LBJ Graduate Wiiting Center

Concise Guide to Writing Memoranda
Crisp and Economical Prose

Memoranda (known as memos) are a
common form of correspondence sent
within an organization. Memoranda may
serve many argumentative aims ranging
from arguing to inquire, convince,
persuade and negotiate to meet the
demands of different rhetorical contexts
(Crustus and Channell 8). Accordingly,
the memo genre consists of several
categories.

At the LBJ School, for example, graduate
students will typically write:
I Proposal memoranda: arguing
to inquire or request

I Background memoranda
(memos of conversation,
briefings): arguing to inform the
reader about an important issue

I Analytical memoranda: arguing
to convince and persuade the
audience

I Policy and action memoranda
(advocacy): arguing to persuade
a policy maker or negotiate a
particular position

Organizations will differ greatly in their
classification of memoranda. The State
Department, for example, uses two
general types— briefing memoranda
(information and appointment) and
action memoranda (request and options)
(Chittick 98-9).

Memos can range from 1 to 15 pages;
nonetheless, even the shortest of memos
demand a sound writing process and

attention to “crisp and economical

prose” (Apfel).

This brief instructional note will suggest
possible planning, drafting, and revision
strategies for a common text in the public
affairs field.
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Document Conventions

Headings

No matter what type of memorandum you are writing, all
memos begin with general identification information.

Letterhead
Interoffice Memorandum

To: LBJ Graduate Students
From: Talitha May, Writing Instructor TM

Subject: Memoranda Workshop Notes for Review
Date: August 16, 20XX
CC: LBJ Faculty Members

Executive Summary

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipiscing
elit. Nunc non quam. Quisque lobortis malesuada
nisi. Vestibulum nunc magna, elementum a,
condimentum semper, sagittis at, nibh. Ut pretium
nisi sed lacus. Sed ultrices neque at ipsum.
Suspendisse condimentum aliquam risus.
Pellentesque accumsan. In vel odio. Fusce volutpat,
lacus vel posuere scelerisque, nulla enim gravida
erat, vitae imperdiet ipsum sapien sed libero. Nam id
neque. Morbi lacinia lorem eget ligula. Praesent
vehicula nibh eget tellus. Aenean at ligula vitae nulla
vulputate pulvinar.

Memos do not include an inside address, salutation or
complimentary closing; however, they may include the
organization’s name or an abbreviated letterhead followed by
the heading “Interoffice Memorandum.” Beneath the heading
include four basic subheadings:

I To: indicates the name of the recipient

I From: indicates the name of the person who wrote
the memo. Provide your name followed by your job
title. Write your initials next to your name to
demonstrate you have reviewed the memo and take
responsibility for its content.

Depending on your organization’s culture, list the
names of persons receiving the memo either
alphabetically, or in descending, alphabetical order of
organizational rank.

I Subject: serves as a title. Be direct and include your
topic and overall purpose of your memo (see pg. 6).

! Date: indicates the date on which the memo is sent.
Consider writing out the month rather than using the
all-numerical format.

I CC (carbon copy): use for informative purposes
rather than as a threatening gesture to the recipient.

Document

Format memoranda the following way:
I Use one inch-margins around the page

I Begin all lines of the memo at the left margin

I Single-space the body of the memo and include a
space between paragraphs

I Print the second and all subsequent pages of the
memo on plain paper rather than abbreviated
letterhead

I Use proper formats of documentation. Remember,
writers must properly attribute sources in memoranda.
No professional text is exempt from giving credit
where credit is due. If using Chicago-style
documentation, the use of endnotes versus footnotes is
contingent upon your professors’ preferences.

Template Use

Many organizations provide specialized memo templates and
may even require writers to use particular colors of paper to
designate memo type. Most LBJ students will typically use the
memo template on Microsoft Word. To access the template
follow the below steps:

1. Open Word

2. Select File

3. Select New

4. Choose Memo

The elegant style allows you to add more content to your page
without sacrificing readability. The default font is Garamond;
however, you may easily change the font to suit your context.

