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If language is not correct, then what is said is not what is meant; If what is said is not what is meant, Then what ought to be done remains undone.

—Confucius
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We write to be understood. And the fastest and best route to that goal is clear and concise language. It sounds easy enough, and it is, if we use a few simple principles. Learn these, and enjoy the rewards of effective communication.

KNOW YOUR MESSAGE

The first element in getting your audience to understand what you write is knowing what you want to communicate. It sounds easy enough, but this is where most messages get derailed.

Before you begin to write, think your message all the way through. No matter how complex it is, this step will make your job much easier and produce a much better result. It’s the best investment of time you’ll make in any writing or communicating exercise. And the practice of taking the time to do this will help you develop skills of analysis and organization. Distill your message into a single, simple sentence—a message statement.

Once you have your message statement in mind, use the rest of the steps in this chapter to develop, order, refine, and effectively express it.

WRITE FOR YOUR AUDIENCE

Since the reader is your reason for writing, ask yourself some basic questions:


• Who is my reader?

• What does my reader already know about this subject?

• What does my reader need to know?

• How will my reader respond? Will he or she be receptive? Will he or she object? Will he or she be hostile? Will he or she be indifferent?



Make some notes about your reader, as a guide. This will help ensure that you have your reader firmly in mind, which will, in turn, give your writing the proper focus.

Example: You are going to announce a company open house to department employees and to the general public. So, you have two groups of readers—two audiences. You will need to write two messages. For your department employee readers, the focus and content of what you will communicate will be very different from the focus and content of the announcement for the general public. Think about who each group of readers is, what the group already knows, and then what each group needs to know. Your notes about what to include in the announcement to each group might look something like this:





	 
	General Public
	Department Employees



	What:
	Occasion/Open house
	Open house



	Why:
	New product/background, development, benefits, etc.
	New product launch



	Where:
	Address and directions
	Specific instructions about areas to be open and those to be closed to visitors



	When:
	Date, time
	Date, time, complete schedule of employees on duty for specific time slots



	Who:
	Open to public
	Detailed assignments for each employee




Obviously, since you have two very different groups of readers, the best approach will be to complete two written communications. This is why knowing your reader before you begin writing is vital to effective communication.

DEVELOP YOUR MESSAGE

The secret to effective writing is knowing precisely what you want to say to the reader before you start. This means getting down to the main elements of your message by asking yourself some basic questions:


• What do I need/want to tell the reader?

• What do I want to accomplish with this message?

• How do I want the reader to respond?

• What do I want the reader to do after reading my communication?



Then crystallize the intent of your message by looking more closely at your own motive in writing. Ask yourself what you want your message to accomplish. Do you want to inform the reader? What information do you want to give? Do you want to persuade the reader? Of what? Motivate the reader to take some action? Apologize to the reader? For what? Or, is the purpose to follow up on or confirm a verbal discussion, or to simply create a written record?

Most of your messages will be to inform and/or persuade; sometimes you will want to motivate. A little work here will help to ensure that your message hits the bull’s-eye. So, be very precise. Here are some examples of well-thought-out message statements written in a single sentence:


• You can save $525.00 each month if you use our accounting services.

• The meeting is at 10:00 a.m., Tuesday, in my office.

• Buy our Model 104B Analyzer.

• Please send me complete information on the Model L15 Wicker Whacker.

• We must reorganize our distribution system to be profitable.

• I will not be able to attend the values seminar.

• I recommend we invest $5.2 million in the new analyzer product line.

• I was so sorry to hear about your loss.

• I need 12 volunteers for the dance.

• This plane won’t fly!

• I want your suggestions on our lunchtime policy changes.

• We need to hire 40 assembly-line workers.

• You overcharged me $376.50.

• Our Model 650B machining station will help your company make $3.4 million next year.



Distilling your core message into a single, precise sentence gives you a head start. It means you’ll be taking the next writing step from a focused, secure position. Your message, when complete, will be strong and clear and undoubtedly shorter than it would have been without this step.

For practice, read through several communications on your desk. What, in a sentence, is the message statement of each? What should it have been? Is the message of each clear? Garbled? Off base? Complete?

Now you know (1) what you want to communicate, (2) who you are communicating with, (3) the main points of what you want to say, and (4) what you want to accomplish with your communication. If you view writing as a two-way conversation, your job will be easier, and the end result will be better. It will also help you to use the correct voice and tone. Make it conversational.

