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PART ONE A RHETORIC FOR BUSINESS
WRITERS

Chapter 1 The Basic Principles of
Good Business Writing

Business people aren’t the only ones who write business documents. You write
quite a few yourself, or soon will, especially to request information, place orders,
register complaints, and apply for jobs. There’s nothing mysterious or difficult about
business writing. True, it follows its own special format, but otherwise it breaks no new
writing ground. As always, deciding what to say and how to say it is vital to your

success.
CRITERIA FOR EFFECTIVE MESSAGES

Good business writing meets five basic criteria:it’s clear, complete, and correct; it
saves the reader’s time, and it builds goodwill.

1. It’s clear. The meaning the reader gets is the meaning the writer intended. The
reader doesn’t have to guess.

2. It's complete. All of the reader’s questions are answered. The reader has
enough information to evaluate the message and act on it.

3. It’s correct. All of the information in the message is accurate. The message is
free from errors in punctuation, spelling, grammar, word order, and sentence
structure.

4. It saves the reader’s time. The style, organization, and visual impact of the
message help the reader to read, understand, and act on the information as quickly as
possible.

5. It builds goodwill. The message presents a positive image of the writer and his
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or her organization. It treats the reader as a person, not a number. It cements a good
relationship between the writer and the reader.

Whether a document satisfies the criteria for effective messages depends on the
interactions among the writer, the audience, the purposes of the message, and the
situation. No single set of words will work in all possib'e situations.

We can judge whether a document is correct by me :suring it against the facts and
against standard English grammar and usage.

No absolute rule can tell us whether a draft is clear or complete. Are the following
sentences clear?

We are not taking full advantage of Title 20 money.

No deduction shall be allowed under subsection (a) for any contribution or gift which
would be allowable as a deduction under section 170 were it not for the percentage
limitations, the dollar limitations, or the requirements as to the time of payment, set forth
in such section.

We can’t say whether these sentences will be clear to a reader without knowing who
the reader is. Some readers may find these sentences clear; others will be lost. Similarly,
a memo which seems complete to one reader could leave another reader with several
questions. A document which saves the time of readers in one situation may take
unnecessary time for other readers in another situation. A series of words which maintains
goodwill when the writer and reader already have a long-established regard for each other

may be inadequate for a writer who's trying to overcome an initial negative image.
HOW TO CREATE MESSAGES THAT MEET THE CRITERIA

To create good messages, use this seven-step process.

Bcfore you write,

1. Analyze your audience, your purposes, and the situation.

2. Use this analysis to organize your information.

3. Use this analysis to design the physical appearance of your document.

Revise your document to

4. Be friendly and businesslike.

5. Emphasize the positive.

6. Use standard English; double-check names and numbers.

After your message is delivered,

7. Use the response you get to measure your success and to help you plan future
‘2.



messages.

This whole chapter is about these seven steps. Here is a brief explanation of each
of them.

Before You Write

Time spent planning will pay off in better messages that you produce more quickly.
Planning is important even if you will compose a written message that can go through
several drafts. Planning is crucial if you dictate or deliver an oral presentation, since
you'll want to get things right the first time.

1. Analyze your audience, your purposes, and the situation. Be sure that you can
answer the following six questions before you begin composing your message :

* Who is ( are) your audience (s)? What characteristics are relevant to this
particular message? If you are writing or speaking to more than one person, how do the
people in your audience differ?

How much does your audience know about your topic? How will it respond to your
message? Some characteristics of your readers will be irrelevant; focus on ones that
matter for this message. Whenever you write to several people or to a group (like a
memo to all employees) , try to identify the subgroups that may respond differently to
what you have to say.

+ What are your purposes in writing?

Decide what your needs are. What must this message do to solve the organizational
problem? What must it do to meet your own needs? What do you want your readers to
do? To think or to feel? List all your purposes, major and minor. Specify exactly what
you want your reader to know or think or do. Specify exactly what kind of image of
yourself and of your organization you want to project.

Even in a simple message, you may have several related purposes: to announce a
new policy, to make readers aware of the policy’s provisions and requirements, and to
have them feel that the policy is a good one, that the organization cares about its
employees, and that you are a competent writer and manager.

+ What information must your message include?

Make a list of the points that must be included; check your draft to make sure you
include them all. If you’re not sure whether a particular fact must be included, ask your
instructor or your boss.

You can include information without emphasizing it.



+ How can you build support for your position? What reasons or reader benefits
will your reader find convincing?