INTEROFFICE MEMORANDUM

TO: [CLICK HERE AND TYPE NAME]
FROM: [CLICK HERE AND TYPE NAME]
SUBJECT: [CLICK HERE AND TYPE SUBJECT]
DATE: 1/7/08

CC: [CLICK HERE AND TYPE NAME]

HOW TO USE THIS MEMO TEMPLATE

Select text you would like to replace, and type your memo. Use styles such as Heading 1-3
and Body Text in the Style control on the Formatting toolbar. To save changes o this template for
future use, on the File menu, click Save As. In the Save As Type box, choose Document
Template (the filename extensions should change from doc o .dof) and save the template. Next
time you want to use the updated template, on the File menu, click New. [n the New Document
task panc, under Templates, click Qn my computer. [n the Templates dialog, your updated
template will appear on the General tab)

Figure 1: Microsoft OfPce memorandum template (elegant)



Writing Process

Purpose

Prior to writing, take the time to plan your memo. Planning
will save you time rather than if you begin composing without
a clear sense of direction. Initially determine what your overall
purpose is. Is the goal of your memo to draft a proposal for a
term paper, for example? Do you instead have to prepare a
policy maker for public discussion of a specific issue? If your
overall purpose for writing is unclear, the text will subsequently
be vague and overly general.

Always be sure to review your assignment sheet and identify
key strategic terms so you may determine what you want to
accomplish in your memo. If you do not understand your
professor’s or client’s expectations, then ask—do not base your
purpose on assumptions and misunderstandings.

Generating Ideas

If your instructor requires you to write an analytical memo on
a topic of your choosing in which you have to explain an
article’s underlying assumptions, then initially determine your
subject and take the time to flesh out the main ideas you want
to convey. Sometimes it is only through focused freewriting that
you begin to determine what your main ideas are. Likewise,
writers may freewrite several pages just to find that the last
sentence succinctly summarizes the memo into a focused and
concise statement of purpose. In addition to freewriting, writers
may generate ideas a number of ways using clustering,
brainstorming, and questioning methods.

Clustering

Clustering is a method of generating ideas and discovering
temporary relationships and groupings. To begin the process,
type your topic and goal in the middle of a blank screen and
circle it. Think about ideas associated with your topic and write
them in a ring around your topic. Underneath each idea, type
supporting evidence in the form of lists. With this process of
relating and branching ideas, you may develop meaningful
groupings of ideas and lists and potentially flesh out a working
outline, yet without potential associated linear restrictions.

Brainstorming

Brainstorming is another unstructured way of generating main
ideas—the process involves creating a list of ideas related to
your topic and purpose. Examine your list and determine how
you can potentially categorize your ideas.

Questioning

Questioning is a structured way to flesh out your ideas. You
could, for example, aim to answer the typical “w” journalistic
questions for your Advanced Management memos. For memos
assigned in Advanced Topics in Public policy, it may be useful

to focus your overall purpose and ask questions based upon
Stephen Toulmin’s argumentative model.

Audience

Analyzing your audience will help you make effective decisions
when writing your memo. Consider the following questions:

I What are your audience( expectations? In the
context of a management class, for example, does
your professor want you to abbreviate your summary
of the problem, but focus your efforts on
recommended actions? In contrast, is your audience
less informed about the problem? Does your professor
want you to draw upon class readings or key concepts
from lecture?

I Who is your audience? Think in terms of language,
geographical region, education, age, gender,
occupation, ethnic and cultural heritage, political
orientation, sexual orientation, and more. Your
professor is of course your audience, but your
professor may also adopt the role of a particular
audience (governor, mayor, prime minister, etc.).

I How does your par ticular rhetorical stance
affect how you comm unicate with y our
audience?

I What is your organizational relationship with
your audience?