USE CLEAR, LOGICAL PROGRESSION

When you began thinking about writing, you had some ideas in mind. Maybe you even made some notes—a very good practice.

Write down the main points, or parts, of your communication in the most logical order. You can do this in the traditional alphanumeric system (I., A., 1., a.), or in a more stream-of-consciousness form often depicted by a series of connected circles, as shown in the two figures. You can put your ideas into your computer, or you can use index cards and write them out by hand. But start to think about organization, and form your headings in as logical an order as possible. Then list your subpoints: (1) Be consistent with the information and with the background of your reader, (2) order your outline the way your reader most likely thinks about the subject, or (3) order it chronologically or developmentally.

By organizing your thoughts on the basis of what the reader needs to know about the subject and what you want the reader to do after reading your communication, you will make your task much easier. And keep going back to your message statement. It will help you stay on track.

Your points should be lining up under these sections:


Introduction/Statement of Purpose

Why you are writing and/or what you are writing about.

Background/Explanation

Use subpoints to set the stage for communication.

Discussion/Proposal

Make your case and give the for-and-against arguments.

Summary/Conclusion

Summarize your points.

Call for Action/Response

Call for action and/or request the reader’s response.
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As you write, think of your points in terms of occurrence or chronology. This will give order to your ideas. If you are going to define a procedure like running laboratory tests, your ideas will need to be sequential. If you are writing about sales growth over the past five years, your order may be chronological. If your subject naturally orders itself in one of these ways, go with it. Your choices for developing your writing are many:


• Chronological

• Spatial

• Analysis

• Deduction (general to specific)

• Cause and effect

• Decreasing order of importance

• Sequential

• Comparisons

• Division and classification

• Induction (specific to general)

• Increasing order of importance



Think while you write, too, about whether illustrations will make your message clearer and more interesting.

FLESH OUT YOUR OUTLINE

Remember, a strong outline releases you to begin writing. It’s like a road map. The complexity of your message, your reader, and your own work methods will dictate when your outline is complete. And remember, too, that the steps are not necessarily sequential: Some of the important steps in the writing process cross over and cross back. For example, during the outlining process, you will probably write some parts of your message, go to the next step, and then return to a previously written portion of your communication.

COMPLETE ANY NECESSARY RESEARCH

You may need a number of kinds of research. At a minimum, you will go to the notes you made during outlining. You may also have to interview others for facts and input, research published sources, and read through special unpublished papers and facts. Or, you may have to do a survey or develop a questionnaire to get your facts and information. Make sure your research is thorough, and if you develop a research instrument such as a survey, use care to create one that will give you valid, objective data (see Questionnaire & Survey).

Although often this decision is prescribed by your industry or discipline, you will need to fit your message into one of these general categories:


• Formal report

• Memorandum

• Letter

• Informal report

• Proposal



After selecting the format, follow the instructions given in the correct chapter and the conventions of your own organization, industry, or discipline.

WRITE YOUR DRAFT

Let yourself go. Using your outline, notes, written passages, and gathered information, give yourself over to the act of writing. Concentrate on getting all the writing done first, without trying to polish. If you have completed all the other steps, you will be clear on your point of view, methodology, and content. For most writers, the draft is best written in a very concentrated work session, writing without rereading. Let your ideas flow, and get them all recorded.

REVISE

Although writing is hard work, revising is the most difficult task. Clear, precise writing that appears to have been written with ease usually requires hard, intense labor. Here are a few guidelines:


• Be sure you have written a topic sentence for each paragraph. Then pay off in the paragraph by producing the content this sentence has promised.

• Insert headings and subheadings to keep and direct the reader’s attention and to make your message clear, easy to grasp, and visually appealing.

• Know that revising is usually a several-times-over process. Be diligent.

• Check for accuracy and completeness. Put on the reader’s hat here: what does the reader need to know, and in how much detail?

• Go back to your message statement and write your opening and introduction.

• Keep sentences short, between 12 to 15 words.

• Keep paragraphs at about eight lines.

• Vary sentence length and structure to add interest.

• Think about visual appeal and arrangement as you proceed.

• Check for continuity and create transitions. Does each paragraph build on the one that precedes it?

• Be sure your message is clear. Have others read it and give you input, if possible.

• Check for any word or paragraph problems outlined in the following sections.



Be Clear and Be Brief

It’s very easy to get attached to what you write, but in revising, you must be ruthless. Ask yourself whether each word has real meaning, a necessary function. If the answer is no, cut it. Getting rid of the deadwood takes real effort and professional detachment.

