What Makes a Good Management Memo?

Evans School of Public Affairs

Note to students: In response to questions raised we have put together this document.  Please understand that we do not view it as a checklist, a formula for an outline, or a set of grading criteria.  Rather, it offers suggestions to help you refine your thinking and writing about particular management problems or cases.

The Purpose of the memo should:

· Say why you  are writing it

· Be clear about what the decision is that needs to be made
The Problem Statement and Background should:

· Name the problem – both its surface manifestation and its deeper roots.

· Diagnose the causes of the problem (e.g., structural, political, personal, or other causes).

The discussion of Interests/Points of View should:

· Map the stakeholders and other major actors, internal and external, who have an impact on the problem and who must be involved in any workable solution.

· Identify the interests and aims of the key actors, their stakes in the problem, and their power to influence the development and implementation of a solution.

The discussion of Issues should:

· Identify key risks, opportunities, and constraints (e.g., legal, ethical, political, institutional, financial, technical, etc.) that are inherent in the problem or that might be brought to bear on it.

· Frame these risks and opportunities with the viewpoint and interests of the decision-maker in mind (usually your boss – the person to whom you are writing the memo).

· Identify and prioritize the goals (or outcomes or objectives) that any good solution must achieve.

Your Options should:

· Offer different ways to address the problem (i.e., provide distinct choices).

· Address the issues and goals you have outlined (i.e., be consistent and logical throughout the memo, such that problems lead to issues; issues lead to goals; and goals lead to options).

· Maximize the reflective range and imagination of the decision-maker (don’t foreclose too many alternatives too quickly).

· Be ethical and realistic, given the risks and constraints you have identified.

· Identify the pros and cons of the options you are considering

Your Recommendations should:

· Provide a clear, defensible action strategy, including suggestions about tactics.

· Distinguish short- and long run approaches, if appropriate.

· Outline the likely consequences of the strategy (e.g., financial, political, institutional, reputational, etc.).

· Identify the strategy’s pros and cons in light of the issues and goals you have identified.

· Identify any unknowns or ambiguities, to clarify the limits of your knowledge and analysis.

· Evaluate the strategy in light of the goals you have outlined: Explain why your recommendation is superior to the other options you have presented (use the same criteria and priorities when you compare options, and be realistic about downsides as well as upsides, so that your analysis is consistent and does not play favorites).

Your Summary should include a “What is Next” section in which you:

· Clarify what will happen next
· Lay out the timing of the next steps
Guidance in Memo Writing:

1. Be clear about who you are writing the memo to
· Know what the person (usually your boss) wants.
· Know what type of style the person appreciates: long, short, bulleted, appendices, executive summary.
2. Confidentiality
· Find out if the memo needs to be confidential.
· If it needs to be confidential, work out the details with your legal advisor.
· Know that just because it is stamped confidential doesn’t mean that it is.
3. Emails

· Email memos are dangerous. They are discoverable and can be accidentally sent to people who should not have them.
· All emails should have a respectful tone.
· You should expect that an email memo might be seen by others.
4. Professionalism

· Always adopt a professional tone in a memo. You don’t know who will read it.
· Use respectful, professional and objective language.
5. Objectivity

· Use objective, neutral language.
· Rarely be an “advocate” in a memo. Know when that is appropriate.
Formats:

1. Introductory paragraphs with bulleted and numbered points

2. matrices

3. long memo with executive summaries

4. short memos with appendices 

