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Depending on the topic and publication location of your piece, writing
styles and standards can vary significantly. To make sure things are as clear
and as helpful as possible, here are the Political Empathy Project’s
guidelines and expectations for writing to help you create everything from
blog posts to letters to representatives.

WHY DO WE NEED THIS GUIDE?

Always start with a hook or powerful message! Your first paragraph
tells the reader what you're writing about and why you're writing about
it, so in order to get their interest you need to make them feel
something. Shock them, tell them something they don't know, give
them a powerful statistic—any good piece of writing begins by drawing
the audience in.

Make sure you have a well-written thesis. A thesis statement focuses
your ideas into one or two sentences. It should both present the topic
and make a comment about your position on the topic. Both you and
your audience should be able to clearly point to and identify your thesis.
It's okay to rewrite your original thesis based off your research or
writing, but it should be clear what you're advocating for by the time
you submit your piece. Check out the Purdue Online Writing Lab’s tips
for great thesis-writing for some samples!

Organization is key. While you should feel free to organize your writing
in a way that makes sense to you, there are a few key things to keep in
mind:

Always provide a quick synopsis of the issue before

Some tips for writing across the board:

launching into more complex details, and make sure
your points are clear to the audience;

GENERAL CONTENT & FORMATTING GUIDELINES

https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/545/01/


Write one paragraph per main point (for reference, most pieces of
writing have three or four main arguments or examples);

You can deviate from this, but make sure to re-read your piece and
think about it from the perspective of someone new to the issue!

Always put punctuation inside quotation marks. For example:

Avoid run-on sentences. Generally speaking, if you have more than three
commas in a sentence that doesn’t include a list of items, you're doing
something wrong. Sentences that are too long can make arguments and
evidence confusing, something you want to avoid no matter what you're
writing.

Check your sources! Not every source is as reliable as the next. Sources like
Reuters, the New York Times, The Guardian, the BBC, AP, Politico, Foreign
Policy, and The Economist are generally trusted as rigorously-researched
sources. However, be sure not to treat “Opinion” pieces published in these
publications as fact. Ad Fontes Media has a helpful “Media Bias” chart that
can be helpful as you start to familiarize yourself with different writing
styles.

Double check numbers, statistics, and dates before publishing. When you
wrote the piece originally, the peace talks may have happened last week, but
by the time your piece has been edited, which may take a few days, it may
have been two weeks ago. Similarly, you want to be sure that any statistics
and numbers you use are both up-to-date and from trusted sources. In
general, we recommend using numbers from sources like Pew Research
Center, the, US Government, or verified journalistic sources. You should
state the source of the statistic and when the number was last updated (e.g.
“As of December 2018, the number of displaced was over 100,000, according
to the United Nations High Commission for Refugees”).

End with a call to action. This is particularly important for Op-Ed and
letter-writing, but it's always a good idea to leave your reader with a next
step or action to take. If you've helped your audience understand an issue,
or won them over emotionally, use that momentum in your conclusion to
make sure they are inspired to create change themselves!

Formatting guidelines:

"In a joint statement, Governor Roy Cooper (C-NC) and
Governor Larry Hogan (R-MD) wrote that “Gerrymandering
is an overt assault on our representative form of
government, and free and fair elections are the foundation
of American democracy.”

https://www.adfontesmedia.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Media-Bias-Chart_4.0_8_28_2018-min.jpg
https://www.unhcr.org/


Make sure you write out organization or bill names (with capital
letters) at least once before referring to them with acronyms. For
example, type out "For the People Act of 2021 (HR1)" at least once before
referring to it as "HR1."

Avoid passive voice. Instead of saying “the speech was given by the
President," you want to say "the President gave the speech." Not only
does active voice make things clearer and less likely to cause confusion,
it's more engaging to the reader! If you're unsure about passive voice
and how to avoid it, you can find a more comprehensive guide here.

When hyperlinking to a source, don’t link entire sentences or
paragraphs. Your source should be linked, at most, to a few words -
linking too many words can be distracting to the reader and obscure
your point.

Avoid fragments! Never start sentences with "which" or other similar
words. Each sentence should make sense when removed from the rest of
the paragraph. 

Proofread your piece. It’s considered unprofessional to submit any
piece of writing with clear, remediable issues like typos (including name
and language spellings if you're writing on an issue that's new to you),
spacing, or formatting issues. Make sure you edit your own work for
simple mistakes before you send or share it anywhere—we recommend
reading your piece out loud to catch errors before doing anything else
with it.

Put effort into coming up with a creative hook and title. Compelling
titles and introductions make viewers want to read your piece right
away. Studies show that while 80 percent of people will read a headline
copy, only 20 percent will read the rest of the piece—so make it count!

Write for your audience. The people reading blogs on the Political
Empathy Project website usually have a background or interest in
domestic political affairs or electoral systems. That said,

Blog posts are the most informal of the writing styles listed in this guide. As
such, you have a little more room for creativity when writing one—
professionalism is still required, but there may be more flexibility on
organization or language. Here are some tips and tricks for writing blogs:

it's always a good idea to make things as clear and succinct
as possible. Don't waste unnecessary time over-explaining—
you can link to sources for further background and analysis.