Simplify for the General Reader

Use a simple word if it works. Use technical words when they are the best choice—when their meaning is known to your reader and when technical words are the most direct and precise. This doesn’t mean that your writing will be dull or simplistic. It will be strong, clear, and easy to understand. Check the examples at the end of this chapter for using direct, simple words instead of pompous, stuffy ones to make your meaning clear.

Make Your Communication Reader-Friendly

Reader-friendly writing means clear and direct writing. It also means an overall visual layout and appearance that invites the reader to read. Use white space so your communication looks open and easy to read, and use headings to catch the reader’s attention. Lists, graphs, and charts will make your message visually appealing.

For lists, observe a few rules:


• Start each step with an action verb, but not the same one.

• List each step separately. Don’t combine them.

• Make sure each step is in logical sequence.

• Write each step as a full sentence.

• Keep the sentence construction parallel.

• Use an active voice, if possible.



Use Parallel Construction and Consistent Tense

It’s amazing how important this principle is. When your ideas are equal, give them equal construction, whether they are items in a list, headings, sentences, or phrases. You can do this by using the same grammatical structure. Like the statements we just listed, each is constructed as a complete sentence, and each begins with an action verb.

USE POWERFUL WORDS

Verbs are your friends. They will happily carry your meaning if you select the correct ones. Verbs enliven your writing and turn passive statements into active ones, if your pick your verbs from the active side of the family.

And don’t stop at active verbs; select colorful, precise, and vibrant verbs. Let’s try these comparisons:


The hour passed very slowly.
The hour crept by.
The hour inched by.
The hour crawled by.
Time stood still.



None of these sentences is wrong. Some verbs just do more precise work than others. Some create a more vivid picture, and some are more appealing because they don’t suffer from overuse. If you write in an active voice, using active verbs, and select them for their precise meanings, you will enliven your communications. Your message will come to life. So, put your subjects to work with active verbs.

The most listless verbs, and often worst offenders, are those in the “nominal” category—verbs turned into nouns by added endings: -ing, -tion, -ment, -ance, -ing, -al, or -ure. Here are a few of those verbs that usually appear with to in front of them:





	Verb
	Nominal
	Verb
	Nominal



	conclude
	conclusion
	inflate
	inflation



	direct
	direction
	assess
	assessment



	fail
	failure
	submit
	submission



	provide
	provision
	attend
	attendance




You can see how important it is to use active verbs whenever possible.

Check the lists in this chapter while writing. The charts that follow provide some more guidelines to help you select simple, powerful words.

To help the flow of your ideas, use words and phrases that work as road signs for your readers.

EDIT, EDIT, EDIT

Writing is really talking on paper, so make your communications talk. Sometimes reading aloud what you’ve written turns on a light. Listen for stilted words, remoteness, obscurity. You want your communication to sound conversational, more like speaking face-to-face than a speech. That means, of course, that you should look for any hint of talking down to your reader.

There is a place for formal writing, but formal writing isn’t pompous, wordy, remote, stilted, or stuffed with polysyllabic words.

Proofread One Last Time

Put what you’ve written aside for a while, then take one last objective read through it. When you can answer the following questions with a “yes,” you’ve made your communication as clear as possible:


• Did you write to your reader?

• Have you used an active voice whenever possible?

• Have you kept your message simple?

• Have you used specific, not vague, words?

• Have you used present tense whenever possible?

• Have you omitted all the unnecessary and redundant words?



Now, with these principles in mind, turn to the chapter that features the communication you are writing. Each chapter is set up so you can use these steps to make your writing reader-friendly and bulletproof.



Use Transition Words to Help the Reader Understand



	To show …
	 



	sequence
	contrast



	then
	unlike



	in addition
	different



	to enumerate
	in spite of



	number _
	on the other hand



	first, second, third
	on the contrary



	next
	opposite



	the next in this
	opposing



	   series
	however



	besides these
	contrary to



	very different
	 






	similarity
	an explanation



	like
	for example



	the same
	one such



	similar
	for instance



	close
	to illustrate



	likewise
	also



	also
	too



	near
	to demonstrate






	cause and effect



	then



	as a result



	for this reason



	the result was



	then



	what followed



	in response



	therefore



	thus



	because of



	consequently



	the reaction




Use Simple, Direct Words



	Instead of
	Use



	10 a.m. in the morning
	10 a.m.



	a substantial segment of the population
	many people



	above mentioned
	these, this, that, those



	absolutely complete
	complete



	absolutely essential
	essential



	accounted for by the fact that
	caused by



	achieve purification
	purify



	activate
	begin



	actual experience
	experience



	add the point that
	add that



	adequate enough
	adequate



	advise
	tell



	along the lines of
	like



	am in receipt of
	have



	an example of this is the fact that
	for example



	analyses were made
	analyzed



	answer in the affirmative
	yes



	any and all
	any, all



	are of the opinion that
	think that, or believe that



	as of this date
	today




	as to whether
	whether



	assent
	agree



	assist
	help



	at a price of $10
	at $10



	at the present time
	now



	at the present writing
	now



	at this point in time
	now



	attached hereto
	attached



	attached please find
	attached is



	attempt
	try



	attributable
	due



	basic fundamentals
	facts, basics, fundamentals



	be desirous of
	want



	blue in color
	blue



	came to the conclusion
	concluded



	cancel out
	cancel



	category
	class



	cease
	stop



	circle around
	circle



	coalesce
	join



	cognizant
	aware



	collect together
	collect




	compensate, compensation
	pay



	components
	parts



	concede
	admit



	conceive
	think



	conception
	idea



	conclusion, conclude
	end



	connect to
	connect



	consensus of opinion
	consensus



	consequent results
	results



	considerable
	much



	constructive
	helpful



	deemed it necessary to
	[eliminate]



	deficiency
	lack



	delete the most insignificant
	delete



	deliberation
	thought



	delineate
	outline, draw



	demonstrate
	show



	descend down
	descend



	despite the fact that
	although



	determine
	find



	disappear from sight
	disappear



	discontinue
	stop



	during the year of 2008
	during 2008



	early beginnings
	beginnings



	effect a change in
	change



	eliminate
	cut out



	empty out
	empty



	enclosed herein
	enclosed



	encounter
	meet



	endeavor
	try



	enter in the program
	enter



	equitable
	fair



	establish
	set up



	evince
	show



	exactly identical
	identical



	exemplify
	show



	exhibits a tendency to
	tends



	facilitate
	help



	few in number
	few



	first and foremost
	first



	following after
	following



	for the purpose of
	for



	for the reason that
	because



	frequently
	often



	function
	use



	give a weakness to
	weaken



	give an indication of
	indicate



	give encouragement to
	encourage



	have at hand
	have



	hold in abeyance
	wait



	I am of the opinion
	I think



	I will endeavor to ascertain
	I will try to find out



	in my opinion I think
	in my opinion, or I think



	in order of importance
	order



	in order to
	to



	in regard to
	[eliminate]



	in the amount of
	for



	in the course of
	during



	in the event of
	if



	in the event that
	if



	in the interest of time
	[eliminate]



	in the majority of cases
	most, or usually



	in the majority of instances
	often



	in the matter of
	about



	in the nature of
	like



	in the near future
	soon



	in the neighborhood of
	about



	in the normal course
	normally



	in the normal course of our procedure
	normally



	in the opinion of this writer
	in my opinion



	in the same way as described
	as described



	in view of the fact that
	because



	indicate
	show



	initial
	first



	initiate
	start or begin



	institute an improvement in
	improve



	interpose an objection
	object



	involve the necessity of
	require



	is corrective of
	corrects



	is found to be
	is



	is indicative of
	indicates



	is suggestive of
	suggests



	it appears that an oversight has been made
	I [or we] overlooked



	it has been brought to my attention
	I have learned



	it has been recognized that
	[eliminate]



	it is apparent that
	therefore, or it seems that



	it is incumbent on me
	I must



	it is noteworthy that
	[eliminate]



	it is the intention of this writer to
	[eliminate]



	it would not be unreasonable to assume
	assume



	join together
	join



	large in sample size
	large



	make a decision to
	decide to



	make the acquaintance of
	meet



	may I call to your attention
	[eliminate]



	may or may not
	may



	modifications contained herein
	these changes



	most complete
	complete



	multitudinous
	many



	mutual cooperation
	cooperation



	my personal opinion
	my opinion



	new innovation
	new



	objective
	aim



	obligation
	debt



	of a confidential nature
	confidential



	on behalf of
	for



	on the basis of
	by



	on the few occasions
	occasionally



	on the grounds that
	since



	on the part of
	by



	optimum, optimal
	best



	owing to the fact that
	since



	perform an analysis of
	analyze



	perform an examination of
	examine



	perhaps I should mention that
	[eliminate]



	permit me to take this opportunity
	I want to



	pertaining to
	about



	preparatory to
	before



	present a conclusion
	conclude



	prior to the time of/that
	before



	proceed
	go



	proceed to separate
	separate



	procure
	get



	prolong the duration
	prolong



	provide information about
	inform



	provided that
	if



	the purpose of this memo
	[eliminate]



	range all the way from
	range from



	reached an agreement
	agreed



	report back
	report



	secure
	get



	similar
	like



	state the point that
	state that



	still continue
	continue



	structure our planning pursuant
	make plans



	subsequent to
	after



	subsequently
	later



	supplement
	add



	surrounding circumstances
	circumstances



	take into consideration, taking this factor into consideration, or take under advisement
	consider



	tangible
	real



	terminate
	end, stop, dismiss



	the committee made an agreement
	the committee agreed, or we agreed



	the committee made the decision
	the committee decided, or we decided



	the fact that
	[eliminate]



	the field of photography
	photography



	the purpose of this memo
	[eliminate]



	the question as to whether
	whether



	the undersigned
	I



	the writer
	I



	there is no doubt
	[eliminate]



	this report is an offering
	this report offers



	to be in agreement with
	agree



	to have a preference for
	prefer



	to summarize the above
	in summary



	total effect of
	effect of



	transact
	do



	under date of
	dated



	under no circumstances
	never



	undertake a study of
	study



	until such time as
	until



	utilize, utilization
	use



	visualize
	see



	we deem it advisable
	I suggest



	what is believed is
	[eliminate]



	whereas
	but



	whereby
	which



	whether or not
	whether



	with a view to
	to



	with reference to
	[eliminate]



	with regard to
	about



	with the result that
	so that



	with this in mind, it is therefore clear
	therefore



	within the realm of possibility
	possible



	you will find attached
	attached is, or here is
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Think visually. Graphic design, layout, and the strategic use of visual aids like chart, graphs, tables, and illustrations can make your communication come alive. It can save you lots of words and make your message immediately apparent. Now, with so much technology at your fingertips, all this becomes much simpler, but you must develop the ability to plan and visualize what you want to convey. Then decide what will appeal to your reader and help his or her understanding of the material.

Plan. Use spacing, indenting, underlining, numbering, boldface type, and different sizes and types of lettering (typefaces) to make your message more understandable and visually appealing. Visual appeal is key not only in its ability to grab the interest of your reader but also to help the reader remember the details of your message. Learn to think in terms of text formats that set off paragraphs; typefaces to denote sections; use of color; and graphs, tables, flowcharts, drawings, and lists that promote your message and reinforce it to your reader. Strategically use bullets and other graphic aids, boldface type, and indentations. You will need to study basic layout and design elements, and learn a few facts about typefaces and type sizes, but the results will be well worth it.

THINK ABOUT CONTENT

Evaluate your content in terms of the following points:


• Know your audience and decide precisely what it needs to know.

• Decide what you want to emphasize to help you focus on how you will create special displays.

• Review the options of the system you will use to produce your communication.

• Use boldface headings in a larger type size to draw the reader’s attention and help him or her focus on the subject.

• Use white space to create the impression that your communication is short and easy to read.

• Use underlining, indenting, and varied but consistent spacing to break up the density of the text and help the reader scan for specific information.

• Decide which elements of your communication could or should be reinforced by art, graphs, or charts, and if so, use design graphics that are understandable at a glance by reducing graphics to their simplest, clearest elements.

• Pay special attention to the layout of text and images.

• Remember, the eye focuses first on the upper outside corner of the left-hand page and the lower outside corner of the right-hand page.

• Create a communication in which all the parts look like a unified whole.

• Reader-test your communication whenever possible and make any necessary changes.



ELIMINATE WRONG MESSAGES

Remember that graphics supplement your written message; they don’t replace it. Don’t create visual “noise” by using too many, confusing, or too varied illustrations, charts, or graphs, and don’t make the visuals too complex. This defeats the purpose.

Selecting Type Arrangement

[image: ]

Left Image: Long lines, double-spaced.
Right Image: Short single-spaced lines, which make use of white space.

[image: ]

Type on facing pages should align at top, left, and bottom.

Justified Copy

[image: ]

Left justified: Lines start at the same position at left.
Fully justified: Lines start and end at the same position on the left and right, respectively.
Right justified: Lines end at the same position at right.

Setting Type in Columns

[image: ]

Two-column grid.
Three-column grid.
Six-column grid: This design consists of two text blocks, the first with four columns of space, and the second with two.




End of sample
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