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Five steps to better communication

Writing in =~
Plain English

—

BY ELIZABETH DANZIGER

t vou are like most CPAs. you do not consider yourself a natural writer.
[n fact, you may have chosen accounting as a profession in the fervent

O;P/g-m-

hope that you would never have to write again. However, clients need writ-
ten explanations of the numbers you work so hard to produce. So here you

are, an avowed nonwriter, trying to
communicate complex, numbers-
based informanon to people who
know a lot less than vou do abour ac-
counting. You also want to avoid any
potenaial habilities that may come
from a misinterpretation ot your
writing. [ts no wonder that CPAs
large firms and imdividual pracunion-
crs alike spend dozens—sometimes
hundreds—aol hours preparing pro-
posals and reports only to find chat
clicnts sull consider their wrinmyg
dense and ditheule.

Fortunately, you do not need to be
a natural writer to produce correct,
chent-triendly documents. If vou fol-
low tive basic wrinng principles, your

Make vour clients happier by
writuny i their language. Here s a
betore and atter example of how
to use plan English successtully:

Before

The proxies solicited hereby for
the meeting mayv be revoked,
subjece to the procedures de-
scribed herein, at any e up to
and including che date ot the
meetng,

After

You may revoke your proxy at
any ame up to and including the
day of the meeting by following

m Eliminate ‘“~-ation”’ words and
needless noun phrases. Find words that
end with “-auon,” “-ibiliey™ and simi-
lar endings. Cross out those endings
and ask vourselt what verbs vou can
torm trom the roots. Use the verb in-
stead of the noun.

For example: Take the sentence
“After coreful consideration, we have
made a determinanon that tiscal pru-
dence dictaces that we refrain tfrom
taking acuon at this tme”™ and rewrite
1t " We have thought carefully and de-
termined it would not be fiscally pru-
dent tor us to act at this tme.”

USE THE ACTIVE VOICE

Verbs have more impact when

chents not only will have a better

the directions on page 18.

you use them i the active voice; that

grasp of your services and responsibili-

15, when the actor in a sentence comes

ties but they also may even look tor-
ward to reading your letters.

USE MANY VERBS

Verbs move your message—they are the motors of

language. Without them, your message sits. just waitng to
bore vour reader. Use verbs whenever vou can. Here are
sonie ways to increase the content of verbs i vour writing,

m Choose the verb form. ook tor words such as
“thought” “use,” “request” and “need.”” which can be
used erther as verbs or nouns. Use them as verbs,

For example: \Write “we thoughe™ mnseead o “caretul
thought was wven™ and s vou reguested™ mstead o s

per vour reguiest.”

before the acuon. For example, “The
manager wrote the report”™ 1s active, and “The report was
written by the manager™ is passive. The passive voice robs
your work of energy and could blur vour clients’ sense of
who 1s doing what. If you suspect vou've written in the
passive voice, here’s how to change it to the active:

® Check for “by” phrases and forms of the verb “to
be’ that often indicate the passive voice. "The work was
done by Mr. Jones™ can be changed to “Mr. Jones did
the work.”

B Rewrite the sentence, putting the verb in the active
roice. [t vou have trouble rewnong the sentence, just ask
vourselt. "Who did the mam acoon herer”™ Make that
person or orgamzation the subject of the sentence and,
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votli, vour sentence s the
ACUIVE VOICC.

For example: “Anv dis-
crepancies are brought to
the sellers attention, and the
ditference is resolved.” The
verbs 1 the passive vorce are
“are brought™ and “is re-
solved.” Ask vourself who
did the actons and rewrite
the sentence: “We bring dis-
crepancies to the seller’s at-
tention and resolve the
ditterences.”

SIMPLIFY YOUR

SENTENCES
Accounting principles are
hard enough o understand
without burving them in 30-
and d0-word sentences.
Strive tor an average sentence
lengeh of 10 to 18 words.
Vary the length of vour sen-
tences, using sunple sentences
whenever vou can. The tol-
lowing techmques will help
you reduce vour muloline
masterprece to manageable
intormauon bites.

& Break the sentence apart
at conjunctions. Find words
such as “and,” “or” “as well
as”and “but” ehey are
JOINIIE TWO SCHTCNCCs, Lross
them out. Then do what's
NCCESSATY [0 WTILe [Wo Com-
plete, shorter sentences
place ot the longer one. You
may have to reseate the sub-
Ject tor the second sentence.

