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WRITING EFFECTIVE MEMORANDA: PLANNING,  
DRAFTING, & REVISING 

Memoranda are a common form of correspondence sent within an organization. Memos are 
concise, focused examples of persuasive writing because they typically require a particular 
course of action, and are audience specific. 

Prior to writing, it is necessary to take the time to plan your memo. Planning your memo will 
actually save you time rather than if you merely start composing without a clear sense of 
direction. 

Planning:  Purpose, Audience, and Organization 

Purpose and context 

Consider the following planning steps: 

§ Determine your specific purpose for writing the memo 

§ Determine some of the ideas you want to convey 

§ Develop your purpose into a focused, and concise working statement 

Audience 

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

§ Journalistic “w” questions: who, what, when, where, why, and how 

§ Who is your audience? 

o What characterizes your audience? Think in terms of age, culture, education, 
gender, geographical region, interests, language, marital status, occupation, 
politics, religion, etc. 
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§ In August, we completed the first draft of the policy research project on 
schedule. We presently do not anticipate any delays that would jeopardize our 
projected completion date. 

§ This memo outlines a mediation and negotiation process between the conflicting 
groups. 

 
Write an effective closing statement 

Aim to avoid writing overly general closing statements, but end with direct statements of 
action. 

If necessary, make sure your memo provides detailed information by attaching tables, charts, 
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CONCERN 
Revision Questions  

Audience § Is your reader familiar with the memo’s topic, and if 
not, did you provide descriptive background 
information? 

§ Is the tone courteous? Would you feel comfortable 
allowing anyone to read or quote your memo? 

Purpose and Focus § Is the statement of purpose clear? 
§ Could your reader tell what the intended purpose of 

the memo is? 
§ Could your reader immediately tell what prompted 

the need for this memo? 
§ Is the memo appropriate for your writing situation? 
§ Does each paragraph have a central idea that 

supports your statement of purpose? 
§ Is the subject line specific? Does it provide your 

topic and purpose? 
§ Are your headings specific enough for your 

readers? 
Organization § Do the most important ideas come first? 

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

§ Will your readers understand the relationships 
among your headings? 

§ If your memo is one page, does it follow a 
deductive organization? 

§ Did you provide transitional devices to maintain 
coherence?  

Continued on next page. 
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Visual Organization 

and Format 

Continued from previous page. 
§ Did you use a template or your organization’s 

preferred form? 
§ Did you use bulleted or ordered lists to discuss 

step-by-step procedures? 
§ Did you provide enough white space to aid the 

memo’s readability? 
§ Did you provide headings for major sections? 

Development § Did you describe the current situation with sufficient 
details? 

§ Did you provide relevant and credible examples to 
support your recommendations? 

§ Did you provide your reader(s) with all the 
information they may need? 

Editing Memoranda 
 
In contrast to revising, editing focuses on the effectiveness of your words and sentences 
including topics such as “accuracy,” “economy,” and “consistency” (Palmquist, Bedford 231).  
Review the following checklist when editing your memoranda: 

Correctness or 
Accuracy 

§ Are the names spelled correctly? 
§ Are the job titles correct and up-to-date? 
§ Did you write out the date rather than use the all-

numerical format? 
§ Are the times and dates in your memo accurate? 
§ Is your contact information current? 
§ Is your memo free from clichés and does it use 

precise words that accurately express your main 
ideas? 

§ Is each sentence complete? 
§ Did you remember to include your attachments if 

necessary? 
Conciseness § Did you remove “unnecessary modifiers” (very, 

really, somewhat, quite, sort of, etc.)? (Palmquist, 
Bedford 241) 

§ Did you remove unnecessary introductory phrases 
(there are, it is, there is, these have, these are, here 
are, here is)? (Palmquist, Bedford 241) 

§ Did you remove or reduce the use of stock/wordy 
phrases?  

Continued on next page. 
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Consistency 

Continued from previous page. 
§ Did you use concepts consistently? 
§ Did you use numbers consistently? 
§ Did you format your memo consistently? 
§ Are your headings consistent in form? 
§ Did you maintain the same form of each name? 

Lunsford states, "if you refer to someone as Susan 
in one sentence, don't switch to Sue in 
the next" (483). 

Tone and Language § Is the language non-sexist? 
§ Is your memo free from technical jargon? 
§ Did you avoid using pompous diction? 
§ Did you use action verbs rather than “to be” verbs? 
§ Are your sentences varied in length and structure? 
§ Are your sentences simple and not too complex? 

Spelling, Grammar, 
and Punctuation 

§ Did you maintain parallelism in bulleted lists? 
§ Rather than relying on your computer’s spelling, 

and grammar tools, did you ask a colleague to 
proofread your draft? 

§ Did you consult a contemporary dictionary or 
recently written handbook? 

§ Is the language active, or did you suitably use the 
passive voice? 

§ Did you read your memo out loud to find any 
omitted words? 
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