Words That Work
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Hit by 2x4 If you work with
branding, identity, visual
communications, publica-
tions, or environmental de-
sign, you’ll find inspiration
in a small but exhilarating
exhibition of work by the
New York-based design stu-
dio 2x4 at the San Francisco
Museum of Modern Art. The
show is an eyeful of books,
magazines, wallpaper, iden-
tity systems, and environmental
designs that go from whimsy to
dark commentary, and sometimes
combine the two.

“Sketchbook” projects (pub-
lications cut apart and put back
together differently, for one) give
insight into how the artists think
and work. These designers know
the power of words. Text is read-
able as well as a graphic element.
In UnCity, a 58-foot accordion book
created for an urban development
competition, words and images
play off each other; the narrative
is driven by physical form, plain
language, and unexpected con-
trasts. The studio’s work confirms
that great design comes as much
from research, communications,
and design fundamentals as it
does from creative invention; 2x4
designers often break concepts
down to basic elements, then
reconstruct them.

The payoff of this approach is
clear in the studio’s identity work,
which considers all possibilities
and is grounded in research and
knowledge of how people move,
think, and act in the world. The re-
sult is a dynamic system that can
stretch, adapt, and evolve over
time; it’s grounded in history and
serves the present while looking
the future squarely in the eye. b
Visit 2x4 at www.2x4.org. Get the
catalog at www.sfmoma.org.

Have arant or rave idea? Send
it to rantnrave@realedit.com.

Blueprint for Success

Could your organization be flailing in its
efforts to communicate? Get a strategic plan

f you treat every communicationfibrochure, newsletter, annual report,
Web site, and so onfias a separate effort, youtre yailing. Youire almost
certainly wasting time and money, possibly sending mixed messages,
and probably utterly in the dark about which pieces pay off on your
investment. Get your marketing house in order with a strategic communica-
tions plan: a blueprint for achieving your outreach goals.
Many organizationsfibig and small, propt and nonfiskip the plan because
they think their needs are obvious (when you havenit dug deep, they often seem
to be), they donit

know they should Creating a communications plan can
have a plan, or proj-

~ be fun, and it certainly will provide
ect leadersj temples

throb at the thought  1nSight into your organization.
of another meeting.

Developing a plan doesnit have to be painful, though. It can even be fun,
and it certainly will provide insight into your organization. Optimally, a com-
munications consultant will guide you through the strategic process, keeping
you focused and bringing in fresh ideas. But even a do-it-yourself plan can
help you stop Vyailing and start communicating more effectively. Here are pve
basic components of a plan:

000000000 These express whatis unique about your organization, your core
values, and why the world is a better place because of your work. Barring
signipcant changes in your organizationis scope or focus, your messaging
should be pretty consistent over time, so have the long term in mind when
you develop messages. Example messages: 0No one deserves to be hungry.6
0Green buildings pay dividends.6

0000000000000 000000 These are what you hope to achieve by delivering
information: the big-picture end results. Example goals: 0Garner more donor
support for our in-demand Good Food program.é 6Convince our clients that
sustainable building practices can save them money in the medium term.6

000000 What do you have to do to realize your goals? Example needs: 6Get
donors and potential donors excited about the Good Food program.6 6Show
clients that green projects deliver savings.é

U00I00000Your audiences are depned by their demographic characteristics
(age, economic status, culture, and so on) and their relationship to you. The
more you know about each of them, the easier it will be to develop success-
ful tactics to reach them. Example audiences: donors, partners, volunteers,
clients, customers, members, policy makers, reporters, investors.

000I00000000000000
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Dear Grammar Queen: Do
we have to follow grammar
rules in marketing writing?
We’d like a friendlier, more
casual tone. —Constricted
Dear Constricted: The GQ
is perturbed that you find
correct grammar unfriendly.
She’s always found prop-
erly placed modifiers and
verb-subject agreement
as cuddly as a Labrador
puppy. Yes, you must follow
rules related to the fundamental
structure of the language. The GQ
suspects you know that, however,
and are asking permission to de-
part from usage guidelines, style
preferences, and superstitions
often categorized as grammar.
Usage guidelines may some-
times be finessed in writing that
mimics speech (careful: there’s
a fine line between cleverly col-
loquial and embarrassing). Style
is your call: if you want to be ca-
sual, use contractions liberally, for
example. When you’re confronted
with superstitions—against split-
ting an infinitive or ending a
sentence with a preposition, for
example—the GQ recommends
throwing salt over your shoulder
and aiming to write with grace. b

Baffled? Ask the Grammar
Queen at askgq@realedit.com.

Get Articles Right the First Time

Have you ever been frustrated by a writer's seeming inability to give you
the article you want on the prst try? Do you regularly have to perform major
surgery on submissions? Does it seem like it would be less trouble to write
the piece yourself?

If you answered yes to any of those questionsfiand your writers are people who
make writing their livelihoodfithe problem may be that youire not communicating
your needs well or providing enough information about assignments.

Even the best writers canit deliver the right article if you donit tell them what
you expect. The prst time you work with a writer, provide information about your
organization and the publication, including the audience prople, article samples,
and a copy of your style guide. And for every article, including simple pieces,
provide a formal assignmentfin writing.

An assignment letter gives the writer the instructions, information, and re-
sources necessary to complete the story, and it gives you a reference source in
case of disagreement. It should include:

Goals and Messaging Spell out why youire doing the piecefito show off your
organizationis expertise in a given arena? Encourage donor support for a new
program? Also specify the message you want it to send. This will help the writer
frame the piece according to your goals.

Information on the Subject Tell the writer what your audience will want to
know, how much context is needed, and what you want included: third-party
research, company and industry information, and so on.

Resources Provide names (with contact information) of people the writer must
talk with, relevant articles or research (or types of publications to use if the
writer has to do original research), and links to internal information. Be as
comprehensive as possible.

Specifications Specify length, voice (casual or businesslike? prst person or
third?), and article type (Q&A, prople, case study, and so on). Tell writers if you
want quotes, and if they should write headlines and subheads.

Crafting a good assignment takes a bit of time, but itis groundwork that pays off
in getting the best work from your writersfiand the most from your investment. b

Communications Plans Boost Success

000I00000I000000a0a

(00000DIDHow will you get information to your target audiences? Your tactics
include communications vehicles as well as content (the information that will
serve your needs). At this point, consider your budget. A key audience might
love a big four-color newsletter, but if you donit have the resources to do it
well, itis not a good tactic.

Example tactics: Write an article that proples one or two families Good Food
has helped, and run it in the donor newsletter, as a volunteer bulletin, and on
the Web site. Write an article about a successful green building project and
submit it to trade magazines, run it as a client prople in the annual report, and
use it as a success story in marketing materials.

000000000 How will you monitor results and measure success? Whenever
possible, build feedback mechanisms into ongoing communications efforts.
Example feedback: The newsletter story includes a pitch for donations and
the newsletter contains a remittance envelope coded to that issue, allowing
you to track those gifts. The trade magazine article offers a copy of your white
paper on green building techniques to people who contact you. »
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Real Edit works with organi-
zations that want to produce
more effective publications. We
develop newsletters, Web sites,
and magazines; revamp publica-
tions; and write and edit all kinds
of outreach materials.

Words That Work is published
monthly. ©2005 Real Edit. All
rights reserved. To subscribe,
go to www.realedit.com. Contact
us at:

tel.: 415.848.5678
fax: 415.665.8280
e-mail: editor@realedit.com
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