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Introduction
Welcome to this learning resource on effective business writing. By listening to this CD and
practising the skills I describe, your expertise and confidence will rapidly improve.
This audio book package includes:
00 The audio CD
00 This booklet
00 Access to a wealth of online resources – including a bonus track on minute-taking.
Together, these components will provide you with all the knowledge and understanding you need to be a
successful business writer. The package explains what’s actually involved in effective writing, shows examples
of what we mean by effective writing and gives you plenty of opportunity to put your learning into practice.
Keep this booklet by you as you listen, as it contains a summary of the key points and a few
exercises for you to carry out. And if you enjoy Effective Business Writing for Success, or have any
comments or questions, please email me at jane@word-smiths.co.uk.

The online resources
You can access and use the online resources at any time and in any way that suits your requirements as a learner.
00 You may like to have a look at them before you start listening to the CD – so that you know
what’s there and how they relate to the audio material.
00 You could print them and read them while you are listening. You could do the exercises and
check the feedback as you proceed through the audio.
00 You may prefer to wait till you have finished listening to the CD before accessing the resources. If
you do not understand anything in the exercises, listen once again to the appropriate part of the CD.

What is in the resources
00
00
00
00
00

Online resource A: notes and exercises
Online resource B: exercise text (text of the resource A exercises provided as a Word document)
Online resource C: feedback to exercises
Online resource D: model documents
Bonus audio track: Writing the minutes of meetings

How to access the online resources
00
00

00

Go to www.word-smiths.co.uk/ebw/
Log in with the following details:
.. User: business
.. Password: writer
Then right-click the download button for each resource.
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Track 1: Your starting point
It’s essential for business people to be able to write clearly
and succinctly – and to know that they are making the right
impact on their readers.
The aim of this package is to help you to improve your business
writing skills and to get your message across to your readers.

Writing skills self assessment
Knowing exactly where you need to improve your skills is a
vital first step towards becoming an effective business writer.
How confident a writer are you?
So start by rating your writing skills on the following scale, where:
4 means excellent / no problems
3 means not too bad / OK most of the time
2 means room for improvement / sometimes OK
1 means lots of problems / poor most of the time.
Writing skill

1 2 3 4

1. How confident do you feel about planning what you write?
2. How confident are you about editing/revising what you or others write?
3. To what extent are you able to write clearly and positively?
4. How confident do you feel about using grammar and punctuation?
5. How good are your emails?
6. How clear and persuasive are your reports?
7. What are your business letters like?
8. Are you confident about being able to write good meeting minutes?
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Your answers will indicate which tracks will be of particular value to you.
00

If you gave yourself a 1 or a 2 in Questions 1 and 2,
Track 2 will help you to improve your planning and editing skills.

00

If you gave yourself a 1 or a 2 in Question 3,
Track 3 will help you write clearly and concisely in plain English.

00

If you gave yourself a 1 or a 2 in Question 4,
Track 4 will help you to avoid the main pitfalls of English grammar and
punctuation.

00

If you gave yourself a 1 or a 2 in Question 5,
Track 5 will help you to improve your emails.

00

If you gave yourself a 1 or a 2 in Question 6,
Track 6 will help you to write better reports.

00

If you gave yourself a 1 or a 2 in Question 7,
Track 7 will help you to write a more effective letter.

If you gave yourself a 1 or a 2 in Question
8, the bonus track, Writing the minutes
of meetings, will help you to improve
your meeting minutes. To download
this extra audio track, go to the online
resources web page (see page 1 for details
of how to access the online resources).
But if you scored lots of threes or fours,
Effective Business Writing for Success
will still help you improve your business communications. It doesn’t matter how experienced
you are as a writer; this audio book will help you build on what you already know and will
boost your confidence and ability.
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Track 2: A process for writing
Adopting a systematic process will avoid many pitfalls and ensure that your finished
document is as good as it can be.
1. Create your message.
2. Organise and structure your information.
3. Write the first draft.
4. Edit and revise your material.

Step 1 – Creating your message
You need to clarify who is going to read the document and your purpose for writing.
What do they
know about
the topic?

Who is going to read
the document?
What is
their job
role or
status?

How can you
motivate them?

What
objections may
they have?

What is their
educational
background?

