
Say What You Actually Want

Here's the uncomfortable truth about most disappointing AI answers: the prompt didn't say enough. You knew what you wanted in your head, you typed a fraction of it, and the model filled the gaps with the most average, middle-of-the-road guess it could make. It's not reading your mind. It's reading your words. So the single highest-leverage habit you can build is putting more of what's in your head into the request.

That doesn't mean writing a novel. It means covering four things: your goal, the context, the constraints, and the format you want back. Most weak prompts are missing two or three of them.

The four things

Goal - what you're actually trying to accomplish, not the surface task. "Write an email" is a task. "Write an email that gets my landlord to fix the heating without sounding aggressive, because I want to renew the lease" is a goal. The second one tells the AI what "good" looks like.

Context - the facts only you know. Who's involved, what's already happened, what the audience cares about, what tools or limits you're working within. The AI knows a lot about the world in general and nothing about your specific situation unless you tell it.

Constraints - the boundaries. Length, tone, reading level, what to avoid, what must be included. "Keep it under 150 words." "No jargon." "Don't promise a refund."

Format - the shape of the answer. A bulleted list? A table? An email with a subject line? Three options to choose from? If you don't say, you'll get a wall of prose and have to reformat it yourself.

Before and after

Watch what happens when you go from vague to specific.

Before:

Give me some marketing ideas.


You'll get a generic listicle - social media, email newsletters, influencers - that could apply to a dog groomer or a software company. Useless because it knows nothing about you.

After:

Goal: get more first-time customers for my small-batch coffee roastery.
Context: we sell online and at one farmers' market in Portland. Budget is
tiny - under $300/month. Our thing is single-origin beans roasted to order.
Most customers find us by word of mouth.
Constraints: ideas I can run myself, no paid ads, nothing that needs a
designer.
Format: 5 ideas, each with a one-line "why this fits us" and a first step
I could do this week.


The second version can't produce a generic answer. You've boxed it into your reality, so what comes back is usable.

A second example, for writing

Before:

Make this sound more professional.
[pastes a paragraph]


"Professional" means a dozen different things. You'll get something stiff and corporate that may be the opposite of what you wanted.

After:

Rewrite the paragraph below for an email to a client I have a warm,
first-name relationship with. Keep it friendly but clear. Fix the rambling.
Cut it to about half the length. Keep my own voice - don't make it sound
like a press release.
[paragraph]


Now "professional" has a definition the model can hit.

You don't need a template

You'll see people share rigid prompt templates with labeled fields. They're fine as training wheels, and the four-part layout above is a useful checklist when a request matters. But once the habit sinks in, you'll do it in a sentence or two without thinking: "Help me write a short, friendly reminder email to a teammate who missed a deadline - keep it low-pressure, three sentences max." That one line has a goal, context, a constraint, and a format. That's the whole skill.

When the answer is wrong, check the prompt first

Before you conclude the AI is bad at something, reread what you asked. Nine times out of ten the gap in the answer maps directly to a gap in the request. Did you say who it's for? Did you say how long? Did you mention the one fact that changes everything? Tightening the prompt fixes more problems than any clever rephrasing.

One plain caveat: clarity raises your odds, it doesn't guarantee correctness. A well-specified prompt can still produce a confident, wrong answer - these tools make things up sometimes, especially facts, names, numbers, and quotes. Clarity makes the output useful and on-target; it's still on you to check anything that matters. We'll come back to fixing and refining in phase three. For now, the move is the same: say what you actually want, and say enough of it.



Patterns That Help

Once you're being clear about what you want, a few repeatable patterns reliably push the answer from okay to good. None of these are tricks. They're ways of giving the model more to work with. Reach for them when a plain request isn't landing.

Give it a role

Telling the AI who to be sets the tone, vocabulary, and priorities of the answer in one move.

You're an experienced kindergarten teacher. Explain why my 5-year-old
melts down at bedtime, in plain language, like you're talking to a tired
parent.


versus the same question with no role - which tends to come back clinical and hedged. A role isn't roleplay for its own sake; it's a shortcut for "answer the way this kind of person would." "Act as a skeptical editor." "You're a budget-conscious financial planner." "Respond like a patient IT helpdesk person." Each one shifts what the model emphasizes and what it leaves out.

Keep it grounded, though. A role makes the style fit; it does not make the model an actual licensed professional. "Act as a doctor" doesn't turn it into one - treat medical, legal, and financial output as a starting point to verify, not advice to follow.

Ask for steps

For anything with reasoning or sequence - planning, troubleshooting, comparing options, math - ask the model to lay out its thinking or work through it in steps rather than blurting a final answer.

Walk me through how to decide whether to repair or replace my 9-year-old
washing machine. Lay out the factors step by step, then give a
recommendation at the end.


This does two things. It usually produces a more careful answer, and it lets you see the reasoning, so when something's off you can spot exactly where it went sideways instead of arguing with a verdict. (Many newer "reasoning" models do some of this internally now, but explicitly asking still helps for everyday tools and everyday questions.)

