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In Transition Episode 16  - Matt Fenwick 

 

 David Pembroke:  Well, hello, ladies and gentlemen and welcome back to InTransition, the 

podcast that explores the practice of content marketing in government. My 

name is David Pembroke and thank you very much for giving us some of your 

valuable time today.  

Content Marketing is a strategic business process that involves the creation, 

curation and distribution of useful, relevant and consistent content designed 

to meet the needs of a specific audience in order to achieve a desired citizen 

oƌ stakeholdeƌ aĐtioŶ. It’s a ŵodeƌŶ appƌoaĐh that ĐoŵďiŶes the poǁeƌ of 

strategic communication planning with the distribution of online and offline 

channels.  

This ǁeek ǁe’ƌe ďaĐk home in Canberra to take on one of the biggest issues in 

CoŶteŶt MaƌketiŶg aŶd that’s ǁƌitiŶg. IŶ ŵǇ opiŶioŶ, it’s the siŶgle ŵost 
important skill for all content marketers.  

Clear writing suggests clear thinking and we can always improve the way that 

we write through practice and technique. Joining me today in InTransition is 

writing expert, Matt Fenwick from True North Writing. Matt, thanks very 

much for being In Transition. 

Matt Fenwick: David, thank you for having me. 

David: Matt, writing is really at the core of effective communication. To be able to 

write well is to be able to express your thoughts clearly. What are some of the 

basic tips that you like to pass on the people to improve their writing? 

Matt: I ofteŶ saǇ that I doŶ’t have a lot of complicated intellectual property. 

EǀeƌǇthiŶg I kŶoǁ Đould ďe ǁƌitteŶ oŶ the ďaĐk of aŶ iŶdeǆ Đaƌd. It’s aĐtuallǇ 
the doiŶg that’s a haƌd paƌt aŶd keepiŶg a feǁ ƌeallǇ siŵple thiŶgs iŶ ŵiŶd.  

Nuŵďeƌ oŶe is it’s not all about you. Particularly in government, we often 

tend to write out of what we know we write about things sort of familiar to us 

and that are important to us but so often we forget about what the person 

sitting at the other end of the internet connection is going to want to know 

about.  

One of the things I often do with my clients is just to saǇ, ͞What are the 

questions that your audience wants to have answered?͟  
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This is a really beautiful technique because you can use it in two ways. You 

can use it firstly to plan content. If you write content that answers questions 

you know that’s going to be relevant. You can also use it to evaluate content.  

If people out there, ŵaǇďe theǇ’ǀe got a doĐuŵeŶt that’s ďeeŶ thƌough a feǁ 
haŶds aŶd it’s tiŵe to go a ďit Đƌoss eyed with it, they can just take a step back 

and look at the key sections and go, ͞What question is this particular section 

answering?͟ If it’s Ŷot aŶsǁeƌiŶg a ƋuestioŶ, then perhaps it might be worth 

getting rid of it.  

Stepping outside of that self-oƌieŶtatioŶ is a huge oŶe aŶd that’s a lessoŶ that 
I’ŵ goiŶg to ďe ĐoŶtiŶuallǇ ƌeŵiŶdiŶg ŵǇself of foƌ pƌettǇ ŵuĐh as loŶg as I 
can hold a pen. 

David: Matt, that’s a gƌeat iŶsight ďut hoǁ haƌd is it foƌ people to aĐtuallǇ get out of 
their own perspective and jumping to the skin and the mind of the 

conversation that ŵight ďe goiŶg oŶ iŶ soŵeoŶe else’s? 

Matt: It’s aĐtuallǇ ƌeallǇ easǇ aŶd it’s also iŶĐƌediďlǇ haƌd. The ƌeasoŶ it’s haƌd is this 
concept I just came across recently aŶd it’s Đalled, ͞The Curse of Knowledge,͟ 

ǁhiĐh is a ďeautiful title. I’ll tell you how it works with a short scientific study 

if I may? 

