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Getting started with prompting
Overview
This guide shows you how to get the best results from Copilot by writing clear, purposeful prompts. It introduces how to create a simple prompt for one-off tasks, as well as how to build a structured prompt for activities you repeat more often. You’ll learn the key elements of a strong prompt, how to give Copilot the right level of detail, and how tone and audience shape the output. Together, these foundations will help you use Copilot more effectively across your everyday work.
 
You can explore the Microsoft Prompt Gallery for more prompting ideas. 

Prompting Coach
Use the Copilot Chat Prompting Coach to help you develop and improve your prompts
Open Copilot's Prompting Coach


✏️ Crafting a simple prompt
For one-off activities that do not need a detailed or repeatable structure
	When to use Copilot here:  A good simple prompt tells Copilot what you want, why you want it, who it is for, and how it should be presented. Being clear on these points helps Copilot produce outputs that are accurate, relevant and aligned to your needs.


Below are two examples of a simple prompt:
Example 1 - preparing an introduction for a staff briefing 
· Write a short, friendly intro for a staff briefing explaining next week’s system update in plain English. Make it one concise paragraph for an email. 
Example 2 - creating a new starter checklist
· Create a simple step‑by‑step checklist for new starters’ first week. Keep it supportive and practical. Format it as bullet points for a welcome guide.

📐 Crafting a structured and repeatable prompt
For tasks you repeat frequently where you want consistent, reliable results
	When to use Copilot here:  Structured prompts are useful for tasks you repeat frequently. By breaking your request into five elements, Copilot can better understand what you need and generate outputs that are accurate, relevant and tailored to your audience.


Below are two examples of a structured prompt: 
Example 1 - preparing a briefing note
· Create a short briefing note (Format) that explains the key changes in the updated travel expenses policy (Goal). The purpose is to help managers understand what has changed and what actions they need to take (Context). Use clear, plain English and keep the tone supportive and professional (Instruction). Write this for managers in Professional Services who may not be familiar with the policy details (Audience).
Example 2 - summarising insights for senior leaders
· Summarise the key insights from this spreadsheet into 6 bullet points (Format). I need this to help senior leaders quickly understand patterns in staff recruitment and turnover over the past 12 months (Goal + Context). Highlight any unusual trends or areas that may need investigation (Instruction). Write this in a concise, neutral tone suitable for senior leadership reporting (Audience).
	Goal → Context → Instruction → Format → Audience



🔍 What each step means in practice
1 - Goal: what you need
	When to use Copilot here:  Think about: what you want Copilot to do (summarise, rewrite, analyse, create, compare, draft), being specific and detailed about the task, not vague, and the outcome you're aiming for (e.g. briefing, email, slide deck, FAQ).



	Prompt
	What it helps you do

	Ask yourself: what am I actually trying to achieve?
	Focuses your goal before you start

	Ask yourself: have I clearly said what I want Copilot to do?
	Checks the task is unambiguous



	Try it: Setting a clear goal
Summarise the key decisions from the attached committee paper into five bullet points for a staff update email.
Note: Top tip: a clear, specific goal helps Copilot understand the task straight away.



2 - Context: why you need it, and the background
	When to use Copilot here:  Think about: why you are doing this and how the output will be used, key background such as project, policy, process, people involved and deadlines, and any data sources or documents Copilot should consider.



	Prompt
	What it helps you do

	Ask yourself: what information does Copilot need so this makes sense?
	Ensures enough background is included

	Ask yourself: have I explained why I need this, not just what I need?
	Adds purpose and relevance



	Try it: Adding useful context
I am preparing for a team away day next month focused on wellbeing and collaboration. Draft an agenda for a half-day session for 12 people. The tone should be informal and energising.
Note: Top tip: the more context you give, the more relevant and accurate the output will be.



3 - Instructions: tone, style, constraints
	When to use Copilot here:  Think about: the tone (professional, supportive, formal, neutral, plain English, student-friendly, manager-focused), the style (bullet points vs paragraphs, inclusive wording, no jargon), and any constraints (length, level of detail, avoid acronyms, plain English only).



	Prompt
	What it helps you do

	Ask yourself: how should this sound?
	Sets the right register for the audience

	Ask yourself: are there any rules Copilot needs to follow?
	Adds boundaries to the output



	Try it: Using positive instructions
Write a clear, concise summary in bullet points. Use plain English and avoid acronyms. Keep it under 150 words.
Note: Top tip: use positive "do" instructions rather than "don't" — "Write in bullet points" works better than "Don't write long paragraphs".



4 - Format: how you want the output presented
	When to use Copilot here:  Think about: what format will be most useful (summary, bullet points, table, email draft, slide outline, action plan, FAQ) and whether you need a short overview or a detailed explanation.



	Prompt
	What it helps you do

	Ask yourself: what format will save me the most time?
	Matches output to how you will use it

	Ask yourself: will I need to copy this into an email, document, slide or tracker?
	Avoids reformatting work later



	Try it: Specifying the format
Present the output as a table with three columns: action, owner, and deadline. Keep each cell brief — no more than one sentence.
Note: Top tip: telling Copilot the format upfront means you spend less time reshaping the output later. If you are using files or data sources, attach or mention them at the end of the prompt.



5 - Audience: who is this for
	When to use Copilot here:  Think about: who will read or use the output (staff, students, managers, senior leaders, external audiences), how familiar they are with the topic, and how formal or informal the tone should be.



	Prompt
	What it helps you do

	Ask yourself: who is this for, and what do they care about?
	Tailors language and detail level

	Ask yourself: do I need to simplify this for a non-expert audience?
	Avoids jargon for general readers



	Try it: Writing for a specific audience
Write this for managers in Professional Services who may not be familiar with the policy details. Use plain English and a supportive tone.
Note: Top tip: different audiences need different levels of detail, language and tone. Copilot can adapt if you tell it who you're writing for.



6 - Iterating and checking (applies to every prompt)
	When to use Copilot here:  Think about: treating the first answer as a draft, not the final version, and how you can refine it — shorter, clearer, more formal, more supportive, more detailed.



	Prompt
	What it helps you do

	Ask yourself: is this close to what I need?
	Prompts you to evaluate before accepting

	Ask yourself: what would make this more useful?
	Leads to a better follow-up prompt



	Try it: Refining the output
Make this more concise. / Adjust the tone to be more formal. / Rewrite this in plain English.



	Important: always review the outputs carefully — especially where there are facts, dates, numbers or anything sensitive. Cross-check important details with reliable sources before you share or publish.



image1.png
8] Revoorces




