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the need for better
communication

READ THIS, IF YOU CAN:

The world of business today, as never before, as is no doubt so
often said, has a permanently and constantly varying and often
frequently articulated requirement to communicate effectively,
and in a timely fashion, in a manner designed to attract, to
appeal to and to hold onto the readers’ interests, with an
increasingly wide variety of different audiences, such as
customers suppliers employees shareholders® partners regulatory
bodies etc. In order for the reader to understand this point, it
might be helpful for him (or her) to take the time to review
determine, and, consider, some of the type’s of communication’s
requirement’s that a typical buisness might face in a typical —
business day or week or month (or yea:r) , 1e:

[l To make a proposal for funding a new previously not
done before venture.

(] Describe a process so that those involved in the process
will better understand the process and what they are
required do about the process.

[] Try to explain the process in order that the layman can
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4 B Better Business Writing

develop a satisfactory efficacious understanding of its
paradimes and protocols.

[J] Making an announcement to prospective governmental ,
municipal, educational and commercially orientated
purchasers of the forthcoming availability of a recently
developed product. . .

STOP! COME BACK!

By now, I must have lost you! Your eyes have glazed over. You
try to get more comfortable to help ease the pain. This is a book
about better writing? That was terrible writing! Relax. It was put
there to make a point. I bet you’ ve read tons of writing like that.
Isn't it a crime!

This book is about writing well so as to achieve your desired
result. As such, it must practise what it preaches. How can I
rephrase what I’ ve just said to get you enthusiastically in the
boat, to ‘ partner’ with me in improving your business writing
skills? By involving you and bringing the language to life. By
eliminating  abstractions and making examples real and
tangible®. Try this:

If you’re in business, look at the various communications needs
you could face in a day:

[ to ask for funding for your new idea;
[ ] to show people how to carry out a task;
[1 to launch a new product to these markets:
—  governmental ;
—  municipal;
—  educational ;
— commercial. . .

Notice how much easier that is to read? It talks to you , not‘the
reader’ . It sets you up for the story by putting you in context
(‘rf you're in business...’ ). There are fewer words; fewer
multisyllabic words next to each other ( . . . announcement to
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6 & Better Business Writing

prospective governmental municipal educational and commercially
orientated purchasers of the forthcoming availability of a recently
developed product...). And there’s no redundancy® (...
describe a process so that those involved in the process. .. ).
The Plain Language Commission ( Martin Cutts, 29
Stoneheads, Whaley Bridge, Stockport SK23 7BB, Tel:[ 01663 ]
733177, Fax: [01663] 735135, Web site: www. clearest. co.
uk) has had much success in recent years getting organisations to
clean up their written documents. It will even ° badge’
documents as conforming to its Clear English Standard, after
vetting. This book has been so badged.
Criteria established by the Plain Language Commission to meet

its standard are as follows (reproduced by permission) :

Purpose
(J s the purpose stated early and clearly?
Content

[7 Is the information accurate, complete and relevant?
L] Does the information anticipate readers’ questions and answer them?
3 Is a contact point stated for readers who want to know more?

Structure

Is the information well organised and easy for the readers to find
their way through?
[J  Are there appropriate headings and sub-headings?
{3 Are paragraphs kept reasonably short?
O s there appropriate use of illustrations, diagrams, summary panels
and flow charts?
[0 If the document is being read by non-specialists, are any essential specialist
terms defined?

Style and grammar

[ Is the writing clear and crisp, with a good average sentence length (say 15— 20
words throughout the document) and plenty of active voice verbs?
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8 j§ Better Business Writing

]

]
]

Is the writing free from pomposity and officialese®, using mainly everyday
language (no aforesaids, notwithstandings, commencements and inter alias)?
Is the English grammatical and well punctuated?
Overall, is the style appropriate to the audience?

Layout and design

oboooo

Does it look good?

Is the type easily readable?

Is there enough space between lines of type?

