
How to Write so 
Busy People Will Read
Todd Rogers, Harvard
(based on work with Jessica Lasky-Fink, UC Berkeley)
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Type in the chat a specific 
written communication your 
office sent out that you wish 

was more effective?

Who is the audience?

What is the key info? 

How is it delivered?



3

Polls!

Would you say that you try to get 
through email as quickly as possible 
or slowly and carefully?

 As quickly as possible
 Slowly and carefully

Would you say that you try to get 
through printed postal mail as quickly 
as possible or slowly and carefully?

 As quickly as possible
 Slowly and carefully

Have you ever sent a message to someone 
where it was important to you that they 
respond quickly and they did not?

 Yes
 No

Would you say there’s plenty of time in 
the day or not enough time in the day? 

 Plenty of time in the day 
 Not enough time in the day

1 2

3 4
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Imperfect Messages…

“Lengthy emails in todays 
work environment [are] 
disrespectful of the reader. 
In the work environment, I 
can receive over 100 emails 
in one day...”
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Principles for
Effective 

Communication

Use fewer words

Decrease reading-level

Make purpose and key info 
obvious for skimmers

Make response easy

Direct attention with formatting

1

2

3

4

5
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Use fewer words1

Principles for
Effective 

Communication



7

“I am writing you a long letter because I don't have time to 
write a short one.”

- Blaise Pascal (17 words)

“With more time I would have 
written a shorter letter.” 
- Jessica Lasky-Fink and Todd Rogers (10 words)
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Original: 190 words

N = 10,019 (January, 2021)

Shortened: 75 words

Original > Short
(93% predict)

+204% 
response

rate
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Hello,

I am a professor at Harvard studying the opinions, 
decision-making, goals, and expectations of school 
board members. As a school board member, you have 
an important and difficult job. You and your fellow 
school board members are making critical decisions 
right now that will profoundly impact the lives of 
students, teachers, and families in your schools and 
communities. I know you are busy with many urgent 
and important decisions as your schools reopen. 
School district leaders like you are balancing many 
competing interests. Your participation will be very 
helpful to the research I am conducting. I would like to 
learn from you how school district leaders are thinking 
about the challenges facing schools right now. Would 
you please complete this brief survey? The link is here: 
http://surveylink.com

Thank you for your time,

Dr. Todd Rogers
Professor of Public Policy

N = 7,002 US local school board members (Aug, 2020) Give, take

Hello,

I am a professor at Harvard studying the opinions, 
decision-making, goals, and expectations of school 
board members. As a school board member, you have 
an important and difficult job. You and your fellow 
school board members are making critical decisions 
right now that will profoundly impact the lives of 
students, teachers, and families in your schools and 
communities. I know you are busy with many urgent 
and important decisions as your schools reopen. 
School district leaders like you are balancing many 
competing interests. Your participation will be very 
helpful to the research I am conducting. I would like to 
learn from you how school district leaders are thinking 
about the challenges facing schools right now. Would 
you please complete this brief survey? The link is here: 
http://surveylink.com

Thank you for your time,

Dr. Todd Rogers
Professor of Public Policy

Original: 127 words Shortened: 49 words

+78%
response

rate

Original > Short
(69% predict)

http://surveylink.com/
http://surveylink.com/
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Principles for
Effective 

Communication

Use fewer words

Decrease reading-level

1

2



14Table from searchologist.com

Reading Level
• Syllables / word
• Words / sentence
• Grammar complexity
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Standard: ~350 words, 
10th grade reading level 

Modified: ~150 words,
5th grade reading level

+40%
response

rate

N= 131,312; Lasky-Fink, Robinson, Chang, and Rogers (2020)
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Principles for
Effective 

Communication

Use fewer words

Decrease reading-level

Make purpose and key info 
obvious for skimmers

1

2

3
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Court date and 
time near top

Bubbles for quick 
indication of court 

location

Label as court 
appearance ticket

NYC Court Summons:
Original

NYC Court Summons:
Modified

Fishbane, Ouss, & Shah (2020) RDD design; modified full summons, including back
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NYC Court Summons:
Original

NYC Court Summons:
Modified

Fishbane, Ouss, & Shah (2020) RDD design; modified full summons, including back

+12%
response

rate
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Principles for
Effective 

Communication

Use fewer words

Decrease reading-level

Make purpose and key info 
obvious for skimmers

Make response easy

1

2

3

4
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11% of parents enrolled

95% of parents 
remained enrolled

Control 

<1% of parents enrolled

Standard (Opt-in)

Simplified (Opt-in)

Opt-out

Bergman, Lasky-Fink & Rogers (2020)
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Principles for
Effective 

Communication

Use fewer words

Decrease reading-level

Make purpose and key info 
obvious for skimmers

Make response easy

Direct attention with formatting

1

2

3

4

5
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On the next question, choose 
answer three and you’ll earn a 

$0.20 bonus.

