
How to design 
a fit for purpose document

Good writing starts waaaaay before the writing…



Think first, write second
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Specify your PURPOSE
1. What does this document need to ACHIEVE?
2. If it works, what will HAPPEN?

• We need a short, high-level statement
• This is for you, not the reader
• It needs to be observable, tangible
• It needs to be a verb
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“The purpose of this document is to:”

www.shellydavies.com

• PERSUADE X to do Y
• Get buy-in
• Plant seeds in preparation for next steps
• Reassure…
• Remind…
• Request…
• Alert risk
•Make aware, or inform



Identify your readers
3. WHO might read this document?
4. WHICH of those readers has the ability, position, or authority to 

make my document achieve its PURPOSE?
(Who does it need to work for the most?)

• You now have PRIMARY and SECONDARY readers
• We care about ALL their needs
• But the PRIMARY readers’ needs have to come first

5. Are there any UNINTENDED readers?
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Filter information

6. What MIGHT need to go into this document?
7. What USUALLY goes into this document?

www.shellydavies.com



Filter information
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Filter information

8. Does my PRIMARY reader NEED this 
for the document to achieve its PURPOSE?

9. Does my SECONDARY reader NEED this 
for the document to achieve its PURPOSE?
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Now you have a plan



Test your plan
10. Does it WORK?

• Testing is a simple conversation
• Test with peers
• Test with coworkers from different departments, family, 

friends
• Test with READERS
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