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In the business of writing training, we

live or die by the clarity with which we
express ourselves. Every time we

produce a document for a client, whether
as part of the training itself or during

pre- or post-course communication, that
document remains as our ‘voice’. It is what
our clients judge us by. So it is vital that
we are as clear in our thinking and writing
as we urge others to be.

This guide is designed to help us achieve
this: to produce Emphasis documents that
are consistent and consistently excellent.
It is primarily a resource, with tips on

style and advice on usage, restricting its
‘rules’ to specific points of punctuation
and grammar. And it stands as a work in
progress, evolving as we encounter new
queries and debate new points of style.
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Know your reader
Know what you want to say

Know your
reader

We are all prone to becoming
trapped in our own little world of
‘getting the document done’. Yet
writing that does not consider the
reader is unlikely to succeed in

its objectives, or perhaps even to
be read at all. To ensure you get
your message across, ask yourself
why you are writing, what you are
trying to say and to whom you are
saying it. Make sure you are clear
about what action you want your
reader to take once they’ve read the
document. In this way, you will tell
your reader what they need to know,
not what you’ve found out.
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Know what you
want fo say

You need to put your important
messages at the start, so make sure
you know what they are before you
begin writing. Test them out aloud
before you commit them to paper: if
you can’t make sense of them, how
will your reader?

We waste a lot of time crafting
sentences only to cut them (or have
them cut) at the final edit. So it makes
sense to sort out your thinking at

the planning, not the writing, stage.
Marshal your material in a way that is
logical and transparent to your reader.
And use subheads to show readers at
a glance how your themes develop.

Reader-centred
writing

Ask yourself:

Why am |
writing this?

Who is it for?

What am |
trying to say?
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Reader-centred writing
Saying what you mean

How to say
what you mean

It is what you say, not the way that
you say it (and that’s what gets
results). In business, good writing is
invisible. You have failed if you force
your reader to concentrate on the
words rather than the message. There
are specific ways in which you can
hone your writing style to highlight
what you are saying rather than how
you say it.

The central readability
principles are:

* be direct

* use the active voice

e keep it short and simple

¢ stick to one sentence,
one idea.

The following pages examine each
of these principles in turn, and give
before and after examples showing
the pitfalls in context.
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I Be direct

Be direct

Be direct by addressing your readers as ‘you’ and referring to yourself, the
writer, as ‘we’ or ‘I’ wherever possible. For example, in place of: ‘The writers
of this sentence advise readers to adopt this technique’, write: ‘We advise
you to adopt this technique’. This will make your writing — and its relevance
— easier to understand. “You’ and especially ‘we’ also make writing more
confident, more transparent and more personal.

Make sure, too, that you write about what concerns your readers rather
than about the organisation’s internal processes.

Before After

Delegates are instructed to Please send us an example
send in examples of their writing of your writing before the
before training courses. The course. We will analyse it
office manager receives the SO we can give you an idea

samples and sends them to the of where your strengths and
trainers, who analyse them to get weaknesses lie.

a better idea of where delegates’

strengths and weaknesses lie. T
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Use the active voice

Using the active voice more is the single biggest thing that will give your
writing a bit of oomph. If a piece of writing seems unspeakably dull, it's
probably because the writer has overused the passive voice.

Consider this sentence:
Allowances were made by the trainer for late arrivals.

This sentence is in the passive voice. The person or thing doing the action
(‘the trainer’) follows the action (‘were made’). The active voice puts the
‘doer’ — in grammar terms, the agent — first. This makes the sense clearer
and the wording less clumsy:

The trainer made allowances for late arrivals.
Or
The trainer allowed for late arrivals.

You could also write the passive sentence like this:
Allowances were made for late arrivals.

This sentence does not tell you who took the action it describes. (There
is no agent.) This is because, unlike the active voice, the passive allows
you to remove the agent. So if a sentence leaves you asking ‘who did it?’,
it's passive. This is why the passive produces very opaque text. Using the
active voice forces you to be more specific and, again, more confident.

Before After &——> Or

It was assumed by Managers assumed Managers assumed
management that the that staff had staff had changed
changes to working implemented the their working
practices had been changes to working practices.
implemented. practices.
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Who are Emphasis?

Emphasis Training is the name behind some of the best business-writing

EmthS|S |S oNe Qf The mOST skills in the UK and mainland Europe. As the country’s leading trainers in
orofessional organisafions

the subject, we’ve helped hundreds of its most successful organisations
gain maximum impact from their written communications.

‘ h ave ever Wo r|<8d \/\/Wh : Because we are specialists, we can create bespoke in-company courses

in any area of written communication, as well as running open (public)
courses. We can also edit or write documents and presentations for
you. Or we can combine these approaches by auditing your current
communications and giving you guidance.

Gerry Doyle, Gillette

Since 1998, Emphasis have been working with a huge range of
organisations in the public and private sectors. These include the
Environment Agency, RAC, the Home Office, Boehringer Ingelheim,
Norwich Union, HSBC, GlaxoSmithKline, RBS, MoD, Gillette, Ernst &
Young and DLA Piper.

In all cases, we’ve helped make their documents much clearer and
more effective.

To find out more, go to www.writing-skills.com
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Wise words

Writing is one of the most time-
consuming tasks we perform at work.
It's also one of the most critical.
Meetings come and go. Phone calls
are forgotten. But documents and
emails last. Yet most of us receive
little guidance on how to write
effectively. And much of what we do
receive is misguided or just plain
wrong. This short guide gives you
the very essence of good writing.
Read it, keep it by your computer,
and use it to create documents and
emails that do you justice.

To find out how to get a version of this guide
customised for your organisation, contact Tom
Wilde. Email tom.wilde@writing-skills.com or
call him on 01273 229801.
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