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Department of 	 Memorandum1 Veterans Affairs 
, . . 

Date:1 ocr 0 5 1995 

1 

. From: Under Secretary for Benefits (20) 


Subj: l!-eader-Focused Writing: VBA Reengineering 

I To: All Service, Office, Area, and RO Directors 

1 
 I believe we need to write more clearly and more compassionately to our veterans. I'm 

also convinced that our internal documents - especially manuals and other reference 
materials - need improvement. They must be clearer and easier to use so that readers 
can find and digest the information they need in the shortest possible time. 

1 
Last winter, I appointed a task force made up of representatives from the field and 

· Central Office to: 

• investigate the current state of writing in VBA, . 

I·' • assess the~ffectiveness of existing improvement programs (such as Writing for 

Real People and Communicating More Clearly in Writing), and . 


ct propose a. plan for agency-wide improvement. .·.·1"·· 
The task force's recommendation, an initiative called Reader-Focused Writing (RFW), 
will reengineer all of VBA' s written communication. Their report is attached. . Please '.1 	 · read it thoughtfully and share it with yo:ur staff. Shortly, you will receive more' . 
detailed information about the RFW training program arid implementation plan .. 

I .' . I fully support this reengineering effort. It's long overdue .. I'm asking that you, your' 
·managers,your supervisors, and your team leaders become familiar with all phases of. 
Reader-Focused Writing and actively support this new way of doing business. If we all ,I'···· ,work together, we can revitalize VBA's writing,increase efficiency, and communicate 
our compassion. In other words, we can help ensure that veterans receive the quality 

· of service they deserve. . . . . :,' 
, .':,'1" 
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Introduction: The Role of Writing in VBA 

VBA's business is serving veterans. VBA's business 
systems mostly involve processing information. We run 
those systems by writing and reading: We request facts,. 
evidence, and opinions in writing, whether by form or 
letter . When we get the information, we make decisions ' 
following our own written guidelines and using computer 
screens composed of our own text. Then we write letters 
to explain what we've done. Finally, we guide people 
through the appeal process -,in writing. 

Writing is lithe invisible process" in all our systems. It's 
rarely thought of as a process in our work 
systems-indeed, it's rarely thought of at all-:yet , 
everything else we do depends on it. 

All of our writing costs money to produce. Much of it 
costs money twice, either because it costs too much for , 
other employees to read, or because customers who don 't ' 
'understand it create unnecessai.-y work for us. If we're 
going to satisfy our customers, if we're going to give inore ' 
value to the taxpayer, we Inust reinvent our writing. 
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The Problem 

The Solution: Technical 
Communication Methods 

Reader-Focused Writing: 
Its Elements 

. . /, , 

., ... 

VBA's writing is failing its customers, its stakeholders, its 
employees. Focus groups, surveys and controlled studies show 
we're not communicating adequately with clients or employees. 

Our letters are taking a,toll on our efficiency by generating 

unnecessary calls to our offices and unnecessary work on ' 


,claims. Our reference materials are costing employees too 
much time. Simply stated, we could satisfy customers and 
save money if we could find a better way to write. 

A better way to write has actually been invented., Over the 
past thirty years, the discipline oftechnical communication has ' 

, 	 , 

been devel~ping research-based techniques which can 
, revolutionize our writing. For poor readers who are struggling 
with our letters, we can double comprehension. For our ' 
employees, who are struggling with complicated reference 
materials, we can cut reading time by 50 percent. ' 

Reader-Focused Writing is an initiative applying the research
based methods oftechnical communication to all ofV8A's 

;	writing, from letters to forms to on-line manuals. It features 
audience analysis, a broad repertoire oftested techniques for 
writing and design; document testing with representative ' 
readers, and collaborative writing. See Figure 1. 

' ", 	 , . . 

,Figure 1. ,EH:mentsofReqder-Focused Writing 

, i 

, I 
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I . What Reader-Focused When applied throughout VBA, Reader-Focused Writing can: 

Writing eM Do 

I 

I 

I' 
I 

I 
I' 
:1' 

.: 	 '. 

Remder';'Focused Writing ,I, Supports VBA's 
. ' .. ' . Strategic Goals 

I 

:1····
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III 	 Increase customer satisfaction 

III 	 Improve processing timeliness 

III 	 Improve payment accuracy 

II 	Reduce interviews and calls 

11 	 Shorten training periods 

II 	Decrease time devoted to researching manuals and 
circulars 

II Deliver value to the taxpayer 

Among these seven potential benefits, we already have hard 
evidence ofthree: 

1. 	 Focus groups and interviews show that veterans like the 
new letters. 

2. 	 A revised letter appeared to reduce the total number of 
calls from customers in a survey of veterans benefits 

.counselors. 

3. 	 A revised manual passage has dramatically improved 
comprehension for employees who participated in a 
controlled study; 

Put another way, Reader-Focused Writing (RFW) can help us. 
achieve all fourofVBA's strategic goals: 

. II 	RFWimprove$ responsiveness to customer needs and' 
expectations because it gives veterans the kind of clear 
communication they've told us they want. . 

til RFW improves service delivery and claims processing by 

. enabling customers to give' us all the iitformation we need 

. the first time we ask for it. . 
. 	 . . 

'. Lil 	 RFW delivers maximum benefit to the taxpayer bec~use it .' 
helps us dothings right the·first time. . 

~ .RFw promote~ ~ more sati'sfyingwork environment . 

because, when applied to manuals andcirculars~ it reduces 


'. : training time and "research" time~ 


.' , . . ' . 

. . 	 ii . 

.' ." 



.1 

I 


Reengineering 
Organizational Cbange 
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VBA will have to make significant changes in order to register 
these gains. Nothing less than areengineering project will do 
the job. Fortunately, such an initiative would pay for itself 
quickly. 

Reader-Focused Writing does face barriers: 

II Organizational inertia 

II Resistance to'change 

II Concerns about legal sufficiency 

II Fear of mandated uniformity 

II Performance criteria which support a "get-it-off-the-desk" 
mentality 

We'll need all the help we can get to effect this evolution. Six 
"levers oforganizational change can help us. They are: 

II Promoting the new values 


1'1 Teaching the requisite skills 


... R~efining quality and standards of performance 


II Modeling the new behavior 


III Rewarding the neW behavior 


II.iI Providing tools to facilitate the new behavior 


.. We can systematically pull each ofthese levers to help ensure 
that the n~ writing methOds become a way of life for VBA 
employees. 

We propOse to train all vBA writers in proportion to their ' . 
· needs. Everyone will need a brief orielltation to the principles 
· . ofReader-Focused Writing.. All employees who write as a .. 

part oftheir jobs will need basic technical communications 
training. Perhaps. I 0 percent of our writers will need advanced 
training'in technical writing skills, collaborative writing,' and 
usability testing. A considerably smaller number will need to . 

· learn how todesign fonus and write reference materials. We 
.' can think of this hierarchy as a pyramid. See'Figure2. 

iii 
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Figure 2: Reader-Focused Writing Training Model 

Measurement will be essential. We've established some 
baselines, and we'll take periodic measurements to know 
whether we're headed in the right direction. The resources 
needed for these measurements will be minimal. 

" 

The coordination ofthis project, we believe, will require: 

"iI 'A Reader-Focused Writing point of contact in VBA ' 

m Ongoing support from a professional technical ' 

communicator 


!mAn ImplementationTeaDl composed ofemployees from 

,CO and the four Areas 


fil : "Master CommUnicators" in each Regiorull Office, Semce ' 
, and Office ' 

',We envision that the Implementation Team will meet three or'" 
four times a year and communicate between meetings via , 
conference calls. 'Ibe Master Communicators will be the 
liaison between the Implementation Team and the regional 
offices. 'In addition, they will provide leadership for the critical' 
mass of employees who have received advanced training in ' 
technical communication and who are responsible for revising' 

',VBA's standardized documents ,and creating new ones. 
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The Reader-Focused Writing project is an ambitious one. We 
. expect it will take several years to implement. When 
implementation is complete, we should have a better-trained 
workforce and a new library offorms, reference materials, and 
standard letters which can subStantially improve our 
effectiveness. 

But we'll profit from the initiative in other ways, too: 

III 	 Docwnent-testing with veterans will make us more 

customer-centered 


'. II 	 Contact with the technical communication fieJd will make 
us more research-oriented 

III 	 The innovative activities ofcollaborative writing teams 
will facilitate our effortS to re-invent VBA 

, " , 
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1 
1 	 1. AChronicProblem, 


A Comprehensive Solution 
I 
,I The Problem 

1 
VBA's writing needs to be more readable; it needs to be designed for customers. Veterans 
have been telling us in focus groups that our letters are impersonal and exasperatingly unclear. 

I 
Many widows have given up trying to fill out our forms; they regularly go to our offices or to 
service organizations for help. In fact, thousands of people make a part of their living helping 
clients cope with our correspondence. Within the organization, employees are also struggling 
with difficult texts as they try to decipher their manuals and circulars. 

1 Letters are our primary means of communicating with veterans and their families. Poor 
letters can taint their future interactions with us and provoke them to share their bad 
experiences with others. For some clients; we're represented exclusively by our 
writing: To those veterans whose claims are denied, the only tangible product we':,1 provide is a letter. 

But it's not just the unfavorable impression we sometimes leave that makes bad 
writing so destructive. Poor communication often results in ,delayed decisions,'I; 
causing anxiety and economic hardship for our clients. 

We in VBA also pay an economic price. We spend a lot of money writing; in a,I·,· brief study of three regional offices, we found that 25 % of adjudicators' time was 
spent creating documents. Poor writing costs money twice: A single unclear 
pattern letter sent to ten thousand veterans can result in hundreds of staff-hours of 
extra proCessing. Veterans Benefits Counselors tell us that many overpayments"I". 
could be avoided if we could clearly explain to claimants their, responsibilities. If ' 
we add the cost of claims denied for inadequate evidence and then resubmitted, of 
duplicate.claims, and oftelepho,ne requests for clarification, we begin to see what"I·, 
poor letters are costing us. 

',I'~ , Forms 	 are 0 ften so hard to fill out that clients retur~ them incomplete or come to out 
,offices for help. A veteran who fills out a form wrong often llPsets a whole row of 
i;lominoes: ' ' ,

',I Veieran Employee I Veteran calls Employee 2 Employee 3 ' 
completeS form + writes for more 0+ VA for help' o+talres written -+ assigned to, , 
incorrectly information with letter ' inquiry, locate me, etc: ':1',' 

". .' ;~. 

"I 
Manuals ,and other internal communications are obstructing our ability to do our jobs. 

:Manuals and circulars should be roadmaps; instead, they're often roadblocks. ' 
Employees read passages two, three, or four times to be sure of the meaning. 'They, ' 
waste over a thousand houts per week, puZzling over manuals and circulars. I, And ' 

" they lose even more time discussing unclear passages with other employees. 
, Worse; field stations sometimes implement policies incorrectly.because of unclear 

language'in manuals. Right now, we're paying people to laboriously read' 
references that we paid other people to write bcidly. ' 

J

I,' 
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The Solution: Reader-Focused Writing 1 

. ". :. . . . 	 . . '. . 

We've tried to solve this problem before. VBA has been running letter-writing courses for 

decades. Is there really a new solution available? 
 1 

. . 	 . 

There is. The discipline of technical communication offers research-based methods which can 

dramatically improve our letters. This is good news for VBA because: 
 1 

II 	 Standards of clarity now exist which are based on research and therefore can't be . 

dismissed as arbitrary or as matters of taste. 
 1 

II 	 New methods have been developed that enable writers to make text more 

understandable than ever before. In combination with current word processing· 

equipment, these techniques are powerful tools for improving written communication. 
 1 

Jackson Regional Office's Writing for Real People adapted technical communication methods 

to VBA communications. The letters created in that initiative demonstrated, via interviews 
 1with veterans and focus groups, that technical communication methods can improve readability 

and customer satisfaction. The Office oflnformation Technology has also used. technical 

writing practices in their new directives and handbooks, and their innovations have been: 

warmly received. We think it's become clear that technical communication methods should be 
 1 
applied, as appropriate, to all forms of VBA writing.. 

. Furthermore, to these advancements in information design should be added the important work I 
, done in the. Central Area's initiative, Communicating More Clearly in Writing, regarding tone 

in letters to the public. Our communication problems, focus groupsshow,are not limited to 
clarity. Veterans feel our letters are cold and impersonal. They often complain that the people 
who write to them about their claims don't treat them with.courtesy. 

We recommend, therefore, that the contributions of the Central Area, of the Office of 

Information Technology, of Jackson V A Regional Office, 'and of the other regional offices ~ 


which have inaugUrated writing improvement programs be rolled into one initiative~named: 

,Reader~Focused Writing. 	 . . 

i~~~~ii~~!!i~ii~iii'il~~I{i~~I~;~;b,." 
 I 

1 


·1 

1


Mbt¢•• t~alM~hty;e~f~·'.~halt~¢~rii6~,.~J~ri;jA,¢~f~f~~~~ari~ff~tr8~,ih¢if~~&12~s~t6;'~6~if~bhriical" •• ·····~·:·.·'.... 
Organizations: '. They··begadconsllltipg· with ·.1 nsurancefjrmsahd.·bank$irit~e:rriid-197.0sano with. FederaI 

"agenCiesintheearly198as~Si:icia:ISecurity and the IRS tiav.e beeriworkinrfwithtechnical communication'· 
. .consultanis foea number ofyears.: .' ,.;< ::>:' .. ..'.. ' 	 ., ' . 

':,: ' 
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I 
What Reader·;Pocused Writing Is 

I ReaderwFocused Writing is a method for creating readable texts which is based on research 
in technical communication and related fields. Writers systematically analyze their readers' 
needs in order to choose appropriate: 

I • Words 

• Sentence length and syntax 

I 	 • Style 

III 	 Tone 

'I 	 • Organization 

III 	 Formatting 

I Authors of multiple-use documents like pattern letters, forms, manuals, and circulars, often test 

,I 
them with representative readers. In met, testing is an essential part of the writers' training. 
Before they can he competent designers of multiple-use documents, they have to learn how 
their readers comprehend and use the texts. To do this, they must test some documents 
themselves. 

Reader-Focused Writing encourages collaborative writing because multiple viewpoints usually ',I enhance clarity and usability. 

Reader-Focused Writing, when it involves,I' 
,mUltiple-use documents consists 'of four 


activities: 


1. 	 Audience analysis, in which the needs of 

all the parties to. the communication are 

assessed 


';1· 
" 2. Information design, that is, the actual 


composing of the 'paper or on-line 

, ,"docum(mt" '
.1' 

3. 	 Usability testing, that is,the consultation' 

, " with 'representatives of the audience 


"," 	 4. Collaboration between writers' '',I'·'" 
, Figure 1: Elements ofReader-Focused Writing 

See Figure 1 .. ..1 
.1 


Wh~n Reader-Focused Writing is applied to the creation of everyday SIngle-use documents su~h- . 

, as free text letters to veterans, usability testing and collaboration are usually omitted, of 


course. 


Th~ Reader-Focused. Writing initiative will adapt the techniques of technical communication to,.:1" all of the agency's Written communication, including letters to veterans, forms, memos,' 
handbooks, circularS, and on-line manuals. 

'I:' 
3 




I 
I 2. The Value of the Solution: 

What Reader-Focused Writing Can DoI 
·1 Reader-Focused Writing will enhance customer satisfaction; veterans have already told us in focus 

groups and protocol interviews that they like the letters created in the Writingfor Real People 

I 
 project. But customer satisfaction is only one ofVBA's four strategic goals. Here's the entire list: 


.1 

I. Improve n:sponsiveness to customer needs and expectations. 


, 2. 'Improve sl~rvice delivery and benefits claims processing. ' 


3. Ensure maximum value for the taxpayer's dollar. 

4. Ensure a satisfying and rewarding work environment.

I' How will Reader-Focused Writing support all of the strategic goals? In sum, the new writing 
.. methods will: 

I· Increase customer satisfaction' by creating letters, pamphlets, and fonus that are easy to use. 
(Strategic Goal #I) 

I. ,Evidence:, Our focus groups showed that customers prefer 
letters simplified with technical writing methods over 

, traditional letters. 2 ' 

I 
'I 

Improve processing timeliness by enabling veterans to supply all the information we need the 
first time we ask.' (Strategic Goal #2) 

. : 
" 

Evidence: Informal VBA studies suggest clients who receive 
, , plain English requests are more likely to respond with 

I' complete information. 3 ' 

" ... 

" 
'Improve payment. accuracy by helping claimants understand the rules for reporting .' 'I ' important information. (Strategic Goal #3) 

Evidence: Veterans Benefits Counselors and Waivers and 
Compromises Committee members tell us that many veter~s , " .. 1', are getting overpaid because they don't understand our letters: 
A poll conducted by Modern Maturity magazine points in the 

, ' same direction. ,47% of the 4,000 respondents had .trouble, . ' 
, , understanding and using government forms. 4':1~" , 

I 
 Reduce interviews & calls by creating letters,'pamphlets,' and forms that are easy to use.. 

(Strategic Goals #2 & #3) 

Evidence.' A VBA study foUnd evidence that rewriting a letter' :1' , in plain English had reduced the number of telephone inquiries 
, from veterans. 5 ' 

I " .. 

,I 
 , , 5 




! 

I' 
Shorten training periods; by creating more usable manuals and circulars. I(Strategic Goals #3 & #4) 

Evidence: In a controlled study, readers of a revised VBA 
manual passage finished in 25 % less time than similar readers I 
who used the original. 7Wice as many people in the tes~ . 

, group understood the passage as in the control group. 6 :, I· VBA employees agree that our manuals need to be 
reinvented. In focus groups they've described the current 
manuals as "hard to read," "confusing," and "mumbo Ijumbo." 7. 

Decrease research time by creating more usable manuals and circulars. By research. I 
we mean time spent looking up issues in manuals and ' 
circulars. (Strategic Goals #2 & #3) , 

· Evidence: Simplifying complex text, as we mentioned in the I 
section on shortening training periods, helps readers· . 
understand it faster. . In an Australian study, lawyers and law 
students understood portions of statutes written in plain '. .. ' 1 
English twice as fast as they understood the original statUtes. 8 

I 
Deliver vah.ie to the taxpayer by reducing re-work, avoiding overpayments, shortening 

, . , 

training periods, and decreasing research time. (Strategic, 
Goal #3) ., I 
Evidence: The FCC increased·its efficiency by rewriting 

regulations for citizen band radios. Fewer people were. 

needed to interpret regulations to the public. 9 The British', I 

government saved $2.9 million annually in staff time by' 


· redesigrung . legal aid forms. 10 The Australian government 
saved. $400 ,000 per year by rewriting a. singledocunient:11 ·1 

. In the previous paragraphs, we discussed the tangible achievements we can expect of this ,~ . :1" 
. initiative from the standpoint of VBA's Strategic Goals. We think it's also useful to consider 
the' ways in which the methods of Reader-focusid Writing align with the VBA Strategies. The ,I.. new writing initiative supports .all six VBA Strategies:' , . , 

Strategy'l:, Customer~ Reader-Focused Writing addresses customer needs in the most direct I, 
,way because it shows writers how to consult with readers in designiOg multiple use documents.' . 