I What preconceptions do you have about the
topic?

I What what social, political, religious, personal or
other influences have contributed to your overall
perspective?

Organization

The organization of your memo is contingent upon the context
of your memo; however, many management memos lend
themselves easily to chronological arrangement:
| Statement of pur pose: after a 1-2 introduction
lead-in, offer your statement of purpose.

I Current situation: provide a brief, accurate and
objective description of the current problem.

I Past situation: discuss how key players have
addressed the issue in the past and explain what the
results were.

I Future action: explain what the organization or key
players should do about the issue in the future.
Determine a feasible recommendation followed by
your proposed actions.



Organization Possibilities

In his book, 50 One-Minute TisBetter CommunicatioeafhV

of BusnesCommunication Ldet@sip E. Bozek offers the
following organizational possibilities in “Tip 24” that may be
relevant to management classes and for those students enrolled
in a dual degree with the McCombs School of Business:

Pur pose: to recommend solutions to a prob lem

I Summary and forecast

I (Optional) Summary of the problem and
recommended solution(s)

! The problem in detail
1. Negative effects
1. Causes

I Comparison of possible solutions

I Recommended solution(s)

I Action requests (61).

Pur pose: to sell a product or idea
I Summary and forecast
I Needs/concerns
I Comparison of possible solutions
I Recommended solution
1. Specific benefits
2. Specific features
I Economics
I Pricing structures
I Value-added features
I Cost effectiveness
I Action requests (62).

Pur pose: to recommend a strate gy to reach a goal

I Summary and forecast

I The goal
1. Specific description of goal
i.  Benefits of goal

I Obstacles to goal

I Comparison of possible strategies to overcome
obstacles

I Recommendation strategy

I Action Requests (61).

Pur pose: to motiv ate to action
I Summary and forecast
I Consequences of inaction
I Comparison of possible actions
I Recommended action
1. Specific benefits
1. Specific features
I Recommended first steps
I Action requests (61).

Pur pose: to trace development
Summary and forecast
Background; past events

|

!

! Clurrent situations

! Future situations/actions
|

Action requests (61).

Remember, the organization of your memo is contingent upon
context. As such, Bozek’s organizational examples are meg
u@ettonsind may serve as an impetus to flesh out your unique
organization. Think about your content first rather than trying
to limit your communication to a mere static form. For
Department of State formats, see William Chittick, “Writing
Policy Memoranda, Teaking Blitical Science

Background & Analytical
Memoranda

You may need to specifically draft a background memo ,
which “summarize[s] key aspects of an important issue” and
offers a critique for some of your classes (Gholz 1). LBJ
professor Eugene Gholz suggests the following organization for
such a memo in his class:

Pur pose: to pro vide backg round on an issue
I Clear statement of the problem/issue, including
its importance to the reader
Short summary of facts/history
Interpretation 1
Interpretation 2
Take aways/sound bites
Summary conclusion (Gholz 1).

Still, other classes may require an analytical memo in which the
memo’s content is based upon the context of the class. Analysis
1s essentially the process of breaking an idea into its core
components and examining each component in turn. When
analyzing a piece of literature, for example, a writer could
specifically examine the text’s methodology, evidence, and
theoretical assumptions. The notion of anaysswill differ
among your professors. LBJ professor Eugene Gholz outlines his
organization requisites as follows:

Pur pose: to analyze an argument

I Clear statement of the problem (why is your topic
important?)

I Short summary of the presentation under analysis

I Critique (with explicit reference to the various
goals|...|the author and reader have)

I Additional information/suggestions to improve
the original argument...]

I Talking points/summary conclusion (Gholz 2).



Drafting

The opening paragraph of the body should explain the scope
and purpose of the memo by either offering a brief executive
summary or including a 1 to 2 sentence introduction lead-in

and a concise statement of purpose—these characteristics are
shared among all memoranda.