Purposes for writing
It’s helpful to start your document with a clear purpose so the reader knows why you are
writing. You might say:
00 The purpose of this report is to …
00 The aim of this paper is to …
00 This document sets out to …
00 I’m writing to …
00 My purpose in writing is to … .
It’s also useful to start and/or finish with a statement of what you are expecting the reader to do.
–4–

Step 2 – Organising and structuring information
Proper planning will produce a better structured document. You may, for example:
00 Make a list of all the topics or headings that you want to include
00 Draw a spider diagram
00 Draw a Mind Map.

Spider diagram for planning a report on cutting down on litter

Step 3 – Writing the first draft
Imagine speaking to your reader and answer their questions as
you think they might arise. In longer documents, make good use
of sub-headings to guide the reader through the text.

Step 4 – Editing and revising your material
Be aware that this step is potentially
endless because you can always make improvements. Remember
that the aim is to convey your message effectively, not to achieve
perfection!
–5–

Track 3: Using plain English
Plain English is any message, written with the reader in mind, that gets its meaning across
clearly and concisely so the reader can take the appropriate action. There are a few simple
techniques for writing clearly. Here are three of the main ones:
00

Always use short sentences

00

Avoid the passive

00

Choose familiar words.

Using short sentences
Research into reading tells us that sentences should be between 15 and 20 words long. This
is because longer sentences can confuse readers – and they may need to read your sentence
more than once to understand it.

Avoiding the passive
The rule is to try to make your writing as active as possible. For example:
00 The riot was stopped by the police (passive)
00 The police stopped the riot (active).
The passive voice tends to sound formal, old fashioned and bureaucratic, whereas the active
sounds crisper and more dynamic.

Choosing familiar words
Words which are unnecessarily complex and unfamiliar do not make your text seem more
important or impressive – they merely form a barrier between you and your readers. Try to
avoid using words and phrases that:
00

Have disappeared from the written or the spoken language (promulgate, deem, peruse)
– use instead words that your readers can easily recognise (publicise, believe, read)

00

Are overused (we live in turbulent times, singing from the same hymn sheet) – try to write
something less clichéd (the environment is constantly changing, we need to project a
consistent message)

00

Contain unnecessary words (in order to, at a later date, in view of the fact) – use short
forms instead (to, later, because).
–6–

Track 4: Grammar and punctuation
Rules about words and punctuation have evolved for one reason: to aid communication.
The following unpunctuated sentences don’t make much sense:
00 Mother to be attacked on waste ground.
00 Once she had the dress oﬀ she would go searching for matching shoes.
The meaning emerges when the same sentences are punctuated:
00 Mother-to-be attacked on waste ground.
00 Once she had the dress, oﬀ she would go, searching for matching shoes.
Apostrophe
The apostrophe is mainly used to express possessives:
00 The boy’s book (placed before the s in the singular)
00 The boys’ books (placed after the s in the regular plural)
00 The men’s room (placed before the s in the irregular plural)
00 James’ letter (placed after the s when the singular noun already ends in an s).
Note that the possessive form of it (its) does not take an apostrophe:
00 The dog was chasing its tail.
The apostrophe is also used to indicate that letters are missing: I’ve, didn’t, can’t, doesn’t and
it’s (this where it’s with an apostrophe is correct).
Although it often seen, you should never use an apostrophe to make a
plural:
00 Not three book’s but three books.
00 Not six MP’s but six MPs.
00 Not the 1990’s but the 1990s.
Classic example of two

‘grocer’s plurals’
Comma
You can use a separating comma to mark off an introductory phrase:
00 Hearing that her son had broken his leg, Mary immediately left for the hospital.

The listing comma is used to make lists:
00 The Three Musketeers were Athos, Porthos and Aramis.
–7–

The joining comma is used to join two complete sentences into a single sentence after the
connecting words and, or, but, while or yet.
00 I have already paid back half of what I owe, and will pay the rest next week.
00 Fred promised to get in touch last week, but he has not contacted me yet.
Remember: you cannot join two sentences with a comma unless you use a connecting word
– and, or, but, while or yet.
Bracketing commas are the most frequently used type of comma.
00 These findings, we would suggest, cast doubt upon his hypothesis.
00 Rupert Brooke, who was killed in the war at the age of 28, was one of our finest poets.
The phrase bracketed by the two commas could be removed and you would still have a
complete sentence that makes sense.
Semi-colon
The semi-colon presents two closely related main clauses in one sentence. Using a full stop
would separate the ideas too much.
00 It was the best of times; it was the worst of times. (Charles Dickens)
In this function, the semi-colon is equivalent to a full stop. It cannot be replaced with a
comma.
Collective nouns
Collective nouns like government, management, committee, team and family are used to refer
both to a whole group as a singular entity, and to the members of the group as a number of
individuals. In other words, you can treat collective nouns as singular or plural.
You may, therefore, correctly write:
The committee has made a decision, or
00 The committee have now taken their seats.
00

