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Give me six hours to chop 

down a tree and I will spend the 

first four sharpening the axe 
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Email revision 1 
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Email revision 2 
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Email and revision 3, 
ad infinitum until you 
make your message 

clear 



Productive neurosis vs non-productive neurosis 
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• Quality is joined to health and 

safety 

• Quality is separated from health and 

safety 

• Workers tend to read more • Workers tend to be more visual-

spatial 

• Greater emphasis on gathering 

evidence for audit trail 

• Greater emphasis on 

demonstrating quality 

of work 

• Fitness for purpose is implicit – 

results are the product of analysis 

• Fitness for purpose is 

explicit – results are 

standing ‘bricks and mortar’ 

Pharmaceutical     vs    Construction 
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• Quality is joined with health and 

safety 

• Workers tend to read 

more 

• Greater emphasis on 

gathering evidence for audit 

trail 

• Fitness for purpose is 

implicit – results are the 

product of analysis 

Nuclear Construction 
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Well designed Instructions increase compliance 
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These people are 
being interviewed to 

see how well they 
understand pharma 

instructions 
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I started in Pharma… 
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…and applied the 
methods learned for 
achieving clarity to 

nuclear work 
instructions 



1. Choose your medium 
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#1 of my top 4 rules 
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Once upon a time a prince 

wearing shining armour, 

rode a horse to a castle to 

ask the king for the hand 

of his daughter. 
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The fairytale version… 



Once upon a time (BS ISO 6426-2:2002+A1:2012 Horological 

vocabulary . Technical and commercial definitions and BS 3937-

1:1965. Classification of jewelled horological mechanisms. Lever 

and pin pallet Calibrated to BS ISO 17514:2004 Time-measuring 

instruments) a prince (genetic lineage DNA test certificate issued 

by BS EN ISO/IEC 17025:200 accredited laboratory) wearing 

shining armour (Armour must comply with ASTM F2681 - 08. 

Standard Specification for Body Protectors Used in Equine Racing 

and riding helmet certified to BS EN 1384:1997 Specification for 

helmets for equestrian activities) rode a horse (Horse must have 

veterinary treatment certificates and inoculations) to a castle… 
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…the quality version. 
 

This shouldn’t be 
presented as a 

paragraph.  Paragraph 
equals story. 

Break it up into a list 
instead. 
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It’s much easier to 
appreciate and work 

with 
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An example of the 
guidance documents I 
produce – I call them 

‘quality checklists’,  



2. Take care with words 
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The Readers Digest 
has the widest 

readership of any 
publication.  It should 
be studied carefully by 
people who write for 

the general public 



Disambiguate 
Is that a new 
word? 

It’s a well known Latin compound so 
no, it’s even older than you are ;) 

I would dispute the use of ‘well 
known’ 

Well, according to wordcount.org, 
‘disambiguate’ is ranked 75,980 which 
means that it appears slightly more 
often in sample text than the 
following: 
Atoning 
Unbranded 
Retractions 
Inefficacy 
Shuttlecock 
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This is an actual 
exchange – I used 

‘disambiguate’ in an 
email 



Atoning 
Unbranded 
Retractions 
Inefficacy 
Shuttlecock 

It’s obviously trendy management speak. 
 
Personally I think that Shuttlecock should 
find it’s way into the management 
lexicon 

your trendy manager! 
 
I’ve used disambiguate a lot in comments 
relating to copy editing instructions 
 
And take this example…. 

You win 
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The ‘winning example’ 
is what follows next… 



3. Disambiguate 
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Name this object… 



It is necessary for technical reasons that 

these warheads be stored upside down, 

that is, with the top at the bottom and the 

bottom at the top… 
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The problem with this 
text is that it tries to 
mix instructions and 
explanations.   This 
leads to confusion. 



…In order that there be no doubt as to 

which is the bottom and which is the top, 

for storage purposes, it will be seen that 

the bottom of each warhead has been 

labelled 'TOP'.  

Attributed to British Admiralty, 1960s 
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4. Use Icons 
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These people are 
testing road signs for 
readability – the road 
sign is being driven on 
top of a car at speed 

towards them to 
simulate roadway use 
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H&S use iconography 
well.  It’s time that 

Quality moved in on 
this. 
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No affiliation, it’s a 
good source of free 

icons 
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Icons work well.  They 
make you forget that 

you are reading 
something 
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icons are more 
effective at separating 

a page than text 
headers 



1. Choose your medium – try to repeat structure and be aware of paper format 

2. Take care with words – put unusual words at the end of sentences 

3. Disambiguate – don’t mix instruction and explanation in the same paragraph 

4. Use Icons – limit these to three or four 

 

Well designed Instructions increase compliance 
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Give me six hours to chop 

down a tree and I will spend the 

first four sharpening the axe 

 

Abraham Lincoln 
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Feel free to get in 
touch if you want any 

further advice. ML 