David: Sure. 

Matt: Imagine that Ǉou’ǀe got a ƌooŵ aŶd iŶ that ƌooŵ theƌe’s a taďle and on that 

table is a little caŶ ǁith M&M’s ǁƌitteŶ oŶ it. We get a little kid maybe four or 

five and we bring him into the room and we say, ͞What do you think is inside 

that can?͟ What did I say?  

David: ͞M&M’s.͟  

Matt: Okay and then we opened it up and we find it’s actually pencils.  

What happens next is we bring another little kid into the room and we asked 

the first kid, ǁe’ll Đall heƌ MaƌǇ. We’ll saǇ, ͞What does this other kid,͟ ǁe’ll 
call him Steve, ͞think is in that can?͟ Mary will say that Steve thinks, ͞It’s 
pencils.͟ That ŵeaŶs that MaƌǇ isŶ’t aďle to iŵagiŶe ǁhat it’s like Ŷot to kŶow 

that thing.  

Where it gets really cool is if you ask Mary, ͞So when we brought you in here 

what did you think was in that can?͟ Mary will say, ͞Pencils.͟ Not only has she 

foƌgotteŶ ǁhat it’s like to ďe Steǀe, she’s foƌgotteŶ ǁhat it’s like to ďe MaƌǇ 
from five minutes ago.  
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This research which reproduces this for adults but the studies are way more 

boring and way more abstract so I like the one with pencils. But the thing is 

and I noticed from myself, we like to think that we have magical insight into 

otheƌ people’s ŵiŶds. This has been a really, really hard thing for me to let go 

of. People out there listening will no doubt acknowledge the truth of what I 

just say it for other people but they’ll go, ͞Yeah but me, you know, I know 

how it is.͟  

It’s aďout like it’s gƌaspiŶg that counter-intuitive insight. What you believe 

about what you know about other people is probably incomplete and then we 

go to the start the question of, ͞Hoǁ do Ǉou get pass that?͟ I know now David 

Ǉou’ƌe really be going personas.  

Back from my days in government when we had a communication strategy, 

you would always see some kind of audience identification there but it was 

often done in a really abstract kind of way.  It might be just stakeholders, end-

users of X pƌogƌaŵ. AŶd theƌe’s some really interesting research around this 

where I think it comes out of Microsoft, where they found that if you actually 

create personas and use those in your communications development it 

becomes a pretty good proxy for the actual direct data from the end-users.  

The point is that if we use those personas then we stand a decent chance of 

being able to overcome that curse of knowledge but if we just set it out in a 

ŶiĐe ďoƌiŶg stƌategǇ doĐuŵeŶt Ǉou’ƌe Ŷot goiŶg to get that saŵe iŶsight.  

David: What Ǉou’ƌe saǇiŶg is that theƌe’s a degƌee of huŵilitǇ iŶ all of these iŶ ǁƌitiŶg 
in the sense of discovery and being able to set aside what you believe to be 

the truth in actual perceived of the truth.  

Matt: Absolutely a hundred percent. Ego is one of the least useful things for a writer 

to have. If you think everything that you write is awesome then you lose a 

capacity for that kind of mature criticism that we all need to polish up our 

writing but then equally if you think your writing is terrible if you hung up on, 

͞Oh I’ŵ Ŷot a good ǁƌiteƌ,͟ then you lose your opportunity to improve.  

WheŶ I’ŵ ĐoaĐhiŶg people oŶ ǁƌitiŶg I was like to get out of sheet of paper 

aŶd I’ll dƌaǁ a liŶe aŶd at the top of the liŶe I’ll put Williaŵ Shakespeaƌe aŶd 
at the ďottoŵ of the liŶe I’ll put a peaŶut aŶd I’ll call it my continuum of 

writing ability. The point is that none of us is Shakespeare, I kŶoǁ I’ŵ Ŷot. 

