
 
 
 
 
 

OPTION AND DECISION MEMOS 
 

BASIC COMPONENTS 
 
 
 
1.  Define the problem: Why are you writing and why should the reader be interested?  
 
 
2.  Summarize your findings  
 
 
3.  Step back and show how you got there: Give a roadmap of the framework of your memo  
 
 
4.  Generate criteria for evaluating options for change  
 
 
5.  Analyze each option according to your criteria: What are the pros and cons?  

What's feasible? What are the predictable outcomes?  
 
 
6.  Support assertions with relevant data  
 
 
7.  Consider qualifications, caveats, counterarguments  
 
  
8.  Suggest next steps or other implementation issues  
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    CHECKLIST FOR WRITING ACTION MEMORANDA   

Structure   
   

•  Directly address your reader’s needs in the opening lines.   
•  Cover background in just a few words and then go quickly into a summary of your recommendations.   
•  Break down your discussion into meaningful sections in a significant order, reflect that order  
   very briefly in your opening paragraph, and then stick to it.   
•  Use subheads to summarize key points, like headlines, for easy skimming (in boldface or underlined).   
•  State the main idea of each paragraph within the first two sentences.   
•  The rest of the paragraph supports or qualifies the main idea with concrete data.   
•  Distill and group information into bullet points with appropriate headings.   
•  If using a conclusion, frame your recommendations in a broader context, rather than merely  
   summarizing your main ideas.   

  
Content   

  
•  Anticipate your reader’s most pressing needs and focus on what you know and she or he doesn’t.   
•  Specify your assumptions and justify them when necessary.   
•  Keep discussions of problems and their potential solutions close together and indicated as such.   
•  Find creative, meaningful ways to express key statistics.   
•  Evaluate your options by balancing out their costs and benefits.   
•  Briefly discuss alternatives or counterarguments whenever feasible.   
•  Balance recommendations with discussions of their evaluation and implementation.   
•  Consider the political implications of your recommendations whenever relevant.   
•  Whenever possible, provide your reader with fallback positions in case your preferred options are not attainable.   
•  Make sure issues of equal importance take up equivalent space: the more important, the   
   more space, and vice versa.   
•  Consider closing with a discussion of “next steps”-- short- and long-term implementation.   

  
Audience   

  
•  Give your reader a clear answer to his or her paramount concern: "Why am I reading this?   
•  Recognize your intended reader’s degree of prior knowledge: try not to over- or under-explain.   
•  Anticipate your reader’s probable questions, concerns, and objections and answer them directly.   
•  Choose your words carefully: your memo may be forwarded to secondary readers 
 

Style   
   

•  Avoid such wordy introductions as “It is an important consideration to keep in mind that . . . “   
•  Instead, you just get right down to the point.   
•  Never use two words when one will do.   
•  Use the active voice whenever possible.   
•  Use parallelism in all types of lists.   
•  Choose the plain English word over its more inflated Latinate equivalent.   
•  Match vocabulary, word choice, and use of jargon to your reader’s background and level of expertise.   
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Brief Guidelines for Writing Action Memoranda  
 
1. Incentive:  
 

Let your boss know why he or she should be concerned with this issue at this time. Why is  
this on his or her desk now? Why can’t it wait?  

 
2. Assumptions:  
 

Specify broad assumptions that frame the memo. Why are some things in or out of the  
memo? “Assuming our current policy….” “Assuming Congress would not….”  

 
3. Options:  
 

Present clear choice of options. Make sure all major options are considered, but avoid clutter  
of irrelevant options (justify way some are not elaborated). Identify sub-options so that  
decision makers can quickly observe how they differ. Some simplification is essential, but it  
needs justification beyond sandwiching a preferred option between formal alternatives.  
Beware of bureaucratic tendencies to trade away options in advance and present lowest  
common denominators.  

 
4. Context:  
 

How does this issue relate to other issues currently under consideration? Would the options  
look different if the context were presented differently?  

 
5. Fallbacks:  
 

Remember Murphy’s law and prepare your boss for the worst. Identify the costs if a  
preferred option fails. What are the fallbacks? Will the wrong sequence of actions close off  
some fallbacks? Beware of letting the best (your preferred option) destroy the good (a less  
desirable but more attainable option).  

 
6. Probabilities:  
 

Describe the probabilities that the cost and benefits of various options will be realized. How  
sensitive are they to changes in various assumptions? If some larger framework changes,  
would the probabilities (and weighting of the issues) change significantly? 

 
7. Time Horizon:  
 

Action memos must focus on the specific issue at hand, but action-forcing events often  
provide opportunities to direct attention to longer term issues. A good memo writer often can  
put the immediate issue into a longer term framework.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
8. Brevity:  
 

Be brief. Your memo is one of many on a crowded desk. Avoid telling your boss what (s)he  
already knows. Avoid overly elaborate analysis and temptations to show off technical skills. (Use 
appendices if necessary.)  

 
9. Bias:  
 

You often cannot avoid having a personal or bureau point of view, but you can avoid slanting  
the assumptions or options. Your expression of your preferences will be more credible it if is openly 
disclosed and if you have fully and adequately presented alternative views.  

 
10. Leaks:  
 

Memos often receive wider distribution than their authors intend. While frankness is  
important, as authors choose their words, they should imagine how they might appear in  
print. 
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