
 

 
 

  ©Lucien G. Canton April 2015 

 

 

 

 

Lucien Canton is a nationally 

recognized expert on strategic 

planning for crisis and 

disasters. A popular speaker 

and lecturer, he is the author 

of the best-selling Emergency 

Management: Concepts and 

Strategies for Effective 

Programs used as a textbook in 

many higher education 

courses. 

Prior to starting his own 

company, Mr. Canton served as 

the Director of Emergency 

Services for San Francisco and 

as an Emergency Management 

Programs Specialist and Chief 

of the Hazard Mitigation 

Branch for FEMA Region IX. 

Lucien G. Canton, CEM (LLC), is 

a management consulting firm 

specializing in helping 

managers lead better in crisis. 

Lucien G. Canton, CEM (LLC) 

783 45th Ave 

San Francisco, CA 94121 

415.221.2562 

415.520.5218 FAX 

LCanton@LucienCanton.com 

www.LucienCanton.com 

 

Write Like You Say It! 

7 Steps to More Effective Writing 

hen I’m asked to describe 

the core capabilities that I 

think an emergency 

manager should have, people are 

frequently surprised at my answer: 

the ability to speak persuasively, to 

write effectively, and to facilitate a 

meeting to a successful outcome. In 

previous articles I have discussed the 

meeting facilitation process I use and 

some ideas for preparing 

presentations (See my newsletter 

Archives or the Whitepapers section 

of my blog). In this article, I’d like to 

tackle the issue of how to write 

effectively. 

Like public speaking, many people are 

afraid of writing. However, just like 

public speaking, there are techniques 

you can use to make writing easier 

and more effective. You might not be 

the next Hemingway or George R.R. 

Martin but you’ll be able to get your 

point across with a minimum of fuss. 

Who’s Your Audience? 
This seems like a basic question but I 

frequently encounter articles and 

books where the author seems to 

have not asked this very fundamental 

question. Your intended audience 

dictates the content, tone and format 

of your writing. I write three blogs a 

week, each intended for a different 

audience. The content and tone are 

very different from one to the other. 

My blog in Emergency Management is 

more research-oriented and focused on 

emergency management issues. In my 

personal blog, I feel free to write about 

whatever I choose and the tone is more 

informal. 

However, even where your audience 

has certain expectations, you may have 

the opportunity to stand out by doing 

something different. I edit two 

academic journals and some of the 

articles I read make me want to weep 

in frustration. They are clearly 

academics writing for other academics. 

Contrast this with the clear, simple 

language used by Dr. Enrico 

Quarantelli, one of the most respected 

researchers on emergency 

management issues, whose work is 

readily accessible.  

Knowing your audience also answers 

the question, “what is this document 

intended to do?” Is it intended just to 

inform the reader? Is it a summary of 

actions taken? Is it intended to help the 

reader make a decision? Each of these 

require different approaches. During 

my time as Planning Section Chief with 

FEMA, our big revelation came the day 

we understood that the three main 

intelligence products we produced 
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were intended for different audiences. This 

understanding allowed us to fine tune the 

products and deliver better information to our 

key decision makers.  

Tell a Story 
One of the things that makes writing so difficult 

for many people is that they approach a writing 

project as something other than a story. Now I 

realize a report to the City Council isn’t exactly 

the same as telling your friends about your 

latest weekend adventure but there are 

similarities.   

When you’re telling a story to your friends, you 

follow a simple timeline – you let events unfold 

logically. You don’t jump around in time. You 

may even use that time line to build interest in 

the story. The same should be true for anything 

you write. What does the reader need to know 

first, second, third? Keep things in order. 

You also only tell your friends the things that 

are relevant to your story. You don’t waste time 

on information they don’t need to understand 

the point of your story. Shorter is almost always 

better, especially when you’re writing for senior 

executives. 

One of the other things you do when telling a 

story is to talk in a relaxed manner. The closer 

your writing is to natural patterns of speech, 

the clearer it is. By this I mean use simple, 

common language. The more you try to amp it 

up, the more stilted your writing becomes.  

When you’re talking to your friends, you don’t 

use the passive voice. Think about the last story 

you told. Did you say, “The ball was thrown and 

the batter was struck out?” Probably not. You 

most likely said, “I threw the ball and struck the 

batter out.” See how much clearer and stronger 

the second sentence is? It’s the same in writing 

professionally. Use of the passive voice is both 

weak and gives the impression of waffling 

because you never identify who took an action. 

How often do we use, “The decision was made 

to…” instead of, “I decided to…” or “The 

committee decided in a vote of 5 to 2 to…?” 

The Mechanics of Good Writing 
So how do I go about writing a report for a 

client? I use a structured process very similar to 

the one I use for developing a speech: 

1. Identify the audience for the report and 

their expectations. 

2. Identify a central theme. That is, determine 

the key result you want to achieve with the 

report. 

3. Identify the elements that will go into the 

report. 

4. Order the elements chronologically to 

support the central theme. This provides 

the outline that you will follow in 

developing the report. 

5. Write a first rough draft and review it for 

internal consistency, tone, and flow. That is, 

is it easy to read and does it make sense? 

6. Make changes to the draft. Review it and 

change it until you’re satisfied that it 

accomplishes what you want. 

7. Give it to someone you trust to read. There 

are really two things you want to have 

happen here. One is a new set of eyes 

looking at the report to make sure it reads 

well and makes sense. The second is 

proofreading for errors in grammar and 

spelling. I can’t stress this enough: if your 

report is important, don’t rely on your word 

processing program’s grammar and spell 

checkers. Get someone to edit the report 

and provide you with corrections. 

Writing, like public speaking, can be stressful. 

But that stress can be overcome by following a 

structured process that has as its end goal 

successful meeting the needs of the intended 

reader. Like public speaking, it’s not about you; 

it’s about the audience.  