Brainstorm to develop reasons for your decision, the logic behind your argument,
and possible benefits to readers if they do as you ask. Reasons and reader benefits do
not have to be monetary. Making the reader’s job easier or more pleasant is a good
reader benefit. In an informative or persuasive message, identify at least five reader
benefits. In your message, use those that you can develop most easily and most
effectively.

Be sure that the benefits are adapted to your reader. Many people do not identify
closely with their companies; the fact that the company benefits from a policy will help
the reader only if the saving or profit is passed directly on to the employees. That is
rarely the case: savings and profits are often eaten up by returns to stockholders,
bonuses to executives, and investments in plants and equipment or in research and
development.

+ What objection (s) can you expect your reader(s) to have? What negative
elements of your message must you deemphasize or overcome?

Some negative elements can only be deemphasized. Others can be overcome. Be
creative: is there any advantage associated with ( even though not caused by) the
negative? Can you rephrase or redefine the negative to make the reader see it
differently ?

+ What aspects of the total situation may affect reader response? The economy?
The time of year? Morale in the organization? The relationship between the reader and
writer? Any special circumstances?

Readers may like you or resent you. You may be younger or older than the people
you're writing to. The organization may be prosperous or going through hard times; it
may have just been reorganized or may be stable. All these different situations will
affect what you say and how you say it.

2. Use this analysis to organize your information. Remember these three basic
principles

+ Put good news first.

+ In general, put what the reader wants to know first. In the subject line or first
paragraph, make it clear that you're writing about something that is important to the
reader.

- Disregard point 2 and approach the subject indirectly when
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a. You have bad news to give the reader.

b. You must persuade a reluctant reader.

3. Use this analysis to design the physical appearance of your document. You can
design the physical appearance of your document to get your points to your reader more
quickly. A clear, easy-to-read typeface is only the first step in creating a well-designed
document. To make a document visually attractive,

+ Use a subject line to orient the reader quickly.

+ Use headings to group related ideas.

- Use lists and indented sections to emphasize, subpoints and examples.
+ Number points that must be followed in sequence.

+ Use short paragraphs — usually six typed lines or less.

If you plan these design elements before you begin composing, you’ll save time and
the final document will probably be better.

The best physical form for a document depends on how it will be used. For
example, a document that will be updated frequently needs to be in a looseleaf binder,

so the reader can easily throw away old pages and insert new ones.

When You Revise Your Draft

As you'll see, it’s easier to write if you don’t worry about too many things while
you're getting ideas down on paper. But before you type up a final copy, revising and
editing are crucial. Check for friendliness and for positive emphasis. Check to be sure
that grammar, spelling, and numbers are correct.

4. Be friendly and businesslike. In addition to being an organizational member or
a consumer, your reader has feelings just as you do. Writing that keeps the reader in
mind uses you-attitude. Read your message over as if you were in your reader’s shoes.
How would you feel if you received it?

Good business writing is both friendly and businesslike. If you’re too stiff, you put
extra distance between your reader and yourself. If you try to be too chummy, you’ll
sound unprofessional. When you write to strangers, use simple, everyday words and
make your message as personal and friendly as possible. When you write to friends,
remember that your message will be filed and read by people you’ve never even heard
of: avoid slang, cliches, and jokes.

5. Emphasize the positive. Sometimes you must mention limitations, drawbacks,

or other negative elements but don’t dwell on them. People will respond better to you
. 5.



and your organization if you seem confident. Expect success, not failure. If you don’t
believe that what you’re writing about is a good idea, why should they?

You emphasize the positive when you

- Focus on what is possible, not what is impossible.

+ Eliminate negative words whenever possible.

+ Put positive information first, give it more space, or set it off visually in an
indented list. Since these techniques emphasize information, don’t use them for negative
information. Put negative information in the middle of a paragraph or document; present
it as briefly as possible.

6. Use standard English; double-check names and numbers. Business people care
about correctness in spelling, grammar, and punctuation. If your grasp of mechanics is
fuzzy, if standard English is not your native dialect, or if English is not your native
language, you’ll need to spend some time memorizing rules and perhaps find a good
book or a tutor to help you. If you know how to write correctly but rarely take the time
to do so, now is the time to begin to edit and proofread to eliminate careless errors.

Always proofread your document before you send it out. Double-check the reader’s
name, any numbers, and first and last paragraphs.

