentence make sense? Does this paragraph make sense?
 Does my entire memo possess a coherent, internal logic?
 What are the flaws in the core idea? In my explanation of this idea? In the
reasoning and evidence supporting this idea?
 Who might quarrel with the analysis in the memo? On what basis? What part of
the memo do I need to modify to anticipate and rebut that criticism?
 Have I been too lazy to think through this problem carefully and clearly and thus
resorted to filling my memo with vacuous jargon?10
This explains why writing is, itself, analytical. Like any analytical method, it disciplines thinking.
Like any analytical method, it can be employed imperfectly or even badly. Nevertheless, analytical
writing can foster analytical thinking.
The Russian psychologist, Lev Vygotsky, argued that thinking was an internal conversation
and that writing down such thinking made these thoughts more explicit. Moreover, the individual,
through the struggle to commit to paper his or her precise thoughts, did not merely clarify and polish
these ideas but also began to uncover new ideas and new ways of thinking about the problem.11
An effective policy memo is convincing because of the coherence of its underlying logic — and
because of the clarity of its presentation of that logic. The logic emerges, however, only from careful
thinking — from thinking that is disciplined by the need to put down on paper words that
unambiguously explain these ideas and that deal equally explicitly with, at least, the most obvious or
relevant objections.
Good writing requires good thinking. No writer can save poor thinking. You cannot rescue
poor ideas with clever words. But bad writing can — and too often does — sabotage good thinking.
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Form Follows Function
“It is the pervading law of all things organic and inorganic, of all things
physical and metaphysical, of all things human and all things
super-human, of all true manifestations of the head, of the heart, of the
soul, that the life is recognizable in its expression, that form ever follows
function. This is the law.”
Louis Sullivan12

Louis Sullivan, the architect who helped rebuild Chicago after the fire of 1871, had it right —
and not just about buildings. He also had it right about memos: form follows function.
A memo can serve a variety of functions: to convey an idea; to influence your audience’s
thinking; to convince people that your proposed policy is superior; to persuade people to implement
your management strategy. Thus, when writing a memo, don’t surrender to some mindless template.
Instead, create a form for your memo that best performs this function — that most persuasively
presents your message.
Help your reader understand your message. Don’t bury your key idea in the middle of page 3.
Don’t save it until the end, as if you were Anne Perry crafting an enigmatic mystery novel. Do
organize every paragraph so that its key point is absolutely clear — so that it jumps off the page.

Design Your Memo
“Most people make the mistake of thinking design is what it looks like . .
. . That's not what we think design is . . . . Design is how it works.”
Steve Jobs13

Indeed, don’t just write your memo. Design it. Employ headings and subheadings, bullets
and italics — and white space too — to impart the structure of your argument and to highlight your
key points. Design your memo so that a reader can scan it quickly and grasp your message.
At the same time, don’t distract the reader by mixing in too many fancy fonts, by underlining
too many words, by creating too many subsections with too many subheadings, by puncturing the
page with too many bullets. If your formatting is too confusing, you will only distract or discourage
potential readers.
Avoid the obtuse background section. Lazy writers dump into a background section all of the
information that they think their audience might need to know (though they never explain why).
Whenever a reader’s eyes see the heading “Background,” his or her neurons fire the word “Boring.”
No one reads the background section. At best, your audience skips it and goes looking for something
interesting; at worst, they simply toss your memo. So, instead of the background dump, only tell
your audience the key facts when they need to know them.14
Finally, avoid the impenetrable, intimidating page. Don’t make any single page too
overwhelming. Don’t make any paragraph too dense. Don’t make any sentence too long. Design your
memo to entice your audience to read it.
The design of your memo is not, however, something that you put in at the end to make it look
pretty. You need to consider your design from the very beginning. Then as your thinking evolves, you
need to simultaneously modify both your ideas and your design, testing whether your latest design
presents your thinking best, or discovering that it exposes some weaknesses in your thinking, thus
requiring that you modify both your thinking — your words, your sentences, and your design.
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Of Apple’s design, Jobs notes: “People think it's this veneer — that the designers are handed
this box and told, ‘Make it look good!’ That's not what we think design is. It's not just what it looks
like and feels like. Design is how it works.”15

Write for Your Personal Audience
“Never treat your audience as customers, always as partners.”
Jimmy Stewart16

