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If today was an average day, you probably received 
about a hundred emails, and had to read perhaps a 
few proposals, reports and associated literature. 
How many of these did you really understand? 
How many did you have to re-read? How many did 
you just put to one side because you got tired of 
searching for the point? 

Welcome to an age of communication where not  
many people know how to communicate! The 
United States even drafted a Plain Writing Act 
in 2010 to compel government departments and 
businesses to communicate clearly with the public. 
When common sense needs to be written into law, 
you know you’ve got a problem!

Poor business communication is poor business – 
people waste time; sales are lost; and potentially 
lucrative projects don’t see the light of day.

Whose fault is it – the internet? Or poor teaching 
at school and university? Sure, we were taught 
grammar, vocabulary and sentence structure (and 
even then, not always); but that’s not enough. 
We didn’t learn to write for the workplace, where 
information overload and short attention spans 
mean you have to compete for people’s attention. 
So, unlike your teacher at school, who had to read 
your stuff, people in the workplace might not even 
bother!

Anyway, enough whingeing – let’s get down to 
business and try to understand how people decide 
what and what not to read. 

How many emails or reports did you read today 
that you didn’t understand? Poor business 
communication is poor business – people waste 
time; sales are lost; customers are irritated.  
The plain truth is that most employees don’t know 
how to write for the workplace, where you have to 
compete for people’s attention. 

In this report, you’ll learn how people decide what and what 
not to read. Then we’ll explain the basic rules of business 
writing – which are actually quite straightforward.  
Finally, we’ll show you how – with before/after examples – you 
can apply these principles to grab your reader’s attention and 
make your point in the first three lines. 

HOW WELL DO  
YOUR PEOPLE WRITE?
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THE BOTTOM-LINE IMPACT OF POOR BUSINESS WRITING

WASTED TIME
People waste valuable time 
trying to understand it. And 
any corrections waste even 
more time. 

POOR DECISION-
MAKING
It leads to missed 
opportunities, poor investment 
decisions or regulatory  
non-compliance. 

IRRITATED CUSTOMERS
Poor business writing is the 
thin edge of the wedge that 
can damage customer 
relationships.
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TO READ OR  
NOT TO READ
HERE’S THE DECISION PROCESS A T YPICAL PIECE OF BUSINESS WRITING GOES  
THROUGH ONCE IT L ANDS ON YOUR DESK OR IN YOUR INBOX.

THE POINT OF YOUR WRITING SHOULD BE CLEAR AT A GL ANCE. THIS SENDS PEOPLE  
THE MESSAGE THAT YOU RESPECT THEIR VALUABLE TIME.

READOPEN ACTIONUNDERSTANDRECEIVE

Using the analogy of a train or metro journey, an email or a report passes through a number of stations 
before it reaches its final destination:

OPEN 
 
Is the objective clear at 
a glance, in the subject 
line (email) or title 
(report)? If so, you can 
immediately see if it’s 
relevant and open it. 
Otherwise, you’ll ignore 
it and open it later 
(maybe).

READ 
 
Is the body laid out in 
a clean, airy format, 
with headlines and lots 
of white space? If so, 
you will read on. If, 
however, it’s in a dense, 
text-heavy format, which 
requires mental effort to 
digest, you’ll probably 
park it and read it later 
(maybe). 

UNDERSTAND 
 
Is it written in short 
and simple everyday 
language, with a clear 
underlying message? 
If so, it will be readily 
understood. If, however, 
it is long and convoluted 
and contains too much 
detail, you may well 
park it and read it later 
(maybe).

ACTION 

Once the message has 
been understood, you 
can take the required 
action. This could be 
to do something (e.g. 
approve, buy, cancel 
…) or indeed to do 
nothing, i.e. the message 
is ultimately not for you 
and can be ignored. 

NOW THAT’S PROBABLY A MUCH LONGER JOURNE Y THAN YOU ORIGINALLY THOUGHT! HERE ARE THE BASIC PRINCIPLES 
TO HELP GE T YOU TO THE ACTION STATION AS QUICKLY AS POSSIBLE.

The point of your message should be clear at a glance, in the subject 
line (email), report title (document) or as an executive summary for 
anything longer than a page – as in this report. If your reader has not 
understood the point of your message in the first three lines, you’ve 
already lost half the battle – and in many cases the whole battle.

