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BEGIN WITH THE END IN MIND 
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January 27-28, 
1986 

POOR COMMUNICATION 
CAN NULLIFY 

GOOD INFORMATION 



SPACE SHUTTLE CHALLENGER  
JANUARY 28, 1986 



Roger Boisjoly Rubber O-rings 

JANUARY 27, 1986 

 In 1985, first documented 
concerns about the rubber O-rings 
that sealed the joints of the rocket 
boosters. 

 

 Not enough data to determine 
whether the joints would properly 
seal if the O-rings were colder 
than 53 °F. 

 

 Forecasted overnight low of 28°F 

 

 Recommended postponing the 
launch. 



GOOD INFORMATION,  
CONFUSING PRESENTATION 



Roger Boisjoly Allan McDonald 

JANUARY 27, 1986 



JANUARY 27, 1986 



BAD COMMUNICATION NEGATES 
GOOD INFORMATION 



SAME INFORMATION,  
BETTER PRESENTATION 



SPACE SHUTTLE CHALLENGER  
JANUARY 28, 1986 



A PROBLEM CAN'T BE 
ADDRESSED  

IF IT CAN'T BE SEEN. 



INFORMATION 
+ 

COMMUNICATION 
= 

MESSAGE 



COMMUNICATION 
= 

CONTENT + DESIGN 



GOOD CONTENT 



 What are you trying 
to accomplish? 

 

 What is the message 
you want the reader 
to take away? 

 

 What is distracting 
your reader? 

DEFINE YOUR GOALS 



KNOW YOUR AUDIENCE 



USE A CONVERSATIONAL TONE 



 With respect to the review of existing regulations and the  promulgation 
of new regulations, section 3(a) of Executive Order 12988, “Civil Justice 
Reform,” 61 FR 4729 (February 7, 1996), imposes on Executive 
agencies the general duty to adhere to the following requirements:  (1) 
Eliminate drafting errors and ambiguity; (2) write regulations to minimize 
litigation; and (3) provide a clear legal standard for affected conduct 
rather than a general standard and promote simplification and burden 
reduction.  With regard to the review required by section 3(a), section 
3(b) of Executive Order 12988 specifically requires that Executive 
agencies make every reasonable effort to ensure that the regulation:  
(1) Clearly specifies the preemptive effect, if any; (2) clearly specifies 
any effect on existing Federal law or regulation; (3) provides a clear 
legal standard for affected conduct while promoting simplification and 
burden reduction; (4) specifies the retroactive effect, if any; (5) 
adequately defines key terms; and (6) addresses other important issues 
affecting clarity and general draftsmanship under any guidelines issued 
by the Attorney General.  Section 3(c) of Executive Order 12988 
requires Executive agencies to review regulations in light of applicable 
standards in section 3(a) and section 3(b) to determine whether they are 
met or it is unreasonable to meet one or more of them.  DHS has 
completed the required review and determined that, to the extent 
permitted by law, this final rule meets the relevant standards of 
Executive Order 12988.  

 

 

KEEP IT SHORT 



KEEP IT SHORT 



 Avoid complicated 
terminology or 
acronyms 

 

 Can you use a 
plainer alternative to 
get your message 
across just as 
accurately? 

KEEP IT SIMPLE 



 In our endeavor to 
ensure guest safety 
at all times, visitors 
should please note 
that fire bell testing 
is carried out every 
Monday at 9:30 a.m. 

 We test the fire bell 
every Monday at 
9:30 a.m. 

KEEP IT SIMPLE 



 Define the term or 
acronym the first time 
you use it. 

 

 Feel free to spell it 
out again later. 

DEFINE UNAVOIDABLE JARGON AND 
ABBREVIATIONS 



USE PLAIN LANGUAGE 

Communication that 
your audience can 

understand the  

first time  
they hear or read it. 



STICK TO THE POINT 



 Aim for sentences of 
15 to 20 words 
(average). 

 Read it aloud to see 
if it is too wordy or 
confusing.  

 Use bullet points 
instead of long lists 
within a sentence. 

BREAK UP LONG SENTENCES  
AND PARAGRAPHS 



 Break multi-concept 
sentences into two. 

 

 They’ll hate you if 
they have to read it 
twice to understand. 

BREAK UP COMPLEX INFORMATION 



 Eliminates ambiguity: 
 Passive: “It must be done.” 
 Active: “You must do it.”  

 

 Emphasizes important messages 
 Passive: “O-ring failure temperature will be 

achieved at 32 degrees.” 
 Active: “The O-rings will fail at 32 degrees.” 

