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The #1 Reason Your Communications Aren't Clear
Do you care if millions of Americans have low food security? Are you moved by the plight of charismatic
marine megafauna? And if there were more than 350 ppm of CO 2 in our air, would you be concerned?
Public interest communicators who use these terms want you to be very concerned but you may not know
they're talking about hungry people, dolphins and whales, or a safe level of carbon dioxide. So, if they want
us to care, why are they speaking in code? In his new book, The Sense of Style: The Thinking Person's
Guide to Writing in the 21st Century, Steven Pinker says he has "the single best explanation I know of why
good people write bad prose." Full Story Please note: Apple Mail users may need to scroll down manually.

Wiser Ways to Work the Web
Are you entirely happy with your presence on Facebook? Are your tweets getting the response you hoped
for? And when was the last time a video you posted on YouTube went viral? If you'd like to strengthen your
nonprofit's digital strategy, our tool-making friends at Spitfire (creators of the Smart Chart, SmartScan, and
Planning to Win guide) have a new (and free) resource for you: "Digital S.M.A.R.T.S." Whether you're just
starting to think about your digital outreach or are looking for tips to take you to the next level, this guide has
a wealth of ideas and immediately actionable steps for you. Learn more and start getting smarter here.
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The #1 Reason Your Communications Aren't Clear
Do you care if millions of Americans have low food security? Are you moved by the plight of charismatic
marine megafauna? And if there were more than 350 ppm of CO 2 in our air, would you be concerned?
Public interest communicators who use these terms want you to be very concerned, but you may not know
they're talking about hungry people, dolphins and whales, or a safe level of carbon dioxide. So, if they want
us to care, why are they speaking in code? In his new book, The Sense of Style: The Thinking Person's
Guide to Writing in the 21st Century, Steven Pinker says he has "the single best explanation I know of why
good people write bad prose."
A professor in the psychology department at Harvard, Pinker believes
there's a reason writers use excessive jargon, abbreviations and
technical language. He calls it "the curse of knowledge," and according
to Pinker, no one - not even you, dear reader - is immune:
"Every human pastime...develops an argot to spare its enthusiasts
from having to say or type a long-winded description every time
they refer to a familiar concept in each other's company. The
Steven Pinker
problem is that as we become proficient at our job or hobby we
come to use these catchwords so often that they flow out of our
fingers automatically, and we forget that our readers may not be members of the clubhouse in which
we learned them."
Signs of the curse are everywhere. When talk turns to "widening access for underserved communities," it's
there. When "ASTHO and NACCHO meet with POTUS about the role of the CDC," it's there. And, as Pinker
points out in his book, if a questionnaire asks you to "evaluate each statement with a subsequent
assessment word" - when what they really mean is "Choose true or false" - it's definitely there.
Lifting the curse is not as easy as you may think. If the problem boils down to forgetting about your readers,
you might conclude that spending a few moments considering their level of understanding will be enough.
The research, says Pinker, shows otherwise. "Social psychologists have found that we are
overconfident...about our ability to infer what other people think," he writes. But all is not lost for the
accursed, and Pinker offers some actionable tips on how to redeem your writing:
Jargon: Insider language, which is often abstract and conceptual, rarely helps your audience visualize the
subject matter. If they can't see it, it's a good bet they won't make the extra effort to understand it. As Pinker
writes, "Many experiments have shown that readers understand and remember material far better when it is
expressed in concrete language that allows them to form visual images." Your readers may know what an
"economically depressed urban sector" is, but "a downtown with empty storefronts and abandoned lots" is a
place they can see and feel.
Abbreviations: In general, writes Pinker, they are more for the benefit of the writer than the reader.
"Abbreviations are tempting to thoughtless writers because they can save a few keystrokes every time they
have to use the term. The writers forget that the few seconds they add to their own lives come at the cost of
many minutes stolen from the lives of their readers."
Technical terms: There will be times that you cannot avoid using them, but "...a considerate writer will [add]
a few words of explanation to common technical terms, as in 'Arabidopsis, a flowering mustard plant,'" says
Pinker.
Nonprofit communicators should be particularly vigilant where the curse of knowledge is concerned. In a
sector where nearly 60% of executive directors hold masters degrees or doctorates, talking above the
audience's heads is all too common. Pinker's book (described in greater detail below) is filled with excellent
advice for communicating more clearly, but in the end, his insight into the curse of knowledge may be the
most valuable. And I believe the author would agree.
"The imperative to overcome the curse of knowledge may be the bit of writerly advice that comes closest to
being sound moral advice," Pinker writes. "Always try to lift yourself out of your parochial mindset and find

out how other people think and feel. It may not make you a better person in all spheres of life, but it will be
a source of continuing kindness to your readers.

A Must-Read for Those Who Write
While remaining an ardent admirer of Strunk & White's classic The Elements of
Style, Steven Pinker respectfully submits that an update is in order, if not
overdue. "Strunk was born in 1869," he points out in his new book, "and today's
writers cannot base their craft exclusively on the advice of a man who developed
his sense of style before the invention of the telephone."
The Sense of Style: The Thinking Person's Guide to Writing in the 21 st Century
is essential reading for writers of nonfiction. Be advised that Pinker occasionally
dives deep into the weeds - there are sections on fused participles, possessive
antecedents, predicate nominatives, etc. - and you may find yourself skimming
here and there. But as a lover of books about writing, I haven't found anything as
informative and inspiring as The Sense of Style in a long while.
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