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Five steps to better communicat on 

Writing in 
Plain English 

BY E L I Z A B E T H D A N Z I G E R 

t you arc like most CPAs, you do not consider yourself a natural writer. 
In fact, you may have chosen accounting as a profession m the fervent 

hope that you would never have to write again. However, clients need writ­
ten explanations ofthe numbers you work so hard to produce. So here you 
arc, ,111 .ivowcd iioiiwriter, trying t<i 
i.(imnuinu :itc complex, numbers-
based intori iKinon to people who 
know a lot less than von do about ac­
counting. Yon .ilso want to avoid anv 
potenti.il liabilities that m,iy come 
f rom a inisinterpret. i t ion ot 'yot ir 
writiiiL;. it's no wonder that (!i'As in 
Lirge Iirms and mdivulnal practition­
ers alilse spend dozens—sometimes 
htiiKireils—111 hours preparing pro­
posals and reports onlv to find tli,it 
clients still consiiier tiieir w r i t i n g 
dense .md diHicnlt. 

Fortunately, yon do not need to be 
a natur.il writer to produce correct, 
client-lriendly documents. If you fol­
low tive basic w ruing principles, yotir 
clients not only w i l l have a better 
grasp of your services and responsibili­
ties but thev .ilso may even look l i i r-
ward to reading your letters. 

G USE MANY VERBS 
Verbs move your mess.ige—ihey ,ire the motors of 

language. Without theni, your mess.ige sits, just waiting ui 
bore your reatler. Use verbs whenever von can. Here are 
some ways to increase the content ol \erbs in vour \\ riting. 

• Choose llic verb f o r m . Look Lor uonls such as 
••lluniglu," "use," "rei]iiest"' aiul "iieei.L" w hich can be 
used either as \erbs or luums. Use ihem as \erbs. 

For example: Write 'we thought " iiisiead ol" "careliil 
'.lu,light w.is given and ".is \(ni reLjiu-sied " iiisie.ul nl'",is 
piT vour i"ei|iiest.' 

Make vour clients happier by 
writing m their language. Here is a 
before and .it'ter example of how 
to use plain Eiigijsh successfully: 

Before 
The proxies solicited hereby tor 
the meeting iii.iy be revoked, 
subject to the procedures de­
scribed herein, .it .my time tip to 
aiul including the tiate ol the 
meetmi;. 

After 
You may revoke your proxy at 
any time up to and including the 
dav ot the meeting by following 
the (.lirections on page 18. 

• Eliminate " - a i i o n " words and 
needless noun phrases. Find words that 
end with "-ation, " "-ibiliry" and simi­
lar enthngs. Ooss out those endings 
and ask yourself what verbs you can 
form from the roots. Use the verb in­
stead of the noun. 

For example: Tike the sentence 
"After crrettil consideration, we have 
made a Lletermmation that tlscal pru­
dence dictates that we refrain from 
taking action at this time" .md rewrite 
It: "We h.ive thought carefully and de-
termmetl it would not be fiscally pru­
dent for ns to act at this tmie." 

^ USE THE ACTIVE VOICE 
Verbs have more impact when 

you use them in the active voice; that 
IS, when the actor in a sentence comes 
before the action. For example, "The 

manager wrote the report" is active, :ind "The report was 
written by the maniiger" is passive. The passive voice robs 
your work ol energ\' and could blur vonr clients' sense ot 
who IS doing what. If vou suspect voti ve written in the 
pa.ssive voice, here's how to change it to the active: 

• Check f o r "by" phrases and forms of the verb "to 
be" that often indicate the passive voice. "The work was 
done bv Mr. jones" can be ch;mLted to "Mr . Jones did 
the work." 

• Rewrite ihe sentence, pi i t l ini ; the verb in the active 
voice. If vou h.i\e trouble rewriting the sentence, lust ;isk 
\imrselt. "Who (.lid the mam acuon here?" Make th:it 
person or org:miz.ition the snii|ect ot the sentence ,iiid. 
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voil.i, vour sentence is in the 
active voice. 

