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The Elements of Effective
Business Writing

There are a wide range of means open to business communication. Howev-
er, we focus on the written communication. Whether you are preparing a ne-
gotiation through face-to-face or by written communication, you need to think
and plan before presenting your message and know the forms in communica-
tion. Even though you have a face-to-face negotiation with your client, you
need some written forms of communication to help to conclude a deal. For ex-
ample, notes, memoranda, notices, letters, reports, questionnaires, cata-
logues, contracts, with their different functions, are often used for a deal. And
written communication in business is especially important for its following ad-
vantages:

1. The written communication is precise. Specific terms can be used for
legal or contractual purposes, and the transaction can be documented
on paper or contract forms. Writing is regarded as more permanent
than other media and it is customary to use it where a record is re-
quired or one wants a communication that is available for reference o-
ver a long period.

2. It is potentially more formal than other media and can carry added
weight and authority.

3. It avoids the necessity for personal contact, which may be desirable in
certain “delicate” situations.

4. It is suitable for conveying long and complex messages which need to
1



be studied in detail. The obvious examples are detailed instructions,
contracts, etc.

The business writing is the chief media of external communication in busi-
ness—the principal means whereby a firm maintains contact with the outside
world. Often enough it is the firm’s only contact with its customers, who form
their impressions of the firm as much from the tone and quality of its corre-
spondence as from the care and promptness with which their orders are met.

Therefore, business writing makes heavy demands on the linguistic skills
of writer and receiver.

The elements of effective business writing are discussed in detail as fol-

lows.

*%7>) Simplicity
Don’t be ashamed of simplicity; it goes with naturalness of tone and fresh-

ness of viewpoint to make readable writing. If it is appropriate the short word
is preferable to the long; it draws less attention to itself as a word and enables
the reader to concentrate attention on the idea denoted by it. But this does not
mean that you must never use long words. One good reason for the short words
is that it has a greater impact than the longer word:

drunk is more emphatic than intoxicated.

dead is more emphatic than deceased .

rude is more emphatic than discourteous.

sad is more emphatic than sorrowful.

But there are times when the short word is not strong enough to convey the
writer’s feeling; the longer word is then more appropriate:

violent is stronger than rough.
enormous is stronger than big.
power ful is stronger than strong.
exhausted is stronger than tired.

Nor does the use of simple language mean that short simple sentences are
of always best. Your reader will not enjoy a style of writing that always leaps
and never flows. What is called for is a prudent blending of both the long and
the short so that the monotony of a series of long sentences is broken by the oc-

2



UNIT 1 The Elements of EFFW.‘

casional use of a short sharp sentence that keeps the reader awake.

It is in the choice of the most appropriate word and the judicious mixture
of short and longer sentences that vocabulary is an important element in style.
High-sounding words and phrases are to writing what ostentation is to dress—
merely a means of drawing attention and showing off. They reveal the writer
for what he is—superficial, conceited and certainly lacking in good taste. To
express a preference for, to give consideration to, or to arrive at a decision
when all that is meant is prefer, consider, or decide is to elaborate needlessly

what ought to be simple. The following are further examples:

Instead of Say
in the normal course normally, usually
we are of the opinion that we think
in view of the fact that since, because
at all times always
in the near future soon
at the present time now
grant ap proval approve
make a revision revise
we are aware of the fact we know
in spite of the fact that although
it af fords me great pleasure to inform you I am glad to tell you

Business letter-writing calls for a plain style—a style that is simple, clear
and easily understood; one that makes use for the most part of short and famil-

jar words. Such is the style of much of our greatest literature.

Clarity

When we write letters dealing with such concrete things as orders, ship-
ments and payments the dominant need is for exactness expressed in terms that
are absolutely clear. We owe it to our reader to write clearly and to make their
task of comprehension as easy as possible at first reading. We fail in this if we
abandon simplicity. First be clear about what you want to say and then say it
simply and straightforwardly. Clear writing and clear thinking go hand in

hand, and a person who thinks straight will usually be able to write straight,
3



building words into sentences that express his thoughts exactly and clearly.
Clarity is achieved through natural forms of expression, the use of familiar
words, and straightforward sentences grouped in paragraphs each with one
central idea. Letter-writing should be conventional and the language used as
natural as everyday speech.