Is there a clear hierarchy of headings?

Does the design help readers navigate through the document?

observe the Plain English Code

The Plain English Code has been established by the Plain
Language Commission. If you follow it, your readers will thank
you. Here it 1s (reprinted by permission — © 1994 Words at
Work) :

| will:

0O Oooob oo o O O

match my writing to the needs and knowledge of the readers, remembering that
many of them will be baffled by official jargon and procedures;

consider carefully the purpose and message before starting to write, remembering
that clear writing can only stem from clear thinking;
structure the documert clearly, perhaps with lists, headings and a pithy summary
of key points;

try to write sentences that average 15 — 20 words;

try to keep the word order simple by putting the doer early in the sentence and
following it with an active voice verb;

take pride in everyday English, sound grammar and accurate punctuation;

use ‘I’, ‘we’and‘you’ to make the writing more human;

maintain the flow by starting some sentences with link words like ‘but’,
‘however’, ‘so’ and ‘because’;

use commands when writing instructions;
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10 #§ Better Business Writing

[ cut verbiage®(at this particular moment in time) ;

(O] fell customers and colleagues clearly, concisely
and courteously what has happened, how the situation stands, and what they
can expect next;

[J test high - use documents with typical users.

match your writing to the
readers

Who are you talking to? (That seems to sound better than ‘to
whom are you talking?’, which is grammatically more correct,
but more pedantic. Listen to the sound of your words. )

Who are these people? Employees? Customers? Your bank
manager? Your boss? A journalist? Someone with a complaint?
Someone seeking information? Someone you want to romance or
persuade? You must have a clear picture of who your audiences
are before you can write an effective communication to them.

It’s easiest to write when you know the actual person who will
read your words. Then you can imagine how they will respond to
what you are saying. I always find it helpful to identify a member
of the audience when I’ m writing; a real person, ideally someone
I know. I I don’t know the right kind of person Iuse my
imagination. Then when I’ m writing I think of how that person
will react to my words. I form a mental picture of the person
reading the document and I imagine the comments they’ d make
to themselves as they read. Whenever you have to write
something, write down a list of your audiences for that task.

categorise your audiences

Here's a list of typical business audiences:
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12 J§ Better Business Writing

Internal
] management ;
—  board directors;
—  management committees, your boss;
(] employees:
— cuirent;
—  potential;
—  previous, fetirees.
External
[l financial:
—  funding sources;
—  shareholders;

—  investment analysts;
(] customers:
— current;
—  potential;
competitors;
media®;
—  business and financial ;
—  trade;
—  general;
(] community;
[J general public;
(] government and regulatory bodies.

o

You need to talk to them in different ways according to who they
are and what they do. You must recognise their working
conditions and pressures so that your communication will get right
through the haze of their other concerns. What do you want them
to do, think or feel? Where are they coming from?
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14 g  Better Business Writing

understand your audiences

Look at the conditions and pressures of the audiences we’ ve just

reviewed. How should you act when communicating to them?
Management

(] They have very little time and are usually
impatient. Get to the point fast.

L] They are preoccupied with many things. You’re
probably not ‘top of mind’. They may have higher
priorities than you. Put your item into the context of
their ‘big picture’ .

[] They want to be efficient. Have a bullet point
Executive Summary on the first page. Don't keep them
in suspense.

[] They are not as well informed about technicalities or
detail as you. Avoid jargon® and assumptions.

[] Their role is to plan, lead, organise and control.
Make recommendations and suggest courses of action
rather than seek advice. Make it easy for them to
respond.

Employees

[]  Are they gung ho and loyal? Be enthusiastic.
Celebrate the team. Wave the flag.

[]  Are they disillusioned and unhappy, with concemns
about their future, job security, etc? Be reassuring.

[J K you have good news: rejoice and congratulate .

[J I you have bad news: clarify, be forthcoming .

Never lie.
Financial
[] Seeking funds? Be clear and show the numbers.



