Write to be read - not to sound important

by Chris Newton 

We all know the difference between good and bad writing, just as we all know the difference between Homer Simpson and OJ.  

So why can’t we all produce it?

From my point of view, it’s as well we can’t - I’d be out of business.  Fortunately for copywriters, there are still people who write “ongoing learning facilitation” when they mean “teaching“.  And they are usually the same people who will react to this sentence by crying “Aha! You can’t start a sentence with ‘and’!”

At the other extreme there are people whose copy is so clear, so simple and so jargon-free that a child of five would understand every syllable.  Unfortunately the target audience is you and me, and we feel patronised.

When you write for a business audience, it helps to remember a couple of things about your readers.  First, they are busy - just like you.  Second, they are selfish.  They don’t care how important you think your material is - they will read only as much of it as they want to.  So you had better make sure that it is either useful, or genuinely entertaining – preferably both.  

In case you find the above is itself rather obvious, here’s something you may not realise.  Even if they find a piece of text interesting, people don’t start at the beginning, read through and finish at the end.  They might do that when they’re curled up with John Grisham or Barbara Taylor Bradford, because it’s a story - but when they’re after information, they throw any respect for your narrative out of the window.  

This is not a matter of conjecture.  It has been proved by at least one piece of research, by the Applied Psychology Unit of the Medical Research Council.  The researchers found that people reading for information will go to any lengths to save themselves work.  Far from progressing though the text from sentence to sentence, they skip a bit here, glance ahead there, scan for interesting words, then jump straight to the end to see where the writer is heading.  If their interest is held, they fill in the gaps by reading whole sentences, then paragraphs, until they have learned enough.   

So if you’re writing to be read, don’t kid yourself that your readers owe you a second of their time.  Trim your text to the bone, and make it as easy as possible for them to get the information they need.

A few pointers that might help:

· If you don’t find good writing comes easily, imagine how you would deliver your message when talking to a colleague in an informal meeting.  Write it down and sort the syntax out afterwards, using professional help if necessary.

· Prune your material until it contains only the necessary information.  Each superfluous word will detract from the others.  

· Break your text up into easily-digested chunks, with a pargaraph break when you come to a slight change of topic or direction.  

· Use headlines and sub-headings to ‘signpost’ the content, so people can quickly scan the content and find what they’re looking for.

· Adjust your language to your reader’s level of understanding – but no lower.  Better the occasional word they’re not sure about than nursery talk.

· Set the text out in a pattern which is sympathetic to its meaning - for example, start a new line for each new subject in a list.  Tax return forms use this technique to excellent effect - as does the Bible. 

· Use diagrams to convey statistics or technical details.  Readers take them in much more quickly than text.
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