Usage Tips

There are a thousand and one ups on stvle and gram-
mar. Be sure your firm uses one stvle consistently. 1e's
zood to choose one stvle manual, such as the Chicago
Manal of Style. and buy plenty of copies tor vour em-
ployees. Here are examples of some of the more tre-
quenty encountered English usage problems.

affect, effect—As verbs, affect means to influence
("The CPA cxplained how capital gains affect her
taxes”), and effect means to accomplish or cause
(“The new partner explamed reductions designed to
effect savings™).

a buyer that; a taxpayer that-—Not "3 buyer (or a
taxpaver) who,” unless the taxpayer, buver, etc | is an
indvidual.

compare to, compare with—iJsc compare 1o when
likening one thing to another: “She compared his be-
havior ro that ot child.” Use compare with when try-
ing to find the similarities and ditferences between
two things: “She compared this year’s financial state-
ments with last vear’s to get an idea of the company's
tinancial condition”

comprise—The whole comprises the parts, but not
vice versa. Say: “The tinancial statements comprise the
income statement and the balance sheet.” Do not say:
“The ncome statement and the balance sheet comprise
the tinancual statements.” You can say: “The mcome
statemnent and the balance sheet constitute, form or make
up the financial statements.”” Never say comprised of.
impact—Use as a noun, not a verb. Do not say: “The
statements impact the profession.” Replace with “at-
fect™ or “have an impact on”

Less, fewer—/ cis applies to quanaey (Cless tood.” “less
than 10 nules to town™) and fereer applies to countable
things (" fewer people.” * fower numbers ™).
parameters—Use only to mcan a constant factor. Do
not use 1t to mean limits. Do not say: “The budget
falls within the parameters of our estimates.”

For example: " There ap-
pear to be logic thaws in the
guaranty calculation involv-
g comparisons when ex-
cess land 1s involved as well as
imconsistencies with regard
to the mclusion of sales costs
and the calculation of the ad-
Justed amount at recovery.”

Transtorm this into two
sentences by breaking ac the
conjunction: “There appear
to be legic tlaws i the guar-
anty calculavon involving
comparisons when excess
land 1s involved. Inconsisten-
cies also exast with regard to
including sales costs and cal-
culatung the adjusted amount
at recovery.”

@ Break the sentence apart
at relative pronouns. LLook
tor words such as “which.”
“that,” “since™ and “be-
cause.” Cross them out. You
will then have an incom-
plete clause vou can turn
imto a strong, independent
sentence by restating cither
the subject or the verb.

For example: A daily
revenuc report is generated
on site which summarizes
both cash and credit card rev-
enues which is provided for
Motel Management Group.”

One “which™ has to go!
Try this: A daily revenue
report s generated on site
that summarizes both cash
and credit card revenues.

: EXECUTIVE. SUMMARY e ' :

whv it benetits them.

writing of its energy

mation bites.

W EFOLLOW FIVE IMPORTANT writing principles

and your clients will understand better what vou do and

@ USE MANY VERDBS. They give vour language life.
Use the active voice—rhe passive votce will rob vour
and simplity vour sentences by
breaking them up into nanageable, casv-to-read infor-

B INCLUDE AN OVERVIEW 10 every document
that ighhights the major poines of interest to vour read-
ers. Separate all the decnled analvais trom dhe botom-

with the details themselves.

self=evident.

W FOLLOW THE GOLDEN RULE of wriung: Write
to others a5 vou would like others to write to you. Your
Abihity to communicate clearlv may be the value-added
service that conld help vour pracuce soar,

line conclusions. Your clients are more concerned with
the imphcations and meaning of the details than they are

B EMPHASIZE THE VALUE of vour services. If you
saved the chent money, point it out. If vou tinished the
Job early, menuon e Don't assume that your vireues are

ELIZABETH DANZIGER 15 the president of WORK FALK . 1 Los Angeles-based company otfering wrang traming and con-
sulting services to el protessionals, She s the author of three books and munerous magazine articles.

TOLIRNANL o ACCOUNTANCY

Jolw 1




SPRACYICEIMA

This reportis provided tor Motel
Management Group,”
m Don’'t repeat yourself. Sce it vou

have used the same word or phrase
several times or have repeated the
same 1dea.

For example: " Although our analy-
ses are based on available intormation,
such analvses are based on l\\Ulllptl()l]\
about tuture developmeness i the
cconomy and local real estate markets.”

“Analyses™ and Tare based on™ are
used owice. How about: “We base our
analyses on avatlable intormation and

A . - L3 L4
RSt N  With Cougar Mountain Accounting you will!
ments i the cconomy and local real " : - : _ :
estate markets” With Cuugur Mountain Wouldn't you hke the convenience ot

o : o . . . . reaching chents in several different markets
Acwuntmg, _V()U. can offer a with the case of working with just one

INCLUDE AN OVERVIEW IN complclc solution to your company? Cougar Mountn is vour answer!
EVERY DOCUMENT clients in 4 different markets: Whether you have o client who wanmis the

. . «.  powerful gecounting capabiltics o ACTPlus
business accounting, “(m'l)r‘)m Accounting or just wants o automate therr
acc()un[ing_ retail, and p;lyr()". pavroll process with Pavroll tor Windows.
A _ _ vou have evervthing vou need with Cougar
;m;tlyzu financial lr;m\':u'nm_).\'. You ° ACTPIUS ACC()Unting Mounl:.nn /\ccnunnn;.__'. . -

must certainly document the tact that OF course all of the features offered by

vou have d ”'_ all these tasks. But how . ,A\C'I‘l’lul.\' Accounting. FUND  Accounung.,
Y ¢ done ene b i ) ¢ ¢ FUND ACC()Untlng Pomt of Sale for Windows, und Pavroll for

much of that detail do vour clients
need to have up trontz Do they really ¢ Point of Sale for not call for our full information package to
want to read i, or do rhcyju.\t want to R © learn more! We offer free traiming for
know that ics there? Wlnd()ws Business Partners. specialized technical

