
H
iring a contract writer for a marketing or corporate communications assign-
ment takes the writing burden off your shoulders, but—sorry to say—not the
project management burden. Truth is, the job you do as client can make all

the difference in the quality of the copy you get and how soon you get it. You’ll be
much happier with the final product if you follow all these guidelines. (Of course, you’ll
also be the first client who ever has.) But even if you take only some of this advice,
you’ll get better results and better value for your money.

Getting Off on the Right Foot

• Plan on a long-term relationship. It’s a waste of your time to keep repeating 
the process of interviewing, getting comfortable with, and educating new writers, so
commit to one or a few and invest the time to teach them about your company’s
technology, products and markets. As writers learn more about your business, you’ll
be able to give them less direction and fewer background materials, and you’ll get
better copy that requires fewer and fewer changes.

• Specify the audience and objectives for every assignment. Seems obvious,
but many clients never do this for themselves, let alone for the writer. Ideally, target
just one audience—try not to ask a writer to produce something that works for
CEOs, VARs and systems administrators. If you do, you risk getting copy that sounds
like it came from a middle-of-the-road politician whose message is crafted not to
turn off any possible reader. Problem is, it won’t turn any of them on, either. 

• Ask for a price range. Instead of asking for a specific figure, ask the writer to look
over the material and get back to you with a quote in the form of a range. Why?
Because it’s often hard to tell up front how much work a project will require. Some
projects entail interviewing a single source and are done after one draft and one
revision; others require interviewing multiple sources, reading background on prod-
ucts and technology, and writing several drafts to please reviewers with different
agendas. So ask the writer to give you a quote that leaves some discretion on what
to charge—within a range of twenty-five percent or so—and it’s likely both of you
will feel you got a fair deal when the project is done. 

• Get the writer and designer together early. For an application story illustrated
by a single photo and printed on a single page, you can skip the meeting. But
brochures, annual reports, packaging, direct mail, web sites and other visually rich
projects communicate most effectively when copy and design work together, so
make that happen by discussing layout and graphics and agreeing on a concept at
an early meeting. 

• Be specific about project scope. Your organization may have a standard agree-
ment for independent contractors that you have to use. Often the most relevant part
is the Definition of Work, where you can actually spell out arrangements on fees
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and deadlines in writing, which protects both you and the writer. If there’s no stan-
dard form, a simple e-mail or memorandum of understanding re-stating what
you’ve agreed to can avoid hard feelings later.

Supplying the Information

• Assemble relevant background material. You’ll get copy sooner, and it will be
more consistent with established corporate messages, if you give the writer current
backgrounders, news releases, product collateral and presentations. Tell the writer
the important pages to read on the company web site. Written documents are
almost always a more convenient, reliable source of information than rambling inter-
viewees. You may have to spend some time rounding material up, but it’s a big
time-saver in the end, because you and your reviewers won’t have to re-write the
writer’s attempts to describe products or technology that have already been clearly
and succinctly described in other documents or on the web site. 

• Provide similar documents. For example, if the writer is working on a software
product brochure for an executive audience, provide copies of other brochures in
the same family so the writer can see the style, length, level of detail, and how the
information is organized and presented.

• Be selective about what you pass on. If you ask the writer to wade through 
a dozen long documents, two of which are relevant to your assignment, you risk
confusing him or her about what’s important and what’s not. Do the sorting before-
hand, and pass on only what’s likely to be useful. Go ahead and include material
that may be useful; just leave out the stuff you know doesn’t apply.

• Critique previous incarnations. If the project is an update of an existing piece,
tell the writer why you’re doing a new version, and what should or shouldn’t
change from the previous version. For example, when updating a corporate
brochure, the sections on products and markets may need a complete rewrite, but
the section on technology may be perfectly fine. If you don’t tell the writer this, he
or she may waste time trying to find a different way to say things that have already
been said well. In fact, some writing jobs consist of creating a new document simply
by stitching together sections of existing documents and adding some transitions. 
If your assignment is one of those, say so at the beginning and save the writer from
trying to write original copy for everything.

• Avoid group interviews. They’re almost impossible for the writer to control, 
and the people in them often care more about the impression they’re making on
their co-workers than about helping the writer. If the writer has to get information
through interviews, schedule one-on-one sessions. They’re much more productive
because the writer can control the conversation, ask dumb questions if necessary,
and pursue a line of questioning until he or she understands important points and
gets the necessary facts. 

• Ask for an outline. When a project requires writing lots of copy (like a corporate
capabilities brochure) or presents a range of options for content, organization and
creative direction (like a web site), you’ll save time for everyone by getting an out-
line up front and showing it to the people who will be reviewing copy. It’s much
easier to make major changes at the outline stage than after a draft has been written,
and doing so will reduce the number of drafts necessary to get a finished product.
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Improving the Review Process

• Have reviewers track changes. When you send copy to reviewers, tell them to
edit the electronic file with the Track Changes feature in Microsoft Word turned on.
That makes it easy for the writer to see at a glance what’s been changed. 

• Ask reviewers to minimize general comments. Reviewers who circle an entire
paragraph and write “Needs work” in the margin are slowing down the process,
because you or the writer will have to call the reviewer for clarification. Reviewers
don’t have to rewrite bad passages in polished form, but they need to give the
writer enough information to fix the problem. 

• Review reviewers’ changes. You know more about the subject matter and your
company than the writer, so be the arbiter on content changes. Look them over
before passing them along and tell the writer which ones to ignore. It’s especially
important to tell the writer what changes to make if multiple reviewers make con-
flicting changes. 

• Respect the writer’s judgment. Most reviewers at high-tech companies are tech-
nical experts, product managers or lawyers—not writers and editors. Changes they
propose to the content of the piece should be made; but many reviewers make
changes to style and usage based on quirky preferences or half-remembered writing
advice. Very often, these changes either make the document worse, or change it 
simply to change it. So give writers permission to use their best judgment. 

• Show the writer the final version. Copy often gets changed in small ways after
writers turn in their last draft. Make sure they get to see it in its final form so they
can verify small things like product names and trademark references or big things
like changes in product positioning. Writers who see the final document can make
those changes themselves in the next assignment, saving you from doing it. 

I know this sounds like a lot of work. But you’ll find the investment of time is front-
loaded, both for each assignment and for your relationship with the writer. And 
you’ll find it’s an investment that ends up saving you time and money over the life 
of the project. 

One last suggestion: If you really don’t have the time to do this, and have lots of proj-
ects to manage, try hiring a contract project manager as well as a writer. Then you can
simply delegate all this, free yourself for other work, and still get good copy.

______
Eric Ahrendt has more than 15 years experience writing high-tech marketing communications materials.
He can be reached at eawriter@attbi.com. Copyright © 2001, Eric Ahrendt. All rights reserved.
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