The initiative also supports VBA's Customer Service Plan, which calls for standards'of 

courtesy and respect, clearer communication, and improVed responsiveness., 
 I 
Strategy 2: Employees.' In an era when resources have been declining and service . 

, ' expectations have been rising, VBA has had a harder time providing two ofthe hallmark I: 
benefits of Federal service: security and stability.' One way we've started to compensate for: 


'.. this loss, and . . ' , , ,~ 
 :1,
. , 
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simultaneously close the growing resource gap, is to give employees better tools, more skills, 
and greater autonomy.' " 

Reader-Focused Writing will provide all three of these benefits. 

• 	 Tools. New pattern letters will help employees get faster and more complete responses, 
from veterans while they reduce the number of inquiries from confused readers. 

• 	 Skills. The new writing skills will help employees communicate more effectively in 
those difficult situations where pattern letters don't fit the bill. 

• 	 Autonomy. The new method will enable teams of employees to discover for themselves 
what's wrong with our communication vehicles and to reinvent those vehicles in 
consultation with customers. ' 

Managers, who will also be trained, can reinforce employees' use of the methods through 
recognition of their efforts and reward of their accomplishments. 

Strategy 3: Reengineering. In VBA's business processes, only part of the work is done by 
employees. The rest of the work is done by customers and other people who receive letters 
from us. Thus, communication with the veteran (which often takes place several times during 
the process) is not an ancillary activity; it's as central to the process as deciding a claim or 

, making an award. 

To these processes Reader-Focused Writing brings systematic reexamination and reinvention. 
, Writers study each' communication context and ask, "What's the ideal outcome for each' 

participant in this situation? What would help us avoid rework? Reader-Focused Writing 

increases the efficiency of processes by eliminating steps that don't add value. 


Strategy 4: Technology. Computer hardware and software facilitate the use of Reader~ 
Focused Writing techniques: Computers enable writers to create improved information 

,designs. And tlle writers, in turn, improve computet software: Technical writers, for 
, instance, help design on-line information systems by organizing the information and formatting 
the screens. Cleady, then, there's a kind of symbiotic relationship between information ' 
technology and Reader-Focused Writing. 	 ' 
"',' "", 

But there's another, more comprehensive way in which technical communication methods are 
essential to technology. Just as we need computers to manage information, we need technical 

, communication to organize information so it can be used efficiently, whether its outputs are on 
, screen,on paper, or verbal. . ' 

, Because we can now proc~ss moreinformation, we have to manage m~re information .. ' 
Information'is being presented to VBA managers and employees at an alarming speed. We no 
longer have time to read ordinary bureaucratic writing. Without the advantages of technical ' 

, " communicationmethods, wesllnply won't be able to keep up. So Reader-Focused Writing, . 
while It's not part of technology, is a tool on a par with technology ~ . ,It's part of the 

• "iintellectual equipment" we need to Iileet clients' and taxpayers'requirements." 

7 



I 
. Strategy 5: OrganiZiltion. As Strategy 4 points out, VBA must evolve toward a flexible, 

cross-functional organization. Retider-Focused Writing supports this evolution. Its methods, I 
from the beginning, have been cross-functional. It brings together writers and subject matter 
experts from various divisions and Services to share their perspectives on the readers':"-'and the Iorganization's-needs. It also emphasizes partnerships between the program staffs in Central 

Office' (CO) and field employees for the creation of pattern letters, manuals, and circulars. 

The initiative has already provided positive experiences in interdisciplinary collaboration for 
 1. more than 150 employees in CO and in the field. 
.' . '. . .' 

Strategy6.: Training. Technical communication methods help trainers produce training aids 1and reference materials that enable students to learn faster. In met, many of the training : 

materials used in the private sector are created by t~chnical writers.12 Program manuals and 

circulars are particularly important in. this regard. Because so much basic instruction in VBA 
 Irelies on manuals and circulars, redesigning them can significantly improve training. 

To summarize, Reader-Focused Writing offers increased customer satismction, better value to 1. the taxpayer, and decreased frustration for our employees. It serves hand-in-hand with· , 
technology to ensure that information is not only managed, but imparted to clients and staff in 
the most efficient way. It improves training and shortens training time. 
for reengineering our processes, eliminating steps that don't add value. 

'\', 
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I 
3. TIle Radical Nature of the Solution: 

. " ".I 
Reader-Focused Writing as Reengineering 

I 
Reader-Focused Writing represents a- change in the way we do business. Its focus is the 

I creation of written communication vehicles in consultation with customers, and its method 

I 
includes systematic review and reinvention of processes. As we noted before, only part of the 
work in a typical VBA work process is done by employees. The rest of the work is done by 
customers and other people who receive letters from us. Communication with the veteran is 
not an ancillary activity; it's as central to the process as deciding a claim or making an award. 

I When they use the new methods, as we said, writers study each communication context and 
, ask, "What's the ideal outcome for each participant in this situation?, What would help us 
avoid rework?" Communication processes are made more efficient, and non value-added steps 
are often eliminated. ' 

So Reader-Focused Writing is, at least in its early stages, a kind of reengineering. But it also 

I needs to be recognized as a reengineering initiative. That is, converting the organization to 
this new method of communication is itself a reengineering project. 

I , , Following are discussions of each of the seven reengineering principles cited in the VBA 
Business Process Reengineering Report to the Under Secretary jor Benefits. 

I 1. "Customer focus guides the organization.if We have already discussed how central 
the customer is to this initiative. Consultation with the intended users of documents is 
a standard practice in the technical communication discipline, and audience analysis is 
a fundamental principle of Reader-Focused Writing.-I, 

2. "Data is necessary for success~" In Reader-Focused Writing, we collect data 

I , constantly so that we can optimize communication with our customers. Protocol 
testing. the premier data collection method of technical communication,. is essential to 
our initiative. We lead our readers through an interview protocol,recording every 
misunderstanding or difficulty they experience. We"also study our readers' ' 

I , expectations by means of focus 'groups. Then we use what we've learned in these data
gathering efforts to design texts which meet the customers' needs. 

,I 
 , '. .' .. '. . 


3. "UnneCessary hand-offs need to be eliminated." The reinvention of our letters and 
, ' reference materials will begin to eliminate "rework loops" in our work processes. In '" 

some cases, teams of writers have already eliminated steps in processes which were ':1' previously thought to be necessary ~ 
. :',.... . . 

'4." "1\1eas~resare focmedon outcomes and results." Reader-Focused Writing_enables
I' us to set performance objectives for our letters and manuals for the first time. The 

, initiative has developed several yardsticks for measuring performance, some of them'

process ('riteria and some 'ofthem results criteria. They include: (1) Percentage of ' 


I information points understood in protocol interviews (a standard technical , 

,',. , communication measurement), .(2) Percentage ot information points understood from, ' 


I 
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.··1 
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'·1 

.. ', 

manuals, as reflected in group examinations of employees, (3) Percentage of complete 
replies to development letters, (4) Number of telephone calls requesting help withVBA 
letters and forms, and (5) Percentage of veterans who return postcards indicating our 
letters, were confusing. , 

' ."I 
5. "Employees are empowered by the organization." As we noted above, Reader-..: , 

Focused Writing enables employee teams to identify opportunities for improvement and 
, to reinvent communication vehicles. , Employees are encouraged to be bold and I

innovative and to employ all the information management resources available. 

" 	 , ' I 

6. "Look at the 'big picture.'" The initiative isa systemic solution to some major VBA I
performance problems. These are the problems: 	 . 

• We can't communicate adequately with customers. Everybody is saying it: . .1'1 
veterans, serviCe organizations, our own Veterans Benefits Counselors, and GAO. 

, • 	 I 

I] We can't commumcate adequately with each other: Trainees waste too much time Icoming "on-line" because our manuals are so hard to learn from. Journey-Iev,el 
employees waste too much time deciphering their manuals and circulars and 
arguing with each other about what's right. Everybody makes too many mistakes 
and generates too much rework because of problems interpreting our written, :. I· 
guidelines. 	 -, 

I-This is the two-fold solution: 

Il 	' A state-of-the-art method to "fix" our brokensta~dardized documents and to create Inew ones. This method involves: 

• - Reexamining letters, forms~ and reference materials within the contexts of Iour work processes and reviewing/reformuIating the goals of each document 
. 	 . . . 

, • ,Reinventing each communication, vehicle using research-based techniqu¢s 
,'. and a collaborative, cross-functional approach ':. I 

• 	 Testing the document, as necessary; with representatives' of the intended' 
.' audience . ' .' I

III A set of techniques which can enhance the eff~ctiveness of every writer in VB~. 
',;: ,l' r· 'I 

'J. _~ "Tools for change a'rereadily available.". The advent of VBA w~rkstations opens a , 
'~realm of creativity in letter format and style heretofore unknown in VBA. Arined'~itll" -,I'. . . . Reader-Focused Writing techniques, skilled writers will be limited only by their " ',' 


imagination. The training resources exist to deploy this method, and a preliminarY 

.training outline has already been created. " . 
 I 

, 	 In the Appe~dix we'll discuss~ poiniby point, the several questi~ns iIi the Evaluation Matrix" 
'. 	 . .j 

, ,which is contained in Appendix B. of the VBA Business Process Reengineering Report. , _',:; . ,." I I 
I 

. ;; 	 I 
I , . , 

" 
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I 
I 4.'fhe Shape of the Solution: How 

Reader-Focused Writing Can Work in VBA·
I 
I In this chapter and the one following, we'll discuss what must be done to adapt Reader

Focused Writing to VBA: The issues addressed and the activities described in these two 
chapters overlap somewhat. In the present chapter, we'll examine some barriers the initiative 

I faces and present antidotes. In so doing, we'll be outlining some of the basic features of the 
initiative. In Chapter 5, we'll discuss six activities which are central to our attempt to 
permanently change VBA's culture. 

I 
Some Barriers to the Solution: Cultural Resistall1lce 

As we examined VBA's problems with written communication, we found layer upon layer of 
contributing factors which must be addressed if any meaningful, long-term change is to occur. 

I Following is a brief list of some barriers we face. Some of them contribute to the problem; 
others simply provide resistance to the solution. 

Resistance to change. Many of us have used the "bureaucratic" writing style for so long that 
nothing else looks right to us. Those who. do deviate from that style are .not encouraged; in 
fact, they're sometimes punished. "Best correspondence" awards often go to authors of long, 
convoluted letters with copious.citations from the regulations. In the Writing for Real People 
(WRP) training Iconducted at the ten pilot stations, employees routinely said, "They'll never let 
us write this way!" Follow-up training evaluations showed their fears were justified. (We've 
included a synopsi~ of the WRP followup training evaluation in the Appendix to this report.) 

Intellectual objections. Application of the new techniques often yields shorter sentences and 
simpler words, especially when the audience includes poor readers. Some VBAemployees are 
offended by the new writing: They see it as "dumbing down;" and they think clients will be 
insulted.' 	 . 

Concerns about legal sufficiency. Some VBA employees have asked whether the letters we 
.. 	 rewrite with technical communication methods can pass legal muster. They wonder whether 

the concepts encoded in our regulations can be explained in simple sentences and simple words. 

·1· 
\'1· 

Fear of mandated unifonnity. If a Solution is to be adopted nationwide, will every~ne, every 
.regional office and every service staff, have to speak with the same voice? The various .:1' services and field stations don't want to be·forced together into the same mold, and since they 
have different customers, they probably shouldn't be. 

·'1
Mo:re Barriers to the Solution: Institutional Resistance 

1 	 We face other p~oblems, too. The structUre, size, and complexity ofour agency make it 

difficult to change our w,riting style.· . 
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1 
Rewards/reinforcement system. The current performance standards in most offices place 

little emphasis on the clarity ofcorrespondence. Moreover, because those standards tend to 
emphasize productivity, most employees feel they can't take the time to focus on their. . 
. customers' readability needs when they write letters. 

The inertia of a large,' complex organization. One reason there's never been a system-\!'ide, 
intensive effort to fix VBA writing is that the task is so daunting. Revising letters, forms; 
manuals, and circulars for all the program areas and retraining 13,000 employees is a mas'sive 
project. It looks about as easy as building a cathedral by hand. 

The Shape of the Solution: Some Essential Elements 

According to policy analysis experts, the shape of a problem very often suggests the shape; of 
the solution. Considering the nature and extent of the problem, we concluded that our effort 
must encompass the whole organization and include all internal and external written material. 

How can we insure clear, customer~entered writing at all levels of the organization? Wlult are 
the essential features of such an effort? Of course, training is central. We'll discuss that 
shortly. First, let's look at some solutions to the barriers we noted above: 

A foundation of research and testing-------'-------------'-

Solution: Reader-Focused Writing will take years to , 
iffiplement, so it must be built on something unshakable. We 

Barrier: 

Inertia of a large, . 
believe research (the ongoing research of technicalcomplex organization 
communication experts and specialists in related fields) and, 
document testing provide the right foundation.! 

A highly visible person to "champion" the project--------------
," . ". . 

Solution: The initiative will need ahighly-placed champioIi so 
that it can compete with other agency projects and become ' , 

Barrier: .' 

Inertia of a large, ' ..' 
institutionalized. ,Assigning it permanently to the Office of'~complex organiiation 
Executive Management and Communications should accomplish 
this. .' '.' .' 

,J5 

.... ;; 
. , .. A strategy for gamer!ng broad support-----------------,----'-

Solution: Reader-Focused Writing needs ongoing support at~llBarrier: , 
,', . . levels. Integrating i~ with the initiatives shown on Page 15 will,

Inertia of a large,' 
. help us get that support,' We should also issue regular bulletins complex organization 
to publicize our progress.' . :i 

. • " • . t
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A/ocus on the .customer~---'-----------------------

. Solution: The customer orientation of Reader-Focused WritingBarrier: 
will be the antidote for those who have intellectual differences 

Intellectual objections with the project. We're making the customer the arbiter of 
questions oftone and clarity. In fact, Reader-Focused Writing 
will help VBA in its effort to re-orient itself toward customer 
service. 

.	But looking to the customer first, when so many tasks are 
waiting on our desks, won't be easy. So we'll provide practical. 
tools to help employees make customer-based decisions. 

A methOd/or realigning our reward mechanisms,--------.--'--------

An effective means 0/ evaluation----------------------

Barriers: 

(1) Resistance to 
change 

(2) Intel/ectual 
. objections 

.' .. , 

Solution: We'll create markers of effectiveness (Does the 
document acComplish what we want it to?) and customer 
satisfaction (Does the customer like it?). We've already started 
testing via interviews and focus groups, .and we've done some' 
preliminary controlled studies. Regular measurement of 
several indices will be necessary, not only for the duration of 

. the initiative, but so long as VBA uses language to , 
. communicate. (The Measurement section contains a more 

complete discussion.) '. 

Barriers: 
(1) Rewardslre;nforce

ment system; 

(2) Resistance to 
change 

Solution: We'll have to act on the organization's 
reinforcement mechanisms, directly and indirectly. It doesn't 
help to train people in a new behavior if the reward system. still 
encourages the old behavior. Ultimately, the people who . 
reward the people who write are the ones we must convince. 
This includes supervisors and managers at regional offices and 
centers, CO analysts who do surveys and statistical quality 
control reviews (SQCs) for the field stations, and-most 
importantly-policy makers. Then we'll need to examine the 

, reward system itself and' see how it can be realigned. (The 
section entitled The Development 0/a New Culture: Six Levers 
0/Organizational Change discusses these issues in more 
detail.) 

, , . 
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I 
A policy oJflexible impleme'ntation-·----'-----------------'- I 

Solution: VBA is· a complex and diverse agency. Any planBarrier: 

for agency-wide change must allow for variations of 


Fear of mandated implementation corresponding to the needs of our variousuniformity 
constituencies. A rigid mandate won't work. We must 
remember: Reader-Focused Writing is a method, not a style 
or format. . 

Anincrementalapproach~--------~------------------------------------~ 

Barrier: 

Inertia of a large, 
complex organization 

Solution: Our task is so big we must take an incremental 

approach. We're proposing a fundamental change in 


.. thinking about the way we do business; we can only 
change deeply-rooted assumptions and beliefs a little at a 
time.. 

We can begin with pattern letters and move on to system
generated generated letters. We may rewrite internal I 
documents in installments. with the next manual change, 

with the next VA form due for a re-approval. Or we can 

begin by writing new circulars using the new methods and 
 I I 
revise manuals only as we upgrade our on-line systems. 

We'll have to prioritize, and then begin concentrating on 

areas where we can achieve some quick successes and. 
 I 
some measurable gains. Aligning with the initiatives 
shown on Page 15 will help. . 

Barrier: 

Concerns about/egaJ 
sufficiency· ' 

A practice ojconsultation to· assure legal sujfiCiency'---:------------

. Solution: Reader-Focused Writing is a method, not a 
vocabulary. Twenty years' experience with "plainEngUshu

/ 

. law in the private sector (mandated by the state legislatures)' has.· 
already shown that legal sufficiency can be achieved without 
using legalese. B. Reader-Focused Writing teams will routinely 
consuh with program experts to ensure legal sufficiency in their. . 
documents. . ... . . ... " ...' t . .. I·· 

. " 
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I 
I Summary 

'I 
What we are envisioning is a comprehensive, fundamental change in our organization. We are 
proposing to reinvent the whole process of writing in VBA.' Recognizing the enormity of the 

1 

challenge, we see the ideal solution as a long-term, incremental approach, with flexibility 
enough to accommodate necessary variations, with emphasis on quick successes, and with 
regular evaluation over time using valid measurement tools. We must include in our 
framework ways of maintaining legal sufficiency while reinforcing the change in organizational 
culture, with the focus always on the customer. 
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5. A Comprehensive Approach: 

Six :Levers of Organizational Change 


We've defined Reader-Focused Writing as a method for substantially improving written 
communication throughout VBA. We've said the method needs to be applied to all our written 
products because it will improve efficiency and reduce costs as well as satisfy customers. 
We've tried to show that Reader-Focused Writing should be recognized as a reengineering 
initiative. And, iin The Shape of the Solution, we've sketched out some of the intangible 
characteristics of the initiative. 

We have also admitted that the project looks like a tall order. It's ~ new idea to most VBA 
employees, and many will initially resist it. Further, in the early stages of deployment, the 
mastering of these skills will conflict with other urgent priorities related to job performance. 
When employees are worried simply about how to get the work out, they're likely to look for 
the quickest ways to get things off theirdesks. The truth is, we could initiate a comprehensive 
training initiative and a competent "marketing" plan and still fail to get Reader~Focused 
Writing to take root. 

We need, therefore, to apply every kind of leverage available to us. We need a comprehensive 
approach to organizational change. 

