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The essence of 

communication  

is intention.

– Werner Erhard
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Communication Insights

Back to Basics
Whether you’re new to this newsletter—or to communicating 
professionally—or simply need a reminder of some of the basics of 
writing, this article is bringing it back to clear communicating 101. 
There are books, courses, and lifetimes spent in the pursuit of good 
writing, but who has time for that? The following represents basic 
suggestions NOAA’s communications department provides over 
and over again. 

1.  No acronyms. Let’s be honest—acronyms make life easier for 
the writer, but harder for the person reading the text. So stay 
away as much as you can. For organizations or committees 
with really long names, write around it whenever possible. (Use 
“the project” or “the committee” after you spell it out the first 
time instead of the full name or acronym.) Or use a shortened 
version of the formal name. Regarding capitalization: when in 
doubt, don’t. And ditch the jargon.

2.  Words in a series represent a red flag, especially when you see 
this treatment used several times in one paragraph. Use of this 
technique can signal over-explanation. Instead of “stakeholders, 
scientists, local governments, federal staff, etc.,” more often 
than not, “audience” or “people” will do. Use the words in 
a series approach only when you really need it, as it can be 
tiresome and hide your message.

3.  Look for the action. Try to stay away from “this project was 
designed to help.” Can’t we make the leap and say “Local 
governments are using this information to . . .”? Don’t be 
tentative about the impact of your work.

4.  Don’t lead with the family tree. The opening should be 
about the action or the results. The part where we list who 
contributed and who owns the action should come at the end, 
or at the very least not at the opening (unless, for some reason, 
the who’s who is the most important part of the story).
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5.  Stamp out repetition. Making the 
story interesting and easy to digest is 
an important part of the text we review. 
Repetition is rampant in the text we 
receive. Look for it and get rid of it. Make 
it a game to see how many words (or 
sentences!) you can cut out and still keep 
the interest and the meaning. A good way 
to practice this is with your emails (and 
read the August 2021 issue for more about 
effective email writing).

6.  Write for your audience. Job one is 
to provide information the audience is 
interested in, not what you wish they were 
interested in. And present the information 
in an interesting way. The terms used, 
for instance—do they represent how the 
audience talks? The topics and facts being 
emphasized—are they what the audience 
cares about most? Don’t write to yourself 
and your organization.

7.  Be careful with the use of the word “you.” 
Keeping text as conversational as possible 
is good, but in doing so, some writers go 
overboard with the use of this word. Count 
how many times you see “you” or “your” in 
a paragraph or sentence. Then get rid of 
them as many times as you can. This little 
trick will do wonders in terms of tightening 
up your writing.

8.  Use Tarzan speak to organize the text. 
After writing a document, identify the 
overall message for each paragraph using 
very simple terms. Typical paragraph 
messages include setting the stage, 
providing back-up documentation, showing 
why the issue is important, asking the 
reader for help, making a prediction for 
the future, and stating the impacts of the 
decision. (Note: some create this Tarzan 

speak approach before writing the document. 
It’s called an outline.) After doing this, make 
sure every sentence in the paragraph supports 
the Tarzan statement for that paragraph. The 
opposite approach has the writer restating the 
“this is why this issue is important” information 
throughout the document. This makes the 
document repetitive and harder to follow, and 
instead of making the justifications provided 
stronger, the main thoughts seem buried in  
extra words. Say it once and say it strong.

9.   Pay attention to your headlines. Don’t try to 
throw in the kitchen sink. The headline, the first 
line of your text, a subhead, a picture, a caption, 
the place where the article is delivered—all of 
these provide clues about the content. Make these 
succinct and powerful. And don’t be too cute. The 
reader’s time is valuable, and these components 
help the reader decide, in advance, if their time 
will be well spent with this document.  