Usually, when you write a memo, you are writing it for your team, your colleagues, your
partners (who may even be your friends). Yes, you may be addressing it to your boss. Or you may be
drafting it for your boss to review, maybe tweak, initial, and forward to his or her boss. Still, you are
a partner on the team that will, if your memo is influential, act on your ideas.
Thus, you will know your audience personally. You will know how your partners think. You
will know how each of them likes to receive information. You will understand what they know and
don’t know. Use this inside information to your advantage — to ensure that the content and design of
your memo responds directly to your audience’s presentation preferences, current knowledge, and
strategic needs.
Unless your purpose is to keep yourself out of jail, you are writing not for your own benefit but
for your partner’s. What does your team want? Need? What problems does your team think it has?
Actually has? Design your memo to solve one of your team’s most pressing problems:
 Maybe your partners need some basic information.
 Maybe your partners need to understand the core dilemma of a complex policy
problem.
 Maybe your partners need to choose from among a plethora of competing
alternatives.
 Maybe your partners need to a new, innovative management strategy.
Design your memo to answer your team’s pressing questions — to help solve a currently important
problem. Yes, if you write a particularly brilliant memo (or a particularly scandalous one), it may be
photocopied and widely circulated. Still, you are writing your memo not for mass circulation but for a
very small, very specific, very individualized audience.
At the same time, remember that you may have a secondary audience. If your team likes your
memo, someone may wish to circulate it more widely. Thus, design your memo so that it could be
distributed to educate a wider audience with little or no revisions (and so that it can be leaked with
little or no embarrassment).17

Write for Real People, Not Bureaucrats
“Lincoln never used a two- or three-syllable word where a one-syllable word
would do.”
Ted Sorensen18

Make it easy for your readers to obtain the information and analysis that they seek and the
insight that you possess.

Behn: The Craft of Memo Writing

Page 6

 Be direct. If you are too subtle — too clever — your audience may misinterpret
your ideas.
 Abstain from boredom. If your writing is dull, people will assume you are too.
 Avoid fancy words. If you wouldn’t use a word or a phrase in an e-mail to your
college roommate, don’t use it in a memo.
 Make reading effortless. If your reader must wade through long, convoluted
sentences, if your reader must struggle to understand the structure of your
memo, if your reader can’t figure out your message, your memo is trash.
Usually, your audience for a memo is an individual (plus, perhaps, a few of his or her partners).
Write for that very specific individual.

Satisfy Your Readers’ Expectations
““To improve your writing, learn how readers go about their reading.
Readers know where to look for what. Learning what readers do allows a
writer to control what readers learn.”
George Gopen19

From his study of readers and writing, George Gopen concludes that “readers do not simply
read; they interpret.”20 Moreover, their interpretations are driven by their expectations for the
structure of what they are reading.
The people who read your memos come to the task with expectations. Satisfy them. In
particular, when reading a sentence, your readers expect to find certain things in certain places.
 The reader expects to find the agent of the action in the subject of the sentence.
If you fail to specify who did or should do what, your audience will be confused.
They will not understand how things really happened in the past, or who you
think should make something happen in the future. In a policy or management
memo, you need to do more than say what should happen. You have to explain
who, exactly, has to do what to make that happen. You should give this who —
this agent who will make happen what you want to happen — the place of honor
in the subject of your sentence.21
 The reader expects “a grammatical subject to be followed immediately by the
verb.”22 Don’t clutter up the space between subject and verb with several other
words; move them to either before or after the subject-verb part of the sentence.
 The reader expects to find the emphasis at the end of the sentence — in the
“stress position.” When you write the “shitty first draft”23 of any sentence, you
may tack a variety of phrases on to the end. You knew that these words belonged
somewhere in the sentence, but you couldn’t figure out where. Still, it should be
clear where they do not belong. These words do not belong at the end of the
sentence. You should reserve the end of your sentence for the word or phrase
that emphasizes your sentence’s big point.
 The reader expects to find old information at the beginning of a sentence — in the
“topic position.” This material links the sentence to what has come before and
provides the context for what is about to follow.
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Moreover, your readers expect you to express parallel ideas with parallel construction. For
example, if you create a list of items, each item in that list should have the same format. If you
employ a set of bullets, you should begin each bullet in the same way — for example, with the subject
of the sentence that composes the bullet, or with a verb. If the first bullet is a question, the
subsequent bullets should all be questions. (See the bullets above and below and Mr. Jefferson.24)
Your readers also expect that the number of items on an initial, overview list will match the
number of items on the subsequent, more detailed version of that list. For example, if, in your first
paragraph, you write that your memo will focus on five specific problems, your reader expects that the
rest of your memo will be organized around these same five problems — not around three problems,
or six data sets, or 14 tactics.
If you satisfy your readers’ expectations, they will find it easier to recognize your brilliance.