The Six LevE~rs 

What can leaders do to establish the new writing methods and thereby permanently change the 
way VBA does business? We'll suggest six "levers". which organizations can use to change the 
'behavior of their employees. There are, of course other strategies organizations use to effect,' 
, change, but thes(~ six seem particularly relevant to our situation. Here they are: 

ID Promoting the new values 

III Teaching the requisite skills 

II Redefining quality and standards'ofperfor~ance 

Ell ,MOdeling the new behavior' 
, , 

a Rewarding the new behavior' 

l!I Providing tools to facilitate the new behavior 
, " 

Not one of these levers is sufficient in itself. We think VBA's strateg~ for reinventing writing 
" must incorporate~ all six., (See Figure 2) .• 
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,I 

Promoting the New Value' ' ",I 
We need to establish as an organization that clarity in written communication is essential to the 
way we do business. We need to say this clearly and often., Saying it in the Customer Service I 
Standards wasa good first step, but we'll need to find other occasions-and other ways-to ' 

, say it. Discussion ofthe new method in VAnguard, promotion in memos, and briefings at 
conferences will also encourage people to think about Reader-Focused Writing."1 

'I 
"I 1'ir 

Figure 2. Six Levers of Organizational Change 

Of coUrse, e\r~ry employee knows that org~nizations like to post inspiring slogans tin their,; I 

'walls. But many employees suspect that what the organization really wants is somewhat: 

different from those ideals. So we'll need to do more than post customer service standards! and 

talk up Reader-Focused Writing in messages to the field. We'll also have to model the" ' :: 
 1 
behavior. 'More on that below. :.i 

.t .. ,I'; 
.. ,"

'Teaching the Skills 

I'., We'will propose an ambitious program of training forCentral Office and the field. Everyone 

who writes as a part of his or her jobshould~ we believe, be mcluded. " , 

.. . , 

'. ' .." . . " - . .'" ,;. 'I,::
,But the training, no matter how good it is, will not have a significant impact on the behavior of 
"employees and managers unless it's coordinated with the' five other levers' of change, ' , 

particularly defining quality and modeling behavior. For instance, if the training is provicle,d to , 

the field before the Services and Offices have demonstrated that they're behind it, large ' ;;, " 
 I 
numbers ofemployees-'and 'more than a few division chiefs-will probably greet the cour~e' 

, " with cynicism., . If ~hey'don't recognize the importance of learning the new methods, they" 
simply won't learn the skills. ' , ' , 'I 

.. ",' 
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'I Consider, for instance, the narrow issue of disability ratings. Currently, adjudicators excerpt 
portions of the ratings for their letters to veterans. The ratings are not usually written with the . 
veteran reader in mind. If rating specialists attend the training without first having been 

1 
 provided a new rating format to emulate or assurances that a new model is forthcoming, 

they're likely to treat the training as irrelevant to their jobs. 

I Redefining Quality and. Stand.ards of Performance , 

I 
 Where do employees look when they want to know what's really important to the organization? 

Many turn to the organization's standards of acceptable quality and performance. 

1 When we evaluatt: our work to see ifit measures up, what do we look for? Typically and 

I 
laudably, we want the I's dotted and the T's crossed. We want the correct benefit information 
and the complete explanation of rights and procedures. Perhaps we check for courtesy. We 
may even look for clarity of writing. But when we get to clarity, how do we make our 
decisions? Until now, we've never hadan objective standard of clarity. Reader-Focused 
Writing provides two such standards. They are: 

I II Whether readers can understand what's written (in actual document testing) . 

II Whether the writing meets the current research~based criteria of technical 

I 
. " 

communication.. 

I 
statistical Quality Control. Perhaps our most important standards are those we employ in 
statistical quality control (SQC). They affect performance of individual employees and of.' . 
entire field stations. We think that the quality standards ofthe Services and Offices should 
incorporate new definitions of writing clarity. . 

,I 
Before we can enact standards like these, of course, we'll need some consensus within Central 
Office about clear writing. This will require training and exposure to the results of research. 
Such training can be accomplished in a matter of months. Once it's completed, we can arrive . 
at a common understanding of what quality means in written communication. Then we can 

:1' 

. create objective standards of writing clarity, building in sufficient flexibility for each Service 

. '...... and Office to shape'its SQC measures according to its needs. '1, 

. .' . 

. Performance Standards. Sometimes, performance standards seem to workagainst each other.. 

" This is a common occurrence in today's high-pressure work environment. Many employees' . 


.' , 
performance appraisals contain quality'and production elements which seem to them to be at
'I 

. odds with each other. They often raise this issue in discussions on performance standards .. 

"You say you want quality, but then you push me for the numbers~ I can't give you both.', ,
,I Which one do you want?" Of course,we do waritboth, -to the maximum extent possible. But . 

it's not easy to strike a balance. 


,I 
. , 

The present initiative poses the same kind of dilemma. Employees have already told us they 
.' find it difficult to apply the principles of Reader-Focused Writing on a daily basis because of '. 
'presstire to get the work out quickly. Their performance standards usually emphasize 

'.:,1 , productivity and timeliness, and they feel they don't have the time to perfect letters to . ." 
. claimants. In fact, the new methods would help them achieve timeliness and productivity in' 
'.. the long-run. (For instance, if fewer cases are closed for insufficient response, there will, be .

I : ., 
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I~· 
,fewer cases to work a second time and thus less rework.) But employees find it hard to take the 

" ' , 'I Ilong view when theirsupervisors are more interested in the week's widget count. ' , 

Changing the definition of quality for purposes of quality assurance (proposed under the heading, IStatistical Quality Control, above) should help Counterbalance employees' current perception that 
they don't have timeto write clearly. ',,' " ' ': 

IIs there a remedy for these problems? One possibility is to revise performance standards to include 
the use of Reader-Focused Writing. We think this issue ought to be studied. However, we aren't 
prepared to make a reconunendation for two reasons: I 

III The appraisal of individuals' performance is currently a matter of considerable debate 
, within the Federal conununity. Agencies are experimenting with group standards, and I, 
, OPM is proposing a dramatic liberalization of the regulations affecting performance 
" appraisals. 

III To insert a quality ofwriting element in employees'performance standards at the wrong' 
time (e.g., before all pattern letters had been revised and training had been supplied) could 
actually create resentment toward the Reader-Focused Writing initiative. I 


I 

Modeling the New Behavior 

" IGandhi once said, lIYour actions are so loud that I can't hear what you're saying." Leaders, mon.~' 
than anyone else, can have a powerful effect on an organization when they demonstrate through \ 
their actions the behavior they're trying to encourage. Conversely, they tend to extinguish ' I'behaviors which they do not exhibit. Chief executives who, "kill the messenger," for instance, may 
sustain a climate of fear throughout their organizations, even while they're setting up participative 
management programS. In the present instance, employees are more likely to adopt Reader.' 
Focu.~edWritingifthey see their leaders using it ' I· 

" , " The organization needs an ethic of clear conununication. For deCades, VBA has written manuals ' I:',', and circulars and other internal conununications in quasi-legalese. We've hired people who were; , 
generally educated enough to understand these texts, but we've seldom stopped to think about the'; 
ino~dinate amounts of time they spend doing it. In a recent controlled study comparing a manual;;' 
passage revised using Reader-Focused Writing 'and the original passage, a participant in the test, ' I 

, ..group conunented: ",' " 
, " I, "I'knew, right-away that I had the 'new improved' version because I w~ racing through id 

" I'm used to these manuals here (he pointed at his own manuals), where I have to read a 
passage four times before I'm sure what it means. Dexter brought his old version 

:. " ,downstairs and I was just amazed [at the difference]." ' I 
Nor have we worried very much about the lik.elihood that employees would misinierp~et our' 

instructions. Members of the task force have observed several occasions when Central Office's .~ 
 I

: .> 

" , instructions were misunderstood by employees or entirefieldstatio';',\'. On one Occasion, we foun~ 
, ,I; 
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two different interpretations in the field and a third one in Central Office. The Central Office 
interpretation, incidentally, turned out to be wrong; the people responsible for interpreting the 
regulations no longl~r understood the meaning of their own manual. ' 

Sometimes it seems that authors of manuals and circulars and bulletins feel that "If I'm smart 
enough to write it like this, you should be smart enough to understand it." Writers must learn that 

,ifreadersdon't understand them, they have failed as writers. 

When memos, dire(;tives, "sample letters," manuals, and circulars are written in plain English and 
designed for their users, employees will see that the organization really wants clear communication. 
We recommend that all the authors of Central Office's communications with the field be trained in 
Reader-Focused Writing at the earliest opportunity, and that they b.e encouraged to use their 
training immediately. 

Rew&JI"dling the New Behavior 

If our actions are not to drown out our words, we must align them with the words. Many field 
stations have rewarded individuals for writing well with "best letterll awards and the like, but our 
greatest rewards have usually been given to those employees who were turning out the most work. 
Too often, those employees were known to take shortcuts in order to increase their production. Is 
·there a way to tip 1he scales somewhat toward Reader-Focused Writing? 

Probably the most common and most important form of reward in our organization is the 
performance award. Part of its importance stems from the fact that it's the only award we give 
employees which reflects how they're doing in a comprehensive way. Usually it's the performance 
award which employees view as most indicative ofthe kind of behavior management is looking for. ., 
Thus, if a good employee can't enhance her performance rating and her chances of getting an award 
by writing clear, helpful letters, she's likely to think the qualityof letters doesn't matter. If, as 

. we've proposed above,quality standards are changed to encourage the use of Reader-Focused 
Writing,employef:sshould be able to improve their chances for getting performance awards by" 
using the new methods. ' , 

Other kinds ofawards can also be effective in encouraging the new writing method Special act 
, awards focus attention on very specific behaviors. Because of this, they're a good way to convey, 
the message, early in the life ofthe initiative,that Reader-Focused Writing is an organizational'.. 
priority. We beli(!ve award programs ofthis kind oughtto be encouraged.' 

, Awards might include: ' 

1II"Time off 

Ell, Cash',',', . '. 

.'" Certificates of Appreciation . 

Ill' Letters of Commendation ' ' 

IlII Trophies, plaques, merchandise, or tickets to movies and sporting events 
'. .. . 


l'lI Opportunities for cross.,.training or attractive special' projects. 

'.' 
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It's important, however, that people whp've been thoroughly trained in the new writing methods.'be I 
involved in selecting the recipients of special awards. Otherwise, employees may be rewarded for 
writing that bears only a superficial resemblance to Reader-Focused Writing. Were this to 
happen, bad writing techniques, rather than good ones, might be encouraged. '1'" 
Providing Tools to Facilitate. the New Behavior I 
On a grand scale, tools have changed human behavior and shaped cultures in profound ways. On a 

smaller scale, tools are constantly changing the way we work in business and government. The: 
 I 

iphotocopier, an important invention which flourished toward the end of lithe paper age," helped 
managers and employees see new advantages to sharing information on a spontaneous basis. Once 
photocopiers became. affordable, managers were more likely to tell subordinates, for instance, "Qh,· I 
and make sure each member of the team gets a copy too." Information was shared more widely' 
because the tools to share it were available. Computers, ·of course, have had similar but more 
profound effects. 1 
Reader-Focused Writing is itself a tool. But other tools, some of them created using Reader
Focused Writing. will be essential elements of our strategy to reinvent writing in VBA. We can.; I 
identify two fundamental roles of tools which will help us facilitate the new behavior: . (I) Tool~ .' 
which facilitate the actual practice ofthe new behavior. (2) Tools which enable leaders and staff 

. organizations to model the new behavlor. Some tools both model and facilitate the new behavior. I 
Here are six tools which will help change our culture: I, 

I 
1 
I 

I' 
;1 
1 
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I 
I . time to trar:tslate~ The truth is, it's very difficult to convert VBAbenefits rules from our 

language into lay persons' language. That's why our language has to change. 

I' Second, thf: manuals and circulars will provide examples of how plain English can be used 
to talk about VBA benefits, decisions, and procedures. 

I III Revised Pllttern Letters and System-Generated Letters wiH serve as models for the 

I 
free-text letters employees write. Once we've rewritten all ofthese letters, we'll begin to 
see a change inemployees' writing, simply as a result of their attempts to emulate the style 
we've modeled. Together with the training we're providing, pattern letters will "leverage" 
the skills of employees to a new level. 

I It's critical that we recognize, however, that being exposed to revised pattern letters'won't 

I 
by itself show people how to use the new method. We've already seen evidence that people 
who try to imitate Reader-Focused Writing without being trained are likely to create 
poorly--organized documents. They tend to mistake form for substance. Indeed, format, 
the most obvious novelty in the original Writingfor Real People letters, was not a very 
large contJibutorto their intelligibility. Researchers say that only 10% to 15% of 
readability derives from formatting and style. The remaining 85% to 90% of readability 
results from the writer's analYSis ofthe information and organization ofthe ideas being '·1 
conveyed. 

'. Revised Forms will also help employees begin to see ways of communicating more I ' 
effectively. The language on these documents will be organized and clarified iIi ways 

I 
 which employees will gradually notice and emulate. 


I 
III ' Document Testing is, of course, a part ofReader-Focused Writing. It properly belongs 

in our disc~ussion of the nature of the new method. But because we've noticed that 
. employees often resist using it for fear that it will slow down the writing process, we feel 
" document testing needs to be highlighted as a primary tool for changing the culture .. 

"I 
 . It provides four benefits: 

, '. 

1. It validates the readability ofa document. 

I" 2. It helps writing teams determine whatkinds of words, sentences, and other' 
document design elements ~re useful to their intended readers. 

,I 3. " It gives tearns-:...and; to the extent that the members publicize their findings, other 
employees and managers-a neW understanding of the readability needs of. 

, exterp.al and'internal customers. ' 

'I, 4.. It helps everyone become more customer-focused. ' 

I 

Employees and managers who have conducted document testing with readers have almost' 

always been powerfully affected by it. . We believe every Service, every Office, and every , 


. field station needs to learn todo document testing. Our experience has shown, for 
instance, that even when we depart from the standard method by using employees rather 

I i·, ' 

I .• ·· 
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than veterans to test benefits letters, we get unreliable results. The only way to be sure 'of I 

the usability of a document or a group of documents is to test it with. its intended readers. 
And the only way for authors of multiple-use documents to learn to write for their audience 
is to test documents with representatives of that audience. . " I 


I 

I 

1 

I 

I 

I 

1 

I 


·1 

I 

I' 
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',6. Equipping Employees: 

A Tiered Approach to Training 


The'Simplified Communications Task Force ,was convened to develop a viable training plan for 
Reader-Focused VVriting. We have taken pains to make the point thus far in this report that 
training in and ofitself will not change the way VBA communicates. The degree to which 
VBA implements the non-training recommendations will directly impact training effectiveness, 
that is, the degree to which behavior changes as a result of the training. However, the 
implementation of the training recommendations will ensure that training is delivered 
effectively to the ~lppropriate VBA staff to ensure that all employees have the skills they need' 
to communicate more effectively in their jobs. ' 

An effective Reader-Focused Writing training plan is needed to: 

II 	 Overcome the bureaucratic writing style that permeates our organization 

II 	 Deploy the new technical communication methodology throughout VBA 

DI 	 Establish broad support of the Reader-Focused Writing initiative to ensure its success 

.• The task force used the Instructional Systems Design(ISD) methodology to analyze our 
training requirements and design our proposed training plan. The ISD model gave our analysis 
structure and focus. Our group utilized the expertise of Sabrina Christian, an Instructional 
Systems Specialist from the Veterans Benefits Academy, at critical points in our analysis. The 
ISD model incorporates five critical phases of instruction: analysis of training requirement' 
(need), design of the training framework, development of the training curricula, implementation 

',or delivery of the training program, and evaluation of the program'g effectiveness. . 

To this point, we~ have: 

II' 	Completed the curricula and,delivered the Orientation module '. 

III 	 Completed the analysis phase and much of the design phase for the RFW Tools and' 

Collaborativj~ Writing courses. . 


'ill 	 .Identifiedthl~ training requirement for the Forms Design and Reference Writing courses' ' 

Learning 'maps for the Orientation, RFW Tools, and Collaborative Writing courses are . 
included as Appendix B ofthis report. We did not feel we should go beyond this point until 

. the training framework was approved.' " , ' , 

. , • Analysis ,'. 

We feel a tiered approach to training will ensure that all of our employees get 001ythe training 
they need to, do their jobs., In the tiered approach, each level of training builds on skills 
learned in the previous levels (see Figure, 3)., In this model, skills that have been learned in " 

, . 	 .. . 
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, previous courses are refreshed at subsequentlevels of training, but not repeated in great d~tail. 'I 
, For example, we expect students attending the Collaborative Writing course to have mastered , 

, the skills taught in the RFW Tools course. In this way, we can minimize time spent away i 

from work for,training by 'not repeating matedal that the students have already learned in lower I , level courses. ' . :~ 

Figure 3. Training Model 

, We hope the training will result in improved intellectual skills (th~ student will apply the I 
principles and rules taught to his/her writing); and an attitudinal shift (the student chooses to' 


, write using the skills learned in class). We identified several different target audiences with \ 


" 

! 

I 
I 
,I 

I 
I 
I 

differing training needs: 

'Course " 
Orientation ' 
[fief 1] 

RFWTools 
[fier2] 

Collaborative Writing 
[fier 3] " 

, Forms Design 
[fier 4A] 

Reference Writing ,', 
'ITier 4B]' 

" 

",,'Description ."," , ,'" 

short introduction to 
philosophy of "reader 
focus" , , 

, , 

technical communications 
principles 

colla,borative writing skills 
, ami reader validation 
techniques 
effective forms design (to 
elicit maximum response 
rate from reader) 
effective design: of ' 
reference, materials (to, " 
ensure quick and accurate 
information retrieval) , ': 

. . ',' . 
,26, "',,',, 

, l I 
Targ¢tAtldien~i:>"·""":'" I'all employees ' 

Iall pattern letter users and' 
. . '.' 

,employees who write as ' , 

part oftheir job' , I 
employees who prepare ',' 
multi-use'(pattern) letters 
for wide audiences " , '1" 
employees who,design VBA 
forms 

- , ' 

, \ 

employees who draft VBA , 
'directives (manuals,. I
directives, handbooks, ,,',' 
circulars, etc.) , 

" 
,1" 

I 

I 
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I Orientation 

1 This module is designed for all VBA employees, whether or not they do a significant amount 
of writing as part of their jobs. It will ensure that all VBA employees are introduced to 
Reader-Focused Writing arid that they understand the value of this new writing style. 

1 Given the Reader-Focused Writing Orientation, the students will identify and explain Reader
Focused Writing I)rinciples and choose to use them in written communications. The course 
will: . . .

1 III Define Reader-Focused Writing 

1 III State the philosophy 

III Outline Reader-Focused Writing techniques 

IIIl Answer "What's in it for me?"

1 II Provide background and history 

II Convey top-level commitment 

1 In designing the Reader-Focused Writing Orientation module, we identified a need to train all 
employees in the philosophy of customer/reader focus in VBA writing. We could identify no 

1 VBA employees who would not benefit from the Orientation module, since virtually all 
. employees read, write, or review written material. in their daily work (although it need not 

involve an external customer). People who do not regularly draft their own correspondence or 
use pattern letters with free-text inserts would not need extensive training in how to utilize '1· 
technical communications principles, but they would benefit from understanding the importance 
of reader focus. Therefore,we felt that this module would appropriately stand apart from the

·1 RFW Tools course. 
.: .. . 

We felt that the Orientation actually dealt more with the philosophy of lY.bx we should write 

1 
 differently (reader focus) rather than bm! to do it - a function of customer service .. After··: 

gaining consensus from the Area Directors,about this, we approached Central Area about,. 
incorporating our module into VBA's Customer Service course. We have designed a l~son 
which has been added to this course ... The course is being piloted by Central Area. . 