Show an example (few-shot)

This is the most underused pattern and one of the most effective. If you want output in a particular style or shape, show one or two examples of what "right" looks like. The model is very good at matching a pattern it can see.

Say you're turning rough notes into clean meeting action items:

Turn my messy notes into action items. Match this format exactly:

Example input: "talk to sam about budget, the report is late, maybe move
the launch"
Example output:
- [ ] Sam - discuss budget (owner: me)
- [ ] Chase the late report (owner: ?)
- [ ] Decide whether to move the launch date (owner: me)

Now do these notes:
[your notes]


Showing one example beats three paragraphs describing the format. This trick - giving examples - is often called "few-shot" prompting; giving none is "zero-shot." You don't need the jargon, but you'll see it around.

Pin the output format

Phase one mentioned format; it's worth its own line because it saves the most cleanup. Tell the model the exact shape you want and it'll usually comply:


	"Answer as a table with columns: Option, Cost, Effort, Best for."

	"Give me exactly three options, no preamble."

	"Reply with only the rewritten text, nothing else."

	"Bullet points, no longer than one line each."



"No preamble" and "nothing else" are quietly effective - they cut the "Certainly! Here's..." throat-clearing and the unsolicited summary at the end.

Let it think before it answers

Related to "ask for steps," but broader: for harder requests, tell the model to plan or check before committing.

Before you write the cover letter, first list the 3 things this job posting
seems to care about most. Then write the letter to hit those three.


You can also ask it to review its own work: "Now reread that and flag anything that sounds generic or untrue." It won't catch everything - a model checking itself has real limits and will still miss its own mistakes - but it catches more than zero, and it's free.

Combine them, don't overload

These stack. A genuinely strong prompt might assign a role, give context, show one example, and pin the format - all in a few lines. But don't pile on every pattern for a question that didn't need any of them. "What's a good substitute for buttermilk?" needs none of this. Match the effort to the stakes. The patterns are tools in a drawer, not a checklist you run every time.



Iterate, Do Not One-Shot

The people who struggle most with AI tend to treat it like a search box: type once, judge the result, walk away disappointed. The people who get real value treat it like a conversation with a sharp but literal-minded assistant - they steer. The first answer is a draft, not a verdict. Your job is to push it toward what you actually wanted.

This is the mindset that matters more than any single pattern. You will rarely get the perfect output on the first try, and that's fine, because you don't have to.

Refine in small, specific moves

When an answer is close but not right, don't rewrite your whole prompt. Tell it what to change.

Good start. Make it warmer, cut the second paragraph, and end with a clear
ask instead of trailing off.


Specific feedback beats vague feedback every time. "Make it better" gives the model nothing to aim at; "shorter, less formal, lead with the main point" gives it three concrete targets. Treat each reply like notes to an editor.

Correct it directly

When it gets a fact wrong or misunderstands you, say so plainly and give the correction.

No - the deadline is Friday, not next month. Redo the timeline with that.


You don't need to be polite or elaborate. Clear correction is the fastest path. And it's worth saying again: these tools state wrong things confidently, so when an answer involves facts, names, dates, numbers, or quotes, assume nothing until you've checked it yourself. Iterating fixes tone and shape reliably; it does not magically make the model truthful.

Build on what's working

The conversation has memory of itself. Once you've given it your context and a couple of corrections, it's "warmed up" - it knows your situation, your voice, your constraints. Use that. Ask follow-ups instead of starting over: "Now write a shorter version for a text message." "Give me three subject lines for that email." You're getting compounding returns on the context you already spent effort providing.

Know when to start fresh

Here's the part people miss: sometimes the best move is to abandon the chat entirely.

A conversation can get tangled. You corrected it three times, it keeps drifting back to an early wrong assumption, the thread is now a mess of half-right attempts. When that happens, the accumulated context is working against you - the model keeps anchoring on the confusion you've been building up together. Fighting it is slower than a clean restart.

Signs it's time for a new chat:


	It keeps repeating a mistake even after you've corrected it more than twice.

	The conversation has wandered far from the original topic and you want to return to it cleanly.

	The thread has gotten very long and answers feel like they're losing the plot or contradicting earlier ones.

	You've changed your mind about what you want and half the chat is now leading the wrong direction.



When you restart, you don't lose what you learned. You learned how to ask. Open a fresh chat and write one clean prompt that bakes in everything the messy conversation taught you - the right context, the constraints you discovered you needed, the format that worked. That single well-formed prompt often beats twenty rounds of correction.

[fresh chat]
Write a 4-email welcome sequence for new subscribers to my coffee
roastery's newsletter. Friendly, first-name tone. Each email under 120
words, one clear call to action. Email 1 welcomes them and shares our
story; emails 2-4 each feature one bean and a brewing tip. End each with a
soft nudge to shop.


That prompt is the distilled output of everything you'd have learned the hard way in a tangled thread - written once, cleanly.

The whole skill in one line

Be clear about what you want, give it the context only you have, lean on a pattern or two when it helps, and keep steering until it's right - or start fresh when steering stops working. No magic words. Only a conversation you know how to run.
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