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A Few Good Words – Using a Structured 
Task Analysis
Focus on the results you want from your communication
By Sally F. Cutler

Y
ou use writing as the medium for numerous 
communications. You write audit reports to 
communicate audit results, and you write to 
announce audits, to request information, to ask 

for clarification of issues, to schedule meetings, to provide 
consulting advice and on and on. Some of these documents 
are formal reports and memos, and some are emails. You 
have even used texting when you need to send a short, 
informal message to someone on your audit team.

But lately you’ve been wondering if your writing is getting 
your messages across. Sometimes, you don’t get the 
response you expect or need. When that happens, you have 
to follow up, either in writing or by phone.

A structured task analysis helps you focus on your 
communication objectives, your readers, the limits or 
constraints placed on the communication, and the 
components of your message. This analysis leads to wise 
decisions about the content, level of detail, structure and 
tone of the writing. The analysis even helps ensure that you 
select the appropriate medium, be it a formal document, an 
email, a text message or a verbal medium, such as a phone 
call or meeting.

Determining objectives
A productive way to think about your communication 
objectives is to ask yourself, “What do I want to happen as 
a result of this communication?” Notice that this question 
is not, “What do I want to write (or say)?” By focusing on the 
results—the outcome—of the communication, you sharpen 
your perspective and avoid falling into the trap of starting to 
draft sentences too soon.

Categorize your objectives by considering four broad 
categories: informing, requesting, persuading and 
recording.

If you are informing, your readers will know something they 
did not know before. If you are requesting, your readers 
will respond without resistance (more on this later). If 
you are persuading, your readers will think differently or 
be convinced of something they did not think or believe 
before. If you are recording, you are creating a supporting 
document—an artifact, if you will.

An important distinction here is between requesting and 
persuading. You are requesting when you have a high 
expectation that the reader will respond without resistance. 
This may be for one of the following reasons:

 • Responding has an obvious benefit from the reader’s 
perspective. For example, you are asking a vendor to 
submit a proposal.

 • Responding is expected owing to your hierarchical 
relationship to the reader. For example, you are asking 
a subordinate to attend a meeting or provide you with 
information.

 • Responding is a routine activity for the reader. For 
example, you are asking a colleague to forward 
information to you that you both are working with.

In contrast, you are persuading when you have less than a 
high expectation of the reader’s willingness to respond or 
to think differently. That is, you are persuading when the 
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benefit to the reader is not obvious, you have no hierarchical 
authority over the reader, or when you are asking for a 
nonroutine response.

Often, your communication can be categorized as having 
more than one of these objectives. For example, you 
are persuading, but you also need to inform. Or, you are 
requesting, and you also need to record. In fact, most 
communications have multiple objectives.

Thus, the next step is determining which objective is 
primary and which is or are secondary. Which objective 
must you meet for the communication to be a success? For 
example, if you are both persuading and informing, will you 
be successful if the reader is informed but not persuaded? 
Notice that this determination is not about which objective 
you will address first in the communication. Rather, it is 
about which is crucial for success.

Assessing readers
Communication does not occur when you write; it occurs 
when the reader reads. With that in mind, you need next to 
assess the readers.

Five essential questions about readers
Who are the readers? – Thinking about all the readers 
means considering those to whom you address the 
communication, those whom you copy and readers who 
may have the communication passed on to them.

Are they primary or secondary readers? – Primary readers are 
those who will take the most direct and immediate action 
based on the communication; secondary readers are those 
taking less significant or immediate action and those who 
may just need to be kept informed about the subject of the 
communication. As you work through the following three 
questions, you likely will have different answers for the 
primary and secondary readers.

What do they need to know for you to meet your objective? –
Thinking about what the readers need to know is an act 
of imagination: you put yourself into the reader’s place, 
imagining what each needs to know. Your answers to this 
question are influenced as well by the next question.

