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Preface

If you were asked what job-related tasks you most dislike,
would “writing” be on your list? If so, you are not unusual.
Many others who work in industry, the public sector, and the
professions openly admit to a dislike of writing. Besides “hat-
ing” writing—to use the word they use—these writers say they
spend too much time writing, and, when they finally send out
a document, neither they, their bosses, nor their readers find
it effective.

Yet you, like others, realize that the ability to write well is an
important skill—and one that brings you great visibility. Just as
you judge others by their writing, so too others judge you by
your writing. The memos, letters, and reports you write pro-
vide powerful evidence of your overall competence and of
your management style.

This book can help you improve your writing. It focuses on
issues many business writers find troublesome. You can read
this book from cover to cover or you can use it as a reference
book; it is organized so that you can easily look up specific
topics.

This book is a distillation of what I've learned about business
writing from several different perspectives: as a junior execu-
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xfv Preface

tive in banking and finance; as a writing instructor at Harvard
Business School and at Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s
Sloan School of Management; as a writer and editor of the
newsletter Re: Writing, from which this book evolved; and as
a communication consultant to such clients as Time, Inc., Man-
ufacturers Hanover Trust Company, General Cinema, Dupont
NEN Products, and the U.S. Civil Service Commission, among
others.
I hope that this book will help you become a more competent
and more confident writer.
—MARYANN V. PIOTROWSKI
Cambridge, Massachusetts
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Bad Writing Is Bad
for Business

Emciently run businesses cannot tolerate inefficient memos,
letters, and reports. Business stops, or is slowed, as a result of
poor communication. Orders don’t get delivered or they don’t
get delivered on time; tasks don’t get done, or they don’t get
done correctly. Productivity decreases while labor and supervi-
sory costs increase. The morale of employees suffers, as does
the image of the firm.

William J. Gallagher, who was for many years Manager of
Communication Services at Arthur D. Little, Inc., has es-
timated that up to 30 percent of letters and memos in industry
and government do nothing more than seek clarification of
earlier correspondence or respond to that request for clarifica-
tion. That estimate does not include the thousands of letters
and memos that are not acted upon because they are not un-
derstood. Bad writing is bad for business.

Most people in business—employers and employees alike—
agree that writing skills are weak. Some of the causes for poor
writing clearly stem from a lack of instruction, or poor instruc-
tion, in our schools. But many of the causes have little to do
with schooling iself; rather, they emanate from attitudes held
by the writers themselves or from limitations prevalent in the
workplace.
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Some Causes of Poor Writing

One or more of the following causes may contribute to poor
writing:

Ignoring the reader. Readers today want as much information
as possible in as little time as possible. They want to know
instantly what a piece of writing is about, and they want to
understand it after one careful but quick reading. Writers who
ignore their readers, sometimes quite unconsciously, do so by
giving too much, too little, or the wrong kind of information.
They use specialized vocabulary; their style is dense or bureau-
cratic.

A lack of professional pride. Some writers do not consider
writing to be a part of their professional duties; therefore, they
are unwilling to give it the time and discipline it requires. They
are bankers, chemists, accountants, or marketing managers—
not writers. Writing is a nuisance to them.

A lack of confidence. Some writers lack confidence in their
ability to write so they rely on the file cabinet to do their
writing. They find several letters in the files and by borrowing
paragraphs, moving around sentences, and changing words,
they put together a “new” letter, but one that is, nonetheless,
unclear.

Inexperience. Since much business is conducted over the
phone, at meetings, and in casual conversations, some writers
lack experience. Even though they may have learned basic
writing skills in school, they have not had sufficient exposure to,
or practice in, writing for business. The style of academic writ-
ing is quite different from that of business writing.

Writing for the wrong reason. Some writers write to impress
others, not to express themselves. They think that they will not
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appear educated or knowledgeable unless they dip every word
in gold, unless they embroider every sentence. Some of these
writers are simply insecure. They camouflage their ideas lest
they be attacked. Others are unseasoned. They do not yet real-
ize that top executives do not need to adopt airs.