Now his place will be performed while the ink was still wet, so that’s hoǁ 
good he was, but all of us fall somewhere on that continuum. And the 

question is not, ͞Do you need to be a fantastic writer?͟ It’s, ͞How good does 

your writing need to be to achieve what you want to do?͟  
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David: But ƌeallǇ ǁhat Ǉou’ƌe saǇiŶg is the ǁƌitiŶg ǁill ďe effeĐtiǀe if iŶdeed Ǉou aƌe 
answering the questions in the minds of the audience that you are seeking to 

influence. 

Matt: I think that word effectiveness is key and so often how writing gets talk about 

aŶd hoǁ editiŶg gets doŶe. It’s a ǀeƌǇ ƌed peŶ kiŶd of ŵeŶtalitǇ aŶd I’ǀe doŶe 
tons of workshops, attended workshops back from when I was in government 

and often they would focus very much on the final points of misplaced 

modifies and passive voice and all of that does important but it can obscure 

some of those fundamental questions of, ͞What do you need for your writing 

to be effective?͟  

David: What Ǉou’ƌe ƌeallǇ suggestiŶg ďǇ the sounds of things is before you go near a 

keyboard, before you go near a pen, before you need to go near anything you 

might have to pick up the phone and ring somebody and ask them and talk to 

them about what is it that they want to know about and perhaps to discover 

the language that is used by that audience to describing fact what it is that 

they need to know.  

Matt: Absolutely. This is one thing I like about working with private sector clients 

when I say to theŵ, ͞What ƋuestioŶs do Ǉouƌ eŶd-users have?͟ I’ll ofteŶ be 

able to talk to the sales guys who will kŶoǁ it diƌeĐt oƌ ofteŶ theǇ’ll leaǀe aŶd 
just give me the number of someone – a client that I can just talk to myself. 

OŶe of the thiŶgs I’ŵ paǇiŶg a lot of atteŶtioŶ to is, ͞What is people’s 
eŵotioŶal state ǁheŶ theǇ’ƌe eŶgagiŶg ǁith this pƌoduĐt oƌ service,͟ because 

the whole language that you use when you come to writing will be very 

different depending on what that emotional state is like. Often when I see 

people make the switch from government to writing for marketing they try 

and go straight for the direct sales style of ǁƌitiŶg ǁheƌe it’s by now – 

David: Benefit selling. 

Matt: It’s ďeŶefit selliŶg ďut it’s a ǀeƌǇ supeƌfiĐial kiŶd of ďeŶefit selliŶg ǁheƌe Ǉou 
think of you used as many exclamation marks as possible that will make your 

writing automatically more exciting whereas if you talk to the end-user or get 

as close as you can what you find out is the detail benefits. It’s Ŷot just getting 

peace of mind, it’s saǇ if Ǉou’ƌe lookiŶg at the NDIS it’s kŶoǁ that Ǉou’ll ďe 
able to receive the caƌe that’s ƌight foƌ Ǉou so ǁe ĐaŶ ƌeallǇ diǀe iŶto the 
problem and get the level of detail that we need for effective copy. 

David: We’ƌe gone through the process, ǁe’ǀe ďeeŶ oŶ the phoŶe, ǁe’ǀe spokeŶ to 
somebody potential persona of the people that ǁe’ƌe seeking to reach. How 

do you then assemble those insights? Obviously, yes, Ǉou’ƌe takiŶg the 
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temperature of the emotion, Ǉou’ƌe uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg the laŶguage ďut hoǁ do I 
then take those insights and turn them into useful copy, useful writing? 

Matt: That’s a really good question. It’s ƌeallǇ helpful to distil ǁhat Ǉou’ǀe leaƌŶed iŶ 
some form before you go straight into the writing process. And the kind of 

distillation you need will depend on the level of complexity. If I’ŵ just ǁƌitiŶg 
some kick starter copy for someone I might just jot down a few notes. 