What are the readers’ levels of understanding? – First, what is 
the technical level of understanding of each reader? Second, 
what is each reader’s familiarity with the subject of the 
communication? Any combination of levels is possible. For 
example, some readers will have a high level of technical 
understanding but a low level of familiarity with the 
situation, while others may have a low level of technical 
understanding but a high level of familiarity.

How might the readers react? –This question attends to 
human nature. After all, the readers are people, and their 
human reactions affect how they receive and respond to the 
communication. Will they be enthusiastic about the subject 
and your message? Defensive? Disinterested? Downright 
hostile?

How the answers inform decisions
Taking time to answer all of these reader-assessment 
questions pays off. In particular, the answers help you 
decide:

How to organize the document – This decision is influenced 
by who is primary and who is secondary, as the organization 
must first meet the needs of the primary readers. This 
means using the placement and sequence of information to 
emphasize what the primary readers need.

How much detail to include – This decision is influenced 
by what the readers need to know and their levels of 
understanding. For example, less technical readers 
usually need less detail and are distracted or confused by 
information overload. More technical readers need and 
expect more detail.

What words to use – This decision is influenced by the 
readers’ levels of understanding and by their reactions. More 
technical readers understand the technical terminology, 
while less technical readers often do not. As for reactions, 
you may need to choose words carefully if your primary 
reader’s reaction will be negative.

What tone you aim to create – This decision is influenced 
not only by your relationship to the readers but also by 
their reactions. A casual tone in an email or text message—
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created, for example, by using contractions, colloquial 
expressions and shortened texting forms—is appropriate 
only for some communications. As noted for word choice, 
readers’ anticipated reactions should guide the tone you aim 
to create.

Recognizing limits or constraints
In addition to determining objectives and assessing readers, 
you need to consider the limits or constraints placed on the 
writing task. These may include:

1. Deadlines

2. Defined structures and formats; for example, the 
constraints imposed by a standard report template

3. Length parameters, whether mandated or expected

4. Delivery mechanisms; for example, paper versus 
electronic delivery, or limits on the use of color printing

5. Limits to the information you have and thus what can be 
communicated

6. Legal limitations, for example, avoidance of personally 
identifiable information

Developing messages
Finally, putting the entire analysis together, you should 
crystalize in a sentence or two the main message of the 
communication.

If you cannot develop a clear 
and direct main message, you 
are not ready to write.

As you develop this sentence, you need not worry about 
expressing it in an elegant or even an appropriate way. For 
example, say you are writing to persuade a reader that the 
schedule he has proposed is unrealistic. The main message 
you develop might be, “Your proposed schedule is totally 
unrealistic. You’ve forgotten to consider the time needed to 
discuss the issues with everyone involved.”

You in no way intend put this exact sentence into the final 
communication. But you help yourself as the writer when 
you develop the main message as clearly and directly as you 
can. In fact, if you cannot develop such a main message, you 
are not ready to write.

Once you have developed the main message, you can develop 
the supporting messages. Indeed, for a complex document, 
developing supporting messages is essential to managing the 
organizing and writing processes that will follow.

Selecting the medium
The results of your task analysis—objectives, readers, limits 
and messages—can help ensure you select the appropriate 
medium. For example, you may have started by thinking your 
communication was a short email only to discover that the 
analysis points to a more formal document. Sometimes, you will 
find that the analysis points to an unwritten communication, 
like a phone call or meeting. In this way, the analysis can make 
the overall communication process more effective.

Making task analysis a habit
You have started using a structured task analysis for every 
communication. For simple emails, you take just a few 
minutes to check your objective, your readers, your limits and 
your message. For more formal documents, you are writing 
out the analysis to make sure you have covered everything 
thoroughly and thoughtfully. Doing so is proving especially 
helpful when you are collaborating on a piece of writing.

The best news of all: you have cut down not only your 
writing time but also how much time you spend following 
up on those unclear communications. NP
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