10.  The executive summary is the most important 
part of a longer document. Use that space wisely 
to convey your major messages. Jump right in, and 
don’t make the reader wade through introductory 
material if you can help it. Grab their interest 
first so they can make an informed decision about 
what they are about to read and if they are going 
to read it. Hook ‘em with the good stuff first.

11.   Check your facts. Make sure that web addresses, 
basic math, percentages, proper names, and other 
facts are correct. Those errors are easy to make 
but not easy to explain or excuse.

 Let us know if you have questions or would like to 
see examples to explain these concepts.

Donna McCaskill
Communications Manager
NOAA’s Office for Coastal Management
Donna.McCaskill@noaa.gov
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Communication Product of the Month

Featured product: Virginia Coastal 

Zone Management Program’s “Prevent 

Balloon Litter” campaign 

Source: preventballoonlitter.org 

Submitted by: Pamela Jacobs, Lynker 

in support of NOAA’s Office for 

Coastal Management

What it is: The state coastal 

management program’s website 

offering litter-free ideas for celebrating, 

remembering, and honoring people. 

Why I like it: Every time I see a balloon 

release—in person or on TV—or the 

remnants of one, I could cry. And I’m 

sure everyone reading this feels the 

same way. Virginia’s coastal managers 

do, and they turned the problem into a 

creative opportunity to offer solutions.

Sure, the website offers sobering 

statistics that are important for 

the public to know—for instance, 

between 2016 and 2017, volunteers 

participating in the International 

Coastal Cleanup found and reported 

more than 14,700 littered balloons in 

Mid-Atlantic states. But it goes beyond 

that, responding to why people release 

balloons (celebrating, remembering, 

and honoring) and offering alternatives 

(bubbles, candlelight vigils, and tree 

planting, for example). In short, this 

fun, colorful website gets to the root of 

the problem and offers concrete ways to 

create change.

(Please note: this is not an 

endorsement of the designer, website, 

or any proprietary tools, but simply 

this writer’s opinion on a good 

communication product.)
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From Us to You

Outreach Tool Spotlight –  
Case Studies
From implementing innovative natural infrastructure 
techniques to discovering new ways to finance them, 
your coastal management colleagues are continuously 
doing great work. Instead of trying to reinvent 
the wheel or go it alone, you can learn from their 
past successes (and mistakes!) through the many 
case studies featured on the Digital Coast. Not 
only do they walk readers through the process and 
lessons learned from projects, but they often discuss 
the communication strategies that made them 
successful—which we all know is one of the hardest 
and most important parts. Find them here: coast.
noaa.gov/digitalcoast/training/?filter=Case%20Studies.

Upcoming Social Media Campaigns
Follow us on Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram,   
and tag along with these campaigns:

• October 4 to 8: Use #MidAtlantic to see and 
celebrate this magnificent region.

• All month: Use #StrongCoasts for all the tools  
and resources related to resilience. 

Spanish Language Videos 
We are currently in the midst of Hispanic Heritage 
Month, which the National Park Service defines as 
a time to “honor the cultures and contributions of 
both Hispanic and Latino Americans as we celebrate 
heritage rooted in all Latin American countries.” 
One important way to honor people is to let them 
know you speak their language—often literally. Our 
website features short Spanish language videos on 
tsunami preparation, storm surge, and more. Share 
them with your audience to ensure that all members 
of the community are included and informed. Find 
them all here: coast.noaa.gov/gallery/videos/index.html.

Fast Facts – Hazard Mitigation Value   

This is one of the many graphics and facts available for your use in presentations and handouts. Grab this one 
at coast.noaa.gov/states/fast-facts/hazard-mitigation-value.html. If you have an idea for a new group of fast facts 
or illustrations, please let us know.

Coastal Communicators is published by the NOAA Office for Coastal Management.
To subscribe to this newsletter, visit coast.noaa.gov/contactform.

Send questions or suggestions to coastal.info@noaa.gov. 
View past issues at coast.noaa.gov/gallery/newsletter.html.
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