After Your Message Is Delivered

7. Evaluate the feedback, or response, you get. The real test of any message is
“Did you get what you wanted, when you wanted it?” If the answer is no, then the
message has failed — even if the grammar is perfect, the words elegant, the approach
creative,, the document stunningly attractive. If the message fails, you need to find out
why.

Analyze your successes, too. You know you’ve succeeded when you get the results
you want, both in terms of objective, concrete actions and in terms of image and
goodwill. You want to know why your message worked. Often, you’ll find that the
principles in this book explain the results you get. If your results are different, why?
There has to be a reason, and if you can find what it is, you’ll be more successful more

often.
NOTES

1. rhetoric n. B#2%;EHIES R
2. goodwill n. KIF; (5%, %
.



3. evaluate v. VEAT, Vi

4, positive image n. IEHER,BIRIESR
negative image n. AER ,HRER

5. document n. /A3C; B8 ; XM

6. memo n. FEF;EX

7. brainstorm n. X E; RR

8. stockholder n. BERKHH A

9. bonuses to executives ZAEHARKNESE

10. subject line By

11. chummy adj. &#,3EY]

12. avoid slang, cliches 34 fd F{HE F Bk ia) i 1
13. proofread v. R&XT

14. feedback n. i#
EXERCISES FOR CHAPTER 1

1-1 Rewrite the following letter, substituting simpler words.
Dear Sir,

On January 6, I purchased a kit from your establishment: Model #316 - B.
Subsequently it came to my attention that several of the components were in absence :
the wing-nut bolts, the six brass screws and the lockwedge. The components are
insignificant in monetary value, but without them I cannot implement the directions and
conclude the project. I trust that you will cooperate to the fullest extent possible by
sending these components at the earliest practicable date.

Yours sincerely,
Mr. George Widgen

1-2 Rewrite the following letter, taking out every unnecessary word.
Dear Sir,

This is the occasion of the third time I have written to you about a kit I ordered and
subsequently received with three missing parts. My first two letters, which outlined the
problem in minute detail, were not answered, although I sincerely requested prompt
service. The missing parts, as noted previously, are two wing-nut bolts, six brass
screws, and a lockwedge, which the man at the local hardware had never heard of.
Notwithstanding the fact that I have already lost three precious weeks because of your
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policy of refusing to acknowledge customer complaints and your failure to answer my
previous letters, I would appreciate having the missing parts without even further delay
so I don’t suffer the loss of even more wasted time.

If this letter is also ignored like the last two, I shall feel forced to make formal
complaint to the Post Office Department in order to get the restitution I deserve.

I hope to hear from you soon so I don’t have to take this dire step, and I trust that
you will demonstrate your good faith by communicating with me at once.

Sincerely yours,
George Widgen

1-3 Evaluate each of the following letter openings.

1. I need a replacement head gasket for the model 7-B whammle I bought from you
last August 10.

2. As far as 'm concemned, your recent vote was criminal |

3. This is the third time I've written you about my problem.

4. Things are pretty slow here, so I thought I'd drop you a line.



Chapter 2 Diction and Effective Sentences

Diction

Diction is the choice and use of words. As a business communicator, you have two
things to worry about in choosing and revising your words: correctness and
effectiveness. Correctness is generally the easier of the two qualities to achieve,
particularly if you have heard “good” English all your life. Without even thinking about
grammar and usage, you will generally know what's correct; the words will sound
“right” to you. But sometimes you may stumble over an unusual situation. Editors and
grammarians themselves occasionally have questions—and even disputes—about correct
usage.

The “rules” of grammar are constantly changing to reflect changes in the way
people speak. So if you have doubts about what is correct, don’t be lazy. Look up the
answer and use the proper form of expression. And if you suspect that your ear for
correct usage is not particularly good, check any number of special reference books
available in libraries and bookstores. Most authorities agree on the basic conventions.

Just as important as using the correct words is choosing the best words for the job at
hand. Word effectiveness is generally more difficult to achieve than correctness,
particularly in written communication. Professional writers have to work at their craft,
using what you might call tricks of the trade to improve their writing style. In the rest of

this chapter, you will learn some of these techniques.
FUNCTIONAL WORDS AND CONTENT WORDS

Words can be divided into two categories : functional and content. Functional words
express relationships and have only one unchanging meaning in any given context. They
include conjunctions, prepositions, articles, and pronouns. Your main concern with
functional words is to use them correctly.

Content words, on the other hand, are multidimensional and, therefore, subject to

various interpretations. Nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs are in this category.
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