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Introduction

Writing is an essential skill in today’s economy. We rely on words 
more than ever in the digital-age workplace, on messaging plat-
forms and social media as well as in classic forms like memos and 
reports. And given how much reading is done on mobile devices, 
being able to write succinctly is critical to workplace success.

Clear and direct language—free of needless words and jargon—
improves communication within an organization and supports 
informed decision-making. People who write well on the job are 
more effective at carrying out their organization’s mission and 
more likely to advance professionally.

The primary audience for this book is professionals in the first 
decade of their careers, whether in the corporate world, at a non-
profit organization, or in the public sector. If you are one of these 
people, you may still be developing the skill of writing an effective 
email communication, a persuasive memo, or a compelling slide 
deck. If you struggle with the fundamentals of writing, you may 
not be ready for this book. But if you can string together sentences 
and are looking for ideas on how to make your writing more ac-
cessible and powerful, Writing on the Job is for you.

This book will also be useful to people further along in their 
careers who find themselves with new responsibilities—or new 
communications platforms—to navigate. For example, the book 
explains how to write for social media and advises on tasks as-
signed to managers and executives, such as providing critical 
feedback through performance reviews or delivering a speech.



2  Introduction

This book draws on my own experiences writing on the job for 
more than twenty-five years, in the White House and on Capitol 
Hill as well as in the private sector. It also relies on techniques I’ve 
developed in the classroom at Princeton University, where I train 
young professionals to write clearly and effectively. The book be-
gins with the basics: how to develop a professional style, get started 
on a piece of writing, create a first draft, and edit it into a strong 
final product. It then offers advice on more than a dozen forms of 
writing, from a one-line tweet to a lengthy report, using concrete 
examples and templates. The book also provides guidance on how 
formal or informal to allow your language to be, and how to strike 
the right tone so your message gets heard. Throughout, it empha-
sizes the “bottom line up front” approach used by the US military 
to ensure efficient communications.

The goal is to help you write effectively on the job—and enjoy 
doing it!
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Obama, Barack, 17
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headings, 14
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performance reviews, 63, 64–65
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109–111; in memos, 54, 57
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procrastination, 10
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proposals, 60–61
Provost, Gary, 15
public speaking: talking points for, 111–113; 

visuals for, 119; written remarks for, 113–119
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reports, 62
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Roberts, John, 117
Roman, Kenneth, 9, 117
rule of thirds, 86

salutations: cover letters, 70; email, 46–47; 
letters, 50

semicolons, 31–32, 36, 105
sentences and paragraphs, short, 15–16
Siniff, John, 108
slide decks: basic rules for designing, 

83–89; different purposes for, 83–84; 
presenting, 93–94; structuring, 89–93

smaller amounts, words that suggest, 22
social media, 105–107
sourcing of information, 27, 29, accuracy 

of, 28; in commentary, 110; in email, 46; 
in memos, 58; in slide decks, 87

spelling, 29–30, 37, 38
split infinitives, 36–37
statements for media, 104
strategic plan, 60
storytelling, 114, 116
Strunk, Will, 20–21
subject line, email, 45–46; memo, 59
symbols, 78
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to vs. too (vs. two), 33
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Truss, Lynne, 16
Twitter, 105

uncertainty, words that suggest, 21–22
underlining, 7, 68
US Department of Defense, 13
USA Today, 108

verbs, 23–24; action-oriented, 68–69; 
weak, 69

visual tools: data visualizations, 79–82; 
for public speaking, 119; slide decks, 
83–94; for social media writing, 106

weak words and phrases: on resumes,  
69; for starting sentences and clauses, 
24

White, E. B., 20–21
white paper, 60
writer’s block, 10
Writing That Works (Roman and Raphaelson), 
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