Executive Summary

The executive summary is aptly named because it is for the
busy executive who may not have time to read the entire
memo. An executive summary is essentially a 10 percent
condensation of your longer text—accordingly, if your memo is
one page, your executive summary should be no longer than
short 2-3 sentences. An executive summary has two main
goals:

I to provide your audience with the overall sense of the

memo and

I to enable readers to skip the body if necessary.

In addition to helping the reader, the executive summary serves
as a key reminder for the writer to remain focused and revise if
necessary. Remember, your opening paragraph should not
delay your purpose for writing, be suspenseful, or begin with an
anecdote, startling statistic, or rhetorical question—be direct,
assertive, and communicate your purpose and
recommendation. In the context of memo writing, using

climatic order will lose your audience.

The below example does not delay either the topic or the
overall recommendation. Moreover, the subject line reflects the
scope of the memo.

Memo randum

To: President Lyndon B. Johnson
From: George W. Ball, Undersecretary of State
Subject: Proposed Strategies to Avoid Unacceptable

Outcomes in Vietnam
Date: February 12, 1965

This memorandum identifies the three worst possible
immediate and long term outcomes that could result from
US policy action in Vietnam: further deterioration of the
South Vietnamese political climate and morale; serious
temptation to engage in tactical nuclear warfare; and the
loss of US prestige and credibility worldwide. This memo
summarizes my previous reflections addressing escalation
and negotiation; however, I will explain how the four paths
we may take in Vietnam could lead to unacceptable
outcomes. We must identify the strategy that will maximize
the positive outcomes of engagement while minimizing the
risks of incurring unacceptable costs. (Otey par. 1).

Statement of Purpose

The statement of purpose will not only communicate succinctly
what your topic is, but will demonstrate what your overall
memo will accomplish using specific verbs:
I This memo recommemdss accountability procedures
for case management standards.

I This memo suUmmaréany proposed topic of
incorporating under-researched nanotechnology in
cosmetics research, explainsny proposed methodology,
and indudes draft time line.

I “This memo pEpaesyou for the upcoming floor
discussion addressing federal funding of colorectal
cancer screenings” (Tietje par.1).

Writers may (preferably) eliminate the phrase “this memo”;
nonetheless, be sure to include your topic as well as your overall
purpose:

I “Under guidance of the Secretary’s Office, the
Department of Labor Security headquarters and field
office staff’ must help re-examine injured worker policy
and negotiate revised case management standards
[employing consistency and accountability]”
(Asesmenpar. 1).

I “The State should expand sentencing authority to
allow juvenile courts to impose a combination of
juvenile and adult sentences in cases involving
individuals under the age of eighteen” (Lukens par. 1).

I “Today the Commissioner of Education has issued a
mandate to all public school districts that sex
education may not be taught in any form other than
abstinence-only eduction in grades 6-11. Issue a
prompt statement opposing this mandate considering
how sex education must be a public health issue before
an educational issue, and distribute the statement to
appropriate state offices” (Nedderman).

No matter what approach you adopt, your audience will expect
to see the key characteristics of directnesand coneisssn your
statement of purpose.



Drafting

Statement of Purpose

Omitting the topic from a statement of purpose only produces
overly vague general prose. Consider the following statements:

I “The following is a list of suggestions to remedy the
problem.”

I What is the problem?
I What are the suggestions?
' Who will remedy the problem?

I “This memorandum outlines the current challenges
and offers recommendations for addressing these
challenges.”

I What are the challenges?
I What are the recommendations?
I Who should address the challenges?

I “T am submitting below my assessment of the
challenges as well as recommendations to improve the
current situation.”

I What are the challenges?
I What are the recommendations?
I What is the current situation?

All three statements seem to suggest the same purpose, yet all
three address very different topics. The statements do not
convey substantive information for an audience. These
examples are, however, strong working statements insofar the
writers know what their purp@for writing the memo is while
drafting. Moreover, these vague statements are malleable and
casy to revise into specific and solid statements.

