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The Principles
for Business Writing
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Introduction

Whether you are composing a business letter, a fax message, a memo or an e-mail, the
general rules for structuring the body of the messages are the same. A well-structured document
written in good business language is the core of effective communication. This section will help

you to get past that blank page and start creating well-structured documents that will achieve
your objectives.

4 POINTS PLAN

Many communications are short and routine. You can write or dictate them without any
special thinking or preparation. However, documents which are not so routinely need more
thought and careful planning. Taylor suggested this 4 point plan in Communication for Business.

It provides a useful but simple framework for structuring all written communications, and is
illustrated simply here:

(D Why are you writing?
INTRODUCTION Refer to a previous letter,

(Background and Basics) Contact or document.

@ Give information/structure.
DETAILS Ask for information.

(Facts and Figures) Provide all relevant details

Separate into paragraphs.

Ensure logical flow.

(3 Action the reader should take.
RESPONSE or ACTION Action you will take.

(Conclusion) Give a deadline if necessary.
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@ Sometimes all that is
CLOSE needed is a simple

(A simple one-liner) one-line closing sentence.

Let’s look at this 4 point plan in more detail:
1. Opening or introduction

The first paragraph will state the reason for the communication, basically setting the scene.

It may:

acknowledge previous correspondence

refer to a meeting or contact
—provide an introduction to the matter being discussed.

For example:

Thank you for your letter of...
It was good to meet you again at the conference last week.

We wish to hold our annual conference at a London hotel in September.

Beware beginning a sentence with ‘Further to your letter of ... this should always be

continued as shown: Further to your letter of 12 July, I am sorry for the delay in attending to this

matter.
2. Details (Central sections)

This main part of the message gives all the information that the recipient needs to know.
Alternatively you may be requesting information, sometimes both. Details should be stated

simply and clearly, with separate paragraphs used for individual sections. This section should

flow logically to a natural conclusion.




3. Conclusions (Action or Response)

This section draws the message to a logical conclusion. It may:

—state the action expected from the recipient

state the action you will take as a result of the details provided.

For example:

Please let me have full details of the costs involved together with some sample menus.

If payment is not received within seven days this matter will be placed in the hands of our

solicitor.

4. Close (A simple one-liner)

A simple one-line closing sentence is usually all that is necessary to conclude a message.
This should be relevant to the content of the message.

For example:

I look forward to meeting you soon.
I look forward to seeing you at next month’s conference.
A prompt reply would be appreciated.

Please let me know if you need any further information.

(TIP): Closes such as these are incomplete and should not be used:

Hope to hear from you soon.

Looking forward to hearing from you.
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[Sample] Iliustrating letter of 4 point plan for structuring all written messages

Institute of Secretaries
Wilson House, West Street, London SW 12 AR
Telephone 020 89872432
Fax 020 89872556
LD/ST

12 May 2004

Miss Oing Lee Fong

15 Windsor Road

Manchester

M2 9G]

Dear Lee Fong

2004 SECRETARIES CONFERENCE, 8/9 OCTOBER 2004

As a valued member of the Institute of Secretaries, I have pleasure in inviting you to attend our

special (c)onference to be held at the Clifton Hotel, London on Tuesday/Wednesday 8/9 October
2004. @

Opening (give a brief introduction)

This intensive, practical conference for professional secretaries aims to:

®

Leave one blank line everywhere

increase your managerial and office productivity except the signature space

°

® improve your communication skills

®  bring you up to date with the latest technology and techniques
® enable get working with other secretaries (@)

Details (separate paragraphs,
flowing logically)

The seminar is power-packed with a distinguished panel of professional speakers who will give
expert advice on many useful topics. A program is enclosed giving full details of this seminar
which I know you will not want to miss.

If you would like to join us please complete the enclosed registration form and return it to me
before 30 June with your fee of £ 50 per person. @)

Conclusion (action expected
from the recipient)

I look forward to seeing you again at this exciting conference.

Yours sincerel
y Close (a simple closing

Louise Dunscombe statement)
LOUISE DUNSCOMBE(Mrs)
Conference Secretary




Checklist

1. Remember: a well-structured business document is the core of effective communication.

2. Use a subject heading to give the main gist of your message.

3. Refer to a previous letter, contact or document in the first paragraph—the Introduction.

4. Compose the central section (details) so that each point follows in a sensible order, and
make sure the information flows logically from point to point.

