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· High-impact memo style:

Kimble, J. (2003). Writing for dollars, writing 
to please. Retrieved from http://www.plainlanguagenetwork.org/
kimble/dollars.htm
Suchan, J. (1991, March-April). The high cost of bureaucratic written communications. Business Horizons. Available from http://findarticles.com/
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	Give Your Memos High Impact 

How long does it take people to respond to your memos? If you need quick action, use a high-impact style. 

A high-impact memo puts the bottom line first. Begin by letting people know why you are writing to them. Then preview the points you’re going to cover.

Compare these two beginnings:

1. Two recent events at the Toledo site have pointed out that perhaps we are not giving our customers enough guidance on the operation of the high pressure injection system.

2. The accidents that happened at Toledo could also happen here. To prevent reactor meltdowns, we must train operators to stop high pressure injections safely.

The first example is from a memo actually sent to supervisors of the Three Mile Island facility. Another engineer gave the same warning, but buried it at the end of a memo filled with technical jargon. Managers dismissed both memos as routine. As a result, when the core overheated in 1979, operators did not know how to prevent a meltdown. 

Most of your memos won’t deal with life-threatening situations. However, a high-impact style makes people more likely to act on your memos the day they’re received. A straightforward style also saves money. Suchan calculated that high-impact memos cut the time Navy officers spent rereading by 17–23%. Estimated cost savings? $53 million/year.

To write a high-impact memo:  

• Put the bottom line first. “Answer the question, ‘Why are you writing to me?’” advises Suchan.

• Preview the points you’re going to cover if your memo is one page or longer.

• Remember that people often stop reading when they think they have the information they need. “Put the hard stuff last,” say Canavor and Meirowitz. Detailed explanations, references, and notes belong at the end of the memo. “Chances are half the readers won't get that far.” 

• Follow plain language principles:

• Start your sentence with the main action. Compare When presenting critical warnings, it has been found to be most effective to avoid burying the warning at the end of the memo to Put critical warnings first and technical details last.
• Keep sentences to no more than 30 words.

• Make paragraphs no longer than two to four sentences.

• Use technical language only if your audience understands it.

Is there any time when you shouldn’t use high-impact style? Putting the bottom line first is appropriate for 90% of memos, says Dianna Booher. Exceptions: Negative responses or bad news  can be too blunt if you present them first. When responding to a complaint, you should first show that you understand the problem and then emphasize what you’re doing to correct it. 
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