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GREAT WRITING 



A couple of final points to last 
week’s lecture 
•  EDITORIAL – the section of the media 

controlled by journalists – news, features, 
magazines, columns, etc 

•  ADVERTISING – the section of the media 
controlled by advertising sales executives 
– display ads, classifieds, advertorial, 
advertising supplements and special 
features 
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Paid, owned and earned media 

•  Paid media is when you buy an ad in the 
media – traditional, web or social 

•  Owned media is when you are the 
publisher (eg of your own blog, website, 
podcast, etc) and you publish whatever 
and however you like 

•  Earned media is when your media release 
influences an editorial, your tweet is RTed, 
etc 
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Lecture 2 (of 13) 

•  Take the discussion out of the bounds of 
writing for strategic communication 

•  Establish a context for the idea of why 
writing matters and what it can achieve 

•  Consider what makes writing ‘great’(and 
who gets to decide) 

 



Lecture 2 continued 

•  Implications for strategic communicators 
•  Writing techniques 
•  The role of truth 
•  Where sp*n and sp*in doctors fit in 
•  Corporate speak 
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What is ‘great writing’? 

•  Big question, we won’t go near answering 
•  Take a couple of minutes to think about 

this. 
•  Who is a great writer in your opinion? 

Why? 
•  What great piece of writing can you name? 
•  Why do you think it is great? 
•  How does it make you feel? 
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Writing that moves me 

•  ‘I can’t help falling in love with you’ by 
Elvis Presley 

•  ‘Dreams from my Father’ by Barack 
Obama 

•  Every one liner Alec Baldwin gets to say 
on 30 Rock 
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Writers who move me 

•  Samuel Clemens (Mark Twain) - swoon 
•  Seth Godin - think 
•  Tina Fey – laugh 
•  Aaron Sorkin – head explode 
•  Adele - gasp 
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Why would it matter what I like? 

•  It doesn’t unless I am the audience for the 
writing 

•  It doesn’t unless someone is trying to 
communicate with me or engage me 

•  Then, I decide what great looks like 
•  When do you get to decide? 
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How does writing make you feel? 

•  In understanding this, we understand the 
power of words 

•  If we understand the power of words, we 
understand the importance of writing 

•  If we understand the importance of writing, 
we want to develop our craft 
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Great writing can (amongst other 
things)  
•  Amuse 
•  Persuade 
•  Inform 
•  Challenge ideas 
•  Clarify 
•  Empower 
•  Call people to action 
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So who decides greatness? 

•  The beholder 
•  The reader 
•  In strategic communication terms, the 

audience, public or stakeholder (the 
writing achieves something or it doesn’t, 
however beautifully it is written) 
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Implications for strategic 
communicators 
•  ‘Public Relations activities have a clear, 

strategic purpose’ (Mahoney, p 6) 
•  ‘The essence of this business 

(advertising) is putting effective words and 
phrases down on paper’ (James Vincent 
O’Gara in the early 60s in Higgins, 1965, 
intro) 
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Writing with purpose 

•  Write with an objective, to persuade, 
inform, explain, converse, sell, etc 

•  Write for an audience 
•  Write to engage and be understood (ie to 

communicate) 
•  Write like a professional – clear, concise, 

precise, unambiguous  
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Writing to inform 

•  The public information model of public 
relations (one of four made famous by 
James Grunig) operates as ‘one-way 
communication’ (also his term) 

•  Is basically the distribution of 
organisational information (sending out 
stuff about the organisation, often with little 
knowledge of audience or their level of 
interest in it) 
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Information model 

•  Despite its shortcomings, there is still often 
the need to write to inform 

•  Not inherently unethical 
•  Focus on facts, clarity, precision and being 

unambiguous 
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•  Key role of strategic communicators is 
advocacy on behalf of their organisations 
(Harrison, pp178 – 187) 

•  Ethical framework of the profession and 
own ethics guide you 

•  Key thinkers on persuasion – Bernays; 
Cialdini; Cutlip, Center and Broom 
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Writing to persuade 



Persuasive communication 

•  “Persuasive communication causes 
change in a person’s knowledge, feelings 
and behaviour as a result of the 
message.” (Harrison, p 492) 
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Principles of persuasion 

•  1 Identification principle – your message must be 
stated in terms of the interest of your audience 
(WIIFM) 

•  2 Action principle – unless a means of action is 
provided, people tend to shrug off appeals to do 
things (call to action) 

•  3 Familiarity and trust principle – unless the 
audience has confidence in the speaker/writer, 
he/she will not follow or respond (we buy from 
those we trust) 
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Fourth principle of persuasion 

•  4 Clarity principle The situation must be 
clear to us, not confusing. (To 
communicate you need to employ words, 
symbols or stereotypes that the receiver 
comprehends and responds to.) 

(Cutlip, Center and Broom in Harrison, p 9) 
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•  Eschew the common misconception about the role of 
sp*n in strategic communication (PR) 

•  Professional strategic writing is about open and honest 
communication 

•  Principled communicators counsel their clients and 
bosses to speak and write the truth 

•  Public relations is anti-spin (ie the antithesis of sp*n) 
(Smith in Morath, p 182) 
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Writing the truth 



Writing the truth (cont) 

•  Difference between PR writing (strategic 
communication) and propaganda is the 
principle of truth. 

•  PR seeks to persuade by stating facts 
truthfully. 

•  Propaganda seeks to persuade by stating 
anything that suits its purpose whether 
true or not (Maston in Tymson and 
Sherman, p 6) 
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Writing to avoid corporate-speak 

•  The decay of public language and the 
introduction of weasel words(Watson) 

•  “…every day we vandalise the language, 
which is the foundation, the frame and the 
joinery of the culture, if not its greatest 
glory, and there is no penalty and no way 
to impose one. We can only be indignant. 
And we should resist.” (Watson, 2003, p8) 
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Writing to avoid weasel words 

•  “… we have likely developed a habit and 
forgotten the other way of communicating; 
so that we might say that realistically 
speaking, the bottom line is basically that 
we will evaluate the issue in its context, 
and basically commit ourselves to 
endeavouring to achieve a more 
appropriate scenario with better outcomes 
for all stakeholders.” (Watson, 2014, p 5) 
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An almost final word on the craft 
of great writing 
 
 
“Great writing is a medium that fosters 
understanding among human beings.” (Roy 
Williams in Mahoney, 2008, p 8) 

 Page 25 



A final word on the craft of great 
writing 
 
 
“What is written without effort is in general 
read without pleasure.” 
                                     Samuel Johnson 
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Next week 

•  Will the real strategic communicators 
please stand up? 

•  Who are strategic communicators? 
Advertisers, marketers, social media 
directors, PR practitioners and more. 

•  What do they do? 
•  Where do they work? 
•  What do they write and why? 
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Example presentation title  Page 29 

Thank You 


