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Writing and Editing LEANLY

The world and business are becoming more complex, while our attention spans are getting shorter. A long story these days is 750 words max; 300 words is more the norm. White papers that people read are 3 to 5 pages. A presentation that executives pay attention to is 5 to 10 slides. Text messages are 140 – 160 characters.
So how do you convey more with less?   

When you write: 

1. Put yourself in your audience’s shoes. Who is your audience? What do you need them to do? What’s the “call to action?” What do they already know about this topic? To what extent do they have context about the topic? What do they think about the topic? How might they react?  
Do you anticipate any resistance? If so, do you expect rational, emotional or political, or a combination? (Rational objections could be about the feasibility of the action, such as the timing, quality and steps required. Emotional stems from individuals feeling how the change will personally affect them.  Political resistance is about the uncertainty of losing power.) Present a balanced viewpoint with context and acknowledge their possible concerns. 
2. Focus tightly. Narrow your topic so you can easily manage the content. If you’ve got lots of information, include sidebars. Or break up the material into a multiple-part series. 
3. Organize your information in an easy-to-read manner. Use numbered or bulleted lists, which are easy for readers to scan quickly. State upfront if you expect your readers to take any actions. If so, be explicit about what they need to do and by when.  

4. Streamline. Avoid adjectives and adverbs as they add clutter. Steer clear of jargon too.
5. Break the rules you learned in school. Yes to sentence fragments! But no empty words and phrases, such as “there” and “moving forward.” Start sentences with “and” and “but.” Do follow your teachers’ advice for active voice, vibrant verbs and no-nonsense nouns. 

6. Use descriptive headlines and subheads. Present readers with guideposts to make it easy for them to scan the content and figure out the meaning.
7. Make your numbers. Always run the readability statistics in your word processing software. With Microsoft Word, you should strive for: (Comparison numbers for this document are in parentheses.)
· Passive sentences: less than 20% (0%)
· Flesch reading ease: 55% or more (67%)
· Flesch-Kincaid grade level: 10.4 or lower (6.3%) (News websites and newspapers write for the 8th grade.)
8. Help your readers prepare. Anticipate any questions your readers may get from their stakeholders to better prepare. For example, include sample questions and answers for both the simple and tough questions. (If you face space limitations, link to a FAQ section.) 
9. Beat your deadline to give yourself time to clobber your copy. Write quickly, using the highlight feature to mark passages that need polishing or trimming. Finish a first draft before your deadline (a day, well maybe, an hour ahead). Use the extra time to edit your copy ... ruthlessly. Challenge yourself to reduce your word count—multiple times. And strive to increase the readability while reducing the grade level. (Use the spelling and grammar tools.) 

10. Test with others. To ensure your brevity is clear—not dull and opaque—ask a few people to read and comment. Everyone needs at least one editor.

When you edit, especially if you’re working with non-professional writers:
1. Take time upfront to talk with your writers. Remember that your goal is to avoid do-overs if humanly possible. So be clear on your expectations. For instance, what’s the point of the article/presentation? Why should readers care? What do you want readers to think or do? How many words do you want?
2. Provide tools and templates in advance. Give your writers a style sheet. Show them samples of good writing for the type of piece they’re doing for you. Go over jargon they should avoid. Be sure they know how to use the readability statistics in their word processing software, including how to interpret them and what scores you expect. 
3. Encourage them to be active and green. Emphasize that real writers use the active voice, not the passive. (Ask them for examples of the two to make sure they know the difference. Remember, it may have been a long time since they studied grammar.) Also stress that writers need to spare the air too. That means economizing—being clear, concise and vivid while using a minimum of words. Also explain the importance of making sure their first sentence grabs and connects with the readers. 
4. Require self-editing. Ask your writers to edit themselves first, including running the Word readability statistics and then editing. When your writers are satisfied with their work, ask them to post the stats on their articles so you can quickly see what you’ve received.
5. Assign a deadline that works for both writer and editor.  Agree on a timeline that is reasonable for your writers; however, don’t shortchange yourself, especially if you’ve never worked with the individual before on a writing assignment.  No need for you to be the only one rushed, stressed and agitated at the end. Be courteous and remind your writers of the deadline several days before; they may not be used to working on a writing deadline. 
6. Don't rush to judge. Hold your breath when you first read the article. Consider what works and what needs editing. Set aside time later to edit. If you think the material needs an extreme makeover, first decide if it’s worth the effort. (If the topic is low-interest, low-risk to your organization, you probably should go with it, even if it violates good writing rules.)
7. Keep a back-up editor for the editor. If you decide the material needs extensive editing, ask for a second opinion. If it does, determine whether you should do the honors or ask somebody else for help, including asking the writer to rewrite. Also assess the degree to which you want to be right/write versus maintaining good relationships.  
8. Read the finished work out loud. Whether you’re writing for the web or the ear, you can catch awkward or confusing phrases when you read the document out loud. 

9. Enlist others to help. Ask someone who’s not been involved to read. Fresh eyes and ears can point out trouble spots.  They can give you input on both readability and content.  
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