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“I wish I could rewind the clock and do it differently,” Bob, 

the executive director of a mid-sized nonprofit, lamented 
to his friend Rick. A week earlier he had sent out an 
internal memo saying that, unfortunately, things were 

about to change due to emerging government regulations. 
The day after the memo was sent, worst-case scenarios 
were circulating. The gossip mill was in full swing. Fear 
quickly spread. Within 48 hours, Bob was inundated with 
e-mails from concerned workers, board members, vendors, 
and clients. 
“What could you have done differently? You shared the 

information you had at the time,” Rick said. 
“Rick, I should have waited till I had more information, or 
I should have at least been upfront with people that I was 
in the dark myself.” 

“I know, but you couldn’t have anticipated that people would 
react so badly.”

“I underestimated the importance of doing more than 
sharing facts. My memo wasn’t very warm and friendly,” 
Bob admitted.

For two decades, Bob had focused on building a team of loyal, 
trusting people. Now, with one poorly written document, 
he was surprised to see how quickly that trust could erode. 

Four	Tips	to	Build	
Trust	through	Writing

When communicating about change, every word matters. 

By Julie Miller

“What genuine emotion can 
you share?”
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“If you’re not sure, get a second 
opinion (or third or fourth!)”

Bob made some blunders. You don’t have to repeat his 
mistakes. As a leader, you can maintain trust and reduce 
people’s stress, worry, and confusion by following these 
four writing tips:

1. Choose every word carefully. 
This is critical. When writing about an upcoming change, 
realize that your every word will be scrutinized. 
Bob’s blunder:  He used “unfortunately” in his memo. 
Employees obsessed about the use of this word, convinced 
it reflected some dire meaning. 
Do This: Before you press “Send,” ask yourself, “Could my 
reader derive some unintended meaning from my wording?” 
If you’re not sure, get a second opinion (or third or fourth!)

2. Make a human connection. 
It’s been said that people will forget what you said, but 
they’ll never forget how you make them feel. When change 
is imminent, people look to leaders for reassurance and 
empathy. Conveying a human connection through writing 
fosters trust in leadership.
Bob’s blunder: Bob’s memo came across as uncaring to 
employees since it lacked any expression of emotion. 
Do This: Before you press “Send,” ask yourself, “What 
expression of genuine emotion could I share with my readers 
to let them know I care?”

3. Be transparent. 
When you don’t have the full information to share, be 
willing to honesty explain your constraints. If you don’t 
show transparency, you risk breaching the reader’s trust. 
In your writing, what you leave unsaid can be as important 
as what you say. 
Bob’s blunder: Bob’s memo left many questions 
unanswered. Bob failed to share with his readers that he 
was limited by the lack of information he was receiving 
from his source, the federal government. 
Do This:  Before you press “Send,” ask yourself, “Have I 
articulated why I can’t provide more detail? Have I made it 
clear that I’ll share facts as soon as I have them – and have 
I given an idea of when that will be?”

4. Say it again.
To ensure your communication is received and understood, 
aim to increase the frequency of writing to employees 
about important issues. Repetition is key. Find ways to 

“Your every word will be 
scrutinized.”

The Only Constant Is Change
The inevitability of change means you need to constantly 
inform people of what’s to come. Be sure you handle 
change – and communication about change – in a way 
that inspires and motivates people. Here are some articles 
to help (NonprofitWorld.org):

Dealing with Change in A VUCA World (Vol. 37, No. 4)

How to Tap into Purpose to Motivate People (Vol. 38, 
No. 2)

End Excuses, Add Action (Vol. 38, No. 2)

Overcome People’s Resistance with These Steps 
(Vol. 38, No. 3)

Communication Keys that Will Change the Way You 
Lead (Vol. 14, No. 2)

Top Tips to Lift Your Leadership (Vol. 38, No. 2) 

Dealing with Viruses & Other Disruptions (Vol. 38, No. 2)

How to Turn Gossip into a Productivity Tool (Vol. 36, 
No. 1)

Organizational Culture: It’s in the Walk, Not Just the Talk 
(Vol. 29, No. 6)

Change Is All Around You: How Can You Tame It? 
(Vol. 38, No. 1)

How Jargon Undermines Communication (Vol. 27, No. 2)

communicate important messages in different ways on a 
frequent basis.
Bob’s blunder: Bob waited a few weeks between his first 
and second written communication about the changes, and 
this caused concern to spread wildly.
Do This: Before you press “Send,” ask yourself, “Have I 
communicated how I’ll continue to keep people updated?” 
How you communicate in writing during times of change can 
leave a lasting impression on those within your organization 
and beyond. Your people are watching not just what you 
do but how you do it. By following these four tips, you can 
leave a lasting legacy within your organization – one that 
you won’t look back on and regret. 

Dr. Julie Miller is president of Business Writing that 
Counts (businesswritingthatcounts.com). Dr. Julie and her 
team are focused on helping organizations by improving 
the efficiency and effectiveness of employees’ writing.
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