Conversely, if I’ŵ doiŶg a ǁhole ŵessagiŶg plaŶ foƌ soŵeoŶe then ǁe’ƌe 
actually goiŶg to haǀe a ŵessagiŶg doĐuŵeŶt that’s doŶe as a fiƌst step ďefoƌe 
we put pen to paper.  

The otheƌ thiŶg that’s ƌeally, really useful to have is a bit of a template for the 

type of content that you want to write and the reason for that is that it makes 

it easy for us because if we know, ͞Okay we need to start by clearly describing 

ǁhat ǁe’ƌe talkiŶg aďout, ǁe’ƌe goiŶg to have a few headings, ǁe’ƌe goiŶg to 
hit the detail a bit more here,͟ that ŵeaŶs that a lot of decision to make for us 

ďut it also ŵeaŶs that if Ǉou’ƌe a goǀeƌŶŵeŶt ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatoƌ aŶd Ǉou’ƌe goiŶg 
to ďe puttiŶg out ŵoƌe Đoŵpleǆ ĐoŶteŶt it ŵeaŶs that let’s say your website is 

going to make sense as a whole so all of the pages about similar things looked 

the same. That ŵeaŶs people ĐaŶ gƌasp it ŵuĐh ŵoƌe easilǇ though it’s like 
the difference between driving in France and driving in UK. Now when you 

switch ĐouŶtƌies theƌe’s a little ďit of adjustŵeŶt so if Ǉou spaƌe Ǉouƌ useƌs 
that kind of mental effort then your content becomes more transparent. 

David: Design is an interesting fascinating part of all of the way that we communicate 

aŶd ǁe’ll Đoŵe to that I think a little bit further down as we get into the 

interview a little bit further. What aďout ŵiƌƌoƌiŶg ďaĐk to people afteƌ Ǉou’ǀe 
gone and got those insights? Do you then come on perhaps assemble a bit 

and then go back to the people and say, ͞Look, these are some of the things 

that I’ǀe heaƌd fƌoŵ Ǉou. These aƌe some of the language.͟ Is this sort of quite 

effective? Do you go to that level of detail in pursuit of clarity to try to then 

ŵiƌƌoƌ ďaĐk to theŵ ǁhat Ǉou feel that theǇ’ǀe spokeŶ to Ǉou aďout?  

Matt: It depeŶds upoŶ the pƌojeĐt ďut ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ if I’ŵ usiŶg diƌeĐt tƌaŶsĐƌiďed 
iŶteƌǀieǁ theŶ I’ll alǁaǇs go ďaĐk to the peƌsoŶ I talked to aŶd that’s Ŷot 
always easy. I did a project for the National Council of Churches few years 

back on public awareness campaign. I was talking to a Sudanese refugee 

formerly homeless man but in every case there was I guess an ethical 

ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ Ŷot just aŶ issue of ĐlaƌitǇ ďut if I’ǀe takeŶ theiƌ eǆpeƌieŶĐes, 

taken their story, written it up and effectively distort it so it flowed. I need to 

take it ďaĐk to theŵ ďeĐause that’s ŵakiŶg suƌe theǇ’ƌe still eŵpoǁeƌed iŶ the 
process. The really funny thing was when I did it to the formerly homeless guy 

corrected my spelling and grammar so he was on to it. 
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David: We’ǀe got those insights but now I want to get in to the process of it sitting 

down and getting ready getting prepared because again writing is just so 

fundamentally important. What tips ĐaŶ Ǉou giǀe to people oŶĐe theǇ’ǀe goŶe 
through this exploratory focus? TheǇ’ƌe Ŷoǁ gettiŶg ƌeadǇ theŶ theǇ’ƌe good 
to go. What do they do next? 

Matt: This is beautiful teƌŵ that ǁƌiteƌs ofteŶ used. I’ŵ goiŶg to Đall it Dodgy First 

Drafts. The actual word we used is slightly different but this is a PG audience. 