This is the exact opposite of what you were taught in school, which 
is to put your conclusion at the end. Because teachers have to grade 
their students’ work, they don’t have the option of not reading it 
(much as they’d sometimes like to…). In the business world, however, 
you do.

Making your point upfront is nothing new: newspapers and magazines 
do it with headlines and summaries. After all, how else can they help 
readers to decide what to read? 

Any yet, how often do you see emails in your inbox with meaningless 
subject lines like “Organisational announcement”, – or worse – 
“Urgent”? Or lengthy emails or documents longer than a page without 
an executive summary – essentially forcing people to read them to find 
out what they’re about?

Making your point upfront not only makes practical sense in a busy 
corporate world; it also sends people the message that you respect 
their valuable time.

IF YOUR READER HAS 
NOT UNDERSTOOD 
THE POINT OF YOUR 
MESSAGE IN THE 
FIRST THREE LINES, 
YOU’VE ALREADY 
LOST HALF THE 
BATTLE.

3        TO READ OR NOT TO READ MAKE YOUR POINT UPFRONT      4

MAKE YOUR  
POINT UPFRONT



USE SHORT WORDS
Use, don’t utilise; try, don’t 
endeavour; end, don’t terminate. 
And avoid bureaucratic 
expressions like at the present 
time (now), as a consequence of 
(because) or subsequent to (after). 

USE SHORT SENTENCES
Keep your sentences to an 
average of 15-20 words, which run 
to one or two lines when viewed 
in normal size. Any sentence that 
runs to three lines is probably too 
long; break it up into two shorter 
sentences.

USE ACTIVE MORE  
THAN PASSIVE VOICE 
Say we will make the final decision 
next week instead of the final 
decision will be made next week. 
Passive voice can often seem 
impersonal, bureaucratic and 
lacking in accountability.

USE A CLEAN,  
AIRY LAYOUT

KEEP IT SHORT  
AND SIMPLE

USE SHORT PARAGRAPHS
Keep your paragraphs to an 
average of 5 lines (7 maximum) 
when viewed in normal size.

Anything more increases the 
mental effort required to read at 
a glance. 

USE DESCRIPTIVE 
HEADLINES
They break your text into logical 
chunks and allow you to take in 
the key points at a glance. 

Note the emphasis on 
descriptive: for example, Objective 
is not a descriptive headline; We 
plan to double our market share in 2 
years is. 

MAKE YOUR WRITING BREATHE:

For everyday email and 
reports, these two rules are 
more than enough to make 
your writing inviting and 
accessible. 

For more lengthy professional 
documents where headlines 
are not enough, you can go 
one step further by inserting 
images and sidebars – like in 
this report. And with today’s 
fancy software, this is fairly 
easy to do.

AVOID UNNECESSARY 
DETAIL
You don’t have to say it all; you 
just have to say enough so your 
reader can have a reasonably 
informed opinion. If you try and 
say too much, you ultimately 
end up saying nothing, because 
people might not remember it.

AVOID BUZZWORDS  
AND JARGON
They’re designed to impress, but 
simply show a lack of originality 
and critical thought. Common 
examples are paradigm shift, best 
practice, world class, low-hanging 
fruit, thinking out of the box, and 
many more.
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A CLEAN, AIRY L AYOUT WITH LOTS OF WHITE SPACE MAKES YOUR WRITING MORE INVITING AND ACCESSIBLE. THE 
BRAIN TENDS TO SWITCH OFF WHEN PRESENTED WITH DENSE, TE X T-HEAV Y WRITING. 

THIS REFERS TO YOUR WRITING, NOT TO THE LENGTH OF YOUR DOCUMENT. SHORT AND SIMPLE MEANS USING 
E VERYDAY L ANGUAGE.  



Good writing is good business

In an age of information overload and short attention spans, poor business 
writing comes at a cost, from wasted time to poor decision-making. Fortunately, 
the rules for good business writing are quite straightforward.

We’re drowning in information
It would be a great world indeed if your emails or reports were always 
read, and the appropriate action taken. Dream on! People first scan, and 
only then decide to read. This is a necessary coping mechanism in an age 
of information overload and short attention spans. Poorly written emails 
or documents might languish for a long time before they are read.