Clarity is also promoted by what is termed parallel structure, i.e. the pla-
cing of related ideas of equal importance in parailel positions in the sentence,
as in the following examples:

The booklet contains instructions for adjusting the ma-
chine and suggestions for operating it.

Transport charges vary with weight of package and dis-
tance of transmission.

They decline not only to pay the account but also to re-
turn the goods.

Besides making for clarity, parallel structure carries ideas forward in a
way that sounds well.

Make sure to write sentences capable of only one interpretation. It is sur-
prisingly easy to write sentences that appear to their writers to have only one
meaning, but in which their correspondents see a quite different meaning. For
example.

The manager gave his secretary a check , and her husband a
watch.
Does this mean:
(a) The manager gave his secretary a check, and her husband
presented her with a watch. or
(b) The manager gave a check to his secretary and a watch to
her husband 7

It is a golden rule of writing that those parts of a sentence which are close-
ly connected in thought should be placed in the sentence as near to one another
as possible, so that their mutual relationship is clear. Failure to observe this
rule is a frequent cause of ambiguity. In the sentence:

I can recommend him for the post he applies for with com-
plete con fidence.
Are we to understand that he applied for the post with complete confi-
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dence, or that his recommended with complete confidence? If the latter, then
the phrase with complete confidence should be placed immediately after recom-
mend him.
And again:
No child shall be employed on any weekday when the school
is not open for a longer period than four hours.

Does this mean that no child must be employed when the school is not
open for more than four hours, or that no child must be employed for more
than four hours when the school is not open? The latter is presumably intended
and the phrase for a longer period than four hour should be placed immediate-
ly after employed.

When you write a letter it is an excellent idea to jot down the points you
wish to make and to place them in order; in other words, to “write to a plan”.
Planning helps to produce the orderly kind of letter that creates a good impres-
sion because its message is clear. If your correspondent has to read your letter
a second time before he can understand it, the chances are that it is not a good

letter.

Coherence

Coherence is an essential part of clarity. Logical arrangement, the topic

sentence and the use of connective terms all have a part in coherence.
. . Logical Arrangement

For its full effect we saw that the paragraph depends upon the orderly ar-
rangement of its component sentences in a logical sequence. And so with the
business letter, whose overall effectiveness depends upon the orderly arrange-
ment of its component paragraphs. Each paragraph must flow smoothly into
the next to form a series that represents a coherent whole in which the mutual

relationships or the paragraphs are manifest.
. 2. The Topic Sentence

Placed at the beginning, the topic sentence serves to link its paragraph

with the one before it and to prepare the reader for what is to follow. It pro-
5



motes the smooth flow of ideas as one topic blends naturally with the next,
giving coherence to the communication as a whole. It has been said that the
reader can get the gist of a well-written letter by reading the topic sentences,
and while this may be an exaggeration, it is certainly true that skilful use of

the topic sentence assists comprehension in a very real way.
0 3. Use of Gonnectlive Terms

Coherence is also achieved by using conjunctions, adverbs and phrases as
connectives. There is a feeling among some people that sentences and para-
graphs should not begin with conjunctions, but this view is not supported by
the practice of good writers. After all, if what is written is to form a connected
whole, there must be some means of carrying on the thought from one sentence
or paragraph to another, and what could be more appropriate than to make use
of such connectives, or transitional words, as buz, for, although, because,
therefore, consequently, however, otherwise, nevertheless, besides many oth-
ers, or even transitional phrases such as in addition, for example, onthe other
hand, on the contrary, on the whole, etc.? Even complete sentences may be
used as connectives, of which an example will be found in the second of the
following two letters.

The first of these letters is composed of short, poorly-connected para-
graphs, which fail to flow smoothly for want of suitable connectives.

Dear Sir,

We are sorry to learn from your letter of 12th October that
you have had complaints from customers about our vases. Your
Jetter has caused us a great deai of concern. We are glad you
have brought the matter to our notice so promptly. These vases
are made from pure Chinese porcelain. They are renowned for
their exquisite design and fine craftsmanship. There is a very
promising market for them. It is unfortunate that the consign-
ment supplied to your last order should have included a num-
ber of defective items. We will then replace them free of

charge. We deeply regret the inconvenience you have been
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caused. Please accept our apologies.
Yours faithfully,
Now compare the above with the following reparagraphed letter.
Dear Sir,

We are sorry to learn from your letter of 12th October that
you have had complaints from customers about our vases. We
are very concerned, but nevertheless glad that you have
brought the matter to our notice promptly.