Subject line

Given the importance of the statement of purpose, your
audience will likewise expect to see the same characteristics in
your subject line—one of the most strategic areas of the memo.
To be effective, the subject line must express a clear topic and
purpose. Consider the incompleteness of the below examples:

I Tourigr and Bimesin Larimer Coyr@plado
What is the purpose of the memo?

I Ke Challengasd RecommenddbioGhange
What is the topic? What kind of change can the
reader anticipate?

I Uniwerty of Texasat Auin and Retigg Pogam
The reader can identify the topic, but what is the
purpose?

Body Paragraphs

Extend the directness of the statement of purpose to your body
paragraphs by including topic sentences. A topic sentence
serves as the main point of your paragraph and supports your
statement of purpose. In a sense, the topic sentence promises
the reader what the paragraph will actually discuss.

For policy and administration memoranda, introduce topic
sentences preferably in the bginningf your paragraphs.
Although topic sentences may occur in the middle of a
paragraph or end, your audience in the field of public affairs
will unequivocally expect a topic sentence in the beginning of
cach paragraph followed by subordinated sentences that
elaborate the main idea.

Your audience may not always have the time to read every
word in your memo, so position direct topic sentences in the
strategic spot of each paragraph’s opening to promote
scanning.

Closing Statement

In addition to the executive summary, the closing statement is
another important area to communicate essentials to the
reader. Rather than ending a one-page summary with a
conclusion that simply recapitulates the executive summary;,
you could, for example, conclude your memo with a dilect
datement attiopr reiteration of the importance of your
recommendations. Furthermore, you could point out
implications for further study.

Take advantage of the strategic location of the closing
statement and leave your reader with a clear goal. Avoid
introducing new information in the closing statement or
inadvertently condensing your argument in the conclusion
resulting in what May terms a piocaginatos@oriasonso to
speak. Procrastinator conclusions typically indicate the need to
reorganize your memo.

If your memo refers to attachments, then include an
abbreviated notation specifying your attachment(s) after your
closing statement:
I Attached: Fiscal reports, August 2009—September
2010

I Attached: Organizational Structure Model



Document Design

Aid for Readability and Emphasis

Although the executive summary and conclusion are key areas
in a memo for your readers to identify information quickly, the
body of your text should likewise be accessible and enhance
clear and organized communication. Providing topic sentences
in the beginning of your paragraphs is not enough—the design
of your memo is important as well.

If your professors require you to write a one-page memo, they
are not seeking a single-spaced memo with 7 point font, 0.002
margins, and text so dense your memo could sink; instead, they
are looking for you to hone your skills of summarization,
conciseness and specificity.

INTEROFFICE MEMORANDUM

TO: Kim Watson, Secretary of the West Dakots Departrnent of Labor Secunty
FROM: Jane Doe, Semor Advisor to the Secretary

SUBJECT: Assessment and Recommendations Regarding the Bernie Lee Case
DATE: August 16, 200X

Under guidance of the Secretary's Office, the Department of Labor Secunty hesdquarters ané field office
stall must kelp reexamine injured worker policy and regotiate revised case management stanéards. The

i felib

7 will gam ¢ -y and acc bility through active of the best way 1o proviée

services to the state’s workers. The West Dakots Serate provided ambiguous direchion to the Labor Secu-

nity Jegal counsel about our éepartment’s responsilibies to mjureé workes

As 2 result, Burtor Willough-

by began clanfymg policy that was consadered unclear. Field officers 2! y the councal's direchon for

some tme; however, Evansville Director Lynn Rice, recently ney

ed departments] policy to plsce in-
Jureé worker Bermae Lee at 2 desk job. Willoughby and stafl'in the Zemth City office want one unchangng
statewide policy. Rice and other field staff, however, desire the ability to find individual solutions for each

case. Both groups make valid pomts. This disjomtedness highlights a major issue for our department—how

do we hanéle cases statewide? We must review our policies to avoid statewade problems. [ propose that the