Your readers are pr()l).ll\ly more support, and tor those who require it

. . . . « ' 1 W ustomization. [Cs the it like a glove”
concerned with the implicanons and ° p“er" for Windows N ‘ e cae

ion!
solution! Thingic wer bl shipping dnd runulmp
r————————_—_

Yes. accounung is a detnl-orented
business. and vou must do vour tax re-
scarchownite vour audit reports and

Windows are too numerous to list. but why

meaning of the detnls than with the A PR Thave e ors

details themselves. Thats why s best in different industries, sizes | 1 800 390 7055 |
to give the bottom line at the begim- ,and requirements. 1 was | Get an NFR copy for only |
ning. Heres how: 100’“"8 for a flexible package | ) ' '0:': 1
m Highlight the major points of in- that I could use for my busi- 9 5_ I
terest to your reader. Put vourseltin ness and recommend to my B o cach [
. : - clients. | chose Cougar ¥ W« or
vour chients” shoes and ask vourselt Mountain Accounting 6 years | \,\N\‘ 0‘;\:\-&{- |
ity e . Cars . . P (A , S 4 .
which tact or implication \]\(mld‘ b ago and Im mll glad that 11 @HM’V"’J@ ™ Ger all 4 for only I
most mportant to vou. List those facts e oo *
. l . L . . d'd Re I TIRO Potommae Dr, Suite 1) 50 I
in your overview in the order of their _ _Ray Cook, CPA | hove ldaho 83701 |
importance. lé‘ﬁdgePOK‘l,J_CXas v (208) 175-4460 Otter capes 615797 |

m Clearly separate the detailed - htto://
analysis from the overview. Use white
space, subheads and separate sheets or
appendices tor sortung through the fine Self-Directed IRA Accounts

detals. You will save vour clients the can sol bi
trouble ot poring through pages of Solve many problems.

analyses to find the conclusions they . _ .
really want. Terminate qualified plans with
’ hard to place assets.

Personal
hecks

with the purchase of 600
3-To-A-Puge Business Checks

only $29'95+ S&H
(Offer good thru 12/31/97)

HIGHLIGHT THE VALUE OF
WHAT YOU DO

You know that vou provide vialue to
vour clients—vou save them money
on taxes. advise them on hnancial de- For a free information packet contact:
IRA SERVICES, INC.

. ) ; 2503 Del Prado Blvd., Suite 430
ment. Your value s actual—in the Cape Coral. F1 33904

%00-5014727 Fax: 941-574-9342

Establish a truly self-directed
IRA account that allows any
legal invesument.

cistons and bolster ther cash manage-

E 1-800-239-4087
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@=— ¢ FREE e-mail account
®  Send or recerve e-mail anywhere in the world!
- e

FREE Internet Home Page

Fill i a form, and instantly create your own homepage!

FREE Client Referral Service Listing
Prospective clients will find your homepage on the web!

FREE Accountants Conference Center
FAQs and pecr discussion ¢roups!

FREE

Visit our site for further details WWW CPA()n lifl(f. net

L atree service tor protessional accouttants by the Accountints Ledger

FREE Subscription to The Accountant's Ledger
Timely information and web links that you need to know about!

IRRACIICE

torm ot real money saved or carned.
But i also must be percerved—that s,
the value the client feels he or she re-
cetved Is just as nmportant to vour
pracuce as the actual value. You may
have helped a clientsave hundreds of
thousands of dollars, but 1f ics not clear
what vou did to help, he or she could
be seduced by a markeung ploy from
one of your competitors. How do vou
ter clients know how much vou have
done tor them?

Don’t count on your readers to put
two and two together—atter all, that
what they hired vou for. It vou fin-
ished the tax return early. then open
your cover letter by wrining, “We are
pleased to intorm vou that your return
15 ready early” If you figured out a way
to streantline ¢ash management proce-
dures. determine how much money
vou saved the client and write, “Cor-
recung the problems we discovered
during dus audie will save the compa-
nv $XX per year”

m Put key information in the open-
ing and the closing paragraphs of your
document. People pay the most atten-
ton to the beginming and the end of a
document. Put your most vital infor-
maton m these two strategic locations
and 1t will maximize the impact on
vour client.

FOLLOW THE GOLDEN RULE OF
WRITING

Think about the kind of writing you
look torward to receiving. You proba-
bly do not hike to read dull. convolut-
cd sentences that vou suspect are
irrelevant to vou. You probably dislike
bemy toreed to pore over pages of dry
detail before vou get to a specific con-
clusion. Follow the golden rule of
writing: Write to others as vou would
like others to write to you. Let your
readers move right along. Begin with
an overview that tells them the bot-
rom line and how it relates to them.
Use strong verbs and the acuve voice
to tell vour story. Write shorre,
strmghtforward sentences that get to
the pomt. And alwavs bear in mind
the aspects of vour data that marter
most to vour client. In today’s business
environment, your ability to commu-
nicace clearly with your clients could
be the value-added service that will
help vour pracuce soar. ]
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