. .' ~·:1 
. We have also provided a different version of the Orientation to the Compensation and Pension 

(C&P) and Education Services for use in their technical training courses .. C&P successfully :1· 
integrated the lesson into their March class for journeyman adjudicators. . . 

:1.:; RFW 'fools· 

I' This course will target all VBA employees who w~ite sentences or paragraphs from s~ratch as . 
part of their jobs. This includes anyone who simply adds inserts to pattern letters, as well as 
employees who draft ,whole letters. This course is alsodesigned for employees whoreview .. 

.. other people's writing. 'I' 
~. " ' 

.··.1 
. .'. : 
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. Utilizing technical communications pdnciples, the students will write clear, simple and 
effective correspondence to VBA's internal and external readers. 

In this course, employees will learn to:· 

.. Analyze the needs of the audience . 

II Identify ideal outcomes for reader(s) and VA 

IIllI Organize information 
. .. . . 

., Select words and . sentences that are appropriate for the reader(s) 

II Use appropriate tone 

II Use VBA formats and style 

EEdit and proofread letters 
., 

In selecting the training mode, we considered our target audience characteristics, instructional 
setting, and performance task. We determined that: ' 

III The course content will not require much human interaction. 

III The subject matter is relatively stable. 

Ili3 The target audience will be large and geographically diverse. 

III . Travel resources may be limited . 

. III . There will be sufficient time, skills, and resources for planning and development ofthe . 
course.. 

. All of these characteristics support the use of the distance learning mode for this training 
. package. Using.the Reiser-Gagne' Media Selection Model recom~ended in the ISO. ' t 


methodology, we determined that broadcast would be an appropriate delivery medium for this 

course. 


The Office of Employee Development and Traiiling (20T) has recently submitted a proposal I; 
that VBA acquire satellite technology. The general applicability ofReader-Focused Writing to 
all facets of VBA business, the significant up-front training requirement, and the ongoing need 
to train new VBA employees make it an ideal subject for training through this technology. We 

. feel Reluier-Focused Writing would be an appropriate course to pilot on the satellite system.: 
. '. . . 

. . ".' .' .' . : .' . ,:.'. . ,; 
If there will be a significant delay (in excess of 15 months) in installing the satellite system, ''we' 
recommend exploring alternative modes of delivering this course. The most promising . . 
alternative delivery method .would likely be computer-assisted instruction. ,This is not the ideal 
solution due to the difficulty of changing the instructional material on a regular basis. We've' 
already mad~ the case that the field of technical cOmITiunications is evolving and, as morel 
reSearch is conducted on readability~ we expect to have to alter our training materials from 
time to time; , ' . 

CoUaborative Writing' 
~ 

".. , . 1 

This course will be designed for employees who draft multiple-use documents, such as pattern 
paragraphs and letters. Using collaborative writing and reader validation techniques, the 
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student will design clear, simple and effective patternletters and paragraphs. The up-front 

time commitment involved in using collaborative (team) writing techniques and assessing' 

letters using queued response protocol interviewing and other validation techniques prior to 


,I 

deploying them for general use is significant. However, ensuring ,the documents are readily 

understandable to the readers will pay dividends in terms of customer satisfaction and 

improved work processes once they are widely used. Students selected for this class should be 

aware of the considerable time involved in drafting these documents prior to taking the course. 

In addition, students selected for this course will need to demonstrate mastery of the skills 


I taught in the RFW Tools course, a prerequisite for attendance in the Collaborative Writing 

course. 


·1 This course will teach students to: 

B Use team skills 

·1 III Define da.ta collection and feedback mechanisms' 

II Select and use appropriate data collections techniques 

II Analyze data 

BIl Revise letters based on feedback 

To maximize use of VBA resources, we should take advantage of available tools and initiatives 
wherever possible. If VBA develops a VBA Team Dynamics training program, it should fold 
in the team skills required to support the Reader-Focused Writing Collaborative Writing 

I 'course. These skills are: ' 

III Demonstrate positive social interaction skills 

III . Give/recE~ive constructive feedback rl .. 
II ·Practice good listening skills 

.rm Use conflict resolution techniques ,.1,'· 
II Contribute ideas .willingly 

11 ' Demonstrate respeCt for team members and their views ,I' 
The characteristics of this audience and training are:. , 

IX! There will be less variation among individual learners .. '.1· 
.m1 The content ofthe course'will' require human interaction.. .,. . . , 

, ,·'1" . ~' The target audience will be smaller and less geographically diverse; id~ly, we would 
be training intact work teams· (training all members of a collaborative writing team, 
together).

·.1'" rIB Precise reproduction of the instruction is not critical: '. . 

Fl' The c~urse will have a short lifetime, Le.~once the' immediate need to tr~inpattern'
1 . letter designers is satisfied, there will be, an infrequent need for this course. ' . 

.'1,' 
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These characteristics point toward the use of an instructor-led mode of instruction. The 'i I
instructor can be supported by a variety of media, including charts, motion pict\lres, video~ 

overheads, slides, printed text, and training aids. ,This can be accomplished through, . 

central ized training at the Veterans Benefits Academy or, preferably, at local regional offices if 
 .1·' 
we are training an entire writing team at that site. . 

I
'. Forms Design and Reference Writing 

We recognize that forms design and reference writing are two additional areas that require!~ . I 

reader focus. However,all of the research VBA has done to date concerns improving the; . 

readability of correspondence. Until we research these two key areas, we are unable to' 


. address training requirements, except in the broadest terms. Once VBA researches these &.0 1 

critical areas and proposes Reader-Focused Writing solutions, training proposals can be ,I 


completed. 
 I 
Where We Go From Here 

,: 
" I 

Once the modes of training delivery are approved,· we need to develop the RFW Tools and 'the 

Collaborative Writing courses. We will most assuredly require the assistance of a trained " 


·technical communicator to accomplishthis . In addition, the delivery mode of the RFW Tools 
 1 
course may necessitate additional contractor support. If we elect to.develop the course for" 
satellite delivery, we'll need expertise in developing distance learning scripts. If we elect to 
develop the course for delivery through computer-assisted instruction, we'll need help in j I 

· programming the lessons.. The costs associated with the course development will vary based 

'on the delivery mode(s) selected. The development costs for satellite or computer delivery will 

be higher than if the course were developed for classroom delivery. However, the cost of ',i 
 1 
delivering th~' RFW Tools course to virtually all VBA employees in a classroom setting would 

· be prohib'itive because of the travel expense (either for the students or for the instructor(s»., 
, . The additional development costs for the distance learning alternatives would be more thanl I

made up in savings in course delivery expenses. ·.,;l 
. . . ' . !i 

Until the RFW Tools and Collaborative Writing cou~es are developed, we suggest VBA ,:1 

continue to utilize the current vendor to provide those training classes that are immediately, 

necessary to support existing Reader-Focused Writing efforts. ., , 


, 

:1 

1
Once the research teams' investigating how best ~o design forms and how to effectively present 

· reference mat~rials in an on-line 'environment determine how we should organize and format ' 
.. these media, the FormsDesign and Reference Writing courses can be developed and delivered., 'I 
.. Ifoff-the-shelf training programs exist that address either of these areas, we should seriously 


consider them.. As long as they meet our requirements. for improved readability of forms !t
· and/or references, using available off-the-shelf training materials for delivery of these cours~s . 
 I· 
· might assist us in quickly implementing changes in these key areas. We feel that rapid' . 


implementation of training programs in these areas would facilitate improvements in forms kd 

reference design which would be readily apparent to field employees. This would send a .. ~ 
 .1 message of top-management (CO) support that would be invaluable as we commence the large- . 

..scale training of all VBA employees.. ' :: 
. ,; ·1 

30 I, 



1 
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Process and Results 
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,To get down to brass tacks and start measuring Reader-Focused Writing, we'll need to grapple 
with the concepts of process criteria and results criteria. Process criteria help us figure out, 
within the work process itself, whether our service or product is likely to bring the desired 
results. These measures might include assessments of the need to make changes in the 
initiative, assessments of the quality of instruction, and collection of information for use in 

" marketing the program. We take these measurements within theprocess so that we can better 
isolate the cause ofa failure or a success. Results criteria, just as their name irriplies, point to 

,outcomes. 

Ali ofthe process criteria can be measured. The means of measurement include: 

m Reader-Testing of documents' 

I!'J Focus Groups 

,121' S~veys, 

III Counting successful/unsuccessful outcomes, ~.g., 'success of development letters 

!!l Counting customer complaints and requests for help " 

III , Timed tests of employee performance with old and new refere'nces 

' ' . ':'I 



1 
, 

Sometimes we'll find it difficult to measure results criteria. For instance, the net cost sa~ings 
to 	VBA is a bottom-line figure we'd very much like to have. It would be a credit to Reader
Focused Writing if we could prove that we'd actually saved $iO million by implementing:it. 
But how will we ever prove such a figure? If the cost of operations goes down, a variety!of 

. factors probably will have contributed. What we can do is measure cost avoidances withfu the 
. process. If we receive fewer calls asking for help with our letters, for instance, that will ,I 

suggest we're saving money. 

Timeliness presents a similar problem. If timeliness improves, we may not be able to 
demonstrate that our new letters were the cause.' Preliminary studies don't show that clients 
respond to the new letters faster, although it appears they respond more completely. The i 
impact of the new letters will be felt somewhat indirectly: if they reduce second-time requests 
for evidence, they ought to improve timeliness. And if they reduce rework, they'll free up 
employees who'll be able to get to other cases faster. This should also help timeliness. ~. 

On the other hand, ofthe five results criteria we've listed in Table 1, two can be measured 
directly, if not very precisely. Customer satisfaction arid employee satisfaction can be assessed 
in surveys and focus groups. 

) 
il. 

1. Clarity (as tested with representative customers) . 1. Customer satisfactiorl 
.' 	 " 

2. Completeness (as assessed in SQC and by customers) 2. Net cost savings to V:SA 

3. Compassionate tone (as assessed by customers) 3. Affect on timeliness 6f 
...' 

processing
4. Facilitation of response (If letter requested information, did it 

provide easy-to-use reply form?) 4. Employee satisfaction 

5. Intermediate Costs: 5. Affect on public image. 

II 	Reading/comprehension time of employees (manuals, . 

circulars, etc.) 


HI Cases where customers' failures to respondio 

. correspondence result in rework' ' 


III .. Cases where customers' failures to fully understand 

. corresponderice result in rework . 


. 	 . 

,1111 	 Cases where customers' failures to fully UIlderstand letters or 

forms result in calls and interviews 
 ,'.i 

6~ Effectiveness of Reader-Focused Writing training' 

7. Rate of deployment of Reader-Focused Writing (number of field 
. stations, number of Services, number of letters rewritten, . '\ 
number of employees trainect; etC.) , 

I. 

1 

I, 
1 
I 
I 
1 

I 


I 

I 


Table t. Process a~d Results Criteria for Measuring Su~cess of Reader-Focused Writing. 
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I 8. Data on the Current Situation: 

. The Need for Change 
1 
1 Data gathered from surveys of the current situation reveal to us where we are and why we need to 

change the current method ofwriting letters. This type ofdata gives us a baseline for judging the 
success or failure of our efforts. This is the one category where we have already collected 
sufficient data to validate the need for a change in the way we write letters and manuals. 

We have already reaped a considerable harvest of data on problems with our current writing 
methods. You may recall that we cited several studies and focus groups in the section entitled 
The Value ofthe Solution: What Reader-Focused Writing Can Do.' The studies included: 

11 	 Focus groups of veterans 

1\ 	 Studies of the rate and quality of responses to V A letters 

1\ 	 A' national survey of users ofgovernment forms 

11 	 A study of phone calls received regarding a traditional letter and its Reader-Focused 
Writing counterpart

1 .. . A comparison study of employee performance with traditional and revised manual 
passages 

'1 	 .. Focus groups of employees 

III A comparison study in which lawyers and law students read portions of statutes written 
in plain English and in the original versions 

. . . 	 .','1 
1/ 	 Statistics from the FCC showing that rewriting regUlations reduced the number of 

people needed to interpret regulations to the public. .'1- . iii 	 Statistics from the British and the Australian governments showing savings' from the 
redesignlng of forms. . ' 

I Here are some more details about the data we've conect~ within VBA. 

II . Nationall S~rveys~ VBA'sNational Customer-BaSed-Measures Survey indi6tted that' ,\1 . our customers consider clear communications'to be a high priority. >'It also indicated' 
ourlette:rs weren't meeting their expectations. 

. 	 .··1···· 
n . Unsolicited Customer Coinplaints~ .In )~ckson and Portland, surveys were 60nducted . 

·1 

.by VBCs to determine if we get unsolicited complaints. about the. letters that VA . 


. 'currently releases.·. . .. . 


I 

I 	 ~> • 

I : ".33 , , 



.; . 

I 
In Portland, VBCs tracked 1,526 calls over a 3 day period; The results show that ': 
5.4% of the people called because they couldn't understand all or part of a traditional 1 
letter. In addition,. .03 % of the callers found our traditional letters offensive enough to 
calla VBC. I 

Traditional Letters 

'.1 
Unclear Offensive 

83 5 

I 
In Jackson's survey of 2,03i veterans, thenumbers were slightly lower (sixty-seven 

people (3.3 %) over a 5 day period). However, Jackson reports that they have done 

similar surveys in the past and found they their complaint rate was closer to 7 %. They 
 1
speculated that the lower rate of 3.3 % might stem from the fact that their survey was 

done during the Christmas holidays. (portland's survey was done in January, 1995.) 

Jackson's results are shown below: 
 1 

Traditiona1 Letters 

1
Unclear Offensive 

67 5 

I. Using Portland's numbers (which are a middle ground between the 3.3% tha~ Jackson 

found in this survey and Jackson's usual figure of 7%), we can assume that about ~% 


of a VBC's telephone calls are devoted to helping clients understand ourletters. If this 
 Ibears out for interviews, as we believe it will, then we could say that about one in , 
twenty VBCs devote their time to bad letters. ': 

,I. 1But the situation is worse than that, because the time required to answer a call on a~ad 


letter is considerably longer than the time it takes to answer an average call. Jackson's' 

average call length runs slightly over 3 minutes.' We believe that calls on difficult' , 
 I.letters, however, average twice as long. ,r 

:, 
· ." . . :~ . ,~ " 

iii ". Focus Groups ofVeterans~ ~ A focus group conducted with veterans in Philadelphia~ on 
the subject of the Adjudication process gave us some good insight into how the ! 

veterans feel about Adjudication letters. This repoit confirms that veterans find our i 
.'letters unclear and confusing.' Veterans mthis focus.group had the following. '\ . . ..... '1, comments:" 

.1 :,' ;" , 

· "You learn to decipher: You look on the second page; you findthe part that says ·1 '. 
you had 20% .and then you jump down the bottom.where it says you·still get 20:% ' 

and then you know you were denied." . . .' ..., .. ,.' . i!: 


· '. . .. ' '1 

1"They [the letters] are all worded in such a way that each one is phrased ':1' 
differently so that you really can't compare notes. All I ever do is look at the ,. 


: bottom for the line that says, 'Your request for an increase incompensation is:, 
 ":,1·". rejected.' The restofthe letter doesn't make any sense." . 
'I .. 

'I 
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I' 
,I 	 Quotes from other veterans indicate that unclear letters are bad from a business point 

of view and bad for public relations as welt 

1 	
"They [VA letters] are worded in such a way that it's 'doublespeak.' They are not 
intended to be clear." 	 ' 

1 	
"If they gave you a clear explanation up front of what they needed, they wouldn't 
have ItO send you the additional letters. " 

• UnsoIicitl~d Employee Complaints. A recentPC-Lettets survey conducted in the 

1 Philadelphia Insurance Center indicates that the employees are not satisfied with the 
quality of letters we now release. The study was intended to assess the mechanics of 
the PC-L~tters systems. Yet, lO%ofthe respondents commented that the worst part of

1 PC-utters is the qualityo!the letters in the system. This is especially significant 
since this issue was not mentioned in the survey, so respondents had to write in these 
comment~ on their own. " 

13 	 Focus G.·oups of Employees (As Internal Customers). A Focus Group concerning 
On-Line Manuals was conducted in the Philadelphia Insurance Center in 1994. The 
purpose was to determine how the employees used their manuals and how the manuals 
could best be transferred for use in the ARMS system. The focus group participants 

"indicated that most employees used the manual as little as possible because they needed 
interpretlltion after reading it. Much of what the participants said supports the team's 

, feeling that the manuals must be included in the Reader-Focused Writing project: 

1 , "The answers are only clear sometimes. Simplify it [the manual] ... cutdown the 
wording. All we need is the facts." 

'I "There's too much information to sift through. Look at each job -- what they do 
the most and put that' information in one place. " 

'I 
 Participants made one other thing clear: technology alone will not fix the problems. 

In order to fix the problem, technology must work hand-in-hand with new methods of 
writing the manual. One,participant summed it up,this way: 

, " , .'I: , "I hope when they transfer the manuals over to the computer they don't justptit it 
, , " in verbatim -- just throw it in the computer -.: or' nobody, will use it." 

I, 
l'J Protocol Interviews Combined with Statistical Analysis of the ResuJts~ 'The Jackson 

office us~~ protocol testing to compare the comprehensibility of traditional and new ' 
style letters. In this small study they found that "poor readers" tended to understand 

: ; , less than 40 % of a typical traditional, C&P letter. ' Of course, many of our, readers 
could have done better. But the elderly tend to, be poorer readers than the rest of the 
population, and VBA has ~any elderly readers. Incidentally, reade~s from the same 

:1:, 

'I" ' population understoodinore than 80% of a Reader-Focused Writing letter." , 

I 	 m Comparison Studies of Employee Perfonna~ce With Traditional and Revised 
Manual Passages. A survey was conducted in the, Jackson office. A control group 

", and a test group were used to determine whetherthe traditional ornew styleof writing" 
, 	 ,I 

,35 
, ' ,

."; , 

I. 	
, " 

"'. '. .-,' 



1 
:1 


was easier to comprehend .. The groups were carefully selected so that neither groillP . 
was familiar with the subject matter. Then, each group was given the same 
background information at the same time. The results, below, clearly support the;new 
style of writing: . . . 

1 

1 

1
45 % Understood' 

Completely 

44% Understood I
Partially 

11 % Failed to 
Understand 

56% Failed to' Understand ~I 
Ease of Reading .0% Easy. 

56% Somewhat Easy 

89% Easy I 
. :1 

i 

11 % Somewhat Easy .1 
I 

44% Somewhat Difficult 0% Somewhat 
Difficult 

'. 

1 

22% Understood Completely 

22 % Understood Pariially 

Accuracy of Resporise 

The most striking result of this study was the fact that most people who read the traditional 
manual passage didn't appear to understand it; They were allowed as much time as they !. 

. wanted, but they simply could not answer the test question (they were asked to provide a 
written description of the procedure shown in the manual passage). It was an "open book: I 
test," but it turned out to be too hard for people who had read the traditional passage .. The 

two groups were carefully balanced in terms of salary grade and demographics. . ~i 
 '.1 : 

!.. 

1 
. '-, I··.. 