Poor business writing comes at a cost
People need to be informed, decisions made and action taken based on 
plans, proposals, documentation, reporting and regulatory requirements. 
When these are badly written, people waste valuable time trying to 
understand them. They could also highlight the wrong information, or 
obscure vital facts, leading to poor decision-making. 

Schools don’t teach how to write for the workplace
Schools teach students to value literature, grammar and vocabulary. 
While this is a necessary part of education, it is not enough. Erudition 
and eloquence might have their place in the classroom, but less so in the 
office. The point of business writing is not to impress, but to get people to 
take some form of action – period.

Good business writing is easier than you think
Good business writing comes down to three simple principles.  
Make your point upfront so that people can immediately see if it’s 
relevant to them or not. Then use a clean, airy layout to make your writing 
inviting and accessible. Finally, use short and simple everyday language, 
without unnecessary detail. 

THE ESSENTIALS  
AT A GLANCE *

BEFORE/AFTER 
EXAMPLES

POINT UPFRONT
The point of 
the document is 
evident right away.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This is essential for 
anything longer 
than a page.

DESCRIPTIVE 
HEADLINES 
Allow you to catch 
key points at a 
glance. 

PLAIN WORDS AND 
SHORT SENTENCES 
They are easier to 
understand.

CLEAN, AIRY LAYOUT. 
This is easier on the 
eye and makes your 
text more inviting. 

* From the book Business Writing that Works, by Robert Gentle

Let’s apply the basics to three simple everyday examples of corporate communication:
1. A notice in a parking lot about car security
2. An email from IT about a software upgrade
3. An email to a prospect aimed at selling advertising space in a magazine

1. 2. 3.
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IMPORTANT NOTICE
IN THE INTERESTS OF SECURITY, PLEASE DO NOT LEAVE 

ANY VALUABLE ITEMS IN EVIDENCE IN YOUR VEHICLE, 
LIKE HANDBAGS, WALLETS, PHONES AND COMPUTERS. 
DO NOT LEAVE PARKING TICKETS OR ACCESS CARDS IN 
YOUR VEHICLE. PLEASE ENSURE THAT YOUR VEHICLE IS 

LOCKED.

MANAGEMENT DECLINES ALL RESPONSBILITY FOR ANY 
THEFT OR DAMAGE, HOWSOEVER CAUSED. YOU USE 

THESE PREMISES ENTIRELY AT YOUR OWN RISK.

IS YOUR CAR SAFE?

BEFORE /AF TER E X AMPLES        10

WHAT’S WRONG?
1.  Meaningless subject line.

2.  Capital letters are difficult to read, and give the impression of shouting.

3.  Message written in bureaucratic language and legalese. The objective seems less about 
helping customers to avoid theft than about exonerating management from any 
responsibility.

EXAMPLE 1:  NOTICE IN A PARKING LOT ABOUT SECURITY
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You use this parking entirely at your own risk. 
We decline any responsibility for damage or theft.

Don’t leave visible any items of value in your car (bags, 
clothes, electronic devices …).

Take your parking ticket or access card with you.

Lock your car.



Dear PRISM users,

PRISM V3.0 goes live Monday 20th March!

After all your hard work and the valuable time you’ve spent providing input for the new version 3.0 of PRISM, we are pleased 
to announce that we are going live on Monday 20th March – on schedule. To view the many benefits of this major product 
upgrade and how it will make your life easier, you can download the release notes here. 

What you need to do by Friday 18th March, 6pm

• You must update your funnel and sales reporting by 6 pm on Friday 18th March. All your data up to this cut-off point will 
be migrated to the new version. 

• Important: do not create or update any information in offline mode after 6 pm, because it will not be migrated. 

Can I still work over the weekend?

• You will still be able to access the current version of PRISM over the weekend, but only in read mode – i.e. you won’t be 
able to create or update any information.

• Note that system performance and response times will be slower over the weekend because of the migration. 

What happens on Monday morning?

• When you sign in on Monday morning, you will have to reset your password because of the new single sign-on feature. 
• After signing in, you will arrive on the new home page that you saw during your training. If you need a quick refresh on 

how it looks, you can download the V3.0 Release Guide here.

We look forward to welcoming you on board the new V3.0!

Best regards
Robert Martin

PRISM V3.0 upgrade this weekend 18-19th March. User instructions.