Capitalisation
Only use capital letters at the beginning of a sentence, for the first letters of document or
publication titles, where they are part of a proper name (The Daily Mirror, Women’s Institute)
or a proper noun (Monday, Christmas), and headings.
–8–

In line with the modern preference for a more streamlined appearance, many people now
prefer to write main headings in sentence case – with only the initial letter in capitals (Help
and advice for tenants rather than Help and Advice for Tenants). However, your own house
style or preference may be to write main headings in title case (all main words capitalised).
Subheadings should be in sentence case.
One of the most common confusions concerns job names. Specific job titles are capitalised
(National Marketing Manager, Regional Advisor, Managing Director), but use lower case letters
if you are talking about a type of job (manager, advisor, director).

Track 5: Writing persuasive emails
emails have completely changed the way that people work. Many of us spend a lot of our
time dealing with emails – writing them, responding to them, forwarding them to others
and carrying out actions that arise from them. But what does an effective email look like?
00

Make sure the purpose is clear.

00

Talk to the reader in an appropriate voice, using words that will be familiar to them.

00

Keep it short and to the point.

00

Check that it cannot cause offence or be misinterpreted.

email structure
emails have four distinct components:
00

Subject header (should be short, precise and motivating)

00

Salutation (use name(s) if possible)

00

Body text (main point at the beginning, then add appropriate detail)

00

Signoff (should be businesslike and sincere).

Style and tone
As with any business communication, always state your objective for your email as clearly as
possible from the beginning. Remember that it is possible to use a tone that is both businesslike
and polite or friendly. Your reader may be offended or upset if your message is unclear or abrupt.
Always think about the requirements of the person (or people) on the receiving end. Talk to
them in an appropriate voice, using words that will be familiar to them.
–9–

Track 6: Writing clear and concise reports
Succinct and compelling reports are essential for
effective business communication. The problem is
that few people learned the essentials of this kind
of writing. They are not the same as school essays
or academic writing.

Recognising quality in business reports
A key step in developing your own abilities as a
report writer is to train yourself to evaluate the
business reports that you have to read.
You need to be able to recognise the bad features
(which you will try to avoid) and the good features
(which you will try to emulate).
The good features could include:
00

Purpose and action required clearly defined

00

Page not overloaded with words

00

Clear, logical structure

00

Graphics (pictures, diagrams and tables) help get the message across and break up the text

00

Effective sub-headings guide the reader through the content.

There can be several reasons why you may struggle to read and engage with a particular report:
00

The purpose may not be clear

00

Poor structure

00

Contains too much or too little information

00

Tone and language unfriendly or pompous

00

Confusing or boring lay-out and graphics.

A report consists of several important ingredients, including: appearance, structure, content,
language and tone. The more of these you get right, the better your report will be.
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Presenting a report
Reports can be set out in several parts, but you won’t always need them all. These are the
usual ones.
00

Title / contents
Think carefully about this as a good title or title page will encourage a reader to read on.
A contents list is essential for long reports.

00

Introduction
This should be brief – bear in mind that your task in writing it is to grab the attention
of your readers, to tell them why you’ve written the report, to make them want to read
on and prepare them for what is to come. It should contain a tantalising taster of the
content of the report – but don’t include any of the key messages here.

00

Executive summary
The summary, conclusions and recommendations are often
placed before the main body in an executive summary.
Doing this enables busy readers to quickly scan through the
main points of the report without having to plough through
all the supporting information.

00

Main body
This is likely to be the longest section, containing all the relevant details organised
under headings and sub-headings. Few readers will read every word, so start with the
most important topic, follow it with the next most important, and so on.

00

Summary and conclusions
Keep this brief and avoid say anything new in this section – one technique is to simply
copy and paste the key points from the main body of the report.

00

Recommendations
The main threads set out in the summary and conclusion should lead logically to your
recommendations.

