
• BUSINESS WRITING

WRITING CLEARLY AND PERSUASIVELY IS A FUNDAMENTAL SKILL FOR 
PROFESSIONAL SUCCESS. THREE BUSINESS-WRITING EXPERTS SHARE 
THEIR STRATEGIES FOR GETTING YOUR MESSAGE ACROSS EFFECTIVELY

WORDS FRAN MOLLOY 

I n the age of the paperless office, our written 
communication has become more critical 
than ever. From producing short tweets and 

succinct emails to scribing engaging blog posts and 
costly research reports, most of today’s workforce 
must write.

Writing effectively doesn’t come naturally to most 
of us—but it is a skill that can be honed, says writer 
and editor Kate Hennessy, who teaches business 
writing courses at the Australian Writer’s Centre. 

Communicating plainly and directly is the key 
to good business writing, she says, and that is 
something most of us do anyway when we speak to 
each other. 

“Try to bring the directness of conversational 
English to your written English. We often tie 
ourselves in knots when we switch from writing 
to speaking.”

Clarity often comes from using fewer words, not 
more. And using specialist words known only in 
your industry is off-putting to a general audience. 

“Many people use business writing to try to make 
simple things seem more complicated,” she says, 
adding that using words like ‘leverage’, ‘align’, 
‘strategise’ and ‘engage’ will confuse rather than 
impress your audience.

Never forget your audience, she says—the aim 
is to give information to your audience rather than 
impress them with your superior knowledge. 

“Remove your ego from your writing. When your 
ego gets involved, so does unnecessary information 
and self-important jargon.”

 
LOOK PROFESSIONAL
Better business writing is bread and butter for Grant 
Butler. He heads up business writing firm Editor 
Group, providing professional writing services to 
dozens of organisations.

He says that effective professional business 
writing makes a good first impression with correct 
spelling, visual appeal and grammatical accuracy.

Professional writing isn’t stuffy or formal, 
Butler adds, citing the letters that banks, phone 
companies and other major corporations send 
their customers, which are usually written in a 
conversational way. 

“They don’t try to grab a veneer of professionalism 
through big words and business pomp.”

STRUCTURE YOUR COMMUNICATION
Start your writing with a great idea or fact, he says. 
“What are you saying? Is it new and worthwhile? If 
you had to explain it quickly to someone in the pub, 
how would you boil it down?”

You should always think about your audience 
before you start writing, he adds. “How much do 

they know? Do they have any preconceptions or 
biases? What will be most valuable or interesting 
to them?”

 Take a logical approach, he says. “Be conscious 
of how your material is structured. Is it logical 
and easy to follow? Could someone grasp your 
key points just by skimming the subheadings in 
your article?”

And stick to the point. “Once you’ve got your 
material and logic worked out, write just as many 
words as you need, and no more.” Avoid long 
convoluted words, or jargon that the audience 
could misinterpret.

Finally, when you have a good base, inject 
some colour into your copy to make it memorable. 
“Don’t strip your writing back completely—use 
the occasional emotive or unexpected word to 
capture attention.”

His book, Think Write Grow, gives examples from 
the techniques used by leaders like Barack Obama 
to communicate ideas effectively. 

DON’T BE SELFISH
“In my experience, the biggest cause of unclear 
business writing is that people write for 
themselves rather than for the intended reader,” 
says business-writing expert Susan McKerihan. 

McKerihan, of Plain English Consulting, 
teaches top corporate leaders how to write 
clearly and succinctly in a reader-focused 
functional style. 

She cites famous plain speaker Winston Churchill 
as a great example of clear communication. 

“During World War II, when an adviser said to 
him: ‘In reference to the situation in France, there 
have been certain setbacks’, Churchill relayed 
the news to the British public as: ‘The news from 
France is bad.’”

Her book, Clear and Concise, is filled with tips 
and examples like this aimed at helping business 
writers improve their reports, submissions and 
other documents. 

McKerihan says that in business, writing is often 
done under pressure, so many documents end up 
as “brain dumps”.

You can overcome this by putting your main 
message first, she says. “Readers don’t want 
to plod through lengthy introductions and 
background before arriving at a conclusion.”

Try asking yourself “so what?” after a section 
of writing to help you add value to a routine 
information dump with insights or conclusions. 

“You can check the clarity of your style by 
reading aloud what you’ve written,” she says. 
“Do you sound like a normal human being? If not, 
there’s work to be done!” Ill
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WANT MORE?
These tools will help 
you craft clear and 
engaging writing.

HEMINGWAY APP 
The Hemingway Editor 
program is available as 
a desktop application 
($10 for either Mac or 
PC) or online, where you 
cut and paste a block 
of text into the editor. 
It highlights adverbs, 
passive voice and long 
or convoluted sentences. 
www.hemingwayapp.com

GRAMMARLY  
Grammarly is a browser 
add-on that brings 
comprehensive grammar 
checking to your online 
writing. The premium 
version includes a 
Microsoft Word add-on 
for $12 a month. 
www.grammarly.com

MINTO PYRAMID 
PRINCIPLE
Developed by McKinsey 
writing advisor Barbara 
Minto, the Minto 
Pyramid Principle is a 
method for organising 
business writing to make 
it clear and effective. 
The site includes links 
to an online course, a 
textbook and an app. 
www.barbaraminto.com

BUBBL.US ONLINE 
MIND MAP
Bubbl.Us is one of many 
mind-mapping tools 
available—a useful way to 
structure ideas logically 
before writing. https://
bubbl.us/mindmap

READ, WRITE, 
GROW
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