N = 953

Please read the following excerpt from a fictional college's website. Questions will follow.



24N = 953

Please read the following excerpt from a fictional college's website. Questions will follow.

48%
received bonus

85%
received
bonus
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Please read the following excerpt from a fictional college's website. Questions will follow.

39%
received
bonus

48%
received bonus
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• OUFSD will limit the capacity of passengers on 
all general education buses to no more than 
two students per seat.

• Students from the same household will be 
encouraged to sit in proximity to one another.

• Buses will be loaded from the back to the front 
and unloaded front to back to minimize 
contact.

• Students and drivers will be required to wear 
masks on buses. Exceptions to the requirement 
for wearing a mask will be made for students 
whose physical or mental health would be 
impaired by wearing a mask. However, they 
must maintain social distancing of 6 feet from 
other individuals on the bus

• Students who do not have a mask will not be 
denied transportation; the district will provide 
masks to the bus company to have masks 
available.

• Same is true for bullet points.
• Schools will train students about social distancing 

on the buses and at stops.
• The bus company will perform regular school bus 

disinfection measures. 
All buses will be disinfected once in the morning 
and once in the afternoon after their runs.

• When the temperature allows, the roof hatches 
and/or windows on the bus will be opened slightly.

• Hand sanitizer will not be permitted on buses 
because it is combustible.
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• OUFSD will limit the capacity of passengers on 
all general education buses to no more than two 
students per seat. Students from the same 
household will be encouraged to sit in proximity 
to one another. Buses will be loaded from the 
back to the front and unloaded front to back to 
minimize contact. Students and drivers will be 
required to wear masks on buses. Exceptions to 
the requirement for wearing a mask will be made 
for students whose physical or mental health 
would be impaired by wearing a mask. However, 
they must maintain social distancing of 6 feet 
from other individuals on the bus. Students who 
do not have a mask will not be denied 
transportation; the district will provide masks to 
the bus company to have masks available.

• Same is true for bullet points.
• Schools will train students about social distancing 

on the buses and at stops. The bus company will 
perform regular school bus disinfection measures. 
All buses will be disinfected once in the morning 
and once in the afternoon after their runs. When 
the temperature allows, the roof hatches and/or 
windows on the bus will be opened slightly. Hand 
sanitizer will not be permitted on buses because it 
is combustible.
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Principles for
Effective 

Communication

Use fewer words

Decrease reading-level

Make purpose and key info 
obvious for skimmers

Make response easy

Direct attention with formatting

1

2

3

4

5
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Original: 66 words, college 
sophomore reading level 

Checklist Revised: 46 words, 
7.5 grade reading level 

95%
received
bonus
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Todd_Rogers@hks.Harvard.edu

Principles for
Effective 

Communication

Use fewer words

Decrease reading-level

Make purpose and key info 
obvious for skimmers

Make response easy

Direct attention with formatting

1

2

3

4

5



5 seconds to figure out:
What’s the letter’s point?
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Dear XYZ District Families and Staff, 

Today the district was informed that an individual with COVID-19 was at  ABC School while potentially infectious. By law, we must maintain 
this person’s confidentiality, which prevents us from further identifying the individual and his/her reason for being in the school. We are 
working collaboratively with the JKL County Department of Health to identify any students and staff who may have been in contact with this 
person. 

Individuals who were in close contact must be quarantined for 14 days from the last exposure date and should monitor for symptoms. 

We will take the following actions: 
● ABC School will initially remain closed for 48 hours. 
● ABC School is the only building closing on xx/yy/zz and xx/yy/zz .
● ABC will deliver instruction virtually this week on xx/yy/zz and xx/yy/zz.
● The school building will be disinfected following DOH and CDC guidelines. 
● The school will begin contact tracing that will be communicated to the department of health. 

The JKL County Department of Health has a contact tracing system in place for JKL County when there is a confirmed case of COVID-19. 
The intent is to identify those who have been in close contact with a positive person. Close contact means being within six feet of a 
person with COVID-19 for more than 10 minutes. 