For example: "Anv dis­
crepancies are brotiglit to 
the seller's .itteiition, :ind the 
difference is resolved." The 
verbs in the passive voice :ire 
""are brotiglu " ,ind "is re­
solved." Ask vourselt who 
(.lid the .ictions and rewrite 
the sentence: "We briiiL; dis­
crepancies to the seller"s at­
tention :iiid resolve the 
ditlcrences." 

3 SIMPLIFY YOUR 
SENTENCES 

Acciii inting principles are 
h:ird enough to iinderst:ind 
without burviiig them in 
:ind 4n-wori.l sentences. 
Strive tor .in :iver:ige sentence 
length of I 0 to 1 S words. 
V.iry the length of \our sen­
tences, using simple sentences 
whenever you c:in. The lol­
lowing techniques will helji 
yoti reduce vour nuiltilme 
masterpiece to iii.m;ige;ible 
information bites. 

• Break the sentence apart 
at conjunctions, f ind words 
such as ".md, " ""or, " "",is well 
as"" ,ind "but. " I f thev ;ire 
joining two sentences, LIOSS 
them out. Then do vvh.it's 
necess;irv to write two com­
plete, shorter sentences in 
place ol the longer one. You 
may h:ive to restate the sub­
ject tor the second sentence. 

Usage Tips 
There are a thou.sand and one tips on st\ le and gr:im-
mar. Be sure your firm uses one sryle consistentiv It's 
good to choose one style inanu:il, such as the Chila ;̂o 
Matituil ol Siyli'. and buy plenty of copies tor vour em­
ployees. Here are examples of some ofthe more tfe-
quently encountered English us:ige problems. 

affect, effect—As verbs, affect means to influence 
("The UFA explained how capital gains afTcct her 
taxes ), ,iiui effect means to accomplish or cause 
("The new partner explained reductions designed to 
etlect s;ivings"). 
a buyer that; a taxpayer that—Not "a buyer (or a 
taxpaver) who," unless the taxpayer, buver, etc., is an 
individu.d. 
compare to, compare with—Use coDiparc lo when 
likening one thing to :inother: "She (oinparrd his be­
havior fll th;u ot ,1 child." Use lOiiipm' inWi when try­
ing to tmd the similarities and differences between 
two things: ""She iomparcd this ye:ir's financial state­
ments irif/( last year's to get an idea ofthe company's 
tinancial condition." 
comprise—The whole compnu-i the parts, but not 
vice versa. Say: ""The financial st.itements tompnsc the 
income statement and the balance sheet." Do not say: 
"The income statement and the balance sheet iviupri.'ic 
the tmancial statements." You can say: "The income 
statement and the balance sheet coiistitnic. form or make 
up the financial statements." Never say comprncd of. 
impact—Use as a noun, not a verb. Do not say: ""The 
statements impacl the protession." Replace with "af­
fect" or '"have an impact on'' 
Less, fewer—Las applies to (.[uantiry ("less food," "less 
than 10 miles to town") and /ciccr applies to countable 
things ("Jnirr people." "fvivcr numbers "). 
parameters—Use only to mean a constant factor. Do 
not use It to mean limits. Do not sav: "The budget 
frills within the parameters ofonr estimates."' 

For example: •"There ap-
pe:ir to be logic flaws in the 
guaranrv' c;ilculation involv­
ing comparisons when ex­
cess land IS involved as well as 
inconsistencies with regard 
to the inclusion of'sales costs 
and the calculation t)f the ad­
justed amount at recovery. " 

Transtorni this mto two 
sentences by breaking at the 
conjunction: ""There appear 
to be logic flaws in the giiar-
antv calculation involving 
comparisons when excess 
land is involved. Inconsisten­
cies also exist with regard to 
including s;iles costs and cal-
cuLiting the ;idjiisted amoimt 
at re cover v." 