Secretary”s Office sponsor a Gay long retreat m hew of next week's scheduled meeting (with myself as
), and the

es wall perform the following three steps: Review am-

moderstor) with the following attendees: Mr. Willoughby (headguarters), Ms. Rice (field o
[ Axde ( 1k

g). The represental
baguous policy, adopt methods that encourage statewide consistency, and merease Jocal accountainh-
ty. Through this meetng, hesdquarters and field offices may gain an understancing of each other’s

viewpoints and implement corsistent policy within the Department of Labor Secunty.

Figure 2: Memo used with permission fom an LBJ alumna and alteed
signibcantly fom the original.

Effective memo writing involves differentiating essential from
nonessential information. As such, consider at minimum, the
following document design techniques:

I White space: Use one-inch margins, and spaces
between paragraphs. Moreover, use white space to
emphasize important information.

I Headings: Use bold-faced headings to serve as
navigational signposts for your readers to quickly scan
your text. Headings also serve as important cues for
particular audiences to locate information applicable
to their position.

I Unordered and ordered lists: Use bulleted lists to
condense information. If your reader must follow
directives in a particular order, then use and ordered
lists employing parallel grammatical form.

Consult your style guide or organization for further suggestions
for specific and appropriate formats. In some organizations,
different types of memos are printed on different colours of

paper.



A Matter of Style

Perhaps the most frequent advice professors and employers give
to LBJ students about effective memo writing style 1s to “use the
active voice.” This advice does not stop at a local level. To
improve written communication in the federal government, for
example, former President Clinton explained in a memo for the
heads of executive departments:

The Vice President and I have made reinventing the
Federal Government a top priority of my Administration.
We are determined to make the Government more
responsive, accessible, and understandable in its
communications with the public.

The Federal Government’s writing must be in plain
language. By using plan language, we send a clear message
about what the Government is doing, what it requires, and
what services it offers. Plain language saves the
Government and the private sector time, effort, and
money.

Plain language requirements vary from one document to
another, depending on the intended audience. Plain
language documents have logical organization, easy-to-
read design features, and use:

I common, everyday words, except for necessary

technical terms;

I ‘you’ and other pronouns;

I the active voice; and

I short sentences (Clinton).

Although written in 1998, Clinton’s advice still resonates
among professors and practitioners alike. Beyond recognizing
technical jargon and lengthy sentences, however, writers often
find it difficult to differentiate active from passive constructions.

Active V oice

In a sentence using the active voice, the subject performs the
action expressed by the verb, whereas in a passive construction,
the subject receives the action. Sometimes passive constructions
will include a by phrase thereby making is obvious to the reader
who 1s doing what.

Compare the following examples:
I Passive: The memo was written in 1998.

I Passive: The memo was written in 1998 by Pegent
Clinton.

I Activ e: President Clinton wrote the memo in 1998.

I Active:In 1998, President Clinton wrote the memo.

Passive V oice Identibcation

Most of the time, you may identify passive constructions by
simply scanning your text for to be verbs (is, am, are, was,
being, been) and then examining the next verb. Determine if it
is a past participle (a verb form usually ending in Bedbenyther
forms are also possible: had, done, hit).

If the verb ends in BPe@dr Benghe sentence is probably passive.
If the verb ends in Dingthen the sentence is probably active.
The verb to beor example, also functions as an auxiliary verb
in active constructions—when this is the case, a present
participle ending in —ing will always follow the verb.

Consider the following examples:
I The state evaluator is working every day.

I The evaluator was making ineffective decisions based
upon unreliable evidence.

To keep identification simple, always ask if your reader can
identify who is performing the action and if the performer of
the action is the grammatical subject. Memo writing
commands clarity and if writers use the passive voice, readers
are left with questions about who is doing what—especially in
memos involving several key players.