The beautiful thing about doing a dodgy fiƌst dƌaft is that Ǉou’ƌe just getting 

Ǉouƌ ideas doǁŶ. Theƌe’s Ŷo pƌessuƌe to ďe good Ǉou’ƌe just ĐƌeatiŶg 
something you can start with and where I see most writers struggle is when 

they try and write word perfect copies straight off so I get more dodgy first 

draft down and I always –   

David: And is that just the stream of – you’ƌe just trying to get it and just whack it 

down as quickly as you can to get it out of your head get it on to the screen. 

Matt: Yes, I often do it by hand. I’ŵ 37 ǁhiĐh I tell Ǉou just ďeĐause that’s soƌt of 
that dates me so I learned to write by hand and in by the times that you need 

all these computers and I started drafting on computer but then I found that 

when I switch back to doing it by hand everything just flowed a lot more 

easily. If I showed you one of my first drafts it would have arrows and 

sƋuiggles aŶd uŶfiŶished thoughts aŶd that’s okaǇ, that’s ǁhat ǁe ǁaŶt.  

I’ŵ oŶe of those people that ǁƌites to disĐoǀeƌ ǁhat theǇ think so I might 

even need to go through a few rounds with that probably the one tip I’ll thƌoǁ 

iŶ heƌe as ǁell as it’s ofteŶ good if Ǉou just do a sketch of your content. DoŶ’t 
try and write the whole thing just write maybe the first couple of sentences 

for each paragraph and then it will also help you assess if it flows properly and 

then go away from it. Give it a rest because one of the things that happens 

when we re-ĐoŶteŶt ǁe’ǀe ǁƌitteŶ ǁe’ƌe Ŷot aĐtuallǇ ƌeadiŶg ǁhat’s oŶ the 
page ǁe’ƌe ƌeadiŶg ǁhat’s in our brains. It comes back to that curse of 

knowledge thing that I talked about so if you can come back to it the day after 

or even a few weeks after that.  

I’ǀe just fiŶished ǁƌitiŶg a ďook aŶd ďeiŶg aďle to Đoŵe ďaĐk to that afteƌ a 
couple of months off I’ǀe ŶotiĐed thiŶgs iŶstantly that I was able to improve. 

Coŵe ďaĐk to it aŶd ǁheŶ Ǉou’ƌe doiŶg that seĐoŶd dƌaft that’s the tiŵe 
ǁheƌe I’d ďe gettiŶg at the Đoŵputeƌ keǇďoaƌd aŶd it’s tiŵe to put something 

down on paper. TheŶ it’s a ŵatteƌ of ƌefiŶiŶg it aŶd heƌe is ǁheƌe it’s really 

good to know what your bad habits are.  

I like to think that the thing that makes me a professional writer is not being 

able to do the William Shakespeare and churn out the peƌfeĐt ĐopǇ. It’s 
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knowing what my personal bad habits are and knowing how to fix them. For 

ŵe theƌe’s thiŶgs that I Ŷeed to ďe ĐoŶsĐious also ǁheŶ I’ŵ goiŶg ďaĐk 
thƌough ŵǇ dƌaft I’ŵ lookiŶg at it aŶd I’ŵ seeiŶg if I’ǀe doŶe those thiŶgs.  

The otheƌ thiŶg is if it’s a ĐlieŶt pƌojeĐt I’ll alǁaǇs get soŵeone else to look at 

it foƌ ŵe. I’ŵ luĐkǇ eŶough to haǀe a teaŵ of editoƌs aŶd ǁƌiteƌs that I’ll ďƌiŶg 
in for different projects. It’s aďout haǀiŶg the huŵilitǇ to go guys tell me what 

you think if theƌe’s soŵethiŶg that ŵaǇďe doesŶ’t Ƌuite ƌiŶg tƌue foƌ Ǉou then 

let ŵe kŶoǁ. AŶd it’s ǁheŶ Ǉou’ǀe got a ǀeƌsioŶ that’s as good as Ǉou ƌeĐkoŶ 
Ǉou ĐaŶ get it iŶ the tiŵe aŶd ƌesouƌĐes Ǉou’ǀe got that’s ǁheŶ ǁe do that 
final polishing like the copy editing. 