As you know, these vases are made from pure Chinese
porcelain and are renowned for their exquisite design and fine
crafsmanship. It is there fore unfortunate that the consignment
supplied to your last order should have included a number of
defective items.

We feel sure you will wish to continue to stock these vases as
there is a very promising market for them, and in the circum-
stances suggest that you return for replacement free of charge
all items still unsold from this particular consignment.

Meanwhile, we deeply regret the inconvenience you have

been caused and ask you to accept our apologies.

Yours faithfully,

The connective or transitional expressions in this second letter are printed
in italics. They take the writers thoughts forward smoothly and naturally and

make for comfortable reading.
. 4. Tone and Style

The primary purpose of language is communication; but there is much
more to language than the mere conveying of messages. The way in which it is

used is important in its effects on personal relationships in both business and
7



social life. It is not enough for a letter to be grammatically correct. So long as
its message is clear, its tone and effect on the feelings of the receiver are more
important than its grammar. The two letters that follow convey the same mes-

sage, but in very different terms.
Dear Sir,

I have to thank you for your application for the post of person-
al assistant to our managing director, and to inform you that

the post has now been filled.
Yours sincerely,

There is nothing grammatically wrong with the above letter, but it is cold
and distant and does nothing to allay the disappointment the applicant is

bound to feel. And now compare it with the following.
Dear Mr. Barrington,

Thank you for application for the post of personal assistant
to our managing director. We received a large number of ag-
plications, including some from persons with experience in the
special field of electronics in which we operate. The appoint-
ment has now been made, but as our work continues to expand
there are likely to be other vacancies in which you may be in-
terested. 1 hope you will feel able to apply to us again when

they are advertised.

Yours sincerely,

This letter conveys the same basic message as the first, but its tone is
warmer, more understanding, less discouraging and kinder to the applicant’s
feelings. It addresses him by name and treats him as a human being, and aims
to lessen his disappointment at not getting the job. Unlike the earlier letter its

8



UNIT 1 The Elements of Effective Businesad

tone is likely to encourage him to try again.

The tone of a letter reflects the spirit in which the writer projects his im-
age to his reader. If the message is effective to and evoke the response the
writer is seeking it must establish rapport with the reader and be accepted fa-
vorably by him. Good tone in correspondence creates its own psychological
impact and does much to foster that sense of considerateness which makes for
happy personal relations. In business such relations are important and the pow-
er to say what has to be said in an effective, finished and even graceful way is
a cardinal part of the art of good business letter-writing.

The tone of a letter must suit both your correspondent and the subject-
matter, being firm, persuasive, conciliatory or friendly, and so on, according
to the impression you want to convey. Many people who are warm and friendly
by nature become persons of another sort as soon as they sit down to write or
dictate a business letter. They seem to think that business letters call for a spe-
cial kind of impersonal and starchy language. The gorget that a letter is a sort
of “conversation by post” and resort to impersonal constructions that produce
the cold and aloof tone evident in the following extract:

Your leiter has been received and your complaint is being
investigated. When all the facts are known, a further letter
will be sent to you.

Personal constructions with the emphasis on the personal you, we or I pro-
duce the warmer and friendlier tone more suited to letter-writing. Instead of
the above it is much better to write:

I have received your letter and am investigating your com-
plaint. When all the facts are known I will write to you again,

One of the most important things we all look for as customers is a spirit of
friendliness in those with whom we seek to do business. The whole secret of
good business letter-writing is to write to another. Make your letters sound as
much as possible like good conversation. You wouldn’t say on the phone It is
regretted that the goods cannot be sent today. You would say I am sorry we can-
not send the goods today , so why not say it in a letter?

To write in the style of good conversation does not mean that you must al-
ways “write as you would speak”. There are many expressions in everyday

conversational use that are not acceptable in good business letters. You must
9



