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Planning and 
Organizing Content

Planning is a vital part of work in all professions. 
Airplane pilots file a flight plan before they fly. Ar-

chitects create blueprints before a building is constructed. 
Coaches develop a game plan for their teams before they 
play. Working without a plan invites disorganization and 
chaos.

Planning is also one of the most important aspects of 
writing and speaking. Just as a coach develops a unique 
game plan for each opponent, you should develop a writ-
ing or speaking plan for each of your messages.

In this chapter you’ll learn two major skills:

	■ How to use the PACS planning model.
	■ How to create and organize the content of your 

messages.
Figure 2.1 Creating plans is 
important in all professions.
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Plan the Writing

As you prepare to write an email, report, proposal, or any other type of message, remember 
four basic planning steps. First, determine the purpose of your message. Second, analyze 
the audience. Third, analyze the context in which your communication will occur. Fourth, 
develop a strategy. Remember this four-step planning process with the acronym PACS 
(Purpose, Audience, Context, and Strategy). 

Determine the Purpose
Business messages usually are written for one or more of three major purposes: (1) to in-
form or instruct, (2) to persuade or convince, or (3) to build or maintain trusting relation-
ships. For instance, if you send a note cancelling a luncheon appointment, your main pur-
pose is to inform. However, you wonder if your message might damage your relationship 
of trust, so you decide to include something to strengthen the relationship, such as, “May 
we reschedule for next Thursday? I’ll buy!” Table 2.1 provides more information about 
these purposes.

Analyze the Audience
Once you identify your communication purposes, analyze your audience (the people who 
will receive your message) so you can tailor your message for them. Often your messages 
will have multiple audiences, such as the following:

	■ Primary audience. Your main intended audience, the “To” people in an email.
	■ Secondary audience. Your secondary intended audiences, such as people you CC or 

BCC by email.
	■ Tertiary audience. Your unintended audience, such as people who receive the infor-

mation without your knowledge; the information may be forwarded by primary- or 
secondary-audience members.

Consider this example. Scott Bellini is the branch manager of a regional accounting 
firm and shares many of the messages he receives. Scott is trying to develop an online 

Table 2.1 Three Major Purposes of Business Messages
Purposes Questions How to Achieve Purposes

Inform/instruct What do I want the audience 
to know?

Provide appropriate 
information that the audience 
understands.

Persuade/convince What do I want the audience 
to do?

Provide convincing 
information that prompts the 
audience to do what I want 
them to do.

Build/maintain 
relationships

How do I want the audience 
to feel?

Be genuine and honest and 
communicate in such a way 
that the audience trusts me.—
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Analyze the Context
As you plan your message, consider what is going on in the context surrounding your 
communication. An ongoing challenge is that contexts are complex and dynamic—they 
are always changing. For example, when you plan to email a customer or client, you con-
sider all the past emails, face-to-face conversations, meetings, and phone calls with that 
person, but you also realize that subsequent emails, reports, conversations, and meetings 
will occur. Today you might send an email acknowledging the customer’s purchase order; 
tomorrow you might send a text message indicating that the product has been shipped; and 
next week you might have to respond to the customer’s complaint that part of the shipment 
was missing. 

Because you can’t discern every contextual factor, consider the most relevant ones 
influencing you and influencing your audience, including both external and internal factors.

Your Own Context. Think about what external factors are affecting your own organi-
zation―your competitors, financial pressures, local government restrictions, expectations 
of customers and clients, and so forth.   Analyze what is going on inside your organization, 
such as expectations of owners and managers. Think about what is prompting you to 
communicate with the person at this time and the importance and urgency of the situation. 
Consider your past relationship with the person or audience, such as how long you have 
known the person and the quality of the relationship. Consider also what you want your 
association to be like in the future.

Your Audience’s Context. Consider what is happening in the external context of 
the audience―the general economy, political and societal influences, and general industry 
trends and issues. Think about the organization―its mission, size, products and services, 
customers, strengths and weaknesses, and challenges and goals. Consider any unexpected 
and unpredictable events that have emerged for your audience, such as technological 
change, weather-related catastrophes, or sudden shifts in organizational priorities. Identify 
any physical, organizational, technological, or other barriers that might interfere or com-
pete with your message.

Based on the foregoing audience and context analyses (see Figure 2.4), identify all the 
contextual elements that might work for and against your communication. Then determine 
how to capitalize on the positive forces and eliminate or minimize the barriers.

Figure 2.4 Audience and context analyses are critical to communication.
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I’m happy to report that our new office building will be completed one month earlier than 

planned. The final inspection is scheduled for July 27, and we plan to begin our move on 

August 1. We will announce more details about the move in the coming weeks.

However, if the main message is that your financial services firm is going to eliminate 
an employee benefit, the message could first discuss the company’s weakening financial 
situation and then explain that the company is being forced to cut back on expenses. This 
background information prepares the reader’s mind for the subsequent bad-news message.

The current economic downturn has taken a toll on our company’s financial condition. 

Since the third quarter of last year, our total revenues have fallen by 18 percent. Because 

of this financial stress, it is necessary for us to discontinue our Educational Assistance 

Program on February 1.

Of course, these two examples are brief. In most professional contexts, you would need 
to include more information to achieve all the objectives of the message.

Logical and Emotional Appeals. Your messages can appeal to both the logical and emo-
tional domains of your audience (see Figure 2.8). The philosopher Aristotle identified three 
persuasion strategies—logos, pathos, and ethos.

Logos refers to an appeal to the mind, using logical reasoning. Always make sure 
your message is reasonable, logical, and clear. Informational messages must include ap-
propriate explanations, examples, analyses, comparisons, and details. Persuasive messages 

Figure 2.7 Different messages call for different psychological approaches.
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Figure 2.12 The narrative on the left tells about the creation, categorization, and sequenc-
ing outlines on the right.
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