. .··1······ 

I 
, :~, ' I 

.. .,.. 
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9. The Measures of Success:1 
Quick Successes and 

1 'Long-Range Performance 

1 
.As we look beyond measuring the current situation, we need to monitor the effectiveness ofthe

1 Reader-Focused Writing program. To simplify the way we look at measuring the success of the 
program, we have identified three categories: 

1 1. "Quick Success" Data from Early Projects, which can give us an early feel for 
whether we're headed in the right direction and-if we are on the right track-help us 
market the Reader-Focused Writing project. 

1 

1 2.' Interim Measurements ofProgress. which enable us to make mid-course corrections. 


They'll also help identify promising new approaches which have emerged from the 

many organizational elements involved in the initiative. 


1 
3. Long Range Perfonnance Measurements, which continue after the initiative has been 

fully implemented. Reader-Focused Writing is an evolutionary process; VBA will 
always need to measure the success of its written communication and to benchmark 
with other organizations to stay on course. 

1 
Quick Success Data 

Quick success qualitative data is easy to come by from those offices that are protocol testing. 
""I'" 

Protocol tests give us the veteran's perspective on the readability of letters. ,They tell us which 
parts of a letter, for instance, are easy to read. They alert us to phrases and. words and formats' 
which are hitrd to read. Such qualitative data is very useful to our writers. However, it's not 
much of a marketing tool. . For many people, numbers are still the measure of success.' At this 
time, only three offices have some quantitative data,Philadelphia, Jackson and Little Rock. ,In 

..'1<""" 	 all of these offices, presenting numbers indicative of success helped convince many employees 
that Reader-Focused Writing is a valuable tool. , . ' 

·1 ~ollowing are some examples ofquantitative measures we can use: ' 


fll Comparison Studies of Responses to Let~rS~ rh~ Philadelphia office used both the 
',1', ·traditional and new style to ~rite an invitation to a focus group. The response rate to 
the invitation letter shows the remarkable success of the new method of wr~ting.. 

,Below is an excerpt from Philadelphia's report:', " ' 

1 ,"The letter that we sent out was written in the new Reader-Focused Writing style... 

, We have every reason to believe that this format is a significant part of the success 


.. of this. (the invitation) process. We generally COnsidered a 10% response rate to be 

'good; this letter got a25% response rate with the Adjudication'sFocus Group and 


':,:'. 
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'almost a 50% response nite when VR&C used it. The VR&C experience is , I 
especially significant because they had tried a traditional style letter the first tithe , ' , " 
and got a 0 % response rate in the same area of the state. " 

.. ' 	

IThe Little Rock, Arkansas, Regional Office conducted a controlled study to test the 
responses they received to development letters released over the course of 2 112 
months. During this time they monitored all development letters released. One claims I 
unit released traditional letters, while the other unit released "new style" letters. Some 
C-files were unavailable for the review, so not all cases were reviewed. In tallyirig arid 
interpreting the data; we assumed that the unavailable C-files represented cases wilich I 
were being worked on specifically because the claimant's response was received. ,fI'his 
assumption gives the most conservative interpretation of the difference between the 
response rate for the new letters and the old letters.) Below are the results of Litt,e I 
Rock's Study: 	 ' 

i .. Traditional Letter New Letter 
", 

, ' 

Response Rate for all files, 
located 

22 (29%) 
n = 75 

32 (45%) 
n=71 

, i 

, 

, 

, 

Response Rate assuming all 
files not located received 
replies. 

97 (65%) 
n = 150 

111 (74%) 
'n = 150 

'i 

" 

Completeness of Response 82% 
n = 22 

100% 
n = 32 

I 

I 
I 
I 
I 

;; I 
, 

1 ·,,1
III 	 Protocol Interviews Combined with Statistical Analysis of the Results. In Dat~ on ; :" 

the Current Situation: The Needfor Change, we discussed the Jackson office's use; of 
protocol testing to compare the. comprehensibility of traditional and Reader-Focused ""I

, Writing letters. Similar studies could be conducted to determine whether our revisions 
,of letters and manuals are, si~nificantly improving comprehension. ' " 

',' " 

.. Comparison Studies of Employee Performance with Traditional and Revised ' 
Manual Passages. We discussed Jackson's testofthe readability of parallel 

", traditional and revised manual passages in Data on the Current, Situation: The NeelJ for " 
Change:We think it will be helpful to conduct more extensive studies of this kind. ',: 

v, 
',:' The task force sees several opporturuties to collect additional ..quick success" data. The 

I 	

,Ibeauty of some of the items is that they piggyback on projects and initiatives currently' 
underway. Following' is a list of our suggestions:" -;1 

, I' ·"1,1 
~ 
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I II For Forms: Conduct protocol interviews and focus groups to test the usability of the 


Compensation and Pension Application, VA Form 21-526 (test); and the Education' 

Application, VA Form 22-1990. 


1 
• For New Style Memos: Conduct a follow-up survey of Division Chiefs (memo 

recipients) via E-Mail. 

• 	 For New Benefits Information Packet: Conduct a postcard survey of recipients. 

I 	 • For Letten: Evaluate the difference in readability between traditional and Reader

1 
Focused Wonting letters via protocol testing. (As we mentioned in Data on the Current, 
Situation: The Need for Change, VARO Jackson has already used protocol tests to 
compare the readability of traditional letters and Reader-Focused'Writing letters. Their 

1 
,tests included only a small sample of poor readers, however, and more studies of this 
type might be conducted.) 

a 	 For New Insurance Letter going out as part ofthe limited Pay Automation: Ask the 
Insurance Phone Section to track the number of calls received. 

I 
II 	 For Revised Manuals: ,Conduct an internal focus group of those who have used both 

the traditional and new manuals. ' 

1 
1 
 , Interim Measlllres of Progress ' 


It seems clear that the implementation of the Reader-Focused Writing initiative will' take a few 
years to complete. And throughout the life of the project, we'll need to take measurements. In, 
the following paragraphs we'll suggest several data collection method~. most of which can be 
used locally or nationally. 'We recommend that the Reader-Focused Writing Implementation 
Team serve as a cliearinghouse to compare the results of different offices. By studying this, 

", data, the Team may be able to identify valuable new methods being developed in individual 
offic~. ' 

I, Methods for CoUection of Qualitative Data. 'There are two kinds of qualitativ~ 
. measurements available to us: 

II 	 Protocol Testing of individual letters' 
. . . . .,I' 	

~ " 

" II 	" Focus Group Testing of groups of letters ',' 
.,' , . "'., . .' -. ". " ... ' ," . 

"Protocol testing and focus groups can both test forcomprehension and tone .•'lri general, 
'protocol tests will give more in-depth information about the degree to which someone 

, " understands a letter, while focus groups will give 'more information as to .the impression (tone)" 
that the letter leaves with the veteran. ' ". ' 

Using these tools, we can not only test thereadabilhy or tone of the letters, 'butwe can study , 
how our own home-grown terrilinologyis perceived or understood by the reader. This issue 
was recently brought to light when the Vocational Rehabilitation and Counseling Service tested" 
some of their letters in Philadelphia. 9uring one protocol test a veteran seemed to understand 
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'the letter until he was asked what he would do after receiving this letter: He would not have 

taken the action hoped for because he, did not know what we meant by the term "service :; 
 Iconnected. ", In several succeeding tests, veterans' answers to the question, "What is your ii 

, definition of service-connected?" ranged from, "Injured on my job" to "I'm not sure if it : 
counts if I'm injured while in the service, but off duty." This is not an aberration; Education 

• ' !, I,'Service had a similar experience with the term "accredited service organization ... ' One of the 
, most helpful surveys we can conduct is one which asks our customers about their definitions of 
, VA-horne-grown terms Gargon).Once we've established which tenns are confusing, we can Itest new user-friendly terms which may replace our current jargon. 

IMethods for Collection of Quantitative Data. We have found a number of methods to 
, measure the success of the initiative quantitatively:' , 

I 
,Send post'card surveys with new Post cards surveys are'an easy way to get 

letters recipients' reactions to the new letters. 
 1 
Review the results of letters 

Invite employeeS to critiqu~ Reader-' 
,Focused Writing letters 

i:.,.,,,,,· , 

',,' .. 

Interpreting the results of letters may be our 
greatest challenge because the measurement of: Isuccess will vary from letter to letter. For so~e 
letters, an increase in the response rate may 
indicate that more veterans are understanding what 1we write. In other situations, however, a decrease 

in responses may indicate success. We propose that 

written guidance be given to the ROs and Services 
 1as to how to determine the success of a letter. ': 

I."Consider the following example from the ,; 
Philadelphia Insurance Center. For several years 

, the Center sent out a letter to people who requested 
tracers for missing checks. ,The letter asked th~ , .1
'claimants to certify that they had looked for t~ 
check in several places. This, poorly written le#er 
was considered to be a success because very few, ,I 
people wrote back; Everyone assumed that the 

veterans had found their checks, not that they;; 


, couldn't understand the letters. 'Now that a 'I 
 IReader-Focused Writing letter has been writteri~ the " 


Center expects the response rate for the new letter' 

to increase because the instructions are clearer. :' 


""I", 
Employee critiques could be solicited using' ':i 
mechanisms as simple as old-;fashioned comment I 
boxes, or as elabor,ate as an on-line response 
system. I 

40 
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Centralize the evaluation of employee 
critiques of Reader-Focused Writing 

1 training , , 

I 

1 


Assigning a centralized coord inator or the 
Implementation Team to monitor training critiques 
will help ensure a consistent level of training 
quality. It will also enable us to identify areas 
where different types of training are needed. For 
instance, if one Service finds the training to be ' 

, excellent and another doesn't like it, we may find 
that the second Service has needs that aren't being 
met. 

1 Track. the response to V A forms The basis of this tracking should be the volume of 
'responses and the appropriateness and completeness 
of the answers. With forms as with every other 
kind of business writing, technical communicators 
tell us the ultimate measure of quality is results. '.·1 

.1 
Many of us used to believe "the fewer the pages, 
the better the form." Now we know that a form 
shouldn't be judged by the number of its pages, but 
by the ease of completing it correctly. 

1 
.1 Long Range Performance Measurement 

In addition to data which we can collect now, there are a variety of measureS which we can 

,I plan to track on a long-range basis. Most of the ideas we'll discuss below would need to be 
, initiated by a: central group in VBA,. rather than by individual ROs or Services. Only 

benchmarking could be done by individual offices within VBA. Some of these measures would 
be taken on an ongoing basis, while others would involve periodic "snapshots" ofour" '::1: 
performance. Some could be.implemented in the near future; others would require new 
technology to implement. In some cases, a cultural change may be needed before we see , 

. " significant change in the data. And still.other cases, tracking should not begin until a large ,I::' 
percentage of our customer population has seen the new style letters., Our suggestions: 

' , ' 

" 

il 
. Create an automatic response button . The button would allow users (VA employees) to' 

at'the bottom of VETSNET and CPS say if a letter is exceptionally goOd or if it needs 
, letter screens. . specific changes. 

"1 

Use the new "VA On-Line"system to At this time "VA On-Line" does not allow for 

I 
,I.' .' test letters. . responses from Internet users; However, it will in 

the future. When using this system to elicit RFW. 
feedback, careful consideration should be given to 

'. , ' : the fact that V A ,On-Line users may have a higher 
reading level than others in the veteran population. 

1 
.'. :'>-' 
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.... " 

Change the SQC system so that 
reviewers check for the tone .and ease 
of reading 

Add some questions to the Customer
BaSed Measures Survey regarding the 

. clarity and tone of our letters. 

Include correspondence questions in 
the Annual Customer Satisfaction 
Survey. '. 

Benchmark against other agencies 
who have revised their writing 
methods. 

Tone and ease of readillg should be a.dded 
current SQC standards which, inmostcases,~check 
,	only for the accuracy of the information released. 
(fhesection entitled A Comprehensive Approach: 
Six Levers oj Organizational Change discusses this 
issue in more detail.) 

Because the questions in this survey have to tie 
very general; it's unlikely that we'll see a 
significant change until the new letters have been 
widely used for a substantial amount of time." 

Since technical communications is an evolving 
field, we expect that we'll have to change some of 
our techniques as' new ideas are tested and ;i 
validated. This survey 'will give us an opportunity 
to "take the pulse" of the RFWprogram on an: 
annual basis .. 

We also suggest that Services, wherever possible, 
benchmark against' each other. Since our current 
situation data already show the need to improve the 
quality of our written communications, we don't 
feel that it's neCessary to benchmark at this tuite. 
Benchmarking will be more meaningful, when ~e 
substantial improvements have been made. 

,", , 
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10. Standards for Evaluating 
Good WritiIlg 

---------------------------------=-------------
We've discussed methods of measuring the success of Reader-Focused Writing as an initiative. 
If we're going to have any success to measure, however, we must establish standards of 
writing that employees'can aim at. Can'we do that without resorting to rigid formulas? 

We'll have to set up guidelines; without them, there can't be any measurement. But we don't 
necessarily have to stipulate tbat the average sentence be 13.2 words long; that no sentence 
exceed 32 words; and, that fewer than five four-syllable words be found in every fifty. The 
brief publication, Guidelines Jor Document Designers, by Felker, Pickering, Charrow, 
Holland, and Redish (published by the American Institutes for Research, Washington, D.C.), 
provides an example of a list of technical communication principles which writers can follow. 

How can we communicate these standards to our employees? We have several documents 

which define writing standards. The most significant of these is the VA Correspondence' 


. Handbook. Others include the Services' and Offices' directives for manuals, circulars and 

memos. All such documents need to be amended to reflect Reader-Focused Writing principles. 

The V A Correspondence Handbook. The current correspondence handbook doesn't 
incorporate the principles of Reader-Focused Writing, especially those which emphasize 
customer focus, reader analysis, tone, and validation techniques. In a review of the draft V A 
Correspondence Handbook, we found thirteen (13) areas which were in direct conflict with 
technical communication principles. (See Appendix C for a list of the conflicts.) . 

. . 

Our standards should be based on the findings of technical writing experts which present the . 
clearest communication to readers. The content of the handbOok is critical, of course. But it's 
also important that the book be designed using Reader-Focused Writing principles: As Mark, 

, Twain said, "Few things are harder to put up with than the annoyance of a good example." 
Those who look to.the Correspondence Handbook for guidance will, no doubt, also look to it 
as a model of good writing. We've researched correspondence handbooks of other governIilent 

. agencies and' private sector companies and found that technical communication principles are 
" 'oftenused. in the writing of such reference books. Because we feel so strongly that the 
.... handbook is a key element, to the implementation of this initiative,we recommend that the ' .. 

Reader-Focused Writing Implementation Team, if one ,is created, participate in the rewriting of 
the handbook. ' . 

Further, we suggest that, 'where possible, we utilize existing published standards and . 
..• guidelines, suc~ as the Gregg Style Mariual, to define the parameters of basic English and 

technical communications principles .. The V A Correspondence Handbook, then, would be 
. limited only to those style and format issues peculiar to VA. This will benefit us notonly in 
, time spent preparing the handbook, but also ili employeetiine spent' researching style issues .•" 

Until the updated Correspondence Handbook is issued, ane~emption from using the:existrng 
'" Correspondence Manual is needed 'inorder to allow VBAto use Reader-Focused Writing 
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principles. If approval is granted, special attention must be paid to those offices that have'both I 
.a hospital and regional office under'one director (VAMROCs). Since only VBA will bei . 

exempt from V A correspondence manual procedures, those directors of V AMROCs will have 

to be made aware of the difference between VBA and VHA correspondence guidelines. 
 i 

, . 
,t 

.' . 1 

Guidelines for Manuals, Circulars, and Memos. Our current guidelines for drafting 

reference documentation fail to consider readability factors. Therefore, while our existing' . 

manuals and circulars fall within the definition of "proper English," they are not good j 

examples of Reader-Focused Writing. These problems are worse now that we've put our '; 

manuals on-line. Readability, organization, and information design issues are critical when' 

transferring complex ideas to a computer screen. 


IWe must consider the guidelines established by Central Office (CO) for how manuals,' , :\ 
. circulars, and memos are to be written. These documents should be revised to include Reader


Focused Writing principles. We can use CO's vehicles for issuing policy and procedural , 
 1guidance as an additional means of illustrating to the field that we're changing the way we ,; 
communicate. . 

1. SQC. Finally, the new guidelines should also be incorporated into the statistical quality 

'control (SQC)·standards. Wediscussed this in A Comprehensive Approach: Six Levers 0/.:, 

Organizational Change. As we noted there, it's important that we redefine quality to include 
 1Reader-Focused Writing principles and practices. We think the small amount of time andi 

effort needed to add a few categories of SQC exceptions would yield many positive results:: 


'. The new standards would reinforce the cultural change we're trying to bring about, and they'd 
 1. help us assure customer satisfaction. If we don't reinforce Reader-Focused Writing principles 

'. in our review process, employees may not see a need to practice them in everyday work. 
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11. "Some Final Thoughts .1 

on Measurement 
I 
"I" Measures Meet Strategic Goals 

'I 
 When we think about measures of success, we need to ask what we mean by the word success. 


1 
In evaluating success, we must consider how Reader-Focused Writing relates to our strategic 
goals and services our custom~rs. Probably we can agree that there are four perspectives from 
which to view the performance of Reader-Focused Writing: 

• 	' The Vc~terans' Perspective. What would veterans like to get out of Reader-Focused 
Writing? Our evidence indicates that they want (1) Clarity in our letters and forms, 

~I (2) Completeness in our explanations, and (3) Compassionate tone, the sense that 

VBA cares about their needs. We have some evidence that they'd also like (4) 

Convenience of response, e.g., helpful reply forms. The veterans 'perspective is


I reflected in VBA's Strategic Goal #1, "Improve responsiveness to customer needs, 

and expectations. " 

1 rill The TiflXpaye..s' Perspective. Taxpayers want us to deliver services with maximum 
efficiency. So we need to know whether the new methods are saving us money or 
costing us money. The answer will help us determine whether we're contributing to 

1 VBA's Strategic Goal #3, "Ensure maximum value for the taxpayer's dollar." 

III, 	 The G()vemment's Perspective~ In' general, Congress and the White, House want us 
to address the customers' and the taxpayers' needs. In the short term, however, they '.1 want us to improve service delivery, a concern that's reflected in VBA's Strategic 

, Goallt2. Our measurements ought to include, if possible, the effect of Reader
Focus;ul Writing on timeliness. 

Ill', ,The A.gency's Perspective. Our own perspective must encompass all the concerns of 
customers, taxpayers, and government oversight committees. But, in addition, we're 
interested in providing a more satisfying and rewarding work environment for our 

. employees, as demonstrated ,in Strategic Goal #4. ,So we'll want to track employee' 
satisfaction. " ' 

·1 
 A FinaR'WoJrd About Measurement', 


,I 
, ' 

You will note that nowhere in this' cha~ter do we discuss measmirig the success of this ~ethod ',' , 
by the reduction in reading 'levels; Flesch and'Flesch-Kincaid reading levels COUllt words and 
syilitbles. They do not account for the ease of use of stacked lists; which may be construed by, ' 

;1 
 , the computer as. a very long sentence. Nor do they take into account that many times a poor, 

'reader will understand compound words (made up of smaller familiar words) more easily than 
unfamiliar words of the same number of syllables. ' For instance, VA's, Flesch Kincaid levels 

I' 
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show "diatribe" to be an easier word than ,ieverything." Surely your average reader woul4 

have the opposite opinion. ..: 


':1 
There are, no doubt, many additional waysto measure the success of Reader-Fo~used Wrii(ng 

. beyond those covered in these chapters. But, when deciding on measurement techniques the 
most important issue is highlighted in the name of the initiative itself, "Reader-Focused." Any 

. data collected to measure the success of this initiative must be designed by focusing on wh~t 
the reader sees as good writing. " 

,~ . 
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 120 	 .A. Comprehensive Implementation: 

Pulling' it All Together1 
1 We have now examined all the various components of the Reader-Focused Writing initiative. 