ACTIVE VOICE 



GET FEEDBACK 



Robert Stacy McCain 

“WRITING IS A SKILL,  
NOT A TALENT, AND THIS 

DIFFERENCE IS IMPORTANT 
BECAUSE A SKILL CAN BE 
IMPROVED BY PRACTICE.” 



GOOD DESIGN 



What emotions do you wish to invoke? 
 

 To what do you want their eye to be 
drawn? 
 

How can you create a theme across the 
entire document? 

CONVEY YOUR MESSAGE  
THROUGH DESIGN 



USE A CLEAN AND CLEAR FONT 



LEARN & UTILIZE THE DIFFERENCES 
BETWEEN SERIF AND SANS-SERIF 



USE A CONSISTENT FONT THEME 



USE WHITE SPACE TO CONVEY 
STRUCTURE AND ORDER 



USE WHITE SPACE TO CONVEY PEACE 



 Use contrasting color 
to brighten up a 
document.  

 

 Use simple color 
borders at the top or 
bottom of a page.  

ADD COLOR, BUT CAREFULLY 



PLAN A COLOR PALETTE 



 If you are giving 
instructions, consider 
drawings or photos of 
each step.  

 If you are presenting 
numerical data, 
consider a graph, 
chart, or table.  

 Keep graphics 
relevant, simple, and 
close to the text. 

USE IMAGES AND VISUALS 



USE IMAGES AND VISUALS 



 If you want to stress a 
point, use lower case 
bold for isolated 
words or sentences.  

 Italics and underlining 
make it harder to 
decipher the shape of 
a word. 

 All block capitals can 
make it appear that 
YOU ARE SHOUTING! 

USE FONT FACES TO DRAW FOCUS 



 Use headings and sub-
headings that contrast 
with the basic font.  

 

 Follow a consistent 
theme. 

 

 Use the “Styles” 
features in Microsoft 
Word 

USE HEADINGS TO BUILD STRUCTURE 



WHICH WOULD  
YOU RATHER? 



WHERE DO YOU WANT THEM TO 
FOCUS THEIR EYES? 



Population and Employment Forecasts 
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Population Employment
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Source: 2012-2040 RRPDC Socioeconomic Data Report. 

Richmond Region  



Per Capita Income by Peer Regions 
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Source: U.S. Census, American Community Survey, 2008-2012 5-Year Estimate. 



Population Distribution by Age 

54 
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RIVERS OF THE  
RICHMOND REGION 

2015 Update 





First Edition 



Third Edition 



First Edition 



Third Edition 



COLOR PALETTE 



PARAGRAPH STYLES 



CITIZENS EMERGENCY 
PREPAREDNESS GUIDE 

• Make a plan 
• Get a kit 
• Stay informed  











IN SUMMARY Dos and Don’ts 



 Procrastinate 

 Bore them with technical 
minutiae 

 Lots of acronyms 

 Fancy vocabulary 

 Regurgitate the obvious 

 Overwhelm them 

 Go it alone 

 Make it ugly 

 Plan ahead 

 Keep it simple &  
to the point 

 Explain jargon 

 Use plain language 

 Teach them new things 

 Educate them 

 Use multiple editors 

 Design it pretty 

Don’t Do 

HOW TO ENSURE IT IS READ 



 “Get Read: A guide to making reader-friendly publications;” Les Robinson; Enabling Change; 
www.enablingchange.com.au 

 “How to write clearly;” European Commission; ec.europa.eu 

 “Claire's clear writing tips”; European Commission; ec.europa.eu 

 “How to write in plain English;” Simply Put; www.simplyput.ie 

 “Document design tips;” Simply Put; www.simplyput.ie 

 “Federal Plain Language Guidelines;” Plain Language Action and Information Network; 
www.plainlanguage.gov 

 “Plain Language: A Handbook for Writers in the U.S. Federal Government;” Lauchman, Richard; 
www.plainlanguage.gov 

 “Designing For The Reading Experience;” Smashing Magazine; www.smashingmagazine.com 

 “First Things First: The Lost Art of Summarizing;” Kimble, Joe Kimble; www.plainlanguage.gov 

 “How to Write Articles that Don’t Generate Business;” American Bar Association; www.americanbar.org 

 “How to Do a Newsletter That Gets Read;” University of Missouri Extension; missouri.edu 

 “8 Incredibly Simple Ways to Get More People to Read Your Content;” Copyblogger; 
www.copyblogger.com 

RESOURCES 
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