Example: A mandate has been issued to public school districts
that sex education may not be taught in any form other than
abstinence-only education in grades 6-11. It is recommended
that a prompt statement be issued for it to be considered how
sex education must be viewed as a public health issue.! The
passive constructions prompt readers to ask:

I Who issued the mandate?

I Who is not allowed to teach sex education?
I Who is recommending a statement?
I Who should issue the statement?

! ‘Who must consider how how sex education be
viewed?

I Who will view sex education as a public health issue?

By lacking directness and conciseness, passive constructions
have the potential to confuse readers and leave readers guessing
about who is doing what.

! Example modiPeajniPcagtfrom: Nedderman, Leah. “Heads Up:
Response to the Commissioner of Education.” Memo to Kenneth
Ashworth (Commissioner Lakey, State Department of Health
Services), LBJ School of Public Affairs, Austin, Texas. 30 March
2007. T8S.



Rethinking the Passive Voice

Revising a sentence from the passive voice to the active voice
takes a few steps. Consider the following examples:

Example |
The foreign policy was supported in 1998.

I Locate the to beerb followed by the past participle:
The foreign policy wasuupported 1998.

I Determine a potential agent doing the action
(by phrase):
The foreign policy was supported in 1998 by the
admintsation.

I Rewrite the passive sentence by making the agent of
the by phrase the active subject and eliminate the
word by:

The administion gpportete foreign policy in 1998.

Example Il
It has been explained that tapes were overwritten repeatedly.

I Locate the to beerb followed by the past participle:
It hasbeeraglthat tapes wee ogrwritteroutinely.

I Determine a potential agent doing the action
(by phrase):
It has been explained by comgsonal Dematsthat
tapes were overwritten routinely by the Bhs
Admintsation.

I Rewrite the passive sentence by making the agent of
the by phrase the active subject and eliminate the
word by:

Congressional Democrats explained the Bush
administration overwrote tapes routinely.

Example 11l
Climate change will be recognized as a threat to polar bears.

I Locate the to beerb followed by the past participle:
Climate change will be@cogréghs a threat to polar
bears.

I Determine a potential agent doing the action
(by phrase):
Climate change will be@cogréghs a threat to polar
bears by the administration.

I Rewrite the passive sentence by making the agent of
the by phrase the active subject and eliminate the
word by:

The administration will recognize climate change as a
threat to polar bears.

Appropriate Use of the
Passive V oice

Writing involves making appropriate choices based upon
context—accordingly, the passive voice 1s appropriate to use
given particular contexts.

Context I: To emphasize the receiver of the action.
I Al Gogwas nominated for the 2007 Nobel Peace Prize.

I “OO0n the Road with th&Beaisscen at the Ransom
Center Galleries on Tuesdays through Fridays from
10:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. [...]” (Harry Ransom Center
par. 135).

Context II: When the agent is unknown
I The evidence was hidden around the campus.

I The work of Democritus was destroyed in the fourth
century.

I It was reported that making the record public would
clearly compromise national security.

Context Ill: When a reference to the agent is inappropriate
either in terms of confidentiality or tact

I It has been reported that the government used scare
tactics.

I President Kennedy was shot and killed by an assassin.

I It has been reported that a body was found near the
LBJ Museum and library.

Context IV : When the agent is clearly known from the context
I Students are required to determine their PR readers
before the spring semester.

I Students are required to register for the PR the
semester they intend to graduate.

OMistakes Were MadeO

In his article “Familiar Fallback for Officials: ‘Mistakes Were
Made,””’Nev Yok Timesolumnist John M. Broder explains
when using this passive construction, “the speaker is not
accepting personal responsibility or pointing the finger at
anyone else” (par. 2). Broder terms this famous passive
construction mockingly as “a classic Washington linguistic
construct” citing culprits such as Alberto R. Gonzales, Ronald
Reagan, and William Clinton (par.1).