S. Separate the message into paragraphs, leaving on blank line between each section.

6. Conclude your message by stating what action you expect the reader to take after reading
your message.

7. Be sure to include a deadline for any response, if this is appropriate.

8. Your close may simply be a one-liner, whatever is relevant to the situation.

9. Proofread your message carefully and take a while to consider whether it is structured
appropriately and that all the details are arranged logically.

10. Read through your final message as if you were the reader — imagine how the reader will

feel when receiving it. If anything is not right, make the necessary changes.

Steps to good business writing

Let’s take a look at rules of good business writing. If you follow these rules you will be

helping yourself to become a letter business writer.
1. Remember your ABC

Good written communication results when you say exactly what you want to say using an
appropriate tone. Your message rriust meet these essential specifications:
Accurate Check facts carefully
Include all relevant details
Proofread thoroughly
Brief Keep sentences short
Use simple expressions

Use non-technical language
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Clear Use plain, simple English
Write in an easy, natural style
Avoid formality or familiarity
2. Be courteous and considerate
Courtesy does not mean using old-fashioned expressions like ‘your kind consideration’ or
‘your esteemed order’. It means showing consideration for your correspondent and being
empathetic- that means showing respect for your reader’s feelings. Writing in a courteous style
enables a request to be refused without killing all hope of future business. It allows a refusal to be

made without ruining a friendship. Courtesy also means:

Reply promptly to all communications- answer on the same day if possible.
—If you cannot answer immediately, write a brief note and explain why. This will create

goodwill.

Understand and respect the recipient’s point of view.
—Resist the temptation to reply as if your correspondent is wrong.

—If you feel some comments are unfair, be tactful and try not to cause offence.

Resist the temptation to reply to an offensive letter in a similar tone. Instead, answer
courteously and do not lower your dignity.

3. Remember the KISS principle

Business people today have many documents to read. A message that is direct and straight
to the point- while retaining courtesy- will be appreciate. As you work on developing your
writing ability, you should constantly practice your KISSing skills. KISS stands for:

Keep /It / Short and / Simple

KISS means instead of long or complex words, use short ones, e.g.

Instead of Say
Commence start
Regarding about
Purchase buy
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Utilize
Require
Endeavour, attempt
Terminate
State

Expedite
Advise, inform
Visualize
Dispatch
Assist
Sufficient
Kindly

KISS also means instead of long phrases, use one word where appropriate, e.g.

Instead of

use
need
try

end
say
hurry, speed up
tell

see
send
help
enough

please

Say

I should be glad if you would
In spite of the fact that

With regard to

At the present moment in time
Conduct an investigation

In view of the fact that

In the event that

In the very near future

At a later date

We would like to ask you to

please
despite
about

now
investigate
as...because
if

soon

later

please



You can meet the KISS objectives by using sentences that contain 7~20 words.

(TIP): If you include stuffy formalities in your business writing, you will obscure the
meaning and make sentences intolerably long. The reader will end up searching for the real

meaning in your haystack or rhetoric.
4. Be consistent

Consistency is not only important in the way your message is presented, it is important
within the message itself.

Instead of Say

The people attending will be John The people attending the next committee
Wilson, G Turner, Mandy Harrison meeting will be John Wilson, Gloria Turner,

and Bob from Sales. Mandy Harrison and Bob Turner.

I confirm my reservation of a single I confirm my reservation of a single room on
Room on 16/7 and a double room on 16 July and a double room on 17 October.
17 Oct.

5. Use active not passive voice

‘Voice’ is a grammatical term that refers to whether the subject of the sentence is acting or
receiving the action. Using active voice can considerably improve your writing style. Active
voice makes your writing more interesting, livelier and more ... well, active!

Check out these two examples of a similar message:

Active voice: Tim played the violin.

Passive voice: The violin was played by Tim.

(TIP): To help you to tell when a sentence is passive:

®  Watch for sentences that start with the action rather than the actor.

Sentences that start with the action are often passive.