We've discussed the importance of training, measurement, reward and reinforcement, and the 
marketing ofth~ program inside and outside the organization. 

1 We've also conceded that none ofthese elements, in and of itself, can change the way VBA writes. 
It follows that without thoughtful, assertive coordination ofthese activities, even our best efforts 

I may be insufficient. 

1 
 A View of the Current Situation: Why CoordiJrnation is Needed 


. The history ofthe Writing/or Real People "pilot" efforts amply demonstrates the need for 

1 coordination. Thl~ teams which were trained in 1994 have been left pretty much without direction. 
There has been no coordinator to ensure that teams are on course or to redirect them when they 
stray, nor has there been a central "clearinghouse" to field technical and policy questions. Team

1 members have told us they aren't sure whether the program is a "flavor of the morith" or a serious 
initiative to change VBA. They've felt, as one team leader put it, "out of the loop." It's no . 
wonder that teams at three ofthe ten pilot sites have stopped meeting altogether and that some of

I' the others have been struggling. 

In fact, the contractor has provided much of what little coordination there has been among the 
teams. While ev(:rything she has done has been in the best interest ofVBA and the successful ,I', 
implementation ofthis project, an argument might be made that she has exceeded her contractual 
role of providing technical communications training to VBA collaborative writing teams . 
However, the Writing/or Real People initiative could not have achieved the successes it has, had .~·I she not been wimilg to step into the void left by V A. 

Nor have .all offil;es which trained employees in Writing/or Real People managed to . 1 .' ..... capitalize on their investments. After sacrificing valuable "production" tiIDe to train their 
"'" employees, some organizations inactivated the teams as'soon as the C&P letter assignments 

were cOmplete mther than identifying opportunities for improvement in their own :1,' '.. . 
. correspondence libraries. Others never gave their graduates any technical writing projects to 

. tackle. 
'. .., ... . . . .,I

.~. - .' ." 	 In many cases, tl~ members were expected to complete all of their routine work assignments in 
addition to partieipating in the letter-writing teams. Producing polished letters using technical 
cOmmunication methods is a time-consuming task, especially for beginners. Some team members,' ·1.··· seeing that their superVisors--.:...and their performance standards-made no allowances for their 

. efforts in Writing/or Real People, became confused and disheartened. 

~I 
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1 
Coordinating Activities:'What We Need To Do ' ':1· 

',We've touched on some of the areas where coordination needs to occur. The hard part is to 
decide how to do it-how to achieve and maintain such coordination throughout the 
organization. In the chapter entitled A Comprehensive Approach: Six Levers of Organizational I 
Chtmge, we discussed some ways leaders can bring about change in a large organization. ; 
Figure 2 from that chapter is reproduced below. We'think these six "levers" reflect the 

, primary activities which must work together for this initiative to succeed. I 

:1' 

'I 
I 

I 

I 

1 
I 

Figure 2. Six Levers of Organizational Change' 

...I: 
But coordination of Reader-Focused Writing will not be liriIitedto the six levers themselves' .. 
We'll also cliscuss three overarchingcoordinationactivities: ; 'I 

• Coordinating the six levers with each other 

. Ii! Coordinating actual deployment of Reader-Focused Writing I
, ." 
, . . . '. 

,1IiI Measuring and monitoring the success of the initiative 
, ; I' 

, it ,
Theschematlc in Figure 4 summar~s these rune activities and their interrelationships. , .1: 

1 
Promoting the new values. We discussed, in the earlier chapter, several methods of 

promoting the new values, including articles on Reader-Focused Writing in Vanguard and , 

other VA publications, promotion of the project in memos, and briefings on ,the progress of;ihe 
 I 

. initiative at conferences. Weha've also discussed earlier the employee orientation lesson abOut· ' 
Reader-Focused Writing.which could,be supplemented by avideo featuring the Under . , :1' 
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Secretary for Veterans Benefits or the Secretary for Veterans Affairs to convey top level 
support for the initiative. 

These promotions must be tailored to the needs and the perceptions of each audience. For 
instance, there are a good many employees in the Services and Offices who don't think we can 
maintain legal sufficiency if we write to claimants in plain English. These employees doubtless 

. have the best interests of the agency at heart. It won't be enough to tell them that veterans 

1 don't understand legalese if they feel legal ideas can't be captured in "non-legal" language. 
We'll have to tea,eh them about the plain English movement in law and commerce. We'll have 
to show them plain English contracts and insurance policies and point out the existence of Plain

I English Committees in a number of state bar associations. We can even give them copies of 
books on plain English for lawyers. . 

I 
I' 

,~I 

I 

I, 

,I 
·.,1' 

I 

I·' 

',," 

'.
" ! , " . , . . 

" " . . . .';1 Figure 4., Coordinating Activities of Reader-Focused Writing 

But who will insure that these things are done? Someone must be in a position to coordinate' I .' the "marketing plan," thus ensuring that Reader-Focused Writing is brought to the attention of 
", . ,managers and employees at the right times, with the right "spin," and withthe right intensity. 

. Modeling the n€~wbehavior.The axiom: "Do.as I say, not as Ido" needs to be overturned. 
'We need to reco:ncile our actions with.our words. We can do that by using plain English to '. 

, "c~mmunicate and by using technical writing techniques in the drafting of important documents 

,I·' 
); , >. ". ' ""I,· 

49 

I' 



I 
. intended for a wide readership within the agency. The VBA Bulletins and Info-Grams are l 
. good start; they're written in averyaccessihle style. 

. . . ....... .. . . J 
Of course, our forms, directives, and circulars must be redesigned, both because they need to be . 
mor~ usable and because their redesign will show employees that the Agency is intent on' :{ . 
changing the way it does business. This won't be an easy job, nor will it yield quick results. B~t 
as each segment of the work is completed and released to the field, it will serve as another :1. 
reinforcement of Reader-Focused Writing in our culture. 

To ensure that opportunities for modeling Reader-Focused Writing don't slipaway, someone' 
.. who has the ear of the Policy Board and who follows the activities of the Services, Offices, and 

Areas should coordinate and facilitate these efforts. 

. 	 . 

Providing tools to facilitate the new behavior. We'll have to coordinate the dissemination of . 
tools, too. What kinds of tools? Here's the list we used in the chapter on organizational change! 

. I 

. . '" . . .' .;~ 

. III .State-of-:-the-art word processing software, without which we couldn't produce many of; 
the infonnation designs we've been pioneering in Reader-Focused Writing. . '! 

" 

III 	 Computer hardware. which is necessary to support the latest word processing programs. 
As we noted in the chapter entitled A Comprehensive Approach: Six Levers C?f .' 
Organizational Change, state-of-the-art hardware and software are needed for optimal ' 
operation of some of the new Reader-Focused Writing-PCGL letters. 

I!iI 	 Revised manuals and circulars, which provide "conceptual tools" for employees to use, 
in thinking and writing about VA benefits.' . . 

. 	 . 

m Revised pattern letters andsystem-generated letters. which provide models for .,.; 

employees to emulate. 

. II .Revisedforms.. ~hich provide additional models ofclear writing. 

.: ~ 1'1 The procedures of document testing. which demonstrate that we need to consult 
.' customers when we create products for their use.·' Everyone in the organization must· 
~ome to understand that without periodic reader testing, we can't create multiple-use' 

..'.. documents which truly 'satisfy our readers: -::and our oWD-:-needs.. 

,'. Su~cessful ~oordinatiori of the deployment of Reader·:Pocused Writing's tools will demand an 
. extremely wide range of activities and influences,' . For instance, we must ensure that the 
initiative's computer hardware and software needs are'identified and incorporated,in VBA's, 
budget process. We must also find a way to persuade every Office, Service,and Area that 
documenttesting can help them optimize their effectiveness. And we must help the various '. 
components of VBA to create and deploy new manuals and circulars. . 

... Teachmg theskjlls.Trrunmgis aootheractivity where tools are ImpormnLEverytool diat can 
help us with the problem of coordinating training across the wide span of VBA, and which is . 
withinour meansto acquire, ought to be used, Recently, the Office of Employee . 
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Development and Training (EDT) has been investigating the use of satellite technology to 
conduct nationwide training. Training people nationwide is one of the things we need to do, 
and satellite technology looks very promising. And working with the Employee Development 
and Training Office can help us in another way: it can help us get Reader-Focused Writing on 
the national training agenda. ' 

As with other areas we've discussed, the need exists for someone to monitor training needs and 
training effectiveness, communicate routinely with managers and trainers, and coordinate 
Reader-Focused Writing training throughout the organization for the life of the project. 

, Rewarding the new behavior. In our chapter entitled A Comprehensive Approach: Six Levers 
ofOrganizational Change, we ,noted two traditional methods ofrewarding behaviors: 
performance appraisals and special act awards. These kinds of rewards are, of course, within 
the sole control of line managers. Coordination of them by a central committee or coordinator 
may be unrealistic. On the other hand, orily such a central person or committee could 
realistically be expected to bring these priorities to the attention of line managers year in and 
year out. Moreover, a Reader-Focused Writing coordinator at each station, Office, and Service 
might be able to work with managers to revise reward systems so that the new writing methods 
are encouraged. 

While we may not be able to coordinate the organization's rewarding of the new behaviors 
very directly, we can coordinate activities which influence supervisors and managers to reward 
them., Because the philosophy and the behavior of managers have a powerful impact on the ' 
attitudes of subordinates, we need to train all managers early in the implementation of this 
initiative We must show them what Reader~Focused Writing can do for them. And we must 
urge them to recognize and reward employees' efforts to use Reader-Focused Writing. 

Defining quality. We discussed the need to redefine quality in terms of Reader~Focused 
,Writtng in Chapter 5. We think it's clear that the quality standards of the Services and Offices 
should include elements concerning the clarity of writing. The coordinator(s) should begin by 

, bringing all the. Services and Offices to consensus on some common definitions of writing' 
"quality. This wpn't be an easy undertaking. The participants in this effort will need to have' 
technical communication training; They'll need to understand the significance and the intent of, 
the Reader-Focused Writing initiative. Ideally, they would undergo some training as a group. 
They will also need to ,consult regularly with a technical communication expert. Ultimately" 
substantive definitions of quality can be created. These definitions should probably include 

, some rough guidelines on style 'and syntax elements for diverse kinds of writing. They should 
, also make reference to document testing. ' 

Following the c()nse~sus agreements between all the Services and Offices on definitions of 
quality writing, statistiCal quality control standards should be revised. The coordinatoror 
coordinating, committee would probably monitor' these efforts and offer assistance when,' ' 
appropriate. " ' '" 

"" 

,", ,Coordinating the interaction between the six levers. None of these levers will be effective 
'on its own. All must work in concertif Reader-Focused Writing is to be 'successful. Here are 
, a fewexa,mples of the ,kinds of coordination tlIat will be necessary: 
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6 	 Before we train large numbers of employees, we will need to promote the initiative :and 
" '

I
model the behavior so that everyone knows we're intent on changing the way we d9 ' 
business. " 

;t,I ,I
II 	 We won't want to train C&P rating specialists until we're prepared to show them how 

we want rating documents to change. This kind of change will require the attentioni 
and agreement of program personnel within the C&P Service. Thus, we'll need to Ipromote the new methods within that Service and bring about a consensus on what , 
kinds of language and formatting promote readability-while following the dictates 6f 
the Court of Veterans Appeals and the requirements of General Counsel. Coordination I'
of this effort will take great diplomacy, thoroughness, and seriousness of purpose. 

II Some groups of employees don't yet have access to any pattern letters, manuals, or:\ Icirculars written using technical writing principles. Many won't have such material~ 
for some time to come. As we deploy the RFW Tools course over the satellite ;' 
network, we'll need to target our student popUlation so that we're providing training Ionly to those employees who can immediately utilize the techniques on the job. ' 

, 	 j 

,II!J 	 While a definition of quality writing might not have to be in place when most peopl~ 
are trained, it cannot follow training by too wide an interval. Otherwise, employed; 
are unlikely to receive encouragement and reinforcement from their managers to use: 
the new methods. ' ' I 

Coordinating deployment of the method throughout VBA. In the last analysis, what coun~ 
is whether we actually deploy Reader-Focused Writing methods throughout the organization' I 
and across the whole range of writing'activities, from pattern letters to reference materials. 
The six levers will help with this deployment; indeed, they depend on deployment in some ,; 
instances. But without a central coordinating person or committee to monitor and facilitate the I' 
,various efforts to rewrite letters~ redesign forms, and reinvent manuals, this initiative isn't : 
likely to prosper. Here are three challenges we must face immediately: ' { I 

II Several Services have trained employees in Reader-Focused Writing for the creation pf 
'. '. letters. A number of field stations also have people trained 'to write letters. But we:: 

haven't begUn to revise letteridn all program areas, and in some cases we don't have: 'I 
" enough trained people to begin the task. We'll needto effectively channel new Ii', f: 

Reader-Focused Writing projects to the trained teams to tackle~ , I 
" mil Re~ision'of PCGL letters has been the primary focus ofVBA's Reader-FocuSed,' ;1 

,Writing activitieS to date. However, according to a:recent survey of Adjudication .I 
" divisions in the four Areas,22 % of all letters ,being released are generated by the,' 'I"j
Wang system, and another 16 % are generated by BDN. Ultimately, we'll need to , 
look atall of our system-generated and pattern letters if we are to improve customer 
satisfaction with our letters on a global scale . I., 	 . . 

No one has yet received training in manual writing or forms design., Applying 
technical communication principles, to the creation of forms and manuals is quite a I 
different task from rewriting letters. The initial Writing for Real People training, 
,while ,it provided a basic understanding of technical writing principles astbeyapply to " I 
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all kinds of documents, was not intended to prepare employees to write manuals. We 
believe research and development (R&D) teams for forms and for reference materials 
should be I;;onvened to look at the state of the art in the technical communication 
discipline for those kinds of documents and recommend solutions to VBA. (Due to the 
availability of ARMS, the R&D team for reference materials should focus considerable 
attention on computer screen readability.) Once these teams have reported, each 
service or staff can begin to develop plans for revising its forms, manuals, handbooks, 

" and circulars. ' 

Holding It TOlgether 

Coordination of all these elements, you'll probably agree, is no small task. It seems likely to 
consume the efforts of more than one person. In the following pages we'll offer a possible 
configuration of coordinating personnel which we believe will get the job done cleanly and 
completely. 

We propose a configuration of four elements (See Figure 5):, 

III A coordinating office: The Office of Executive Management and Communications ' 

III A professional technical writing expert 

UlAn Implementation Team 

1.1 A resident expert, or "Master Communicator" for each Service, Office, and Field Station 

The office of juri!idiction. The initiative needs a home, preferably a well-established department 
which can guarantee it visibility. Our task force haS been working under,the auspices ofthe Office 

, ofExecutive Management and Communications (EMC), and we think this office is the logical 
choice to be thep€:rmanent sponsor. The Director and the staff are already familiar with the 
project, recognize the need for the program, and endorsethe proposed direction. EMC has atready 

" been working with the Office of Information Technology to define and implement an improved, 
, user-friendly documents control system. The office's close ties to the Office of Public Affairs and 

the Office of Congressional Affairs may be ofbenefit to the program, as well. 
" , . .. 

As sponso: ofReader-Focused Writing, EMC would be responsible for these key areas:. 

II" Overall coordination ofthe project 

,III . Obtaining expertise from the technical communication community" . 

11 Coordinating a Reader-Focused'Writing Implementation Team, which will b6discussed in, 
,the next section ' ,,' 

..,<. : 

The implementation Team.· All parts ofVBA must be represented in discussions on thefutu~e of 
" Reader-Focused Writing. Moreover, the coordinator(s) from EMC will need to obtain multiple 
. perspectives when they make major decisions. We believe an Implementation Team composed of 

.. 'repre~entatives ofthe Services, Staff Offices, and Areas can supply these. needs. 
" ' 

.,,;, ".... 

"~I', 




:; 
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~ 
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The members of the team will need to be extensively trained in Reader-Focused Writing metho~ 
and have practical experience working with those methods. They should be chosen for their , 
competence, their devotion to the initiative, their ability to work with other people, their practi~l 
knowledge of operations in their constituent organizations, and their standing within their I 
organizations. 

We believe the Implementation Team should share responsibility for coordination of Reader I
Focused Writing with the EMC. Its members should also be the primary liaisons with their own 
organizations. 

I 

Persons involved ~n coor~nating the implementation of Reader-Focused Writing 

I 
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The Technica1 Expert. The past two decades have seen an explosion in technical communication 
research and development. The research we've studied up to this point amounts only to a modest . 
"snapshot" ofcertain parts ofthe technical communication field; it's not nearly adequate to 
support us as we take up new challenges such as on-line reference systems. 

. Just as we hire attorneys for their expertise in the law and computer programmers for their skills in 
data processing, we now need a person with substantial expertise in technical communication. We 
need someone established in the technical communication community who can help us appropriate 
the latest developments. Major corporations hire professional technical writers as a matter of 
course; we think VBA needs to do the same. 

We recommend that VBA establish a contract for ongoing technical writing services with an 
organization that is familiar with the latest research and has ties to the research community. TIlls 
organization could work with the Implementation Team; provide training to employees and 
managers as time permitted; and consult with all the Services, Offices, and Areas on technical 
writing matters. 

The "master communicators." During the Writing for Real People pilot project, the stations 
most successful in implementing the project were those that: . 

lUI appointed strong team leaders to coordinate the effort 

II had strong management support for the initiative 

In those cases whl~re the team leader was ineffective, the teams experienced a great deal of 
difficulty regardless ofthe level of management support. 

. .. . 

. Coordination and leadership are, we believe, absolutely necessary at the local level. .Although each 
.. employee will eventually have some degree oftraining in Reader-Focused Writing, field stations, 

Services, and Offices will still need someone to provide everyday guidance to managers and . 
.. employees and to keep Reader-Focused Writing "on the agenda."We believe that a "master 
communicator" should be appointed at each office for this purpose. . '.' 

.The master communicator will be a local advocate for the project, helping with instruction in . 
Reader-Focused Writing, answering questions about method and style, and referring questions as 
necessary tathe Implementation Team or the coordinator(s); . 

. Ideally, th~ coordinator(s) or thefutplementation Team should hold regUlar monthlY,hotlmes With'. 
, . all the master communicators. . 

,:,,',,' I 


" . 


Coo'rdination b~yond VBA. It's obvious that Reader-Focused Writing will not make much ofan 
. impact unless the various efforts throughout VBAare well coordinated. But coordination doesn't. 
. stop there. Importantforces outsideVBA Will have to buyin to this dramatic change in our· 

.' writing. How important is their support? We believe the program will fail without it. .. 