Dear PRISM users

As you all know based on our regular project communications of the past few weeks, we will be implementing a major new version V3.0 of PRISM 
for CRM users on Monday 20th March. As you will have seen during your recent training, the following new features will now be available:

• SAP integration for customer orders 
• Single sign-on between PRISM and your company user account
• Improved campaign management
• Remote usage for offline users 
• Social media integration to track customer Facebook and Twitter activity
• Collaboration features for account teams 
• Automatic credit checking for prospects 

The new version 3.0 will be installed this weekend 18-19th March. It is therefore imperative that all users update their funnels and sales reporting 
by Friday 6 pm. Any new activity on customers, prospects and opportunities after this cut-off date and time will not be migrated to the new version 
and you’ll have to redo the work in V3.0. However, you can still work after 3 pm in read mode, including throughout the weekend. You just won’t 
be able to do any creates or updates. Note though that system performance and response times over the weekend might be impacted because of 
the V2-V3 migration routines that will be running.

IMPORTANT: Note that the new version will require a password reset because of the single sign on between PRISM and your user account, so 
your current password will no longer be valid.

To help you get the most out of the new version, please click here to download the V3.0 Reference Guide, which should normally address all of 
your questions. 

Best regards

Robert Martin

PRISM version 3.0 upgrade this weekend.

WHAT’S WRONG?
1.  Poorly structured, with the key messages scattered throughout the text.

2.  Impersonal, bureaucratic tone, written almost entirely in the passive voice.  Plus, there is 
no emotion for what is supposed to be a major new version with significant benefits.

3.   Bullet-point overload about the new features.

EXAMPLE 2:  EMAIL FROM I.T. ABOUT A SOFTWARE UPGRADE

BEFORE /AF TER E X AMPLES        1211       BEFORE / AF TER E X AMPLES



WHAT’S WRONG?
1. Long, meandering and convoluted. Hardly anyone would even bother to read it.

2. Statistical overkill in the third paragraph – better to focus on one or two key figures.

3.  The main points about the readership and pricing are buried in the last paragraph – and 
the reader will probably have given up long before that.

EXAMPLE 3: EMAIL AIMED AT SELLING ADVERTISING SPACE IN A MAGAZINE

Dear Emily,

As a busy executive responsible for marketing your company’s well-known ERP software, you’re probably flooded with requests 
for advertising. Which means you become selective about which publications you choose to advertise in. It’s a question of 
successful adspend – of getting your marketing message to the largest reach – in the right target market – for the most 
efficient advertising dollar.

Enterprise Software is a monthly magazine that reaches the cream of IT professionals – CIOs throughout the country as well as 
project managers and ERP specialists, both corporate and independent consultants. It’s a publication that reaches precisely the 
people who have a budget for ERP solutions. A budget that will interest you.

When we look at our readership research, some interesting facts emerge. Facts that may surprise you. Like the fact that 
nearly 70% of our readers work in large corporates, and only 30% in SMEs; that our readers are at a very senior level with 
the majority holding director or manager designations in IT, manufacturing or logistics, and 8% being CIOs or Programme 
Directors; that 62% are real decision-makers and take the final decision in respect of their job responsibilities; and 55% are 
earning salaries in the A-income bracket.

Enterprise Software therefore makes more sense. And it certainly makes business sense for you to advertise to this corporate 
market. Enterprise Software is perfectly targeted to a market of IT and operational managers who are captive, empowered 
and receptive to this type of advertising. With a full-page, full-colour advert for only €2500, or a quarter-page black-and-while 
advert for only €500, you can reach the 20,000 top decision-makers interested in your message.

I would value the opportunity to meet with you and review this in more detail.

Sincerely

Enterprise Software – the magazine for corporate IT professionals

Dear Emily,

You’ll reach the cream of operational executives and ERP professionals if you advertise in the monthly magazine Enterprise 
Software.

Most of our 20,000 readers are directors or managers in IT, operations and consulting. Over 70% of them work in global 
corporations – and that’s where the market is for your product and services.

A full-page colour ad costs only €2500, and a quarter-page black-and-white ad €500.

If you are interested, may we have a quick call to discuss this in more detail?

Sincerely

Reach 20,000 operational executives and ERP professionals each month.
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