
Make your point
Keys to short, persuasive writing.

Josh Burek
Director, Global Communications & Strategy | Adjunct Lecturer
Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs
Harvard Kennedy School



• Who: Know your audience. Make a connection.
• So what: Make one point. Make it matter.
• Net it out: Make me read. Structure is your strategy.

The three keys



Key 1

Know your audience

• It’s not enough to know what you think.
• Your passion  curse of knowledge.
• Why should your readers care?

Demand-side
Pegs: News and 
anniversaries
Major events
Trending topics

Supply-side
Major new research
Human interest
Bold argument



Key 2

Make a point
…and only one point!

Readers will recall only one thing about your piece. 

So build it around that one idea.



Key 2

A test

Can you make your point in 10 seconds?
Good…

Can you do it in 10 words? 
Excellent…



What’s the main point of this text?

University President Larry Bacow announced today 
that all faculty will travel by train next Wednesday for 
a conference about pedagogical methods, inclusivity, 

and technology in the classroom. The conference, 
which will feature a keynote address by New York Gov. 

Andrew Cuomo, will also deal with hiring practices, 
grade inflation, and changes to tenure review.



There’s No School Next Wednesday



Key 3

Make me read
…because otherwise I won’t!

• Readers suffer from attention deficit disorder
• Put yourself in readers’ shoes: endless distractions
• Can’t change minds unless your point is read and 

remembered
• No jargon!
• Key: anticipate their questions



The Basic Op-Ed Formula – and Its Functions

1) Hook = Why do I care? 
2) Set-up = What’s this about? 
3) Nut graph = What’s your point?
4) Diagnosis = What’s the problem? 
5) Prescription = What’s the solution?
6) Concession & Rebuttal = What’s the other side? Why is it 
not right?
7) Coda/Call to Action = What’s your point/action again?



Follow the formula

Hook*
Set-up
Nut Graf

Diagnosis

Prescription 

Concession 
& Rebuttal Coda/Call 

to action



The hook
Instead of this: 
In its latest report, the United Nations states that 
more than 4 million Syrians have left their 
homeland since 2011.



The hook

Try this: 
Imagine if every American west of the Mississippi 
had to flee their home. That’s the scale of Syria’s 
refugee crisis – the world’s worst since WW II.



The hook

Or this: 
Chlorine gas corrodes metal in minutes. It can 
disfigure a human face in seconds.



The set-up
Instead of this: 
On Friday, Oct. 12, David Eaves, Ash Carter, Vanita Gupta, 
Latanya Sweeney, and Reid Hoffman explored several 
disruptive technological dilemmas in a JFK Jr. Forum titled 
“Crossing the Chasm: Why Now is the Time for Public 
Interest Technology.” Some of the technologies included 
gene editing, autonomous vehicles, and social media.



The set-up

Try this: 
Technological change threatens to overwhelm us. From 
genetically modified children to self-driving trucks and 
weaponized Facebook, society is ill-equipped to manage  
these disruptions, a panel of tech all-stars argued Friday.



The nut graph
Instead of:

This year’s farm bill has lots of market distortions. 
Particularly ripe for reform is the “shallow loss” program, 
which compensates farmers for losses if prices decline to 
between 79 and 89 percent of the five-year mean.



The nut graph
Try this:
If Big Oil lobbied Congress to make taxpayers cover losses if 
prices fell below $90 a barrel, the public would be outraged. 
Yet that’s just what the farm bill’s “shallow loss” program 
does. Congress should bury this corporate welfare scheme.



Effective Opening #2
The Trump administration is locked in a battle with Congress over arms 
sales to Saudi Arabia. Last week, President Trump vetoed a bipartisan 
measure in Congress to block the sale of $8.1 billion in weapons to Riyadh 
and the United Arab Emirates (UAE). Pushing through the sale without 
congressional approval may give President Trump a short-term political 
win, but it ultimately will hurt long-term U.S. national security objectives.



How to Pitch
1. Before pitching, review outlet’s recent coverage. How does your piece fit in?

2. Email a person, not a random inbox. Jonathan Tepperman, not oped@fp.com.

3. Subject line is your single best idea. Lead with key words. 
A. My Case for Why Washington Should Follow Putin’s Strategy on COVID-19
B. COVID-19: Why Trump Should Follow Putin’s Model

4. Four elements to your pitch.
First, establish why your piece is either timely or indispensable.
Second, summarize the core idea – the argument.
Third, tell editor your piece is available exclusively.
Fourth, paste text and attach a doc.

mailto:oped@fp.com


Sample Pitch #1
Outlet: Boston Globe
Subject line: Why Giving Tuesday Must Go
Dear Marjorie,
With Giving Tuesday next week, Americans will spend at least one day 
during the holiday shopping season thinking about someone else’s need 
list, not their own wish list. But a day for charitable giving has a serious 
downside: it corrodes philanthropy into virtue-signaling. 
In this 750-word op-ed, available exclusively to The Boston Globe, I argue 
that truly meeting the needs of vulnerable Americans requires nothing 
less than bringing back tithing.
Thank you for your consideration.
Josh



Remember
Keep it short: 800 words max
Lead with your strongest idea
Be provocative; surprise readers
Be solution-oriented
Double-check facts



Top Ten Tips
1) Show, don’t tell; paint a picture
2) Make it about people, not things
3) Write for a good friend, not a distant 
colleague
4) Why beats what: moral case, then 
factual case
5) Smaller is better
6) Beware the curse of knowledge!
7) Stories beat sound bites
8) Features tell, benefits sell
9) If in doubt, net it out/weed it out
10) Set a big welcome mat
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