David: But I can imagine some people sitting out there now thinking, ͞Oh, I just doŶ’t 
have the time to do this. I’ŵ uŶdeƌ so ŵuĐh pƌessuƌe I’ǀe just got to get it out 
ďeĐause theǇ’ƌe Ŷot lookiŶg foƌ ďeautiful peƌfeĐt Đoǀeƌ. I just doŶ’t haǀe tiŵe 
to go through this process.͟ Is that a useful or relevant excuse? 

Matt: No pieĐe of ǁƌitiŶg is eǀeƌ peƌfeĐt it’s just doŶe. The key here is that though 

Ǉou’ƌe folloǁiŶg these pƌoĐess ǁill aĐtuallǇ saǀe Ǉouƌ tiŵe ďeĐause if Ǉou’ƌe 
tƌǇiŶg to ǁƌite soŵethiŶg that’s peƌfeĐt stƌaight off theŶ Ǉou’ƌe goiŶg to ďe 
agonizing over paƌtiĐulaƌ phƌases aŶd Ǉou’ƌe goiŶg to ďe ĐoŵiŶg ďaĐk iŶ 
correcting yourself. Whereas the key here is that every stage that dodgy first 

draft, that rough draft, that refining – all those things are actually done quite 

quickly. It’ll happeŶ peƌhaps oǀeƌ slightlǇ loŶgeƌ peƌiod of tiŵe ďut Ǉou’ll get 
more out of your day if you do it that way. 

David: You’ƌe suggestiŶg ƌeallǇ that alŵost foƌ eǀeƌǇ pieĐe of ǁƌitiŶg theƌe is a 
format and a structure that you should follow to get an outcome.  

Matt: AďsolutelǇ. OŶe of the haƌdest thiŶgs paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ if Ǉou’ƌe a ďit of a Đƌeatiǀe 
like myself is realisiŶg that stƌuĐtuƌes help. It’s like ǁhat ǁe’re saying before 

aƌouŶd the page laǇout if Ǉou’ǀe got a pƌoĐess that Ǉou ĐaŶ folloǁ that 
actually makes it easieƌ to ďe Đƌeatiǀe ďeĐause Ǉou’ƌe puttiŶg Ǉouƌ eŶeƌgǇ iŶto 
really nailing that tone or finding exactly the right information. You’ƌe Ŷot 
worried about that basic structure.  

David: We’ǀe got thƌough the process, ǁe’ǀe Ŷoǁ pƌoduĐed ouƌ fiŶal ĐopǇ afteƌ 
ǁe’ǀe had someone edit and is it important that you get a second set of eyes 

to have a look at what you do?  

Matt: Hundred percent because we come back to again the curse of knowledge. 

We’ǀe iŶǀested tiŵe iŶ ǁƌitiŶg it so tǁo thiŶgs – we are going to be blinded to 

soŵe of the eƌƌoƌs that ǁe ŵight haǀe iŶtƌoduĐed ouƌselǀes. I’ŵ ƌeallǇ good 
at picking errors in copy that other people have written, my own – no way.  
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I kŶoǁ that’s Ŷot soŵethiŶg like iŶ deliǀeƌ a good ƌesult oŶ so I’ll ďƌiŶg 
someone in to help me. Absolutely important to get someone else in to look 

over it for you and that can be anyone from a Đolleague. OfteŶ it’s good to get 
soŵeoŶe iŶ ǁho hasŶ’t ďeeŶ a paƌt of that pƌoject so if Ǉou’ƌe iŶ goǀeƌŶŵeŶt, 
finding someone from another team who can come in and give you those 

fresh pair of eyes.  

David: I thiŶk that’s ƌeallǇ useful advice that people do take a good hard look or get 

somebody else to take a good hard look ďeĐause ofteŶ theƌe’s ƌeal ǀalue that 

people can bring to that. And really we need to look no further than the 

tƌaditioŶal pƌaĐtiĐes of the ŵajoƌ ŵedia ĐoŵpaŶies that’s ǁhat suď-editors 

are for, that’s theiƌ joď is to ŵake suƌe that the ĐopǇ is pƌeseŶted as 
effectively and as clearly as possible. As you say the guys who sit on the 

backbench are there for that particular purpose to make sure the things are 

okay but something that is also equally important and perhaps becoming 

more important because of the visual web is design. What’s your view about 

design and how you can use design to improve the impact of your writing? 

Matt: That’s a ďƌilliaŶt ƋuestioŶ aŶd Ǉou ĐaŶ aĐtuallǇ date a website by how well it 

uses design. If Ǉou’ƌe lookiŶg at ǁeďsites that ǁe’ǀe doŶe ŵaǇďe fiǀe oƌ ŵoƌe 
Ǉeaƌs ago Ǉou’ll just see one long stream of copy. You can just tell that the 

desigŶeƌ hasŶ’t ďeeŶ eŶgaged iŶ the ĐoŶteŶt ĐƌeatioŶ pƌoĐess oƌ as if Ǉou look 
at a lot of paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ a lot of ďusiŶess ǁeďsites Ǉou’ƌe seeiŶg soŵe ƌeallǇ 
innovative combinations of imagery and design elements.  

The critical thing is that content has instant design process and vice versa. The 

way I often do it ǁheŶ I’ŵ ǁoƌkiŶg ǁith Đoŵpleǆ pƌojeĐts is I ǁould do a 
ƌough ǁhite fƌaŵe of hoǁ I thiŶk the page should look aŶd that’s liteƌallǇ just 
a skeleton diagram. I might draw up on a page or mark up in some software 

and I then send that through to the designer. The benefit of having a content 

peƌspeĐtiǀe oŶ that desigŶ is that Ǉou kŶoǁ hoǁ ŵuĐh spaĐe Ǉou’ƌe goiŶg to 
need to tell a story.  

If you just have a design later approach that goes right through the project 

aŶd theŶ it’s haŶded oǀeƌ to the peƌhaps to the ageŶĐǇ themselves to fill it in. 

TheǇ’ƌe ofteŶ goiŶg to ďe ĐoŶstƌaiŶt aŶd theǇ’ƌe Ŷot goiŶg to haǀe ƌooŵ to 
give the important information upfront and then the pages that are deeper in 

that major website are going to be just that text stamp that we look at. The 

really effective websites I see are ones where the design and content are 

integrated right throughout the site.  

David: What about writing for mobile devices? Is there such a thing? 
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Matt: Theƌe’s a ǁhole deǀeloping field on this. Theƌe’s a Đouple of rules if 

soŵeoŶe’s writing for the web and one of them is make it short and make it 

shorter again. If I could give one bit of advice to people out there on how they 

can make their writing better it would be limit your sentence length to 25 

words or less. That’s eǀeŶ ŵoƌe tƌue oŶ ŵoďile ďeĐause ǁith ŵoďile Ǉou’ƌe 
dealiŶg ǁith diŵiŶish sĐƌeeŶ state. You’ƌe dealiŶg ǁith fƌactured attention 

spans.  

If your website and if your content is written properly, but at the really high 

end Ǉou’ll aĐtuallǇ haǀe dediĐated ĐoŶteŶt that’s Đƌeated just for mobile but if 

ǁe’ƌe goiŶg ďaĐk a ďit fƌoŵ that aŶd ŵaǇďe doŶ’t Ƌuite haǀe the ďudget to do 
to complete a different sets of content, what your web content should then 

be is scannable. That means that you have headings which breaks the content 

up into digestible chunks such as if people are scrolling through it perhaps on 

their iPad or in their mobile device they can get a gist for what that content is 

about.  

David: Okay, we’ƌe thƌough to the pƌoĐess Ŷoǁ ǁe’ǀe got a delighted audience 

sitting out there, sitting on the bus on their way home perhaps consuming 

your content. Is there any other tips that people perhaps that you may have 

left out so far that people should consider in in that creation process? 

Matt: Theƌe’s oŶe I ƌeallǇ like which is using relational language. When we work in 

government we tend to be really abstracted from the impacts of our work. 

What happens is that comes through in the language that we used. Say, the 

Department of Innovation is pleased to announce this initiative. The 

department will release further information that comes to hand. That has a 

bunch of ways in which that hurts your content. It’s haƌdeƌ to ƌead foƌ a staƌt 

and it’s Đoldeƌ.  

David: I doŶ’t care what the Department of Innovation thinks. What’s iŶ it foƌ ŵe?  

Matt: What you can do is if you just change that to ͞we͟ and your language so we 

will release further information that comes to hand. It becomes much easier 

for people to process. 

David: Is it more important now to understand that what aĐtuallǇ ǁhat Ǉou’ƌe ǁƌitiŶg 
aďout is ǁhat the ďeŶefit peƌhaps it’s goiŶg to ďe to that paƌtiĐulaƌ peƌsoŶ iŶ 
the audience as opposed to X-Y-Zed announces that blah, blah, blah?  

Matt: Well, it’s two things – usiŶg ƌelatioŶal laŶguage that’s a teĐhŶiƋue though we 

can use past ǁheŶ ǁe’ƌe editiŶg ouƌ ĐoŶteŶt. I alǁaǇs like to applǇ the ͞so 

what͟ test. WheŶ I’ŵ doiŶg some content I actually have an editor persona in 

ŵǇ ŵiŶd ǁho’s a ĐƌaŶkǇ 17-year-old aŶd I’ŵ iŵagiŶiŶg staŶdiŶg theƌe with 

arms folded going ͞So what?͟  
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You go, ͞The Department is pleased to announce its initiative,͟ and then he 

says, ͞So what?͟ You go, ͞Well that’s goiŶg to ŵeaŶ that Ǉou’ƌe goiŶg to haǀe 
free Wi-Fi access in civic.͟ And you imagine that he’s had a really bad day so 

he goes, ͞So what?͟ agaiŶ aŶd it’s ofteŶ ǁheŶ Ǉou ask ͞so what͟ two or three 

tiŵes that’s ǁheŶ Ǉou aĐtuallǇ get to the need. 

David: It’s get to the audieŶĐe to disĐoǀeƌ that Ŷeed goiŶg ďaĐk to the fiƌst poiŶt that 
we said about getting out of yourself and getting into the minds and getting in 

of the ĐoŶǀeƌsatioŶs that aƌe goiŶg oŶ iŶ people’s heads so as if Ǉou’ƌe 
answering those questions. They asked, you answer.  

Matt, fantastic, thank you very much for the insights. A lot in that, a lot in the 

adǀiĐe that Ǉou’ǀe giǀeŶ the audieŶĐe theǇ’ƌe goiŶg all the ǁaǇ ďaĐk to that 
first point that reallǇ it’s aďout the audieŶĐe. Get away from yourself, get 

away from your knowledge, get away from this curse of knowledge and really 

spend some time to think carefully and to then think clearly about what needs 

are you responding to and what things are you’ƌe answering then get started.  

That’s aŶotheƌ ďig pieĐe of adǀiĐe ƌeallǇ is that oŶĐe Ǉou’ǀe got those iŶsights 
aŶd oŶĐe Ǉou’ǀe ƌeallǇ uŶdeƌstood the audience and the need of the audience 

that Ǉou ƌeallǇ just haǀe to get staƌted it’s Ŷeǀeƌ goiŶg to ďe peƌfeĐt. It’s goiŶg 
to get staƌted it’s goiŶg to get fiŶished it will never be perfect. Thanks very 

much for sharing a lot of those insights thanks for coming along and thanks 

very much for being InTransition. 

Matt: Thank you David. 

 

 