The Table and The Chart
“Much of the world these days is observed and assessed quantitatively —
and well-designed graphics are far more effective than words in showing
such observations.”
Edward Tufte25
Sometimes, you can make your point more quickly, more clearly, more effectively, and with
more detail by using a table, a chart, or some other graphic. This, however, depends not only on the
nature of your ideas but also on your audience’s desires. If your audience likes graphs, give them
graphs. If your audience hates graphs, find a way to make your point without one.
As when you write a sentence or paragraph, first determine what message you want to send.
Then select a graphic format and design it to convey — indeed, to dramatize — your message. For
this purpose, a pie chart is almost always useless. Tufte writes: “A table is nearly always better than
a dumb pie chart: the only worse design than a pie chart is several of them.”26 Just because Bill
Gates has given you the ability to create a pie chart doesn’t mean that you should.
An effective graphic will pass the photocopy test. After all, a good graphic — just like a good
memo — is apt to be photocopied and distributed. But will your graphic — without your
accompanying text — be comprehensible? This is “the photocopy test”: If a graphic can be
completely understood without any supplementary words, it passes this test.
Thus, for example, you should make sure that any graph you design has:
 a title that explains the point of the graph;
 the source of the data;
 clearly labeled axes; and
 two reasonable and clearly labeled scales. (Just because Bill Gates wants to put
the tick marks at 13.47, 16.92, 20.37, . . . doesn’t mean that you do or should.)
A graph that fails to satisfy one of these conditions, a graph that fails to pass the photocopy test, is a
graph that is worse than useless. It is a graph that wastes people’s valuable time without conveying
any useful information.
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There Is No Such Thing As Good Writing, Only Good Rewriting
George Plimpton: “How much rewriting do you do?”
Ernest Hemingway: “It depends. I rewrote the ending to Farewell to Arms,
the last page of it, thirty-nine times before I was satisfied.”
Plimpton: “Was there some technical problem there? What was it that had
stumped you?”
Hemingway: “Getting the words right.”27
Getting the words right — this requires rewriting. And rewriting. And then more rewriting.
You need to get your words right, because your audience will only read so much. Maybe this
limit is five pages. Maybe it is only one page. Regardless of the limit, you will be pressed to live
within its constraints — to include all of your absolutely essential ideas without violating your
audience’s patience. This requires rewriting.
Unfortunately, this rewriting is work. It takes time.28 As Blaise Pascal wrote to a friend, “I
have made this letter longer than usual because I lack the time to make it shorter.”29
Still, it usually makes sense to write long and edit. Start with a big brain dump — with all of
the many ideas that you would like to make. Then, realizing that your audience won’t possibly read
all of this stuff, you will need to cut.
But how? “How can I possibly omit any of my absolutely essential ideas and captivatingly
clever words30 — words without which my audience will never understand the sophistication of my
thinking?”
To the rescue rides William Strunk: “Omit needless words. Omit needless words. Omit
needless words,” he told generations of literary gluttons.31 Ignore this advice at your peril. Follow it,
and it will help you rewrite to your audience’s satisfaction. Still, this advice is difficult to implement.
It requires you to ruthlessly purge your most cherished words. Fortunately, for this task, George
Orwell provides a useful rule: “If it is possible to cut out a word, always cut it out.”32
You can examine any policy topic in a multiplicity of lengths. About any subject, you can
write a 700-page encyclopedia or a 700-word op-ed piece. So before you start to write your memo,
you have to determine how long (at least, approximately) it can be.
Are you charged with writing a lean, one-page memo? If so write an opulent, two-page draft.
Then get brutal. Lop off sentences. Discard words.33 Rearrange paragraphs. And then, having pared
your literary masterpiece down to one page and four lines, don’t mess with the font. You’ll be
tempted. Don’t. Don’t engage in the simple and all-too-obvious trick of reducing the font size until
those four lines are all absorbed onto page one (and the resulting letters are indistinguishable from
ancient microglyphics).
This is when you earn your memo-writing laurels. This is when you combine literary brutality
and intellectual honesty. This is when you put your draft aside for an hour or a day (or even a week)
and return to it fresh — prepared to recognize how you can rewrite it one more time to be even more
concise and simultaneously more clear. This is when you are forced to decide what is really essential
and what can be held in reserve for the second edition.
For the last — but strictly implicit — sentence of every memo that you will ever write is:
“If you think these thoughts are useful, I have some even better ideas.”34
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the Complete Isaac Babel,” The New Yorker (November 5, 2001), 91.
32. George Orwell, “Politics and the English Language,” Horizon, vol. 13, no. 76 (April 1946), pp.
252-265.
33. In the first set of memos that I get in every course, I can draw a line through two (or five) words
in every memo without affecting the sentence’s and memo’s meaning.
34. Please note: This sentence is strictly implicit. The reader gets it. Yet, more than once, students
have taken this point literally and actually put this sentence at the bottom of the last page.
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