• Break the sentence apart 
at relative pronouns. Look 
tor words such as "which,'" 
"that," "'since ' ,ind "be­
cause." Cross them out. You 
w i l l then have an incom­
plete cl.iuse vou can turn 
mto :i strong, independent 
sentence by restating either 
the subject or the verb. 

For example: "A daily 
revenue report is generated 
on site vvhich summarizes 
botli c:isli and credit carti rev­
enues vvhich IS provided tor 
Motel M.magement (ironp. " 

(')ne ""which"" h:is to go! 
Try this: ""A daily revenue 
report is generated on site 
that summarizes both cash 
and credit card revenues. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

• FOLLOW FIVE I M P O R T A N T writing principles 
and your clients will uiKierst;iiid belter what vou do and 
whv It benehts them. 
B USE M A N Y VERBS. Thev give your l.inguage life. 
Use the active voice—rhe p.issive voice wil l rob yoiir 
vv ritmg ot its energy—and simplify vour sentences bv 
breaking them up mto manageable, e;isv-to-re:id iiitor-
matioii bites. 
• I N C L U D E A N OVERVIEW in everv document 
tli;it highlights the iiKijor points of interest to vour re;id-
ers. Sep;ir:ite :ill rhe det:iilcd .in.ilvsis irom (he bol 

f^LIZAIiLn i DAN/JCI-R is ihc pivsuicm oi WORK l ALK. ,i 
MIIIHIL; -services lo li u i.il priih-ssion.ils. She is ilic .uiihor of ihrcc 

line conclusions. Your clients are more concerned with 
the implications and me:ining ofthe details than they are 
with the details themselves. 
a EMPHASIZE THE VALUE of your services. If you 
saved the client money, point it out. If"vou hnished the 
job early, mention it. Don't :issume that your virtues are 
self-evident. 
• FOLLOW THE GOLDEN RULE of writing: Write 
to others .is you wotild like others to write to you. Your 
.ibilitv to commnmcite cle:irlv mav be the value-added 
service th.it could help vour pr:ictice so;ir. 

l_os Anuclcs-h.ised .onip.mv ottcrinu vvnnng tr.uniiiL; .uid con-
hooks .nul iiuincroiis ni.m.izme :irticlcs. 
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1 Ins report is prov ided tor Motel 
Man.igemeni C iroup." 

mDoii ' l repeal yourself. See it you 
Inive used the s:iiiie word or phrase 
several times or have repeated the 
s;inie idea. 

For example: "".Aliliough our :iiialy-
ses :ire b;ised on ;iv.iil.ible intoriiiatu)ii, 
such ;iii:ilvses ,ire b:ised on :issiiinptions 
:ibout tutiire developments in the 
economv and loc;il re:il estate ni.irkets.' 

""Analvses" and "":iie biiseti on" are 
used twice. How about: ""We b;ise our 
:inalvses on :iv:iil;ible information and 
on assumptions :iboiit future develop­
ments 111 the economv ;ind local real 
estate markets." 

El INCLUDE AN OVERVIEW IN 
EVERY DOCUMENT 

Yes. accounting is .1 dei:iil-orieiited 
business, :iiRf vou musl do vonr t:ix re-
se.irch. write vonr :iudii reports and 
analv/.e liiKincnil tr;ins:u"tions. You 
must cert;imlv Llocimieiit the lact that 
vou have done :ill these tasks, lint how 
much of that det:iil do your clients 
need to h:ive up trout' Do they re.illy 
want to read it, or tio thev just w:int to 
know that it's there? 

Your re;iders are prob.iblv more 
concerned vvith the iiiiplic:irions and 
meaning ot the det.iils th:in with the 
details themselves. Tli:it's whv it's best 
to give the bottom line ;it the begin­
ning. Here s how: 

• Hi}ihlifiht the major points of i n ­
lerest lo your reader. I ' l i t yourself 111 
your clients shoes .iiid :isk voursell 
which l.ici or iiiiplic:ition vvoiiUl be 
most iinport:int to vou. L.ist those lacts 
in your overview m the order ot their 
importance. 