We're already challenged in our everyday writing to ensure that our letters and publications 
.. ' . address legal issues in accordance with the requirements. ofGeneral Counsel and the Court of 

.' Vet~rans Appeals (COVA). 



. Unless VBA can work in concert with these bodies, demonstrating that Reader-Focused Writirlg ·.1 
methods can maintain legal sufficiency and improve communication, we may be stopped in out 

tracks. Experience in the private sector, cited earlier in this document, has proven that legal 

sufficiencY can be achieved without using legalese. But it's up to us to take the initiative and sell 
 Ithe program. . . 

Some other important stakeholders include Congress, the White House, the Office of Management. .. Iand Budget (OMB), Veterans SeIVice Organizations, and other Staffs and Administrations within 
VA. We'll need to briefthese organizations about the Reader-Focused Writing initiative. We. 

. may want to invite selected members of their staffs to participate in VBA's training program. )I I 
. '.' ". ",( 

Closing Thoughts: We'll Get It Done with Coordination and Cooperstjon 1 
. i ~ . , 

We've identified a sobering array of tasks. We can do them all if we create and train a networKi,of 

advocates, and ifwe support that network with words, actions, and resources. If, through this :' 
 I 
process, we continually demonstrate top management support, we'll eventually find employees 
working in concert to provide the best written "products" for our customers. And we'll find 
customers playing a more constructive role in the benefits delivery process as they respond I 
favorably to our service. Reader-Focused Writing can, in fact, help VBA along its journey to 
become a "learning organization"which continuously reinvents and refines its processes, and 
which energizes employees to find the best and most cost-effective ways of serving customers. 1 
But we must be sure we've identified the most useful technical writing methods, we must share 
these methods with everyone in VBA, and we must be tireless in demonstrating to skeptics the I 
value of this initiative; 

. . .. . . . . ". ~ 
A project with such promise for our orgariization deserves a thoughtful, committed implementati,on. I 
Cooperation and coordination at all levels must be ensured. And resources must be marshaled~:( 
ImproVed efficiency in our business processes and increased satisfaction from our customers will 
quickly repay these investments. . ." I 
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Footnotes 

1. Research (see Note 8) suggests that Technical Writing methods can shrink the reading time required 
to understand "legnlistic" prose by 50%. Our own research seems to substantiate this. In a recent VBA 
study, a manual passage revised using technical writing principles appeared to double the chances that 
employees could understand the text without help. 

.1 
, , 

In order to determine how much time employees were wasting in trying to understand manuals and 
, circulars which could be written more effectively, we estimated how much time VBA employees 

. : currently spend in this activity, and then cut that time by half. 
, ' , 

We assumed that at least 55% of employees in a Regional Office are first line Adjudication, Finarice, 
Loan Guaranty, or VR&C employeeS who must refer to manuals regularly. We didn't count VSD 
because VBCs, while they do refer to circulars, don't routinely use manuals or circulars as often as 

'I', 
~mployees in the rf~gular program areas. Thtis, we've conservatively estimated the number of employees 
who routinely use manuals and circulars. '

:1,· 
, , . We also assumed that the Insurance Centers and CARS contain the same percentage of employees using I· ..· '" manuals as do the Regional Offices. , ' 

After subtracting employees of the four Area Offices and St. Louis RPC and SMRO, \\Ie arrived, at· a . 
. (rounded) figure of 11,700 field employees. 55 % of these employees (the percentage using manuals) 1:i , 'equals 6435. ", ' 

. \ r 

If all 6435 employees cons~tmanuals and circulars an average of one hour per week, then VBA front
. . . line employees are: spending 6435 hoUrs per week researching their manuals: If Reader-Focused Writing 

I:" 
' 

can reduce research time by 50%', then 3217 hours per week (50% of 6435 hours) are being wasted. ' 
Even if we assume: that the average employee consults his/her manuals and circulars for only 30 minutes ,~I',' .' 
per week (that's 6 minutes per day), we Can figure that 1608 hours are being wasted weekly. " 

,"2: The Ja~kson, Mississippi Regional Office conducted two focus groups in February 1993 with" 

.,'.: members of the Disabled American VeteranS and the VeteranS of Foreign Wars. Both groups agreed 


(unanimously) that the new letters were ~uperior to oUr"traditionalletters.' , 

'" ,:, l' 

, '" 3.' Studies conduc;ted in the Little Rock VA' Regional Office and in the Jackson VA Regio~1 Offi~~I; 
, duripg the period October 1993 and Marel';, 1994. ' " ' . . 

"I 
'I:" " 
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'4. Carolyn Boccelhi. Bagin & Andrew M. Rose, Worst Forms Unearthed; Modern Maturity, Feb.-Mar. 

1991, pp. 64, 65. (quoted in Joseph Kimble, in Plain English: A Charter for Clear Writing, Thomas 
 I 
CooleyLaw Review, 9:1, p. 23) 

5. Study conducted in Jackson VA Regional Office, January through March 1994. In one segment of I 
the study, fiveVBC's were asked, to estimate the number of phone calls they had received monthly' 

regarding a traditional letter and its Writing for Real ,People counterpart. Each counselor was 

interviewed privately. " Their answers were: 
 I 

Traditional Letter New Letter 

, Counselor # 1 8 - 12 5 
 ICounselor #2 ' 12 0 

Counselor #3 12;" 14 1-2 

Counselor #4 10 2 

Counselor #5 5 0 
 I 

While these results are based solely on memory, their startling consistency suggests that the number of 
I 

calls really did decrease when the new letter was implemented. I 
6. Study conducted iriJackson VARegional Office in January 1995. 

I7. Focus Groups conducted at VAROIC Philadelphia, April 1994. 

3. Robert D. Eagleson, Plain English-A Boon For Lawyers, The Second Draft (Legal Writing Institute 

Oct. 1991, note 105, p. 12. (quoted in Joseph Kimble, in Plain English: A Charter for Clear Writing, 
 I 

, Thomas Cooley Law Review, 9:1, p. 26) 

9. Plain Language Pays, Simply Stated (Document Design Center), Feb. 1986, pp. 4.1. 
, ' I 

10. G.Dykstra, Plain Language ,Centre for Cana<kJ, in E.R. Steinberg (ed.) Plain Language PrinciJles 
",and Practice, 1991. Detroit, MI: Wayne State University Press, p; 17. (Quoted in KarenA.Shriver;1 

Quality in Document Design: Issues and Controversies, TechnicalCommunication, 2nd Quarter, 1993, I 
p.250.) , , ' " " 

, " " " J 
, ' , 

11. R. D. Eagleson, Writmg in Plain English. 1990. Canberra, Australia:" Australian Government I 
PublishingService. p.,6. (Quoted in KarenA. Shriver, Quality in Document Design: Issues and 


,Controversies, Technical Communication,2nd Quarter, 1993, p. 250.) . 

. '.': I12. C. M. Barnum & S. Carliner (ed~.), "Introduction" in Techniques for Techlti~ai CommunicatorS.'} .' ' , , I 

New York: MacMillan Publishing Company, 1993, p. 2. ' .' "'I 
. i', 

',13, Flesch, R. F.' How to Write Piain English; A Bookfor Lawyers and Consumers. New York:' " I 
Harper and Row, 1979,8 - IO~ Also:' '., 

'14. Siegel, A. "The Plain English Revolution" tn Strategies for Business & Technical Writing, ed.' ", I 
Hartey, K. (San Diego: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1985), 98: Also: ' 

" 15. Bowen, B.A., Duffy, T.M., & Steinberg,.E.R., Analyzing the Various Approaches of Plain Engli~h 
" Laws.' Visible Language 20 (1986), 155-165,cited by Dorilfiy, J. M. in The Plain English Movement",: . 
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Appendix A 

Is Reader-:Focused Writing Business Process 
, Reengineering? 

In moving beyond Writingjor Real People and the other VA writing initiatives already 
mentioned, the Simplified Communications Task Force recognized the need to expand our 
scope from looking at Reader-Focused Writing as a training initiative to considering it a . 
reengineering blitiative with a training component. This point is critical to the success 
ofReader-Focused Writing. as training alone will not accomplish significant change ofthis 
magnitude. We used theEvaluation Matrix (Appendix,B ofVBA's Business Process 
Reengineering Report) to evaluate whether this initiative does, in fact, meet the criteria 
needed to be elevated to a reengineering initiative. Clearly, this initiative ~eets the criteria . 
defined by the Reengineering Work Group to be considered a reengineering project. 

Does it put customers first? 

,Does customer data support 
this initiative? 

Does it personnel . 
administration policy; , 
overhead?' 
Can it be done without 
procurement? , 

Does it reduce or elinllnate 
internal, regulations or' 
directives? 

Yes JlBA's customer survey data indicate that we need 
to improve our written communications with our 
customers. Focus groups and protocol interviews 
with veterans have shown that customers find the 

, ....ili""", methods nffL.n...", 

Maybe. ' This initiative could best be implemented with 
, . contractor support. although it could be 

accomplished internally ifnecessary. Depending 
onthe contractor desired, JlBA could access . 
OPM's Training Management Assistance 

'r>nHiJ'\f7"fiJ'/(J ·vehicle. . 
Yes . . Our studies suggest that JlBA's existing directives 

contain duplicate references which would be 
eliminated" RFW. ,." 

, 'I' , 

'I'': .... 
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Does it reduce polj,cy Yes 
ambiguIties? 

Does' eliminate unnecessary Yes 
work? 

Does it have a clenr rationale? Yes 

Does it increase tbe span of No 
control? 
Does it hold employees Yes 
accountable? 

'Is the improvement Yes 
measurable (i.e., are there 
clear perfofmance objectives)? 

Does it empower J~eople to do 
more, such as resolve, 
problems or take action? 

Our studies further show that our manuals are so 
compler that readers can't consistently find the' 
correct references. Further, in a preliminary 
controlled study, ambiguity was markedly reduced 
by using RFW., Readers ofa revised manual 
passage were twice as likely to understand the 
passage than similar readers who studied the 

Clear correspondence with veterans will reduce 
the number ofphone calls and correspondence 
received askingfor clarification ofwhat we said in 
an earlier letter; clear ready references will 
reduce time needed to research policy and 
procedural questions, as well as time to correct 
mistakes incorrect infierll'rel'ation. 

RFW is VBA's technical writing initiative; 
technical communications principles are derived 
from thirty years ofacademic research and 
supported by three years ofpractical testing with 
veterans. ' 

It can. One ofour suggestions (in Chapter 5) is to 
make employees accountable for communicating 
effectively enough that rework, e.g., claims denied 
for failure to furnish complete evidence, is 

, avoided. ,We believe the initiative will allow VBA 
to create this kind 
RFW enables us to set performance objectives for 
our letters and manualsfor the first time. The, ' 
initiative has developed several yardstickes for' 
mea,suring performance, including: (1) Percentage 
ofinformation points understood in protocol 
interviews, (2) Percentage ofinformation pOints 
understood from manuals as rejlectedin group 
examinations ofemployees. (3) Percentage of 
complete replies to development letters, imd (4) 
Number oftelephone calls requestinghelp with 
,VBA letters and ' , ' 
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Can it be accomplished 
without conflicting with 

Yes Clear communications (external and internal) will 
reduce time spent clarifying meaning. 

Can training requirements be 
accomplished? 

Yes A tiered approach to training ensures that 
employees receive the training essential to 

Can it be accomplished with Yes 
minimal relocation of 
employees? 

Does the proposed change 
save money? 

Is it cost effective? Yes 

Can it be accomplished Yes 
without significant cost? 

Clear communication will enable us to provide the 
same benefits to veterans at lower cost. We can't 
predict whether well-informed veterans may 
demand more services or more benefits. However, 
the net cost service veteran will decrease. 
Yes. We believe the payback period for the entire 
initiative will be no more than two 
The start-up CDStS include training our employees 
and obtaining professiDnal technical writing 
expertise to. implement the initiative. Once the up
front CDstS are borne, we anticipate minimal cost 
to. sustain the n"~l""""'" 

Stage I equipment will support the Reader-
Focused initiative. 
Stage I equipment has already been deployed. 

Have technology requirements Yes 
been assessed? 
Can teclmology be delivered Yes 
within a reasonable 
timeframe? 

Would IG. GAO and OMB be Yes' 

Does it improve inter- and Yes 
intra-agency cooperation and ' 
coordination? 

Employee relocation is not a factor in the 
successfUl accomplishment ofRFW. Ifsatellite 
broadcast is selected as the training mode for the 
Tier 2 training, there will not be any significant 
travel cost associated with RFWtra!inimr. 

GAO has issued a repDrt indicating that VBA 
should ' its communicatiDns. 
Clear communicatiDns can only improve 
c(JOperation and coordination. 

Will Congress support; assist? Yes·. Presumably, Congress will support VBA s' effDrts 
tocDmmunicate with its constituents. 

Will it result in new or Yes The testingdnd validation process draws in " 
improved partnerships? external custDmerS to help us assess the 

readability ofDUr. documents, and ultimately 
, .... u·~l1"., our work 

Would the VSOs be· Yes ' ImprDved cDmmunicatiDns make their jDb easier. 

< ~'. 
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Tier One Goal: Given customer service orientation,. the student will 
identify and explain reader focused writing 'principles, and 

, AppendixB ,will 'choose to utilize them in written communications. 

St:mw.:ar,.ze I ~m_1
RFWprinciples - - ---I RFW 

4 1£ I 

List formatting
Describe techniquesthatDefine audience IdentifY emphasize keyCustomerlReader analysis appropriate tone points&;focus 

readability 

Outlineword Explain benefits Exp1aiilvalidation
usageand " ofcollaborativeletter organization toolssentencestJ:w:ture writing, ' ' 

, .. .~==~I 
" 

coI1aborative 
writing

~j-I ~ 

III 

http:St:mw.:ar,.ze


- -- -_: ',.,- ',:_, ':i"'_"_'" ':_ '_ '_." _ __ _ 
Tier' Two Goal: Utilizing technical communications principles, the 

'student will write clear, simple, and effective 
correspondence to VBA's internal and external readers. 

Use 
Alternate 

commWlication 

SelectLetter 

1 .., Anal~needs of III I!/lIIof
audience 

Detemrine 
purpose &, ideal 
outcome of letter 

for VA 

Prepare draft 

I
,'Select,·" opti,onal, 'I De~ete~eous III - I Completefill-ins IIIllI ~ 

~_ " paragraphs', I!> information IIIII----i'fJIo 

" wu /I, '-a-.'____ 

Determine 
reader'sphysica1 

challenges 

Review available 
letters &, files ' 

Determine 
reader's literaey 

level 

Reviewavailable 
letters &, files 

Determine 
purpose &, ideal 
outcome ofletter 

for reader 

Assess reader 
expectations 



. .. '. .. .... . '. - . . .'.--~--:-;~"~-~~---'-'--~~,--

~ Release letter 
" .~. 

n, . ~ EditlProofletters III 

Verify address, 
salutation&. 

. identifYing 
information -

Check Spelling 

Review letter for 
c:ontent, tone, 
structureand 
punctuation 

-' ';\..•... ~-i ......
® Use appropriate. -. ..... 
tone -.... Organize .... 

information 

' .I I 
I I r I 

Sequence key Ensurelegal 
- points sufficiency 

Identify key points 

SelectwordS &. 
Setreader sentences 

. expectations appropriate to 
. readers 

. "' 

Apply appropriate 
TC tools for 

emphasis &. clarity 

ID logical 
bteablpamgmph 

structure 

i 'm existing RFW 
. standmdized 

(tested)language, 
when possible 

ID appropriate TC 
tools for emphasis 

&'clarity 

Chunk/group 
information 
effectively -- Use VBA formats ... and style 

Insert 
name. address. 

identifYing 
information 

, 
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Tiel!" Three Goal: Using collaborative writing 

and reader validation techniques, the student· 

·win desi.gn clear, simple, and effective pattern 

..Write Pattem letter 

- ...... - ..
.. 

. I'etters and paragraphs. 
~NiWji&~4.4iiM4~ 

Use Team Skills , 

i 
,.. 

~ 

I---~___-----i"(. C 

'Iv.¢.§..s;<; 

IDlRemove Identify teamGiveJReceive Use contlict blockages to rolesrmdresolutionConstructive effective team adm.inisInItivetechniquesfeedback perfonnance issues 

·1 J 
IJ 

Demonstrate 
Practice good Contribute ideas 
listening skills 

respect for team 
willingly 

their Views 
members arid 

Describeteam 
collabomtion 

skills 
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- _.- - ... ~-......'.:- ,_:'-,""- -'.'-'::'- _:- - "- 
...@.C'" \ .Assess ffH" ..
'c' >.~~ requirernentfor '. Analyze. needs of 

. '. .. "",:?' . pattern letter ,.' . audience 

. ·,,<,,::~:;:;;:~::~trt~J{::· . ' ' . 

Determine 
reader's physical 

.' , challenges 

. Recognize system 
d>..J capabilities for 

both design and ' 
enduse .. ' 

,." 

~ 

~~.. 

1, 
Detennine '. 

reader's literacy 
level 

Organize· 

Determine 
purpose &; ideal 

outcome of letter 
. forreader 

Reseilrch and 
assess reader 

. 9pectations . 

.Detennine 
purpose &; ideal 
outcome of letter 

for VA 

Evaluate possible 
process 

improvements 

Resolve policy -t= Use appropriate 

-.-

I 

Prepare draft 

Determine end 
user needs 

-... Chunk/group 
information ----

... 
P' 

Use VBA letter 

":, D A. J~. 

.J..{;tt;.·
·~"«:*W~ 

questionsPI information ~ tone 

1 
. Sequence key 

. points 

Identify key points 

Select words &; 
.Ensure legal sentencesI I Set reader , . expectations . sufficiency appropriate toII 

audience 

ID eXisting RFW 
standardized 
(tested) language 
when possible 

IE , 

effectively formats and style 

Apply appropriate 
TCtoolsf~ 

emphasis &; clarity 

ID appropriate TC 
tools for emphasis 

&;clarity. 

ID logical 
brealarIparagmph 

structure 

Detennine 
appropriate 

communications 
foim 1181\ 



~ . , 
... - -~-.- ~ ... ,- - .- - -.~.- - - - ... _-:-. 

~1 D4 EditlProofletters III! ~ Test and validate 

Check Spelling 

Review letter for 
content, tone, 
structure and 
punctuation. 

Select 
appropriate toOl 

-

Describe tools 
available 

r 

Rwtest III I!lf> I Evaluate feedback. II I!!JI.I Reviseletter 

Release letter 
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, AppendixC 

I 'Comparison:' VA Correspondence Handbook 
with VVritingfor Real People & Available 

Microsoft Word Templates 

'This report is designed to give the Writing for Real People (WRP) Team a starting point to compare , 
VA policies regarding,c:orrespondence with WRP concepts. To do this, we reviewed the September 
1994 draft of the VA Correspondence Handbook and compared it to the principles taught in the 
Writing for-Real People (WRP) course. The good news is that many of the general goals are' consistent 

":1, 

I ", with WRP. However, the specific way the handbook suggests going about accomplishing these goals is 
not always the same as WRP. Along the way, we also discovered that the handbook guidelines for 
letter layoutS are not always the same as the templates supplied in Microsoft Word. 

