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Here’s something story-
tellers, marketers, lead-
ers, communicators, and 
activists need to remem-
ber– the clearest message 
always wins.

What keeps people from 
communicating clearly? 

Often, it’s simply knowing 
too much. 

When you have more ex-
perience than most people 
at something, it’s easy to 
write or speak in complex 
language and jargon. 
If people aren’t paying 

attention, however, all that 
expertise goes to waste!

Here’s a Iist of questions to 
ask yourself before, during, 
and after content produc-
tion in order to turn a com-
plex message into one that 
resonates with people. 

1. DOES IT START AND END WITH PURPOSE?
Start and end your writing and planning process with the question– what purpose does this serve? Are 
you trying to impress somebody with your product? Overcome an objection? Demonstrate that you are 
the absolute best option? When you’re done with the first draft, ask yourself if it nails that goal.

2. AM I COMMUNICATING A SINGLE MESSAGE?
If you want to write a clear email, it should address a single issue. Want to write a clean brochure? All 
the information should still serve the same purpose. When you want to add more points, it’s probably 
worth coming up with a whole new item to deal with that.

3. WHO, SPECIFICALLY, AM I TALKING TO?
Speak to people at their level, using their language. Have a typical reader or listener in mind as you 
write or edit. Give her a name and a job. What kind of books does this person read? What are her fu-
ture concerns?

4. DOES EVERYTHING SERVE THE MAIN MESSAGE?
Once you’ve picked a main point, the rest of your document should serve the purpose of setting up 
and strengthening that point, not distracting from it. Create tension in the question you are about to 
answer. Raise the stakes for why your point matters. Strengthen your claim with key facts.

BEFORE



5. AM I SHOWING THAT I 
KNOW, OR SHARING EVERY-
THING THAT I KNOW?
You’ve had years of experience, but they have a busy 
life. Explain your point well, show confidence in your 
claims, and give an opportunity for follow up questions, 
through a Q&A segment, links to other posts, a refer-
ence sheet, or an email address.

DURING

6. AM I SPENDING MORE TIME 
EXPLAINING HOW RATHER 
THAN WHY?
Think of insurance companies… you have plenty of op-
portunities to “ask” how their programs work, through 
FAQ pages, fine print, or talking to a representative. 
Their ads, however, will simply say they’re “by your 
side” and “you’re in good hands.” Ultimately, peace of 
mind is the end purpose.

7. AM I USING INSIDER TERMS 
OR TECHNICAL LANGUAGE?
Never use technical jargon or insider terminology when 
a more accessible term is available. When somebody 
is confronted by a bunch of words that are unfamiliar, it 
creates an immediate impression that the material isn’t 
for them. Try to match your audiences language, of 
course, but steer towards simplicity.

8. COULD AN ANALOGY, EX-
AMPLE, OR VISUAL BE USED?
Would an infographic be the clearest way to share your 
information? Would an analogy to something familiar 
get the point across faster than a wordy explanation? Is 
there a case study that perfectly captures your point? 
Don’t create your own limits for how something is “sup-
posed” to be communicated.

AFTER

9. CAN I CUT MY WORD 
COUNT DOWN TO 60%?
Forcing yourself to keep a word limit often makes you 
go back and figure out how to say the same thing with 
shorter- and clearer- sentences. Trimming down a word 
count is easier for some materials than others, but just 
about anything can be cut to somewhere between 
50%-80%.**

10. WHAT DOES A NON-EX-
PERT THINK?
You’ve got to know somebody who doesn’t work in 
your field you can ask for a quick opinion. Asking 
somebody outside of your expertise if your message is 
easily understood. Their answer is a good way to know 
if your materials are ready, or if they could use another 
revision.

**I totally did that with this document and you’ll notice each of these blurbs are at 50 words or under. Of course I’m kind of cheating thanks to this footnote!