• Clearly separate the detailed 
analysis f rom the overview. Use white 
space. subhe:ids :iiui sep;irate sheets or 
appendices tor sorting through the fine 
details. You will s:ive vour clients the 
trouble of ptiring through pages of 
analvses to tind the conclusums they 
really want. 

HIGHLIGHT THE VALUE OF 
WHAT YOU DO 

You know that vou provide v:ilue to 
vour clients—voti save them iiionev 
on taxes, advise them on tiii:nicial de­
cisions ;IIKI b(.ilster their cash ni.iiiage-
ment. Your v:ilue is ;ictu,il — m the 

With Couj^ar Mountain 
Accountin}^, you can offer a 
complete .solution to your 
clients in 4 different markets: 
business accounting, non-profit 
accountinjj;. retail, and payroll. 

• ACTPlu.s Accounting 

• FUND Accounting 

• Point of Sale for 
Window.s"' 

• PayroU for Windows" 
"i4^ a CPA, I have customers f ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 
in different industries, .sizes 
and requirements. I wa.s 
looking f o r a flexible packaf^e 
that I could use f o r my busi­
ness and recommend to mv 
cl ients . I chose Cougar 
Mountain Accounting 6 years 
ago and I 'm still glad that I 
did.": • . . , 

I 

Wouldii'i villi like ihe eunvenience ol' 
reaching clienls in several (JiU'erenl markels 
wilh ihe ease iif wiirkini: wilh jusl one 
C(iiiii>;iny'.' CiiULiar Mountain is vour answei"! 
Whelher yon have a elienl who WLinis ihe 
powerlnl Meeoimiiii^ eapabililies ol' ACTPIus 
.•\LecMinliii!.' or jnsi wjiiis lo ;iuiomaie iheir 
p;iyroll process wiih I ' jyroll loi Windows, 
yon li;ive everylhiiii; yon neeil iviih Congai 
Mouniain Aeeounline. 

01 course .ill ot the te;iiures ollered by 
.ACTI'lus Aeeouniine. r U N O .Neeouniinp. 
I'oinl ot .Sale lor Wimlows. and Payroll lor 
Wintlows are loo numerous to list, hul why 
luii call Iiu onr lull intormation package to 
learn morel We oiler free training tor 
liiisiness Partners, specialized technical 
suppori, ;IIKI lor those who require it, 
eustomi/aiion. It's the "f i t like a glove" 

s o l u t i o n ! -Sini ' lc iiNcr [ilu^ ^hippinw j n J hjndl inp 

l~800~390"7055'' 
Get an NFR copy for onlv 

150 
each $99 

I lMI^'W\tlMrVIM\ 

7IHt) I'uliiiii.K- Dr. .Siiik- I) 
Ui'isc. Idalin H.M(\4 

T^*^*"' Gel all 4 jor only 

50 I 
Ray Cook, CPA | 

JBnjigeport.Jexas |_ 1^ i^«Kn.i^--j ^ 0M;.nv_«_iy')j $299 
http://www.couganntn.coni 

Self-Directed IRA Accounts 
can solve many problems. 

Terminate qualified plans with 
hard to place assets. 

Establish a truly self-directed 
LRA account Lhat allows any 

legal investment. 

For a free information packet coniacl: 
IRA SERVICES, INC. 

2503 Del Prado Blvd., Suite 430 
Cape Coral. Fl 33904 

X00-50M727 Fax:941-574-9342 

F 
R 

Personal 
Checks 
with the pufchase oi 600 

3-To-A-Pagc Business Checks 

only *29^^+ S&H 
(Offer good ttim 12/31/97) 

1-800-239-4087 
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1997 FEDERAL + 50 STATES $195 
OVER 6,000 FEDERAL, STATE & CITY FORMS 

TAX FORM SERVICE ON CD-ROM 

WHY PAY $375 - $595? 