, , 

I 
How Information was Collected 

I' The draft handbook is 235 pages long. so we only gave it a cursory review. So, what is our definition 

ofskimming? Well... we reviewed in-depth those chapters that seemed to apply to WRP and then 


, 'quickly breezed through those chapterS that did not seem pertinent.


I, For those chapters reviewed, we used the following three sources to compare to the VA 

, ,Correspondence Handhook: 


I" '1 ~ Six Princ~ples ofDynamic Business Writing Manual (by Reva Daniel) 

'2. The Gregg Reference Manual (by William A. Sabin) 


, , 3.' Microsoft Word Templates supplied with VA Stage I Installation 
,I
" ' 

Most of the topics in Six Principles ofDynamic Business Writing were also covered in theY A ' ' 

" , HandbOok with the exception of how to organize a letter. '
ii" 

, How Informatio:n is Separated 

We1ve bro~enthe infmination collected into the following three 'categories: ,',I 
< ", ' ' , 

, " . , Items 'consistent with the WRP concepts'... . . ..,~I '8 Items inc()~si~tent,withthe WRP concepui (or the Gregg Manual)',' 
, " 

"6iJ ' Items inconsistent wIth the templates,supplied in Microsoft Word .. 

I 

I'" 

'I" 

I ": 1 
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I What Was Found. 


Consistent with th'e WRP Concepts 


The following tables show the page and paragraph of statements supporting WRP.' 

PAGE",1', 
34 

I' 


I 

I 
 34 


I 

I 


34

,I 

I. 45&46 

'.1·" 
I 

• I" 

.1 
51& 

I' 74 

.. 

I 
. ,1' 

" ''I·" 

PARA 
2a. 

2a 

2e 

17b ' 

28&,' 
23a,b' 

E,:eernts from the VA Corr. Handbook 
"All cOrrespondence prepared in the Department 
should be written in clear, simple language and 
should be brief and to the point. Avoid the use of 
vague words and phrases." "~..should enable the 
recipient of the correspondence to easily understand 
what is being said without the need to translate 
bureaucratic phraseology into layman's language." 

"Special consideration should also be given to 
correspondence prepared for visually impaired 
vt:terans and their beneficiaries by using a larger 
Plint size." 

'~)o not refer to the date of the incoming 
correspondence unless the writer has sent several 
le:tters and the date is necessary to identify a 
p.articular reply." . , 

"A paragraph may be subdivided into 
subparagraphs, provided there are at least two 
points to highlight or two issues to note. Number 
and letter, or bullet, the subparagraph, but not the 
main paragraphs." "Indent the first lines of each 
subparagraph four spaces and begin typing at the 

, fifth space." 
, , 

'IA fact sheet is a detailed document prepared to 
accompany correspondence when the 
c:orrespondence would otherwise be 'too lengthy, too 
complex"or too technical." 

, 

. , 

2' , 


WRP Coneent Supported 
Chapter 4 of Six Principles of 
Dynamic Business Writing is all about 
writing in a ''Powerful, Concise Style." 

The idea of audience analysis is 
addressed in Chapter 1 of Six 
Principles ofDynamic Business 
Writing. It is also addressed when 
Protocol testing. The idea of using 
larger typeface is addressed in Chapter 
3 of the same book. 

Consistent with page 7.2 of Six 
Principles ofDynamic Business 
Writing. (See second bullet from the 
bottom..) , 

Chapter 3 of Six Principles of 
Dynamic Business Writing talks about 
Stacked Lists. The information is 
consistent with the V A Handbook. 
However, the rules are not consistent 
with the way Microsoft Word is 
fonnatted for block and modified 
block letters .. (See [1iilJ for more 
details.) " 

. '. 
The idea of a f~t sheet is consistent " 
with the WRI' suggestion to use ' " ' 
supplements. (See Six Principles of ' 
DynamiC Business Writing B.9) 
However, the sample in III 3-8 is very 
strinrgnt in thehead~gs it suggests.~· , 
(See for more 

, 

details.) 
' 
" , ,",'. 
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112 2d "Fonn letters will not be used if it would be in poor 
taste because of the personal nature of the message, 
or if the language would not fit the situation." 

This statement is consistent with WRP 
concept of analyzing audience. (See ' 
Six Principles ofDynamic Business 
Writing Chapter 1.) 

149& 3a& ' "Typical elements of a decision paper include: issue; The fonnat of a Decision Paper as 
154 ill 12-3 background; options with analysis/discussion of 

each; recommendation; and the decision.II 

illustrated in the V A Handbook very 
much resembles the WRP style of 
using headings. 

174 1 Style & Usage Guide: ''While non-directive in 
nature, these guidelines ,seek to establish a degree of 
uniformity for everyday reference to the new 
organization that will reflect common sense and 
expected popular usage." 

This comment leaves the door open for 
the WRP style. 

174 1 !l1lrisguide adheres to precedents found in major 
mass media stylebooks and seeks to identify 
common usage situations that require clarity and 
consistency. II 

Leaves the door open to use The 
Gregg Reference Manual for 
reference purposes. 

, 

188 Lists Oferused Words or Phrase Many of the on these pages are 
192 

," 

.__. -_...... 

duplicates of the items in Six 
Principles ofDynamic Business 
Writing. (Duplicate items are 
underlined on the copies of page 188 
192 in the back of this report.) During 
the,WRP coUrse we were also given a 
list of overused phrases specific to 
VA. These overused phrases, along 
with some of those missed in the VA 
Handbook but included in Six, 
Principles ofDynamic Business 
Writing, could be useful. 

3' 
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8 Inconsistent with the WRP Concepts 
The following tables show the page and paragraph of statements inconsistent with WRP. Since The 
Gregg Reference Manual is distributed as part of the WRP course, discrepancies with the Gregg 
Manual are also identified. 

PAGE PARA El{Cemts from the VA Corr. Handbook Inconsistencv with WRP . 

34 2e "Avoid unnecessary repetition ..." "... respond to the 
points made in the incoming correspondence without 
reiterating them. 

This may be in conflict with WRP 
people finding that repetition has 
shown to be very useful in some 
situations. 

38 3a '''11te preferred format for V A letters is modified 
block style ... In modified block style each element 
of the letter begins flush with the left margin, except 
fOir the fIrst line of each subparagraph, which is 
indented." 

Although this is similar to the WRP 
style. It does not take the use of 
headings and white space into 
consideration. See Six Principles of 
Dynamic Business Writing, Chap 3
Pleasing Format. 

45&46 17a "Begin each paragraph flush with the left margin." It does not take the use of headings 
and white space into consideration. 
See Six Principles ofDynamic , .' 
Business Writing, Chap 3-Pleasing 
Format. 

51 27 "])0 not use postscripts." On page 7.4 (6th bullet) of Six 
Principles ofDynamic Business 
Writing recommends using P.S. as a 
way of attracting attention. 

57. 
.,. 

lli3-3 lllustration shows that the second line of the 
numbered items are not indented . 

This is not consistent with either SiX 
Principles ofDynamic Business 
Writingor the Microsoft Word 
template. , 

62 ." 
,.". , 

" 

ll13-8 1he second paragraph of the sample says, ''There .' 
are three parts to a fact sheet: title, issue, and 
discussion. The title is centered at the top of the . 
·sheet. The ISSUE and DISCUSSION headings are 
typed in capital letters. ' . 

The idea of the fact sheet is consistent 
with the WRP conceptS. However, the 
headings shown are much more ' 
. stringent that those used in WRP. 

65. Sa the order of the heading in the memo are as. 
f.ollows: ''Date,'' ''From'', "Subj," and ''TO." 

; 

, , 

, '. 

This order is not consistent with either 
page 8.2 of Sixprincipies ofDynamic 
Business Writing or. the Microsoft 
Word teI1iplate. " 

. ~ ,". 
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1 2a.(2)198 

1 

1 2a.(3)198 

1 
202 51.(7) 

,I 

1

' .. 

I 
 207 
 3a 

,I 

I 
 212 
 2a 

1 
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3d.(8)
214 
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''Use the apostrophe to indicate the coined plurals of 
letters figures and symbols. (three R's; 5's and 7's) 

Not consistent with The Gregg 
Reference Manual Para 623 or 625. 
However, para 623 does note that, 
"some authorities still sanction the use 
of an apostrophe before the s ... " 

"To show possession. Add IS when the noun does 
not end with a s sound. Add only the apostrophe to 
a noun that ends with an s sound. 

Not consistent with The Gregg 
Reference Manual Para 631. 

''Before and after Jr., Sr., academic degrees, and 
names of states preceded by names of cities, within 
a sentence." 

Not consistent with The Gregg 
Reference Manual Para 156, which 
says, ''Do not to use commas to set off 
Jr., Sr... " It does note, however, that 
it can be used when "a person prefers, 
to use commas in his name." 

Sample shows to put a period after "ft." Not consistent with The Gregg 
Reference Manual Para 535, which 
says, ''Units of measure are now 
commonly abbreviated without 
period." 

"Numbers Spelled Out: Single number of less than 
1(I within a sentence. 

Not consistent with The Gregg 
Reference Manual Para 401, which 
says, "Spell out numbers from 1 
through 10; use figures for numbers 
above 10. 

" 
"Number Expressed in Figures: Money" The 
example shows $0.75 or 75 cents. 

Not consistent with The Gregg 
Reference ManualPara418, which 
give specific details about when to 
spell out amounts and when to use . 
dollar signs. .. 

'. 
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,I ~ Inconsistent wilth Templates in Microsoft Word 

Below is a comparison of the VA Correspondence Manual with the templates supplied to Philadelphia

1 as part the Stage I LAN installation. We felt is was necessary to 'compare the templates with the 
manual ,because many people will use the templates assuming that they are already set to VA 
specifications; many people will use the templates as they are rather than go in and change the margins 

1 of a template to meet the manual specifications. The following tables show the page and paragraph of 
statements inconsistent with the templates in Microsoft Word~ 

1 PAGE 
38 

,I 
1 
I 
1 
'I 46 

1 
·,,1:· 

46',I 


',I· 

::1; 


,I 

46 
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, ' 

I> 

1 

I 

PARA 

5a-d 

17b 

18c 

19a, 

Excerpts from the VA Corr. Handbook 
a. l'The left margin is linch from the left edge of 
the~ sheet" b. ''The right margin is no more than 
1 114 inches and no less than 314 inch from the 
right edge of the sheet." c. '''The top margin of the 
se<~ond & successive pages is 1 inch." d. ''The 
bottom margin for full pages of text should be no 
less than 1 inch." 

-'...- . 

''Ilndent the first lines of each subparagraph four 
spaces and begin typing at the fifth space." 

. _. -. . 

~ 

, , 

'''1)pe the name of the addressee two lines below the 
page number on the second and successive pages 
e,cactly as it appears on page 1 and flush with the ' 
left margin." , ' 

'~?or modified block style letters the complimentary 
dose'is typed on the secOnd line below the body of 

,the letter and flush with the left margin. II ' ' 

, , 

;, 

, ' 

6." -'. 


Inconsistencv with Word Temolate 
LETBLOCK Template:, 
a.1.25; b.1.31; c.1.06; d.1.56. 
LETMODBK Template: 
a. 1.50; b. 1.25,' c. 1.50; d. 1.31. 
In addition to the margins being 
different, when the letterhead is ' 
automated, the top margin of the 2nd 
page will start where the top of the 
letterhead begins on the first page. 
Considerations should also be given to 
the fact that sometimes adjusting 
margins allows for an entire letter to 
fit on one page. 

Not consistent with the way Word 
templates are formatted for 
LETBLOCK and LETMODBK. ' .. -.-1-" ' 

Numbers ~~,~ullets either come in at 
the margin and tab to 114"; or, if 
Nomial-:iD.dent is used, bullets start 
at 112". 

Not consistent with Word header, 
which automatically does the 
following for LETBLOCK-- Name 

Date 
Page " 

There is something wrong with the 
header template for LETMODBK; it 
reads, "Undefined dialog record field." 

11tis is the opposite of the Word 
template which puts the signature< 
center for LETMODBK and left 
justifi~s it for LETBLOCK. 



"I 

1 

I' 

1 

I 

I 


-

I 


47 lOa "The signer's name will be typed five lines below the 
complimentaIy close ... 11 

LETBLOCK has only 3 spaces after 
the signature. 

64& 
73& 
81 

2d 
'&22d 
& 
Dl4-4 

nle first paragraph of the sample states, ''This 
illustrates the appropriate fonnat for machine-
generated memoranda. No alternatives to this 
fo:rmat will be considered." 

The layout shown is not consistent 
with what was supplied in Word under 
either MEM02 or V AMEMO. 

68 l2a "Begin the body of a memorandum on the third line 
below the last addressee line; i.e., leave two blank 
lines between the last addressee line and the first 
line of text." 

Both Word memo templates draw a 
line after the address and start on the 
next line. 

68&69 l3b&c 

-

b. 'The page number will be typed flush with the 
left margin, on the seventh line from the top of the 
page; leave six blank lines from the top of the 
page." c. ''Type the addressee's title two lines below 
the page number, flush with the left margin." 

This is not consistent with the 
successive page headers in the Word 
template. 

' , 

I 
 Page 113 of the VA Correspondence Handbook has a section called "Guide or Pattern Letters." 


I 

Nothing that we read in this section is inconsistent with what we are presently doing. There is, 

however, a reference to the GSA Record Management Handbook, Fonn and Guide Letters. that 

"provides additional guidance on preparing pattern or guide letters." We have not reviewed a copy of ' 

the GSA Handbook fnr inconsistencies. 


I 

I" 
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 Some Things to Think About 

I 
VA Handbook vs.WllP Concepts 

'Overall, the V A Com~spondence Handbook is in agreement with a great deal of the WRP concepts. 
Below are two of the biggest areas of difference: 

I 1. The VA Handbook does not make allowances for white space and heading in letters. 

,I 
The idea, however, is not altogether foreign since headings and white space are shown in 
the sample of the Decision Paper. " 

2. Nothing in the V A Handbook talks about ways to organize a letter for different 
situations (e.g., skeptical readers, receptive readers, giving poor news) . 

V A Handbook vs. Gregg Manual .1 
There were many small differences in the VA Handbook rules and the Gregg Manual. However, 

I" since the V A Handbook states, ''This guide adheres to precedents found in major mass media 
stylebooks ... " there may be some room for adjustment A decision should probably be made as to 
which rules we expect people to follow. 

V A Handbook Size 

I 
We looked at style manuals from several major companies and government agencies, and noted that 
their handbooks are not nearly as large asVA's "235 Page Bible." It is probably safe to assume that 
the smaller and more user friendly the handbook, the more likely it is to be used. Below are two 
examples of the size of other public and private agency handbooks: 

'"I 
1. Dupont's handbook, written in 1994, is 68 pages long. 

'I 2. Social Security's handbook, written in 1989, is 25 pages long. 

1 

With this thought in mind, we should probably cut sections in our handbook whenever possible. 

Perhaps rather than having the handbook state that the guide adheres to other mass media stylebooks, 

it could just refer eve:ryone to whichever stylebook everyone agrees is acceptable. 


, We could eliminate more redundancy in the' chapter regarding overused words. Lis~ of words found 
'I in Six Principles ofDynamic Business Writing duplicate many of the ones in the VA Manual. In 

addition, the lists supplied in the WRPcourse,were based on an analysis of VA letters. Therefore, 

many of the tenns were specific to VA. It did not appear that the VA Handbook list was as VA '
',I, specific and the WRP material. ' 
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I 
I V A Handbook vs. Automation 

I 
There were many big differences in the VA Handbook rules. for letter & memo layouts and the letter 

, & memo templates found in Microsoft Word. In this case changes must be made to either the 
templates or the handbook. Ifnot, considering the ease of use of the templates, it is likely that the 
VA Handbook will lose oUL 

I 
I This points to a side issue that may eventually come to the forefrorit. Do we let the old rules guide 

the way we use the new technology? Or, do we update the rules to allow for all technology has to 
offer? One example of this is the manual's explanation of the VA 119 form. In the Philadelphia 
office and perhaps otners, the 119 form has been automated. However. the handbook makes little 
mention of automatin.g anything but the memos. In this office automating the 119 fonn is much more

I' efficient, especially when a typed copy is needed for the records. This type of minor change in the ' 
handbook could allow for major changes in the way we do business. 

I A Closing Thought 

The VA Correspond<mce Handbook is still in draft form. It allows us to have an open discussion 
, with those writing thl~ haDdbook. It also affords us the opportunity to make sure that the improved

I communications styl(~ we recommend is consistent with the final version of the VA Correspondence 
Handbook. 
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'I' ' AppendixD 

I Writing for Real People . 

I' 
Follow-Up Training Evalu.ations 

Highlights of Results 

I 
Prior to the formation ofthe Improved Communications Task Force, a survey was released to 
detenniIie the effectiveness ofthe Writing for Real People Course which was taught in pilot groups 
throughout the COll1Iltry. Below are the results ofthe questions most pertinent to this rePort. 

I 1. How many letters do you release on a daily basis (including peGL, PC 
Letters, Station Glossary, BDN and/or your own creations)? 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
1< 
" ' 

I 
Letters Released Daily ,.·I~ 
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I 3. To what de:gree have you incorporated Writing for Real People into your 
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I 

letter writing ~Ityie? 
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Use W4RP Techniques'.1 
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4. Uyou have not cbanged your writing style since you attended training, 
what has prevented you? 

Why They Don't Use W4RP Style 

20%, 

"'t .' 

." . 

15% ' 

III'LetIBrs Don't Get Approved In New 
Style 

III Takes too Long 11) Wri1B In 1I1Is Style 

lEI Use 1ha SyslBm-Genera1ed 18tlBrs . 

mOnly use W4RP Wlen MEleting v.i1h 
Team . 

III Other' 

III N/A· 
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'I 

s. Do you refer to the 6 Principles ofDynamic Business Writing book or the

I Gregg Style Ml'l1Iual when drafting correspondence? 
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1 7. See questions in table below: 
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.1 8. Which lettE:rgenerating systems (for example WANG, Word Glossary, 

LPS, PC Gene:rated LettersIPCGL, PC Letters, etc.) do you use for pattern

I· letters? 
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1 
I 
1 
 Pattern Letter Genell'ating System 


1 II PCGl 

,I 
II PC-leUBra 

II Wa"" 

till Word 61011 

IIIIlPS 

III Word 

III Peripheral Farm letlln 

",1 

I II none 
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Note: Question 9 addressed how easy itwas to use the letter generating " 
,- ',' .. system most often' used. Most of the respondents to questions 8 indicated they I'.' . "' . . " used Wanglllost often. Since we conducted this training evaluation, Stage I . . . ,'. 

.... has been installed in many offices. Informal studies conducted since Stage I .' .' ..·"1;'"" .' ~ 
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........ installation indicate that employeeS are making the transition to Word.' , . 
... ' Therefore, tbte data collected in question 9 is obsoleteo . 
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10~Ifyou are Dot using PCGL (Adjudication) or PC-Letters (Insurance), why 
not? 
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Not Using PCGL or PC·Letters. Why? 
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iii No Mcrosoft Word Training . 
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-,_I 11. Do you have access to a VBA workstation? 
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Access to VBA Workstation 

, No, won't gElt one In my 

'No, haven't rec'd Stage I 

Yes,on my desk. 
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