If your child is identified as a close contact of the person who tested positive, you will receive a call from a contact tracer. For such calls, 
your caller ID may read NYS Contact Tracing or display a phone number with a (518) area code. Please answer these calls promptly and 
provide the Contact Tracers with the information they need to protect us all. 

Furthermore, the district will also send emails to families notifying them if their children have been identified as having contact with an 
individual that is positive. If you do not receive an email in the next 48 hours, your child is NOT believed to have any risk of exposure. 

As a reminder, if you believe at any point you and/or your child may have been in close contact with someone who has COVID-19, you 
and/or your child should self-quarantine and be tested. 

If you suspect your child is becoming ill, your child should stay home. Symptoms of COVID-19 are listed on the CDC website: 
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/symptoms-testing/symptoms.html. You should consult with your physician for medical advice. 

Visit the ZX State Find a Test Site Near You page at https://coronavirus.health.ny.gov/find-test-site-near-you to find a list of testing sites. If 
you go to a testing site run by New York State, the test is free. For more information on COVID-19, please call (888) 364-3065 or visit the 
Westchester Department of Health homepage. 

Please be assured that we will be transparent about any COVID-19 cases in our district, and we will keep you informed if more information 
needs to be communicated. Please contact your child’s school administrators or 555-555-5555 ext. 1234 if you have any additional
questions or concerns. 

Sincerely, 

Dr. Superintendent

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/symptoms-testing/symptoms.html
https://coronavirus.health.ny.gov/find-test-site-near-you


What is the letter’s point?
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Let’s rewrite it!

• Make purpose and key 
info obvious for 
skimmers

• Make response clear 
and easy

• Direct attention with 
formatting

• Use fewer words

• Decrease reading-level

Dear XYZ District Families and Staff, 

I write to alert you that ABC School will be closed for at least the next 48 hours. 

Today the district was informed that an individual with COVID-19 was at ABC School while potentially infectious. 

How will you know if your child is a close contact?
If your child is identified as a close contact of the person who tested positive, you will receive a call from a contact tracer. For such calls, your caller ID may read 
NYS Contact Tracing or display a phone number with a (518) area code. Please answer these calls promptly and provide the Contact Tracers with the information 
they need to protect us all. 
Furthermore, the district will also send emails to families notifying them if their children have been identified as having contact with an individual that is positive. If 
you do not receive an email in the next 48 hours, your child is NOT believed to have any risk of exposure. 
As a reminder, if you believe at any point you and/or your child may have been in close contact with someone who has COVID-19, you and/or your child should 
self-quarantine and be tested. 
See below signature for details on close contacts.

What to do if you or your child is sick?
If you suspect your child is becoming ill, your child should stay home. Symptoms of COVID-19 are listed on the CDC website: 
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/symptoms-testing/symptoms.html. You should consult with your physician for medical advice. 
Visit the ZX State Find a Test Site Near You page at https://coronavirus.health.ny.gov/find-test-site-near-you to find a list of testing sites. If you go to a testing site 
run by New York State, the test is free. For more information on COVID-19, please call (888) 364-3065 or visit the Westchester Department of Health homepage. 

What is ABC School doing?
We will take the following actions: 

● ABC School will initially remain closed for 48 hours. 
● ABC School is the only building closing on xx/yy/zz and xx/yy/zz .
● ABC will deliver instruction virtually this week on xx/yy/zz and xx/yy/zz.
● The school building will be disinfected following DOH and CDC guidelines. 
● The school will begin contact tracing that will be communicated to the department of health. 

Please know that we will be transparent about any COVID-19 cases in our district, and we will keep you informed. Please contact your child’s school administrators 
or 555-555-5555 ext. 1234 if you have any additional questions or concerns. 

Sincerely, 

Dr. Superintendent

More on close contact definition
Close contacts must be quarantined for 14 days from the last exposure date and should monitor for symptoms. By law, we must maintain this person’s confidentiality, which prevents us 
from further identifying the individual and his/her reason for being in the school. We are working collaboratively with the JKL County Department of Health to identify any students and staff 
who may have been in contact with this person. 

The JKL County Department of Health has a contact tracing system in place for JKL County when there is a confirmed case of COVID-19. The intent is to identify those who have been in 
close contact with a positive person. Close contact means being within six feet of a person with COVID-19 for more than 10 minutes. 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/symptoms-testing/symptoms.html
https://coronavirus.health.ny.gov/find-test-site-near-you
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