• Kleinrock's Forms Library*̂  
• PPC Tax Form Plus* ?"- ^ 
• CFS Fill-N-Prinf' fi:^^ 
• Intuii TurboForms* 
• Spideii's Complete Tax Forn i 
•TFL CO" 
• CCH Perform Plus J 
• ACE Forms i 
• RIA Forms 

BUY THE 1997 LASER LIBRARIAN 
FOR $195 
CPSrSTEMS, INC. IS THE PROVIDER FOR 
MANY OF THE TAX FORM PRODUCTS LISTED 
'1996 t prior " 1 9 9 S » prior 

Laser Librarian delivers 

a quick and powerful 

Interface containing over 

6.000 Federal, State & City 

forms, including Canada & 

Puerto Rico. Act Now! 

Save hundreds off your 1997 

renewal price—FederaL+ 

5.P..S.tates_$m, Updated 

every two weeks during Tax 

Season with daily updates 

available from our Web Site. 

Offering comprehensive 

1986-1996 Archive CDs. 

Only CPSystems guarantees 

to provide any Federal or 

State form you will need to 

FREE USER UBRARIAN 
DRAWING (MONTHLY) 

CALL US TODAY AT 800-775-0640 

VISIT US AT 
WWW.CMYSnillSIHC.COM 

FREE e-mail account. 
Send or receive e-mail anywhere in the world! 

FREE Internet Home Page. 
Fill in a form, and instantly create your own homepage! 

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

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

FREE Accountants Conference Center 
FAQs and peer discussion groups! 

Visit our site for furtlwr details VWVW. C P A o n l h i e . 1161 
^ a IR'C scr\ icc I'lir pnilcssioiial accnulilanl.s [iv itic .Acciuiiuanl.s Lcd'jcr 

loi iu ot UMI iiioiicv savcil or c;iriR'(.l. 
l i i i l 11 miisi he ]H'i"Ccivcd—lli.it is. 
till.' \;iliiL' tlu- client teels he or she re-
eeivei.1 is iiisr ;is i inportniit ro vour 
lirnctuic :is the iietiial v.ilue. Yon iii;iv 
have lielpetl .1 chent s.ive hundreds of 
thons.inds ol dollars, but i f it's not clear 
what you did to help, he or she could 
lie seduced by .1 inarketiiit; ploy troni 
one ot your competitors. How do von 
let clients know how much vou have 
done lor them? 

Don't count on your readers to put 
two .md two tot;ether—after all. that's 
what they hired you lor. it vou f i n ­
ished the ta.x return early, then open 
your cover letter by writmi;, "We are 
pleased to inform you that yotir return 
IS readv earlv." It you tigureci out a wav 
to streamline cash management proce­
dures, determine how much monev 
vou sa\ed the client and write, "Clor-
rectiiiL; tlie problems we discovered 
LliiriiiL; this audit will save the ct)mpa-
nv SXX per vear," 

• I'ut key information in the open-
iiif; and llie c/()ii;/i> paragraphs of your 
document. I'eople pay the most atten­
tion ro the begiiminL; and the enci of a 
document. I'ut your most vital mfor­
mation m these two strategic locations 
and It u ill ma.ximize the impact on 
vour client. 

FOLLOW THE GOLDEN RULE OF 
WRITING 
1 hmk about the kinci ol writ ing you 
look lorx'vard to receiving. You proba-
blv do not like to read dull, convolut­
ed sentences that vou suspect are 
irrelevant to you. You probablv dislike 
being hirced to pore over pages ot dry 
detail betore vou get to a specific con­
clusion. Follow the golden rule ot 
writing: Write to others as you would 
like others to write to you. Let your 
readers move right along. Begin with 
an overview that tells them the bot­
tom line .md how it relates to theni. 
Use strong verbs and the active voice 
to tell yotir story. Wr i t e short, 
straighttorward sentences that get to 
the point. And always bear in mind 
the aspects ot your data that matter 
most to vour client, in todav's business 
environment, yiuir ability to coiiimu-
nicate clearly with your clients could 
be the value-,iddeti service that wi l l 
hel[i vour practice soar. • 
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