Does this passive construction lend itself to be “responsive,
accessible, and understanding in its communications with the
public” or does it allow the speaker to evade responsibility?
(Clinton par. 1). Writers make choices about language—be sure
to scrutinize your choices for using the passive voice.



Revising

Revising allows you to re-envision your memo by examining

global issues such as audience, purpose and focus, organization,

and development. The following checklist may be useful when

revising your memoranda:

Audlence

Do you know who your audience is?
Do you know the expectations of your audience?

If assigned a particular role, such as the director of
the State Department’s Russia desk to the incoming
secretary of state, have you investigated your role’s
motivations and deliverables? Have you investigated
the role of the incoming secretary of state?

Is your reader familiar with the memo’s current
situation, and if not, have you offered enough
background information?

Are you using shared technical jargon?

Purpose and Focus

Is subject line specific? Could your reader determine
your topic and purpose by reading your subject line
alone?

Is the statement of purpose direct and clear?

Can your peer reviewer tell what prompted the need
of this memo?

Does each paragraph sustain a central idea and
include a topic sentence?

Are the headings specific and not overly general?

Could the reader exclusively read the executive
summary understand the scope of the memo?

Are the action items specific?

Organlzatlon

Have you organized the memo deductively?
Do the most important ideas come first?

Does the organization mirror the sequence of ideas
expressed in your statement of purpose?

If applicable, have you discussed unpleasant news first,

followed by a solution?

Have you included transitional devices to maintain
coherence?

Have you used headings as navigational sign posts to
aid overall organization for the reader?

Development and Evidence

Have you described the current situation with
sufficient details?

Have you summarized the issue’s background and
define the policy problem you are attempting to solve?

Have you investigated and explained objectively and
accurately the different positions key stakeholders may
take on a policy issue?

Have you identified obvious alternatives if aiming to
solve a policy problem?

Have you given your reader all the information they
may need to make an informed decision?

Have you provided relevant and explained examples
to support your recommendations?

Have you fleshed out a rationale to support your
recommendations?

Is your evidence credible and relevant?
Is your choice of evidence applicable?

Have you avoided using Wikipediand Google Scholar
as your staple research databases and instead
consulted specialized databases, policy portals, and
catalogues?

Have you cited your sources using a subject-specific
style guide?



Editing

Editing focuses on the effectiveness of your words and

Tone and Language

Are job positions and terminology gender neutral?

sentences including topics such as “accuracy,” “economy,” and
“consistency” (Palmquist 231). Always make time to include

editing in your writing process. I Is your memo free from jargon if your audience is the
general public?

ACCU raCy I Is the tone courteous?

Are the dates and times in your memo accurate? I Are the sentences short and simple? Leave purple

I Are the names spelled correctly? prose for other genres.

I Are the job titles correct and current?
I Is the memo free from clichés that avoid resetting, so Styl e

t k, the thinking?
© Speas, The THnEns Have you maintained parallelism in bulleted lists and

Have you included any necessary attachments?

Have you initialed your memo to demonstrate you
have reviewed the content and take responsibility?

Economy

Have you removed unnecessary modifiers (really, very,
somewhat, quite, sort of)?

Have you omitted unnecessary information?
Have you eliminated passive constructions?

Have you attended the writing center seminar
addressing conciseness?

ConS|stenoy

Have you treated concepts consistently?

Have you avoided changing terminology just for the
sake of adding language variety?

Have you maintained the same form of each name? If]

for example, you refer to Admiral Robert Inman in
the heading, avoid referring to him as Bob in the
memo.

Have you formatted your headings consistently to
maintain an established hierarchy of ideas?

headings?

Rather than exclusively rely on your computer’s
spelling and grammar tools, have you asked a
colleague to proofread your draft?

Have you consulted a contemporary dictionary and
handbook? Language is not static—dictionaries often
represent their historical milieu.

Did you use the active voice or suitably use the passive
voice?

Have you read your memo out loud to find any
omitted words or hear awkward constructions?
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