BLOG POSTS

https://writingcenter.unc.edu/tips-and-tools/passive-voice/
https://blog.wishpond.com/post/60276168559/10-sure-fire-blog-title-formulas-that-attract-readers


Keep it short. Blog posts should be short and sweet. Give your reader
the information they need to understand and the tools to do further
research into the issue (like linking to sources), but don't overwhelm
them. Blog posts are usually within a 400-1,000 word range.

Ask for action. Blog posts are geared towards certain issues, which
often require a specific action. These 'calls to action' can be as simple as
calling your representatives, or as complex as writing your own op-ed or
article. While you don't always need to add this section, we recommend
a “call to action” when writing campaign-specific blogs.

Make it clear why your topic matters. The easiest decision a reader can
make is to stop reading. That means you need to do your best to show
the reader not only why they should care about your topic, but also why
they should care what you have to say about it!

The bulk of your op-ed should be exactly what it sounds like: your
opinion. An op-ed, unlike a blog or letter, is designed explicitly to offer
your position or opinion on an issue. You need a clear, evidence-backed
thesis in order to make a persuasive argument (not just an analysis of
news or alternative views). 

Make sure your op-ed is the correct length! Op-eds are generally longer
than blogs and letters. You need the extra space to make a compelling
and persuasive argument and support it with evidence (statistics and
studies). Most op-eds should be around 800 words in length—but be
sure to check your local newspaper’s guidelines and what the usual word
counts are if you plan to submit. Remember, it's always easier to cut
back than to add content.

Avoid passive voice. Write declarative sentences. Qualifiers like
"apparently," "understandably," or "indeed" are rarely helpful in making
a strong case. Project a tone of confidence to make your

Try to steer clear of clichés. Phrases like 'outside the box,'

Op-eds are a great way to raise awareness about (and spur action for)
specific issues. Writing an op-ed is easy, effective, and is possible to do
either by yourself or with a group of friends. They can be submitted to local
newspapers, sent to representatives (if published), or put on your personal
blog. Here are some tips and guidelines to writing your own op-ed: 

writing as powerful as possible.
 

problem from hell,' or 'reimagining the policy toolbox' can
make your writing seem soft or obfuscate your message.

OP-EDS



End with action. Be sure it’s clear what you’re asking for. Often, this
will be calling upon an elected official to create change - like asking your
senator to vote for HR1, or arguing that a representative was wrong to
vote for voter suppression legislation. Sometimes, you can even ask
your audience to take an action - “Virginia residents should call
Senators Mark Warner and Tim Kaine to tell them to support the One
Virginia 2021 movement.” It's also often useful—if the publication
allows for it—to link to our website at the end of your piece to tell
readers where they can learn more and get involved.

Address your letter to the appropriate decision maker. While you
almost always want to address someone who directly represents you, it's
important to submit your request to the right person. If you're
advocating for a piece of legislation in the Senate, it doesn't make sense
to write to your Representative. It's also important that you address
your letter correctly at the beginning of your letter (if they're not a
judge, don't open with "Your Honor").

Pick the appropriate medium for your message. Almost all public
officials have a website these days, and many have preferred methods of
contact. It's worth doing a little research to find out what your
representatives will respond best to, whether that’s writing an email,
handwriting a physical letter, or calling their office.

Get straight to the point. Often, the individuals receiving letters are
extremely busy. By making it clear why you're writing and what you
want early in the letter, you catch their attention and save them valuable
time. It's also not a bad idea to bold the main ask, or add bullet points.

Tell them what you want them to do. Don't just raise awareness about
an issue, tell the recipient how they can directly influence it. Show them
why you specifically chose to write to them.

Remember to be respectful. You're writing to someone with

Letters are a targeted way of creating action and causing change in your
community. These pieces are almost always written to a specific individual
—in many cases, your congressional representatives—who have the ability
to influence policy or create issue salience. Here are some things to keep in
mind when writing a letter:

power and influence, and often looking for them to do you a
favor. Keep a polite tone and avoid impugning your
recipient's character or honesty.

LETTERS TO ELECTED OFFICIALS



Letters to the editor are usually very short. These pieces are rarely
longer than 300 words, so it's important to cut to the chase and write
directly about your issue. This abbreviated length also means it's often
helpful to keep your content to one or two main points.

They can use emotions, facts, or a mixture of the two. Depending on the
purpose of your letter, it may make sense to use different tactics to
appeal to the reader. Often, startling or surprising statistics are
powerful tools to grab attention and burn something into a reader's
consciousness. 

Respond to breaking news stories or previously published articles.
While letters to the editor can be used effectively to bring issues to
public attention, they're often more useful when they're written in
response to something else. This helps create a dialogue on an issue,
and increases the chance that your letter gets published. 

A letter to the editor is a way of talking to a newspaper, magazine, or other
regularly printed publication. They're generally found in the first section of
the newspaper, or in the editorial page, and can be used to either take a
position on an issue or simply inform. Letters to the editor are often useful
in starting community discussions, or preventing an issue from
disappearing from the public eye. Here are some key things to keep in mind
when writing a letter to the editor:

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR


