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Good writing is good business

Or why high-quality syntactical expression constitutes a desirable precondition for the facilitation of the ongoing workplace communication process…
by Chris Newton

When you communicate in writing, whether it’s a note for the milkman or a chairman’s statement, your main aim (I hope) is to convey information.  

This suggests that you should be concise, use simple language and write in a clear and ordered way.   You know that’s how you, as a reader, like your information served up - it enables you to take it in quickly and without misunderstandings.

Usually?  You may have noticed that business people often write for reasons unconnected with giving information.  They may write to manage or to motivate colleagues.  There are even (rumour has it) a few who will use the written word to manipulate or to disinform, to cover their backsides, or simply to justify their salaries.  

But this article is about how words work together, not people.  You are writing to inform, so you need to know how to do it properly.  Others will be quick to judge you and your department, company or organisation on the basis of what you write and how you write it.  

Say what you mean

Look at these two examples:

‘The cow is a mammal.  It has six sides - right, left, an upper and below.  At the back it has a tail on which hangs a brush.  With this it sends the flies away so that they do not fall into the milk.  The head is for the purpose of growing horns and so that the mouth can be somewhere.  The horns are to butt with and the mouth is to moo with.  Under the cow hangs the milk.  It is arranged for milking.  When people milk, the milk comes and there is never an end to the supply.  How the cow does it I have not yet realised, but it makes more and more.  The cow has a fine sense of smell and one can smell it far away.  This is the reason for the fresh air in the country’  (10-year-old quoted by Sir Ernest Gowers in The Complete Plain Words)

‘If there are any points upon which you require explanation or further particulars we shall be glad to furnish such additional details as may be required by telephone’

(example from Plain English website)

The first passage may lack the polish of an adult hand (or much understanding of cows), but hardly a word is wasted.  The second is shorter - yet nowhere near short enough.  Look how much ink the writer would have saved by putting ‘If you have any questions, please ring’.

What about ‘correct English’?  The same familiar trivial errors seem to crop up in almost every business communication.  Word processors claim to have outlawed spelling errors and to be able to correct faulty syntax, but anyone who writes half-decent English may find they make matters worse.  Look at this:

Bee careful your not a manger whose good at his job butt relays on spell-checker or auto chequer and is not a ware that you still need too look four you’re own miss steak’s   
Perfectly in order, according to Word 2000.
Do minor errors matter?  Not necessarily.  Cherished howlers such as the misrelated participle (‘ruined by age and dry rot, I could still remember how the house had looked’), the split infinitive (not an error, actually – though it should be used with care) and problems of agreement (a number of guests has/have arrived) rarely get in the way of communication.   

Say what you mean

The mistakes which do matter are those which change or confuse meaning.  Each of the words below is frequently misused in place of the one in brackets which follows, either because the two are similar or because the user has missed a subtle but important difference in meaning:

Flaunt (flout)

Prevaricate (procrastinate)

Infer (imply)

Fortuitous (fortunate – fortuitous just means by chance)
Enormity (enormousness – enormity means dreadfulness)
Diffuse (defuse)

Enable (facilitate)

There are many more.

Capitalitis

The gratuitous capital is the common cold of business writing – no-one seems to be immune.  A minor sin, perhaps, but misleading because it confuses common (generic) nouns with proper ones.  So please outlaw Company, Director, Board, Council, Doctor, University, Royal and so on, unless the word forms part of the name of a specific person or entity – eg ‘the University of Bath is one of several universities to offer this course’.  Otherwise your writing will look pompous and dated.

The nervous passive 

Some people will go to any lengths to avoid the active tense, so they write ‘the work is planned to be continued’ instead of ‘we plan to continue the work’.  This is a hangover from the driest kind of business report, in which all evidence that an actual person wrote it has been ruthlessly stamped out.  Overcome your inhibitions – use ‘I’ and ‘we’.

So good they named it twice

Finally, declare war on tautology.  Once you can spot the six excess words in this sentence on two separate occasions, you will be situated on the path to success in interpersonal communication and you and your work colleagues can combine together to successfully win the battle against bad writing.  Then this article won’t have to be repeated again.
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