00

Appendices
These contain material which readers only really need to know if they are studying the
report in depth.
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Track 7: Writing good letters
The format, style and tone of a business letter is important because it dictates the nature of
the relationship between the writer/organisation and the person on the receiving end.
As with any other business communication, to write an effective letter it’s essential to
understand your reader’s needs, to know why you are writing, to identify appropriate
content and finally to write clearly and briefly.

Checklist for business letter writing
When you write a business letter, use this checklist to remind
you of the key principles of effective letter writing.
00

Keep it strong
.0 Get straight to the point in the first paragraph.
.0 Provide any extra information to support that point.
.0 Use concrete words and examples.
.0 Keep to the subject.

00

Keep it short
.0 Cut needless words and needless information.
.0 Cut stale phrases and redundant statements.

00

Keep it simple
.0 Use familiar words, short sentences and short paragraphs.
.0 Keep your subject matter as simple as possible.
.0 Keep related information together.

00

Keep it sincere
.0 Answer promptly.
.0 Be as human and as friendly as possible.
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Track 8: Finally …
Here are five secrets of good writing
that will help to communicate your
message and create a favourable image
for your organisation.
1. Create a strong beginning
The reader’s attention is at its highest
at the beginning, so this is the place
to hammer your message home.
2. Use clear, crisp, lively verbs
Verbs are doing words so they give your writing life and dynamism.
Adjust, agree, carry out, convert, discuss, explain, extract, find, follow, identify, obtain,
perform, prepare, prove, recognise, remove, select, specify, take, test.
3. Use paragraphs and headings
Paragraphs are an important part of structure. They break text down and make it more
readable, they give the reader a rest and they make the page less cluttered.
4. Make your writing ﬂow
You can link your text together in a number of ways. You can repeat words from the end
of the prior sentence, or point back to the prior thought by restating (this, that, these,
those), or starting the sentence with a signal word or phrase.
First, for example, in addition, by contrast, nevertheless, given that, similarly, on the
other hand, likewise, furthermore, in the first place, secondly, as a result, by comparison,
alternatively, therefore, moreover.
5. Talk to your reader
Readers will be more interested in what you have to say if you talk directly to them.
.0 Don’t say Once this decision is made; try instead Once you have made this decision.
.0 Similarly, The point that must be borne in mind is this… is better expressed as
You must remember that….
Saying you makes readers feel that you are thinking of them as human beings. At the same
time, it is a good idea to show that both you and your organisation are human too. You can
do this by using the personal pronouns I, me, we and us where they are appropriate.
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Word Smiths audio books
Gathering, analysing, absorbing, remembering and communicating information are essential skills in
this time of increasing work pressure and information overload. But the prospect of acquiring these skills
often seems like yet another burden added to the vast amounts of data we already have to process. Now
there’s another way – one that makes it easy and fun to learn. In the car, at the gym – or wherever suits
you best – you can be absorbing tips and techniques from the For Success… series of audio books.

Speed Reading for Success
This finely-crafted audio book is a simple solution for anyone who needs to deal
with today’s tidal wave of information in a fast, structured way. In ten simple steps
that take just a few hours, this resource makes it easy and fun to learn how to
read more effectively. Find out for yourself why this ‘little bit of genius’ has been
something of a cult hit for business readers and bookworms all over the world.
ISBN 9780954886004

Memory and Learning for Success
This audio package is ideal for anyone who is concerned about their capacity to
remember – especially in this age of information overload. By applying these skills,
you’ll be able to constantly perform at peak levels and regularly succeed in areas that
may have seemed impossible. You need this if you’re currently involved in a course
of study. But anyone can gain tremendous benefits from training their memory, no
matter what their age or circumstances. ISBN 9780954886028

Coaching and Mentoring for Success
This neat audio/online resource is a quick way for coaches, mentors and managers
to learn the basics they need to do their jobs professionally. The flexible package
allows each person to choose how they want to learn. You can listen to the CDs, work
through the exercises, read the transcript or study the online resources. If you want
to become a more able coach or mentor, or you want to help your team members to
develop their skills, you won’t find anything better than this ‘masterpiece of blended
learning’. ISBN 9780954886011
More details about these titles at www.word-smiths.co.uk/audio-books.html
Available from Word Smiths, Amazon and other sellers.
ISBN 0-9548860-3-8
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