Strict requirements. Some writers do not write well because
their bosses set strict requirements. One boss may demand
what he or she is used to: “That’s the way we’ve done it for
years.” Another may set limits: “I won’t read anything over a
page long.” If it were not for these requirements, the written
product could be far better.

Understanding the causes may help both employees and
their employers identify the factors that may be contributing
to bad business writing. Once the causes have been identified,
remedies may suggest themselves.

Writing Is an Essential Skill

In many cases, doing business today demands that employees
routinely learn new skills. When there are so many new skills
to learn, is it really so important to master such a basic skill as
writing? Yes, it is. The ability to write well is—and will continue
to be—an essential business skill, especially in the new informa-
tion society.

In their book Re-Inventing the Corporation, John Naisbett
and Patricia Aburdene submit that “the more information we
have, the more we need to be competent thinkers.” Hand in
_l}g_r_lg with the ability to think is the ability to write. While men
and women in business must keep up with the times and learn
the many new skills that will give them access to greater infor-
mation, they must also master the skills that will enable them
to use and communicate this information. In fact, Naisbett and



4 EFFECTIVE BUSINESS WRITING

Aburdene, among others, foresee a revival in writing instruc-
tion.

At the same time that many graduate business schools began
requiring students to take computer courses, they also began
requiring students to take courses in written and oral commu-
nication. Today the top-tier business schools—at Harvard, Stan-
ford, Dartmouth, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, New
York University, Carnegie-Mellon, Cornell, and The University
of Pennsylvania, among others—include communication
courses in their curricula. Managing well means communicat-
ing well.

Writing is an important skill on the job and in life. As William
Zinsser, writer, editor, and teacher points out in his book Writ-
ing to Learn, “Far too many Americans are prevented from
doing useful work because they have never learned to express
themselves. Contrary to general belief, writing is not some-
thing that only ‘writers’ do; writing is a basic skill for getting
through life.”

The workplace is very much a part of life, and writing is very
much a part of the workplace. The ability to write well—
clearly, concisely, and precisely—should not be considered an
ancillary skill; it should be considered an essential skill. Good
writing is good for business.



Getting Started

Gaining Control

When a writing deadline approaches, or when a client or
superior says, “Get it to me by tomorrow,” you simply must get
started. First you have to gain control of yourself. Then you
have to gain control of your topic.

Gaining control of yourself requires that you put your mind
and energy to the task. You may have to subdue the panic that
the time pressure and the difficulty of the task impose, or you
may have to circumvent your own clever procrastination ritu-
als.

Getting started might mean that you need to think more, or
it might mean that you need only close the door, have your calls
answered, and begin writing. Whatever it takes to discipline
yourself, do it.

You'll also have to gain control of your ego. You may come
to a subject with knowledge and opinions that differ from those
of your reader, yet egocentrism may keep you from seriously
considering the other person’s point of view. Being aware of
your reader’s perspective will help you avoid false starts.

Gaining control |of your topic means nothing more than

rrvs Ff,(;t
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defining the task. Until you know what you have to do, you
cannot begin doing it. The following methodical approach
might help you overcome inertia and focus on the task. Ask
yourself these questions:

PURPOSE:

SCOPE:

CONTENTS:

CONSTRAINTS:

Am I writing to inquire, inform, persuade, motivate,
or do I have more than one purpose?

Besides writing to convey my thoughts, do I have
some personal or political agenda? To go on record?
To protect myself? To gain visibility?

Given my needs and my readers’ needs, how much
information should I include?

What kinds of information will help me achieve my
purpose?

Do I have all the information I need?
How, or where, can I get additional information?

What can work against me, or make my task more
difficult? Time or cost constraints? My reader’s atti-
tudes? My own lack of credibility?

By answering questions like these, your task will become less
amorphous, more concrete. As you gain control and get in-
volved in the task, your lethargy will fade and your energy will

build.

Seeing the Message Through
Your Reader’s Eyes

Put yourself in your reader’s place and look at the world, and
your message, through that person’s eyes. This simple tech-



